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John Winthrop 

A Modell of Christian Charity (1630) 
[:Abridged] 

Historical Background: When King Charles I began persecuting Puritans, John Winthrop, with the 
Massachusetts Bay Company, helped to found the second major Puritan settlement in North America, 
after the Plymouth colony. In 1630, he traveled with hundreds of people in a fleet of ships, carrying the 
charter to establish the Massachusetts Bay Colony. John Winthrop was an English Puritan, from a 
wealthy family, and trained in law. He became the first Governor of the colony, and served twelve annual 
terms. As his ship, the Arabella, sailed across the Atlantic, he composed a sermon, and delivered it to 
those aboard. The sermon described his hopes, as a Puritan, of creating a model community, free of the 
corruption the Puritans felt was plaguing the Anglican Church and English society as a whole. He 
articulated a structured hierarchy, admonishing the new colonists that success in the dangerous endeavor 
was dependent upon obedience to what he proposed was the plan of "God Almighty." During the 1630s, 
more than 20,000 Puritans migrated to the New England area, and Winthrop's sermon remained an 
influential guide for their society. 

It rests now to make some application of this discourse .... 

1. For the persons. We are a company professing ourselves fellow members of Christ, in which respect 

only though we \Vere absent from each other many miles, and had our employments as far distant, yet 

we ought to account ourselves knit together by this bond of love, and live in the exercise of it, ifwe 

would have comfort ofour being in Christ.... 

2nly for the work we have in hand. It [our task] is by a mutual consent, through a special overvaluing 

providence and a more than an ordinary approbation of the Churches of Christ, to seek out a place of 

cohabitation ... under a due form of Government both civil and ecclesiastical. In such cases as this/ the 

care of the public must oversway all private respects, by which, not only conscience, but mere civil 

policy, does bind us. For it is a true rule that particular Estates cannot subsist in the ruin of the public. 

3ly The end is to improve our lives to do more service to the Lord; the comfort and increase of the body 

of Christ, whereof we are members; that ourselves and posterity may be the better preserved from the 

common corruptions of this evil world, to serve the Lord and work out our Salvation under the power 

and purity of his holy ordinances. 

4thly for the means whereby this must be effected. They are twofold, a conformity with the work and 

end we aim at. These we see are extraordinary, therefore we must not content ourselves with usual 

ordinary means. Whatsoever we did, or ought to have done, when we lived in England, the same must 

we do, and more also, where we go. That which the most in their churches maintain as truth in 

profession only, we must bring into familiar and constant practice; as in this duty of love, we must love 

brotherly without dissimulation, we must love one another with a pure heart fervently. We must bear 

one another's burdens. We must not look only on our own things, but also on the things of our brethren. 

Neither must we think that the Lord will bear with such failings at our hands as he does from those 

among whom we have lived .... When God gives a special commission he looks to have it strictly 

observed in every article ... -1 - P1 



Thus stands the cause between God and us. We are entered into Covenant with Him for this work. We 

have taken out a commission. The Lord has given us leave to draw our own articles .... 

If the Lord shall please to hear us, and bring us in peace to the place we desire, then has he ratified this 

covenant and sealed our Commission, and will expect a strict performance of the articles contained in 

it; but if we shall neglect the observation of these articles which are the ends we have propounded, and, 

dissembling with our God, shall fall to embrace this present world and prosecute our carnal intentions, 

seeking great things for ourselves and our posterity, the Lord will surely break out in wrath against us; 

be revenged of such a perjured people and make us know the price of the breach of such a covenant. 

Now the only way to avoid this shipwreck, and to provide for our posterity, is to follow the counsel of 

Micah, to do justly, to love mercy, to walk humbly with our God. For this end, we must be knit together 

in this work as one man. We must entertain each other in brotherly affection. We must be willing to 

abridge ourselves of our superfluities, for the supply of other's necessities. We must uphold a familiar 

commerce together in all meekness, gentleness, patience and liberality. We must delight in each other; 

make other's conditions our own; rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together, always 

having before our eyes our commission and community in the work, as members of the same body .... 

The Lord will be our God, and delight to dwell among us, as his own people, and will command a 

blessing upon us in all our ways, so that we shall see much more of his wisdom, power, goodness and 

truth, than formerly we have been acquainted with. We shall find that the God of Israel is among us, 

when ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies; when he shall make us a praise and 

glory that men shall say of succeeding plantations, "the Lord make it like that of New England." For we 

must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us. So that if we shall 

deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause him to withdraw his present 

help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world. We shall open the mouths of 

enemies to speak evil of the ways of God .... 

-2- P2 



John Winthrop, 
"What Warrant Have We to Take That Land?" 

England, 1629 

John Winthrop (1588-1649), lawyer and leader of the 1630 migration of English Puritans 
to Massachusetts Bay Colony, penned a brief document in 1629 that answered several 
objections to the project. In the passage below, he drew on the Bible to justify settling 
land that was already occupied by other "sons of Adam." Earlier in the text, he had 
asserted that "The whole earth is the Lord's garden and he hath given it to the sons of 
Adam to be tilled and improved by them." The argument below reflects this 
understanding of the proper relationship between humans and the land. Non-standard 
spellings have been modernized. --0. Voelker 

Obj. 5. But what warrant have we to take that land, which is and hath been of long time 
possessed of others the sons of Adam? 

Ans. That which is common to all is proper to none. This savage people ruleth over 
many lands without title or property; for they enclose no ground, neither have they cattle 
to maintain it, but remove their dwellings as they have occasion, or as they can prevail 
against their neighbors. And why may not Christians have liberty to go and dwell 
amongst them in their wastelands and woods (leaving them such places as they have 
manured for their corn) as lawfully as Abraham did among the Sodomites? For God hath 
given to the sons of men a twofold right to the earth; there is a natural right and a civil 
right. The first right was natural when men held the earth in common, every man sowing 
and feeding \,vhere he pleased: Then, as men and cattle increased, they appropriated 
some parcels 0f ground by enclosing and peculiar manurance, and this in time got them 
a civil right. Such was the right which Ephron the Hittite had to the field of Machpelah, 
wherein Abraham could not bury a dead corpse without leave, though for the out parts of 
the country which lay common, he [Abraham] dwelt upon them and took the fruit of them 
at his pleasure. This appears also in Jacob and his sons, who fed their flocks as boldly in 
the Canaanites' land, for he [Jacob] is said to be lord of the country; and at Dotham and 
all other places [where] men accounted nothing their own, but that which they had 
appropriated by their own industry, as appears plainly by Abimelech's servants, who in 
their own country did often contend with Isaac's servants about wells which they had 
digged; but never about the lands which they occupied. So likewise between Jacob and 
Laban; he would not take a kid of Laban's without special contract; but he makes no 
bargain with him for the land where he fed .... 

2dly, There is more than enough for them and us. 

3dly, God hath consumed the natives with a miraculous plague, whereby the greater part 
of the country is left void of inhabitants. 

4thly, We shall come in with good leave of the natives. 

Source:John Winthrop, "General Considerations for the Plantations in New England, with an Answer to 
Several Objections," Winthrop Papers, vol. II (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1931 ), p. 120. 
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THE "TEMPEST" IN THE 

WILDERNESS 
The Racialization of Savagery 

I N THEIR FIRST encounters with Europeans, the Indians tried to 

relate the strangers to what was familiar in their world. Traditional 
Penobscot accounts had described the earth as flat and surrounded 

by ocean, the "great salt water," ktci-sobe-k. Beyond this body of water, 
there were other islands and countries inhabited by

1

"tribcsof strangers." 
The Indians of Massachusetts Bay, according to early reports by the 
English, "took the first ship they saw for a walking island, the mast to 
be a tree, the sail white clouds, and the discharging of ordnance for 
lightning and thunder .... " They were seized by curiosity. By word of 
mouth, the fantastic news spread, and' the "shores for many miles were 
filled with this naked Nation, gazing at this wonder." Armed with bows 
and arrows, some of them approached the ship in their canoes, and "let 
fly their long shafts at her ... some stuck fast, and others dropped into 
the water." They wondered why "it did not cry." The native people were 
struck by the '_'ugliness" and "deformity" of the strangers - their 
''white" complexions, hair around their mouths, the eyes with "the color 
of the blue sky." They tried to identify the visitors. According to Roger 
Williams, the Indians in Rhode Island used the term Man.ittoo, meaning 
"god," to describe excellence in human beings and animals. \Vhen they 
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THE "TEMPEST" I N THE WILDER NE S S 

saw the English arriving on their ships, they exclaimed: "Mannittowock. 
They are Gods." 1 

Indian dreams had anticipated the coming of the strangers. In New 
England, an old Wampanoag story told about a wise chief foretelling 
the arrival of Europeans: "On his death-bed he said that a strange white 
people would come to crowd out the red men, and that for a sign, after 
his death a great white whale would rise out of the witch pond below. 
That night he died ... and the great white whale rose from the witch 
pond." Another version of this story recounted how the old man was 
describing his approaching death when suddenly «a white whale arose 
from the water off Witch Pond." The chief said: "That's a sign that 
another new people the color of the whale [would arrive], but don't let 
them have all the land because if you do the Indians will disappear." In 
Virginia, a Powhatan shaman predicted that "bearded men should come 
& take away their Country & that there should be none of the original 
Indians be left, within an hundred & fifty years." Similarly, an Ojibwa 
prophet had a dream many years before actual contact between the two 
peoples:· "Men of strange appearance have come across the great wa.ter. 
Their skins are white like snow, and on their faces long hair grows. 
[They came here] in wonderfully large canoes which have great white 
wings like those of a giant bird. The men have long and sharp knives, 
and they have long black tubes which they point at birds and animals. 
The tubes make a smoke that rises into the air just like the smoke from 
our pipes. From them come fire and such terrific noise that I was fright
ened, ev~n in my dream. " 2 

Shakespeare's Dream about America 

"O brave ne~world that has such people in't!" they heard l\1iranda 
exclaim. The theatergoers were attending the first performance of Wil
liam Shakespeare's Tempest. This play was first presented in London in 
r6r r, a time when the English were encountering what they viewed as 
strange inhabitants in new lands. The circumstances surrounding the 
play determined the meaning of the utterances they heard. A perspica
cious few in the audience could have seen that this play was more than 
a mere story about how Prospero was sent into exile with his da ughtcr, 
took possession of an island inhabited by Caliban, and redeemed himself 

·oy marrying 1v1iranda to the king's son. 3 

Indeed, The Yem.pest can be approached as a fascinating tale that 
served as a masquerade for the creation of a new society in America. 
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Seen in this light, the play invites us to view English expansion not only 
as imperialism, but also as a defining moment in the making of an 
English-American identity based on race. For the first time in the English 
theater, an Indian character was being presented. What did Shakespeare 
and his.audience know about the native peoples of America, and what 
choices were they making in the ways they characterized Caliban? At~ 
though they saw him as "savage/' did they racialize savagery? Was the 
play a prologue for America? 

-------,........, ---
Tlie-English had seen or read reports about Indians who had been 

captured and brought to London. Indians,had been displayed in Europe 
by Christopher Columbus. Durirtg his first.voyage, he wrote: «Yesterday 
came [to] the ship a dugout with six young men, and five came on board; 
these I ordered to be detained and! atn bringing them." When Columbus 
was received by the Spanish court after his triumphal return, he presented 
a collection of things he had brought back, including some gold nuggets, 
parrots in cages, and six Indians. During his second voyage in I4 9 3, 
Columbus again sent his men to kidnap Indians. On one occasion, a 
captive had been "wounded seven times and his entrails were hanging 
out," reported Guillermo Coma of Aragon. "Since it was thought that 
he could not be cured, he was cast into the sea. But keeping above water 

I 
and raising one foot, he held on to his intestines with his left hand and 
swam courageously to the shore .... The wounded Carib was caught 

o,again on shore. His hands and feet were bound more tightly and he was 
once again thrown headlong. But this resolute savage swam more fo-

l riously, until he was struck several times by arrows and perished." When 
Columbus set sail with his fleet to return to Spain, he took 5 50 Indian 
captives. "When we reached the waters around Spain," Michele de 
Cw1eo wrote matter~of-factly, ''about 1..00 of those Indians died, I believe 
because of the unaccustomed air, colder than theirs. We cast them into 
the sea." 16 

_ To the spectators of these "exhibits," Indians personified "savagery.~ 
They were d(!picted as "cruel, barbarous and most treacherous." They 
were thought to be cannibals, "being most furious in their rage and 
merciless ... not being content only to kill and take away life, but delight 
to torment men in the most bloody manner ... flaying some alive with 
the shells of fishes, cutting off the members and joints of others by 
piecemeal and broiling. on the coals, eating the collops of their flesh ih 
their ·sight whilst they live." According to Sir Walter Raleigh, Indians 
had "their eyes in their shoulders, and their mouths in the middle of 
their breasts." In Nova Brittania, published in I609, Richard Johnson 

; described the Indians in Virginia as "wild and savage people," living 
· ('like herds of deer in a forest." One of their striking physical char
. acteristi_cs was their skin color. John Brereton described the New England 

-o \Jndiani- as '(of tall stature, broad and grim visage, of a blacke swart 
u, 'complexion. " 18 
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Indians seemed to lackeverything the English identified as civilized -
Christianity, cities,letters, clothing, and swords. ''They do not bear arms 
or know them, for I showed to them swords and they took them by the 
blade and cut themselves through ignorance," wrote Columbus in his 
jpurnal, noting that the Indians did not have iron. George Waymouth 
tried to .impress· the Aben.akis: he magnetized a sword "to cause them 
to imagine some great power in us; and for that to love and fear us." 19 

Like Caliban, the native people of America were viewed as the 
"other._" European culture was delineating the border, the hierarchical 
division between civilization and wildness. Unlike Europeans, Indians 

,,..-were allegedly dominated by their passions, especially their sexuality. 
Amerigo Vespucci was str,uck by how the natives embraced and enjoyed ; 
the pleasures of their bodies: 'Th_ey ... are libidinous beyond meas~J 

and the women far more than the men .... When they had the oppor
ttmity of copulating with Christians, urged by excessive lust, they defiled 
and prostituted themselves." Caliban personified such passions. Prospero 
saw him as a sexual threat to the nubile Miranda, her "virgin-knot'; yet 
untied. "I have used thee (filth as thou art) with humane care," Prospero 
scolded Caliban, "and lodged thee in mine own cell till thou didst seek 

, to violate the honor of my child." And the unruly native snapped: "O 
\; ho, 0 ho! Wouldtt had been done( Thou didst prevent me; I had peopled 
\~this isle with Calibans." 20 

/'- I he'-Wampanoags as well as the Pequots, Massachusets, Nausets, 
~ Nipmucks, and Narragansets cultivated corn. As the main source of life 

for these tribes, corn was the focus of many legends. A Narraganset 
belief told how a crow had brought this grain· to New England: "These 
Birds, although they do the corn also some hurt, yet scarce one Native 
amongst a hundred will kill them, because they have a tradition, that 
the Crow Brought them at first an Indian Grain of Com in one Ear, and 
an Indian or French bean in another, fro.tn the Great God Kautantouwits 
field in the Southwest from whence ... came all their Corn and Beans." 
A Penobscot account celebrated the gifr of Corn Mother: during a time 
of famine, an Indian woman fell in love with a snake in the forest. Her 
secret was discovered one day by her husband, and she told hitn that 
she had been chosen to save the tribe. She instructed him to kill her with 
a stone ax and then drag her body through a clearing. "After seven days 
he went to the clearing and found the corn plant rising above the 
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BOUNDLESSNESS 

ground .... When the corn had born fruit and the silk of the corn ear 
had turned yellow he recognized in it the resemblance of his dead wife. 
Thus originated the cultivation of corn." 35 

These Indians had a highly developed agricultural system. Samuel de 
Champlain found that "all along the shore" there was "a great deal of 
land cleared up and planted with Indian corn." Describing their agri
cultural practices, he wrote: "They put in each hill three or four Brazilian 
bearis [kidney beans] .... When they grow up, they interlace with the 
corn ... and they keep the ground very free from weeds. We saw there 
many squashes, and pumkins, and tobacco, which they likewise culti
vate." According to Thomas Morton, Indians "dung[ed] their ground" 
with fish to fertilize the soil and increase the harvest. After visiting the 
Narragansets in Rhode Island, John \v'inthrop, Jr., noted that although 
the soil in that region was "sandy & rocky," the people were able to 
raise "good corn without fish" by rotating their crops. "They have every 
one 2 .fields/' he observed, "which after the first 2 years they let one,_ 
field rest each year, & that keeps their ground continually [productive]." 
According to Roger Williams, when the Indians were ready to harvest 
the corn, "all the neighbours men and women, forty, fifty, a hundred," 
joined in the work and came "to help freely." During their green corn 
festival, the Narragansets erected a long house, "sometimes a hundred, 
sometimes two hundred feet long upon a plain near the Court ... where 
many thousands, men and women," gathered. Inside, dancers gave 
money, coats, and knives to the poor. After the harvest, the Indians 
stored their corn f;r the winter. "In the sand on the slope of hills," 
according to Champlain, "they dig holes, some five or six feet, more or 
less, and place their corn and other grains in large grass sacks, which 
they throw into the said holes, and cover them with sand to a depth of 
three or four feet above the surface of the ground. They take away their 
grain according to their need, and it is preserved as well as it be in our 
granaries." Contrary to the stereotype of Indians as hunters and there
fore savages, these Indians were farmers. 36 

· However, many colonists in New England disregarded this reality and 
invented their own representations of Indians. What emerged to justify 
dispossessing them was the racialization of Indian "savagery." Indian 
heathenism and alleged laziness came to be.viewed as inborn group traits 
that rendered them naturally incapable of civilization. This process of 
Indian dehumanization developed a peculiarly New England dimension 
as the colonists associated Indians with the Devil. Indian identity became 
a matter of "descent": their racial markers indicated inerasable qualities 
of savagery. 

TH E "TEMP EST" IN THE WI L D E R NE S S 

This social construction of race occurred within the economic context 
of competition over land. The colonists argued that entitlement to land 
required its utilization. Native men, they claimed, pursued "no kind of 
labour but hunting, fishing and fowling.,, Indians were not producers. 
"The Indians are not able to make use of the one fourth part of the 
Land," argued Reverend Francis Higginson in I630, "neither have they 
any settled places, as Towns to dwell in, nor any ground as they challenge 
for their owne possession, but change their habitation from place to 
place." In the Puritan view, Indians were lazy. "Fettered in the chains 
of idleness," they would rather starve than work, William Wood of 
Boston complained in 1634. Indiansweresinfully squandering America's 
resources. Under their irresponsible guardianship, the land had become 
"all spoils, rots," and was "marred for want of manuring, gathering, 
ordering, etc." Like the "foxes and w:ild beasts," Indians did nothing 
"but run over the grass." 37 

The Puritan possession of Indian lands was facilitated by the invasion 
of unseen pathogens. When the colonists began arriving in New England, 
they found that the Indian population was already being reduced by 
European diseases. Two significant events had occurred in the early 
seventeenth century: infected rats swam to shore from Samuel de Cham
plain's ships, and some sick French sailors were shipwrecked on the 
beaches of New England. By r6r6, epidemics were ravaging Indian 
villages. Victims of "virgin soil epidemics," the Indians lacked immu
nological defenses against the newly introduced diseases. Between 1610 

and 1675, the Indian population declined sharply-from 12,000 to a 
mere 3 ,cfoo for the Abenakis and from 6 5, ooo to r 0,000 for the southern 
New England tribes~38 

Describing t~ sweep of deadly diseases among the Indians, William 
Bradford reported that the Indians living near the trading house outside 
of Plymouth "fell sick of the smallpox, and died most miserably." The 
condition of those still alive was "lamentable." Their bodies were cov
ered with cc the pox breaking and mattering and running one into another, 
their skin cleaving" to the mats beneath them. When they turned their 
bodies, they found ,cwhole sides" of .their skin flaying off. In this terrible 
way, they died "like rotten sheep." After one epidemic, William Bradford 
recorded in his diary: "For it pleased God to visit these Indians with a 
great sickness and such a mortality that of a thousand, above nine and 
a half hundred of them died, and many of them did rot above ground 
for want of burial. " 39 

The colonists interpreted these Indian deaths as divinely sanc
tioned opportunities to take the land. John Winthrop declared that the 



decimation of Indians by smallpox manifested a Puritan destiny: God 
was "making room" for the colonists and "hath hereby cleared our title 
to this place." After an epidemic had swept through Indian villages,John 
Cotton claimed that the destruction was a sign from God; when the 

l 
Lord decided to transplant His people, He made the country vacant for 
them to settle. EdwardJohn·s·on pointed out that.epidemics had desolated 

_ "th .. os; p~aces, w~e!e the English afterward plartted." 40 

----nr the colonists, the Indians were not merely a wayward people: they 
personified something fearful within Puritan society itself. Like Caliban, 
a "born devil," Indians failed to control their appetites, to create bound
aries separating mind from body. l11ey represented what English men 
and women in America thought they were not - and, more important, 

what they must not become. As exiles living in the wilderness far from 
"civilization," the English used their negative images of Indians to de
lineate the moral requirements they had set up for themselves. As so
ciologist Kai Erikson explained, "deviant forms of behavior, by marking 
the outer edges of group life, give. the inner structure its special character 
and thus supply the framework within which the people of the group 
develop an orderly sense of their own cultural identity .... One of the 
surest ways to confirm an identity, for communities as well as for in-j 
dividuals, is to find some way of measuring what one is not.•~ By depicting 
Indians as demonic and savage; the colonists, like .Prospero, were able 

-----.1 to define more precisely what they perceived as the danger of becoming 
Calibanized. 43 

-··-··- · . 

7'ne Tllld.tans preseiitea· a frightening threat to the Puritan errand in 
America. "The wilderness through_which we are passing to the Promised 
Land is all over fill'd with fiery flying serpents," warned Reverend Cotton 
Mather. "Our Indian wars are not over yet." The wars were now within 
Puritan society and the self: the dangers were internal. Self-vigilance 
against sin was required, or else the English would becomelike Indians. 
"We have too far degenerated into Indian vices. The vices of the Indians 
are these: They are very lying wretches, and they are very lazy wretches; 
and they are out of measure indulgent unto their children; there is no 
family government among them. We have [become] shamefully Indian
ized in all those -~?ominable things." 44 

To be ''Indianized" meant to serve the Devil. Cotton Mather thought 
this wa~ what had happened to Mercy Short, a young girl who had been 
a captt~e of the Indians and who was suffering from tormenting fits. 
According to Mather, Short had seen the Devil. "Hee was not ofa Negro, 
but of a Tawney, or an Indian colour/' she said; "he wore an high
crowned Hat, with straight Hair; and had one Cloven-foot." During a 
witchcraft trial, Mather reported, George Burroughs had lifted an ex
tremely heavy object with the help of the Devil, who resembled an Indian. 
Puritan authorities hanged an English woman for worshiping Indian 
"gods" and for taking the Indian devil-god Hobbamock for a husband. 

=3 Significantly, the Devil was portrayed as dark complected and Indian. 45 

BOUNDLESSNESS 

· ~e English possessed tremendous power to define the places and 
( peo;les tl1ey were conquering~ As they made theit way westward, they 

developed an ideology of "savagery," which was given form and content 
by the political and economic circumstances of the specific sites of col
onization. Initially, in Ireland, the English had viewed savagery as some
thing cultural, or a matter of "consent": they assumed that the distance 
between themselves and the Irish, or between civilization and savagery, 
was quantitative rather than quaiitative. The Irish as "other" was edu
cable: they were capable of acquiring the traits of civilization. But later, 
as colonization reached across the Atlantic and as the English encoun
tered a new group of people, many of them believed that savagery for 
the Indians might be inherent. Perhaps the Indians might be different 
from the English in kind rather than degree; if so, then the native people -
of America would be incapable of improvement because of their race. 
To use Shakespeare's language, they might have a "nature" that "nur
·ture" would never be able to "stick" to or change. Race or "descent" 
might be destiny.52 

What happened in America in the actual encounters between the 
Indians and the English strangers was not uniform. In Virginia, Indian 
savagery was viewed largely as cultural: Indians were ignorant heathens. 
In New England, on the other han~ Indian savagery was racialized: 
Indians had come to be condemned as a demonic race, their dark com
plexions signifying an indelible and inherent evil. Why was there such 
a difference between the two regions? Possibly the competition between 
the English and the Indians over resources was mote intense in New 
England than in Virginia, where there was more arable land. More 
important, the colonists in New England had brought with them a 
greater sense of religious. mission than the Virginia settlers. For the Pu
ritans, theirs was an "errand into the wilderness" - a ,mission to create 
what John Winthrop had proclaimed as "a city upon) a hill" with the 
eyes of the world upon them. Within this economic an# cultural frame
work:, a "discovery" occurred: the Indian "other" became a manifest 
devil. Thus savagery was racialized as the Indians were demonized, 
doomed to. what Increase Mather called "utter· extirpation." Once the I ;;~cess ?f this cultu_ral co_nstr~cti~n -was ~nder way, it s_et a course for 
~ making qf a national 1dent:1ty m Anienca for centunes to come. 53 

A World Turned Upside Down. 

Indians viewed iliese developments very differently. One of their legends 
told about a creature named Ki-wa-kwe-skwe, "woman wandering in 

---·······--· .. ___ _ 



TH E "TEMPEST" IN THE WILDER N ES S 

the woods." She was a cannibal, and a boy whom she called her brother 
lived with her. She always kept her back turned toward him to hide. her 
fac:e. She also taught him to hunt rabbits and offered him frequent meals 
in order to fatten him. Once a rabbit came to the boy and said: "You 
have already killed a great many of .us. That is enough; don't hunt us 
too persistently or you will exterminate us. Henceforth.do not obey that 
woman who is ordering you. She is not your sister. On the contrary, she 
is a bad magician who is only lying to you and just fattening you up 
until you are prime, when she will kill and eat you. For her food is 
human beings." That night the boy pretended to fall asleep, and he had 
a. chance to see the woman's face, her true cannibalistic self. The next 
morning he ran away, with the evil spirit woman in pursuit. A heron 
and a porcupine tried to protect the boy and killed. the woman repeatedly, 
but she kept returning Jo life. Finally, an old man came to his rescue 
and ordered his dog to tear-the evil woman to shreds. The old man then 
took the boy to the village where his father and mother lived. '' And 
when the people saw that· the boy who had been stolen was still alive, 
lo, there was great rejoicing and feasting." What happened in history, 
however, had a much different endirtg.54 

CO Like the rabbit of this story, a Narraganset leader tried to warn his 
fellow Indians about the English irtvaders. "You know our fathers had 
plenty of deer and skins, our plains were full of deer, as also our woods, 
and of turkeys, and our coves full offish and fowl," Miantonomo told 
the Montauks of Long Island in r642. "But these English havi11g gotten 
our lan_q, they with scythes cut down the grass, and with axes fell the 
trees; their cows and horses eat the grass, and their hogs spoil our dam 
banks, and we shall all be starved." Miantonomo called for pan-Indian 
unity to resist the strangers: "For so are we all Indians as the English 
are, and say brother to one· another; so ·must we be one as they are, 
otherwise we shall all be gone shortly." They should attack the colonists, 
and "kill men, women and children, but no cows." They should raise 
the cattle for food "till our deer be increased again." 55 

In r735, twenty-seven Pequots complained to the governor of Con-
necticut that the English settlers had encroached on their lands, planting 
wheat fields and allowing their cattle to roam into Indian cornfields. The 
Pequots protested: "We see plainly that their chiefest desire is to deprive 
us of the privilege of our land, and drive us off to our utter .ruiri." The 

. native people of America were finding that the white strangers from 
across the ocean were threatening their way of life. In a I789 petition 
to the Assembly of Connecticut, the Mohegans lamented that "the times" 
had been "Exceedingly alter' d": 
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Yea the Times have turn'd everything Upside down, or rather we have 
Chang' d the good Times, Chiefly by the help of the White People. For 
in Times past our Fore-Fathers live in Peace, Love and great harmony, 
and had everything in Great plenty. When they Wanted meat they 
would just nm into the Bush a little ways with their Weapons and 
would Soon bring home good venison, Racoon, Bear and Fowl. If 
they Choose to have Fish, they Wo'd only go to the River ot ~long 
the Sea Shore and they wou' d presently fill their Cannous With Veriety 
of Fish, both Scaled and shell Fish, and they had abundance of Nuts, 

· Wild Fruit, Ground Nuts and Ground Beans, and they planted but 
little Corn and Beans and they kept no Cattle or Horses for they 
needed none - And they had no Contention about their Lands, it lay 
in Common to them all, and they had but one large Dish and they 
Cou'd all eat together in Peace and Love - But alas, it is not so now, 
all our Fishing, Hunting and Fowling is entirely gone, And we have 
now begun to Work on our Land, keep Cattle, Horses and Hogs And 
We_ Build Houses and fence in Lots, And now we plainly See that one 
Dish a,nd one Fire will not do any longer for us - Some few there 
are Stronger than others and they will keep off the poor, weak, the 

· halt and the Blind, And Will take the Dish to themselves. Yea, they 
will rather Call White People and Molattoes to eat With them out of 
our Dish, and poor Widows and Orphans Must be pushed one side 
and there they Must Set a Crying, Starving and die.56 

Aware of these changing times, Delaware leader Neolin warned In
dians in the r760s that they must either return to their original state 
before the arrival of white people or face slow extinction at the hands 
of the settlers. 

