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Beauty:   When   the   Other   Dancer   is   the   Self  

By   Alice   Walker  

 
Alice  Walker  was  born  on  February  9,  1944,  in  Eatonton,  Georgia,  the  eighth  and               
last  child  of  Willie  Lee  and  Minnie Lou  Grant  Walker,  who  were  sharecroppers.  When               
Alice  Walker  was  eight  years  old,  she  lost  sight  of  one  eye  when  one of  her  older                  
brothers  shot  her  with  a  BB  gun  by  accident.  In  high  school,  Alice  Walker  was                
valedictorian  of  her  class,  and that  achievement,  coupled  with  a  "rehabilitation            
scholarship"  made  it  possible  for  her  to  go  to  Spelman,  a  college  for black  women  in                 
Atlanta,  Georgia.  After  spending  two  years  at  Spelman,  she  transferred  to  Sarah             
Lawrence  College  in New  York,  and  during  her  junior  year  traveled  to  Africa  as  an                
exchange   student.   She   received   her   bachelor   of   arts   degree  
from   Sarah   Lawrence   College   in   1965.  
 
She  received  the  Pulitzer  Prize  in  1983  for  The  Color  Purple.Among  her  numerous              
awards  and  honors  are  the  Lillian Smith  Award  from  the  National  Endowment  for  the               
Arts,  the  Rosenthal  Award  from  the  National  Institute  of  Arts  & Letters,  a  nomination  for  the  National  Book  Award,                    
a   Radcliffe   Institute   Fellowship,   a   Merrill   Fellowship,   a   Guggenheim  
Fellowship,  and  the  Front  Page  Award  for  Best  Magazine  Criticism  from  the  Newswoman's  Club  of  New  York.  She                   
also     has   received   the   Townsend   Prize   and   a   Lyndhurst   Prize.  
 
It  is  a  bright  summer  day  in  1947.  My  father,  a  fat,  funny  man  with  beautiful  eyes  and  a  subversive  wit,  is  trying  to                         
decide  which  of  his  eight  children  he  will  take  with  him  to  the  county  fair.  My  mother,  of  course,  will  not  go.  She  is                         
knocked  out  from  getting  most  of  us  ready:  I  hold  my  neck  stiff  against  the  pressure  of  her  knuckles  as  she  hastily                       
completes   the   braiding   and   the   ribboning   of   my   hair.  
 
My  father  is  the  driver  for  the  rich  old  white  lady  up  the  road.  Her  name  is  Miss  Mey.  She  owns  all  the  land  for                          
miles  around,  as  well  as  the  house  in  which  we  live.  All  I  remember  about  her  is  that  she  once  offered  to  pay  my                         
mother  thirty-five  cents  for  cleaning  her  house,  raking  up  piles  of  her  magnolia  leaves,  and  washing  her  family's                   
clothes,  and  that  my  mother--she  of  no  money,  eight  children,  and  a  chronic  earache--  refused  it.  But  I  do  not  think                      
of  this  in  1947.  I  am  two-and-a-half  years  old.  I  want  to  go  everywhere  my  daddy  goes.  I  am  excited  at  the                       
prospect  of  riding  in  a  car.  Someone  has  told  me  fairs  are  fun.  That  there  is  room  in  the  car  for  only  three  of  us                          
doesn't  faze  me  at  all.  Whirling  happily  in  my  starchy  frock,  showing  off  my  biscuit  polished  patent-leather  shoes                   
and  lavender  socks,  tossing  my  head  in  a  way  that  makes  my  ribbons  bounce,  I  stand,  hands  on  hips,  before  my                      
father.  "Take  me,  Daddy,"  l  say  with  assurance;  "I'm  the  prettiest!"  Later,  it  does  not  surprise  me  to  find  myself  in                      
Miss  Mey's  shiny  black  car,  sharing  the  back  seat  with  the  other  lucky  ones.  Does  not  surprise  me  that  I  thoroughly                      
enjoy   the   fair.   At   home   that   night   I   tell   the   unlucky  
ones  all  I  can  remember  about  the  merry-go-round,  the  man  who  eats  live  chickens,  and  the  teddy  bears,  until  they                     
say:   that's   enough,   baby   Alice.   Shut   up   now,   and   go   to   sleep.  
 
It  is  Easter  Sunday,  1950.  I  am  dressed  in  a  green,  flocked,  scalloped  hem  dress  (handmade  by  my  adoring  sister,                     
Ruth)  that  has  its  own  smooth  satin  petticoat  and  tiny  hot-pink  roses  tucked  into  each  scallop.  My  shoes,  new                    
T-strap  patent  leather,  again  highly  biscuit-polished.  I  am  six  years  old  and  have  learned  one  of  the  longest  Easter                    
speeches  to  be  heard  that  day,  totally  unlike  the  speech  I  said  when  I  was  two:  "Easter  lilies  /  pure  and  white  /                        
blossom  in  /  the  morning  light."  When  I  rise  to  give  my  speech  I  do  so  on  a  great  wave  of  love  and  pride  and                          
expectation.  People  in  the  church  stop  rustling  their  new  crinolines.  They  seem  to  hold  their  breath.  I  can  tell  they                     
admire   my   dress,   but   it   is   my   spirit,   bordering   on   sassiness   (womanishness),   they   secretly   applaud.  
 
"That   girl's   a   little   mess,"   they   whisper   to   each   other,   pleased.  
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Naturally  I  say  my  speech  without  stammer  or  pause,  unlike  those  who  stutter,  stammer,  or,  worst  of  all,  forget.                    
This  is  before  the  word  "beautiful"  exists  in  people's  vocabulary,  but  "Oh,  isn't  she  the  cutest  thing!"  frequently                   
floats  my  way.  "And  got  so  much  sense!"  they  gratefully  add  .  .  .  for  which  thoughtful  addition  I  thank  them  to  this                        
day.  
 
It  was  great  fun  being  cute.  But  then,  one  day,  it  ended.  I  am  eight  years  old  and  a  tomboy.  I  have  a  cowboy  hat,                          
cowboy  boots,  checkered  shirt  and  pants,  all  red.  My  playmates  are  my  brothers,  two  and  four  years  older  than  I.                     
Their  colors  are  black  and  green,  the  only  difference  in  the  way  we  are  dressed.  On  Saturday  nights  we  all  go  to                       
the  picture  show,  even  my  mother;  Westerns  are  her  favorite  kind  of  movie.  Back  home,  "on  the  ranch,"  we                    
pretend  we  are  Tom  Mix,  Hopalong  Cassidy,  Lash  LaRue  (we've  even  named  one  of  our  dogs  Lash  LaRue);  we                    
chase  each  other  for  hours  rustling  cattle,  being  outlaws,  delivering  damsels  from  distress.  Then  my  parents  decide                  
to  buy  my  brothers  guns.  These  are  not  "real"  guns.  They  shoot  BBs,  copper  pellets  my  brothers  say  will  kill  birds.                      
Because  I  am  a  girl,  I  do  not  get  a  gun.  Instantly  I  am  relegated  to  the  position  of  Indian.  Now  there  appears  a  great                          
distance  between  us.  They  shoot  and  shoot  at  everything  with  their  new  guns.  I  try  to  keep  up  with  my  bow  and                       
arrows.  
 
One  day  while  I  am  standing  on  top  of  our  makeshift  "garage"  --pieces  of  tin  nailed  across  some  poles--  holding                     
my  bow  and  arrow  and  looking  out  toward  the  fields,  I  feel  an  incredible  blow  in  my  right  eye.  I  look  down  just  in                         
time  to  see  my  brother  lower  his  gun.  Both  brothers  rush  to  my  side.  My  eye  stings,  and  I  cover  it  with  my  hand.                         
"If  you  tell,"  they  say,  "we  will  get  a  whipping.  You  don't  want  that  to  happen,  do  you?"  I  do  not.  "Here  is  a  piece                          
of  wire,"  says  the  older  brother,  picking  it  up  from  the  roof;  "say  you  stepped  on  one  end  of  it  and  the  other  flew                         
up  and  hit  you."  The  pain  is  beginning  to  start.  "Yes,"  I  say.  "Yes,  I  will  say  that  is  what  happened."  If  I  do  not  say                           
this  is  what  happened,  I  know  my  brothers  will  find  ways  to  make  me  wish  I  had.  But  now  I  will  say  anything  that                         
gets   me   to   my   mother.  
 
Confronted  by  our  parents  we  stick  to  the  lie  agreed  upon.  They  place  me  on  a  bench  on  the  porch  and  I  close  my                         
left  eye  while  they  examine  the  right.  There  is  a  tree  growing  from  underneath  the  porch  that  climbs  past  the  railing                      
to  the  roof.  It  is  the  last  thing  my  right  eye  sees.  I  watch  as  its  trunk,  its  branches,  and  then  its  leaves  are  blotted  out                           
by   the   rising   blood.  
 
I  am  in  shock.  First  there  is  intense  fever,  which  my  father  tries  to  break  using  lily  leaves  bound  around  my  head.                       
Then  there  are  chills:  my  mother  tries  to  get  me  to  eat  soup.  Eventually,  I  do  not  know  how,  my  parents  learn  what                        
has  happened.  A  week  after  the  "accident"  they  take  me  to  see  a  doctor.  "Why  did  you  wait  so  long  to  come?"  he                        
asks,  looking  into  my  eye  and  shaking  his  head.  "Eyes  are  sympathetic,"  he  says.  "If  one  is  blind,  the  other  will                      
likely   become   blind   too."  
 
This  comment  of  the  doctor's  terrifies  me.  But  it  is  really  how  I  look  that  bothers  me  most.  Where  the  BB  pellet                       
struck  there  is  a  glob  of  whitish  scar  tissue,  a  hideous  cataract,  on  my  eye.  Now  when  I  stare  at  people--a  favorite                       
pastime,  up  to  now--they  will  stare  back.  Not  at  the  "cute"  little  girl,  but  at  her  scar.  For  six  years  I  do  not  stare  at                          
anyone,   because   I   do   not   raise   my   head.  
 
Years   later,   in   the   throes   of   a   mid-life   crisis,   I   ask   my   mother   and   sister   whether   I   changed   after   the  
"accident."   "No,"   they   say,   puzzled.   "What   do   you   mean?"  
 
What   do   I   mean?  
 
I  am  eight,  and,  for  the  first  time,  doing  poorly  in  school,  where  I  have  been  something  of  a  whiz  since  I  was  four.                         
We  have  just  moved  to  the  place  where  the  "accident"  occurred.  We  do  not  know  any  of  the  people  around  us                      
because  this  is  a  different  county.  The  only  time  I  see  the  friends  I  knew  is  when  we  go  back  to  our  old  church.                         
The  new  school  is  the  former  state  penitentiary.  It  is  a  large  stone  building,  cold  and  drafty,  crammed  to                    
overflowing  with  boisterous,  ill-disciplined  children.  On  the  third  floor  there  is  a  huge  circular  imprint  of  some                  
partition   that   has   been   torn   out.  
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"What   used   to   be   here?"   I   ask   a   sullen   girl   next   to   me   on   our   way   past   it   to   lunch.  
 
"The   electric   chair,"   says   she.  
 
At   night   I   have   nightmares   about   the   electric   chair,   and   about   all   the   people   reputedly   "fried"   in   it.   I   am   afraid  
of   the   school,   where   all   the   students   seem   to   be   budding   criminals.  
 
"What's   the   matter   with   your   eye?"   they   ask,   critically.  
 
When   I   don't   answer   (I   cannot   decide   whether   it   was   an   "accident"   or   not),   they   shove   me,   insist   on   a   fight.  
 
 
My  brother,  the  one  who  created  the  story  about  the  wire,  comes  to  my  rescue.  But  then  brags  so  much  about                      
"protecting"   me,   I   become   sick.  
 
After  months  of  torture  at  the  school,  my  parents  decide  to  send  me  back  to  our  old  community,  to  my  old  school.  I                        
live  with  my  grandparents  and  the  teacher  they  board.  But  there  is  no  room  for  Phoebe,  my  cat.  By  the  time  my                       
grandparents  decide  there  is  room,  and  I  ask  for  my  cat,  she  cannot  be  found.  Miss  Yarborough,  the  boarding                    
teacher,  takes  me  under  her  wing,  and  begins  to  teach  me  to  play  the  piano.  But  soon  she  marries  an  African--a                      
"prince,"   she   says--and   is   whisked   away   to   his   continent.  
 
At  my  old  school  there  is  at  least  one  teacher  who  loves  me.  She  is  the  teacher  who  "knew  me  before  I  was  born"                         
and  bought  my  first  baby  clothes.  It  is  she  who  makes  life  bearable.  It  is  her  presence  that  finally  helps  me  turn  on                        
the  one  child  at  the  school  who  continually  calls  me  "one-eyed  bitch."  One  day  I  simply  grab  him  by  his  coat  and                       
beat   him   until   I   am   satisfied.   It   is   my   teacher   who   tells   me   my   mother   is   ill.  
 
My  mother  is  lying  in  bed  in  the  middle  of  the  day,  something  I  have  never  seen.  She  is  in  too  much  pain  to  speak.                          
She  has  an  abscess  in  her  ear.  I  stand  looking  down  on  her,  knowing  that  if  she  dies,  I  cannot  live.  She  is  being                         
treated  with  warm  oils  and  hot  bricks  held  against  her  cheek.  Finally  a  doctor  comes.  But  I  must  go  back  to  my                       
grandparents'  house.  The  weeks  pass  but  I  am  hardly  aware  of  it.  All  I  know  is  that  my  mother  might  die,  my  father                        
is   not   so   jolly,   my   brothers   still   have   their   guns,   and   I   am   the   one   sent   away   from   home.  
 
"You   did   not   change,"   they   say.  
 
Did   I   imagine   the   anguish   of   never   looking   up?  
 
I  am  twelve.  When  relatives  come  to  visit  I  hide  in  my  room.  My  cousin  Brenda,  just  my  age,  whose  father  works                       
in  the  post  office  and  whose  mother  is  a  nurse,  comes  to  find  me.  "Hello,"  she  says.  And  then  she  asks,  looking  at                        
my  recent  school  picture,  which  I  did  not  want  taken,  and  on  which  the  "glob,"  as  I  think  of  it,  is  clearly  visible,                        
"You   still   can't   see   out   of   that   eye   ?   "  
 
"No,"   I   say,   and   flop   back   on   the   bed   over   my   book.  
 
That  night,  as  I  do  almost  every  night,  I  abuse  my  eye.  I  rant  and  rave  at  it,  in  front  of  the  mirror.  I  plead  with  it  to                             
clear   up   before   morning.   I   tell   it   I   hate   and   despise   it.   I   do   not   pray   for   sight.   I   pray   for   beauty.  
 
"You   did   not   change,"   they   say.  
 
I  am  fourteen  and  baby-sitting  for  my  brother  Bill,  who  lives  in  Boston.  He  is  my  favorite  brother  and  there  is  a                       
strong  bond  between  us.  Understanding  my  feelings  of  shame  and  ugliness  he  and  his  wife  take  me  to  a  local                     
hospital,  where  the  "glob"  is  removed  by  a  doctor  named  0.  Henry.  There  is  still  a  small  bluish  crater  where  the                      
scar  tissue  was,  but  the  ugly  white  stuff  is  gone.  Almost  immediately  I  become  a  different  person  from  the  girl  who                      
does  not  raise  her  head.  Or  so  I  think.  Now  that  I've  raised  my  head  I  win  the  boyfriend  of  my  dreams.  Now  that                         
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I've  raised  my  head  I  have  plenty  of  friends.  Now  that  I've  raised  my  head  classwork  comes  from  my  lips  as                      
faultlessly  as  Easter  speeches  did,  and  I  leave  high  school  as  valedictorian,  most  popular  student,  and  queen,                  
hardly  believing  my  luck.  Ironically,  the  girl  who  was  voted  most  beautiful  in  our  class  (and  was)  was  later  shot                     
twice   through   the   chest   by   a   male   companion,   using   a   "real"   gun,   while   she  
was   pregnant.   But   that's   another   story   in   itself.   Or   is   it?  
 
"You   did   not   change,"   they   say.  
 
It  is  now  thirty  years  since  the  "accident."  A  beautiful  journalist  comes  to  visit  and  to  interview  me.  She  is  going  to                       
write  a  cover  story  for  her  magazine  that  focuses  on  my  latest  book.  "Decide  how  you  want  to  look  on  the  cover,"                       
she   says.   "Glamorous,   or   whatever."  
 
Never  mind  "glamorous,"  it  is  the  "whatever"  that  I  hear.  Suddenly  all  I  can  think  of  is  whether  I  will  get  enough                       
sleep   the   night   before   the   photography   session:   If   I   don't,   my   eye   will   be   tired   and   wander,   as   blind   eyes   will.  
At  night  in  bed  with  my  lover  I  think  up  reasons  why  I  should  not  appear  on  the  cover  of  a  magazine.  "My                        
meanest   critics   will   say   I've   sold   out,"   I   say.   "My   family   will   now   realize   I   write   scandalous   books."  
 
"But   what's   the   real   reason   you   don't   want   to   do   this?"   he   asks.  
 
"Because   in   all   probability,"   I   say   in   a   rush,   "my   eye   won't   be   straight."  
 
"It   will   be   straight   enough,"   he   says.   Then,   "Besides,   I   thought   you'd   made   your   peace   with   that."  
And   I   suddenly   remember   that   I   have.  
 
I   remember:  
 
I  am  talking  to  my  brother  Jimmy,  asking  if  he  remembers  anything  unusual  about  the  day  I  was  shot.  He  does  not                       
know  I  consider  that  day  the  last  time  my  father,  with  his  sweet  home  remedy  of  cool  lily  leaves,  chose  me,  and                       
that  I  suffered  and  raged  inside  because  of  this.  "Well,"  ht  says,  "all  I  remember  is  standing  by  the  side  of  the                       
highway  with  Daddy,  trying  to  flag  down  a  car.  A  white  man  stopped,  but  when  Daddy  said  he  needed  somebody                     
to   take   his   little   girl   to   the   doctor,   he   drove   off."  
 
I   remember:  
 
I  am  in  the  desert  for  the  first  time.  I  fall  totally  in  love  with  it.  I  am  so  overwhelmed  by  its  beauty,  I  confront  for                           
the  first  time,  consciously,  the  meaning  of  the  doctor's  words  years  ago:  "Eyes  are  sympathetic.  If  one  is  blind,  the                     
other  will  likely  become  blind  too."  I  realize  I  have  dashed  about  the  world  madly,  looking  at  this,  looking  at  that,                      
storing  up  images  against  the  fading  of  the  light.  But  I  might  have  missed  seeing  the  desert!  The  shock  of  that                      
possibility--and  gratitude  for  over  twenty  five  years  of  sight--sends  me  literally  to  my  knees.  Poem  after  poem                  
comes--which   is   perhaps   how   poets   pray.  
 