What is to be done, and what remedy is to be applied? I will tell you, 
my friends. Hear what the Great Spirit has ordered me to tell you! 
You are to make sacrifices, in the manner that I shall direct; to put 
off entirely from yourselves the customs which you have adopted since 
the white people came among us; you are to return to that former 
pappy state, in which we live in peac~ and plenty, before these strangers 
came to disturb us, and above all, you must abstain from drinking 
their deadly beson [liquor] which they have forced upon us for the 
sake of increasing their gains and diminishing our numbers .... 
Wherefore do you suffer the whites to dwell upon your lands? Drive 
them away; wage war against them.57 
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But by the I76os, the strangers and their descendants ha<:l establishe::l 
colonies and had also begun a movement that would lead to the creatio~ / 
of a new nation. An emerging question was: What would be the Indians' 
future in the republic? One of the Founding Fathers who addressed this 
issue was a young .lawyer and planter who would later become president 
of the United States. In 178:r; as governor of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson 
declared to the Kaskaskias that whites and Indians were both "Ameri
cans, born in the same land," and that he hoped the two peoples would 
«long continue to smoke in friendship together.'; At the same time, 
Jefferson advocated the removal and even the destrµcticm of hostile In
dians. "Nothing will reduce-tho~e wretches so soon as pushing the war 
into the heart of their country.," he wrote to a colleague in I776; "But 
I would not stop there. I would never cease pursuing them while one of 
them remained on this side [of] ·the· Mississippi .... We would never 
cease pursuing them with war while one remained on the face of the 
earth." In his view, .Indians were to be civilized or exterminated. 58 

To civilize Indians meant, for Jefferson, to take them from their hunt
ing way of life and convert them into farmers. President Jefferson ex
plained to the Shaw~ees why they had no choice but to accept 
civilization: "When the white people first came to this land, they were 
few, and you were many; now we are many, and you. few; and why? 
because, by cultivating the earµ!, we produce plenty :to raise our children, 
while yours ... suffer for want of food ... are exposed to weather in 
your hunting camps, get diseases and die. Hence it is that your numbers 
lessen.'t,They were, in other words, victims of their own.culture, not the 
decimation of their game to satisfy the voracious fur trade, the intro
duction of unfamiliar diseases, the appropriation of their lands, and the 
brutal warfare waged against them. 59 

In blaming the Indians for their own decline, Jefferson insisted that 
the transfer of Indian lands to whites had been done fairly and legally. 
"That the lands of this c'ountry were taken from the.m by conquest," he 
argued in Notes on the State of Virginia, "is not so general a truth as 
is supposed. I find in our historians and records, repeated proofs ·of 
purchase .... " If Jefferson's denial° of guilt contained a quality of de
fensiveness, there was a reason for it. In the original manuscript, he had 
written and then crossed out: "It is true that these purchases were some
times made with the price in one hand and the sword in the other. "60 

In order to survive, Jefferson declared; Indians must adopt the culture 
of the white man. They must no longer live so boundlessly; instead, they 
must enclose farms as private property and learn arithmetic so they 
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would be able to keep accounts of their production. "My children," 
Jefferson told the Cherokees, "I shall rejoice to.see the day when the red 
man, our neighbors, become truly one people with us, enjoying all the 
rights and privileges we do, and living in peace and plenty as we 
do .... But are you prepared for this? Have you the resolution to leave 
off hunting for your living, to lay off a farm for each family to itself, to 
live by industry, the men working that· farm with their hands ... ?" 
"Indians must learn how," Jefferson explained, "a little land, well cul
tivated, was superior in value to a great deal, unimproved." He offered 
a grisly analogy to illustrate his point: "The wisdom of the animal which 
amputates and abandons to the hunter the parts for which he is pursued 
should be theirs, with this difference, that the former sacrifices what is 
useful, the latter what is not." Possibly Jefferson did not fully realize the 
implications of this metaphor. Likened to "animals," Indians could sur
vive by "amputating" their lands and leaving them behind for whites, 
the "hunters." 61 

Jefferson, however, was actually more concerned about white expan
sion than Indian survival. Civilizing the Indians was a strategy ·designed 
to acquire land for white settlement. As president, he assured the Indians 
that whites would respect their territorial possessions. "We take from 
no nation what belongs to it," he told therµ. "Our growing numbers 
make us always willing to buy lands from our red brethren, when they 
are willing to sell." He elaborated: "Your lands are your own; your right 
to them shall never be violated by us; they are yours to keep or to sell 
as you please •... When a want of land in a particular place induces us 
to ask you to sell, still you are always free to say 'No' .... "62 

· However, while he offered these assurances, Jefferson worked to create 
conditions that would inak_e Indians "willing to sell." In an I803 "Con
fidential Message" to Congress, he.explained how this could be done. 
First, encourage them to abandon hunting and tum to agriculture. "The 
extensive forests necessary in the hunting life will then become useless." 
Second, sell more manufactured goods to Indians by multiplying the 
trading houses and bring them into the market. This policy, Jefferson 
predicted, would lead the Indians to transfer their lands to whites. On 
February 27, 1803, in an "unofficial and private" letter to Indiana gov
ernor William Henry Harrison, Jefferson recommended: "To promote 
this disposition to exchange lands, which they have to spare and we 
want, we shall push our trading houses, and be glad to see the good 
and influential individuals among them run in debt, because we observe 
that when these debts get beyond what the individuals can pay, they 
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become willing to lop them off by a cession of lands." To destroy Indians 
financially, Jefferson favored federal over private trading houses. While 
private bµsiness had to make profits, government enterprise could sell 
goods to Indians at prices "so low as merely to repay us cost and 
charges.'' By this process, he continued, white settlements would grad
ually ''circumscribe" the Indians, and in time they would either "incor
porate" with whites as "citizens" or retreat westward beyond 
civilization. 63 

All Indians, regardless of whether they were farmers or hunters, were 
subject to removal, even extermi~ation, if they continued in their ''bar
barism." Should any tribe be foolhardy enough to take up the hatchet 
against the United States, the president wrote Governor Harrison, the 
federal government should seize the_ whole country of that tribe and 
drive them across the Mississippi as the only condition of peace. During 
a conflict between the United States and England in r 809, President 
Jefferson warned his Indian "child.ten": "If you love the land in which 
you were born, if you wish to inhabit the earth which covers the bones· 
of your fathers, take no part in the war between the English and 

\ us .... [T]he tribe which shall begin an unprovoked war against us, we 
......1. will extirpate from the earth, or drive to such a distance as they shall 
O never again be able to strike us." 64 

\ But Jefferson,s feelings toward Indians were complex. In a letter to 
John Adams, he described childhood memories of Indian chiefs visiting 
his home. "They were, in the habit of coming often .... I knew much 
the great Outasette, the warrior and orator of the Cherokees. He was 
always the guest of my father, on his journeys to and from Williamsburg. 
I was in camp when he made his great• farewell oration to his people, 
the evening. before his departure for England .... His sounding voice, 
distinct articulation, animated action, and the solemn silence of his peo
ple at their several fires, filled me with awe and veneration, altho' I did 
not understand a word he uttered." Jefferson explained to Adams that 
these early "impressions" had created "attachment and commiseration" 
for the Indians which had "never been obliterated." 65 

Jefferson's hope was to save the Indians. In this letter to Adams; he 
noted how the Cherokees had "enclosed fields" as well as livestock and 
had chosen to advance themselves "in civilization." But any Indians who 
rejected assimilation would face a different future. "These will relapse 
into barbarism and misery, lose numbers by war and want, and we shall 
be obliged t◊ drive them, with the beasts of the forest into the Stony 
mountains." Ultimately, for Jefferson, Indians as Indians would not be 
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allowed to remain within the borders of civilized society. A century or 
so earlier; Pu.titans had celebrated the disappearante:ofwolves and bears 
in «new" England; now Jefferson and men like hltn were clearing more 
wilderness for a new nation. The very transformation of the land em
blematized progress, the distance wh,it~s in America had come from the 
time when barbarism h~d beeh d9mif?-ant: · 

Let a philosophic observer commence a journey from the savages of 
the Rocky Mountains, eastwardly towards our sea-coast. There he 
would observe ln·the earliest stag~ of association living undet no law 
but that of nature, subsisting and· f:Overirtg themselves with flesh and 
skins of wild beasts. He would next find those on our frontier& in the 
pastoral state, raising domestic animals to supply the defects of hunt
ing. Then succeed our own seXU:i-barbarous citizens, the pioneers of 
the advance of civilization, and so in progress he would meet the 
gradual shades of improving man until he would reach his, as yet, 
most improved state in our seaport towns. This, in fact, is equivalent 
to a survey, in time, of the progress of man from infancy to the present 
day.66 

Here was a vision of progress - a Jeffersonian version of John Win
throp's «city upon a hill" and Edward Johnson's New England of the 
"wonder-working Providence." The land was not to be allowed to "lie 
waste without any improvement," the early forefathers had commanded, 
and nb'w the republican «errand into the wilderness" was requiring the 
citizens of the new nation to subdue the land and advance their frontier 
westward. Such a view carried dire consequences for t~e Calibans of 
America called Indians. Je_fferson, like Prospero before him, saw the 
triumph over the continent and the Indians as the movement from "sav
agery" to. "civilization." 



perfection of I\-ian, his perf ectability being fJready proved by Price Priestiy, 

Condorcet Rousseau Diderot and Godwin. 2 
•.• 

Your distinction between the aristoi and pseudo aristoi, will not help the nw1-

tcr. I would trust one as soon as the other with uril.imited Power. The Law wisely 

refuses an Oath as a witness in his own cause to the Saint as welJ as to the Sinner. 
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_.,./ ----./ h fl u iurrrin-Th~.in.as_Jclfunon's authority in the American colo11ies. His 

reputation since his death i11 1826 have 1774 paniph.let, A Summal"y View of the 
paraUeled tl1e most vigorously debated Rights of British America, caught the atte11-
co11troversies over how people in the tion of readers outside of Virginia with its 
United States are to understand them- bold argument that Americans had effec-
selves as a nation and as individuals. As the tually freed t.l1emselve:3 from roya1 and par-
author of the Declaration of lndepen- liarnenta1-y authority by exercising "a right 
dence, Jefferson bas been praised as a which nature has given to all men, of de-
champion ·of democracy, eguality, and bu- parting from the country in which chance, 
man rights, but he bas also been criticized not choice has placed them," and ill aU 
fur supposed betrayals of his own ideals or likelihood it led to his appointment ill" 17_76 
outright failures of character. · Most re- to the committee charged with drafting the 
ccntly such criticism has tended to focus Declaration of Independence. 

011 the tension between bis claim that all Jefferson's Declaration has become, 
rnen have inalienable ·natural rights, \vith a.long with the Constitution an_d the Bill of 

liberty ch.ief among them, and his cont.i.nu- Rights, a founding document of the Ui1ited 
iug ownership of slaves, an issue also raised States; not law itself, it is a fundamental ex-

in his o\vn lifeti1ne by those who wished to pression of the moral and political ideals of 
dis credit his egalitari~rnism. American society. As Abra.l1am Lincoln put it 

Born at Shadwell, a family farm near ill 186.l, ".lt was [the Declaration] which gave 
the present-day Monticello but at that time promise that in que time the weights shouJd 
near the western frontier of Virginia, J ef- be lifted from th~ shoulders of all men, ruid 
ferson was the son of Jane Randolph and that all should have an equal chance." 

Peter JeffersoJJ, the former a member of While serving as governor of Virginia, 
01ic of Virginia's i11ost prominent and in- Jefferson received a questionnaire from 
fluential families aud tl1e latter a land- Franc;ois Marboi~, secretary ~o the French 
owner, magistrate, surveyor, and map- legation in Philadelphia, asking for infor-
maker. After bis father's death, f efferson mation on the state. His answers eventuallv 

allended William and l\'la.ry Coilege and appeared as ht~ only full-length book, 
subsequently studied law with George · Notes on theStateo/Virginia (1787), which 

\\'.\the, one of the best legal scholars of was bocl1 a pioneering attem'pt at a scien-

colonial America. J\fter admission to the tific study of a community and an effort to 

bar, he practiced law, played a part in Vir- direct the culture and political formation 
ginia colonial politics, and became increas- of tl1e post·-revolutionary state. /~she gath-
=11gly critical of E11gland's attempts to exert ered information for Notes, Jefferson real-
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izecl be had an occasion to address the 

claims of the Abbe Reynal and the Com1t 

de Buffon, i:he most famous naturalist of 
tl1e time, that animals and people in the 

New World were smaller, less vigorous, 

and generally degenerate when compared 

to silnilar organisms in the Old World. The 
argument was seeri1ingly biological, but its 
implications were political and cultura.l.·If 
people dw-inc:lled in physical .vigor, what 
sort of society could they .be expected to 
mai.ntail1? Jefferson's refutation of Buffon's 
theory vindicated Native American virtues 
in order to defend American character. In 
Query XL""\:, "Manufactures," Jefferson of
fered a more implicit defense o(the Amer
ican environment that was also a---classic 
statement of his agrarian ideal: "Those 
who labour in the earth are the chosen 
people of God, if ever he had a chosen 
people, whose breasts he has made his pe
culiar deposit for substantial and genujne 
virtue. . .. Corruption of morals in the 

mass of cultivators is a phaenomenon of 
which no age nor nation has furnished the 

exrunple." 
· Jefferson used the occasion of Notes to 

pursue his republican political agenda, but 
here his comments became more problem
atic. He used chapters on "Laws" and 
"Ivlanners," among others, to criticize the 
failings of Virginia's legal system, particu
larly its failure to remedy the evil of slavery. 
Queries XIV and XVTU strongly · con
demned the institution of slavery, but in 

the former chapter he argued that emanci
pation should be linked to removal of 
blacks to a separate colony where they 
could be "a free and independent people." 
In explaining the necessity of colonization, 

he revealed ·a strain of racialist thinking 
that \V~s· all too cominon both in his tim~ 

and later-even though some of his friends 

who read Notes siJ1gled out these passages 
for criticisri1-but extremely disturbing 
i.I1 ours. Despite tl1e examples of ·black 
achievement presented to him, such as the 
almanac ·of Benjamin Banneker, ·and, i11-
deed, his J9ng intimate rela~ionship \Vith 
the slave Sally Henunings, about whom he 

clearly cared, he never retreated from his 
belief in the desirability of the eventual 

· separation of the races. 
Like many later white abolitionists, 

Jefferson was able to simultaneously main

tain an opposition to slavery with what ·we 

would regard as a basically racist attitude. 

Critics have charged that his racist feelings 
explain his apparent reluctance to do mor~ 
to oppose slavery, but the probiern is more 
complex. The rejection in 177 6 of his 
clause in the Declaration about slavery and 
t.l1e subsequent unwillingness of the Vir
ginia legislatµre to take up emancipation
when he was one of the committee revising 
its laws-would have made him realize the 

enormous difficulties in changing the 
opinions of bis Virginian contemporaries. 
1n addition, Jefferson was unwilling to os
tracize himself from his neighbors when he 
thought that there was more he coulJ do il1 
Virginia to secure a free society. 

Jefferson served two terms as p resi

dent of the United States (1801-1809). As 
president, he brought his commitment to 
education and agrarianism to bear upon 
Indian policy. The U.S. Constitutio11 re
serves to the federal governinent alone the . 
right to treat with I11diru1s as sovereign 

nations. As Handsome Lake's narrative, 
pri11ted earlier i11 this volwne, indicates, 
Indian tribes were being devastated by the 
most corrupting. aspects of Anglo-Ameri
can culture.Jefferson's letter to Handsome 
Lake indicates Jefferson's sympathy with 

Handsome Lake's revival and his own very 
European conception of property. Jeffer
son's "civilizing" policy, described in his let-

. ter to Benjamin Hawkins, aimed to gradu
ally incorporate Indians into the fabric of 

the United States1 first, by moderating the 

expansion of Anglo-Americans into Indian 
lands, and second, by simultaneously send

iJ1g agents of civilization-missionaries, 

teachers, craftsmen, agricultural instruc
tors, and federal agents to regulate trade 
and intercept contraband alcohol-to ln
dian · tribes in order to prepare them to 

abru1don hunting, and the large land areas 
theµ- semi-nomadic lifestyle required, in 



favor of sedentary, vi.Uage agricultural life. 
!efferson believed thatlndians thus assim
ilated. could "be absorbed to their infinite 
advantage, withi.n the American popula
ti,.m '' who were settling on their lands. 
Thwughout bis two terms i..i1 office, how
ever, factions on both sides resisted the J ef-
fcrsonian solution. 

in the last quarter of his W"e, face<l 
with wlwt he felt was the impossibility of 
l1 rguing Virginians i.nto abolition, J effer
son concentrated on the coming genera
tion. Slaver\' would have to be abolishe<l, 
lie told Edward Coles in 18-1'-1, by "the 
young. ... who can follow it up, and bear it 
through to its consummation." As Jeffer
son makes clear in his letters to Peter Carr 
nm\ Nathaniel BuD.vell, the .principal re
source of luture generations of men and 
women ·would· be a solid education that 
trained the reason and the moral sense [or 

....,J. 

"the real busi.nes:;es of life." His own con
tribution, be thought, wou.Jd be to found 
the University of Virginia as a me8..nS to en
courage progress toward a republ..ica:1 fu-

ture. 
Jefferson w:rnted to be remembered 

on his grnve marker as the author of the 
Declaration and of the Virginia Statute for 
Religious freed om and as the father of the 

University of Virginia. His primary com
mitment was to intellectual freedom; be 
believed that liberated reason would ulti
mately purge the ,vorld of tyranny and op
pression, but his optimism also seemed to 

many to ignore tl1e real suffering of, tl1e 

world. 
Frank S!J11/felton 

Umuersity of Rocbesier 

Andrew Wiget 
New 1\frxico State University 
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Cung res s proceeded the same day to consider the declaration of lndepenJance 
which had been reported & lain on the table the Friday preceding, and on Monday 
ref erred to a conunee of the whole. The pusillanimous idea that we had friends in 
England worth keeping terms_ with, still haunted die minds of many. For th.is reason 
those passages which conveyed censures on the people of England were struck out, 
\est they should give them offence. The clause too, reprobating tl1e enslaving the in-

habitants of Africa, was struck out in complaisru1Ce to South Carolina and Georgia! 
who had never attempted to restrain the importation of slaves, and who on the con
trary still wisl1ed to continue it. Our northern brethren also I believe felt a little ten
der under those censures; for tho' their people bave ~ery fe\v slaves themselves yet 

-, had been pretty comiderable carriers of them to others. The debates having 
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c:d,;cn up the greater parts of the 2d 3d & 4th days of July were, in the evening of the 
ia~t, closed the declaration was reported by the commee, agreed to by the house and 
siH,ned by every member present except Mr. Dickinson. As tbe sentiments of men are 
known not only by what they receive, but what they reject also, I will state tbe form 
of i.br declaration as originally reported. Tbe parts struck out by Congress sball be 
disLinguished by a black line drawn W1der them; & those inserted by them sha.ll be 
ph::cJ 111 the margin or in a concurrent colurnn. 1 

A Declaration by the Representatives of the United 
States of America, in Ge11eral Congress Assembled 

When,· i.n the course of hu11rnn events, it becomes necessary fpr one people to dis 0 

solve the- political bands wbich have co1111ected them with another, and to assume 
anwng the powers of the earth the separate and equal station to which the laws of 
11ature and of nature's God entitle tbe1~1, a decent respect to the opinions of nrnnk.i.nd 
requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to tbe separation. 

\Ve hold these truths to be self evident: that all men are created equal; that they 
are endowed bv their Creator with CERTAIN [inherent andJ inalienable rights; that 
among these a;e life, liberty, and tbe pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights, 
goveri1ments are instituted among men, derivi..i1g their just powers from the consent 
oft.he governed; t.hat whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these 
en<ls, it is the right ofthe people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new gov
ernment, laying its foundation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such 
form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, 
indeed, will dictate that governments long established should not be changed for 
Jjglit ai1d transient.causes; and accordingly all experience hath shown that·mank.i.nd 
are more disposed to suffer while evils are sufferable, tlrnn to right themselves by 
abolishing the forms-to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses 
anJ usurpations, [begun at a distinguished period and] pursuing invariably the same 
object, evi.nces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their right, it 
is their duty to throw off such government, and to provide new guards for their fu
ture security. Suth has been the patient sufferance of these colonies; and such is 110\.Y 

- the necessity Which constrains them :m ALTER [expunge] tl1eir former systems of 
government. The history of the present ki.ng of Great Britain is a history of RE
PEATED [~mremittz"ng] injuries and usurpations, ALL HAVING [among which ap
pears 110 solitary fact to contradict the u1ti/orm tenoi· of the rest, hut all have] in direct 
object the establisbment of·an absolute tyranny over these states.·To prove this, let 
facts be submitted to a candid world .[for the truth of which we pledge a faith yet im
s,dLiEd by falsehood]. 

He bas refused his assent to laws the most wholesome and necessary for the pub
lic good. 

1 Herc" the parts struck out by Co~gress are ital
icized i!.nd in brack.tts; the words added by 
Coo~:rc:ss are in large capitals. 



He hns forbiclclen his governors to pass laws of immediate and pressing impor

Lance, unless suspended in their operation Lill his assent should be obtained; and, 
when Sll suspended, he has utterly neglected to attend to d1e1n. 

He has refused to pass other laws for the accommodation of large districts of 
people, u11!css those.people would relinquish the right of representation in the legis

laturc1 a right inestuuable to them, and formidable to tyrants only .. 
He bas called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, and 

distant from Lhe depository of their public records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing 
them i11to compliance with his measures. 

He has dissolved representative houses repeatedly [dna' confrmuzlly] for oppos
ing with manly firmness his invasions on tl1e rights of the peop.le. 

H.e has refused for a long time after such dissolutions to cause others to be 
elected, whereby the legislative powers, incapable of annihilation, have returned to 
the people at large for their exercise, tl1e state remaining, in the r:neantime, exposed 
to all the dangers of invasion from without and convulsions within. 

He has endeavored to prevent the population of these states; for that purpose 
obstructing the laws for naturalization of foreigners, refusing to pass others to en
courage their migrations hither, and raising the conditions of new appropriations of 
lands. 

He bas OBSTRUCTED [sujferedJ the administration of justice BY [totally to 
cease i11 some of these states] refusing his assent to laws fo~ establishing judiciary 

l
)owers. 

He bas made [our] judges dependent on bis ·will alone for the tenure of their of
--l.:es, and the amount and payment of their salaries. 
0J 1-1.e has erected a multitude of new offices, [by a sel/ilSsumed powe 1·] and sent 

I 
ther swarms of new officers to harass our people and eat out their substance. 

He bas kept among us in times of peace standing armies [and ships of war] with
out the consent of our legislatures. 

He has affected to render the military independent of, and superior to, the civil 
power. -

He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our con
stitutions and unacknowledged by our laws, givi11g his assent to their acts of pre
tended legislation for quartering large bodies of armed troops among us; for pro
Lecting tliem by a mock trial from punishment for any murders which they should 
commit nn the inhabitants of these states; for cutting off our trade with all parts of 
the world; for imposing taxes on us without our consent; for depriving us lN MANY 
CJ\SES of the benefits of trial by jury; for transporting us beyond seas to be tried for 
pt·etended offences; for abolishing the free system of English laws in a neighboring 
province, establishing therein an arbitrary government, nnd enlarging its bow1daries, 
so as to render it at once m1 example and fit instrument for introdudng the san1e ab
sulule rule into these COLONIES [states]; for taking away our charters, abolishing· 

our most valuable laws, and altering fw1clamentally the forms of our governments; 
for suspending our own .legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with power 
t<} lr.gislate for us in all cases whatsoever. 

He has abdicated government here BY DECLARING US OUT OF HlS PRO
~TlON, AND WAGING WAR AGAINST US [wtthdra1Ding hfr gouemors, and 
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He has plundered our seas, ravaged our coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed 
.. he lives of our people. 

He is at tlus time transporting large armies of foreign mercenaries to complete 
die works of death, desolation and tyranny already begun with circumstances of cru
elly anc.l perfidy ·SCARCELY PARALLELED IN. THE MOST BARBAROUS 
AGES, AND TOTALLY lll1\vorthy the head of a civilized nation. 

He has constrained· our fellow citizens-taken captive on the high seas, to bear 
arms against their country, to become the executioners of their friends and brethren, 
or to fall themselves by their hands: 

He has EXCITED DOMESTIC INSURRECTION .AlvIONG VS, AND I--1'1.S 
~•deavored to bring 011 the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian savages, 
·,vhose known rule of warfare is an undistinguished destruction of ail ages, sexes and 
conditions [o/ existence] . 

[He has z"ncz"ted treasonable i·nsurrections of our fellow. citizens, with the allure
ments of fo,feiture and confiscation of our property. 

He has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most s,1cred 
rights of life and ltbertJ' in. the persons of a distant peopie who never offended hzm, 
captivat£ng and carrying them into slave,y in another hemisphere, or to incur mzser-
11hle death in their transportation hithe1: This piratz"cal wa1/are, the opprobn·w,11 o/ 
INFIDEL powe~·s, is the wiz,fare oj the CHRISTIAN kz'ng of Great Bn'tai:1. Dete."
mi"ned to keep open a market where MEN should be bought and sold, he has prostituted 
his negative /or suppressing eve1y legislative attempt to prohibit or to restraz·n t!Jl·s exe
mzble ·co1nmerce. And that this assemblage of horrors might want no /act of dzstin
gmshed die, he is now exciting those ve1y people to rise in arms among us, and to pur
chase that liberty of which he has deprived them, by murderz'ng the people on whom he 
also obtruded them: thus paying off former crimes committed against the LIBERTIES 
of one people, wdh crimes which he urges them to commit agtzinst the LIVES of 
1111othe1:] 

In every stage of these oppressions \Ve have petiLioned for redress itJ the most 
humble term!i: our repeated petitions have been answered only by repeated injuries. 

A prince \vhose character is thus marked by every act which may define a tyrant 
is unfit to be the ruler of a FREE people [who mean to be free. Future ages wdl 
scarcely beheve that the hardiness of one man adventured, wfrhinthe short compass of 
twelve _'vears only, to lay a foundation so broad and so imdtsguised /or tyranny over a 
people fostered and fixed in principles of freedom.]. . 

Nor have we been wanting in attentions to our British brethren. \Y./e have 
\Va med them from time to time of attempts _by their legislature to extend AN UN
\.'\1/\.R.RANTABLE [a] jurisdiction over US [these (?tlr' states]. We have reminded 
them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here, [no one o/ tt 1hich 
could warrant so strange a pretension: that these were effected lZt the expense of our 
own blood and treasure, rmasszsted by the wealth or the strength of Great Brit,1in: that 

z1z, comtituting indeed our several forms o/ government, we had adopted one common 
king, thereby laying a foundation /or pe,petual league and amity with them: but that 
submission to their parliament was no part of our constitution, nor ever in tdeci, £/ !Jts
tory may be credited: and,] we HAVE appealed to their native justice and magna
nimity Al\JD WE HAVE CONJURED. THEM BY [as well as tolthe ties of our com
mon kindred to disavow these usurpations which WOULD INEVITABLY r were 
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lt/eely to] interruµt our connection and correspondence. Tbey too bave been dear t1:i 

the voice of justice and of consanguinity. WE ['JUST THEREFORE [a11d ruhen oc
Cilst"om have been given .them, by the regular cuurse of thefr laws, of ;·emo;:,·.,11~ _h-,m 
their cou11cils the disturbers of our harmuny, they hiiut, by their/ree electz'cm, r:_'-ntaL,
tzsheJ them in power. At this very time too, they are permitti'ng thez'r chie/ m,1p_ist.r£zie 
ta se1td over not only soldiers of our common blood, but Scotch and /ore£gn 111.r:rcen,l!'-

1es to i11villle and destroy us. These J;1cts haue gr·ven the last stc1b to agonizing a_llect1on, 
and !JlLll1ly spfrit bids w to renounce /oreuer these unfeehng brethren. \Ve must eli
deavor to forget our former love /or them, and hold ihem as we hold the rc'st ,.J 
ma11A:111d, e11em1·es in 1.u,.l!; r'11 peace Ji·1·e11ds. W'e might have a /ree and a great ne,111l e te
gether,· but a co11wumicatz'on of grandeur and of /i·eedom, it seems, is belou: : .. >u di_,;.· 
11ity. 13e zt so, since they wdL have it. The road to happiness and to glo1y 1·s cpe11 to us, 
tao. \Ve will tread it u[Mrt from them, ana'] ucguiesce in the necessity wliich cle
nou11ces our [eternal] separation A.ND HOLD THEM AS \VE HOLD THE REST 
OF MANKIND, ENEMIES lI"-l WAR, IN PEt\CE FRIENDS! 

2\YJe Lherefore the represeutatives of 

the UniLed States of America in General 
Congress assembled, do in the name, 

and by the authority of Ll1e good people 
of these [sti1tes reject and renounce all al
leg1'i111ce and rnb;ectzon to the /eings of 
Grec1t Drit,un and lzll ·others who may 

hereajter claim by, through or under 
them,· we utterly lllssolve all pohtfral 
co1111ectioll wh1.ch 1n£1y hereto/ore have 
subsisted heiwee11 us and the people or 
parliament of Great Llrita111: and finally 
we du Llssert c111d declare these coio11ies 

to be Jiee tllld independent states,] and 
that as free and independent states, they 
have full power to levy war, conduJe 
peace, contract alliances, establish com

merce, and to do aU Dther acts and things 
which independent stales may of right 
do. 

And for tbe support of Ll1is declara
tion, we mutuaUy pledge Lo each other 
our lives, our fonunes, and our s::icred 
honor. 

\Ve, therefore, the representatives oL 
the United States of America in Genernl 
Congress assembled, aprealing ro tbe 
supreme juJge of the world for the recti

tude of our intentions, do in the name, 
and by the authority of the good people 
of these colonies, solemnly publish and 
declare, that these united colonies are, 
and of right ought to be free and inJe
pcndent states; that they are absolved 
from all allegiance to the J3ritish crown, 
anJ that ail political cormection between 
them at1d the state of Great Britain is, and 
ought to be, totally dissolved; anc.l that as 
free and independent states, they have 
full power to levy war, conclude peace, 
contract alliances, establish commerce, 
and to do all other acts and thi.ngs which 
independent states may of right clo. 

And for the support of this declara
tion, with a firm reliance on the protec
tion of divine providence, we mutually 
pledge to each other our lives, our for
lUnes, and our sacred honor. 

The Declaration thus signed on the 4th, 011 paper, was engrossed 011 parchment, 
and signed ngain 011 the 2d of i\ugust. 

·f1is closing sectio11, where aJditions nnd 
-, have been le11gtliy, the editors follo\\" 

I •. _( __ :_,.: __ l .. :,..,.,,,,,. ... r;r,n;n,h,. 

left cnlurnn, and the final adopted text in d1F.: 
right column. 
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FREDERICK DOUGLASS 

What to the Slave 
Is tl1e Fourth of 
July? (1852) 
Frederick Dougiass was born in Tuckahoe, Maryland, 
In 1817. Although the importation of slaves was out
lawed in the United States nearly a decade before his 
birth, colonial and state laws accumulating since the 
1660s assured that he and all of his descendants would 
ever be owned by someone else. Like tens of thou
sands of African Americans born into slavery before 
the Civil War, he risked his life and entrusted it to co
conspirators in efforts to escape. He was among the 
thousand or so who succeeded in 183 7. · 

By crossing the Mason-Dixon Line, he gained the 
protection of relatively new and untested northern 

state laws of abolition (1776-1827). Soon thereafter he Joined William Lloyd 
Garrison in leading the national abolitionist movement and serving as a 
highly visible agent of the Underground Railroad. Like Garrison. he wrote 
and spoke with power bordering on the demagogic. As much as anyone, 
Douglass deserves credit for making the Civil War a struggle not only to 
preserve the Union but also to end the "peculiar Institution" of slavery. 

The force of his words-grounded In an appeal to what America repre
sents-ls probably nowhere better illustrated than in the Fourth of July 
address that he delivered in 1852 at the Invitation of the Ladles' Anti
Slavery Society in Rochester, New York. True to the occasion, Douglass be
gins with humble, patriotic platitudes. But they become a launching pad 
for a jeremiad. 

Among his.targets is the Fugitive Slave Law, first enacted In 1793, up
held as constitutional by the Supreme Court in 1842. and renewed in 1850. 
At issue-as stipulated In Article IV, Section 2 of the Constitution-is how 
one state can be held responsible to "deliver" a person "held to Service or 
Labour" that is "due to a party" in another state. In other words, how would 
"free" states be bound to return fugitives to slavery? In responding to that 
question, Douglass had to feel implicated personally as well as in prin
ciple. He had recently returned from two years (1845-1847) in England, in 
flight yet again, yet farther from home, to evade capture under the terms of 
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the very law lo which he here protests. At the time Brazil, Cuba, Puerto 
Rico, and the United States were the 011!}' Western nations that had not yet 
abolished slavery . 

Mr. President, Friends and Fellow Citizens: 
He who could address this audience without a 

quailing sensation, has stronger nerves than I have. I do not re

member ever to have appeared as a speaker before any assembly 
more shrinkingly, nor with greater di!:;trust of my ability, than I do 
this day .... I know that apologies of this sort are generally consid
ered flat and unmeaning. I trust, however, that mine will not be so 
considered. Should I seem at ease, my appearance would much 
misrepresent me. The little experience I have had in addressing 
public meetings, in country school houses, avails me nothing 011 

the present occasion .... 

The fact is, lac.lies and gentlemen, the distance between this plat
Jann and the slave plantation, from which 1 escaped, is considerable

QilU the difficulties to be overcome in getting from the latter to the 

former, a1·e by no mea11s slight. That I am here today is, to me, a matter 
of astonishment as well as of gratitude. You will· not, therefore, be 
surprised if in what I have to say I evince no elaborate preparation nor 
grace my speech with any high sounding exordiwn.'With little experi
ence arnl wiU1 less learning, I have been able to throw my thoughts 

hastily aud imperfectly together; and trustblg to your patient and gen
erous indulgence, I will proceed to lay lhem before _you. 

This, for Urn purpose of this celebration, is the Fourth of July. It is 
Ll10 birthday of your National Independence and of your political free
dom. This, to you, is what the Passover was to the emancipated people 
of God. It carries your minds back tu the day, and to the act of yom 
greal deliverance, and lo the signs, and to the wonders associated with 

Ll.iat act and that day. This celebration also marks the beginning of 

illlOLher year of your national life and reminds you that the Republic 
of America is now seventy-six years old. 

l 81U glad, fellow-citizens, that your nation is so yow1g. Seventy
SL'< yeass, though a good old age for a man, is but a mere speck in ilie 
life of a nation. Three score years and ten is the allotted tin1e for indi
vidual men; but nations number their years by iliousands. According 

Lo this fact, you are, even now, only in the beginning of yom national 
caseer, still lingering in Llie period of childhood. I repeat: I am glad 
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this is so. There is hope in the thought, ru1d hope is much needed, 

under the dark clouds which lower above the horizon .... 

Were ilie nation older, the patriot's heart might be sadder and Urn 
reformer's brow heavier. Its future might be shrouded in gloom, a.11d 
the hope of its prophets go out in sorrow. There is consolation in the 
thought that America is young. Great streams are not easily lurned 

from channels, worn deep in the course of ages. They may sometimes 
rise in quiet and stately majesty a11d inW1dat0 the land, refreshing and 

fertilizing lhe earth with their mysterious properties. They may also 
rise in vvrath and fury and bear away, on their ru1gry waves, t1ie accu
mulated wealth of years of toil and hardship. They, however, gradu
ally flow back to the same old channel, and flow on as serenely as 
ever. But, while the river may not be turned aside, it may dry up a11d 
leave nothing behind but the withered branch and tl10 unsightly rock, 
to howl in the abyss-sweeping wind, the sad tale of departed glory. As 

with rivers, so with nations. 

Fellow citizens, I shall not presume to dwell at length on the usso

ciations that cluster about this day. The simple story of it is that, sev

euty-sL-x: years ago, the people of this country were British subjects ... 
. But, your fathers, who had not adopted the fashionable idea of this 
day, of the infallibility of government and the absolute character of its 
acts, presumed lo differ from the home government in respect lo U1e 

wisdom and the jusUce of some of those burdens ru1d restraints. They 

went so far in their excitement as to pronounce tlrn measures of gov
ernment Wljust, w1reasonable, ru1d oppressive, and altogether such as 
ought not to be quietly submitted to .... They saw themselves treated 
with sovereign indifference, coldness and scorn. Yet they persevered. 
They were not the men to look back. 

As the sheet anchor takes a firmer hold when the ship is tossed by 
the storm, so did the cause of your fathers grow stronger, as it breasled 
tlie chilling blasts of kingly displeasure .... But wiU1 that blindness 
which seems to be the unvarying characteristic of tyrants since Pha
raoh and bis hosts were drowned in the Red Sea, the British Govern
ment persisted in the exactions complained of. 

The madness of this course, we believe, is admitled now, even by 
England; but we fear the lesson is wholly lost on our present rulers. 
... The timid and the prudent ... such people lived then, had lived 

before, and will probably ever have a place on this planet; and their 
course, in respect to any great change (no matter how great Urn good to 
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be atlaine<l, or t110 wrong to be redressed by it) may be calculated with 

as much precision as can be the course of the stars. They hale ull 
changes, but silver, gold, and copper change! Of tl1is sort of change 
tbe_y are always slrougly in favor .... -

Their opposiUou to the then dangerous thought was earnest a11d 
powerful; but amid all their terror and aJfrighted vociferations against 
il, tho alarming and revolutionary idoa moved on, and the cou11lry 
witb it. On the 2nd of July, 1776, tl1e old Continental Congress, to tlrn 
dismay of the lovers of ease ~d the worshippers of property, clothed 
Uiat dseadful i<lea with all the auU10rity of national sanction .... 

"Resolved, That tl1ese united colonies are, and of right, ought lo 
be free a11d Independent States; that they are absolved from all alle
giance lo ilie British Crow11; and that all political connection between 
t11em and t11e State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, dissolved." 

Citizens, yow- fathers made good that resolution. They succeeded; 
0J1d today you reap llie fruits of Urnir success. The freedom gained is 
yow-s; and you, therefore, may properly celebrate this anniversary. 
The Fourth of July is the first great fact in your nation's history-lhe 
very ring-bolt in tlie chain of your yet undeveloped destiny. 

Pride and patriotism, not less than graUtude, prompt you to cel
ebrate 0J1d lo hold it in perpetual remembrance. I have said that the 
Declaration of Independence is the rip.g-bolt to the chain of your 

nation's destiny; so, indeed, I regard it. The principles contained in 

ilial instrument a.re saving principles: Sta.rid by those principles; be 
true lo U1em 011 all occasions, in all places, against all foes, and at 
whatever cost. 

From the rouud lop of yam ship of state, dark and threatening 
clouds may be seen. Heavy billows, like mountains in the distance, 
disclose to the leeward huge forms of flinty rocks! That bolt drawn, 
Lbat chain broken, and all is lost. Cling to this day::-cling to it, filld to 

ils principles, wiU1 U1e grasp of a storm-tossed =mariner to a spar at 

midniglit. ... 
Fellow citizens, I am not wanting in respect for the fathers of this 

republic .... The point from which I am comp_elled to view them is 
not, certainly, the most favorable; and yet I cannot contemplate U1eir 
great deeds wi_th less tlrnn admiration. They vvere statesmen, patriots 
nnd heroes, 811d for the good they did and the principles they con

tended for, I will UI1ite with you to honor their memory .... 
They were peaceful men; but they preferred revolutio~ to peace

ful submission lo bondage. They were quiet men; but they did not 
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shrink from agilating against oppression. They showed forbearance; 
but that they knew its limits. They believed in order; but nut in the 

order of tyranny. With them, nothi1.1g was "settledll_ that was not right. 
With them, justice, liberty and humanity were "final"; nol slavery and 
oppression. You may well cherish the memory of such men. They were 
great in their day 011d generation. Their solid manhood st811ds oul the 
more as we contrast it with these' degenerate times .... Your fatlrnrs, 

the fathers of this republic, did-most deliberately, under Uie inspira

tion of a glorious patriotism, 811d with a sublime faith in tl1e great 
principles of justice and freedom-lay deep the cornerstone of tl1e 
national superstructure, which has risen and still rises in grandeur 

around you. 
Of this fundamental work, this day is the anniversary .... 
Friends 0J1d citizens, I need not enter further into the causes which 

led to this anniversary. Many of you understand them betler tl1ru1 I do. 

... The causes which led to tile separation of the colonies _from Lhe 

British crown have never lacked for a tongue. They have all been taught 

in your common schools, narrated at your firesides, unfolded from 
yow- pulpits, and thundered from yow- legislative halls, and are as 

familiar to you as household words. They form the staple of your na
tional poetry 811d eloquence. 

I remember, also, that, as a people, Americans are remarkably fa-

miliar with all facts which make in their own favor. This is esteemecl 

by some as a national Lrait-perhaps a national weakness. It is a fact 
tliat whatever makes for the wealth or for the reputation of Americans 
(and can be had cheap!) will be found by Americans. I shall not be 
charged with slandering Americans, if I say I Lhink t11e American side 
of any question may be safely left in American hands. 

I leave, therefore, the great deeds of your fathers to oUwr gentle
men whose claim to have been regularly descended will be less likely 

to be disputed than mine! 
My business, if I have any here today, is with the present. The 

accepted time with God and his cause is Uie ever-living now. 

Trust no future, however pleasant, 

Let Lbs dead past bury its dea<l; 

Act, act in the living present, 

Heart within, and God overhead. 

We have to do witl1 the past only as we can make it useful lo tlie 

present 811d to the future. To all inspiring motives, lo noble deeds which 
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can I.Je gained from the past, we a.re welcome. But now is Lhe time, tlie 

imporlant time. Yam fatlrnrs have lived, died, and have done their 
work, and have done much of it well. You live and must die, ond you 
must do your work. You have no right to enjoy a child's share iu tlw 

labor of yoill fathers, unless your children are lo be blest by your L:1-
bors. You have no right to wear out and waste the hard-earned fame of 
}'Olli fathers lo cover your indolence .... 

Fellow citizens, pardon me, allow hie to ask: Why am I called 
upon lo speak here today? What have I, or those I represent, to do wilb 
your national independence? Are the great principles of political freu
<lom and of natural justice, embodied in th.at Declaration of lndepeu
t.lence, extended to us? And am I, therefore, called upon to bring our 

humble offering to the national altar, and lo confess the benefits and 
express devout gratitude for the blessings resulting from yoill inde
pendence to us? 

Would to God, both for your sakes and ours, iliat an affirmative 
u.uswer could be truthfully returned to these questions! Then would 
my task be light and my burden easy and delightlul. For who is there 
so cold, tbat a nation's sympathy could not warm him? Who so obdu
rate and dead to the claims of gratitude, that would not tha1ikfully 
acknowledge such priceless benefits? Who so stolid and selfish, that 
·would not give his voice to swell the hallelujahs of a nation's jubilee, 
when the chains of servitude had been torn from his limbs? I am not 
Lim t .lll811 .... 

I say it with a sad sense of the disparity between us. I am not 
iuclutled wlU1ili the pale of this glorious rumiversaryl Your high inde
pendence only reveals the iuuneasurable distance between us. The 
blessings iu which you, this day, rejoice, are not enjoyed in common. 
Tlie rich inheritance of juslice, liberty, prosperity and independence 
bequeatl1ed by yom fathers is shared by you, not by me. The sunlight 
L!.J.at brought life and healing to you has brought stripes and death to 

me. This Fourth of July is yours, not mine. 
You may rejoice; I must mourn. To drag a ma11 in fetters into the 

gn:rnd illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to join you in 
joyous anthems, were inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony. Do 
you mean, citizens, lo mock me, by asking me to speak today? 1£ so, 
there is a parallel to your conduct. And let me warn you that it is 

dangerous lo copy the example of a nation whose crimes, towering up 

lo heaven, were thrown down by lhe breath of the Almighty, burying 
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lhat nation in irrecoverable ruin! I can Laday take up the plaintive 

lament of a peeled a11d woe-smitten people! 

By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down. Yea! we wept wlien we 

remembered Zion. We hanged our harps upon tlie willows in the 

midst thereof. For there, they that carried us away captive, required. 

of us a song; and they who wasted u~ required of us mirili, saying, 

Sing us one of the songs of Zion. How can we sing Lbs Lord's song in 

a strange land? If I forget iliee, 0 Jerusalem, let my right hand forget 

her cunning. If I clo not remember iliee, let my tongue cleave to the 

roof of my mouth. 

Fellow citizens, above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear Lhe 
__ mournful wail of millions! whose chains, heavy a11cl grievous yester
day, are today rendered more intolerable by the jubilee shouts that 

reach lhem. If I do forget, if I do not faithfully remember those Lileed
ing children of sorrow tl1is clay, "may my right hand forget her cun
ning, and may my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth!" To forget 
them, to pass lightly over their wrongs, and to chime in wilh the popular 
theme, would be treason most scandalous and shocking and woulcl 
make me a reproach before God a11d Lhe world. 

My subject, tlrnn, fellow-citizens, is AlvlER.lCAN SLAVERY . 
from the slave's point of view. Standing there, identified with the 
American bondman, making his vvrongs mine, I do not hesitate lo de
clare, wilh all my soul, tliat the character and conduct of this nalion 
never looked blacker to me tl1a11 on this Fourth of July! 

Whether we turn to the declarations of Lhe past or lo the profes
sions cif the present, tlrn conduct of the nation seems equally hideous 
ru1d revolting. America is false to the past, false to the present, and 
solemnly binds herself to be false lo the future. Stru1ding witl1 Goel 
and the crushed and bleeding slave on t11is occasion, I will, in the 
name of humanity which is outraged, in the name of liberty which is 
fettered, in the na1ne of the constitution and the Bible, which are dis
regarded and trampled upon, dare to call in question and to denounce, 
with all Lhe emphasis I can command, everytl1ing that serves lo per
petuate slavery-the great sin and shrune of America! 

"I will not equivocate; l will not excuse"; I will use the severest 

la11guage I can command; and yet not one word shall escape me that 

any maJ1, whose judgement is not blinded by prejudice or who is nol 
at heart a slaveholder, shall not con.fess to be right and jusl. 
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1:lut l fancy I hear some oue of my aucU_ence say, "lt is just in this 
circumsla11ce that you and your brother abolitionists fail to make n 

fovoraule impression on the public mind. Wouldyou argue more and 
denow1ce less, would you persuade more and rebuke less, your causfi 
would be much more likely to succeed." 

Dul, 1 submit, where all is plain there is nothing to be argued. 
What µoint iu the· anti-slavery creed would you have me argue? On 
wlrnt brnuch of Uie subject do tlrn people of tl1is country need light? 

Must l mH..lertake to prove that the slave is a man? That point is cou
cecled already. Nobody doubts it. 

The slaveholders themselves acknowledge it in the enactment ot 
· laws for Lheir government. They acknowledge it when U1ey punish 
JisobeJience on the part of the slave. There are seventy-two crimes in 
the Slale of Virginia which, if committed by a black man (no matter 
Liow ignorant he be), subject him to the punishment of death; while 
only two of the same crimes will subject a white man to the like 
pLmislunent. 

What is this but the acknowledgement that lhe slave is a moral, 
intellectual and responsible being? The manhood of the slave is con
ceded. IL is admitted in the fact that Southern statute books are cov

erecl with enaclmeuts forbidding, under severe fines and penalties, 
t11e leaching of the slave to read or to write. 

When you can point to any such laws, in reference to the beasts of 
lhe field, then I may consent to argue the manhood of the slave. When 
Lue dogs in your streets, when the fowls of the air, when lhe cattle on 
your hills, when the fish of the sea, and lhe reptiles that crawl shall be 
unable to distinguish the slave from a brute, then will I argue with you 
that ilie slave is a man.I 

for the present, it is enough to affirm the equal manhood of the 
Negro race. Is it not astonishing that, while we are plowing, planting 
and reaping, using all kinds of rnechru1ical tools, erecting houses, con
st..rucUng bridges, building ships, working in metals.of brass, iron, cop

per, silver and gold; that, whlle we are reading, writing and ciphering, 
acting as clerks, merchants and secretaries, having among us lawyers, 
doctors, ministers, poets, authors, editors, orators and teachers; that, 
while we are engag~d in all manner of enterprises common to other 
men, digging gold in California, capturing the whale i.n the Pacific, 
feeding sheep ru1d caltle on the.hill-side, living, moving, acting, think-

ing, planning, living in families as husbands, wives and children, and, 
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above all, confessing and worshipping Uie Christian's God awl look
ing hopefully for life and immortality beyond the grave, we are called 

upon to prove that we are men! 
Would you have me argue that man is enlitled lo liberty? That he 

is Urn righUul owner of his own body? You have already declared it. 
.tvlust I argue the wrongfulness of slavery? Is that a question for repub

licans? Is it to be settled by the rules of logic and argumentation? As a 
matter beset with great difficulty, involving a doubtful application of 

the principle of justice, hard lo be understood? How should I look 
today, in the presence of Americans, dividing and subdividing a clis
-course to show Uiat men have a natural right to freedom? Speaking of 
it relatively, and positively, negatively, and affirmatively. To do so 
would be lo make myself ridiculous and, lo, offer an insult to your 
understanding. There is not a man beneaU1 the canopy of heaven I.hat 
does not know that slavery is wrong for him. 

What, am I to argue? That it is wrong lo make men brutes, to roG 
them of tl1eir liberty, to work them without wages, lo keep them igno
rant of their relations to their fellow men, to beat them with sticks, to 
flay their flesh with the lash, to load their limbs with irons, lo hunt 
them wilh dogs, lo sell tliem at auction, to sunder their families, lo 

knock out their teeth, to burn their flesh, to starve lhem inlo ol.Jecli
ence and submission to their masters? Must I argue that a system thus 

marked with blood, and stained with pollution, is wrong? No! I will 
not. I have better employments for my lime and strengtl1, Uian such 

arguments would imply. 
What, U1en, remains to be argued? ls it that slavery is not. divine; 

that God did not establish it; that our doctors of divinity are mistaken? 
There is blasphemy in the thouglit. That which is inhuman, cannot be 
divine! Who can reason on such a proposition? They that can, may; I 

cannot. The time for such argument is past. 
At a lime like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is 

needed. Oh, had I the ability and could I reach the nation's ear, I would, 
today, pour out a fiery stream of biting ridicule, blasting reproach, 
withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. for it is not light that is needed, 
but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but Umnder. We need the storm, 

Uie whirlwind, aJ1d the earthquake .... 
What, to the American slave, is your Fourth of July? I ru1swer: a 

day that reveals to him, more than all oilier days in Lhe yeaJ, the gross 

injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To him, your 
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celebration is a sliarn; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your 
naliorn1l greatness, s,velling vanity; your soW1cls of rejoicing are empty 

aud heartless; your denunciations of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; 
your shouts of liberty and equality, hollo,v mockery; your prayers aud 

hymns, your sermons ar1d thanksgivings, with all your religious pn
rac.le, a.ud solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, im
piety, an<l hypocrisy-a thin veil to cover up crimes which would 
disgrace a nalion of savages. 

There is not a nalion on the earth guilty of practices more shock
ing and uloocly ilian ar·e the people of these United States at this very 
how-. 

Go where you may, search ·where you will, roam through all the 
monarchies ar1ei despotisms of the old \VOrld, travel through South 
America, search out every abuse, and when you have fow1d t1ie lasl, 
lay your facts Ly tl1e side of the everyday practices of this nation, and 
you will say wiU1 me that, for revolting barbarity and shameless hy
pocrisy, America reigns wilhout a rival. 

Take Uie American slave-trade which, we are told by the papers, 
is especially prosperous just now .... In several states, this trade is a 
chief source of wealU1. It is called (in contradistinction to the foreign 
slave-trade) "the .internal slave-trade." IL is, probably, called so, too, in 
order lo divert from it the horror with ·which the foreign slave-trade is 
contemplated. Thal trade has long since been denounced by this gov
ernment as pi.racy .... To arrest it, to put ar1 end to it, this nation keeps 
a squadion, at immense cost, on the coast of Africa.· Everywhere in 
tJ1is couulry it is sale to speak of this foreign slave-trade as a mosl 
i11humar1 traffic, opposed alike to the laws of God and of man. 

The duty to extirpate and destroy it is admitted even by our DOC
TORS OF DIVINITY. In order to put an end to it, some of these last 
have consented Lhat ilieir colored brethren (nomi!lally free) sl10uld 
leave Uiis cow1try arnl establish themselves on th~ western coast of 
1\frica! It is, however, a notable fact that, while so much execration is 
poured out by Americans upon those engaged in_ the foreign slave
Lrnde, tlie men engaged in the slave-trade between the states pass with
out condemnation, and their business is deen1ed honorable. 

DeholJ. the practical operation of this internal slave-trade, the 
J\mericar1 slave-trade, sustained by American politics and A.mericar1 

religion. Here you will see men and women reared like swine for Urn 
market. You know what is a swine-drover? I will show you a rnaJ1-

drover. They inhabit all our Southern States. 
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They perarnbulale the country ar1d crowd the highways of tlie 
nation wiU1 droves of human stock. You will see one of these human 

flesh-jobbers, armed with pistol, whip and bowie-knife, driving a corn
par1y of a hundred men, women, and children, from the Potomac to 

the slave market at New Orleans. These wretched people are lo be 
sold singly or in lots, to suit purchasers. They are food for the coltou
field and the deadly sugar-mill. Mark ilie sad procession as it moves 
·wearily along, and the inhuman wretch who drives them. 

Hear his savage yells and his blood-chilling oaths, as he lmrries 
on his a_ffrighted captives! There, see the old man with locks thinned 
and gray. Cast one glance, if you please, upon Urnt young motlier, whose 
shoulders are bare to the scorching sun, her briny tears falling on the 
brow of the babe in her arms. See, too, that girl of tJ1irteen, weeping
yes! weeping, as she thinks of tlie moU10r from whom she has been 
torn! 

The drove moves tardily. Heat and sorrow have nearly consumed 
their strength; suddenly you hear a quick snap ... ; your ea.rs me sa
luted wiU1 a scream that seems to have torn its way lo the cenler of 
your soul! Tlie crack you heard was the sound of the slave-whip; Uu~ 
scream you heard was from the woman you saw wiU1 the babe. Her 
speed had faltered under the weight of her child and her cl10.i11s! Thal 
gash on her shoulder tells her to move on. Follow this drove lo New 
Orleans. Attend the auction; see men exarnined like horses; see the 
forms of women rudely and brutally exposed to the shocking gaze of 
Americar1 slave-buyers. See t11is drove sold and separated forever; arid 
never forget the deep, sad sobs that arose from that scallered multi
tude. Tell me citizens, WHERE under the sun you can witness a spec
tacle more fiendish and shocking. Yet this is but a glance at the 
Americar1 slave-trade, as it exists at this moment in the ruling pmt of 
the United States. 

I was born amid such sights and scenes. To me tl10 Arnerica.n slave
.trade is a terrible reality. When a child, my soul was oflen pierced 
with a sense of its horrors. I lived on Philpot Street, Fell's Point, Balti
more, and have watched from the wharves Urn slave ships in Urn Ba
sin, anchored from the shore witl1 Urnir cargoes of humar1 flesh, waiting 
for favorable winds to waft lhem down the Chesapeake. 

There was, at that time, a grand slave mart kept al Urn head of Prall 

Street, by Austin Woldfolk. His agents were sent into every town 811d 

county in Maryland, aunoW1cing their arrival, through Urn papers, aml 
on flaming "har1dbills," headed CASH FOR NEGROES. These men 
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were generally well-dressed men and very captivating ill their ma11-
ners-e-..,·er ready to drink, to treat, and to gamble. The fate of many a 
slave has depended upon the turn of a single card .... 

ln the deep sUll darkness of midnight, I have been often aroused 
by the dead heavy footsteps, a11d the piteous cries of the chained gangs 

that passed om door. The a11guish of my boyish heart was intense; arn.1 
I was oflen consoled, when speaking to my 1uistress in the mornillg, lo 
hem her say Uiat lhe custom was very wicked; that she hated to hear 

· the rallle of lhe cha.ins and the heartrending cries. I was glad to fi11rl 
one who sympat.hized with me in my horror. 

fellow citizens, this murderous traffic is, today, in active opera
tion in lhis boasted republic. In tlrn solitude of my spirit, I see clouds 
of dust raised on U10 highways of the South; I see the bleeding foot
steps; I hear tlie doleful wail of fettered humanity on the way to the 
slave-markets, where the victims are to be sold like horses, sheep, a11d 
swine, knocked off to the highest bidder. There I see the tenderest ties 
ruU1lessly broken to gratify tl1e lust, caprice, ru1d rapacity of the buy
ers 011d sellers of men. My soul sickens at the sight. 

ls U1is the land your Fathers loved, 

The freedom which they toiled to win? 

ls this the eai-ll1 whereon they moved'? 

Are these the graves they slumber in? 

Dul a still more in.human, disgraceful, and scandalous state of U1ings 
remains to be presented. 

By an act of lhe American Congress, not yet two years old, slavery 
has been nationalized in its most horrible and revolting form. By tlrnt 
acl, Mason and Db:on's line has been obliterated; New York has be
come as Virginia; a11d the power to hold, hunt, and sell men, women, 
and children as slaves remains no longer a mere state institution, but 
is now an institution of the whole United States. 

The power is co-extensive with the star-spangled banner and 
American Christianity. Where U.iese go, may also go the merciless slave
hw1ler .... Your lawmakers have c01mnand~d all good cilizens to en
gage in this hellish sport. 

Yow- President, yow- Secretary of State, your lords, nobles, and 
ecclesiasUcs enforce, as a duty you owe to your free and glorious coun-

try aml to your God, that you do this accmse_d thing. Not fewer than 

forty America11s have, within the past two years, been hunted dovv11 
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and, without a moment's warning, hurried away in chains awl con
signed lo slavery aJ1d excruciating lorlme. Some of these have had 
wives and children dependent on them for bread; Lut of Lhis, no ac
count was made. 

The right of the lnmter to his prey stands superior to lhe right of 
marriage aJld to all rights in this republic, Urn rights of God included! 
For black men U1ere are neiU1er law, jusUce, humanity, nor religion. 
The Fugitive Slave Law makes MERCY TO THEM, A CRJME; and bribes 
Urn judge who tries them. An American JUDGE GETS TEN DOLLARS 
FOR EVERY VICTI1v1 HE CONSIGNS to slavery, and five, when he 
fails to do so. · 

The oath of any two villains is sufficient, under this hell-black 
enactment; to send the most pious and exemplary black ma11 into the 
remorseless jaws of slavery! His own testimony is nothing. He ca11 
bring no witnesses for himself. The minister of 1\merico.11 juslice is 
bound by U10 law to hear but one side; and that side is the side of the 
oppressor. Let this damning fact be perpetually told. 

· Let it be thundered around the world, lhat-in tyraJ1t-killing, king
hating, people-loving, democratic, Christian America-the seats of 
justice are filled with judges who hold their offices under an open a11d 
palpable bribe and are bound, i:q. deciding in Lhe case of a man's lib
erty, to hear only his accusers[ 

In glaring violation of justice, in shaJneless disregard of the forms 
of administering law, in cwming arrangement to entrap the de.fense
less, and in diabolical intent, this Fugitive Slave Law stands alone in 
the annals of tyrannical legislation. I doubt.if there be anoUrnr nation 
on the globe having the brass and Urn baseness to put such a law on 
the statute-book. If any man in this assembly thinks differently from 
me in this matter and feels able to disprove my statements, l will gladly 
confront him at any suitable time and place he may selecl. 