ON   SIGHT  
 
I   am   so   thankful   I   have   seen  
The   Desert  
And   the   creatures   in   the   desert  
And   the   desert   Itself.  
The   desert   has   its   own   moon  
Which   I   have   seen  
With   my   own   eye.  
There   is   no   flag   on   it.  
Trees   of   the   desert   have   arms  
All   of   which   are   always   up  
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That   is   because   the   moon   is   up  
The   sun   is   up   Also   the   sky  
The   Stars   Clouds   None   with   flags.  
If   there   were   flags,  
I   doubt   the   trees   would   point.  
Would   you?  
 
But   mostly,   I   remember   this:  
 
I  am  twenty-seven,  and  my  baby  daughter  is  almost  three.  Since  the  birth  I  have  worried  about  her  discovery  that                     
her  mother's  eyes  are  different  from  other  people's.  Will  she  be  embarrassed?  I  think.  What  will  she  say?  Every  day                     
she  watches  a  television  program  called  Big  Blue  Marble.  It  begins  with  a  picture  of  the  earth  as  it  appears  from  the                       
moon.  It  is  bluish,  a  little  battered-looking,  but  full  of  light,  with  whitish  clouds  swirling  around  it.  Every  time  I  see                      
it  I  weep  with  love,  as  if  it  is  a  picture  of  Grandma's  house.  One  day  when  I  am  putting  Rebecca  down  for  her  nap,                          
she  suddenly  focuses  on  my  eye.  Something  inside  me  cringes,  gets  ready  to  try  to  protect  myself.  All  children  are                     
cruel  about  physical  differences,  I  know  from  experience,  and  that  they  don't  always  mean  to  be  is  another  matter.                    
I   assume   Rebecca   will   be   the   same.  
 
But  no-o-o-o.  She  studies  my  face  intently  as  we  stand,  her  inside  and  me  outside  her  crib.  She  even  holds  my  face                       
maternally  between  her  dimpled  little  hands.  Then,  looking  every  bit  as  serious  and  lawyerlike  as  her  father,  she                   
says,  as  if  it  may  just  possibly  have  slipped  my  attention:  Mommy,  there's  a  world  in  your  eye."  (As  in,  "Don't  be                       
alarmed,  or  do  anything  crazy.")  And  then,  gently,  but  with  great  interest:  "Mommy,  where  did  you  get  that  world                    
in   your   eye?"  
 
For  the  most  part,  the  pain  left  then.  (So  what,  if  my  brothers  grew  up  to  buy  even  more  powerful  pellet  guns  for                        
their  sons  and  to  carry  real  guns  themselves.  So  what,  if  a  young  "Morehouse  man"  once  nearly  fell  off  the  steps  of                       
Trevor  Arnett  Library  because  he  thought  my  eyes  were  blue.)  Crying  and  laughing  I  ran  to  the  bathroom,  while                    
Rebecca  mumbled  and  sang  herself  to  sleep.  Yes  indeed,  I  realized,  looking  into  the  mirror.  There  was  a  world  in                     
my  eye.  And  I  saw  that  it  was  possible  to  love  it:  that  in  fact,  for  all  it  had  taught  me  of  shame  and  anger  and  inner                            
vision,  I  did  love  it.  Even  to  see  it  drifting  out  of  orbit  in  boredom,  or  rolling  up  out  of  fatigue,  not  to  mention                         
floating  back  at  attention  in  excitement  (bearing  witness,  a  friend  has  called  it),  deeply  suitable  to  my  personality,                   
and   even   characteristic   of   me.  
 
That  night  I  dream  I  am  dancing  to  Stevie  Wonder's  song  "Always"  (the  name  of  the  song  is  really  "As,"  but  I  hear                        
it  as  "Always").  As  I  dance,  whirling  and  joyous,  happier  than  I've  ever  been  in  my  life,  another  brightfaced  dancer                     
joins  me.  We  dance  and  kiss  each  other  and  hold  each  other  through  the  night.  The  other  dancer  has  obviously                     
come   through   all   right,   as   I   have   done.   She   is   beautiful,   whole,   and   free.   And   she   is   also   me.  
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I   Just   Wanna   Be   Average  
by   Mike   Rose  

 
 
Mike  Rose  is  anything  but  average:  he  has  published  poetry,  scholarly  research,  a              
textbook,  and  two  widely  praised  books  on  education  in  America.  A  professor  in  the               
School  of  Education  at  UCLA,  Rose  has  won  awards  from  the  National  Academy  of               
Education,  the  National  Council  of  Teachers  of  English,  and  the  John  Simon             
Guggenheim  Memorial  Foundation.  Below  you'll  read  the  story  of  how  this  highly             
successful  teacher  and  writer  started  high  school  in  the  "vocational  education"  track,             
learning  dead-end  skills  from  teachers  who  were  often  underprepared  or  incompetent.            
Rose  shows  that  students  whom  the  system  has  written  off  can  have  tremendous              
unrealized  potential,  and  his  critique  of  the  school  system  specifies  several  reasons  for              
the  'failure"  of  students  who  go  through  high  school  belligerent,  fearful,  stoned,             
frustrated,  or  just  plain  bored.  This  selection  comes  from Lives  on  the  Boundary  (1989),               
Rose's  exploration  of  America's  educationally  underprivileged.  His  most  recent  book, Possible  Lives  (1996), offers               
a  nationwide  tour  of  creative  classrooms  and  innovative  educational  programs.  Rose is currently  researching  a                
new   book   on   the   thinking   patterns   of   blue-collar   workers.   
 
It  took  two  buses  to  get  to  Our  Lady  of  Mercy.  The  first  started  deep  in  South  Los  Angeles  and  caught  me  at                        
midpoint.  The  second  drifted  through  neighborhoods  with  trees,  parks,  big  lawns,  and  lots  of  flowers.  The  rides                  
were  long  but  were  livened  up  by  a  group  of  South  L.A.  veterans  whose  parents  also  thought  that  Hope  had  set  up                       
shop  in  the  west  end  of  the  county.  There  was  Christy  Biggars,  who,  at  sixteen,  was  dealing  and  was,  according  to                      
rumor,  a  pimp  as  well.  There  were  Bill  Cobb  and  Johnny  Gonzales,  grease-pencil  artists  extraordinaire,  who  left                  
Nembutal-enhanced  swirls  of  "Cobb"  and  "Johnny"  on  the  corrugated  walls  of  the  bus.  And  then  there  was  Tyrrell                   
Wilson.  Tyrrell  was  the  coolest  kid  I  knew.  He  ran  the  dozens 1 like  a  metric  halfback,  laid  down  a  rap  that                      
outrhymed  and  outpointed  Cobb,  whose  rap  was  good  but  not  great-the  curse  of  a  moderately  soulful  kid  trapped                   
in  white  skin.  But  it  was  Cobb  who  would  sneak  a  radio  onto  the  bus,  and  thus  underwrote  his  patter  with  Little                       
Richard,  Fats  Domino,  Chuck  Berry,  the  Coasters,  and  Ernie  K.  Doe's  mother-in-law,  an  awful  woman  who  was                  
"sent  from  down  below."  And  so  it  was  that  Christy  and  Cobb  and  Johnny  G.  and  Tyrrell  and  I  and  assorted  others                       
picked  up  along  the  way  passed  our  days  in  the  back  of  the  bus,  a  funny  mix  brought  together  by  geography  and                       
parental   desire.   
 
Entrance  to  school  brings  with  it  forms  and  releases  and  assessments.  Mercy  relied  on  a  series  of  tests…for                   
placement,  and  somehow  the  results  of  my  tests  got  confused  with  those  of  another  student  named  Rose.  The  other                    
Rose  apparently  didn't  do  very  well,  for  I  was  placed  in  the  vocational  track,  a  euphemism  for  the  bottom  level.                     
Neither  I  nor  my  parents  realized  what  this  meant.  We  had  no  sense  that  Business  Math,  Typing,  and  English-Level                    
D  were  dead  ends.  The  current  spate  of  reports  on  the  schools  criticizes  parents  for  not  involving  themselves  in  the                     
education  of  their  children.  But  how  would  someone  like  Tommy  Rose,  with  his  two  years  of  Italian  schooling,                   
know   what   to   ask?   And   what   sort   of   pressure   could   an   exhausted   waitress   apply?   
 
1    A   verbal   game   of   African   origin   in   which   competitors   try   to   top   each   other’s   insults.   
 
The   error   went   undetected,   and   I   remained   in   the   vocational   track   for   two   years.   What   a   place.   
 
My  homeroom  was  supervised  by  Brother  Dill,  a  troubled  and  unstable  man  who  also  taught  freshman  English.                  
When  his  class  drifted  away  from  him,  which  was  often,  his  voice  would  rise  in  paranoid  accusations,  and                   
occasionally  he  would  lose  control  and  shake  or  smack  us.  I  hadn't  been  there  two  months  when  one  of  his  brisk,                      
face-turning  slaps  had  my  glasses  sliding  down  the  aisle.  Physical  education  was  also  pretty  harsh.  Our  teacher  was                   
a  stubby  ex-lineman  who  had  played  old-time  pro  ball  in  the  Midwest.  He  routinely  had  us  grabbing  our  ankles  to                     
receive  his  stinging  paddle  across  our  butts.  He  did  that,  he  said,  to  make  men  of  us.  "Rose,"  he  bellowed  on  our                       
first   encounter;   me   standing   geeky   in   line   in   my   baggy   shorts.   "'Rose'   ?   What   the   hell   kind   of   name   is   that?"   
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"Italian,   sir,"   I   squeaked.   
 
"Italian!   Ho.   Rose,   do   you   know   the   sound   a   bag   of   shit   makes   when   it   
hits   the   wall?"   
 
"No,   sir."   
 
"Wop!”   
 
Sophomore  English  was  taught  by  Mr.  Mitropetros.  He  was  a  large,  bejeweled  man  who  managed  the  parking  lot  at                    
the  Shrine  Auditorium.  He  would  crow  and  preen  and  list  for  us  the  stars  he'd  brushed  against.  We'd  ask  questions                     
and  glance  knowingly  and  snicker,  and  all  that  fueled  the  poor  guy  to  brag  some  more.  Parking  cars  was  his  night                      
job.  He  had  little  training  in  English,  so  his  lesson  plan  for  his  day  work  had  us  reading  the  district's  required  text,                       
Julius  Caesar, aloud  for  the  semester.  We'd  finished  the  play  way  before  the  twenty  weeks  was  up,  so  he'd  have  us                      
switch  parts  again  and  again  and  start  again:  Dave  Snyder,  the  fastest  guy  at  Mercy,  muscling  through  Caesar  to  the                     
breathless  squeals  of  Calpurnia,  as  interpreted  by  Steve  Fusco,  a  surfer  who  owned  the  school's  most  envied                  
paneled  wagon.  Week  ten  and  Dave  and  Steve  would  take  on  new  roles,  as  would  we  all,  and  render  a                     
water-logged   Cassius   and   a   Brutus   that   are   beyond   my   powers   of   description.   
 
Spanish  I  -  taken  in  the  second  year  -  fell  into  the  hands  of  a  new  recruit.  Mr.  Montez  was  a  tiny  man,  slight,  five                          
foot  six  at  the  most,  soft-spoken  and  delicate.  Spanish  was  a  particularly  rowdy  class,  and  Mr.  Montez  was  as                    
prepared  for  it  as  a  doily  maker  at  a  hammer  throw.  He  would  tap  his  pencil  to  a  room  in  which  Steve  Fusco  was                         
propelling  spitballs  from  his  heavy  lips,  in  which  Mike  Dweetz  was  taunting  Billy  Hawk,  a  half-Indian,                 
half-Spanish,  reed-thin,  quietly  explosive  boy.  The  vocational  track  at  Our  Lady  of  Mercy  mixed  kids  traveling  in                  
from  South  L.A.  with  South  Bay  surfers  and  a  few  Slavs  and  Chicanos  from  the  harbors  of  San  Pedro.  This  was  a                       
dangerous  miscellany:  surfers  and  hodads  and  South-Central  blacks  all  ablaze  to  the  metronomic  tapping  of  Hector                 
Montez's   pencil.   
 
One  day  Billy  lost  it.  Out  of  the  comer  of  my  eye  I  saw  him  strike  out  with  his  right  arm  and  catch  Dweetz  across                          
the  neck.  Quick  as  a  spasm,  Dweetz  was  out  of  his  seat,  scattering  desks,  cracking  Billy  on  the  side  of  the  head,                       
right  behind  the  eye.  Snyder  and  Fusco  and  others  broke  it  up,  but  the  room  felt  hot  and  close  and  naked.  Mr.                       
Montez's  tenuous  authority  was  finally  ripped  to  shreds,  and  I  think  everyone  felt  a  little  strange  about  that.  The                    
charade  was  over,  and  when  it  came  down  to  it,  I  don't  think  any  of  the  kids  really  wanted  it  to  end  this  way.  They                          
had   pushed   and   pushed   and   bullied   their   way   into   a   freedom   that   both   scared   and   embarrassed   them.   
 
Students  will  float  to  the  mark  you  set.  I  and  the  others  in  the  vocational  classes  were  bobbing  in  pretty  shallow                      
water.  Vocational  education  has  aimed  at  increasing  the  economic  opportunities  of  students  who  do  not  do  well  in                   
our  schools.  Some  serious  programs  succeed  in  doing  that,  and  through  exceptional  teachers…students  learn  to                
develop  hypotheses  and  troubleshoot,  reason  through  a  problem,  and  communicate  effectively  -  the  true  job  skills.                 
The  vocational  track,  however,  is  most  often  a  place  for  those  who  are  just  not  making  it,  a  dumping  ground  for  the                       
disaffected.  There  were  a  few  teachers  who  worked  hard  at  education;  young  Brother  Slattery,  for  example,                 
combined  a  stern  voice  with  weekly  quizzes  to  try  to  pass  along  to  us  a  skeletal  outline  of  world  history.  But                      
mostly  the  teachers  had  no  idea  of  how  to  engage  the  imaginations  of  us  kids  who  were  scuttling  along  at  the                      
bottom   of   the   pond.   
And  the  teachers  would  have  needed  some  inventiveness,  for  none  of  us  was  groomed  for  the  classroom.  It  wasn't                    
just  that  I  didn't  know  things  -  didn't  know  how  to  simplify  algebraic  fractions,  couldn't  identify  different  kinds  of                    
clauses,  bungled  Spanish  translations  -  but  that  I  had  developed  various  faulty  and  inadequate  ways  of  doing                  
algebra  and  making  sense  of  Spanish.  Worse  yet,  the  years  of  defensive  tuning  out  in  elementary  school  had  given                    
me  a  way  to  escape  quickly  while  seeming  at  least  half  alert.  During  my  time  in  Voc.  Ed.,  I  developed  further  into  a                        
mediocre  student  and  a  somnambulant  problem  solver,  and  that  affected  the  subjects  I  did  have  the  wherewithal  to                   
handle:  I  detested  Shakespeare;  I  got  bored  with  history.  My  attention  flitted  here  and  there.  I  fooled  around  in                    
class  and  read  my  books  indifferently  -  the  intellectual  equivalent  of  playing  with  your  food.  I  did  what  I  had  to  do                       
to   get   by,   and   I   did   it   with   half   a   mind.   

8  



 
But  I  did  learn  things  about  people  and  eventually  came  into  my  own  socially.  I  liked  the  guys  in  Voc.  Ed.                      
Growing  up  where  I  did,  I  understood  and  admired  physical  prowess,  and  there  was  an  abundance  of  muscle  here.                    
There  was  Dave  Snyder,  a  sprinter  and  halfback  of  true  quality.  Dave's  ability  and  his  quick  wit  gave  him  a  natural                      
appeal,  and  he  was  welcome  in  any  clique,  though  he  always  kept  a  little  independent.  He  enjoyed  acting  the  fool                     
and  could  care  less  about  studies,  but  he  possessed  a  certain  maturity  and  never  caused  the  faculty  much  trouble.  It                     
was  a  testament  to  his  inde-pendence  that  he  included  me  among  his  friends  -  I  eventually  went  out  for  track,  but  I                       
was  no  jock.  Owing  to  the  Latin  alphabet  and  a  dearth  of  Rs  and  Ss,  Snyder  sat  behind  Rose,  and  we  started                       
exchanging   one-liners   and   became   friends.   
 
There  was  Ted  Richard,  a  much-touted  Little  League  pitcher.  He  was  chunky  and  had  a  baby  face  and  came  to  Our                      
Lady  of  Mercy  as  a  seasoned  street  fighter.  Ted  was  quick  to  laugh  and  he  had  a  loud,  jolly  laugh,  but  when  he  got                         
angry  he'd  smile  a  little  smile,  the  kind  that  simply  raises  the  comer  of  the  mouth  a  quarter  of  an  inch.  For  those                        
who  knew,  it  was  an  eerie  signal.  Those  who  didn't  found  themselves  in  big  trouble,  for  Ted  was  very  quick.  He                      
loved  to  carry  on  what  we  would  come  to  call  philosophical  discussions:  What  is  courage?  Does  God  exist?  He                    
also  loved  words,  enjoyed  picking  up  big  ones  like salubrious and equivocal and  using  them  in  our  conversations                   
-laughing  at  himself  as  the  word  hit  a  chuckhole  rolling  off  his  tongue.  Ted  didn't  do  all  that  well  in  school-                      
baseball  and  parties  and  testing  the  courage  he'd  speculated  about  took  up  his  time.  His  textbooks  were Argosy and                    
Field  and  Stream, whatever  newspapers  he'd  find  on  the  bus  stop  -  from  the Daily  Worker to  pornography  -                    
conversations  with  uncles  or  hobos  or  businessmen  he'd  meet  in  a  coffee  shop, The  Old  Man  and  the  Sea. With                     
hindsight,  I  can  see  that  Ted  was  developing  into  one  of  those  rough-hewn  intellectuals  whose  sources  are  a  mix  of                     
the   learned   and   the   apocryphal,   whose   discussions   are   both   assured   and   sad.   
 
And  then  there  was  Ken  Harvey.  Ken  was  good-looking  in  a  puffy  way  and  had  a  full  and  oily  ducktail  and  was  a                        
car  enthusiast.  .  .  a  hodad.  One  day  in  religion  class,  he  said  the  sentence  that  turned  out  to  be  one  of  the  most                         
memorable  of  the  hundreds  of  thousands  I  heard  in  those  Voc.  Ed.  years.  We  were  talking  about  the  parable  of  the                      
talents,  about  achievement,  working  hard,  doing  the  best  you  can  do,  blah-blah-blah,  when  the  teacher  called  on                  
the  restive  Ken  Harvey  for  an  opinion.  Ken  thought  about  it,  but  just  for  a  second,  and  said  (with  studied,  minimal                      
affect),  "I  just  wanna  be  average."  That  woke  me  up.  Average?  Who  wants  to  be  average?  Then  the  athletes                    
chimed  in  with  the  cliches  that  make  you  want  to  laryngectomize  them,  and  the  exchange  became  a  platitudinous                   
melee.  At  the  time,  I  thought  Ken's  assertion  was  stupid,  and  I  wrote  him  off.  But  his  sentence  has  stayed  with  me                       
all   these   years,   and   I   think   I   am   finally   coming   to   understand   it.   
 