I take this law to be one of Lhe grossest infringements uf CluisliB11 
Liberty, aJ1d if the churches and ministers of our country were not 
stupidly Llind or most wickedly indifferent, they, too, woulcl so re
gard it. ... The fact that the church of our country (witl1 fractional 
exceptions) does not esteem "the Fugitive Slave Law" as a declaration 
of war against religious liberty implies that that church reguxds reli
gion simply as a form of worship, an empty ceremony and not a vital 

principle, requiring active benevolence, justice, love, and good will 

towards men .... 
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Dut the chmch of tb.is cow1try is not only indifferent to Uie wrnugs 

of tl10 slave, it actually takes sides with the oppressors .... Many of its 
most eloquent Divines, who stand as the very liglits of Uie chw-cli, 
have shamelessly given t1ie sanction of religion and the Bible lCl ilio 
whole slave system. They have taught that man may, properly, Le ii 

slave; Uiat the relation of mas tor and slave is ordained of God; lhal ln 
send back a11 escap~d bondman to his master is clearly the duty of all 
Urn follo1,vers of Lhe Lord Jesus Christ; aJld this horrible blasphemy is 
palmed off upon the world for Christianity. 

For my part, I would say, welcome infidelity! Welcome atll 1,il'.<Ii1 ! 
Welcome anyU1iug in preference to Lhe Gospel as preac1.ied by those 
Divines! They convert the very name of religion into an engine of tyr
aJlll.Y and uarbarous cruelty and serve to con.firm more infidels in this 
age Llian all the infidel writings of Thomas Paine, Voltaire, and Boling
broke, put togelher, have done! These ministers make religion a cold 
aJ1d flinty-hearted Lhing, having neither principles of right action nor 
bowels of compassion .... 

But a religion which favors the rich against the poor; which exalts 
Lhe proud above the humble; which divides mankind into two classes, 
tyrants and slaves; which says to the man irt chains, "Stay there"; and 
to tlrn oppressor, "Oppress on"; it is a religion which may be professed 
and enjoyed by all Uie robber_s aJ1cl enslavers of mankind; it makes 
God a respecter of persons, denies His fatherhood of the race, aJld 

tramples in the dust the great truth of the brotherhood of maJ1. ... 

In the language of Isaiah, the lunerican church might be well 
addressed, 

Bring no more vain oblations .... When ye spread forth your bands I 

will hide mine eyes from you. Yea! when ye make many prayers, l 

vdll not hea.r. YOUR HANDS ARE FULL OF BLOOD; cease lo do evil, 

learn lo do well; seek judgement; rel.ieve til8 oppressed; judge for the 
faU1erless; plead for the widow. 

The Americm clmrch is guilty, when viewed in connection witl1 
what it is doing to uphold slavery: but it is superlatively guilty when 
viewed in connecUou with -its ability to abolish slavery. The sin of 
which it is guilty is one of omission as well as of commission .... 

Let Uie religious press, the pulpit, the Sunday school, tlie confer

ence meeting, the great ecclesiastical, mission?-I"y, Bible and tract as

socialious of Lhe land array their immense powers against slavery and 
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slave-holding; aJ1d the whole system of crime und blood would be 

scattered to the winds; and that they do not do this involves t,hem in 
the most awful responsibility of which the mind can conceive .... 

In speaking of the American church, however, let it be dislinclly 
understood that I mean the great mass of the religious organizations of 
our laJ1d. There are exceptions, aJ1d I thank God that U1ere are. Noble 
men may be found, scattered all over these NorU1ern States, of whom 
Henry Ward Beecher of Brooklyn, Samuel J. May of Syracuse, and my 
esteemed friend on the platform [Rev. R. R. Raymond] 31·e shining ex
amples; aJ1d let me say furtlrnr that upon these men lies lhe duty to 
inspire our ran.ks wiili high religious faiU1 and zeal and to cheer u.s on 
in Urn great mission of the slave's redemption from his chains. 

One is struck with the difference between the attitude of Lhe Arneri
can church towards the.anti-slavery movement, and that occupied by 

the churches in England towards a similar movement in that country. 
There, lhe church, true lo its mission of ameliorating, elevating, 

and improving the condilion of mankind, came forward promptly, 

bound up the wounds of the West Indian slave, and restored hini to 
his liberty. There, the question of emancipation was a high religious 
question. It was demanded in the nanie of humaJ1ily 311d according lo 

the law of the living God .... 
Americans! your republican politics, not less than your republi

can religion, are flagrantly inconsistent. 

You boast of your love of liberty, your superior civilization, and 

your pure Christianity, while the whole political power of Lhe nation 
(as embodied in tbe two great political parties) is solemnly pledged to 
support and perpetuate the enslavement of Uuee millions of yow- cow1-
trytnen. You hurl your anathemas at the crotvn-headecl tyrants of Rus
sia and Austria and pride yourselves on your Democratic institutions, 
while you yourselves consent to be the mere tools and bod yguarc.ls of 
the tyrants of Virginia and Carolina. 

You invite lo your shores fugitives of oppression from abroucl. 
honor them with banquets, greet them with ovations, cheer then1, toasl 
them, salute them, protect them, and pour out your money lo lhem 
like water; but the fugitives from your own land you advertise, hunt, 
arrest, shoot, and kill. You glory in your refinement and your univer
sal education; yet you maintain a system as barbarous aJ1d Llread[ul as 

ever stained the character of a nation-a system begun in avarice, sup

ported in pride, B11d perpetuated in cruelty. 
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J.uu s11eci lea.rs over fallen Hungary and make tb.e sad story of her 
wrongs ilie theme of your poets, statesmen, and orators, till your g:il

la.ut sous me ready lo fly lo arms to vindicate h_er cause against her 
oppressors; but in regard to the ten thousand ·wrongs of the American 
slave, you would enforce Llie strictest silence and would hail him as 

an enemy of t1ie nation who dares to make thdse wrongs tl.ie subject of 
puGlic discourse! 

You are all 011 fire at tl.ie mention of liberty for France or for lrn

laud; but are as cold as 811 iceberg at the thought of liberty for the 
enslaved of America. You discourse eloquently on the dignity of lu-
bor; yet you sustain a system which, in its very essence, casts a stigrnr: 
upon labor. You can bare your bosom to the storm of British artillery 
to throw off a three-penny ta..'< on tea; and yet wring the last hard
earned farthing from the grasp of the black laborers of your cow1t.ry. 

You profess lo believe "that, of one blood, God made all nations of 
men to dwell 011 llie face of all the earth," and hath commanded all 
men everywhere lo love one another; yet you notoriously hate (ancl 

glory in your halred) all men whose sl<ins are not colored like your 
OWJl. 

You declare before t.b.e world and a.re undE:rstood by the world to 
declare iliat you "l.10ld iliese tru.ilis to be self-evident, tlrnt all men are 
created equal; and are endowed by their Creator 1-~ith certain inalien
able righls; and tlrnt, among these are, life, lib_erty, and the pursuit of 
happiness"; ancl yet you hold securely, in a bondage which, according 
lo yom own Thomas Jefferson, "is worse lhan ages of that which your 
failiers rose iu rebellion to oppose," a seventh part of the inhabitants 
of your cow1t.ry .. 

Fellow citizens! I will not enlarge further on your national incon
sistencies. The existence of slavery in this country brands your repub
licanism as a sham, your humanity as a base pretence, ru1d your 
Chrislianily as a lie. It destroys your moral power abroad; it corrupts 
your politiciaus at home. It saps tbe foundation of religion; it makes 
your uame a hissing, ru1d a byword to a mocking earth. It is the antago
nistic force tu your government, the only thing that seriously disturbs 
arnl endangers your Union. 

It fetters your progress; it is the enemy ofimprovemenl, the deadly 
foe of education; it fosters pride; it breeds insolence; it promotes vice; 
it shelters crime; it is a cmse to the earth that supports it; and yet you 
cling lo it, as if it were the sheet anchor of all your hopes. Oh! be 
warned! be warnetll J\ honible reptile is coiled up in your nation's 
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bosom; I.he venomous creature is nursing at the tender breast of your 
youthful republic; for the love of God, tear away, and iling from you 
the hideous monster, and let the weight of twenty millions crush and 
destroy it forever! 

· But it is answered in reply to all this, tl1al precisely what 1 have 
now denounced is, in fact, guaranteed and sanctioned by Llrn Consti
tution of the United States; that the right to hold and to hunt slaves is 
a part of tliat Constitution framed by tl10 illustrious Fathers o [ this 

Republic. 
Then, 1 dare to affirm, notwithstanding all I have said before, your 

fathers ... instead of being tlie honest men I have before declru·ed 
them to be, they were the veriest imposters that ever pracliced on 
mankind. This is the inevitable conclusion, and from it there is no 
escape. But I differ from those who chru·ge this baseness on Llle fram
ers of tlie ConstituUon of the United Stales. ll is a slander upou their 

memory, at least so I believe. 
There is not time now lo argue the constitutional quesliou c1L lenglh. 

... Interpreted as it ought to be interpreted, the Conslitulion is a GLO
RIOUS LIBERTY DOCUMENT. Read its prerunble; consider its pur
p.oses. Is slavery among them? ... Take the constitution according to 
its plain reading, and I defy the presentation of a single pro-slavery 
clause in il. On the otl1er hand, it will be found to contain principles 
ru1d purposes entirely hostile to the existence of slavery. 

I have detained my audience entirely too long already. At some 
future period I will gladly avail myself of an opportunity lo give this 

subject a full and fair discussion. 
Allow me to say, in conclusion, notwithstanding the dark picture 

I have this day presented of the state of the nation, I do not despair: of 
lb.is country. There are forces in operation which must inevitably work 
the downfall of slavery. "The arm of the Lord is not shortened," ancl 

the doom of slavery is certain. I, therefore, leave off where I begun, 

witl1 hope. While drawing encouragement from the Declaration of ln
dependence, the great principles it contains, ru1d the genius of 1\meri

can institutions, my spirit is also cheered by the obvious lenc.lencies of 

the age. 
Nations do not now stand in U10 same relation to each olher that 

they did ages ago. No nation can now shut itself up from tlie surround

ing world, and trot round in the same old path of its fathers will10ul 
interference .... Knowledge was then confined ru1d enjoyed by the 
privileged few, and the mµltitude walked on in menlal darkness. Dul 
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a change has now come over the affairs of mankind. Walled cities P..IJ d 

empires have become w1fashionaLle. 
The arm of commerce has borne away the gates of the strong cily. 

Intelligence is penetrating the darkest corners of the globe. It makes ils 
pathway over and wider the sea, as well as on the eartli.-Wind, steam, 
and lightning are its chartered agents. Oceans no longer divide, Lut 

link nalions together. From Boston to London is no~v a holiday excur

sion. Space is coniparatively annihilated. Thoughts expressed on one 
sitle of Lhe Atlantic are distinctly heard on the other. The far-off swl 
almost fabulous Pacific rolls in grandeur at our feet. The Celestial 
'Empire, the mystery of ages, is being solved. Tlrn fiat of the Almighty
"Let there be Light"-has hot yet spent its force; No abuse, no outrage, 
whether in taste, sport, or avarice, Cilll now hide itself from the all
pervading light. 

The iron shoe and crippled foot of Ch:iiJ.a must be seen jn contrast 
·with natme. Africa must rise B11d put on her yet unwoven garmenl. 

"Ethiopia shall stretch out her hand unto God." In the fervent aspira

tions of William Lloyd Garrison, I say, and let every heart join in suy

i1Jg it: 

God speed the year of jubilee 

The ·•wide world o'er! 

When from their galling chains set free, 

Th' oppress'll shall vilely bend the knee, 

And wear the yoke of tyranny 

Like brutes no more. 

That year will come, and freedom's reign, 

To man his plw1dered figllts again 

Restore. 

God speed the day when human blood 

Shall cease to flow! 

In every clime be w1derstood, 

The claims of human brot..herhood, 

And each return for evil, good, 

Not blow for blow; 

That day will come all feuds to end 

And change into a faithful friend 

Each foe. 

"'. AMER!C:1\N STUDlES ANTHOLOGY 

God speed the hour, the glorious hour, 

When none on eartl1 
Shall exercise a lordly power, 

Nor in a tyrant's presence cower; 

But all to manhood's stature tower, 

By equal birth! 

THAT HOUR WILL COME, to each, to all, 

And from his prison-house, the thrall 

Go forth. 

Until that year, day, hour, arrive, 

With head, and heart, and hand I'll strive, 

To break the rod, and rend tlie gyve, 

The spoiler of his prey deprive -

So witness Heaven! 

And never from my chosen post, 

· What.e'er the peril or lhe cosl, 

Be driven. 

AMERICA AS AN lNDEPENDENT iL1.\"ION 1, 
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Preface 

This.is a boo. k about what it means to be Nobody in twenty

firsr.,,.century America. 

. .. To-be Nobody is to be vulnerable. :In the most basic sense, 

.all of us are,vulner,ible; to be human is to be susceptible to misfor:

tune. violence) illness, and deatp. The role of government, however, 

: is to offer forms· of protec~on that enhance .our lives· and shield our 

· bodies from-foreseeableand preventable dangers:.Unfo~µnately,.for 

'. many .citi~ns-par.ticularly those marked as poor, Black, Brown. 

::J.mmigrant,.queer, or-trans-,-State.·power1has only inGreased their 

·=Vulnerability, m.alcihg. theit lives more rather than less. unsafe. 

To he Nobody is tobe subject to St~te<viplence. ln recent years, 

thousands.of Americans have died at the hands oflaw enforcement, 

: :a .reality. made even ,more shameful when we consider how many. of 

',th~se victims were young, poor, mentally ill. Black, · or unarmed. 

/fhe .cases of Mich~el Brown in Ferguson, Missouri; _Eric · Garner 
1:in-New York Qty;,.Xathryn Johnston in Atlanta; Trayvon Martin 

· in Sanford, _Florida;_ Freddie ,Gray il!, Baltimore; and Sandra ·Bland 

in Hempst(!adi Texas, have,.forced a. stubborn nation .to .come .to 
terms with, the realities of police corruption, brutality •. and deeply 
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entrenched racism. While media coverage and global activism ha: 

turned these individuals into household names, they are not, sa~ 

exceptional. Instead, they represent the countless Americans wl;_ 
die daily, and unnecessar:ily, at the hands· of those who are paiiJ 
protect and serve them. 

To be Nobody is to also confront systemic forms of State vi_ 

lence. Long before he was standing in front of the barrel of Da.q: 

\Vilson's gun, Michael Brown was the victim of broken schools; 

evaporated labor markets. Prior to being choked to death by Da ·· .. 

Pantaleo, Eric yarner lived in a con1munity terrorized by p<>} 
ing practices that transform neighborhoods into occupied terr,ito · 

and citizens into enemy combatants. Sandra Bland's tragic deatlij 

quence did not begin with a negligent jailer or an unreasonabl~ -~ 

but with a-crim..inaljustice system that has· consistently neglecte'~

emotional, physical, and psychological well-being of Black wo · 

and girls .. For the vulnerable, it is the violence of the ordina!)'l; 

terrorism of the quotidian, the injustice of the everyday, that· · 

duces the most profound and intractable social misery, 

To be Nobody is to be abandoned by the State. For deca.desA 

we have witnessed a radical transformation in the role and fune' 

of government in America. An obsession with. free-market \ 

and culture has led the pol~tical class to craft policies that proi 

private interests over the · public good. As -a · result, our, sdt. 

our criminal justice system, our military; our police departmf 

our public policy, and virtually every 'other entity engineer · 

protect life and enhance prosperity have been at least partiall1 

located to the private sector. At the same time, the private s~ 

has kept its natural commitm~nt to maximizing profits rather' 

investing in people. This ~rrangement hasleft the nation's vu 

:Ible wedged betwe·en the Scylla of negligent· government an" 
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Charybdis of corporate greed, trapped in a historically unprece

dented state of precarity. 

To be Nobody is to be considered disposable. In New Orb

.ans, we saw the natural disaster of Hurricane Katrina followed by a 

grossly unnatural government response, one that killed thousands of 

,vulnerable citizens and consigned many more to refugee status. In 

Flint, Michigan. _we are witnessing this young century's most pro-

: found illustration of civic evil, an entire city collectively punished 

, with lead-poisoned water for the crime of being poor, Black, and 

;;politically disempowered. Every day, the nation's homeless, mentally 

\·ill. drug addicted, and poor are pushed out of institutions of support 

· af!d reloca~ed. to jails and prisons. These conditions reflect a prevail

ipg belief that the vulnerable are unworthy of investment, protec

{iion~ or e:ven the most fundamental provisions of the social contract. 

As a -result, they can be erased; abandoned, and even left to die. 

Without question, NoJ;,odyness is largely indebted to race, as 

; White supremacy is foundational to the American democratic ex

::Periment. The belief that White lives are worth more than others-

/what Princeton University scholar Eddie Glaude calls. the "value 

kiap"-continues to color every aspect'of our public and private hves. 1 

f:This belief likewise compromises the lives of vulnerable White cit

(j;iens, many of whom. support political movements and policies that 

{~lose ranks aroun«:l Whi;~riess rather than ones that enhance their 

=-own social and economic interests. 

While Nobodyness is strongly tethered to race, it cannot be 

: divorced from other forms of social injustice .. Instead, it must be 

j i4nderstood through the lens of ''intersectionality/' the ways that 

1:,wultiple forms of oppression operate simultaneously against the vul

i nerable. 2 lt w.ould be impossible to examine the 2015 killing ofMya 

\Hall by National Security Agency police without understanding 
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how sexism and transphobia conspire with structural racism toe_ 

-danger Black trans bodies. We cannot make sense of Sandra Bl~d. 

tragic death without recognizing the impact of gender ·and pover~· 

in shaping the current carceral state. To understand the complexi;, 

of oppression, we must avoid simple solutions and singular answe 

Despite the centrality of race ·within American life, Nobodyri 

cannot be understood without an•equally thoroug_h analysis·ofd· 

Unlike other forms of difference, cfass creates the material,conditi 

and rcl~f:ions through which rac~m, sexism. and other forms oG 

pression are produced, sustained, <1nd lived. This does not-mean tl 

all forms of• injustice are due to class antagonism, nor-does-it m 

that all forms of domination can be auromatically, fixed through•• 

versa! class struggle, Rather, it means that we cannot begin to.a 

the various forms of oppression experienced, by America's-vuln¢ 

without radicallychanging a system,that defends class at all.costsi' 

This book, is tny attep.ipt to tell the st.ories of .those :ma.rki 

Nobody:· Based on extensive research, as well as my ·time on, 
ground-in Ferguson,, Baltimore, New York,City; Atla.rita,.Hr{ 

stead, Flint, <1nd ·sanfot&-'"""I want to show how the high.-profil,i 

controversial cases of State violence that we've.witnessed .over,d11 

few years-are but-a symptom;of a deeper.American problem__..tl_ 

neath each. case. is .a. more· fuhdamental set of ec0nornic con•· 

political arrangements, ~d power .relations that t~nsforms--·eve 

citizens into casualties of an increasingly intense:war on.the 

able. It is my hope that this book offers an analysis that spotlig 

huma.nity of these f'Nobodies" and itispire{principled action. 

I 
I 

I 
I. 

/ 
l 

/ 
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'ill be talking about what hap

pened in Ferguson. I.t w~·u e mentioned in high:school his~ 

tor:y textbooks" Hollyw od studios will make movies about 

. ,..as.they now make movies out Selma. Pol,iticians will talk about 

It;f~ow · far we, have• come s · · ce Ferguson" in the same way they talk 

foday about how far w have come since Little Rock, Greensboro • 

:/•Ferguson is·tha 

t·:-Butwhy? 

: After ~pf' ~ome, Ferguson isn't as Worthy; as other markers on 

_1e. his tori.fl i timeline of• sociaJ:--justice struggle. And• Ferguson•s 

. 4ichaeLBrown. whose tragic deathin 2014 putthe small 

issouft town on the ·map, Was certainly no traditional hero. He 

f .ttlead .~:'.""ch or,~ve a •~r"."g speech.' He did not challenge 
al apartheid by _refusmg to sit m the back. of a bus~ attemptmg 

lbt ata 'fWHitesohly'~·lupch•counter,· or breaking the color bar..

in a major, professioruu sport: He wrote no -books, starred in no 

1\ties. occupjed'ri,o.e-ndo~rl chair at a major university, and held 

~ lJ6litical office. He was no Jackie Robinson, no Rosa Parks, no 

/ 
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V7alt Wlhitman .18.19-1892-

rl1e publication of Leaves u/ Grass on or 
1hout July 4, 1855, represented a revolu
:ionary departure in American literature. 
[Jrinted at \v'hitman 's expense, the green. 
~1uarto-sized volume bore 110 :author's 
name. Opposite the title page appeared a 
daguerreotype engraving of the poet, 
dressed in workingman's trowsers, a shirt 
unbuttoned to reveal his undershirt. and a 
lrnt cocked casually upon his head. In a 
rousing Preface. the poet declared Amer
ica's literary independence, and in verse 
that rolled freely and dithyrambically 
across the page, he presented himself as 
"\\?alt \"'</hitrnan, an J\merican, one of the 
n1u~hs. a kosrnos,/Disorderly fleshy and 
sensual .... eating drinking and breed
ing." Like his poet as common man, Whit
mar · 1 ct of self-naming represented an as
saul 1 liternrv decorum and the Puritan 
piet tiof the New England literary. estab
lisl11 H. "It is as if the beasts spoke," 
\\'ro J he otherwise sympathetic Thoreau. 

l.n the six editions of Le,wes u/ Gr,lSS 
that were published between 1855 and 
l88 l, Whitman opened the field of Amer
ican and ultimately of modern poetry. His 
subject was not "the smooth walks, 
trimrn'd hedges, poseys and nightingales 
of the English poets, but the whole orb, 
with its geologic history, the Kosmos, car
rying fire and snow." He was the poet not 
l)nly of Darwinian evolution, but of the city 
,md the crO\vd, science aml the machine. 
Presenting himself as a model democrat 
who spoke as and for rather tlwn apart 

from Lhc people, Whitman's poet was a 

breaker of bounds: he was female. ,md 
rnale, former and factory worker, prostitute 

and slave, citizen of America and citizen of 

the world: shuttling between past, present. 
and future, he was "an acme of things ac
comolished" and an "encloser of things to 

I 
7JJ 1 ': Je. Nil.is songs were songs not on v ot oc-c;, .. . , 

cupmlons but of sex and the body. He sang 
, .. J ,,.,,,c-t,11·1-,,,tinn thP <:Pv11,1\ nrcr::ins :~ncl the-

sexual act; he was one of the first poets to 
write of the "body electric," of female 
eroticism, homosexual love, and the an

guish of represseJ desire. 
Pt.IZzled by Whitman's sudden emer

gence at ,1ge 36 in 18.55 as the American 
bard, critics have proposed ·several expla
nations: a reading of Emerson, a love affair, 
a mystic experience, an Oedipal crisis. 
Considered wi~hin the context of his time, 
however. \Vhitman ·s emergence seems nei
ther mystifying nor particularly discon
nected from his family background and his 
!:arly _life as radical Democrat, political 
journalist, and sometime dandy. His 
mother was an ardent follower of the mys
tical doctrines of the .Quaker preacher 
Elias Hicks, wlwrn Whitman later de
scribed as "the democrat in religion as Jef
ferson was the democrat in politics." His 
father was a carpenter who .embraced the 
radic.al political philosophy of Tom Paine 
and subscribed.to the Free Enquire,~ edited 
by Frances Wright and Robert Dale Owen, 
which s~ught th{·ough the rhetoric of class 
warfare to unite· the grievances of New 
York City workers in an anticapitalist and 

anticlerical platform. Raised among eight 
brothers and sisters whose very names
Andrew Jackson, George \X!ashington, and 
Thomas Jefferson-bore the inscription of 
the democratic ideals of his family, Whit
man early began .to develop a sense of self 
that was inextricably bound up with the 

political identity of America. 
Although Whitman attended school 

between 1825. and 1830, he was largely 

-self-educated. During the thirties he 
served as a printer's apprenti_ce, engaged in 
local politics, and taught for a few years in 

Long Island schools. He read voraciously 
but erratically, atterided the theater and the 
opera. and poked about the antiquities at 
Dr. Abbott's Egyptian Museum. As editor 
of the Aurora in 1842 and later of the 
Brooklvn Dtzilv Etzr.le (1846-47l. Whit-

man placed himself at the very center of 
the political battles over slavery, territorial 
expansion, the Mexicari. War, sectionalism, 
free trade, states' rights, worker strife, and 
the new market economy. His support for 
David Wilmot's proposal to forbid the ex
lension of slavery into the new territory led 
to his being fired as editor of the Eagle. 
Perhaps disillusioned by party politics, be 
began to experiment with the idei;t of using 
poetry as a forin of political action. When 
in his earliest notebook, dated 1847, Whit
man breaks for the first time into lines ap
proximating the free verse of Leaves of 
Grass, the lines bear the impress · of the 
slavery issue: 

I am the poet of slaves, and of the 
masters of sl~ves 

1 am the poet of the body 
And I ~m 

Similarly, \'Vhitman's first free verse po
ems, "Blood Money," "House of Friends," 
and "Resurgeml.is," which were published 
in 1850, emerged out of the political pas
sions aroused by slavery, free soil, and the 
European revolutions of 1848. 

· Although Whitman continued to·sup
port the cause of Free Soil, ·in the early 
Fifties he withdrew from party politics. 
Working part-ti.me as a house builder in 
Brooklyn, he completed his 1855 edition 
of Leaves of Grass. The poems are pro
pelled by the desire to enlighten· and -re
generate the people in the ideals of the de
mocratic republic: The ·drama of identity 
in.the initially untitled "Song of Myself," 
the first and longest poem ._in the 1855 
Leaves_:.is rooted in the political drama of a 

nation in' crisis. The poet's conflict be

tween separate person and en masse, be

tween pride and sympathy, individualism 
and equality, nature· and the city, the body 

and the soul; symbolically enacts the larger 
political conflicts in the nation, which grew 
out of the controversies over industrializa
tion, wage labor, ~omen's rights; finance, 
immigration, slavery, territorial expansion, 
technolm,:ical proi:uess.· . and the whole 

question of the relation of individual and 
state, state and nation. 

Whitman sent a copy of the 1855 
Leaves of Grass to Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
whose response was immediate and gener
ous: "I find it the most extraordinary piece 
of wit and wisdom that America· has yet 
contributed." Spurred by Emerson's words 
of praise, Whitman published a second 
edition of Leaves of Grass with several nev.r 
poems in J856. \X'hile he was planning a 
third edition of Leaves as a kind of "New 
Bible" of democracy, Whitman had an un
happy love affair with a man. This tale of 
love and loss is the stibject of a small sheaf 
of twelve poems, initially titled "Live Oak 
with Moss," which was later. incorporated 
into the "Calamus" cluster in the 1860 
Leaves of Grass. Whitman's ·homosexual 
love crisis along with the impending disso
lution of the Union caused him to become 
increasingly doubtful about the future of 
America and his own future as the bard of 
democracy. 

-:This doubt is evident in the· 1860 edi
tion of Leaves of Grass, particularly in the 
"Chants Democratic" and ".Calamus" 
groupings, and in such individual poems as 
"Out- of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking" 
and "Asl Ebb'd with the Ocean of Life." 
ln the poems of "Calamus," Whitman 
draws upon the language of <lernocracy 
and phrenology to name: his erotic feeling 
for men· as both comradeship and "adhe
siveness" ( the phrenological term which 
\Xlhitman defined as "the personal attach
ment of man to man"). The love poems of 
"Calamus" are paired with the procreation 
poems of "Children of Adam," which fo
cus upon "amative" love, the phrenologi

cal term for the love between men and 

women. Although the press and the liter
ary establishment. immediately focused 
upon the "sex 1

' poems of ''Children of 
Adam" as Whitman's most provocative 
grouping, the love poems .. of "Calamus., 

were in fact. his most radical sequence 
sexually and politically. Whitman infused 
the abstractions of democracy with the 



intensity of erotic passion, giving literature 
some of its first and most potent images of 
democratic comradeship; and by linking 
homoeroticism with a democratic breaking 
of bounds, he presents one of the most ten
der and moving accounts of homosexual 
love in Western literature. 

· · For Whitman, as for the nation; the 
Civil War was a period of major crisis. Un
certain of the role of a national poet during 
a time of fratricidal war, Whitman pub
lished little during the war years. In 1862, 
when he went to the front .in search of his 
brother George, he · found the role. he 
would play: he would become a kind of 
spiritual "wound-dresser" by visiting the 
sick and · dying soldiers in the hospital 
wards of Washington. Like Lincoln's. "Get
tysburg Address," the poems of Drum· 
Taps and Sequel (1865-1866) and the prose 
of 1vlemora11da During the 1-\?ar (1875-
l87r.l, were attempts to come to terms with 
the assive carnage-of the war·by placing 
its l'\)1ste an<l apparent unreason within 
sor co larger providential design. In these 
vol j ,es Whitman turns from romance to 
reallsm, vision to history, anticipating the 
naturalistic war writings.of Stephen Crane, 
Ernest Hemingway, and Norman Mailer. 

Whitman remained in Washington 
during and after the war, working first as a 
clerk in the Indian Bureau and then, after 
being dismissed: in 1865 for 1noral turpi
tu<le by Secretary of the Interior James 
Harlan, in the Attorney General's -office. 
For all Whitman's effort to (re)present the 
war as· testing ground for democracy, the 
Civil War unleashed a hoard of psychic 
an<l socio-economic demons that would 
continue to haunthis dream of America in 

the postwar period. 
In his incisive political essay Democra

tic Vistas (1871), which was initially com
posed as.a response to Carlyle's attack on 
the."democratic rabble" in "Shooting Nia
gara," Whitman. seeks to come to terms 
wi ~~he gilded monsters of pose-Civil War 
Ar,?2.?ica. Even before the worst scandals 
of the Grant administration were exposed, 

he presents an image of America saturated 
in corruption and greed from the national 
to the local level. In ."reconstructing, de
mocratizing society" Whitman argues, the 
true "revolution" would be of the "interior 
life"; and in bringing about this democra
tic revolution, the· .. poet would play the 
leading role by overhauling· the "Culture 
theory". of the past and by providing the 
language, commonality, and myths by 
which America named itself. 

Whereas Whitman's war poems were 
merely tagged onto the end of the fourth 
edition of Leaves, which was published-in 
1867, in the 1871 Leaves these poems were 
incorporated into the main body of his 
work. By 1872, Whitman came to regard 
Leaves of Grass as essentially complete. In 
his 1872 "Preface" to "As a Strong Bird on 
Pinions Free," he ~mnounced his int~ntion 
of turning away from his former emphasis 
on "a great,compqsite democratic individ

ual, male or female" toward an increased 
emphasis on "an aggregated, inseparable, 
unprecedented, vast, composite, electric 
democratic nationality.'.' His plan was ·cut 
short by a paralytic stroke .which he suf
fered at the beginning of 1873. The seizure 
left him bedridden for several weeks and 
paralyzed for the rest of his life. 

Whitman made a trip , to Camden 1 

New Jersey, a few days before bis mothds 
death in May 1873 · and never returned to 
Washington. He spent the remainder of his 
life in Camden, first at his brother 
George's house and finally, beginning -in 
1884, in his own home at 328 Mickle 
Street. Struggling with occasional spells of 
dizziness and a prematurely aging body, 
Whitman mustered enough • strength . to 
publish a dual volume of poetry and prose 
on the occasion of the American centennial 
in 1876. Invigorated by the visits to the 
New Jersey farm of Susan. and Georg~. 
Stafford that he began making in 1876; by 
the.economic recovery of the nation under 
the ne-,,v political regime of Rutherford B. 
Hayes (1877-1881), ,and by the attention 
his work was beginning.to receive in Eng-

land and abroad, Whitman revised, reinte
grated, and reordered all of his poems into 
the final 1881 edition of Leaves. of Grass. In 
1882, he published a prose companion to 

his pqems. titl~d Specimen Days,_ in which 
he refigures the events ofhis life a,nd times 
as a narrative of pe~sonal, national, and 
cosmic restoration. . , 

. The poems that Whitman wrote in the 
last. two decades o(his life; such as "Pas
sage to India" an,d ((Prayer of Columbus," 
are characterize·d by a leap away from the 
physical .landscape of Am~rica toward· a 
more traditionally religio~s vision of God's · 
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providence and spiritual grace. Despite 1~ 
apparent disillusionment with the materi 
conditions of America, however, Whitm: 
continued to name the · possibility of : 
other America. Figuring himself in the ir 
age of a new-world Columbus, he .conti. 
ued to imagine the possibility. of a _dem 
cratic golden world which, like the drea 
of a passage to India and a world in roun 
might bloom in some future· transform 
tion of vision into history: . 

· Bet,ry Erkk1 
Northwestern Universz 
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America does not repel the ·P,,iJ~1.0tf{th~f:'f.Uha5..J>Joduced under its forms or am: 
other politics or the ide~_""pff't:i'stes or the old religions-~'\. •.;,

7
,accepts the lesson wi1 

calmness ... is nobi§:6Ytihpatient as has been supposed th~?tlie'islo,µgp s.till sticks i 

opinions an~ers and literature while the life which served its reqt1itemeJJts h. 
passed into the new life of the new forms ... perceives that the corpse is slowly borr 
from the eating and sleeping rooms of the house ... perceives that it waits a litt 
while in the door ... that it was fittest for its days ... that its action has descend( 
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Walt Whitman, Song of lkfyse[f 
( l 892 version; original version, 1855) 

l 
I celebrate myself, and sing myself 
And what I assume you shall assume, 
For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you. 

I loaf~ and invite my soul, 
I lean and loafe at my ease observing a spear of summer grass. 

My tongue, every atom of my blood, form 'd from this soil, this air, 
Born here of parents born here from parents tlie same, and their parents 

the same, 
I, now thirty-seven years old in perfect health begin, 
Hoping to cease not till death. 

Creeds and schools in abeyance, 
Retiring back a while sufficed at what they are, but never forgotten, 
I harbor for good or bad, I permit to speak at every hazard, 
Nature without check with original energy. 

2 
Houses and rooms are full of perfumes, the shelves are crowded with 

perfumes, 
I breathe the fragrance myself and know it and like it, 
The distillation would intoxicate me also, but I shall not let it. 

The atmosphere is not a perfume, it has no taste of the distillation, it is 
odorless, 

It is for my mouth forever, I am in love \Vith it, 
1 will go to the bank by the wood and become undisguised and naked, 
I am mad for it to be in contact with me. 

The smoke of my own breath, 

Echoes, ripples, buzz'd whispers, love-root, silk-thread, crotch and 
\.'J Ile~ 

r.;ly respiration and inspiration, the beating of my heart, the passing of 
blood and air through my lungs, 

The sniff of green leaves and dry leaves, and of the shore and dark
C1Jlor' d sea-rocks, and of hay in the barn, 

The sound of the belch' d words of my voice loos' d to the eddies of the 
\Vind, 

/\ few light kisses, a frw embraces, a reaching around of arms, 
The play of shine and shade on the trees as the supple boughs wag, 
The delight alone or in the rush of the streets, or along the fields and 

hill-sides, 
The feeling of health, the full-noon trill, the song of me rising from bed 

and meeting the sun. 

Have you reckon'd a thousand acres much? have you reckon'cl the earth 
much? 

Have you practis'd so long to learn to read? 
I-lave you felt so proud to get at the meaning of poems? 

Stop this day and night \Vith me and you shall possess the origin of all 
poems, 

You shall possess the good of the earth and sun, (there are millions of 
suns left,) 

You shall no longer take things at second or third hand, nor look 
through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on the spectres in books, 

You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me, 
You shall listen to all sides and filter them from yourself. 

5 
I believe in you my soul, the other I am must not abase itself to you, 
And you must not be abased to the other. 

Loafe with me on the grass, loose the stop from your throat, 
Not words, not music or rhyme I want, not custom or lecture, not even 

the best, 
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Only the lull l like, the hum of your valved voice. 

I mind how once we lay such a transparent summer morning, 
How you settled your head athwart my hips and gently turn 'dover upon 

me, 
And parted the shirt from my bosom-bone, and plunged your tongue to 

my bare-stript heart, 
And reach'd till you felt my beard, and reach'd till you held my feet. 

Swiftly arose and spread around me the peace and knowledge that pass 
all the argument of the earth, 

And I know that the hand of God is the promise of my own, 
And I know that the spirit of God is the brother of my own, 
And that all the men ever born are also my brothers, and the women my 

sisters and lovers, 
And that a kelson of the creation is love, 
And limitless are leaves stiff or drooping in the fields, 
And brown ants in the little wells beneath them, 
And mossy scabs of the worm fence, !Jeap'd stones, elder, mullein and 

poke-weed. 

G 
A child said TY!zat is the grass? fetching it to me \Vith full hands; 
I-low could I ans\.ver the child? I do 1wt know what it is any more than 

he. 

I guess it must be the flag of my disposition, out of hopeful green stuff 
woven. 

Or I guess it is the handkerchief of the Lord, 
A scented gift and remembrancer designedly clropt 
Bearing the owner's name someway in the corners, that we may see and 

remark, and say l-Vlzose? 

Or I guess the grass is itself a child, the produced babe of the 
vegetation. 

Or I guess it is a uniform hieroglyphic, 
And it means, Sprouting alike in broad zones and narrow zones, 
Growing among black folks as among white, 
Kanuck, Tuckahoe, Congressman, Cuff, I give them the same, I receive 

them the same. 

And now it seems to me the beautiful uncut hair of graves. 

Tenderly will I use you curling grass, 
It may be you transpire from the breasts of young men, 
It may be if 1 had known them I would have loved them, 
[t may be you are from old people, or from offspring taken soon out of 

their mothers' laps, 
And here you are the mothers' laps. 

This grass is very dark to be from the white heads of old mothers, 
Darker than the colorless beards of old men, 
Dark to come from under the faint red roofs of mouths. 

0 I perceive after all so many uttering tongues, 
And I perceive they do not come from the roofs of mouths for nothing. 

l wish I could translate the hints about the dead young men and 
women, 

And the hints about old men and mothers, and the offspring taken soon 
out of their laps. 

What do you think has become of the young and old men? 
And what do you think has become of the women and children? 

They are alive and well somewhere, 
The smallest sprout shows there is really no deathi 
And if ever there was it led forward life, and does not wait at the end to 

arrest it, 
And ceas'd the moment life appear'd. 

2 
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All goes onward and outward, nothing collapses, 
And to die is different from what any one supposed, and luckier. 

7 
Has any one supposed it lucky to be born? 
I hasten to inform him or her it is just as lucky to die, and 1 know it. 

1 pass death with the dying and birth with the new-wash' d babe, and am 
not contain'd between my hat and boots, 

And peruse manifold objects, no two alike and every one good, 
The earth good and the stars good, and their adjuncts all good. 

I am not an earth nor an adjunct of an earth, 
I am the mate and companion of people, all just as immortal and 

fathom less as myself, 
(They do nol know how immortal, but I know.) 

Every kind for itself and its own, for me mine male and female, 
For me those that have been boys and that love women, 
For me the man that is proud and feels how it stings to be slighted, 
For me the sweet-heart and the old maid, for me mothers and the 

mothers of mothers, 
For me lips that have smiled, eyes that have shed tears, 
For me children and the begetters of children. 

U ndrape! you are not guilty to me, nor stale nor discarded, 
I see through the broadcloth and gingham whether or no, 
And am around, tenacious, acquisitive, tireless, and cannot be shaken 

away. 

10 
Alone far in the wilds and mountains I hunt, 
Wandering amazed at my own lightness and glee, 
ln the late afternoon choosing a safe spot to pass the night, 
Kindling a fire and broiling the fresh-kill 'd game, 

f='alli11g asleep on the gatber'd leaves with my dog and gun by my side. 

The '{ ankee clipper is under her sky-sails, she cuts the sparkle and 
scud, 

\,f y ,:-yes settle the land, J bend at her prow or shout joyously from the 
di~ck. 

The boatmen and clam-diggers arose early and stopt for me, 
1 tuck'd my trowser-ends in my boots and went and had a good time; 
You should have been with us that day round the chowder-kettle. 

l smv the marriage of the trapper in the open air in the far \Vest, the 
bride was a red girl, 

Her father and his friends sat near cross-legged and dumbly smoking, 
they had moccasins to their feet and large thick blankets hanging 
from their shoulders, 

On a bank lounged the trapper, he was drest mostly in skins, his 
luxuriant beard and curls protected his neck, he held his bride by the 
hand, 

She had long eyelashes, her head was bare, her coarse straight locks 
descended upon her voluptuous limbs and reach' cl to her feet. 

The runaway slave came to my house and stopt outside, 
I heard his motions crackling the twigs of the woodpile, 
Through the swung half-door of the kitchen 1 saw him limpsy and 

weak, 
And went where he sat on a log and led him in and assured him, 
And brought water and fill'd a tub for his sweated body and bruis'd 

feet, 
And gave him a room that enter' d from my own, and gave him some 

coarse clean clothes, 
And remember perfectly well his revolving eyes and his awkwardness, 
And remember putting plasters on the galls of his neck and ankles; 
He staid with me a week before he was recuperated and pass' d north, 
I had him sit next me at table, my fire-lock lean 'd in the corner. 

3 
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13 
The negro holds firmly the reins of his four horses, the block s,:vags 

underneath on its tied-over chain, 
The negro that drives the long dray of the stone-yard, steady and tall he 

stands pois'd on one leg on the string-piece, 
His blue shirt exposes his ample neck and breast and loosens over his 

hip-band, 
His glance is calm and commanding, he tosses the slouch of his hat 

away from his forehead, 
The sun falls on his crispy hair and mustache, falls on the black of his 

polish'd and perfect limbs. 

I behold the picturesque giant and love him, and I do not stop there, 
I go with the team also. 

ln me the caresser of life wherever moving, baclnvard as well as 
forward sluing~ 

To niches aside and junior bending, not a person or object missing, 
Absorbing all to myself and for this song. 

Oxen that rattle the yoke and chain or halt in the leafy shade, what is 
that you express in your eyes? 

It seems to me more than all the print l have read in my life. 

IVly tread scares the wood-drake and wood-duck on my distant and day-
long ramble, 

They rise together, they slmvly circle around. 

I believe in those wing'd purposes, 
And acknowledge reel, yellow, white, playing within me, 
And consider green and violet and the tufted crown intentional, 
And do not call the tortoise unworthy because she is not something 

else, 

And the jay in the woods never studied the gamut~ yet trills pretty well 
to me, 

And the look of the bay mare shames silliness out of me. 

15 
The pure contralto sings in the organ loft, 
The carpenter dresses his plank, the tongue of his foreplane whistles its 

wild ascending lisp, 
The married and unmarried children ride home to their Thanksgiving 

dinner, 
The pilot seizes.the king-pin, he heaves down with a strong arm, 
The mate stands braced in the whale-boat, lance and harpoon are ready, 

The cluck-shooter walks by silent and cautious stretches, 
The deacons are ordain'd with cross'd hands at the altar, 
The spinning-girl retreats and advances to the hum of the big wheel, 
The farmer stops by the bars as he walks on a First-day loafe and looks 

at the oats and rye, 
The lunatic is carried at last to the asylum a confirm'd case, 
(He ,viii never sleep any more as he did in the cot in his mother's bed-

room;) 
The jour printer with gray head and gaunt jaws works at his case, 
He turns his quid of tobacco while his eyes blurr with the manuscript; 
The malform 'd limbs are tied to the surgeon's table, 
What is removed drops horribly in a pail; 
The quadroon girl is sold at the auction-stand, the drunkard nods by the 

bar-room stove, 
The machinist rolls up his sleeves, the policeman travels bis beat, the 

gate-keeper marks who pass, 
The young fellow drives the express-wagon, (I love him, though I do 

not know him;) 
The half-breed straps on his light boots to compete in the race, 
The western turkey-shooting draws old and young, some lean on their 

rifles, some sit on logs, 
Out from the crowd steps the marksman, takes his position, levels his 

piece; 

The groups of newly-come immigrants cover the wharf or levee, 

4 
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As the woolly-pates hoe in the sugar-field, the overseer views them 
from his saddle, 

The bugle calls in the ball-room, the gentlemen run for their partners, 
the dancers bow to each other, 

The youth lies awake in the cedar-roof'd garret and harks to the musical 
rain, 

The Wolverine sets traps on the creek that helps fill the Huron, 
The squaw wrapt in her yellow-hernm 'd cloth is offering moccasins and 

bead-bags for sale,. 
The connoisseur peers along the exhibition-gallery with half-shut eyes 

bent sideways, 
As the deck-hands make fast the steamboat the plank is thrown for the 

shore-going passengers, 

The one-year wife is recovering and happy having a week ago borne 
her first child, 

The clean-hair'd Yankee girl works with her sewing-machine or in the 
factory or mill, 

The paving-man leans on bis two-handed rammer, the reporter's lead 
flies swiftly over the note-book, the sign-painter is lettering with blue 
and gold, 

The canal boy trots on the tow-path, the book-keeper counts at his desk, 
the shoemaker waxes his thread, 

The conductor beats time for the band and all the performers follow 
him, 

The child is baptized, the convert is making his first professions, 

The drover watching his drove sings out to them that would stray, 
The pedler sweats with his pack on his back, (the purchaser higgling 

about the odd cent;) 
The bride unrumples her white dress, the minute-hand of the clock 

moves slowly, 
The opium-eater reclines with rigid head and just-open'd lips, 

The prostitute draggles her shawl, her bonnet bobs on her tipsy and 

pimpled neck, 

The crowd laugh at her blackguard oaths, the men jeer and wink to each 
other, 

Uvliserable! I do not laugh at your oaths nor jeer you;) 
The President holding a cabinet council is surrounded by the great 

Secretaries, 
On the piazza walk three matrons stately and friendly with twined 

arms, 
The crew of the fish-smack pack repeated layers of halibut in the hold, 
The Missourian crosses the plains toting his wares and his cattle, 
As the fare-collector goes through the train he gives notice by the 

jingling of loose change, 
The floor-men are laying the floor, the tinners are tinning the roof, the 

masons are calling for mo1iar, 
In single file eath shouldering his hod pass onward the laborers; 
Seasons pursuing each other the indescribable crowd is gather'd, it is 

the fourth of Seventh-month, (what salutes of cannon and small 
arms!) 

Seasons pursuing each other the plougher ploughs, the mower mows, 
and the winter-grain falls in the ground; 

Off on the lakes the pike-fisher watches and waits by the hole in the 
frozen surface, 

The stumps stand thick round the clearing, the squatter strikes deep 
with his axe, 

Flatboatmen make fast towards dusk near the cotton-wood or pecan
trees, 

Coon-seekers go through the regions of the Red river or through those 
cl.rain' d by the Tennessee, or through those of the Arkansas, 

Torches shine in the dark that hangs on the Chattahooche or 
Altamahaw, 

Patriarchs sit at supper with sons and grandsons and great-grandsons 
around them, 

In walls of adobie, in canvas tents, rest hunters and trappers after their 

day's sp01i, 

The city sleeps and the country sleeps, 
The living sleep for their time, the dead sleep for their time, 

5 
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The old husband sleeps by his wife and the young husband sleeps by 
his wife; · 

And these tend inward to me, and 1 tend outward to them, 
And such as it is to be of these more or less I am, 
And of these one and all I ·weave the song of myself. 

16 
I am of old and young, of the foolish as much as the wise, 
Regardless of others, ever regardful of others, 
Maternal as well as paternal, a child as \Vell as a man, 
Stuff'd with the stuff that is coarse and stuff'd with the stuff that is 

fine, 
One of the Nation of many nations, the smallest the same and the 

largest the same, 
A Southerner soon as ·a Northerner, a planter nonchalant and hospitable 

down by the Oconee I live, 
A Yankee bound my own \Vay ready for trade, my joints the limberest 

joints on earth and the sternest joints on earth, 
A Kentuckian walking the vale of the Elkhorn in my deer-skin leggings, 

a Louisianian or Georgian, 
A boatman over lakes or bays or along coasts, a Hoosier, Badger, 

Buckeye; 
At home on Kanadian snow-shoes or up in the bush, or with fishermen 

off Newfoundland, 
At home in the fleet of ice-boats, sailing with the rest and tacking, 
At home on the hills of Vermont or in the woods or Maine, or the 

Texan ranch, 
Comrade of Californians, comrade of free North-Westerners, (loving 

their big proportions,) 
Comrade of ransmen and coal men, comrade of all who shake hands and 

welcome to drink and meat, 
A learner with the simplest, a teacher of the thoughtfullest, 
A novice beginning yet experient of myriads of seasons, 
Of every hue and caste am I, of every rank and religion, 
A farmer, mechanic, artist, gentlemani sailor, quaker, 
Prisoner, fancy-man, rowdy, lawyer, physician, priest. 

1 resist any thing better than my own diversity, 
Breathe the air but leave plenty after me, 
And am not stuck up, and am in my place. 

(The 1110th and the fish-eggs are in their place, 
I he bright suns I see and the dark suns I cannot see are in their place, 
The palpable is in its pface and the impalpable is in its place.) 

24 
Walt Whitman, a kosmos, of Manhattan the son, 
Turbulent, :lleshy, sensual, eating, drinking and breeding, 
No sentimentalist, no stander above men and women or apart from 

them, 
No :narc modest than immodest. 

Unscrew the locks from the doors! 
Unscrew the doors themselves from their jambs! 

\:Vhoever degrades another degrades me, 
And whatever is done or said returns at last to me. 

Through me the af:llatus surging and surging, through me the current 
and index. 

l speak the pass-word primeval, I give the sign of democracy, 
By God! I will accept nothing which all cannot have their counterpart 

of on the same terms. 

Through me many long dumb voices, 
Voices of the interminable generations of prisoners and slaves, 
Voices of the diseas'd and despairing and of thieves and dwarfs, 
Voices of cycles of preparation and accretion, 
And of the threads that connect the stars, and of wombs and of the 

father-stuff, 
And of the rights of them the others are down upon, 

G 
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or the deform' d, trivial, flat, foolish, despised, 
Fog in the air, beetles rolling balls of dung. 

Through me forbidden voices, 
Voices of sexes and lusts, voices veil' d and I remove the veil, 
Voices indecent by me clarified and transfigur'd. 

l do not press my fingers across my mouth, 
I keep as de! icate around the bowels as around the head and heart, 
Copulation is no more rank to me than death is. 

I believe in the flesh and the appetites, 
Seeing, hearing, feeling, are miracles, and each part and tag of me is a 

miracle. 

Divine am I inside and out, and I make holy v,:h~tever I touch or am 
touch'd from, 

The scent of these arm-pits aroma finer than prayer, 
This head more than churches, bibles, and all the creeds. 

If I worship one thing more than another it shall be the spread of my 
ovm body, or any part of it, 

Translucent mould of me it shall be you! 
Shaded ledges and rests it shall be you! 
Firm masculine colter it shall be you! 
Whatever goes to the tilth of me it shall be you! 
You my rich blood! your milky stream pale strippings of my life! 
Breast that presses against other breasts it shall be you! 
My brain it shall be your occult convolutions! 
Root of wash'd sweet-flag! timorous pond-snipe! nest of guarded 

duplicate eggs! it shall be you! 
Mix'd tussled hay of head, beard, brawn, it shall be you! 
Trickling sap of maple, fibre of manly wheat, it shall be you! 

Sun so generous it shall be you! 

Vapors lighting and shading my face it shall be you! 
You sweaty brooks and dews it shall be you! 

Winds whose soft-tickling genitals rub against me it shall be you! 
Broad muscular fields, branches of live oak, loving lounger in my 

,vinding paths, it shall be you! 
Hc:rnds 1 have taken, face l have kiss'd, mortal l have ever touch'd, it 

shall be you. 

i du Le on myself, there is that lot of me and all so luscious, 
Each moment and whatever happens thrills me with joy, 
I cannot tell how my ankles bend, nor whence the cause of my faintest 

wish, 
Nor the cause of the friendship I emit, nor the cause of the friendship I 

take again. 

That 1 walk up my stoop, I pause to consider if it really be, 
/\ morning-glory at my window satisfies me more than the metaphysics 

of books. 

To behold the day-break! 
The little light fades the immense and diaphanous shadows, 
The air tastes good' to my palate. 

Hefts of the moving world at innocent gambols silently rising freshly 
exuding, 

Scooting obliquely high and low. 

Something 1 cannot see puts upward libidinous prongs, 
Seas of bright juice suffuse heaven. 

The earth by the sky staid ,vith, the daily close of their junction, 
The heav'd challenge from the east that moment over my head, 
The mocking taunt, See then whether you shall be master! 

27 
To be in any form, what is that? 
(Round and round we go, all of us, and ever come back thither,) 

7 
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If nothing lay rnore develop'd the quahaug in its callous shell \Vere 
enough. 

Mine is no callous shell, 
I have instant conductors all over me whether I pass or stop, 
They seize every object and lead it harmlessly through me. 

I. merely stir, press, feel with my fingers, and am happy, 
To touch my person to some one else's is about as much as I can stand. 

28 
ls lhis then a touch? quivering me to a new identity, 
Flames and ether making a rush for my veins, 
Treacherous tip of me reaching and crowding to help them, 
J'Vly flesh and blood playing out lightning to strike what is hardly 

different from myself, ' 
011 all sides prurient provokers stiffening my limbs, 
Straining the udder of my heart for its withheld drip, 
Behaving licentious toward me, taking no denial, 
Depriving me of my best as for a purpose, 
Unbuttoning my clothes, holding me by the bare waist, 
Deluding my confusion with the calm of the sunlight and pasture

fields, 
Immodestly sliding the fellow-senses away, 
They bribed to swap qff with touch and go and graze at the edges of 

me, 
No consideration, no regard for my draining strength or my anger, 
Fetching the rest of the herd around to enjoy them a while, 
Then all uniting to stand on a headland and worry me. 

The sentries desert every other part of me, 
They have left me helpless to a red marauder, 
They all come to the headland to witness and assist against me. 

I am given up by traitors, 

l talk wildly, l have lost my wits, 1 and nobody else am the greatest 
traitor, 

f went myself first to the headland, my o,vn hands carried me there. 

You villain touch! what are you doing? my breath is tight in its throat, 
Unclench your floodgates, you are too much for me. 

· 33 

I am the hounded slave, 1 wince at the bite of the clogs, 
Hell and despair are upon me, crack and again crack the marksmen, 
I clutch the rails of the fence, my gore dribs, thinn'd with the ooze of 

my skin, 
r fall on the ,veeds and stones, 
The riders spur their unwilling horses, haul close, 
Taunt my dizzy ears and beat me violently over the head with whip

stocks. 

Agonies are one of my changes of garments, 
I do not ask the wounded person how he feels, I myself become the 

wounded person, 
My hurts turn livid upon me as I lean on a cane and observe. 

lam the mash 'd fireman with breast-bone broken, 
Tumbling walls buried me in their debris, 
Heat and smoke 1 inspired, [ heard the yelling shouts of my comrades, 
I heard the distant click of their picks and shovels, 
They have clear'd the beams away, they tenderly lift me fo1ih. 

I lie in the night air in my red shi1i, the pervading hush is for my sake, 
Painless after all l lie exhausted but not so unhappy, 
White and beautiful are the faces around me, the heads are bared of 

their fire-caps, 
The kneeling crowd fades with the light of the torches. 

Distant and dead resuscitate, 
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They show as the dial or move as the hands of me, I am the clock 
myself. 

Jam an old artillerist, l tell of my fort's bombardment, 
1 am there again. 

Again the long roll of the drummers, 
Again the attacking cannon, mortars, 
Again to my listening ears the cannon responsive. 

1 take part, I see and hear the whole, 
The cries, curses, roar, the plaudits for well-aim' d shots, 
The ambulanza slowly passing trailing its red drip, 
Workmen searching after damages, making indispensable repairs, 
The fall of grenades through the rent root: the fan-shaped explosion .. 
The whizz of limbs, heads, stone, \Vood, iron, high in the air. 

51 
The past and present wilt-I have fiWd them, emptied them, 
And proceed to fill my next fold of the future. 

Listener up there! what have you to confide to me? 
Look in my face while I snuff the sidle of evening, 
(Talk honestly, no one else hears you, and 1 stay only a minute longer.) 

Do I contradict myself? 
Very well then I contradict myself, 
(I am large, I contain multitudes.) 

l concentrate tO\vard them that are nigh, I wait on the door-slab. 

Who has done his day's work? who will soonest be through with his 
supper? 

Who wishes to walk with me? 

Will you speak before I am gone? will you prove already too late? 

52 
The spotted hawk swoops by and accuses me, he complains of my gab 

and my loitering. 

r tcc1 am not a bit tamed, I too am untranslatable, 
1 sound my barbaric ymvp over the roofs of the world. 

The last scud of day holds back for me, 
It flings my likeness after the rest and true as any on the shadow'd 

wilds, 
It coaxes me to the vapor and the dusk. 

I depart as air, I shake my white locks at the runaway sun, 
I effuse my llesh in eddies, and drift it in lacy jags. 

I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass l love, 
lfyou want me again look for me under your boot-soles. 

You will hardly know who 1 am or what I mean, 
But [ shall be good health to you nevertheless, 
And filter and fibre your blood. 

Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged, 
Missing me one place search another, 
l stop somewhere waiting for you. 

9 
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lJ1i1)1_1cv\·a). I h:1w u.c;ed wine llf the corTfCt 11a1ues combined with 

111nrc fomili,u usages, such as "Siou:-,c~' and "N:waio." Except in 111;1-

tcri~il that is quoted, I du11't use the term "tribe." "C\.>l11lllllllity," 

"people," c.rnd "11atiu11" ;u:e used instead ,rnd i ntcrcl1;,tngeably. l ;1 lso 

re(r;1i11 from using ''Arncrica'' allll "American" whe11 referring oulr 
tu the Ullitcd States and iLs citizens. ·r1iuse blatantly i111perialistic 

1cr111s a1111oy people i11 the rest of the \Vestern Hemisphere, ·who ·are, 

after all, also A111crica11s. l use "Uuited SL.Hes'· ;;1s a noun and "US" 

a:-; a11 adjective to relcr to the cou11try ;._1nd "US Americans'' for its 
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THIS LAND 

\Ve L11"e /;ere to educate, not (orgiue. 

\Ve tZre here to e11lig/1ten, not llccuse. 

-Willie Johns, Brighton Seminole Rescrvatiu11, Florida 

Under the crust of that portion of Earth called the United State~~ uf 

America-"from California ... to the Gulf Strea111 waters"-;irc 

iuterred the bones, villages, fields, and sacred ubjccts of A111c-rica11 

Indians. 1 They cry out for their stories to be heard through their de

scendants who carry the memories of how the country was fou11ded 

anJ how it came to be as it is today. 

It should not have happened that the great civilizations nf the 

\Vestern Hemisphere, the very euidence of the \'v'estern 1-Icmisphc:-c, 

were wantonly destroyed, the gradual progress of humanity inter

rupted and set upon a path of greed a11d destructio11. 2 Choices were 

mcide that forged that path toward destructiou of life itself-the 
moment in which we now live and die ~1s our planet shrivels. over

heated. TL'. learn and know this history is both a 11ccessit~; ;111d ;1 

responsibility to the ancestors and Jesce11da11ts of ,ill parties. 

\Vhat historian David Chang has written about the lane.I that 

became Oklahoma applies to tbe whole United States: "Nation, race. 

and class converged in land.'' 3 Everythi11g in US history is abuut tl1c 

land-who overs,nv and cultivated it, fished its waters, maintained 

its "vildlife; who invaded aud stole it; how it became a corn111od

ity ("real estate") broken into pieces to be bought and sold 011 the 

market. 