Ken  Harvey  was  gasping  for  air.  School  can  be  a  tremendously  disorienting  place.  No  matter  how  bad  the  school,                    
you're  going  to  encounter  notions  that  don't  fit  with  the  assumptions  and  beliefs  that  you  grew  up  with  -  maybe                     
you'll  hear  these  dissonant  notions  from  teachers,  maybe  from  the  other  students,  and  maybe  you'll  read  them.                  
You'll  also  be  thrown  in  with  all  kinds  of  kids  from  all  kinds  of  backgrounds,  and  that  can  be  unsettling  -  this  is                        
especially  true  in  places  of  rich  ethnic  and  linguistic  mix,  like  the  L.A.  basin.  You'll  see  a  handful  of  students  far                      
excel  you  in  courses  that  sound  exotic  and  that  are  only  in  the  curriculum  of  the  elite:  French,  physics,                    
trigonometry.  And  all  this  is  happening  while  you're  trying  to  shape  an  identity,  your  body  is  changing,  and  your                    
emotions  are  running  wild.  If  you're  a  working-class  kid  in  the  vocational  track,  the  options  you'll  have  to  deal                    
with  this  will  be  constrained  in  certain  ways:  you're  defined  by  your  school  as  "slow";  you're  placed  in  a                    
curriculum  that  isn't  designed  to  liberate  you  but  to  occupy  you,  or,  if  you're  lucky,  train  you,  though  the  training  is                      
for  work  the  society  does  not  esteem;  other  students  are  picking  up  the  cues  from  your  school  and  your  curriculum                     
and  interacting  with  you  in  particular  ways.  If  you're  a  kid  like  Ted  Richard,  you  turn  your  back  on  all  this  and  let                        
your  mind  roam  where  it  may.  But  youngsters  like  Ted  are  rare.  What  Ken  and  so  many  others  do  is  protect                      
themselves  from  such  suffocating  madness  by  taking  on  with  a  vengeance  the  identity  implied  in  the  vocational                  
track.  Reject  the  confusion  and  frustration  by  openly  defining  yourself  as  the  Common  Joe.  Champion  the  average.                  
Rely  on  your  own  good  sense.  Fuck  this  bullshit.  Bullshit,  of  course,  is  everything  you  -  and  the  others  -  fear  is                       
beyond   you:   books,   essays,   tests,   academic   scrambling,   complexity,   scien-tific   reasoning,   philosophical   inquiry.   
 
The  tragedy  is  that  you  have  to  twist  the  knife  in  your  own  gray  matter  to  make  this  defense  work.  You'll  have  to                        
shut  down,  have  to  reject  intellectual  stimuli  or  diffuse  them  with  sarcasm,  have  to  cultivate  stupidity,  have  to                   
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convert  boredom  from  a  malady  into  a  way  of  confronting  the  world.  Keep  your  vocabulary  simple,  act  stoned                   
when  you're  not  or  act  more  stoned  than  you  are,  flaunt  ignorance,  materialize  your  dreams.  It  is  a  powerful  and                     
effective  defense  -  it  neutralizes  the  insult  and  the  frustration  of  being  a  vocational  kid  and,  when  perfected,  it                    
drives   teachers   up   the   wall,   a   delightful   secondary   effect.   But   like   all   strong   magic,   it   exacts   a   price.   
 
My  own  deliverance  from  the  Voc.  Ed.  world  began  with  sophomore  biology.  Every  student,  college  prep  to                  
vocational,  had  to  take  biology,  and  unlike  the  other  courses,  the  same  person  taught  all  sections.  When  teaching                   
the  vocational  group,  Brother  Clint  probably  slowed  down  a  bit  or  omitted  a  little  of  the  fundamental  biochemistry,                   
but  he  used  the  same  book  and  more  or  less  the  same  syllabus  across  the  board.  If  one  class  got  tough,  he  could                        
get  tougher.  He  was  young  and  powerful  and  very  handsome,  and  looks  and  physical  strength  were  high  currency.                   
No   one   gave   him   any   trouble.   
 
I  was  pretty  bad  at  the  dissecting  table,  but  the  lectures  and  the  textbook  were  interesting:  plastic  overlays  that,  with                     
each  turned  page,  peeled  away  skin,  then  veins  and  muscle,  then  organs,  down  to  the  very  bones  that  Brother                    
Clint,  pointer  in  hand,  would  tap  out  on  our  hanging  skeleton.  Dave  Snyder  was  in  big  trouble,  for  the  study  of  life                       
-  versus  the  living  of  it-was  sticking  in  his  craw.  We  worked  out  a  code  for  our  multiple-choice  exams.  He'd  poke                      
me  in  the  back:  once  for  the  answer  under A, twice  for B, and  so  on;  and  when  he'd  hit  the  right  one,  I'd  look  up  to                            
the  ceiling  as  though  I  were  lost  in  thought.  Poke:  cytoplasm.  Poke,  poke:  methane.  Poke,  poke,  poke:  William                   
Harvey.  Poke,  poke,  poke,  poke:  islets  of  Langerhans.  This  didn't  work  out  perfectly,  but  Dave  passed  the  course,                   
and  I  mastered  the  dreamy  look  of  a  guy  on  a  record  jacket.  And  something  else  happened.  Brother  Clint  puzzled                     
over  this  Voc.  Ed.  kid  who  was  racking  up  98s  and  99s  on  his  tests.  He  checked  the  school's  records  and                      
discovered  the  error.  He  recommended  that  I  begin  my  junior  year  in  the  College  Prep  program.  According  to  all                    
I've  read  since,  such  a  shift,  as  one  report  put  it,  is  virtually  impossible.  Kids  at  that  level  rarely  cross  tracks.  The                       
telling  thing  is  how  chancy  both  my  placement  into  and  exit  from  Voc.  Ed.  was;  neither  I  nor  my  parents  had                      
anything  to  do  with  it.  I  lived  in  one  world  during  spring  semester,  and  when  I  came  back  to  school  in  the  fall,  I                         
was   living   in   another.   
 
Switching  to  College  Prep  was  a  mixed  blessing.  I  was  an  erratic  student.  I  was  undisciplined.  And  I  hadn't  caught                     
onto  the  rules  of  the  game:  why  work  hard  in  a  class  that  didn't  grab  my  fancy?  I  was  also  hopelessly  behind  in                        
math.  Chemistry  was  hard;  toying  with  my  chemistry  set  years  before  hadn't  prepared  me  for  the  chemist's                  
equations.  Fortunately,  the  priest  who  taught  both  chemistry  and  second-year  algebra  was  also  the  school's  athletic                 
director.  Membership  on  the  track  team  covered  me;  I  knew  I  wouldn't  get  lower  than  a  C.  U.S.  history  was  taught                      
pretty  well,  and  I  did  okay.  But  civics  was  taken  over  by  a  football  coach  who  had  trouble  reading  the  textbook                      
aloud  -  and  reading  aloud  was  the  centerpiece  of  his  pedagogy.  College  Prep  at  Mercy  was  certainly  an                   
improvement  over  the  vocational  program  -  at  least  it  carried  some  status  -  but  the  social  science  curriculum  was                    
weak,  and  the  mathematics  and  physical  sciences  were  simply  beyond  me.  I  had  a  miserable  quantitative                 
background  and  ended  up  copying  some  assignments  and  finessing  the  rest  as  best  I  could.  Let  me  try  to  explain                     
how   it   feels   to   see   again   and   again   material   you   should   once   have   learned   but   didn't.   
 
You  are  given  a  problem.  It  requires  you  to  simplify  algebraic  fractions  or  to  multiply  expressions  containing                  
square  roots.  You  know  this  is  pretty  basic  material  because  you've  seen  it  for  years.  Once  a  teacher  took  some                     
time  with  you,  and  you  learned  how  to  carry  out  these  operations.  Simple  versions,  anyway.  But  that  was  a  year  or                      
two  or  more  in  the  past,  and  these  are  more  complex  versions,  and  now  you're  not  sure.  And  this,  you  keep  telling                       
yourself,   is   ninth-   or   even   eighth-grade   stuff.   
Next  it's  a  word  problem.  This  is  also  old  hat.  The  basic  elements  are  as  familiar  as  story  characters:  trains  speeding                      
so  many  miles  per  hour  or  shadows  of  buildings  angling  so  many  degrees.  Maybe  you  know  enough,  have  sat                    
through  enough  explanations,  to  be  able  to  begin  setting  up  the  problem:  "If  one  train  is  going  this  fast.  .  ."  or  "This                        
shadow  is  really  one  line  of  a  triangle..."  Then:  "Let's  see..."  "How  did  Jones  do  this?"  "Hmmmm."  "No."  "No,  that                     
won't  work."  Your  attention  wavers.  You  wonder  about  other  things:  a  football  game,  a  dance,  that  cute  new                   
checker  at  the  market.  You  try  to  focus  on  the  problem  again.  You  scribble  on  paper  for  a  while,  but  the  tension                       
wins   out   and   your   attention   flits   elsewhere.   You   crumple   the   paper   and   begin   daydreaming   to   ease   the   frustration.   
 

10  



The  particulars  will  vary,  but  in  essence  this  is  what  a  number  of  students  go  through,  especially  those  in  so-called                     
remedial  classes.  They  open  their  textbooks  and  see  once  again  the  familiar  and  impenetrable  formulas  and                 
diagrams  and  terms  that  have  stumped  them  for  years.  There  is  no  excitement  here. No excitement.  Regardless  of                   
what  the  teacher  says,  this  is  not  a  new  challenge.  There  is,  rather,  embarrassment  and  frustration  and,  not                   
surprisingly,  some  anger  in  being  reminded  once  again  of  long-standing  inadequacies.  No  wonder  so  many                
students  finally  attribute  their  difficulties  to  something  inborn,  organic:  'That  part  of  my  brain  just  doesn't  work."                  
Given  the  troubling  histories  many  of  these  students  have,  it's  miraculous  that  any  of  them  can  lift  the  shroud  of                     
hopelessness   sufficiently   to   make   de-liverance   from   these   classes   possible.   
 
Through  this  entire  period,  my  father's  health  was  deteriorating  with  cruel  momentum.  His  arteriosclerosis               
progressed  to  the  point  where  a  simple  nick  on  his  shin  wouldn't  heal.  Eventually  it  ulcerated  and  widened.  Lou                    
Minton  would  come  by  daily  to  change  the  dressing.  We  tried  renting  an  oscillating  bed  -  which  we  placed  in  the                      
front  room  -  to  force  blood  through  the  constricted  arteries  in  my  father's  legs.  The  bed  hummed  through  the  night,                     
moving  in  place  to  ward  off  the  inevitable.  The  ulcer  continued  to  spread,  and  the  doctors  finally  had  to  amputate.                     
My  grandfather  had  lost  his  leg  in  a  stockyard  accident.  Now  my  father  too  was  crippled.  His  convalescence  was                    
slow  but  steady,  and  the  doctors  placed  him  in  the  Santa  Monica  Rehabilitation  Center,  a  sun-bleached  building                  
that  opened  out  onto  the  warm  spray  of  the  Pacific.  The  place  gave  him  some  strength  and  some  color  and  some                      
training  in  walking  with  an  artificial  leg.  He  did  pretty  well  for  a  year  or  so  until  he  slipped  and  broke  his  hip.  He                         
was   confined   to   a   wheelchair   after   that,   and   the   confinement   contributed   to   the   diminishing   of   his   body   and   spirit.   
 
I  am  holding  a  picture  of  him.  He  is  sitting  in  his  wheelchair  and  smiling  at  the  camera.  The  smile  appears  forced,                       
unsteady,  seems  to  quaver,  though  it  is  frozen  in  silver  nitrate.  He  is  in  his  mid-sixties  and  looks  eighty.  Late  in  my                       
junior  year,  he  had  a  stroke  and  never  came  out  of  the  resulting  coma.  After  that,  I  would  see  him  only  in  dreams,                        
and  to  this  day  that  is  how  I  join  him.  Sometimes  the  dreams  are  sad  and  grisly  and  primal:  my  father  lying  in  a  bed                          
soaked  with  his  suppuration,  holding  me,  rocking  me.  But  sometimes  the  dreams  bring  him  back  to  me  healthy:                   
him  talking  to  me  on  an  empty  street,  or  buying  some  pictures  to  decorate  our  old  house,  or  transformed  somehow                     
into   someone   strong   and   adept   with   tools   and   the   physical.   
 
Jack  MacFarland  couldn't  have  come  into  my  life  at  a  better  time.  My  father  was  dead,  and  I  had  logged  up  too                       
many  years  of  scholastic  indifference.  Mr.  MacFarland  had  a  master's  degree  from  Columbia  and  decided,  at                 
twenty-six,  to  find  a  little  school  and  teach  his  heart  out.  He  never  took  any  credentialing  courses,  couldn't  bear  to,                     
he  said,  so  he  had  to  find  employment  in  a  private  system.  He  ended  up  at  Our  Lady  of  Mercy  teaching  five                       
sections  of  senior  English.  He  was  a  beatnik  who  was  born  too  late.  His  teeth  were  stained,  he  tucked  his  sorry  tie                       
in  between  the  third  and  fourth  buttons  of  his  shirt,  and  his  pants  were  chronically  wrinkled.  At  first,  we  couldn't                     
believe  this  guy,  thought  he  slept  in  his  car.  But  within  no  time,  he  had  us  so  startled  with  work  that  we  didn't  much                         
worry  about  where  he  slept  or  if  he  slept  at  all.  We  wrote  three  or  four  essays  a  month.  We  read  a  book  every  two                          
to  three  weeks,  starting  with  the Iliad and  ending  up  with  Hemingway.  He  gave  us  a  quiz  on  the  reading  every                      
other   day.   He   brought   a   prep   school   curriculum   to   Mercy   High.   
 
MacFarland's  lectures  were  crafted,  and  as  he  delivered  them  he  would  pace  the  room  jiggling  a  piece  of  chalk  in                     
his  cupped  hand,  using  it  to  scribble  on  the  board  the  names  of  all  the  writers  and  philosophers  and  plays  and                      
novels  he  was  weaving  into  his  discussion.  He  asked  questions  often,  raised  everything  from  Zeno's  paradox  to  the                   
repeated  last  line  of  Frost's  "Stopping  by  Woods  on  a  Snowy  Evening."  He  slowly  and  carefully  built  up  our                    
knowledge  of  Western  intellectual  history-with  facts,  with  connections,  with  speculations.  We  learned  about  Greek               
philosophy,  about  Dante,  the  Elizabethan  world  view,  the  Age  of  Reason,  existentialism.  He  analyzed  poems  with                 
us,  had  us  reading  sections  from  John  Ciardi's How  Does  a  Poem  Mean?, making  a  potentially  difficult  book                   
accessible  with  his  own  explanations.  We  gave  oral  reports  on  poems  Ciardi  didn't  cover.  We  imitated  the  styles  of                    
Conrad,  Hemingway,  and Time magazine.  We  wrote  and  talked,  wrote  and  talked.  The  man  immersed  us  in                  
language.   
Even  MacFarland's  barbs  were  literary.  If  Jim  Fitzsimmons,  hung  over  and  irritable,  tried  to  smart-ass  him,  he'd                  
rejoin  with  a  flourish  that  would  spark  the  indomitable  Skip  Madison  -  who'd  lost  his  front  teeth  in  a  hapless  tackle                      
-  to  flick  his  tongue  through  the  gap  and  opine,  "good  chop,"  drawing  out  the  single  "0"  in  stinging  indictment.                     
Jack  MacFarland,  this  tobacco-stained  intellectual,  brandished  linguistic  weapons  of  a  kind  I  hadn't  encountered               
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before.  Here  was  this egghead, for  God's  sake,  keeping  some  pretty  difficult  people  in  line.  And  from  what  I  heard,                     
Mike  Dweetz  and  Steve  Fusco  and  all  the  notorious  Voc.  Ed.  crowd  settled  down  as  well  when  MacFarland  took                    
the  podium.  Though  a  lot  of  guys  groused  in  the  schoolyard,  it  just  seemed  that  giving  trouble  to  this  particular                     
teacher  was  a  silly  thing  to  do.  Tomfoolery,  not  to  mention  assault,  had  no  place  in  the  world  he  was  trying  to                       
create  for  us,  and  instinctively  everyone  knew  that.  If  nothing  else,  we  all  recognized  MacFarland's  considerable                 
intelligence  and  respected  the  hours  he  put  into  his  work.  It  came  to  this:  the  troublemaker  would  look  foolish                    
rather  than  daring.  Even  Jim  Fitzsimmons  was  reading On  the  Road and  turning  his  incipient  alcoholism  to  literary                   
ends.   
 
There  were  some  lives  that  were  already  beyond  Jack  MacFarland's  ministrations,  but  mine  was  not.  I  started                  
reading  again  as  I  hadn't  since  elementary  school.  I  would  go  into  our  gloomy  little  bedroom  or  sit  at  the  dinner                      
table  while,  on  the  television,  Danny  McShane  was  paralyzing  Mr.  Mota  with  the  atomic  drop,  and  work  slowly                   
back  through Heart  of  Darkness, trying  to  catch  the  words  in  Conrad's  sentences.  I  certainly  was  not  MacFarland's                   
best  student;  most  of  the  other  guys  in  College  Prep,  even  my  fellow  slackers,  had  better  backgrounds  than  I  did.                     
But  I  worked  very  hard,  for  MacFarland  had  hooked  me.  He  tapped  myoId  interest  in  reading  and  creating  stories.                    
He  gave  me  a  way  to  feel  special  by  using  my  mind.  And  he  provided  a  role  model  that  wasn't  shaped  on  physical                        
prowess  alone,  and  something  inside  me  that  I  wasn't  quite  aware  of  responded  to  that.  Jack  MacFarland                  
established   a   literacy   club,   to   borrow   a   phrase   of   Frank   Smith's,   and   invited   me   -   invited   all   of   us   -   to   join.   
 
There's  been  a  good  deal  of  research  and  speculation  suggesting  that  the  acknowledgment  of  school  performance                 
with  extrinsic  rewards  -  smiling  faces,  stars,  numbers,  grades  -  diminishes  the  intrinsic  satisfaction  children                
experience  by  engaging  in  reading  or  writing  or  problem  solving.  While  it's  certainly  true  that  we've  created  an                   
educational  system  that  encourages  our  best  and  brightest  to  become  cynical  grade  collectors  and,  in  general,  have                  
developed  an  obsession  with  evaluation  and  assessment,  I  must  tell  you  that  venal  though  it  may  have  been,  I                    
loved  getting  good  grades  from  MacFarland.  I  now  know  how  subjective  grades  can  be,  but  then  they  came  tucked                    
in  the  back  of  essays  like  bits  of  scientific  data,  some  sort  of  spectroscopic  readout  that  said,  objectively  and                    
publicly,  that  I  had  made  something  of  value.  I  suppose  I'd  been  mediocre  for  too  long  and  enjoyed  a  public                     
redefinition.  And  I  suppose  the  workings  of  my  mind,  such  as  they  were,  had  been  private  for  too  long.  My                     
linguistic  play  moved  into  the  world;  .  .  .  these  papers  with  their  circled,  red  B-pluses  and  A-minuses  linked  my                     
mind   to   something   outside   it.   I   carried   them   around   like   a   club   emblem.   
 
One  day  in  the  December  of  my  senior  year,  Mr.  MacFarland  asked  me  where  I  was  going  to  go  to  college.  I  hadn't                        
thought  much  about  it.  Many  of  the  students  I  teach  today  spent  their  last  year  in  high  school  with  a  physics  text  in                        
one  hand  and  the  Stanford  catalog  in  the  other,  but  I  wasn't  even  aware  of  what  "entrance  requirements"  were.  My                     
folks  would  say  that  they  wanted  me  to  go  to  college  and  be  a  doctor,  but  I  don't  know  how  seriously  I  ever  took                         
that;  it  seemed  a  sweet  thing  to  say,  a  bit  of  supportive  family  chatter,  like  telling  a  gangly  daughter  she's  graceful.                      
The  reality  of  higher  education  wasn't  in  my  scheme  of  things:  no  one  in  the  family  had  gone  to  college;  only  two                       
of  my  uncles  had  completed  high  school.  I  figured  I'd  get  a  night  job  and  go  to  the  local  junior  college  because  I                        
knew  that  Snyder  and  Company  were  going  there  to  play  ball.  But  I  hadn't  even  prepared  for  that.  When  I  finally                      
said,   "I   don't   know,"   MacFarland   looked   down   at   me   -   I   was   seated   in   his   office   -   and   said,   "Listen,   you   can   write."   
My  grades  stank.  I  had  A's  in  biology  and  a  handful  of  B's  in  a  few  English  and  social  science  classes.  All  the  rest                         
were  C's  -  or  worse.  MacFarland  said  I  would  do  well  in  his  class  and  laid  down  the  law  about  doing  well  in  the                         
others.  Still,  the  record  for  my  first  three  years  wouldn't  have  been  acceptable  to  any  four-year  school.  To  nobody's                    
surprise,  I  was  turned  down  flat  by  USC  and  UCLA.  But  Jack  MacFarland  was  on  the  case.  He  had  received  his                      
bachelor's  degree  from  Loyola  University,  so  he  made  calls  to  old  professors  and  talked  to  somebody  in                  
admissions  and  wrote  me  a  strong  letter.  Loyola  finally  accepted  me  as  a  probationary  student.  I  would  be  on  trial                     
for  the  first  year,  and  if  I  did  okay,  I  would  be  granted  regular  status.  MacFarland  also  intervened  to  get  me  a  loan,                        
for  I  could  never  have  afforded  a  private  college  without  it.  Four  more  years  of  religion  classes  and  four  more                     
years   of   boys   at   one   school,   girls   at   another.   But   at   least   I   was   going   to   college.   Amazing.   
 
In  my  last  semester  of  high  school,  I  elected  a  special  English  course  fashioned  by  Mr.  MacFarland,  and  it  was                     
through  this  elective  that  there  arose  at  Mercy  a  fledgling  literati.  Art  Mitz,  the  editor  of  the  school  newspaper  and  a                      
very  smart  guy,  was  the  kingpin.  He  was  joined  by  me  and  by  Mark  Dever,  a  quiet  boy  who  wrote  beautifully  and                       
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who  would  die  before  he  was  forty.  MacFarland  occasionally  invited  us  to  his  apartment,  and  those  visits  became                   
the   high   point   of   our   apprenticeship:   we'd   clamp   on   our   training   wheels   and   drive   to   his   salon.   
 
He  lived  in  a  cramped  and  cluttered  place  near  the  airport,  tucked  away  in  the  kind  of  building  that  architectural                     
critic  Reyner  Banham  calls  a dingbat. Books  were  allover:  stacked,  piled,  tossed,  and  crated,  underlined  and  dog                  
eared,  well  worn  and  new.  Cigarette  ashes  crusted  with  coffee  in  saucers  or  spilling  over  the  sides  of  motel                    
ashtrays.  The  little  bedroom  had,  along  two  of  its  walls,  bricks  and  boards  loaded  with  notes,  magazines,  and                   
oversized  books.  The  kitchen  joined  the  living  room,  and  there  was  a  stack  of  German  newspapers  under  the  sink.                    
I  had  never  seen  anything  like  it:  a  great  flophouse  of  language  Rose  furnished  by  City  Lights  and  Cafe  Ie  Metro.  I                       
read  every  title.  I  flipped  through  paperbacks  and  scanned  jackets  and  memorized  names:  Gogol, Finnegans  Wake,                 
Djuna  Barnes,  Jackson  Pollock,  A Coney  Island  of  the  Mind, F.  O.  Matthiessen's American  Renaissance, all  sorts  of                   
Freud, Troubled  Sleep, Man  Ray, The  Education  of  Henry  Adams, Richard  Wright, Film  as  Art, William  Butler                  
Yeats,  Marguerite  Duras, Red-burn, A Season  in  Hell,  Kapital. On  the  cover  of  Alain-Fournier's The  Wanderer was                  
an  Edward  Gorey  drawing  of  a  young  man  on  a  road  winding  into  dark  trees.  By  the  hotplate  sat  a  strange  Kafka                       
novel  called Amerika, in  which  an  adolescent  hero  crosses  the  Atlantic  to  find  the  Nature  Theater  of  Oklahoma.  Art                    
and  Mark  would  be  talking  about  a  movie  or  the  school  newspaper,  and  I  would  be  consuming  my  English                    
teacher's   library.   It   was   heady   stuff.   I   felt   like   a   Pop   Warner   athlete   on   steroids.   
Art,  Mark,  and  I  would  buy  stogies  and  triangulate  from  MacFarland's  apartment  to  the  Cinema,  which  now  shows                   
X-rated  films  but  was  then  L.A.'s  premier  art  theater,  and  then  to  the  musty  Cherokee  Bookstore  in  Hollywood  to                    
hobnob  with  beatnik  homosexuals  -  smoking,  drinking  bourbon  and  coffee,  and  trying  out  awkward  phrases  we'd                 
gleaned  from  our  mentor's  bookshelves.  I  was  happy  and  precocious  and  a  little  scared  as  well,  for  Hollywood                   
Boulevard  was  thick  with  a  kind  of  decadence  that  was  foreign  to  the  South  Side.  After  the  Cherokee,  we  would                     
head   back   to   the   security   of   MacFarland's   apartment,   slaphappy   with   hipness.   
 
Let  me  be  the  first  to  admit  that  there  was  a  good  deal  of  adolescent  passion  in  this  embrace  of  the  avant-garde:                       
self-absorption,  sexually  charged  pedantry,  an  elevation  of  the  odd  and  abandoned.  Still  it  was  a  time  during  which                   
I  absorbed  an  awful  lot  of  information:  long  lists  of  titles,  images  from  expressionist  paintings,  new  wave                  
shibboleths,  snippets  of  philosophy,  and  names  that  read  like  Steve  Fusco's  misspellings  -  Goethe,  Nietzsche,                
Kierkegaard.  Now  this  is  hardly  the  stuff  of  deep  understanding.  But  it  was  an  introduction,  a  phrase  book,  a                    
[travel  guide]  to  a  vocabulary  of  ideas,  and  it felt good  at  the  time  to  know  all  these  words.  With  hindsight  I  realize                        
how   layered   and   important   that   knowledge   was.   
It  enabled  me  to  do  things  in  the  world.  I  could  browse  bohemian  bookstores  in  far-off,  mysterious  Hollywood;  I                    
could  go  to  the  Cinema  and  see  events  through  the  lenses  of  European  directors;  and,  most  of  all,  I  could  share  an                       
evening,  talk  that  talk,  with  Jack  MacFarland,  the  man  I  most  admired  at  the  time.  Knowledge  was  becoming  a                    
bonding  agent.  Within  a  year  or  two,  the  persona  of  the  disaffected  hipster  would  prove  too  cynical,  too  alienated                    
to  last.  But for a  time  it  was  new  and  exciting:  it  provided  a  critical  perspective  on  society,  and  it  allowed  me  to  act                         
as   though   I   were   living   beyond   the   limiting   boundaries   of   South   Vermont.  
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Breaking   my   own   Silence  

Power   is   the   Confidence   to   Speak   for   Yourself  

by   Min   Jin   Lee  

 

Min  Jin  Lee  was  born  in  Seoul,  South  Korea,  and  grew  up  in  Queens,  New  York.  A                  
graduate  of  the  Bronx  High  School  of  Science,  she  studied  history  at  Yale  College,               
then   received   a   JD   from   Georgetown   University   Law   Center.  

Lee  is  currently  researching  and  writing  her  third  novel,  which  explores  the  role  of               
education  for  Koreans  around  the  world  for  her  diaspora  trilogy  The  Koreans,  which              
includes  Free  Food  for  Millionaires  (Grand  Central  Publishing,  2007)  and  Pachinko            
(Grand   Central   Publishing,   2017).  

A  New  York  Times  best  seller,  Pachinko  was  a  finalist  for  the  National  Book  Award  and                 
was  named  to  more  than  75  best  books  lists  globally,  including  the  top-10  lists  of  the                 
BBC,  the  New  York  Public  Library,  the  New  York  Times,  and  USA  Today.  Lee’s  debut                
novel,  Free  Food  for  Millionaires,  was  a  top-10  pick  for  NPR’s  Fresh  Air,  the  Times                
(London),  and  USA  Today.  Her  writings  about  books,  food,  global  affairs,  and  travel  have  appeared  in  Condé  Nast                   
Traveler,  Food  &  Wine,  the  Guardian,  the  New  York  Times  Book  Review,  the  New  York  Times  Magazine,  the  New                    
Yorker,  the  Times,  the  Times  Literary  Supplement,  Travel  +  Leisure,  Vogue,  and  the  Wall  Street  Journal,  and  she                   
served  for  three  seasons  as  a  columnist  for  the  Chosun  Ilbo,  South  Korea’s  leading  newspaper.  Lee,  a  2018                   
Guggenheim  Fellow,  received  the  2000  NYSCA/NYFA  Artist  Fellowship  in  Fiction  from  the  New  York  Foundation                
for   the   Arts,   the   2002   William   Peden   Prize   from   the   Missouri   Review,   and   the   2004   NarrativePrize.  

 
May   20,   2019  
 
It   makes   sense   that   I’m   a   writer,   which   allows   me   to   draft,   hesitate,   then   rewrite   many   times   before   I   say   anything  
that   I   can   live   with   for   good.  

In   1976,   my   mother,   father   and   two   sisters   and   I   immigrated   to   the   United   States.   I   was   7.   We   moved   from   Seoul   to  
New   York,   and   Dad   enrolled   my   sisters   and   me   at   P.S.   102   in   Elmhurst,   Queens.   None   of   us   girls   knew   how   to  
speak   English.  

Even   back   in   Seoul,   I   was   a   quiet   child   who   fidgeted   and   had   attention   issues.   I   found   school   and   friendships  
difficult,   and   it   got   worse   when   I   moved   to   a   new   country.  

The   first   few   weeks   in   America   were   tough.   There   was   one   other   Korean   girl   in   the   class.   Like   me,   she   had   small  
eyes.   Unlike   me,   she   knew   English   and   had   friends.   She   wanted   me   to   stay   away.  
One   day   in   class,   I   needed   to   go   to   the   bathroom,   and   I   didn’t   know   what   to   do.   The   Korean   girl   grimaced   when   I  
approached   her,   but   mercifully,   she   told   me   to   raise   my   hand   and   say,   “Bassroom.”  

I   said   this   foreign   word,   and   the   kids   laughed.   The   teacher   handed   me   a   well-worn,   wooden   block,   which   served   as  
a   hall   pass.   I   rarely   spoke   in   school   again   except   for   when   I   needed   permission   to   go   to   the   bathroom.  

The   years   that   followed   were   not   very   different.   I   did   my   work   and   looked   forward   to   being   with   my   sisters,   who  
protected   me.   I   learned   to   read   English   and   made   my   way   through   shelves   of   borrowed   books   from   the   Elmhurst  
Public   Library.  
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In   our   first   year   in   America,   my   father   ran   a   newspaper   stand   in   the   lobby   of   a   dingy   office   building.   Then   later,  
my   parents   had   a   tiny   wholesale   jewelry   store   in   Manhattan   that   sold   costume   jewelry   to   peddlers   and   gift   shops.  
They   worked   six   days   a   week.  
At   Junior   High   School   73   in   Maspeth,   N.Y.,   I   had   a   wonderful   teacher   named   Mr.   Sosis,   who   taught   law,   and   he  
selected   me   as   a   classroom   monitor.   He   allowed   his   monitors   to   eat   lunch   in   his   classroom,   and   I   don’t   know   if   he  
knew   this,   but   he   rescued   me   from   the   terror   of   the   middle   school   lunchroom   and   from   the   reality   that   I   did   not  
know   how   to   act   around   children   my   age.  
 
I   had   other   fine   teachers   there,   and   I   started   to   talk   a   little   more.   I   did   production   work   for   the   school   play,   and  
when   an   actor   dropped   out,   I   was   given   her   role   because   I’d   already   memorized   all   the   lines.   For   my   law   class,   I  
did   a   mock   trial,   and   I   was   not   awful.  

I   got   into   the   Bronx   High   School   of   Science,   where   my   older   sister   went,   and   I   made   up   my   mind   that   I   had   to  
learn   how   to   talk   well.  

As   a   child   immigrant,   I   had   read   straight   through   Lois   Lenski,   Maud   Hart   Lovelace,   Beverly   Cleary,   Judy   Blume  
then   through   Dickens,   Hemingway,   Austen,   Sinclair   Lewis   and   Dostoyevsky   —   books   recommended   by  
good-hearted   librarians   and   teachers.  
 
In   Western   books,   heroes   spoke   well   and   could   handle   any   social   situation,   not   just   through   action,   but   also  
through   argument.   In   Korea,   a   girl   was   virtuous   if   she   sacrificed   for   her   family   or   nation,   but   in   the   West,   a   girl   was  
worthy   if   she   had   pluck   and   if   she   could   speak   up   even   when   afraid.   As   a   kid,   I’d   watched   Koreans   criticizing   a  
man   for   being   all   talk   and   no   work.   In   America,   a   man   was   considered   stupid   or   weak   if   he   couldn’t   stand   up   for  
himself.  

Both   things   were   true:   I   didn’t   want   to   talk,   and   I   didn’t   want   anyone   to   think   I   was   stupid.  

My   freshman   year,   I   joined   the   debate   team.   I   could   hardly   manage   group   conversations   with   my   peers,   but   I  
reasoned   it   was   necessary   to   learn   how   to   argue.   Debate   felt   almost   impossible.   I   was   a   terrible   debater,   but   that  
was   better   than   nothing.   I   did   it   for   one   year   before   quitting.  
 
One   day,   I   noticed   a   poster   in   the   hall   for   summer   classes   at   the   Hotchkiss   School,   which   offered   electives   that  
Bronx   Science   didn’t   have.   I   sent   away   for   a   catalog   and   found   a   class   on   public   speaking.   I   asked   my   parents   for  
the   money   so   I   could   take   this   class,   and   they   gave   it   to   me   even   though   it   must   have   been   a   lot   for   them.   At  
Hotchkiss,   the   teacher   gave   us   assignments   like   tell   a   long   joke,   explain   a   piece   of   art,   and   persuade   the   listener   to  
an   unpopular   position.   I   told   a   long   joke   and   no   one   laughed.   I   was   not   very   good,   but   I   was   starting   to   understand  
rhetoric.   For   the   following   summer,   I   mailed   away   for   another   brochure,   this   time   for   Phillips   Exeter   Academy,   and  
I   took   another   public   speaking   course.  

When   I   went   to   Yale   for   college,   I   felt   outclassed   by   my   peers   who   had   attended   the   private   schools   I   had   visited  
during   the   summers.   They   spoke   with   ease   about   music,   art,   and   faraway   places   and   wrote   beautiful   papers   about  
books   I   had   not   read.   Some   knew   Latin   and   Greek.   I   stumbled   through   my   classes   and   ill-advised   romantic  
relationships.   I   majored   in   history,   and   without   a   clear   plan,   I   went   to   law   school   at   Georgetown.  

Not   once   did   I   consider   being   a   litigator   because   that   seemed   like   professional   debating.   I   thought   I’d   be   better  
suited   as   a   corporate   lawyer.   I   figured   I   should   try   to   be   financially   better   off   than   my   parents   who   worked  
throughout   the   year   without   breaks   in   an   underheated   store,   scrimping   to   pay   their   greedy   landlord,   who   refused   to  
kill   the   enormous   rats   that   roamed   in   the   basement.  
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After   my   first   year   at   Georgetown,   I   went   to   the   career   services   office   because   I   needed   to   learn   how   to   do   a   job  
interview.   The   career   counselor,   an   older   white   woman,   said   to   me   in   the   gentlest   way,   “You   need   to   boast   about  
how   great   you   are.   You’re   an   Asian   girl,   and   when   you   boast,   you’re   playing   against   the   stereotype   of   the   meek  
Oriental.   Your   interviewer   will   never   think   you’re   bragging.   I   don’t   give   this   advice   to   pushy   white   men.”  

She   was   telling   me   how   the   world   might   see   me.   I   had   to   talk,   and   I   had   to   build   myself   up,   because   others   might  
see   less   than   there   was.   Though   I   couldn’t   really   do   what   she   said,   I   never   forgot   her   words.  
 
When   I   sold   my   first   novel   I   was   no   longer   a   lawyer.   I   was   38   years   old.   In   preparation   for   a   small   book   tour,   my  
publisher   hired   a   media   trainer   to   coach   me   for   two   hours.   The   trainer   had   written   a   book,   so   I   read   it.   I   learned   that  
each   event   is   about   the   audience.   This   idea   helped   because   no   matter   how   insecure   I   felt,   I   could   forget   myself   and  
focus   on   everyone   else.  

I   write   novels,   and   now   and   then   I   give   lectures.   I   come   from   many   tribes   —   immigrant,   introvert,   working   class,  
Korean,   female,   public   school,   Queens,   Presbyterian.   Growing   up,   I   never   knew   that   people   like   me   could   write  
books   or   talk   in   public.   To   this   day,   I   worry   that   if   I   mess   up,   others   like   me   might   not   be   asked   or   allowed.   This   is  
how   outsiders   and   newcomers   feel.   It   is   neither   rational   nor   fair.   I   know.  