US policies anJ actions related to lndigenous peoples, though 
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()fte11 ter111cd "r;.1cisl'' <.lr '\liscrimi11atu1·y,'' are rarely Jepicted ;_,s 

,ylJ,1r they ,uc: ,:lassie c,1ses t1f i111peri,1hs111 ,rnd a 11,irticular form()\ 

cult.111 i,1 lis111-set tier culc111 iJ I is 111. 1\s ;111tl1ru[)Plugist Patrick \V'ui fr. 
writes, "The question uf ge11ucide is 11cver far !ru111 discussions uf set-

1le1 culo11ialis111. Lu1d is lile-tir, at le1$t. lan·d is necessary for lite."
4 

The history of tlie U11itcd St;_1tes is a hi.story l1C settler colo11ial

is111--thc fou11di11g ut a state based u11 the ideology d white su

prenWC)\ the widespread practice of African slavery, aud a policy 

{}f genocide ,rnd la!ld thelt. Those who seek history with an upbeat 

c11di11g, a history or redc111ptiu11 a11J 1-cc1.rncili,1tio11, may look around 

,llld observe dut such ,1 Cl)I1clusio11 is not visible, not eve11 in utopian 

drca1us of cl better societr. 

Writing US liistury ll'um c111 lt1digeuuus pe11ples· perspective re-

quires rethi11ki11g the co11se11sual uatio1wl 11,1L-r,11ive. That 1wrrative 

is \\'l'Ollg ur delicienl, 110l in its focts, dates, or details but rnther in 

its t·ssence. luliere11r in the myth v'e'vc been taught is an embrace nl 

settler coloni~1lislll and t-cuuciJe. The u1yth persists, not for a lack 

of I rec speech or poverty of infur111atio11 but rather for an ahsence 

()r 111otivatio11 lo ask quesliu11s tk1t challc11ge die cure of the scripted 

narrative of the urigi11 story. Jlow might acknuwlcdgiug the reality 

or US history w()rk to tr;111sfL1ri11 socicly? Th,_11 is i:lic central question 

tli is book pu rsucs. 
Tc;.1ehi11g Native i\merica11 studies, l always begin with a sim-

pk exercise. l ,1sk slmlcnts to quickly d ra\v a rough outline of the 

U11ited St:Hes at the time it gained i11Jepe11dencc from Britain. ln

\'ari;1bly must dr;1w the ;1ppruxi111ate present shape of the United 

Sutcs from the /\tlamic 1u tlie Pacilic--thc ccn1ti11ental territory not 

fully appropri;1led u11til a cc11tury after imlepenclcuce. \Vhat became 

iJ1dcpeudc11t i11 178J were tlte tl1irtern Uritish colonies hugging the 

Atlantic shore. \Vhc11 called un this. :;;tudcnts are embarrassed be
cause they k11ow better. I assure d1crn that they are not alone. l call 

tiiis a R.orsclwch test of u11co11sciuus ''·]1]at1ifcst ,Jestiuy/ embeclcled 

in llie 111it1ds uf uearly cveryoue i11 the United States and arounJ tl1e 

wurld. This test reflects the seeming iuevitability of US extent and 
pu-,ver, its Jcstiny, with ;111 in11,licatiun thclt the co11ti11e11t had previ

uu:dy been terra 11u!li11s, ;1 Lllld \Vithoul ~1cople. 
\Voudy Guthrie\ "This Lllld ls Yuur Land" celebrates that the 

land belongs to everyone, rdlectiJJg tbe u11cu11sciuus m;rn i lest des

tiny we live wilh. But the exteusion of the United States i'r<1111 sci 1.,i 

shining sea was the intention a11J desigll of the country's luu11dcr:). 
"Free" land was the magnet that attr,1cted Eun~pe;._rn settlers. i\Ln1~· 

were slave o,..vners who desired limitless laud fen lucrative cash crur,:-. 

After the war for independence but preceding the writing oJ the US 

Coustitution, the Continental Congress produced the Nonhwesl 

Ordinance. This was tl1e first law ot the incipient republic, r<:'.vc<1liug 

the motive for those desiring independence. It was the blucprinr fen: 

gobbling up the British-prulected lnJia11 Tcrrilory ("Ohio Coun

try'') on the other side of the Appalachians and Alleghenies. Britain 

h;1d made settlement there illegal with tlie ProcL1111ation of 176 3. 

ln 1801, President Jefferson aptly described the nc,v settler-sLite's 

intentions for horizontal and vertical continental expansiou, staling: 

"I-hnvever our present interests may restrain us ·within our own lim

its, it is impossible not to look forward tu distant times, when uur 

rapid multiplication ,.vill expand itself beyond those limits anJ cuver 

the whole northern, if 11ot the souther11 continent, with a people 

speaking the same language, governed iu sirniLir form by simiL.ir 

laws." This vision of manifest destiny found form a few years Liter in 

the J\1lo11roe Doctrine, signaling the intention of a1rncxing or dom i

nating former Spanish colonial territories in the J\ 111ericas and tlie Pa

cific, which woul<l be put into practice cluring the rest of the century. 

Origin narratives form the vital core of a people's unifying ide1i

tity anJ of the values rhat guide them. ln the United States, che 
founding anJ development of the A11glo-American scttlcr-sLltc i11-

volves a narrative about Puritan settlers who h~1d a cuve11a11t with 

God to take the land. That pa rt of the origin st·ory is suppoll cd :rnd 

reinforced by the Columbus myth aml the "Doctrine uf Discovery." 

A.ccording to a series of ]ate-flfteenth-ccnrury pap:1] bulls, Euwpcan 

nations acquired title to the lands they "Jiscovered'' and tlic l11di,1:-;

enous inhabitants lost their natural right to that land after Eurupc

ans arrived am! claimed it. 5 As law professor Robert A. \Villi,11m 

observes about the Doctrine of Discovcrv: 

Responding to the reyuireme11ts of a paraJoxiG1i age u( Re

naissance ;:rnd Inquisition, the \\lest's lirst modern d iscuu rscs 
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p/ collqucst ,1nicuL11ed ;1 , isio11 of al! liunwnkiuJ united 

u11i..lcr a rule 11f Lnv disuiver;;ible solely by hu111a11 re;-1sot1. Uu

l(Jrtur1~1tely [(11· the Ar11ericrn [11Jia11, the \Vest\ first tentatin: 

stq1s tuwards this uublc vision of ,-1 Law of Nations contaiucJ 

,1 rnamlate lur Europe's subjugation of all peoples wliuse radi

c;1 I divcrge11Ce frum Euro pea 11-de.rived norms of right conduct 

sil!.11i!ied their need for conquest and remediation.'; 

!"he Columbus 111rth sui;gests that from US independence 011-

,v,ird, colonial settlers s,1v,· themselves as part of a world system of 

colu11izatiu11. "Colu111bic1," the poetic, Lati11;:1tc name use<l in refer

cncr to the Uuited St.Hes rrorn its founding throughout the 11ine

tren!l1 century, w,1s based u11 the name Llf Christopher Columbus. 

The "Lllld of Columbus" ,vas--,rnd still is--represcntcd by the im

age of a w011w11 i11 sculptures and paintings, by institutions such 

as Culurnbia University, am\ by cou11tless place 11ames, inclu<liug 

that of the mllioual capit .. d, the District of Columbia. 7 The 1798 

ln'11111 "HaiL Columbia'' was the e .. 1 rly ·national authem and is now 

used whenever the vice president of the United States makes a pub

lic ,1r.1 pc,1ra11cc, and Columbus Day is still c1 federal holiday despite 

Culu111bus 11cvcr liaviug set foot on ,rny territory ever claimed by the 

United States'. 
Traditio11ally, historiaus of the United States hoping to have suc-

ccs::;[ul careers in acadelllia and to author lucrative school textbooks 

bec.1mc protecturs of this origin myth. '\-Vith the cultural upheavals 

i11 the acaJemic world Ju.ring the JLJ(;os, engendered by the civil 

rights J11ove111e11t and stuJe11t activism, historians came to call for 

tihjectivity and fairness in revising iuterpretations of US history. 

They warned against 1110raliziug, urging instead a dispassionate 

,111d culturally rebtive approach. Historian Bernard Sheehan, in an 

i1ill11e11tial essay, calle<l for a _"cultural contlict" u11dersta11dt1Jg of 

Na! ive-Euru-f\ lllerican relatibns in the early Un itcJ States, \.Vriting 

that this appru,1ch "di ff uses the !urns of gu.i It. "11 In striving for "ba l

'-uicc," however, liisturia11s spouted platitudes: "There were good 

:\lid had people 011 both sides.'' "i\meriecm culture is an amalgarn-~1.

ticrn pf a I l its ethnic groups.'' "A frontier is a zo11e of inter;;-iction be
r wcc11 cultures, nut rnerely aJvanciug European s<~ttlements.'' 

Later, trendy postmodernist studies insisted (_111 lmliµ;cnous 

"agency" under the guise of individual and collective c111powern1ent, 

making the casualties of colonialism respousiblc for the.ir uw11 de
mise. Perhaps worst of all, some claimed (and still claim) that the 

colonizer and colonized experienced ~lll "encounter'' and engaged 

in "dialogue,'' thereby masking reality v.:ith justilicatiuns and ratio

nalizations-in short, apologies ior one-sided robbery and murJer. 

ln focusing on "cultural change" and "conflict between cultures," 

these st:u<lies avoid fundameutal questions about the formatiu11 of 

the United States and its implic..Hio11s fur the present and future. 

This approach to history allows one to safely put aside prese11t re

sponsibility for continued harm done by that p<1st a11d the questions 

of reparations, restitution, and reordering society. 9 

.tvlulticulturalism became the cutting edge of post-civil-rights

movement US history revisionism. For this scheme tu wurk-a11<l 

affirm US historical progress-Indigenous nations and cummu11itics 

bad to be left out of the picture. As territorially ,rnd t:reaty-bascd 

peoples in North America, they did not fit the grid uf multicultur

alism but were included by transfor111iug them into an inchoate 

oppressed racial group, while colo11ized IVle:xicau J\mcricans and 

Puerto Ricans were dissolveJ into another such group, v;,iriously 

called "Hispanic'' or "Latino.'' The multicultural approach ernpha

sized the "contributions" of individuals from opprcsscJ groups lo 

the country's assumed greatness. indigenous peoples were thus cred

ited with corn, beans, buckskin, log cabins, park,is, maple syrup, 

canoes, hundreds of place names, Thanksgiving, and even the c011-

cepts of democracy and federalism. But this idea of the gift-giving 

Indian helping to establish and enrich the development oF the United 

States is an insidious smoke screen meant to obscure the L1ct tlwt tlie 

very existence of the country is a result of the luuti11g of an entire 

continent aud its resources. The fu11d;:imc11Lal unresolved issues (if 

Indigenous lands, treaties, and sovereignty could 11ot but scuttle the 

premises of multiculturalism. 

\Vith multiculturalism, manifest destiny wun the day. As ;rn 

example, in 1994~ Prentice Hall (part uf Pcarso11 EducaLiun) puh

lished a new college-level US history text book, ~1uthored by fuu r 

members of a nevv generation of revisionist histori,.111s. These r,.H.I ica I 
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suci,tl liistori~111s ;_1re all hrillia11t schuLus with [)osts in prestigious 

universities. Tlie buok's title rcllccts ti1e inte11t of its autlwrs and 

publisher: Out o//\1<1ny: /\ 1--listury o(the ;\mcric:,zn People. The ori

gi11 story of a supposedly Lrnitary 11atiu11, albeit tlO'vV multicultural, 

rcl1lai11ed iutact. The original cuvcr dcsig11 featured a multicolored 

wovc11 fabric-this i111,1ge 111e,rnt to sta11d in place of the discredited 

"lllcltiug pot." luside~ facing the tide pag•:, was ~1 photograph uf a 

l',Liv,1jo "vunwu, dressed furin,1lly in velvet and adorned with heavy 

sterliug silver and turquuise jewelry. With a traditional N;..wajo 

dwel I in~;, a hug,111, i 11 the k1ckgruu nd, tl1e wu111a11 \Vas shown k11eel

i 11g i11 frot1L of ,1 traJ.itio,wl luu111, we,1viug ,1 ucarly linished rug. 

The design? The Stars a!lll Stripes! The authors, upou ltearins my 

Clbjcctiuu al\d cxpbnatiu11 that Navajo weavers 111,1ke their livings 

oll co111rnissiu11cd wurk tl1at iucludes the desired design, .resr•onJed: 

''But it's ;,1 real plwtugra1 1 li.'' Tu lhe authors' credit, i11 the second 

cditiun they replaced the C<.1ver plioi-ogrzq:ih and rernoveJ the Nan1jo 

picture inside. although the narrative text remains unchanged. 

i\ware11ess 01· the settkr-colu11ialist context of US history \,Vfit

i11g is esselllial if u11e is to aYoid tlte laziness uf the default position 

<rnd the trap of a mytl10lugic;;il u11cuuscious b,dief in ma11ifest cles

ti11y. The for111 ul cnlunialism tlwt the lndigen,Jus peuples of North 

J\ 111crica have experienced was uwdern fro111 the begin11ing: the ex-

11;111siun of Europc .. rn corporations, hacked by government armies, 

iulo furcign areas, with suhsequent cxpropriatio11 uf lands and re

sciurces. Settler colo11ialisrn is a ge11ocidal policy. Native nations and 

cum111unities, while struggling lO m'-1iutai11 lundarncntal values anJ 

culkctivity, have from the begi1111i11g resisted u10Jern colonialism 

using both dde11sive and 1.1ffe11sive techniques~ i1icluding the mod

ern forms of ~1r111ed resistance ul· natioual liberation movements and 

what· 110w is called terrorism. ln every insta11ce they have fought for 

survival as peoples. The ulJjective of US colu11i<1list authorities was 

to tt-r111i11ate their existence as peoples-uot as random individuals. 

Thi;; is the \Try dd1nitiu11 of modern genocide as contra.steel with 

prrn1udern instances of extreme violence that did nut have the goal 

ur cxti11ctiu11. The United Stales as a suciocconumic and political 

rnlity is a result of this cemuries-loug and 011guiug colonial process. 

Modern Indigenous natiom and communities are .sucicties formed 
by their resistance to colonialism. through which they have curied 

their practices and histories. It is breathtaking, but nu miracle, that 

they have survived as peoples. 

To say that the United States is a colonialist settler-state is not 

to make an accusation but rather to face historical reality, \.virhout 

which consideration not much in US history makes sense, u11les~ 

Indigenous peoples are erased. But Indigenous nations, through JT

sistance, have survived and bear witness to this history. In the er:1 

of worldwide decolonization in the second half of the twentieth cen

tury, the former colonial powers and their intellectual apolugists 

mounted a counterforce, often called neocolou ial ism, from wli ich 

multiculturalism and postmodernisrn emerged. 1\lthough much 

revisionist US history reflects neocolonialist strategy-an attcmpr 

tu accommodate new realities in order tu retain the do111i11a11ce-

11cocolonialist methods signal victory for the colonized. Such ap

proaches pry off a lid long kept tightly fastened. One result hc1s been 

the presence of significant numbers of Indigenous scholars iu US 
universities ,,vho are changing the terms of a11;:1[ysis. The main ch,1'

lenge for scholars in revising US history in the context uf colouialisrn 

is not lack of information, nor is it one of methodo.logy. CertaiJJly 

difficulties with documentation a re 110 more problematic tl1;111 they 

are in any other area of research. Rather, the source of the prublcllls 

has been the refusal or inability of US historians to cumprehe11d -the 

nature of their own history, US history. The fu11da111c11tal prub.lern is 

the absence of the colonial framework. 

Through economic penetration of Indigenous societies, the Eu

ropean and Euro-American colonial pov,1ers created economic de

pendency and imbalance of trade, then incorporatc<l the lmlige11ous 

nations into spheres of influence and coutrollecl them imlirenly i_ff 

as protectorates, with indispensable use of Christian missicrnaries 

am! alcohol. In the case of US settler colonialism, land was the pri

m~uy commodity. With such obvious indicators of culonic1 lisrn at 

work, why should so many interpretations of US politica l-eco11ult1 ic 

development be convoluted and obscure, avoidillg the obvious? To 
some extent, the twentieth-century emergence of the field of· "US 
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\Vest" or "BorderLrnJs" li istury has been furceJ ir1lu an i11cornplele 

c.111d IL.nved settler-colonialist lrc.11ncwork. The fotlicr of drnt field ,,f 
liist()ry, Frederick _l;1ckso11 Turuer, curifcsseJ c1S llllll:'1 in 1901: "OL:r 

Cl.>k111i,d systc111 did t1ot st arr with the Spanish \X:ar l1898j; rli,_: U.S. 

h;1d had a coluni;il history and policy Imm the hegin11ing of the 

1Ze1)ublic; but they have been hidden under tlte phraseology uf 'inter

state migration' a ud 'tcrritoria I orga 11iz:Hiu11."' Ill 

Settler colo11ialis111, as c.111 it1stitutiou ur system, requires violence 

t1r t lie th real u( viulence to attain its goals. People do not hand over 

their bnJ, resc1urces, children, and futures without a fight, and that 

ligl1L is 111ct vvitl1 vip\ci1cc. lu crnployi11g the force necessary to ac

cu111plish its c:;,,;pa11siouist g(ic.ils, a colonizing regime institutioualizes 

,,·iole11ce. The 11otio11 that settler-indigenous conflict is an inevitable 

11rc1duct of cultural dilterenccs and misunderstandings, or that vio

lc1Ke was co111111it led equc1 lly by the culou i:z:ed and the colonizer, 

blurs the nature uf the historical proce::;ses. Euro-Alllerican colouial

ism, an aspect of the c~11,it;;ilisl ecu110111ic globaliz.aticrn, had from its 

hq:i11ni11gs a se1wcidal tcmlcncy. 

The terr11 "ge11cKide" was coined following the Shoah, or 1-lo

loe:rnst, and its prc.1liibitio11 was e11slirined i11 the United Nations 

cull vc11tio11 adopted in 1L14R: the UN Ce1nvention on the Prevention 

and Pu11ishu1c11t of the Crirne of Genocide. The co11ventio11 is not 

rel roactive but is applicable to US-l11dige11ous relations since 1988, 

when the US Senate ratilied it. The terms of the geno'cide convention 

,.11c also usdul tools for historical a11alysis of the effects of colo11ial-

1s111 in any cr;1. 111 the co11ve11tiu11, a11y une of J-ive ,1cts is considered 

~e11ocide if "co1111nittcd with i11te11t to destroy, in whole or in part, a 

11,.llioual, etlrnical, racial or religious gniup": 

killing 111embers of the group; 

Grnsing serious bodily ur men ta I lw rm to members of the group; 

deliberately i111licti11g 011 the group ctinditions uf life 

calculated tu hri11g about its physical drstructiun in whole 

or i11 part; 
i111posi11g mcasu res intended tu prevent births within the 

grou~,; 
forcibly transferring chilJrcn of the brc,up lo another group.\ 1 

ln the 1990s, the term "ethnic cleansing" bcca111c a useful descrip

ri\'e term for genociJe. 

US history, as well as inherited indigenous trauma, cannot be 
unJerstood without dealing with the ge11ocide th.H the U11itcd 

States committeJ against Indigenous peoples. Frn111 the colo11 i<1 I 1:ie

riod through the founding of the United States ;llld continuing in 

the twenty-11rst century, this has entailed torture, terror, sexual 

abuse~ massacres, systematic military occupc.1tiu11s, rcnH)v;:ds uf 111-

digcnous peoples from their ancestral territories, and removals of 
Indigenous children to military-like boarding scliuvls. The ;.1hsc11ee 

of even the slightest note of regret or tragedy in the c11111ual celebr,1-

tio11 of the US independence betrays a deep discu1111ect i11 thl' co11.

sciousness of US Americans. 

Settler colonialism is inherently genocidal in tcrn1s of the grnu

cide convention. In the case of the British North American culu

J1ies and the United States, not only extermination and remuval 

were practiced but also the disappearing of the prior cxistt·nce uf 

Indigenous peoples-and this continues to be pcrpctuatcJ in loci! 

histories. Anishinaabe (Ojibwe) historian Jean O'Brien uamcs this 

practice of writing Indians out of existence "l1rsti11g and lasting.'' 

All over the continent, local histories, monurnc11ts, ;;rnd sigrwge 11,H·· 

rate the story of first settlement: the foundcr(s), the first scliuol, fir.st 

dwelling, first everything, as if there had never been ocrnpa nts who 

thrived in those places before Euro-Americans. 011 the other ha11d, 

the national narrative tells of "last'' lnJians c1r last trihes, such as 

"the last of the lvlohicans," "lslii, the List l11Ji,111," and Endo( tl1e 

Trail, as a famous sculpture by James Earle Fraser is titlecl. 12 

Documented policies of genocide 011 the part of US adllli11istra

tions can be identified in at least four d istiuct periods: the Jackso

nian era of forced removal; the California gold rush in Nonhern 

California; the post-Civil War era of the so-called Indian \Vars in 

the Great Plains; and the .1950s termination period, all of which ,ire 

discussed in the following chapters. Cases of genocide carried out 

as policy may be found in historical documents as well as in the 

oral histories of I nJigenous communities. An example fro1n 1g73 

is typical, with General \Villiam T. Sherman writing, "We must 

act ,vith vindictive earnestness against the Sioux, even to their 
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t':\ler111in~1tio11, 111c11, wo111c1i and cliild1e11 ... during an assault:, 

r!ic sulJicrs ca11 11ut p;1use tu distinguish bct:wee11 male and female, 

(1r 1~·ve11 discri111i11<1lt' ~1s tu ;1ge.''13 ,1\s .l1atri1.:k Wolfr has noteJ~ the 

11 eculi;1rity uf settln culu11ialism is that the goal is elimination of 

l11Lligc11uus popul.itiuns in {)rdcr to make land av;1iiablc ro settlers. 

Th:1t project is Il()I. limited tu goveriunem po.licy, but rather involves 

<ill ki11Js uf aµ,c11cics, V(_)lu11Larv militias, and the settlers themselves 
;1cli11g 011 their nw11. 1

•
1 

I 11 the w::1 kc pf the US 19 50s tcrmi 11atio11 <rnd relocation poli

cic .. ;, a pan-lmligettous 111uverne11t arose in tandem with the power

ful ,\rricrn f\111eric111 civil rights rnove111ent and the broad-based 

social justice ;rnJ ::111tiwar rnuve111cms of the 11:,160s. The Indigenous 

rights 111uve111c11t: .succeeded i11 reversing the US terrninatiou pol

icy. However, reprcssiu11, arn1ed attacks) and legislative attempts 

lu u11do treat~' rights beg;rn c1gai11 i11 the Luc 1970s, giving rise tu 

rl1c' i nt:er11aLic 111,:1 l l11J ige11uus muve111enl, wli icli greatly broadened 

1hc support rur Indigenous SC1vercig11tr and territorial rights in the 

United St::1tcs. 

Tlic c::1rlr t we11t v-!i rst ce11tury has seen incre~1se<l exploitatiun 

pf c11erg:,-resuurccs begetting 11ew pressures on I 11digcnous lauds. 

F.:-q1 loitatio11 hr the largest curporatiu11s, often in collusion with 

puliticic111s at llK~il, st;ltc, and federal levels, and even within some 

lmligrnous guvermneuts, could spell a l1u~ll demise for Indigenous 

Lrnd hc1ses and resources. Strrugthcning ludigenous sovereignty and 

sell-detcrn1i11;1tioll to prncul thar result will take general public 

uutragc and dern:111d, which i11 turn will require that the general 

pupulatio11, those descended from settlers and immigrants, know 

their history a11d ~1ssurne responsibility. lZ.esistancc to these po\ver

lul curporatc forces co11ti11ues tu lwve pro!uund i111plications for US 
s1xioecu110111 il: a 11d pol itica I dcvcluprne11t ,1 nJ the future. 

There are nwre thau live ln1mlrcd federally recugnized Indigenous 

coi111nuuities and nations, rn111prisi11g uearly three million people 

in the U11iled States. These are the descendants of Lhe fifteen mil

lion urigi11al i11habita11ts of the Lrnd, the majority of vvhom were 

Lntucrs whu lived in towns. The US establishment of a system of 

Indian reservations stemmed from a long British culonial practice 

i t1 the Americas. In the era of US treaty-making from i11Jependence 

tu 187 I, the concept of the reseTvation wc1s one uf the lndigcnuus 

nation reserving a narrowed land base from a mucli larger 011e in ex

change for US government protection from settlers cind the provisi<.)Il 

of social services. In the late nineteenth century, as lnJigenous resis

tance was weakened, the concept of the reservation changed to 0I1c 

of land being carved out of the public domain uf the United St~Hes 

as a benevolent gesture, a "gift" to the Indigenous peoples. R hetu

ric changed so that reservations were said to have been "given'' or 

"created" for Indians. With this shift, lndian reservations came tu 

be seen as enclaves within state' boundaries. Despite the pulitical 

anJ economic reality, the impression to many w,1s that lnJigenous 

people were taking a free ride 011 public domain. 

Beyond the lanJ bases ,:vithin the limits of the J 10 federally rec-

ognized reservations-among 554 lnJigenous groups-Indigenous 

land, water, anJ resource rights extcuJ to all federally ackrnnv[

edged indigenous communities with in the borders of the U 11 ited 

States. This is the case whether "within the original or subsequently 

acquired territory thereof, and whether ,vithin or without the lin1irs 

of a state," and includes all allotments as ,-veil as rights-of-way ru u

ning to and from them. 15 Not all the federally recognize<l lndigenous 

nations have land bases beyond government buildi11gs, a11J the lands 

of some Native nations, including those of the Sioux in the Dakotas 

an<l Ivlinnesota and the Ojibwes in Mi1111esota, have been parceled 

into multiple reservations, while some Jifry Indigenous natious th:it 

had been removed to Oklahoma were entirely allotted-divided by 
the fcJeral government into individual Nativc-ow1Jed p;uccls. Attor

ney Walter R. Echo-1-Lnvk writes: 

111 1881, InJian landholdings i11 the United Stat·es haci plu1n

meted to 156 million acres. By 1934~ unly about 50 111illiu11 

acres remaineJ (an area the size of Idaho and Washington) 

as a result of the General Allotment Act of 1887. During 

\v'orld \X/ar II, the government took 500,000 more acres for 

military use. Over one hundred tribes, b(rnds, and Ra uchcri:.1s 
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reli11quishnl their lauds ut1dcr variuus c.icts ur Cu11grcss durint;, 

the leri11i11;1tillll nc.1 ul tlic 1.950s. P,y JLJ55, the i!ldigc11ous laud 

base hc.1d shru11k tu just· 2.._\ pcrcc11t ul its origi11;d size.
1
" 

,\s a rcsulr uf federal bml sales, seiz.ures, aud allotmc111·s, most 

rcservaliolls a re severely f ragu1cnted. Eacli pa reel of triba I, trust, 

<wd privately held lc111d is a separate enclcn-e under multiple hnvs 

and jurisdicLiu11s. The Ui11c (Navc.1jo) Natic•n lws t:he largest con

temporary cu1nig.uuus L.111d h,1se among N,1tive nations: 11e,1rly six

tec11 111illio11 :1crc:,, or nearly 1:we11ty-l1ve thousc111d square miles, the 

si1.c of \Vest Virg,i11i:1. E,H.:b ol twelve other reservations is larger 

L11,111 Rlwde lsl:111d, which cumpriscs nearly eight hundred thou

sand acres, or t,.velvc hu11dred square 111ilcs, (.rnd c,1ch uf nine other 

rcsnv,1tio11s is larger tkrn Delaware, which cuvers nearly a million 

<111d a half acres, ()r l:WP tlious ... rnd square miles. Other reservations 

h.1vc land bases ol fevver tl1,lll thirty··t wu tll(Jusa11J acres, or !~[ty 

square miles. 17 A number of independent 11ation-states with seats in 

Llic United N,ltio11s have less territory and srnaller populations than 

SPlllC Indigenous natiuus of North 1\111erica. 
Fullowi 11g \Vurld \\hi r lL the United States was ,lt war ·with much of 

the world, just as ir w .. 1s at w;1r with the l11Jige11ous peoples of North 
1\111crica i11 the 11iuctec11th century. This was total \Var, clemand

i11g that the enemy surrelllkr u11cu11Ji1io11ally or Lice annihilation. 

Perhaps it w .. 1s incvit,1hle that the e,ulier ,vc1rs <1g:ainst lnJigenous 

pc:•oples, if 11ut ackrn),\··lcdged anJ repudiated, ultimately would in

clude the world. According to the orig.in narrative, the United St;:ltes 

\\ as born o( rebel I iu11 aga i 11st oppression--agai nst empire-and 

thus is the r1ruduct of the l"irst a11ticolo11ial revolution for national 

l iher,1t io11. The 1w rr.,1ti \'C !lows frulll that fo I lacy: the broadening 

al\ll dcepe11iog of democracy; the Civil War aml the ensuing "second 

rc:vulutiun:· which ended sbvcry; the tvventieth-century mission to 

SclVC Europe froJJ1 itsell-twice~ ,111J the ultimately triumphant light 

a
1
;ai11st the scourge of co111111u11is1111 with the United States inheriting 

the difl1cult aud burde11su111e task of keeping order in the vvorld. lt's 
;1 1urrative ()r progress. The 1960s social revolutio11s, ignited by the 

,.\lricc111 1\1nerica11 liberation movc111c11t, complicated the origin nar-

rative, but its structure and periudiz.atio11 h~1vt' l)een ldt iut:1Cl. ,i.\ftcr 

the 1960s, historians incorporated women, AfriC<.111 Americ111s 1 ,111<.I 

im_migrams as contributors to the commo11weal. Indeed, the revised 

narrative produced the "nation of immigrants·' framework, which 

ubscures the US practice of colonization, merging settler cu.lu11ial

ism ,:vith immigration to 111etropolita11 centers during and a (ter the 

industrial revolution. Native peoples, to the extent that they were in

cluded at all, were renamed "first Americans'.' am! thus themselves 

cast as distant immigrants. 