I   am   50   years   old,   and   after   more   than   four   decades   of   living   in   the   West,   I   realize   that   like   writing,   talking   is  
painful   because   we   expose   our   ideas   for   evaluation;   however,   like   writing,   talking   is   powerful   because   our   ideas  
may,   in   fact,   have   value   and   require   expression.  

As   a   girl,   I   did   not   know   this   power,   yet   this   is   my   power   now.  
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Just   Walk   On   By  

by   Brent   Staples  

 

Brent  Staples  has  been  a  member  of  the  Times  editorial  board  since  1990.  In  2019,  Mr.                 
Staples  won  the  Pulitzer  Prize  for  editorial  writing,  The  New  York  Times’s  first  winner               
for   editorial   writing   in   23   years.  

In  his  Pulitzer  Prize-winning  portfolio,  he  exposed  the  women’s  suffrage  movement  for             
ignoring  racism,  documented  news  publishers’  complicity  in  lynchings  in  the  South  and             
denounced   myths   about   “crack   babies.”  

Editorials  and  essays  from  throughout  his  career  are  included  in  dozens  of  college              
readers  throughout  the  United  States  and  abroad.  Before  joining  the  Editorial  page,  he  served  as  an  editor  of  The                    
New   York   Times   Book   Review   and   an   assistant   editor   for   Metropolitan   news.  

Mr.  Staples  holds  a  Ph.D.  in  psychology  from  the  University  of  Chicago  and  is  author  of  "Parallel  Time,"  a  memoir,                     
which   was   a   finalist   for   the   Los   Angeles   Times   Book   Prize   and   winner   of   the   Anisfield-Wolf   Book   Award.   
 

My  first  victim  was  a  woman—white,  well  dressed,  probably  in  her  early  twenties.  I  came  upon  her  late  one                    
evening  on  a  deserted  street  in  Hyde  Park,  a  relatively  affluent  neighborhood  in  an  otherwise  mean,  impoverished                  
section  of  Chicago.  As  I  swung  onto  the  avenue  behind  her,  there  seemed  to  be  a  discreet,  uninflammatory                   
distance  between  us.  Not  so.  She  cast  back  a  worried  glance.  To  her,  the  youngish  black  man—a  broad  six  feet  two                      
inches  with  a  beard  and  billowing  hair,  both  hands  shoved  into  the  pockets  of  a  bulky  military  jacket—seemed                   
menacingly  close.  After  a  few  more  quick  glimpses,  she  picked  up  her  pace  and  was  soon  running  in  earnest.                    
Within   seconds   she   disappeared   into   a   cross   street.   

That  was  more  than  a  decade  ago.  I  was  23  years  old,  a  graduate  student  newly  arrived  at  the  University  of                      
Chicago.  It  was  in  the  echo  of  that  terrified  woman’s  footfalls  that  I  first  began  to  know  the  unwieldy  inheritance                     
I’d  come  into—the  ability  to  alter  public  space  in  ugly  ways.  It  was  clear  that  she  thought  herself  the  quarry  of  a                       
mugger,  a  rapist,  or  worse.  Suffering  a  bout  of  insomnia,  however,  I  was  stalking  sleep,  not  defenseless  wayfarers.                   
As  a  softy  who  is  scarcely  able  to  take  a  knife  to  raw  chicken—let  alone  hold  it  to  a  person’s  throat—I  was                       
surprised,  embarrassed,  and  dismayed  all  at  once.  Her  flight  made  me  feel  like  an  accomplice  in  tyranny.  It  also                    
made  it  clear  that  I  was  indistinguishable  from  the  muggers  who  occasionally  seeped  into  the  area  from  the                   
surrounding  ghetto.  That  first  encounter,  and  those  that  followed  signified  that  a  vast  unnerving  gulf  lay  between                  
nighttime  pedestrians—particularly  women—and  me.  And  I  soon  gathered  that  being  perceived  as  dangerous  is  a                
hazard  in  itself.  I  only  needed  to  turn  a  corner  into  a  dicey  situation,  or  crowd  some  frightened,  armed  person  in  a                       
foyer  somewhere,  or  make  an  errant  move  after  being  pulled  over  by  a  policeman.  Where  fear  and  weapons                   
meet—   and   they   often   do   in   urban   America—there   is   always   the   possibility   of   death.  

 In  that  first  year,  my  first  away  from  my  hometown,  I  was  to  become  thoroughly  familiar  with  the  language  of                      
fear.  At  dark,  shadowy  intersections  in  Chicago,  I  could  cross  in  front  of  a  car  stopped  at  a  traffic  light  and  elicit                       
the  thunk,  thunk,  thunk,  thunk  of  the  driver—black,  white,  male,  or  female—hammering  down  the  door  locks.  On                  
less  traveled  streets  after  dark,  I  grew  accustomed  to  but  never  comfortable  with  people  who  crossed  to  the  other                    
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side  of  the  street  rather  than  pass  me.  Then  there  were  the  standard  unpleasantries  with  police,  doormen,  bouncers,                   
cab   drivers,   and   others   whose   business   it   is   to   screen   out   troublesome   individuals   before   there   is   any   nastiness.   

I  moved  to  New  York  nearly  two  years  ago  and  I  have  remained  an  avid  night  walker.  In  central  Manhattan,  the                      
near-constant  crowd  cover  minimizes  tense  one-on-one  street  encounters.  Elsewhere—visiting  friends  in  SoHo,             
where   sidewalks   are   narrow   and   tightly   spaced   buildings   shut   out   the   sky—things   can   get   very   taut   indeed.  

 Black  men  have  a  firm  place  in  New  York  mugging  literature.  Norman  Podhoretz  in  his  famed  (or  infamous)  1963                     
essay,  “My  Negro  Problem—and  Ours,”  recalls  growing  up  in  terror  of  black  males;  they  were  “tougher  than  we                   
were,  more  ruthless,”  he  writes—and  as  an  adult  on  the  Upper  West  Side  of  Manhattan,  he  continues,  he  cannot                    
constrain  his  nervousness  when  he  meets  black  men  on  certain  streets.  Similarly,  a  decade  later,  the  essayist  and                   
novelist  Edward  Hoagland  extols  a  New  York  where  once  “Negro  bitterness  bore  down  mainly  on  other  Negroes.”                  
Where  some  see  mere  panhandlers,  Hoagland  sees  “a  mugger  who  is  clearly  screwing  up  his  nerve  to  do  more                    
than  just  ask  for  money.”  But  Hoagland  has  “the  New  Yorker’s  quickhunch  posture  for  broken-field                
maneuvering,”   and   the   bad   guy   swerves   away.  

 I  often  witness  that  “hunch  posture,”  from  women  after  dark  on  the  warrenlike  streets  of  Brooklyn  where  I  live.                     
They  seem  to  set  their  faces  on  neutral  and,  with  their  purse  straps  strung  across  their  chests  bandolier  style,  they                     
forge  ahead  as  though  bracing  themselves  against  being  talked.  I  understand,  of  course,  that  the  danger  they                  
perceive  is  not  a  hallucination.  Women  are  particularly  vulnerable  to  street  violence,  and  young  black  males  are                  
drastically  overrepresented  among  the  perpetrators  of  that  violence.  Yet  these  truths  are  no  solace  against  the  kind                  
of  alienation  that  comes  of  being  ever  the  suspect,  against  being  set  apart,  a  fearsome  entity  with  whom  pedestrians                    
avoid   making   eye   contact.   

It  is  not  altogether  clear  to  me  how  I  reached  the  ripe  old  age  of  22  without  being  conscious  of  the  lethality                       
nighttime  pedestrians  attributed  to  me.  Perhaps  it  was  because  in  Chester,  Pennsylvania,  the  small,  angry  industrial                 
town  where  I  came  of  age  in  the  1960s,  I  was  scarcely  noticeable  against  a  backdrop  of  gang  warfare,  street                     
knifings,  and  murders.  I  grew  up  one  of  the  good  boys,  had  perhaps  a  half-dozen  first  fights.  In  retrospect,  my                     
shyness   of   combat   has   clear   sources.   

Many  things  go  into  the  making  of  a  young  thug.  One  of  those  things  is  the  consummation  of  the  male  romance                      
with  the  power  to  intimidate.  An  infant  discovers  that  random  flailings  send  the  baby  bottle  flying  out  of  the  crib                     
and  crashing  to  the  floor.  Delighted,  the  joyful  babe  repeats  those  motions  again  and  again,  seeking  to  duplicate                   
the  feat.  Just  so,  I  recall  the  points  at  which  some  of  my  boyhood  friends  were  finally  seduced  by  the  perception  of                       
themselves  as  tough  guys.  When  a  mark  cowered  and  surrendered  his  money  without  resistance,  myth  and  reality                  
merged—and  paid  off.  It  is,  after  all,  only  manly  to  embrace  the  power  to  frighten  and  intimidate.  We,  as  men,  are                      
not  supposed  to  give  an  inch  of  our  lane  on  the  highway;  w  are  to  seize  the  fighter’s  edge  in  work  and  in  play  and                          
even   in   love;   we   are   to   be   valiant   in   the   face   of   hostile   forces.  

 Unfortunately,  poor  and  powerless  young  men  seem  to  take  all  this  nonsense  literally.  As  a  boy,  I  saw  countless                     
tough  guys  locked  away;  I  have  since  buried  several,  too.  They  were  babies,  really—a  teenage  cousin,  a  brother  of                    
22,  a  childhood  friend  in  his  mid-twenties—all  gone  down  in  episodes  of  bravado  played  out  in  the  streets.  I  came                     
to  doubt  the  virtues  of  intimidation  early  on.  I  chose,  perhaps  even  unconsciously,  to  remain  a  shadow—  timid,  but                    
a   survivor.  

 The  fearsomeness  mistakenly  attributed  to  me  in  public  places  often  has  a  perilous  flavor.  The  most  frightening  of                    
these  confusions  occurred  in  the  late  1970s  and  early  1980s  when  I  worked  as  a  journalist  in  Chicago.  One  day,                     
rushing  into  the  office  of  a  magazine  I  was  writing  for  with  a  deadline  story  in  hand,  I  was  mistaken  for  a  burglar.                        
The  office  manager  called  security  and,  with  an  ad  hoc  posse  pursued  me  through  the  labyrinthine  halls,  nearly  to                    
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my  editor’s  door.  I  had  no  way  of  proving  who  I  was.  I  could  only  move  briskly  toward  the  company  of  someone                       
who   knew   me.  

 Another  time  I  was  on  assignment  for  a  local  paper  and  killing  time  before  an  interview.  I  entered  a  jewelry  store                       
on  the  city’s  affluent  Near  North  Side.  The  proprietor  excused  herself  and  returned  with  an  enormous  red                  
Doberman  pinscher  straining  at  the  end  of  a  leash.  She  stood,  the  dog  extended  toward  me,  silent  to  my  questions,                     
her  eyes  bulging  nearly  out  of  her  head.  I  took  a  cursory  look  around,  nodded,  and  bade  her  good  night.  Relatively                      
speaking,  however,  I  never  fared  as  badly  as  another  black  male  journalist.  He  went  to  nearby  Waukegan,  Illinois,                   
a  couple  of  summers  ago  to  work  on  a  story  about  a  murderer  who  was  born  there.  Mistaking  the  reporter  for  the                       
killer,  police  hauled  him  from  his  car  at  gunpoint  and  but  for  his  press  credentials  would  probably  have  tried  to                     
book   him.   Such   episodes   are   not   uncommon.   Black   men   trade   talks   like   this   all   the   time.  

 In  “My  Negro  Problem—And  Ours,”  Podhoretz  writes  that  the  hatred  he  feels  for  blacks  makes  itself  known  to                    
him  through  a  variety  of  avenues—one  being  taken  for  a  criminal.  Not  to  do  so  would  surely  have  led  to                     
madness—via   that   special   “paranoid   touchiness”   that   so   annoyed   Podhoretz   at   the   time   he   wrote   the   essay.  

 I  began  to  take  precautions  to  make  myself  less  threatening.  I  move  about  with  care,  particularly  late  in  the                     
evening.  I  give  a  wide  berth  to  nervous  people  on  subway  platforms  during  the  wee  hours,  particularly  when  I                    
have  exchanged  business  clothes  for  jeans.  If  I  happened  to  be  entering  a  building  behind  some  people  who                   
appear  skittish,  I  may  walk  by,  letting  them  clear  the  lobby  before  I  return,  so  as  not  to  seem  to  be  following  them.                        
I   have   been   calm   and   extremely   congenial   on   those   rare   occasions   when   I’ve   been   pulled   over   by   the   police.   

And  on  late-evening  constitutionals  along  streets  less  traveled  by,  I  employ  what  has  proved  to  be  an  excellent                   
tension-reducing  measure:  I  whistle  melodies  from  Beethoven  and  Vivaldi  and  the  more  popular  classical               
composers.  Even  steely  New  Yorkers  hunching  toward  nighttime  destinations  seem  to  relax  and  occasionally  they                
even  join  in  the  tune.  Virtually  everybody  seems  to  sense  that  a  mugger  wouldn’t  be  warbling  bright,  sunny                   
selections  from  Vivaldi’s  Four  Seasons.  It  is  my  equivalent  to  the  cowbell  that  hikers  wear  when  they  know  they                    
are   in   bear   country.  
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The   Myth   of   the   Latin   Woman:   /   Just   Met   a   Girl   Named   Maria   

by   Judith   Ortiz   Cofer  
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and   Creative   Writing   at   the   University   of   Georgia.   She   died   on   December   30,   2016.  

 

On  a  bus  trip  to  London  from  Oxford  University  where  I  was  earning  some  graduate  credits  one  summer,  a  young                     
man,  obviously  fresh  from  a  pub,  spotted  me  and  as  if  struck  by  inspiration  went  down  on  his  knees  in  the  aisle.                       
With  both  hands  over  his  heart  he  broke  into  an  Irish  tenor's  rendition  of  "Maria"  from  West  Side  Story.  My  politely                      
amused  fellow  passengers  gave  his  lovely  voice  the  round  of  gentle  applause  it  deserved.  Though  I  was  not  quite                    
as  amused,  I  managed  my  version  of  an  English  smile:  no  show  of  teeth,  no  extreme  contortions  of  the  facial                     
muscles—I  was  at  this  time  of  my  life  practicing  reserve  and  cool.  Oh,  that  British  control,  how  coveted  it.  But                     
Maria  had  followed  me  to  London,  reminding  me  of  a  prime  fact  of  my  life:  you  can  leave  the  Island,  master  the                       
English  language,  and  travel  as  far  las  you  can,  but  if  you  are  a  Latina,  especially  one  like  me  who  so  obviously                       
belongs   to   Rita   Moreno's   gene   pool,   the   Island   travels   with   you.   

This  is  sometimes  a  very  good  thing—it  may  win  you  that  extra  minute  of  someone's  attention.  But  with  some                    
people,  the  same  things  can  make  you  an  island—not  so  much  a  tropical  paradise  as  an  Alcatraz,  a  place  nobody                     
wants  to  visit.  As  a  Puerto  Rican  girl  growing  up  in  the  United  States  and  wanting  like  most  children  to  "belong,"  I                       
resented   the   stereotype   that   my   Hispanic   appearance   called   forth   from   many   people   I   met.  

 Our  family  lived  in  a  large  urban  center  in  New  Jersey  during  the  sixties,  where  life  was  designed  as  a  microcosm                       
of  my  parents'  casas  on  the  island.  We  spoke  in  Spanish,  we  ate  Puerto  Rican  food  bought  at  the  bodega,  and  we                       
practiced  strict  Catholicism  complete  with  Saturday  confession  and  Sunday  mass  at  a  church  where  our  parents                 
were  accommodated  into  a  one-hour  Spanish  mass  slot,  performed  by  a  Chinese  priest  trained  as  a  missionary  for                   
Latin   America.   

As  a  girl  I  was  kept  under  strict  surveillance,  since  virtue  and  modesty  were,  by  cultural  equation,  the  same  as                     
family  honor.  As  a  teenager  I  was  instructed  on  how  to  behave  as  a  proper  senorita.  But  it  was  a  conflicting                      
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message  girls  got,  since  the  Puerto  Rican  mothers  also  encouraged  their  daughters  to  look  and  act  like  women  and                    
to  dress  in  clothes  our  Anglo  friends  and  their  mothers  found  too  "mature"  for  our  age.  It  was,  and  is,  cultural,  yet  I                        
often  felt  humiliated  when  I  appeared  at  an  American  friend's  party  wearing  a  dress  more  suitable  to  a  semiformal                    
than  to  a  playroom  birthday  celebration.  At  Puerto  Rican  festivities,  neither  the  music  nor  the  colors  we  wore  could                    
be  too  loud.  I  still  experience  a  vague  sense  of  letdown  when  I'm  invited  to  a  "party"  and  it  turns  out  to  be  a                         
marathon  conversation  in  hushed  tones  rather  than  a  fiesta  with  salsa,  laughter,  and  dancing—the  kind  of                 
celebration   I   remember   from   my   childhood.  

 I  remember  Career  Day  in  our  high  school,  when  teachers  told  us  to  come  dressed  as  if  for  a  job  interview.  It                        
quickly  became  obvious  that  to  the  barrio  girls,  "dressing  up"  sometimes  meant  wearing  ornate  jewelry  and                 
clothing  that  would  be  more  appropriate  (by  mainstream  standards)  for  the  company  Christmas  party  than  as  daily                  
office  attire.  That  morning  I  had  agonized  in  front  of  my  closet,  trying  to  figure  out  what  a  "career  girl"  would  wear                       
because,  essentially,  except  for  Mario  Thomas  on  TV,  I  had  no  models  on  which  to  base  my  decision.  I  knew  how                      
to  dress  for  school:  at  the  Catholic  school  I  attended  we  all  wore  uniforms;  I  knew  how  to  dress  for  Sunday  mass,                       
and  I  knew  what  dresses  to  wear  for  parties  at  my  relatives'  homes.  Though  I  do  not  recall  the  precise  details  of  my                        
Career  Day  outfit,  it  must  have  been  a  composite  of  the  above  choices.  But  I  remember  a  comment  my  friend  (an                      
Italian-American)  made  in  later  years  that  coalesced  my  impressions  of  that  day.  She  said  that  at  the  business                   
school  she  was  attending  the  Puerto  Rican  girls  always  stood  out  for  wearing  "everything  at  once."  She  meant,  of                    
course,  too  much  jewelry,  too  many  accessories.  On  that  day  at  school,  we  were  simply  made  the  negative  models                    
by  the  nuns  who  were  themselves  not  credible  fashion  experts  to  any  of  us.  But  it  was  painfully  obvious  to  me  that                       
to  the  others,  in  their  tailored  skirts  and  silk  blouses,  we  must  have  seemed  "hopeless"  and  "vulgar."  Though  I  now                     
know  that  most  adolescents  feel  out  of  step  much  of  the  time,  I  also  know  that  for  the  Puerto  Rican  girls  of  my                        
generation  that  sense  was  intensified.  The  way  our  teachers  and  classmates  looked  at  us  that  day  in  school  was  just                     
a  taste  of  the  culture  clash  that  awaited  us  in  the  real  world,  where  prospective  employers  and  men  on  the  street                      
would   often   misinterpret   our   tight   skirts   and   jingling   bracelets   as   a   come-on.   

Mixed  cultural  signals  have  perpetuated  certain  stereotypes—for  example,  that  of  the  Hispanic  woman  as  the  "Hot                 
Tamale"  or  sexual  firebrand.  It  is  a  one  dimensional  view  that  the  media  have  found  easy  to  promote.  In  their                     
special  vocabulary,  advertisers  have  designated  "sizzling"  and  "smoldering"  as  the  adjectives  of  choice  for               
describing  not  only  the  foods  but  also  the  women  of  Latin  America.  From  conversations  in  my  house  I  recall                    
hearing  about  the  harassment  that  Puerto  Rican  women  endured  in  factories  where  the  "boss  men"  talked  to  them                   
as  if  sexual  innuendo  was  all  they  understood  and,  worse,  often  gave  them  the  choice  of  submitting  to  advances  or                     
being   fired.   

It  is  custom,  however,  not  chromosomes,  that  leads  us  to  choose  scarlet  over  pale  pink.  As  young  girls,  we  were                     
influenced  in  our  decisions  about  clothes  and  colors  by  the  women—older  sisters  and  mothers  who  had  grown  up                   
on  a  tropical  island  where  the  natural  environment  was  a  riot  of  primary  colors,  where  showing  your  skin  was  one                     
way  to  keep  cool  as  well  as  to  look  sexy.  Most  important  of  all,  on  the  island,  women  perhaps  felt  freer  to  dress                        
and  move  more  provocatively,  since,  in  most  cases,  they  were  protected  by  the  traditions,  mores,  and  laws  of  a                    
Spanish/  Catholic  system  of  morality  and  machismo  whose  main  rule  was:  You  may  look  at  my  sister,  but  if  you                     
touch  her  I  will  kill  you.  The  extended  family  and  church  structure  could  provide  a  young  woman  with  a  circle  of                      
safety  in  her  small  pueblo  on  the  island;  if  a  man  "wronged"  a  girl,  everyone  would  close  in  to  save  her  family                       
honor.   

This  is  what  I  have  gleaned  from  my  discussions  as  an  adult  with  older  Puerto  Rican  women.  They  have  told  me                      
about  dressing  in  their  best  party  clothes  on  Saturday  nights  and  going  to  the  town's  plaza  to  promenade  with  their                     
girlfriends  in  front  of  the  boys  they  liked.  The  males  were  thus  given  an  opportunity  to  admire  the  women  and  to                      
express  their  admiration  in  the  form  of  piropos:  erotically  charged  street  poems  they  composed  on  the  spot.  I  have                    
been  subjected  to  a  few  piropos  while  visiting  the  Island,  and  they  can  be  outrageous,  although  custom  dictates                   
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that  they  must  never  cross  into  obscenity.  This  ritual,  as  I  understand  it,  also  entails  a  show  of  studied  indifference                     
on  the  woman's  part;  if  she  is  "decent,"  she  must  not  acknowledge  the  man's  impassioned  words.  So  I  do                    
understand  how  things  can  be  lost  in  translation.  When  a  Puerto  Rican  girl  dressed  in  her  idea  of  what  is  attractive                      
meets  a  man  from  the  mainstream  culture  who  has  been  trained  to  react  to  certain  types  of  clothing  as  a  sexual                      
signal,  a  clash  is  likely  to  take  place.  The  line  I  first  heard  based  on  this  aspect  of  the  myth  happened  when  the  boy                         
who  took  me  to  my  first  formal  dance  leaned  over  to  plant  a  sloppy  overeager  kiss  painfully  on  my  mouth,  and                      
when  I  didn't  respond  with  sufficient  passion  said  in  a  resentful  tone:  "I  thought  you  Latin  girls  were  supposed  to                     
mature  early"—my  first  instance  of  being  thought  of  as  a  fruit  or  vegetable—I  was  supposed  to  ripen,  not  just  grow                     
into   Womanhood   like   other   girls.   

It  is  surprising  to  some  of  my  professional  friends  that  some  people,  including  those  who  should  know  better,  still                    
put  others  "in  their  place."  Though  rarer,  these  incidents  are  still  commonplace  in  my  life.  It  happened  to  me  most                     
recently  during  a  stay  at  a  very  classy  metropolitan  hotel  favored  by  young  professional  couples  for  their                  
weddings.  Late  one  evening  after  the  theater,  as  I  walked  toward  my  room  with  my  new  colleague  (a  woman  with                     
whom  I  was  coordinating  an  arts  program),  a  middle-aged  man  in  a  tuxedo,  a  young  girl  in  satin  and  lace  on  his                       
arm,   stepped   directly   into   our   path.   With   his   champagne   glass   extended   toward   me,   he   exclaimed,   "Evita!"  

 Our  way  blocked,  my  companion  and  I  listened  as  the  man  half-recited,  half-bellowed  "Don't  Cry  for  Me,                   
Argentina."  When  he  finished,  the  young  girl  said:  "How  about  a  round  of  applause  for  my  daddy?"  We  complied,                    
hoping  this  i  would  bring  the  silly  spectacle  to  a  close.  I  was  becoming  aware  that  our  little  group  I  was  attracting                       
the  attention  of  the  other  guests.  "Daddy"  must  have  perceived  this  too,  and  he  once  more  barred  the  way  as  we                      
tried  to  walk  past  him.  He  began  to  shout-sing  a  ditty  to  the  tune  of  "La  Bamba"—except  the  lyrics  were  about  a                       
girl  named  Maria  whose  exploits  all  rhymed  with  her  name  and  gonorrhea.  The  girl  kept  saying  "Oh,  Daddy"  and                    
looking  at  me  with  pleading  eyes.  She  wanted  me  to  laugh  along  with  the  others.  My  companion  and  I  stood                     
silently  waiting  for  the  man  to  end  his  offensive  song.  When  he  finished,  I  looked  not  at  him  but  at  his  daughter.  I                        
advised  her  calmly  never  to  ask  her  father  what  he  had  done  in  the  army.  Then  I  walked  between  them  and  to  my                        
room.  My  friend  complimented  me  on  my  cool  handling  of  the  situation.  I  confessed  to  her  that  I  really  had  wanted                      
to  push  the  jerk  into  the  swimming  pool.  I  knew  that  this  same  man—probably  a  corporate  executive,  well                   
educated,  even  worldly  by  most  standards—would  not  have  been  likely  to  regale  a  white  woman  with  a  dirty  song                    
in  public.  He  would  perhaps  have  checked  his  impulse  by  assuming  that  she  could  be  somebody's  wife  or  mother,                    
or  at  least  somebody  who  might  take  offense.  But  to  him,  I  was  just  an  Evita  or  a  Maria:  merely  a  character  in  his                         
cartoon-populated   universe.   

Because  of  my  education  and  my  proficiency  with  the  English  language,  I  have  acquired  many  mechanisms  for                  
dealing  with  the  anger  I  experience.  This  was  not  true  for  my  parents,  nor  is  it  true  for  the  many  Latin  women                       
working  at  menial  jobs  who  must  put  up  with  stereotypes  about  our  ethnic  group  such  as:  "They  make  good                    
domestics."  This  is  another  facet  of  the  myth  of  the  Latin  woman  in  the  United  States.  Its  origin  is  simple  to                      
deduce.  Work  as  domestics,  waitressing,  and  factory  jobs  are  all  that's  available  to  women  with  little  English  and                   
few  skills.  The  myth  of  the  Hispanic  menial  has  been  sustained  by  the  same  media  phenomenon  that  made                   
"Mammy"  from  Gone  with  the  Wind  America's  idea  of  the  black  woman  for  generations;  Maria,  the  housemaid  or                   
counter  girl,  is  now  indelibly  etched  into  the  national  psyche.  The  big  and  the  little  screens  have  presented  us  with                     
the  picture  of  the  funny  Hispanic  maid,  mispronouncing  words  and  cooking  up  a  spicy  storm  in  a  shiny  California                    
kitchen.   

This  media-engendered  image  of  the  Latina  in  the  United  States  has  been  documented  by  feminist  Hispanic                 
scholars,  who  claim  that  such  portrayals  are  partially  responsible  for  the  denial  of  opportunities  for  upward                 
mobility  among  Latinas  in  the  professions.  I  have  a  Chicana  friend  working  on  a  Ph.D.  in  philosophy  at  a  major                     
university.  She  says  her  doctor  still  shakes  his  head  in  puzzled  amazement  at  all  the  "big  words"  she  uses.  Since  I                      
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do  not  wear  my  diplomas  around  my  neck  for  all  to  see,  I  too  have  on  occasion  been  sent  to  that  "kitchen,"  where                        
some   think   I   obviously   belong.   

One  such  incident  that  has  stayed  with  me,  though  I  recognize  it  as  a  minor  offense,  happened  on  the  day  of  my                       
first  public  poetry  reading.  It  took  place  in  Miami  in  a  boat-restaurant  where  we  were  having  lunch  before  the                    
event.  I  was  nervous  and  excited  as  I  walked  in  with  my  notebook  in  my  hand.  An  older  woman  motioned  me  to                       
her  table.  Thinking  (foolish  me)  that  she  wanted  me  to  autograph  a  copy  of  my  brand  new  slender  volume  of                     
verse,  I  went  over.  She  ordered  a  cup  of  coffee  from  meA  ,  assuming  that  I  was  the  waitress.  Easy  enough  to                       
mistake  my  poems  for  menus,  I  suppose.  I  know  that  it  wasn't  an  intentional  act  of  cruelty,  yet  of  all  the  good                       
things  that  happened  that  day,  I  remember  that  scene  most  clearly,  because  it  reminded  me  of  what  I  had  to                     
overcome  before  anyone  would  take  me  seriously.  In  retrospect  I  understand  that  my  anger  gave  my  reading  fire,                   
that  I  have  almost  always  taken  doubts  in  my  abilities  as  a  challenge—and  that  the  result  is,  most  times,  a  feeling  of                       
satisfaction  at  having  won  a  covert  when  I  see  the  cold,  appraising  eyes  warm  to  my  words,  the  body  language                     
change,  the  smile  that  indicates  that  I  have  opened  some  avenue  for  communication.  That  day  I  read  to  that  woman                     
and  her  lowered  eyes  told  me  that  she  was  embarrassed  at  her  little  faux  pas,  and  when  I  willed  her  to  look  up  at                         
me,  it  was  my  victory,  and  she  graciously  allowed  me  to  punish  her  with  my  full  attention.  We  shook  hands  at  the                       
end   of   the   reading,   and   I   never   saw   her   again.   She   has   probably   forgotten   the   whole   thing   but   maybe   not.   

Yet  I  am  one  of  the  lucky  ones.  My  parents  made  it  possible  for  me  to  acquire  a  stronger  footing  in  the  mainstream                        
culture  by  giving  me  the  chance  at  an  education.  And  books  and  art  have  saved  me  from  the  harsher  forms  of                      
ethnic  and  racial  prejudice  that  many  of  my  Hispanic  companeras  have  had  to  endure.  I  travel  a  lot  around  the                     
United  States,  reading  from  my  books  of  poetry  and  my  novel,  and  the  reception  I  most  often  receive  is  one  of                      
positive  interest  by  people  who  want  to  know  more  about  my  culture.  There  are,  however,  thousands  of  Latinas                   
without  the  privilege  of  an  education  or  the  entree  into  society  that  I  have.  For  them  life  is  a  struggle  against  the                       
misconceptions  perpetuated  by  the  myth  of  the  Latina  as  whore,  domestic,  or  criminal.  We  cannot  change  this  by                   
legislating  the  way  people  look  at  us.  The  transformation,  as  I  see  it,  has  to  occur  at  a  much  more  individual  level.                       
My  personal  goal  in  my  public  life  is  to  try  to  replace  the  old  pervasive  stereotypes  and  myths  about  Latinas  with  a                       
much  more  interesting  set  of  realities.  Every  time  I  give  a  reading,  I  hope  the  stories  I  tell,  the  dreams  and  fears  I                        
examine  in  my  work,  can  achieve  some  universal  truth  which  will  get  my  audience  past  the  particulars  of  my  skin                     
color,   my   accent,   or   my   clothes.   

I  once  wrote  a  poem  in  which  I  called  us  Latinas  "God's  brown  daughters."  This  poem  is  really  a  prayer  of  sorts,                       
offered  upward,  but  also,  through  the  human-tohuman  channel  of  art,  outward.  It  is  a  prayer  for  communication,                  
and  for  respect.  In  it,  Latin  women  pray  "in  Spanish  to  an  Anglo  God/with  a  Jewish  heritage,"  and  they  are                     
"fervently   hoping/that   if   not   omnipotent/at   least   He   be   bilingual.  
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Notes   of   Native   Son  
By   James   Baldwin  

 
In  this  title  essay  from  his  1955  collection  (written  from  France  to  which  he  had                
moved  in  1948),  James  Baldwin  (1924–87)  interweaves  the  story  of  his  response  to              
his  father’s  death  (in  1943)  with  reflections  on  black-white  relations  in  America,  and              
especially  in  the  Harlem  of  his  youth.  It  was  in  1943  that  Baldwin  met  the  black                 
novelist,  Richard  Wright,  author  of  Black  Boy  (1937)  and  Native  Son  (1940),  who              
became  for  a  time  Baldwin’s  mentor  until  they  had  a  falling  out  when  Baldwin  wrote                
a  critique  of  Wright’s  Native  Son.  The  emotional  struggles  between  son  and  father,              
pupil  and  mentor,  are  present  in  this  essay,  side  by  side  with  the  deep  reflections  on                 
the  emotional  struggles  he  experiences  in  relation  to  white  America.  In  1957,             
Baldwin  returned  for  a  while  to  the  United  States  to  take  part  in  the  movement  for                 
civil   rights.  
 
 

On  the  29th  of  July,  in  1943,  my  father  died.  On  the  same  day,  a  few  hours  later,  his  last  child  was  born.                        
Over  a  month  before  this,  while  all  our  energies  were  concentrated  in  waiting  for  these  events,  there  had  been,  in                     
Detroit,  one  of  the  bloodiest  race  riots  of  the  century.  A  few  hours  after  my  father’s  funeral,  while  he  lay  in  state  in                        
the  undertaker’s  chapel,  a  race  riot  broke  out  in  Harlem.  On  the  morning  of  the  3rd  of  August,  we  drove  my  father                       
to   the   graveyard   through   a   wilderness   of   smashed   plate   glass.  
 

The  day  of  my  father’s  funeral  had  also  been  my  nineteenth  birthday.  As  we  drove  him  to  the  graveyard,                    
the  spoils  of  injustice,  anarchy,  discontent,  and  hatred  were  all  around  us.  It  seemed  to  me  that  God  himself  had                     
devised,  to  mark  my  father’s  end,  the  most  sustained  and  brutally  dissonant  of  codas.  And  it  seemed  to  me,  too,                     
that  the  violence  which  rose  all  about  us  as  my  father  left  the  world  had  been  devised  as  a  corrective  for  the  pride                        
of  his  eldest  son.  I  had  declined  to  believe  in  that  apocalypse  which  had  been  central  to  my  father’s  vision;  very                      
well,  life  seemed  to  be  saying,  here  is  something  that  will  certainly  pass  for  an  apocalypse  until  the  real  thing                     
comes  along.  I  had  inclined  to  be  contemptuous  of  my  father  for  the  conditions  of  his  life,  for  the  conditions  of  our                       
lives.  When  his  life  had  ended  I  began  to  wonder  about  that  life  and  also,  in  a  new  way,  to  be  apprehensive  about                        
my   own.   
 

I  had  not  known  my  father  very  well.  We  had  got  on  badly,  partly  because  we  shared,  in  our  different                     
fashions,  the  vice  of  stubborn  pride.  When  he  was  dead  I  realized  that  I  had  hardly  ever  spoken  to  him.  When  he                       
had  been  dead  a  long  time  I  began  to  wish  I  had.  It  seems  to  be  typical  of  life  in  America,  where  opportunities,  real                         
and  fancied,  are  thicker  than  anywhere  else  on  the  globe,  that  the  second  generation  has  no  time  to  talk  to  the  first.                       
No  one,  including  my  father,  seems  to  have  known  exactly  how  old  he  was,  but  his  mother  had  been  born  during                      
slavery.  He  was  of  the  first  generation  of  free  men.  He,  along  with  thousands  of  other  Negroes,  came  north  after                     
1919  and  I  was  part  of  that  generation  which  had  never  seen  the  landscape  of  what  Negroes  sometimes  call  the  Old                      
Country.   

 
He  had  been  born  in  New  Orleans  and  had  been  a  quite  young  man  there  during  the  time  that  Louis                     

Armstrong,  a  boy,  was  running  errands  for  the  dives  and  honky-tonks  of  what  was  always  presented  to  me  as  one                     
of  the  most  wicked  of  cities—to  this  day,  whenever  I  think  of  New  Orleans,  I  also  helplessly  think  of  Sodom  and                      
Gomorrah.  My  father  never  mentioned  Louis  Armstrong,  except  to  forbid  us  to  play  his  records;  but  there  was  a                    
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picture  of  him  on  our  wall  for  a  long  time.  One  of  my  father’s  strong-willed  female  relatives  had  placed  it  there  and                       
forbade  my  father  to  take  it  down.  He  never  did,  but  he  eventually  maneuvered  her  out  of  the  house  and  when,                      
some   years   later,   she   was   in   trouble   and   near   death,   he   refused   to   do   anything   to   help   her.   