The provincialism and national chauvtnism of US history produc

tion make it difficult for effective revisions to gai11 ~1utlwrity. Schol

ars, both ln<ligenous and a few 11on-lnJige11uus, wlio ,1tte111pr to 

rectify the distortions, arc labeled advocites, ~rnd thci r f-inJ ings a re 

rejected for publication 011 that basis. indigenous scholars look to 

research and thinking that has emerged in the rest of the European

colonized world. To understand the historical a11d current experi

ences of Indigenous peoples in the United States, these thinkers a11d 

writers draw upon and creatively apply the historical 111ateri.1lis111 uf 

.i\-larxism, the liberation theology of Latin America, Fr::1ntz. F,111on's 

psychosocial analyses of the effects of colonialism 011 the colonizer 

and the colonized, anJ other approaches, incluJing development 

theory and postmodern theory. \Vhde not aba!llloning insights 

gained from those sources, due to the "exccptio11cll" natme of US 

colonialism among nineteenth-century colonial powers, Indige11ous 

scholars and activists are engaged in exploring new approaches. 

This book claims to be a history of the United States fru1n an 

lndigenous peoples' perspective but there is no such thing as ,1 col

lective Indigenous peoples' perspective, just ~1s there is no 1uono

l ithic Asian or European or J\fric111 peoples' perspective. This is 

not a history of the vast civilizations am! co1111m111ities that thrived 

and survived between the Gulf of Ivlexico and Crnada and betvveen 

the Atlantic Ocean and the Pacific. Such his.tories have bern writ

ten, and are being written by historians of Dine, Lakota, Ivlohawk, 

Tlingit, Muskogee, Anishinaabe, Lurnbee, Inuit, Kiuwa, Cherokee, 
Hopi, and other Indigenous cornmunities and 11::1tiuns th~lt h;J\T 

survived colonial geuocide. This book attempts to tell the story uf 
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the U11itcJ St~1tes as a culu11ialist settler-stale, u11c that, like colu111al-

ist h1rupea1J SLHes, crusl1ed allll subjugated the origiual civilizations 

i11 the territuries it 11uw rules. Jmligenuus peoples, rn)w in a colo11ial 

reL1t iunship with t:lie Ui1itcd States, inhabited and thrived for rnil

lc1rn i;.1 before tl1er were J is placed to f rag111e11tell reservatio11s and 

ccut10111ically decimated. 

This is a histor:,' of the U11ited States. 

01,JE 

FOLLOW THE CORN 

CL1rryi11g ll1eir flints and torcl1es, NL1tiue A111eric.:llns 

were living ill blliLmce with NLzture-

but they hiid their tlmnzbs u11 the scllle. 

-Charles C. i\·lann, 1491 

Humanoids existed on Earth for around four million years as hunt

ers and gatherers living in small communal t.:,roups that through 

their movements found and populate cl every continent. Some t\vu 

hundred thousand years ago, human societies, having 0L·igi11ated in 

Sub-Saharan Africa, began migrating in all directions, and their Je

scendants eventually populated the globe. Around twelve thousa11d 

years ago, some of these people began staying put and developed ag

riculture-ma inly women who Jomestiec1tCLI wild plants a11d began 

cultivating others. 

As a birthplace of agriculture c111J the towns anJ cities that fol

lowed, America is ancient, not a "new world.'' Dorncsticc1tiu11 of 

plants took place around the globe in seven locales during c1pproxi

mately the same period, around 8500 BC. Three uf the seven vverc ill 

the Americas, all based on corn: the Valley of J\·lexicu a11d Central 

America (.Mesoamerica); the South-Crntral Andes in Sourh A 111t'r

ica; and eastern North America. The other early agricultural cen

ters were the Tigris-Euphrates and Nile River systems, Sub-Salwra11 

Africa, the Yellow River of northern China, am! the Ya11gtLc IZiver 

of southern China. During this time, many uf the same hu1n;111 so

cieties began domesticating animals. Only in the American cu11t i-

11ents was the parallel Jomcstication of animals eschewed in L1vur 

uf game managemeut, a kind of ;111imal husbandry diffrrc11t fr-ulll 

15 
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The School Days of an Indian GirL 

I. 

THE LAND OF RED APPLES. 

·- ••• 1. 

THERE were eight in our party of bronzed children who were going East with the missionaries. Among us were 
three young braves, two tall girls, and we three little ones, Judewin, Thowin, and I. 

We had been very impatient to start on our journey to the Red Apple Country, which, Yve were told, lay a little 
beyond the great circular horizon of the Western prairie. Under a sky of rosy apples we dreamt of roaming as 
freely and happily as we had chased the cloud shadows on the Dakota plains. We had anticipated much pleasure 
from a ride on the iron horse, but the throngs of staring palefaces disturbed and troubled us. 

On the train, fair women, with tottering babies on each arm, stopped their haste and scrutinized the children of 
absem mothers. Large men, with heavy bundles in their hands, halted near by, and riveted their glassy blue eyes 
upon us. 

' I sank deep into the comer of my seat, for I resented being watched. Directly in front of me, children who were 
no larger than I hung th:~mselves upon the backs of their seats, with their bold white faces toward me. 
Sometimes they took their forefingers out of their mouths and pointed at my moccasined feet. Their mothers, 
instead of reproving such rude curiosity, looked closely at me, and attracted their children 1s further notice to my 
blanket. This embarrassed me, and kept me constantly on the verge of tears. 

I sat perfectly still, with my eyes downcast, daring only now and then to shoot long glances around me. 
Chancing to turn to the window at my side, I was quite breathless upon seeing one familiar object. It was the 
telegraph pole which strode by at short paces. Very near my mother's dwelling, along the edge of a road thickly 
bordered with wild sunflowers, some poles like these had been planted by white men. Often I had stopped, on 
my way down the road, to hold my ear against the pole, and, hearing its low moaning, I used to vvonder \Vhat the 
paleface had done to hurt it. Now I sat watching for each pole that glided by to be the last one. 

In this \Vay I had forgotten my uncomfo1iable sunoundings, when I heard one of my comrades call out my name. 
I saw the missiona1y standing ve1y near, tossing candies and gums into our midst. This amused us all, and we 
tried to see who could catch the most of the sweetmeats. 

Though we rode several days inside of the iron horse, I do not recall a single thing about our luncheons. 

It was night when we reached the school grounds. The lights from the windows of the large buildings fell upon 
some of the icicled trees that stood beneath them. \Ve were led to·ward an open door, where the brightness of the 
lights within flooded out over the heads of the excited palefaces \Vho blocked the way. My body trembled more 
from fear than from the snow I trod upon. 

Entering the house, I stood close against the wall. The strong glaring light in the large whitewashed room 
dazzled my eyes. The noisy hunying of hard shoes upon a bare wooden floor increased the whirring in my ears. 
My only safety seemed to be in keeping next to the wall. As I was wondering in which direc6on to escape from 
all this confusion, two warm hands gras1)ed me firm 1'' ,.,,4.,r18 

;,., t½e same moment I was tossed high in midair. A ...,~~ ....,, - - ._, P56' 
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rosy-cheeked paleface \Voman caught me in her an11S. I was both frightened and insulted by such trifling. I stared 
into her eyes, wishing her to let me stand on my own feet, but she jumped me up and down with increasing 
enthusiasm. My mother had never made a plaything of her wee daughter. Remembering this I began to cry 
aloud. 

They misunderstood the cause of my tears, and placed me at a white table loaded with food. There our pa1iy 
were united again. As I did not hush my crying, one of the older ones whispered to me, "Wait until you are alone 
in the night. 11 

It was very little I could swallow besides my sobs, that evening. 

11Oh, I want my mother and my brother Daweel I want to go to my aunt! 11 I pleaded; but the ears of the palefaces 
could not hear me. 

From the table we were taken along an upward incline of wooden boxes, which I learned afterward to call a 
stairway. At the top was a quiet hall, dimly lighted. Many nanow beds were in one straight line down the entire 
length of the wall. In them lay sleeping brown faces, which peeped just out of the coverings. I was tucked into 
bed with one of the tall girls, because she talked to me in my mother tongue and seemed to soothe me. 

I had arrived in the wonderful land of rosy skies, but I was not happy, as I had thought I should be. My long 
travel and the bewildering sights had exhausted me. I fell asleep, heaving deep, tired sobs. My tears were left to 
dry themselves in streaks, because neither my aunt nor my mother was near to wipe them away. 

IL 

THE CUTTING OF MY LONG HAIR. 

The first day in the land of apples was a bitter-cold one; for the snow still covered the ground, and the trees were 
bare. A large bell rang for breakfast, its loud metallic voice crashing through the belfry overhead and into our 
sensitive ears. The annoying clatter of shoes on bare floors gave us no peace. The constant clash of harsh noises, 
with an undercun·ent of many voices murmuring an unknown tongue, made a bedlam within which I was 
securely tied. And though.my spirit tore itself in struggling for its lost freedom, all was useless. 

A paleface woman, with white hair, came up after us. We were placed in a line of girls who \:vere marching into 
the dining room. These were Indian girls, in stiff shoes and closely clinging dresses. The small girls wore 
sleeved aprons and shingled hair. As I walked noiselessly in my soft moccasins, I felt like sinking to the floor, 
for my blanket had been stripped from my shoulders. I looked hard at the Indian girls, who seemed not to care 
that they were even more immodestly dressed than I, in their tightly fitting clothes. While we marched in, the 
boys entered at an opposite door. I watched for the three young braves who came in our party. I spied them in the 
rear ranks, looking as uncomfortable as I felt. 

A small bell was tapped, and each of the pupils drew a chair from under the tabie. Supposing this act meant they 
were to be seated, I pulled out mine and at once slipped into it from one side. But when I turned my head, I saw 
that I was the only one seated, and all the rest at our table remained standing. Just as I began to rise, looking 
shyly around to see how chairs were to be used, a second bell was sounded. All were seated at last, and I had to 
crawl back into my chair again. I heard a man's voice at one end of the hall, and I looked around to see him. But 
all the others hung their heads over their plates. As I glanced at the long chain of tables, I caught the eyes of a 
paleface woman upon me. Immediately J dropped my eyes, wondering \Vhy I \Vas so keenly watched by the 
strange woman. The man ceased his mutterings, and then a third bell was tapped. Eve1y one picked up his knife 
and fork and began eating. I began crying instead, for by this time I was afraid to venture anything more. 

But this eating by fommla was not the hardest trial in that first day. Late in the morning, my friend Judewin gave 
me a terrible warning. Judewin knew a few words of English, and she had overheard the paleface woman talk 
about cutting our long, heavy hair. Our mothers had taught us that only unskilled waniors who were captured 
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had their hair shingled by the enemy. Among our people, short hair was worn by mourners, and shingled hair by 
cowards! 

We discussed our fate some moments, and when Judewin said, 11We have to submit, because they are strong," I 
rebelled. 

11No, I will not submit! I will struggle first!" I answered. 

I watched my chance, and when no one noticed I disappeared. I crept up the stairs as quietly as I could in my 
squeaking shoes, - my moccasins had been exchanged for shoes. Along the hall I passed, without knowing 
whither I was going. Turning aside to an open door, I found a large room with three white beds in it. The 
windows were covered with dark green curtains, which made the room very dim. Thankful that no one was 
there, I directed my steps toward the comer farthest from the door. On my hands and knees I crawled under the 
bed, and cuddled myself in the dark corner. 

From my hiding place I peered out, shuddering with fear whenever I heard footsteps near by. Though in the hall 
loud voices were calling my name, and I knew that even Judewin was searching for me, I did not open my 
mouth to answer. Then the steps were quickened and the voices became excited. The sounds came nearer and 
nearer. Women and girls entered the room. I held my breath, and watched them open closet doors and peep 
behind large trunks. Some one threw up the curtains; and the room was filled with sudden light. What caused 
them to stoop and look under the bed I do not know. I remember being dragged out, though I resisted by kicking 
and scratching wildly. In spite of myself, I was ca1Tied downstairs and tied fa~t in a chair. 

I cried aloud, shaking my head all the while until I felt the cold blades of the scissors against my neck, and heard 
them gnaw off one of my thick braids. Then I lost my spirit. Since the day I was taken from my mother I had 
suffered extreme indignities. People had stared at me. I had been tossed about in the air like a wooden puppet. 
And now my long hair was shingled like a CO\vard's ! In my anguish I moaned for my mother, but no one came to 
comfort me. Not a soul :·easoned quietly with me, as my own mother used to do; for now I was only one of many 
little animals driven by a herder. 

III. 

THE SNOW EPISODE. 

A sho1i time after our arrival we three Dakotas were playing in the snowdrift. We were all still deaf to the 
English language, excepting Judewin, who always heard such puzzling things. One morning we learned through 
her ears that we were forbidden to fall lengthwise in the snow, as we had been doing, to see our O\:Vn 

impressions. Hmvever, before many hours \Ve had forgotten the order, and were having great sport in the snow, 
when a shrill voice called us. Looking up, we saw an imperative hand beckoning us into the house. We shook the 
snow off ourselves, and started toward the woman as slowly as we dared. 

Juclewin said: 11Now the paleface is angry with us. She is going to punish us for falling into the snow. If she 
looks straight into your eyes and talks loudly, you must wait until she stops. Then, after a tiny pause, say, 'No."' 
The rest of the \Vay we practic~d upon the little word 11

110. '' 

As it happened, Thowin was summoned to judgment first. The door shut behind her with a click. 

Judewin and I stood silently listening at the keyhole. The paleface \voman talked in very severe tones. Her words 
fell from her lips like crackling embers, and her inflection ran up like the small end of a switch. I understood her 
voice better than the things she was saying. I was certain we had made her very impatient with us. Judewin 
heard enough of the words to realize all too late that she had taught us the wrong reply. 

"Oh, poor Thowin!" she gasped, as she put both hands over her ears. 

Just then I heard Thowi111s tremulous ans\ver, 11No. 11 
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With an angry exclamation, the \vo1i1an gave her a hard spanking.-Then she ·stopped to say sol'nething. Judewin 
said it was this: "Are you going to obey my word the next time?" 

Thowin answered again with the only word at her command, 11No. 11 

This time the woman meant her blows to smart, for the poor frightened girl shrieked at the top of her voice. In 
the midst of the whipping the blows ceased abruptly, and the woman asked another question: "Are you going to 
fall in the snow again?" 

Tho win gave her bad password another trial. \Ve heard her say feebly, "No! No!'' 

With this the woman hid away her half-worn slipper, and led the child out, stroking her black shorn head. 
Perhaps it occuITed to her that brute force is not the solution for such a problem. She did nothing to Judewin nor 
to me. She only returned to us our unhappy comrade, and left us alone in the room. 

During the first two or three seasons misunderstandings as ridiculous as this one of the snow episode frequently 
took place, bringing unjustifiable frights and punishments into our little lives. 

Within a year I was able to express myself somewhat in broken English. As soon as I comprehended a part of 
what was said and done, a mischievous spirit of revenge possessed me. One day I was called in from my play for 
some misconduct. I had disregarded a rule which seemed to me very needlessly binding. I was sent into the 
kitchen to mash the turnips for dinner. It was noon, and steaming dishes were hastily can-ied into the dining
room. I hated turnips, and their odor which came from the brown jar was offensive to me. With fire in my heart, 
I took the wooden tool that the paleface woman held out to me. I stood upon a step, and, grasping the handle 
with both hands, I bent in hot rage over th·e turnips. I worked my vengeance upon them. All were so busily 
occupied that no one noticed me. I saw that the turnips were in a pulp, and that further beating c.ould not improve 
them; but the order \Vas. "Mash these turnips," and mash them I would! I renewed my energy; and as I sent the 
masher into the bottom of the jar, I felt a satisfying sensation that the weight of my body had gone into it. 

Just here a paleface woman came up to my table. As she looked into the jar she shoved my hands roughly aside. 
I stood fearless and angry. She placed her red hands upon the rim of the jar. Then she gave one lift and stride 
away from the table. But lo! the pulpy contents fell through the crumbled bottom to the floor! She spared me no 
scolding phrases that I had earned. I did not heed them. I felt triumphant in my revenge, though deep within me I 
was a wee bit son-y to have broken the jar. 

As I sat eating my dinner, and saw that no turnips were served, I whooped in my heart for having once asserted 
the rebellion \Vithin me. 

IV. 

THE DEVIL. 

Among the legends the old warriors used to tell me were many stories of evil spirits. Bl;lt I was taught to fear 
them no more than those who stalked about in material guise. I never knew there was an insolent chieftain 
among the bad spirits, who dared to aii-ay his, forces against the Great Spirit, until I heard this white man's legend 
from a paleface woman. 

Out of a large book she sho\ved me a picture of the \Vhite man's devil. I looked in hon-or upon the strong claws 
that grew out of his fur-covered fingers. His feet were like his hands. Trailing at his heels was a scaly tail tipped 
with a serpent's open jaws. His face was a patchwork: he had bearded cheeks, like some I had seen palefaces 
wear; his nose was an eagle's bill, and his sharp-pointed ears were pricked up like those of a sly fox. Above them 
a pair of cow's horns curved upward. I trembled with awe, and my heart throbbed in my throat, as I looked at the 
king of evil spirits. Then I heard the paleface woman say that this terrible creature roamed loose in the world, 
and that little girls who disobeyed school regulations \iVere to be tortured by him. 
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That night I dreamt about this evil divinity. Once again I seemed to be in my mother's cottage. An Indian woman 
had come to visit my mother. On opposite sides of the kitchen stove, which stood in the centre of the small 
house, my mother and her guest were seated in straight-backed chairs. I played with a train of empty spools 
hitched together on a string. It was night, and the wick burned feebly. Suddenly I heard some one turn our door
knob from without. 

My mother and the woman hushed their talk, and both looked toward the door. It opened gradually. I waited 
behind the stove. The hinges squeaked as the door was slowly, very slowly pushed inward. 

Then in rushed the devil! He was tall! He looked exactly like the picture I had seen of him in the white man's 
papers. He did not speak to my mother, because he did not know the Indian language, but his glittering yellow 
eyes were fastened upon me. He took long strides around the stove, passing behind the woman's chair. I threw 
down my spools, and ran to my mother. He did not fear her, but followed closely after me. Then I ran round and 
round the stove, crying aloud for help. But my mother and the woman seemed not to know my danger. They sat 
still, looking quietly upon the devil's chase after me. At last I grew dizzy. My head revolved as on a hidden 
pivot. My knees became numb, and doubled under my weight like a pair of lmife blades without a spring. Beside 
my mother's chair I fell in a heap. Just as the devil stooped over me with outstretched claws my mother awoke 
from her quiet indifference, and lifted me on her lap. Whereupon the devil vanished, and I was awake. 

On the following morning I took my revenge upon the devil. Stealing into the room where a wall of shelves was 
filled with books, I drew forth The Stories of the Bible. With a broken slate pencil I canied in my apron pocket, 
I began by scratching out his wicked eyes. A few moments later, when I was ready to leave the room, there was 
a ragged hole in the page where the picture of the devil had once been. 

V. 

IRON ROUTINE. 

A loud-clamoring bell awakened us at half-past six in the cold winter mornings. From happy dreams of Western 
rolling lands and unlassoed freedom we tumbled out upon chilly bare floors back again into a paleface day. We 
had short time to jump into our shoes and clothes, and wet our eyes with icy water, before a small band bell was 
vigorously rung for roll call. 

There were too many drowsy children and too numerous orders for the day to waste a moment in any apology to 
nature for giving her children such a shock in the early morning. We rushed downstairs, bounding over two high 
steps at a time) to land in the assembly room. 

A paleface woman, vvith a yellov/-covered roll book open on her arm and a gnawed pencil in her hand, appeared 
at the door. Her small, tired face was coldly lighted with a pair of large gray eyes. 

She stood still in a halo of authority, while over the rim of her spectacles her eyes pried nervously about the 
room. Having glanced at her long list of names and called out the first one, she tossed up her chin and peered 
through the crystals of her spectacles to make sure of the answer "Here." 

Relentlessly her pencil black-marked our daily records if we were not present to respond to our names, and no 
chum of ours had done it successfully for us. No matter if a dull headache or the painful cough of slow 
consumption had delayed the absentee, there was only time enough to mark the tardiness. It was next to 
impossible to leave the iron routine after the civilizing machine had once begun its day's buzzing; and as it ,vas 
inbred in me to suffer in silence rather than to appeal to the ears of one whose open eyes could not see my pain, I 
have many times trudged in the day's harness heavy-footed, like a dumb sick brnte. 

Once I lost a dear classmate. I remember well how she used to mope along at my side, until one morning she 
could not raise her head from her pillmv. At her deathbed I stood weeping, as the paleface woman sat near her 
moistening the dry lips. Among the folds of the bedclothes I saw the open pages of the white man's Bible. The 
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dying Indian girl talked disconnectedly ofJesus the Christ and the paleface who was cooling her swollen hands 
and feet. 

I grew bitter, and censured the woman for cruel neglect of our physical ills. I despised the pencils that moved 
automatically, and the one teaspoon which dealt out, from a large bottle, healing to a row of variously ailing 
Indian children. I blamed the hard-working, well-meaning, ignorant woman who was inculcating in our heaiis 
her superstitious ideas. Though I was sullen in all my little troubles, as soon as I felt better I was ready again to 
smile upon the cruel woman. Within a week I was again actively testing the chains which tightly bound my 
individuality like a mummy for burial. 

The melancholy of those black days has left so long a shadow that it darkens the path of years that have since 
gone by. These sad memories rise above those of smoothly grinding school days. Perhaps my Indian nature is 
the moaning wind which stirs them now for their present record. But, however tempestuous this is within me, it 
comes out as the low voice of a curiously colored seashell, which is only for those ears that are bent with 
compassion to hear it. 

VI. 

FOUR STRI\NGE SUMMERS. 

After my first three years of school, I roamed again in the Western country through four strange summers. 

During this time I seemed to hang in the heart of chaos, beyond the touch or voice of human aid. My brother, 
being almost ten years my senior, did not quite understand my feelings. My mother had never gone inside of a 
schoolhouse, and so she was not capable of comforting her daughter who could read and write. Even nature 
seemed 10 have no place for me. I was neither a wee girl nor a tall one; neither a wild Indian nor a tame one. 
This deplorable situation was the effect of my brief course in the East, and the unsatisfactory 11teenth 11 in a girl's 
years. 

It was under these t1-ying conditions that, one bright afternoon,· as I sat restless and unhappy in my mother's 
cabin, I caught the sound of the spirited step of my brother's pony on the road which passed by our dwelling. 
Soon I heard the wheels of a light buckboard 1 and Dawee's familiar "Ho! 11 to his ppny. He alighted upon the bare 
ground in front of our house. Tying his pony to one of the projecting comer logs of the low-roofed cottage, he 
stepped upon the wooden doorstep. 

I met him there with a hunied greeting, and as I passed by, he looked a quiet "What?" into my eyes. 

\Vhen he began talking with my mother 1 I slipped the rope from the pony's bridle. Seizing the reins and bracing 
my feet against the dashboard, I wheeled around in an instant. The pony was ever ready to try his speed. 
Looking backward, I saw Dawee waving his hand to me. I turned with the curve in the road and disappeared. I 
followed the winding road which crawled upward between the bases of little hillocks. Deep water-worn ditches 
ran parallel on either side. A strong wind blew against my cheeks and fluttered my sleeves. The pony reached 
the top of the highest hill, and began an even race on the level lands. There was nothing moving within that great 
circular horizon of the Dakota· prairies save the tall grasses, over ··which the ,vind blew and rolled off in long, 
shadowy waves. 

Within this vast wigwam of blue and green I rode reckless and insignificant. It satisfied my small consciousness 
to see the \Vhite foam fly from the pony's mouth. 

Suddenly, out of the earth a coyote came forth at a swinging trot that was taking the cunning thief toward the 
hills and the village beyond. Upon the moment's impulse, I gave him a long chase and a wholesome fright. As I 
turned away to go back to the village, the wolf sank down upon his haunches for rest, for it was a hot summer 
day; and as I drove slowly homeward, I saw his sharp nose still pointed at me, until I vanished below the margin 
of the hilltops. 
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In a little while I came in sight of my mother's house. Dawee stood in the yard, laughing at an old warrior v,rho 
was pointing his forefinger, and again ,vaving his whole hand, toward the hills. With his blanket drawn over one 
shoulder, he talked and motioned excitedly. Dawee turned the old man by the shoulder and pointed me out to 
him. 

110h hanl" (Oh yes) the warrior muttered, and went his way. He had climbed the top of his favorite barren hill to 
survey the sunounding prairies, when he spied my chase after the coyote. His keen eyes recognized the pony 
and driver. At once uneasy for my safety, he had come running to my mother's cabin to give her warning. I did 
not appreciate his kindly interest, for there ,vas an umest gnawing at my heart. 

As soon as he went away, I asked Dawee about something else. 

"No, my baby sister, I cannot take you with me to the party tonight, 11 he replied. Though I was not far from 
fifteen, and I felt that before long I should enjoy all the privileges of my tall cousin, Dawee persisted in calling 
me his baby sister. 

That moonlight night, I cried in my mother's presence when I heard the jolly young people pass by our cottage. 
They were no more young braves in blankets and eagle plumes, nor Indian maids with prettily painted cheeks. 
They had gone three years to school in the East, and had become civilized. The young men wore the white man's 
coat and trousers, with bright neckties. The girls wore tight muslin dresses, with ribbons at neck and waist. At 
these gatherings they talked English. I could speak English almost as well as my brother, but I was not properly 
dressed to be taken along. I had no hat, no ribbons, and no close-fitting gown. Since my return from school I had 
thrown away my shoes, and wore again the soft moccasins. 

While Dawee was busily preparing to go I controlled my tears. But when I beard hfrn bounding away-on his 
pony, I buried my face in my am1s and cried hot tears. 

My mother was troubled by my unhappiness. Coming to my side, she offered me .the only printed matter we had 
in our home. It was an Indian Bible, given her some years ago by a missionary. She tried to console me. "Here, 
my child, are the white man's papers. Read a little from them," she said most piously. 

I took it from her hand, for her sake; but my enraged spirit felt more like burning the book, which afforded me 
no help, and was a perfect delusion to my mother. I did not read it, but laid it unopened on the floor, where I sat 
on my feet. The dim yellow light of the braided muslin burning in a small vessel of oil flickered and sizzled in 
the awful silent stom1 which followed my rejection of the Bible. 

Now my wrath against the fates consumed my tears before they reached my eyes. I sat stony, with a bowed head. 
My mother threw a shawl over her head and shoulders, and stepped out into the night. 

After an uncertain solitude, I was suddenly aroused by a loud cry piercing the night. It was my mother's voice 
wailing among the banen hills which held the bones of buried waITiors. She called aloud for her brothers' spirits 
to support her in her helpless misery. My fingers grew icy cold, as I realized that my umestrained tears had 
betrayed my suffering to her, and she was grieving for me. 

Before she returned, though I knew she was on her way, for she had ceased her weepi1i.g, I extinguished the light, 
and leaned my head on the window sill. 

.I\1any schemes of running mvay from my surroundings hovered about in my mind. A few more moons of such a 
turmoil drove me away to the eastern school. I rode on the white man's iron steed, thinking it would bring me 
back to my mother in a few winters, when I should be grown tall, and there would be congenial friends awaiting 
me. 

VII. 

INCURRING MY MOTHER'S DISPLEASURE. 
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In the second j ou111ey to the East I had not come \:Vithout some precautions. I had a secret interview with one of 
our best medicine men, and when I left his wigwam I carried securely in my sleeve a tiny bunch of magic roots. 
This possession assured me of friends wherever I should go. So absolutely did I believe in its charms that I wore 
it through all the school routine for more than a year. Then, before I lost my faith in the dead roots, I lost the 
little buckskin bag containing all my good luck. 

At the close of this second tem1 of three years I was the proud owner of my first diploma. The following autumn 
I ventured upon a college career against my mother's will. 

I had \Vritten for her approval, but in her reply I found no encouragement. She called my notice to her neighbors' 
children, who had completed their education in three years. They had returned to their homes, and were then 
talking English with the frontier settlers. Her few words hinted that I had better give up my slow attempt to learn 
the white man's ways, and be content to roam over the prairies and find my living upon wild roots. I silenced her 
by deliberate disobedience. 

Thus, homeless and heavy-hearted, I began anew my life among strangers. 

As I hid myself in my little room in the college dormitory, away from the scornful and yet curious eyes of the 
students, I pined for sympathy. Often I wept in secret, wishing I had gone West, to be nourished by my mother's 
love, instead of remaining among a cold race whose hearts were frozen hard with prejudice. 

During the fall and winter seasons I scarcely had a real friend, though by that time several of my classmates 
were courteous to me at a safe distance. 

My mother had not yet forgiven my rudeness to her, and I had no moment for letter-writing. By daylight and 
iarnplight, 1 spun witb n~eds and thistles, until my hands were tired from their weaving, the magic design which 
promised me the white man's respect. 

At length, in the spring term, I entered an oratorical contest among tbe various classes. As the day of 
competition approached, it did not seem possible that the event was so near at hand, but it came. In the chapel 
the classes assembled together, with their invited guests. The high platform was carpeted, and gayly•festooned 
with college colors. A bright white light illumined the room, and outlined clearly the great polished beams that 
arched the domed ceiling. The assembled crowds filled the air with pulsating murmurs. When the hour for · 
speaking arrived all were hushed. But on the wall the old clock which pointed out the trying moment ticked 
calmly on. 