 
He  was,  I  think,  very  handsome.  I  gather  this  from  photographs  and  from  my  own  memories  of  him,                   

dressed  in  his  Sunday  best  and  on  his  way  to  preach  a  sermon  somewhere,  when  I  was  little.  Handsome,  proud,                     
and  ingrown,  “like  a  toe-nail,”  somebody  said.  But  he  looked  to  me,  as  I  grew  older,  like  pictures  I  had  seen  of                       
African  tribal  chieftains:  he  really  should  have  been  naked,  with  war-paint  on  and  barbaric  mementos,  standing                 
among  spears.  He  could  be  chilling  in  the  pulpit  and  indescribably  cruel  in  his  personal  life  and  he  was  certainly                     
the  most  bitter  man  I  have  ever  met;  yet  it  must  be  said  that  there  was  something  else  in  him,  buried  in  him,  which                         
lent  him  his  tremendous  power  and,  even,  a  rather  crushing  charm.  It  had  something  to  do  with  his  blackness,  I                     
think—he  was  very  black—with  his  blackness  and  his  beauty,  and  with  the  fact  that  he  knew  that  he  was  black  but                      
did  not  know  that  he  was  beautiful.  He  claimed  to  be  proud  of  his  blackness  but  it  had  also  been  the  cause  of  much                         
humiliation  and  it  had  fixed  bleak  boundaries  to  his  life.  He  was  not  a  young  man  when  we  were  growing  up  and                       
he  had  already  suffered  many  kinds  of  ruin;  in  his  outrageously  demanding  and  protective  way  he  loved  his                   
children,  who  were  black  like  him  and  menaced,  like  him;  and  all  these  things  sometimes  showed  in  his  face  when                     
he  tried,  never  to  my  knowledge  with  any  success,  to  establish  contact  with  any  of  us.  When  he  took  one  of  his                       
children  on  his  knee  to  play,  the  child  always  became  fretful  and  began  to  cry;  when  he  tried  to  help  one  of  us  with                         
our  homework  the  absolutely  unabating  tension  which  emanated  from  him  caused  our  minds  and  our  tongues  to                  
become  paralyzed,  so  that  he,  scarcely  knowing  why,  flew  into  a  rage  and  the  child,  not  knowing  why,  was                    
punished.  If  it  ever  entered  his  head  to  bring  a  surprise  home  for  his  children,  it  was,  almost  unfailingly,  the  wrong                      
surprise  and  even  the  big  watermelons  he  often  brought  home  on  his  back  in  the  summertime  led  to  the  most                     
appalling  scenes.  I  do  not  remember,  in  all  those  years,  that  one  of  his  children  was  ever  glad  to  see  him  come                       
home.  From  what  I  was  able  to  gather  of  his  early  life,  it  seemed  that  this  inability  to  establish  contact  with  other                       
people  had  always  marked  him  and  had  been  one  of  the  things  which  had  driven  him  out  of  New  Orleans.  There                      
was  something  in  him,  therefore,  groping  and  tentative,  which  was  never  expressed  and  which  was  buried  with                  
him.  One  saw  it  most  clearly  when  he  was  facing  new  people  and  hoping  to  impress  them.  But  he  never  did,  not                       
for  long.  We  went  from  church  to  smaller  and  more  improbable  church,  he  found  himself  in  less  and  less  demand                     
as  a  minister,  and  by  the  time  he  died  none  of  his  friends  had  come  to  see  him  for  a  long  time.  He  had  lived  and                           
died  in  an  intolerable  bitterness  of  spirit  and  it  frightened  me,  as  we  drove  him  to  the  graveyard  through  those                     
unquiet,  ruined  streets,  to  see  how  powerful  and  overflowing  this  bitterness  could  be  and  to  realize  that  this                   
bitterness   now   was   mine.   

 
When  he  died  I  had  been  away  from  home  for  a  little  over  a  year.  In  that  year  I  had  had  time  to  become                         

aware  of  the  meaning  of  all  my  father’s  bitter  warnings,  had  discovered  the  secret  of  his  proudly  pursed  lips  and                     
rigid  carriage:  I  had  discovered  the  weight  of  white  people  in  the  world,  I  saw  that  this  had  been  for  my  ancestors                       
and  now  would  be  for  me  an  awful  thing  to  live  with  and  that  the  bitterness  which  had  helped  to  kill  my  father                        
could   also   kill   me.   

 
He  had  been  ill  a  long  time—in  the  mind,  as  we  now  realized,  reliving  instances  of  his  fantastic                   

intransigence  in  the  new  light  of  his  affliction  and  endeavoring  to  feel  a  sorrow  for  him  which  never,  quite,  came                     
true.  We  had  not  known  that  he  was  being  eaten  up  by  paranoia,  and  the  discovery  that  his  cruelty,  to  our  bodies                       
and  our  minds,  had  been  one  of  the  symptoms  of  his  illness  was  not,  then,  enough  to  enable  us  to  forgive  him.  The                        
younger  children  felt,  quite  simply,  relief  that  he  would  not  be  coming  home  any  more.  My  mother’s  observation                   
that  it  was  he,  after  all,  who  had  kept  them  alive  all  these  years  meant  nothing  because  the  problems  of  keeping                      
children  alive  are  not  real  for  children.  The  older  children  felt,  with  my  father  gone,  that  they  could  invite  their                     
friends  to  the  house  without  fear  that  their  friends  would  be  insulted  or,  as  had  sometimes  happened  with  me,  being                     
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told  that  their  friends  were  in  league  with  the  devil  and  intended  to  rob  our  family  of  everything  we  owned.  (I                      
didn’t   fail   to   wonder,   and   it   made   me   hate   him,   what   on   earth   we   owned   that   anybody   else   would   want.)   

 
His  illness  was  beyond  all  hope  of  healing  before  anyone  realized  that  he  was  ill.  He  had  always  been  so                     

strange  and  had  lived,  like  a  prophet,  in  such  unimaginably  close  communion  with  the  Lord  that  his  long  silences                    
which  were  punctuated  by  moans  and  hallelujahs  and  snatches  of  old  songs  while  he  sat  at  the  living-room                   
window  never  seemed  odd  to  us.  It  was  not  until  he  refused  to  eat  because,  he  said,  his  family  was  trying  to  poison                        
him  that  my  mother  was  forced  to  accept  as  a  fact  what  had,  until  then,  been  only  an  unwilling  suspicion.  When  he                       
was  committed,  it  was  discovered  that  he  had  tuberculosis  and,  as  it  turned  out,  the  disease  of  his  mind  allowed  the                      
disease  of  his  body  to  destroy  him.  For  the  doctors  could  not  force  him  to  eat,  either,  and,  though  he  was  fed                       
intravenously,   it   was   clear   from   the   beginning   that   there   was   no   hope   for   him.   

 
In  my  mind’s  eye  I  could  see  him,  sitting  at  the  window,  locked  up  in  his  terrors;  hating  and  fearing  every                      

living  soul  including  his  children  who  had  betrayed  him,  too,  by  reaching  toward  the  world  which  had  despised                   
him.  There  were  nine  of  us.  I  began  to  wonder  what  it  could  have  felt  like  for  such  a  man  to  have  had  nine  children                          
whom  he  could  barely  feed.  He  used  to  make  little  jokes  about  our  poverty,  which  never,  of  course,  seemed  very                     
funny  to  us;  they  could  not  have  seemed  very  funny  to  him,  either,  or  else  our  all  too  feeble  response  to  them                       
would  never  have  caused  such  rages.  He  spent  great  energy  and  achieved,  to  our  chagrin,  no  small  amount  of                    
success  in  keeping  us  away  from  the  people  who  surrounded  us,  people  who  had  all-night  rent  parties  to  which  we                     
listened  when  we  should  have  been  sleeping,  people  who  cursed  and  drank  and  flashed  razor  blades  on  Lenox                   
Avenue.  He  could  not  understand  why,  if  they  had  so  much  energy  to  spare,  they  could  not  use  it  to  make  their                       
lives  better.  He  treated  almost  everybody  on  our  block  with  a  most  uncharitable  asperity  and  neither  they,  nor,  of                    
course,   their   children   were   slow   to   reciprocate.   

 
The  only  white  people  who  came  to  our  house  were  welfare  workers  and  bill  collectors.  It  was  almost                   

always  my  mother  who  dealt  with  them,  for  my  father’s  temper,  which  was  at  the  mercy  of  his  pride,  was  never  to                       
be  trusted.  It  was  clear  that  he  felt  their  very  presence  in  his  home  to  be  a  violation:  this  was  conveyed  by  his                        
carriage,  almost  ludicrously  stiff,  and  by  his  voice,  harsh  and  vindictively  polite.  When  I  was  around  nine  or  ten  I                     
wrote  a  play  which  was  directed  by  a  young,  white  schoolteacher,  a  woman,  who  then  took  an  interest  in  me,  and                      
gave  me  books  to  read  and,  in  order  to  corroborate  my  theatrical  bent,  decided  to  take  me  to  see  what  she                      
somewhat  tactlessly  referred  to  as  “real”  plays.  Theater-going  was  forbidden  in  our  house,  but,  with  the  really  cruel                   
intuitiveness  of  a  child,  I  suspected  that  the  color  of  this  woman’s  skin  would  carry  the  day  for  me.  When,  at                      
school,  she  suggested  taking  me  to  the  theater,  I  did  not,  as  I  might  have  done  if  she  had  been  a  Negro,  find  a  way                          
of  discouraging  her,  but  agreed  that  she  should  pick  me  up  at  my  house  one  evening.  I  then,  very  cleverly,  left  all                       
the  rest  to  my  mother,  who  suggested  to  my  father,  as  I  knew  she  would,  that  it  would  not  be  very  nice  to  let  such  a                           
kind  woman  make  the  trip  for  nothing.  Also,  since  it  was  a  schoolteacher,  I  imagine  that  my  mother  countered  the                     
idea   of   sin   with   the   idea   of   “education,”   which   word,   even   with   my   father,   carried   a   kind   of   bitter   weight.   

 
Before  the  teacher  came  my  father  took  me  aside  to  ask  why  she  was  coming,  what  interest  she  could                    

possibly  have  in  our  house,  in  a  boy  like  me.  I  said  I  didn’t  know  but  I,  too,  suggested  that  it  had  something  to  do                          
with  education.  And  I  understood  that  my  father  was  waiting  for  me  to  say  something—I  didn’t  quite  know  what;                    
perhaps  that  I  wanted  his  protection  against  this  teacher  and  her  “education.”  I  said  none  of  these  things  and  the                     
teacher  came  and  we  went  out.  It  was  clear,  during  the  brief  interview  in  our  living  room,  that  my  father  was                      
agreeing  very  much  against  his  will  and  that  he  would  have  refused  permission  if  he  had  dared.  The  fact  that  he                      
did  not  dare  caused  me  to  despise  him:  I  had  no  way  of  knowing  that  he  was  facing  in  that  living  room  a  wholly                         
unprecedented   and   frightening   situation.   
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Later,  when  my  father  had  been  laid  off  from  his  job,  this  woman  became  very  important  to  us.  She  was                     
really  a  very  sweet  and  generous  woman  and  went  to  a  great  deal  of  trouble  to  be  of  help  to  us,  particularly  during                        
one  awful  winter.  My  mother  called  her  by  the  highest  name  she  knew:  she  said  she  was  a  “christian.”  My  father                      
could  scarcely  disagree  but  during  the  four  or  five  years  of  our  relatively  close  association  he  never  trusted  her  and                     
was  always  trying  to  surprise  in  her  open,  Midwestern  face  the  genuine,  cunningly  hidden,  and  hideous                 
motivation.  In  later  years,  particularly  when  it  began  to  be  clear  that  this  “education”  of  mine  was  going  to  lead  me                      
to  perdition,  he  became  more  explicit  and  warned  me  that  my  white  friends  in  high  school  were  not  really  my                     
friends  and  that  I  would  see,  when  I  was  older,  how  white  people  would  do  anything  to  keep  a  Negro  down.  Some                       
of  them  could  be  nice,  he  admitted,  but  none  of  them  were  to  be  trusted  and  most  of  them  were  not  even  nice.  The                         
best  thing  was  to  have  as  little  to  do  with  them  as  possible.  I  did  not  feel  this  way  and  I  was  certain,  in  my                          
innocence,   that   I   never   would.   

 
But  the  year  which  preceded  my  father’s  death  had  made  a  great  change  in  my  life.  I  had  been  living  in                      

New  Jersey,  working  in  defense  plants,  working  and  living  among  southerners,  white  and  black.  I  knew  about  the                   
south,  of  course,  and  about  how  southerners  treated  Negroes  and  how  they  expected  them  to  behave,  but  it  had                    
never  entered  my  mind  that  anyone  would  look  at  me  and  expect  me  to  behave  that  way.  I  learned  in  New  Jersey                       
that  to  be  a  Negro  meant,  precisely,  that  one  was  never  looked  at  but  was  simply  at  the  mercy  of  the  reflexes  the                        
color  of  one’s  skin  caused  in  other  people.  I  acted  in  New  Jersey  as  I  had  always  acted,  that  is  as  though  I  thought                         
a  great  deal  of  myself—I  had  to  act  that  way—with  results  that  were,  simply,  unbelievable.  I  had  scarcely  arrived                    
before  I  had  earned  the  enmity,  which  was  extraordinarily  ingenious,  of  all  my  superiors  and  nearly  all  my                   
co-workers.  In  the  beginning,  to  make  matters  worse,  I  simply  did  not  know  what  was  happening.  I  did  not  know                     
what  I  had  done,  and  I  shortly  began  to  wonder  what  anyone  could  possibly  do,  to  bring  about  such  unanimous,                     
active,  and  unbearably  vocal  hostility.  I  knew  about  jim-crow  but  I  had  never  experienced  it.  I  went  to  the  same                     
self-service  restaurant  three  times  and  stood  with  all  the  Princeton  boys  before  the  counter,  waiting  for  a  hamburger                   
and  coffee;  it  was  always  an  extraordinarily  long  time  before  anything  was  set  before  me;  but  it  was  not  until  the                      
fourth  visit  that  I  learned  that,  in  fact,  nothing  had  ever  been  set  before  me:  I  had  simply  picked  something  up.                      
Negroes  were  not  served  there,  I  was  told,  and  they  had  been  waiting  for  me  to  realize  that  I  was  always  the  only                        
Negro  present.  Once  I  was  told  this,  I  determined  to  go  there  all  the  time.  But  now  they  were  ready  for  me  and,                        
though   some   dreadful   scenes   were   subsequently   enacted   in   that   restaurant,   I   never   ate   there   again.   

 
It  was  the  same  story  all  over  New  Jersey,  in  bars,  bowling  alleys,  diners,  places  to  live.  I  was  always  being                      

forced  to  leave,  silently,  or  with  mutual  imprecations.1  I  very  shortly  became  notorious  and  children  giggled                 
behind  me  when  I  passed  and  their  elders  whispered  or  shouted—they  really  believed  that  I  was  mad.  And  it  did                     
begin  to  work  on  my  mind,  of  course;  I  began  to  be  afraid  to  go  anywhere  and  to  compensate  for  this  I  went  places                         
to  which  I  really  should  not  have  gone  and  where,  God  knows,  I  had  no  desire  to  be.  My  reputation  in  town                       
naturally  enhanced  my  reputation  at  work  and  my  working  day  became  one  long  series  of  acrobatics  designed  to                   
keep  me  out  of  trouble.  I  cannot  say  that  these  acrobatics  succeeded.  It  began  to  seem  that  the  machinery  of  the                      
organization  I  worked  for  was  turning  over,  day  and  night,  with  but  one  aim:  to  eject  me.  I  was  fired  once,  and                       
contrived,  with  the  aid  of  a  friend  from  New  York,  to  get  back  on  the  payroll;  was  fired  again,  and  bounced  back                       
again.  It  took  a  while  to  fire  me  for  the  third  time,  but  the  third  time  took.  There  were  no  loopholes  anywhere.                       
There   was   not   even   any   way   of   getting   back   inside   the   gates.   

 
That  year  in  New  Jersey  lives  in  my  mind  as  though  it  were  the  year  during  which,  having  an  unsuspected                     

predilection  for  it,  I  first  contracted  some  dread,  chronic  disease,  the  unfailing  symptom  of  which  is  a  kind  of  blind                     
fever,  a  pounding  in  the  skull  and  fire  in  the  bowels.  Once  this  disease  is  contracted,  one  can  never  be  really                      
carefree  again,  for  the  fever,  without  an  instant’s  warning,  can  recur  at  any  moment.  It  can  wreck  more  important                    
things  than  race  relations.  There  is  not  a  Negro  alive  who  does  not  have  this  rage  in  his  blood—one  has  the  choice,                       
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merely,  of  living  with  it  consciously  or  surrendering  to  it.  As  for  me,  this  fever  has  recurred  in  me,  and  does,  and                       
will   until   the   day   I   die.   

My  last  night  in  New  Jersey,  a  white  friend  from  New  York  took  me  to  the  nearest  big  town,  Trenton,  to  go                       
to  the  movies  and  have  a  few  drinks.  As  it  turned  out,  he  also  saved  me  from,  at  the  very  least,  a  violent  whipping.                         
Almost  every  detail  of  that  night  stands  out  very  clearly  in  my  memory.  I  even  remember  the  name  of  the  movie                      
we  saw  because  its  title  impressed  me  as  being  so  patly  ironical.  It  was  a  movie  about  the  German  occupation  of                      
France,  starring  Maureen  O’Hara  and  Charles  Laughton  and  called  This  Land  Is  Mine.  I  remember  the  name  of  the                    
diner  we  walked  into  when  the  movie  ended:  it  was  the  “American  Diner.”  When  we  walked  in  the  counterman                    
asked  what  we  wanted  and  I  remember  answering  with  the  casual  sharpness  which  had  become  my  habit:  “We                   
want  a  hamburger  and  a  cup  of  coffee,  what  do  you  think  we  want?”  I  do  not  know  why,  after  a  year  of  such                         
rebuffs,  I  so  completely  failed  to  anticipate  his  answer,  which  was,  of  course,  “We  don’t  serve  Negroes  here.”  This                    
reply  failed  to  discompose  me,  at  least  for  the  moment.  I  made  some  sardonic  comment  about  the  name  of  the                     
diner   and   we   walked   out   into   the   streets.   

 
This  was  the  time  of  what  was  called  the  “brown-out,”  when  the  lights  in  all  American  cities  were  very  dim.                     

When  we  reentered  the  streets  something  happened  to  me  which  had  the  force  of  an  optical  illusion,  or  a                    
nightmare.  The  streets  were  very  crowded  and  I  was  facing  north.  People  were  moving  in  every  direction  but  it                    
seemed  to  me,  in  that  instant,  that  all  of  the  people  I  could  see,  and  many  more  than  that,  were  moving  toward  me,                        
against  me,  and  that  everyone  was  white.  I  remember  how  their  faces  gleamed.  And  I  felt,  like  a  physical                    
sensation,  a  click  at  the  nape  of  my  neck  as  though  some  interior  string  connecting  my  head  to  my  body  had  been                       
cut.  I  began  to  walk.  I  heard  my  friend  call  after  me,  but  I  ignored  him.  Heaven  only  knows  what  was  going  on  in                         
his  mind,  but  he  had  the  good  sense  not  to  touch  me—I  don’t  know  what  would  have  happened  if  he  had—and  to                       
keep  me  in  sight.  I  don’t  know  what  was  going  on  in  my  mind,  either;  I  certainly  had  no  conscious  plan.  I  wanted                        
to  do  something  to  crush  these  white  faces,  which  were  crushing  me.  I  walked  for  perhaps  a  block  or  two  until  I                       
came  to  an  enormous,  glittering,  and  fashionable  restaurant  in  which  I  knew  not  even  the  intercession  of  the  Virgin                    
would  cause  me  to  be  served.  I  pushed  through  the  doors  and  took  the  first  vacant  seat  I  saw,  at  a  table  for  two,                         
and   waited.   

 
I  do  not  know  how  long  I  waited  and  I  rather  wonder,  until  today,  what  I  could  possibly  have  looked  like.                      

Whatever  I  looked  like,  I  frightened  the  waitress  who  shortly  appeared,  and  the  moment  she  appeared  all  of  my                    
fury  flowed  towards  her.  I  hated  her  for  her  white  face,  and  for  her  great,  astounded,  frightened  eyes.  I  felt  that  if                       
she   found   a   black   man   so   frightening   I   would   make   her   fright   worthwhile.   

 
She  did  not  ask  me  what  I  wanted,  but  repeated,  as  though  she  had  learned  it  somewhere,  “We  don’t  serve                     

Negroes  here.”  She  did  not  say  it  with  the  blunt,  derisive  hostility  to  which  I  had  grown  so  accustomed,  but,  rather,                      
with  a  note  of  apology  in  her  voice,  and  fear.  This  made  me  colder  and  more  murderous  than  ever.  I  felt  I  had  to  do                          
something   with   my   hands.   I   wanted   her   to   come   close   enough   for   me   to   get   her   neck   between   my   hands.   

 
So  I  pretended  not  to  have  heard  her,  hoping  to  draw  her  closer.  And  she  did  step  a  very  short  step  closer,                       

with   her   pencil   poised   incongruously   over   her   pad,   and   repeated   the   formula:   “.   .   .   don’t   serve   Negroes   here.”   
 
Somehow,  with  the  repetition  of  that  phrase,  which  was  already  ringing  in  my  head  like  a  thousand  bells  of                    

a  nightmare,  I  realized  that  she  would  never  come  any  closer  and  Page  |  9  that  I  would  have  to  strike  from  a                        
distance.  There  was  nothing  on  the  table  but  an  ordinary  water-mug  half  full  of  water,  and  I  picked  this  up  and                      
hurled  it  with  all  my  strength  at  her.  She  ducked  and  it  missed  her  and  shattered  against  the  mirror  behind  the  bar.                       
And,  with  that  sound,  my  frozen  blood  abruptly  thawed,  I  returned  from  wherever  I  had  been,  I  saw,  for  the  first                      
time,  the  restaurant,  the  people  with  their  mouths  open,  already,  as  it  seemed  to  me,  rising  as  one  man,  and  I                      
realized  what  I  had  done,  and  where  I  was,  and  I  was  frightened.  I  rose  and  began  running  for  the  door.  A  round,                        
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potbellied  man  grabbed  me  by  the  nape  of  the  neck  just  as  I  reached  the  doors  and  began  to  beat  me  about  the                        
face.   I   kicked   him   and   got   loose   and   ran   into   the   streets.   My   friend   whispered,   “Run!”   and   I   ran.   

 
My  friend  stayed  outside  the  restaurant  long  enough  to  misdirect  my  pursuers  and  the  police,  who  arrived,                  

he  told  me,  at  once.  I  do  not  know  what  I  said  to  him  when  he  came  to  my  room  that  night.  I  could  not  have  said                            
much.  I  felt,  in  the  oddest,  most  awful  way,  that  I  had  somehow  betrayed  him.  I  lived  it  over  and  over  and  over                        
again,  the  way  one  relives  an  automobile  accident  after  it  has  happened  and  one  finds  oneself  alone  and  safe.  I                     
could  not  get  over  two  facts,  both  equally  difficult  for  the  imagination  to  grasp,  and  one  was  that  I  could  have  been                       
murdered.  But  the  other  was  that  I  had  been  ready  to  commit  murder.  I  saw  nothing  very  clearly  but  I  did  see  this:                        
that  my  life,  my  real  life,  was  in  danger,  and  not  from  anything  other  people  might  do  but  from  the  hatred  I  carried                        
in   my   own   heart.   .   .   .   

 
For  my  father’s  funeral  I  had  nothing  black  to  wear  and  this  posed  a  nagging  problem  all  day  long.  It  was                      

one  of  those  problems,  simple,  or  impossible  of  solution,  to  which  the  mind  insanely  clings  in  order  to  avoid  the                     
mind’s  real  trouble.  I  spent  most  of  that  day  at  the  downtown  apartment  of  a  girl  I  knew,  celebrating  my  birthday                      
with  whiskey  and  wondering  what  to  wear  that  night.  When  planning  a  birthday  celebration  one  naturally  does  not                   
expect  that  it  will  be  up  against  competition  from  a  funeral  and  this  girl  had  anticipated  taking  me  out  that  night,                      
for  a  big  dinner  and  a  night  club  afterwards.  Sometime  during  the  course  of  that  long  day  we  decided  that  we  could                       
go  out  anyway,  when  my  father’s  funeral  service  was  over.  I  imagine  I  decided  it,  since,  as  the  funeral  hour                     
approached,  it  became  clearer  and  clearer  to  me  that  I  would  not  know  what  to  do  with  myself  when  it  was  over.                       
The  girl,  stifling  her  very  lively  concern  as  to  the  possible  effects  of  the  whiskey  on  one  of  my  father’s  chief                      
mourners,  concentrated  on  being  conciliatory  and  practically  helpful.  She  found  a  black  shirt  for  me  somewhere                 
and  ironed  it  and,  dressed  in  the  darkest  pants  and  jacket  I  owned,  and  slightly  drunk,  I  made  my  way  to  my                       
father’s   funeral.   

 
The  chapel  was  full,  but  not  packed,  and  very  quiet.  There  were,  mainly,  my  father’s  relatives,  and  his                   

children,  and  here  and  there  I  saw  faces  I  had  not  seen  since  childhood,  the  faces  of  my  father’s  one-time  friends.                      
They  were  very  dark  and  solemn  now,  seeming  somehow  to  suggest  that  they  had  known  all  along  that  something                    
like  this  would  happen.  Chief  among  the  mourners  was  my  aunt,  who  had  quarreled  with  my  father  all  his  life;  by                      
which  I  do  not  mean  to  suggest  that  her  mourning  was  insincere  or  that  she  had  not  loved  him.  I  suppose  that  she                        
was  one  of  the  few  people  in  the  world  who  had,  and  their  incessant  quarreling  proved  precisely  the  strength  of  the                      
tie  that  bound  them.  The  only  other  person  in  the  world,  as  far  as  I  knew,  whose  relationship  to  my  father  rivaled                       
my   aunt’s   in   depth   was   my   mother,   who   was   not   there.   

 
It  seemed  to  me,  of  course,  that  it  was  a  very  long  funeral.  But  it  was,  if  anything,  a  rather  shorter  funeral                       

than  most,  nor,  since  there  were  no  overwhelming,  uncontrollable  expressions  of  grief,  could  it  be  called—if  I  dare                   
to  use  the  word—successful.  The  minister  who  preached  my  father’s  funeral  sermon  was  one  of  the  few  my  father                    
had  still  been  seeing  as  he  neared  his  end.  He  presented  to  us  in  his  sermon  a  man  whom  none  of  us  had  ever                         
seen—a  man  thoughtful,  patient,  and  forbearing,  a  Christian  inspiration  to  all  who  knew  him,  and  a  model  for  his                    
children.  And  no  doubt  the  children,  in  their  disturbed  and  guilty  state,  were  almost  ready  to  believe  this;  he  had                     
been  remote  enough  to  be  anything  and,  anyway,  the  shock  of  the  incontrovertible,  that  it  was  really  our  father                    
lying  up  there  in  that  casket,  prepared  the  mind  for  anything.  His  sister  moaned  and  this  grief-stricken  moaning                   
was  taken  as  corroboration.  The  other  faces  held  a  dark,  noncommittal  thoughtfulness.  This  was  not  the  man  they                   
had  known,  but  they  had  scarcely  expected  to  be  confronted  with  him;  this  was,  in  a  sense  deeper  than  questions                     
of  fact,  the  man  they  had  not  known,  and  the  man  they  had  not  known  may  have  been  the  real  one.  The  real  man,                         
whoever  he  had  been,  had  suffered  and  now  he  was  dead:  this  was  all  that  was  sure  and  all  that  mattered  now.                       
Every  man  in  the  chapel  hoped  that  when  his  hour  came  he,  too,  would  be  eulogized,  which  is  to  say  forgiven,  and                       
that  all  of  his  lapses,  greeds,  errors,  and  straying  from  the  truth  would  be  invested  with  coherence  and  looked  upon                     
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with  charity.  This  was  perhaps  the  last  thing  human  beings  could  give  each  other  and  it  was  what  they  demanded,                     
after  all,  of  the  Lord.  Only  the  Lord  saw  the  midnight  tears,  only  He  was  present  when  one  of  His  children,                      
moaning  and  wringing  hands,  paced  up  and  down  the  room.  When  one  slapped  one’s  child  in  anger  the  recoil  in                     
the  heart  reverberated  through  heaven  and  became  part  of  the  pain  of  the  universe.  And  when  the  children  were                    
hungry  and  sullen  and  distrustful  and  one  watched  them,  daily,  growing  wilder,  and  further  away,  and  running                  
headlong  into  danger,  it  was  the  Lord  who  knew  what  the  charged  heart  endured  as  the  strap  was  laid  to  the                      
backside;  the  Lord  alone  who  knew  what  one  would  have  said  if  one  had,  like  the  Lord,  the  gift  of  the  living  word.                        
It  was  the  Lord  who  knew  of  the  impossibility  every  parent  in  that  room  faced:  how  to  prepare  the  child  for  the  day                        
when  the  child  would  be  despised  and  how  to  create  in  the  child—by  what  means?—a  stronger  antidote  to  this                    
poison  than  one  had  found  for  oneself.  The  avenues,  side  streets,  bars,  billiard  halls,  hospitals,  police  stations,  and                   
even  the  playgrounds  of  Harlem—not  to  mention  the  houses  of  correction,  the  jails,  and  the  morgue—testified  to                  
the  potency  of  the  poison  while  remaining  silent  as  to  the  efficacy  of  whatever  antidote,  irresistibly  raising  the                   
question  of  whether  or  not  such  an  antidote  existed;  raising,  which  was  worse,  the  question  of  whether  or  not  an                     
antidote  was  desirable;  perhaps  poison  should  be  fought  with  poison.  With  these  several  schisms  in  the  mind  and                   
with  more  terrors  in  the  heart  than  could  be  named,  it  was  better  not  to  judge  the  man  who  had  gone  down  under                        
an  impossible  burden.  It  was  better  to  remember:  Thou  knowest  this  man’s  fall;  but  thou  knowest  not  his  wrassling.                    
.   .   .   

After  the  funeral,  while  I  was  downtown  desperately  celebrating  my  birthday,  a  Negro  soldier,  in  the  lobby                  
of  the  Hotel  Braddock,  got  into  a  fight  with  a  white  policeman  over  a  Negro  girl.  Negro  girls,  white  policemen,  in                      
or  out  of  uniform,  and  Negro  males—  in  or  out  of  uniform—were  part  of  the  furniture  of  the  lobby  of  the  Hotel                       
Braddock  and  this  was  certainly  not  the  first  time  such  an  incident  had  occurred.  It  was  destined,  however,  to                    
receive  an  unprecedented  publicity,  for  the  fight  between  the  policeman  and  the  soldier  ended  with  the  shooting  of                   
the  soldier.  Rumor,  flowing  immediately  to  the  streets  outside,  stated  that  the  soldier  had  been  shot  in  the  back,  an                     
instantaneous  and  revealing  invention,  and  that  the  soldier  had  died  protecting  a  Negro  woman.  The  facts  were                  
somewhat  different—for  example,  the  soldier  had  not  been  shot  in  the  back,  and  was  not  dead,  and  the  girl  seems                     
to  have  been  as  dubious  a  symbol  of  womanhood  as  her  white  counterpart  in  Georgia  usually  is,  but  no  one  was                      
interested  in  the  facts.  They  preferred  the  invention  because  this  invention  expressed  and  corroborated  their  hates                 
and  fears  so  perfectly.  It  is  just  as  well  to  remember  that  people  are  always  doing  this.  Perhaps  many  of  those                      
legends,  including  Christianity,  to  which  the  world  clings  began  their  conquest  of  the  world  with  just  some  such                   
concerted  surrender  to  distortion.  The  effect,  in  Harlem,  of  this  particular  legend  was  like  the  effect  of  a  lit  match  in                      
a  tin  of  gasoline.  The  mob  gathered  before  the  doors  of  the  Hotel  Braddock  simply  began  to  swell  and  to  spread  in                       
every   direction,   and   Harlem   exploded.   

 
The  mob  did  not  cross  the  ghetto  lines.  It  would  have  been  easy,  for  example,  to  have  gone  over                    

Morningside  Park  on  the  west  side  or  to  have  crossed  the  Grand  Central  railroad  tracks  at  125th  Street  on  the  east                      
side,  to  wreak  havoc  in  white  neighborhoods.  The  mob  seems  to  have  been  mainly  interested  in  something  more                   
potent  and  real  than  the  white  face,  that  is,  in  white  power,  and  the  principal  damage  done  during  the  riot  of  the                       
summer  of  1943  was  to  white  business  establishments  in  Harlem.  .  .  .  I  truly  had  not  realized  that  Harlem  had  so                       
many  stores  until  I  saw  them  all  smashed  open;  the  first  time  the  word  wealth  ever  entered  my  mind  in  relation  to                       
Harlem  was  when  I  saw  it  scattered  in  the  streets.  But  one’s  first,  incongruous  impression  of  plenty  was  countered                    
immediately   by   an   impression   of   waste.   None   of   this   was   doing   anybody   any   good.   

 
It  would  have  been  better  to  have  left  the  plate  glass  as  it  had  been  and  the  goods  lying  in  the  stores.  It                        

would  have  been  better,  but  would  also  have  been  intolerable,  for  Harlem  had  needed  something  to  smash.  To                   
smash  something  is  the  ghetto’s  chronic  need.  Most  of  the  time  it  is  the  members  of  the  ghetto  who  smash  each                      
other,  and  themselves.  But  as  long  as  the  ghetto  walls  are  standing  there  will  always  come  a  moment  when  these                     
outlets  do  not  work.  That  summer,  for  example,  it  was  not  enough  to  get  into  a  fight  on  Lenox  Avenue,  or  curse                       
out  one’s  cronies  in  the  barber  shops.  If  ever,  indeed,  the  violence  which  fills  Harlem’s  churches,  pool  halls,  and                    
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bars  erupts  outward  in  a  more  direct  fashion,  Harlem  and  its  citizens  are  likely  to  vanish  in  an  apocalyptic  flood.                     
That  this  is  not  likely  to  happen  is  due  to  a  great  many  reasons,  most  hidden  and  powerful  among  them  the  Negro’s                       
real  relation  to  the  white  American.  This  relation  prohibits,  simply,  anything  as  uncomplicated  and  satisfactory  as                 
pure  hatred.  In  order  really  to  hate  white  people,  one  has  to  blot  so  much  out  of  the  mind—and  the  heart—that  this                       
hatred  itself  becomes  an  exhausting  and  self-destructive  pose.  But  this  does  not  mean,  on  the  other  hand,  that  loves                    
comes  easily:  the  white  world  is  too  powerful,  too  complacent,  too  ready  with  gratuitous  humiliation,  and,  above                  
all,  too  ignorant  and  too  innocent  for  that.  One  is  absolutely  forced  to  make  perpetual  qualifications  and  one’s  own                    
reactions  are  always  canceling  each  other  out.  It  is  this,  really,  which  has  driven  so  many  people  mad,  both  white                     
and  black.  One  is  always  in  the  position  of  having  to  decide  between  amputation  and  gangrene.  Amputation  is                   
swift  but  time  may  prove  that  the  amputation  was  not  necessary—or  one  may  delay  the  amputation  too  long.                   
Gangrene  is  slow,  but  it  is  impossible  to  be  sure  that  one  is  reading  one’s  symptoms  right.  The  idea  of  going                      
through  life  as  a  cripple  is  more  than  one  can  bear,  and  equally  unbearable  is  the  risk  of  swelling  up  slowly,  in                       
agony,   with   poison.   And   the   trouble,   finally,   is   that   the   risks   are   real   even   if   the   choices   do   not   exist.   

 
“But  as  for  me  and  my  house,”  my  father  had  said,  “we  will  serve  the  Lord.”  I  wondered,  as  we  drove  him                       

to  his  resting  place,  what  this  line  had  meant  for  him.  I  had  heard  him  preach  it  many  times.  I  had  preached  it  once                         
myself,  proudly  giving  it  an  interpretation  different  from  my  father’s.  Now  the  whole  thing  came  back  to  me,  as                    
though  my  father  and  I  were  on  our  way  to  Sunday  school  and  I  were  memorizing  the  golden  text:  And  if  it  seem                        
evil  unto  you  to  serve  the  Lord,  choose  you  this  day  whom  you  will  serve;  whether  the  gods  which  your  fathers                      
served  that  were  on  the  other  side  of  the  flood,  or  the  gods  of  the  Amorites,  in  whose  land  ye  dwell:  but  as  for  me                          
and  my  house,  we  will  serve  the  Lord.  2  I  suspected  in  these  familiar  lines  a  meaning  which  had  never  been  there                       
for  me  before.  All  of  my  father’s  texts  and  songs,  which  I  had  decided  were  meaningless,  were  arranged  before  me                     
at  his  death  like  empty  bottles,  waiting  to  hold  the  meaning  which  life  would  give  them  for  me.  This  was  his                      
legacy:  nothing  is  ever  escaped.  That  bleakly  memorable  morning  I  hated  the  unbelievable  streets  and  the  Negroes                  
and  whites  who  had,  equally,  made  them  that  way.  But  I  knew  that  it  was  folly,  as  my  father  would  have  said,  this                        
bitterness  was  folly.  It  was  necessary  to  hold  on  to  the  things  that  mattered.  The  dead  man  mattered,  the  new  life                      
mattered;  blackness  and  whiteness  did  not  matter;  to  believe  that  they  did  was  to  acquiesce  in  one’s  own                   
destruction.  Hatred,  which  could  destroy  so  much,  never  failed  to  destroy  the  man  who  hated  and  this  was  an                    
immutable   law.   

 
It  began  to  seem  that  one  would  have  to  hold  in  the  mind  forever  two  ideas  which  seemed  to  be  in                      

opposition.  The  first  idea  was  acceptance,  the  acceptance,  totally  without  rancor,  of  life  as  it  is,  and  men  as  they                     
are:  in  the  light  of  this  idea,  it  goes  without  saying  that  injustice  is  a  commonplace.  But  this  did  not  mean  that  one                        
could  be  complacent,  for  the  second  idea  was  of  equal  power:  that  one  must  never,  in  one’s  own  life,  accept  these                      
injustices  as  commonplace  but  must  fight  them  with  all  one’s  strength.  This  fight  begins,  however,  in  the  heart  and                    
it  now  had  been  laid  to  my  charge  to  keep  my  own  heart  free  of  hatred  and  despair.  This  intimation  made  my  heart                        
heavy  and,  now  that  my  father  was  irrecoverable,  I  wished  that  he  had  been  beside  me  so  that  I  could  have                      
searched   his   face   for   the   answers   which   only   the   future   would   give   me   now.   
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