One after another I saw and heard the orators. Still, I could not realize that they longed for the favorable decision 
of the judges as much as I did. Each contestant received a loud burst of applause, and some were cheered 
heartily. Too soon my tum came, and I paused a moment behind the curtains for a deep breath. After my 
concluding words, I heard the same applause that the others had called out. 

Upon my retreating steps, I was astounded to receive from my fellow-students a large bouquet of roses tied v.rith 
flowing ribbons. With the lovely flowers I fled from the stage. This friendly token was a rebuke to me for the 
hard feelings I had borne them. 

Later, the decision of the judges awarded me the first place. Then there was a mad uproar in the hall, where my 
classmates sang and shouted my name at the top of their lungs; and the disappointed students howled and brayed 
in fearfully dissonant tin trnrnpets. In this excitement, happy students rushed fonvard to offer their 
congratulations. And I could not conceal a smile when they wished to escort me in a procession to the students' 
parlor, where all were going to calm themselves. Thanking them for the kind spirit which prompted them to 
make such a proposition, I walked alone with the night to my own little room. 

A few weeks afterward, I appeared as the college representative in another contest. This time the competition 
was among orators from different colleges in our State. It was held at the State capital, in one of the largest opera 
houses. 
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Here again was a strong prejudice against my people. In the evening, as the great audience fill~d the house, the 
student bodies began waITing among themselves. Fortunately, I was spared witnessing any of the noisy 
,vrangling before the contest began. The slurs against the Indian that stained the lips of our opponents were 
already burning like a dry fever within my breast. 

But after the orations were delivered a deeper burn awaited me. There, before that vast ocean of eyes, some 
college rowdies threw out a large white flag, with a drawing of a most forlorn Indian girl on it Under this they 
had printed in bold black letters words that ridiculed the college which was represented by a "squaw." Such 
worse than barbarian rudeness embittered me. While we waited for the verdict of the judges, I gleamed fiercely 
upon the throngs of palefaces. My teeth were hard set, as I saw the white flag still floating insolently in the air. 

Then anxiously we watched the man can-y toward the stage the envelope containing the final decision. 

There were two prizes given, that night, and one of them was mine! 

The evil spirit laughed within me when the white flag dropped out of sight, and the hands which furled it hung 
limp in defeat. 

Leaving the crowd as quickly as possible, I was soon in my room. The rest of the night I sat in an armchair and 
gazed into the crackling fire. I laughed no more in triumph when thus alone. The little taste of victory did not 
satisfy a hunger in my heart. In my mind I saw my mother far away on the Western plains, and she was holding a 
charge against me. 

[Ne:rtl 
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Prologue 
~ 

In the dark times 

Will there also be singing? 

Yes, there will also be singing. 

About the dark times. 

-BERTOLT BRECHT 

Indian Head 

Alo v~\ 

There was an Indian head, the head of an Indian, the drawing of 
the head of a headdressed, long-haired Indian depicted, drawn 

. by an unknown artist in 1939, broadcast until the late 1970s to 
American TVs everywhere after all the shows ran out. It's called 

the Indian Head test pattern. If you left the TV on, you'd hear 

a tone at 440 hertz-the tone used to tune instruments-and 

you'd see that Indian, surrounded by circles that looked like 

sights through riflescopes. There was what looked like a bull's

eye in the middle of the screen, with numbers like coordinates. 



THERE THERE 

The Indian's head was just above the bull's-eye, like all you'd 

need to do was nod up in agreement to set the sights on the tar
get. This was just a test. 

In 1621, colonists invited Massasoit, the chief of the Wampa

noags, to a feast after a recent land deal. Massasoit came with 

ninety of his men. That meal is why we still eat a meal together 

in November. Celebrate it as a nation. But that one wasn't a 

thanksgiving meal. It was a land-deal meal. Two years later 

there was another, similar meal meant to symbolize eternal 

friendship. Two hundred Indians dropped dead that night from 

an unknown poison. 

By the time Massasoit's son Metacomet became chief, there 

were no Indian-Pilgrim meals being eaten together. Metacomet, 

also known as King Philip, was forced to sign a peace treaty to 

give up all Indian guns. Three of his men were hanged. His 
brother Wamsutta was, let's say, very likely poisoned after being 

summoned and seized by the Plymouth court. All of which 

lead to the first official Indian war; The first war with Indians. 

King Philip's War. Three years later the war was over and Meta

comet was on the run. He was caught by Benjamin Church, the 

captain of the very first American Rangers, and an Indian by 

the name of John Alderman. Metacomet was · beheaded and 

dismembered. Quartered. They tied his four body sections to 

nearby trees for the birds to pluck. Alderman was given Meta

comet's hand, which he kept in a jar of rum and for years took 

around with him-charged people to see it. Metacomet's head 
was sold to Plymouth Colony for thirty shillings-the going rate 

for an Indian head at the time. The head was put on a spike, 
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carried through the streets of Plymouth, then displayed at Plym

outh Fort for the next twenty-five years. 

In 1637, anywhere from four to seven hundred Pequot gathered 

for their annual Green Corn Dance. Colonists surrounded their 

village, set it on fire, and shot any Pequot who tried to escape. 

The next day the Massachusetts Bay Colony had a feast in cel

ebration, and the governor declared it a day of thanksgiving. 

Thanksgivings like these happened everywhere, whenever there 

were what we have to call "successful massacres." At one such 

celebration in Manhattan, people were said to have celebrated 

by kicking the heads of Pequot people through the streets like 

soccer balls. 

The first novel by a Native person, and the first novel written 

in California, was written in 1854, by a Cherokee guy named 

John Rollin Ridge. The Life and Adventures of Joaquin Murieta 

was based on a supposed real-life Mexican bandit from Cali

fornia by the same name, who was killed by a group of Texas 

Rangers in 1853. To prove they'd killed Murieta and collect the 

$5,000 reward put on his head-they cut it off. Kept it in a jar 

of whiskey. They also took the hand of his fellow bandit Three

Fingered Jack. The rangers took Murieta's head and Jack's hand 

on a tour throughout California, charged a dollar for the show. 

The Indian head in the jar, the Indian head on a spike were like 

flags flown, to be seen, cast broadly. Just like the Indian Head 
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THERE THERE 

test pattern was broadcast to sleeping Americans as we set sail 

from our living rooms, over the ocean blue-green glowing air
waves, to the shores, the screens of the New World. 

Rolling Head 

There's an old Cheyenne story about a rolling head. We heard 

it said there was a family who moved away from their camp, 

moved near a lake-husband, wife, daughter, son. In the morn

ing when the husband finished dancing, he would brush his 

wife's hair and paint her face red, then go off to hunt. When he 

came back her face would be clean. After this happened a few 

times he decided to follow her and hide, see what she did while 

he was gone. He found her in the lake, with a water monster, 

some kind of snake thing, wrapped around her in an embrace. 

The man cut the monster up and killed his wife. He brought 

the meat home to his son and daughter. They noticed it tasted 

different. The son, who was still nursing, said, My mother tastes 

just like this. His older sister told him it's just deer meat. While 

they ate, a head rolled in. They ran and the head followed them. 

The sister remembered where they played, how thick the thorns 

were there, and she brought the thorns to life behind them with 

her words. But the head broke through, kept corning. Then she 
remembered where rocks used to be piled in a difficult way. 

The rocks appeared when she spoke of them but didn't stop 

the head, so she drew a hard line in the ground, which made a 
deep chasm the head couldn't cross. But after a long heavy rain, 

the chasm filled with water. The head crossed the water, and 

when it reached the other side, it turned around and drank all 

that water up. The rolling head became confused and drunk. It 
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wanted more. More of anything. More of everything. And it just 

kept rolling. 

One thing we should keep in mind, moving forward, is that 

no one ever rolled heads down temple stairs. Mel Gibson made 

that up. But we do have in our minds, those of us who saw the 

movie, the heads rolling down temple stairs in a world meant to 

resemble the real Indian world in the 1500s in Mexico. Mexicans 

before they were Mexicans. Before Spain came. 

We've been defined by everyone else and continue to be slan

dered despite easy-to-look-up-on-the-internet facts about the 

realities of our histories and current state as a people. We have 
the sad, defeated Indian silhouette, and the heads rolling down 

temple stairs, we have it in our heads, Kevin Costner saving 

us, John Wayne's six-shooter slaying us, an Italian guy named 

Iron Eyes Cody playing our parts in movies. We have the litter

rnourning, tear-ridden Indian in the commercial (also Iron Eyes 

Cody), and the sink-tossing, crazy Indian who was the narra

tor in the novel, the voice of One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest. 

We have all the logos and mascots. The copy of a copy of the 

image of an Indian in a textbook. All the way from the top of 

Canada, the top of Alaska, down to the bottom of South Amer
ica, Indians were removed, then reduced to a feathered image. 

Our heads are on flags, jerseys, and coins. Our heads were on 

the penny first, of course, the Indian cent, and then on the buf

falo nickel, both before we could even vote as a people-which, 

like the truth of what happened in history all over the world, 

and like all that spilled blood from slaughter, are now out of 

circulation. 

-7-
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Massacre as Prologue 

Some of us grew up with stories about massacres. Stories about 
what happened to our people not so long ago. How we came out 
of it. At Sand Creek, we heard it said that they mowed us down 

with their howitzers. Volunteer militia under Colonel John 

Chivington came to kill us-we were mostly women, children, 

and elders. The men were away to hunt. They'd told us to fly 

the American flag. We flew that and a white flag too. Surrender, 

the white flag waved. We stood under both flags as they came 

at us. They did more than kill us. They tore us up. Mutilated 

us. Broke our fingers to take our rings, cut off our ears to take 

our silver, scalped us for our hair. We hid in the hollows of tree 

trunks, buried ourselves in sand by the riverbank. That same 

sand ran red with blood. They tore unborn babies out of bel

lies, took what we intended to be, our children before they were 

children, babies before they were babies, they ripped them out 

of our bellies. They broke soft baby heads against trees. Then 

they took our body parts as trophies and displayed them on a 

stage in downtown Denver. Colonel Chivington danced with 

dismembered parts of us in his hands, with women's pubic hair, 

drunk, he danced, and the crowd gathered there before him was 

all the worse for cheering and laughing along with him. It was 

a celebration. 

Hard, Fast 

Getting us to cities was supposed to be the final, necessary step 
in our assimilation, absorption, erasure, the completion of a five

hundred-year-old genocidal campaign. But the city made us 

new, and we made it ours. We didn't get lost amid the sprawl 
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of tall buildings, the stream of anonymous masses, the ceaseless 

din of traffic. We found one another, started up Indian Cen

ters, brought out our families and powwows, our dances, our 

songs, our beadwork. We bought and rented homes, slept on the 

streets, under freeways; we went to school, joined the armed 

forces, populated Indian bars in the Fruitvale in Oakland and 

in the Mission in San Francisco. We lived in boxcar villages in 

Richmond. We made art and we made babies and we made 

way for _ our people to go back and forth between reservation 

and city. We did not move to cities to die. The sidewalks and 

streets, the concrete, absorbed our heaviness. The glass, metal, 

rubber, and wires, the speed, the hurtling masses-the city took 

us in. We were not Urban Indians then. This was part of the 

Indian Relocation Act, which was part of the Indian Termina

tion Policy, which was and is exactly what it sounds like. Make 

them look and act like us. Become us. And so disappear. But it 

wasn't just like that. Plenty of us came by choice, to start over, 

to make money, or for a new experience. Some of us came to 

cities to escape the reservation. We stayed after fighting in the 
Second World War. After Vietnam too. We stayed because the 

city sounds like a war, and you can't leave a war once you've 

been, you can only keep it at bay-which is easier when you 

can see and hear it near you, that fast metal, that constant firing 

around you, cars up and down the streets and freeways like bul

lets. The quiet of the reservation, the side-of-the-highway towns, 

rural communities, that kind of silence just makes the sound of 

your brain on fire that much more pronounced. 

Plenty of us are urban now. If not because we live in cities, then 

because we live on the internet. Inside the high-rise of multiple 
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browser windows. They used to call us sidewalk Indians. Called 

us citified, superficial, inauthentic, cultureless refugees, apples. 

An apple is red on the outside and white on the inside. But what 

we are is what our ancestors did. How they survived. We are 

the memories we don't remember, which live in us, which we 

feel, which make us sing and dance and pray the way we do, 

feelings from memories that flare and bloom unexpectedly in 

our lives like blood through a blanket' from a wound made by a 

bullet fired by a man shooting us in the back for our hair, for our 

heads, for a bounty, or just to get rid of us. 

When they first came for us with their bullets, we didn't stop 

moving even though the bullets moved twice as fast as the sound 

of our screams, and even when their heat and speed broke our 

skin, shattered our bones, skulls, pierced our hearts, we kept on, 

even when we saw the bullets send our bodies flailing through 

the air like flags, like the many flags and buildings that went 

up in place of everything we knew this land to be before. The 

bullets were premonitions, ghosts from dreams of a hard, fast 

future. The bullets moved on after moving through us, became 

the promise of what was to come, the speed and the killing, the 
hard, fast lines of borders and buildings. They took everything 

and ground it down to dust as fine as gunpowder, they fired 

their guns into the air in victory and the strays flew out into the 

nothingness of histories written wrong and meant to be forgot

ten. Stray bullets and consequences are landing on our unsus

pecting bodies even now. 

- IO-
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Urbanity 

Urban Indians were the generation born in the city. We've been 

moving for a long time, but the land moves with you like mem

ory. An Urban Indian belongs to the city, and cities belong to 

the earth. Everything here is formed in relation to every other 

living and nonliving thing from the earth. All our relations. The 

process that brings anything to its current form-chemical, syn

thetic, technological, or otherwise-doesn't make the product 

not a product of the living earth. Buildings, freeways, cars-are 

these not of the earth? Were they shipped in from Mars, the 

moon? Is it because they're processed, manufactured, or that we 

handle them? Are we so different? Were we at one time not 

something else entirely, Homo sapiens, single-celled organisms, 

space . dust, unidentifiable pre-bang quantum theory? Cities form 

in the same way as galaxies. Urban Indians feel at home walk

ing in the shadow of a downtown building. We came to know 

the downtown Oakland skyline better than we did any sacred 

mountain range, the redwoods in the Oakland hills better than 

any other deep wild forest. We know the sound of the freeway 

better than we do rivers, the howl of distant trains better than 

wolf howls, we know the smell of gas and freshly wet concrete 
and burned rubber better than we do the smell of cedar or sage 

or even fry bread-which isn't traditional, like reservations aren't 

traditional, but nothing is original, everything comes from 

something that came before, which was once nothing. Every

thing is new and doomed. We ride buses, trains, and cars across, 

over, and under concrete plains. Being Indian has never been 

about returning to the land. The land is everywhere or nowhere. 

-II-
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The 1619 Project examines the legacy of slavery in America. Read all the stories. 

C9ur democracy's founding ideals 
were false when they were written. 
'Black ~mericans have fought to 
make them true. 

By Nikole Hannah-Jones 
AUG. 14, 2019 

My dad always flew an American flag in our front yard. The blue paint on 
our two-story house was perennially chipping; the fence, or the rail by the 
stairs, or the front door, existed in a perpetual state of disrepair, but that 
flag always flew pristine. Our corner lot, which had been redlined by the 
federal government, was along the river that divided the black side from 
the white side of our Iowa town. At the edge of our lawn, high on an 
aluminum pole, soared the flag, which my dad would replace as soon as it 
showed the slightest tatter. 

My dad was born into a family of sharecroppers on a white plantation in 
Greenwood, Miss., where black people bent over cotton from can't-see-in
the-morning to can't-see-at-night, just as their enslaved ancestors had 
done not long before. The Mississippi of my dad's youth was an apartheid 
state that subjugated its near-majority black population through 
breathtaking acts of violence. White residents in Mississippi lynched more 
black people than those in any other state in the country, and the white 
people in my dad's home county lynched more black residents than those 
in any other county in Mississippi, often for such "crimes" as entering a 
room occupied by white women, bumping into a white girl or trying to 
start a sharecroppers union. My dad's mother, like all the black people in 
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1940s, she packed up her few belongings and her three small children and 
joined the flood of black Southerners fleeing North. She got off the Illinois 
Central Railroad in Waterloo, Iowa, only to have her hopes of the mythical 
Promised Land shattered when she learned that Jim Crow did not end at 
the Mason-Dixon line. 

Grandmama, as we called her, found a house in a segregated black 
neighborhood on the city's east side and then found the work that was 
considered black women's work no matter where black women lived -
cleaning white people's houses. Dad, too, struggled to find promise in this 
land. In 1962, at age 17, he signed up for the Army. Like many young men, 
he joined in hopes of escaping poverty. But he went into the military for 
another reason as well, a reason common to black men: Dad hoped that if 
he served his country, his country might finally treat him as an American. 

The 1619 Project is a major initiative from The New York Times observing the 400th anniversary of the 
beginning of American slavery. It aims to reframe the country's history, understanding 1619 as our true 
founding, and placing the consequences of slavery and the contributions of black Americans at the very 
center of the story we tell ourselves about who we are. Read all the stories. 

The Army did not end up being his way out. He was passed over for 
opportunities, his ambition stunted. He would be discharged under murky 
circumstances and then labor in a series of service jobs for the rest of his 
life. Like all the black men and women in my family, he believed in hard 
work, but like all the black men and women in my family, no matter how 
hard he worked, he never got ahead. 

So when I was young, that flag outside our home never made sense to me. 
How could this black man, having seen firsthand the way his country 
abused black Americans, how it refused to treat us as full citizens, proudly 
fly its banner? I didn't understand his patriotism. It deeply embarrassed 
me. 
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we had contributed little to this great nation. It seemed that the closest 
thing black Americans could have to cultural pride was to be found in our 
vague connection to Africa, a place we had never been. That my dad felt so 
much honor in being an American felt like a marker of his degradation, his 
acceptance of our subordination. 

Like most young people, I thought I understood so much, when in fact I 
understood so little. My father knew exactly what he was doing when he 
raised that flag. He knew that our people's contributions to building the 
richest and most powerful nation in the world were indelible, that the 
United States simply would not exist without us. 

In August 1619, just 12 years after the English settled Jamestown, Va., one 
year before the Puritans landed at Plymouth Rock and some 157 years 
before the English colonists even decided they wanted to form their own 
country, the Jamestown colonists bought 20 to 30 enslaved Africans from 
English pirates. The pirates had stolen them from a Portuguese slave ship 
that had forcibly taken them from what is now the country of Angola. 
Those men and women who came ashore on that August day were the 
beginning of American slavery. They were among the 12.5 million Africans 
who would be kidnapped from their homes and brought in cha.ins across 
the Atlantic Ocean in the largest forced migration in human history until 
the Second World War. Almost two million did not survive the grueling 
journey, known as the Middle Passage. 

Before the abolishment of the international slave trade, 400,000 enslaved 
Africans would be sold into America. Those individuals and their 
descendants transformed the lands to which they'd been brought into 
some of the most successful colonies in the British Empire. Through 
backbreaking labor, they cleared the land across the Southeast. They 
taught the colonists to grow rice. They grew and picked the cotton that at 
the height of slavery was the nation's most valuable commodity, 
accounting for half of all American exports and 66 percent of the world's 
supply. They built the plantations of George Washington, Thomas 
Jefferson and James Madison, sprawling properties that today attract 
thousands of visitors from across the globe captivated by the history of the 
world's greatest democracy. They la.id the foundations of the White House 
and the Capitol, even placing with their unfree hands the Statue of 
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they picked to the Northern textile mills, fueling the Industrial Revolution. 
They built vast fortunes for white people North and South - at one time, 
the second-richest man in the nation was a Rhode Island "slave trader." 
Profits from black people's stolen labor helped the young nation pay off its 
war debts and financed some of our most prestigious universities. It was 
the relentless buying, selling, insuring and financing of their bodies and 
the products of their labor that made Wall Street a thriving banking, 
insurance and trading sector and New York City the financial capital of the 
world. 

But it would be historically inaccurate to reduce the contributions of black 
people to the vast material wealth created by our bondage. Black 
Americans have also been, and continue to be, foundational to the idea of 
American freedom. More than any other group in this country's history, we 
have served, generation after generation, in an overlooked but vital role: It 
is we who have been the perfecters of this democracy. 

The United States is a nation founded on both an ideal and a lie. Our 
Declaration of Independence, approved on July 4, 1776, proclaims that "all 
men are created equal" and "endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable rights." But the white men who drafted those words did not 
believe them to be true for the hundreds of thousands of black people in 
their midst. "Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness" did not apply to 
fully one-fifth of the country. Yet despite being violently denied the 
freedom and justice promised to all, black Americans believed fervently in 
the American creed. Through centuries of black resistance and protest, we 
have helped the country live up to its founding ideals. And not only for 
ourselves - black rights struggles paved the way for every other rights 
struggle, including women's and gay rights, immigrant and disability 
rights. 

Without the idealistic, strenuous and patriotic efforts of black Americans, 
our democracy today would most likely look very different - it might not 
be a democracy at all. 

The very first person to die for this country in the American Revolution 
was a black man who himself was not free. Crispus Attucks was a fugitive 
from slavery, yet he gave his life for a new nation in which his own people 
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Americans have fought - today we are the most likely of all racial groups 
to serve in the United States military. 

My father, one of those many black Americans who answered the call, 
knew what it would take me years to understand: that the year 1619 is as 
important to the American story as 1776. That black Americans, as much 
as those men cast in alabaster in the nation's capital, are this nation's true 
"founding fathers." And that no people has a greater claim to that flag than 
us. 

In June 1776, Thomas Jefferson sat at his portable writing desk in a rented 
room in Philadelphia and penned these words: "We hold these truths to be 
self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty 
and the pursuit of Happiness." For the last 243 years, this fierce assertion 
of the fundamental and natural rights of humankind to freedom and self
governance has defined our global reputation as a land of liberty. As 
Jefferson composed his inspiring words, however, a teenage boy who 
would enjoy none of those rights and liberties waited nearby to serve at 
his master's beck and call. His name was Robert Hemings, and he was the 
half brother of Jefferson's wife, born to Martha Jefferson's father and a 
woman he owned. It was common for white enslavers to keep their half
black children in slavery. Jefferson had chosen Hemings, from among 
about 130 enslaved people that worked on the forced-labor camp he called 
Monticello, to accompany him to Philadelphia and ensure his every 
comfort as he drafted the text making the case for a new democratic 
republic based on the individual rights of men. 

At the time, one-fifth of the population within the 13 colonies struggled 
under a brutal system of slavery unlike anything that had existed in the 
world before. Chattel slavery was not conditional but racial. It was 
heritable and permanent, not temporary, meaning generations of black 
people were born into it and passed their enslaved status onto their 
children. Enslaved people were not recognized as human beings but as 
property that could be mortgaged, traded, bought, sold, used as collateral, 
given as a gift and disposed of violently. Jefferson's fellow white colonists 
knew that black people were human beings, but they created a network of 
laws and customs, astounding for both their precision and cruelty, that 
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falsehood might be called a science, we might add the system of American 
slavery to the list of the strict sciences." 

[To get updates on The 1619 Project, and for more on race from The New 
York Times, sign up for our weekly Race/Related newsletter.] 

Enslaved people could not legally marry. They were barred from learning 
to read and restricted from meeting privately in groups. They had no claim 
to their own children, who could be bought, sold and traded away from 
them on auction blocks alongside furniture and cattle or behind storefronts 
that advertised "Negroes for Sale." Enslavers and the courts did not honor 
kinship ties to mothers, siblings, cousins. In most courts, they had no legal 
standing. Enslavers could rape or murder their property without legal 
consequence. Enslaved people could own nothing, will nothing and inherit 
nothing. They were legally tortured, including by those working for 
Jefferson himself. They could be worked to death, and often were, in order 
to produce the highest profits for the white people who owned them. 

Yet in making the argument against Britain's tyranny, one of the colonists' 
favorite rhetorical devices was to claim that they were the slaves - to 
Britain. For this duplicity, they faced burning criticism both at home and 
abroad. As Samuel Johnson, an English writer and Tory opposed to 
American independence, quipped, "How is it that we hear the loudest 
yelps for liberty among the drivers of Negroes?" 

Conveniently left out of our founding mythology is the fact that one of the 
primary reasons the colonists decided to declare their independence from 
Britain was because they wanted to protect the institution of slavery. By 
1776, Britain had grown deeply conflicted over its role in the barbaric 
institution that had reshaped the Western Hemisphere. In London, there 
were growing calls to abolish the slave trade. This would have upended the 
economy of the colonies, in both the North and the South. The wealth and 
prominence that allowed Jefferson, at just 33, and the other founding 
fathers to believe they could successfully break off from one of the 
mightiest empires in the world came from the dizzying profits generated 
by chattel slavery. In other words, we may never have revolted against 
Britain if the founders had not understood that slavery empowered them 
to do so; nor if they had not believed that independence was required in 
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this nation was founded not as a democracy but as a slavocracy. 

Jefferson and the other founders were keenly aware of this hypocrisy. And 
so in Jefferson's original draft of the Declaration of Independence, he tried 
to argue that it wasn't the colonists' fault. Instead, he blamed the king of 
England for forcing the institution of slavery on the unwilling colonists and 
called the trafficking in human beings a crime. Yet neither Jefferson nor 
most of the founders intended to abolish slavery, and in the end, they 
struck the passage. 

There is no mention of slavery in the final Declaration of Independence. 
Similarly, 11 years later, when it came time to draft the Constitution, the 
framers carefully constructed a document that preserved and protected 
slavery without ever using the word. In the texts in which they were 
making the case for freedom to the world, they did not want to explicitly 
enshrine their hypocrisy, so they sought to hide it. The Constitution 
contains 84 clauses. Six deal directly with the enslaved and their 
enslavement, as the historian David Waldstreicher has written, and five 
more hold implications for slavery. The Constitution protected the 
"property" of those who enslaved black people, prohibited the federal 
government from intervening to end the importation of enslaved Africans 
for a term of 20 years, allowed Congress to mobilize the militia to put down 
insurrections by the enslaved and forced states that had outlawed slavery 
to turn over enslaved people who had run away seeking refuge. Like many 
others, the writer and abolitionist Samuel Bryan called out the deceit, 
saying of the Constitution, "The words are dark and ambiguous; such as 
no plain man of common sense would have used, [and] are evidently 
chosen to conceal from Europe, that in this enlightened country, the 
practice of slavery has its advocates among men in the highest stations." 

With independence, the founding fathers could no longer blame slavery on 
Britain. The sin became this nation's own, and so, too, the need to cleanse 
it. The shameful paradox of continuing chattel slavery in a nation founded 
on individual freedom, scholars today assert, led to a hardening of the 
racial caste system. This ideology, reinforced not just by laws but by racist 
science and literature, maintained that black people were subhuman, a 
belief that allowed white Americans to live with their betrayal. By the 
early 1800s, according to the legal historians Leland B. Ware, Robert J. 
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economic investment in the doctrine of black inferiority." While liberty was 
the inalienable right of the people who would be considered white, 
enslavement and subjugation became the natural station of people who 
had any discernible drop of "black" blood. 

The Supreme Court enshrined this thinking in the law in its 1857 Dred 
Scott decision, ruling that black people, whether enslaved or free, came 
from a "slave" race. This made them inferior to white people and, 
therefore, incompatible with American democracy. Democracy was for 
citizens, and the "Negro race," the court ruled, was "a separate class of 
persons," which the founders had "not regarded as a portion of the people 
or citizens of the Government" and had "no rights which a white man was 
bound to respect." This belief, that black people were not merely enslaved 
but were a slave race, became the root of the endemic racism that we still 
cannot purge from this nation to this day. If black people could not ever be 
citizens, if they were a caste apart from all other humans, then they did not 
require the rights bestowed by the Constitution, and the "we" in the "We 
the People" was not a lie. 

On Aug. 14, 1862, a mere five years after the nation's highest courts 
declared that no black person could be an American citizen, President 
Abraham Lincoln called a group of five esteemed free black men to the 
White House for a meeting. It was one of the few times that black people 
had ever been invited to the White House as guests. The Civil War had 
been raging for more than a year, and black abolitionists, who had been 
increasingly pressuring Lincoln to end slavery, must have felt a sense of 
great anticipation and pride. 

The war was not going well for Lincoln. Britain was contemplating 
whether to intervene on the Confederacy's behalf, and Lincoln, unable to 
draw enough new white volunteers for the war, was forced to reconsider 
his opposition to allowing black Americans to fight for their own liberation. 
The president was weighing a proclamation that threatened to emancipate 
all enslaved people in the states that had seceded from the Union if the 
states did not end the rebellion. The proclamation would also allow the 
formerly enslaved to join the Union army and fight against their former 
"masters." But Lincoln worried about what the consequences of this 
radical step would be. Like many white Americans, he opposed slavery as 
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equamy. He oeuevea mat rree oiacK people were a '"troumesome presence" 
incompatible with a democracy intended only for white people. "Free 
them, and make them politically and socially our equals?" he had said four 
years earlier. "My own feelings will not admit of this; and if mine would, 
we well know that those of the great mass of white people will not." 

That August day, as the men arrived at the White House, they were 
greeted by the towering Lincoln and a man named James Mitchell, who 
eight days before had been given the title of a newly created position 
called the commissioner of emigration. This was to be his first assignment. 
After exchanging a few niceties, Lincoln got right to it. He informed his 
guests that he had gotten Congress to appropriate funds to ship black 
people, once freed, to another country. 

"Why should they leave this country? This is, perhaps, the first question 
for proper consideration," Lincoln told them. "You and we are different 
races .... Your race suffer very greatly, many of them, by living among us, 
while ours suffer from your presence. In a word, we suffer on each side." 

You can imagine the heavy silence in that room, as the weight of what the 
president said momentarily stole the breath of these five black men. It was 
243 years to the month since the first of their ancestors had arrived on 
these shores, before Lincoln's family, long before most of the white people 
insisting that this was not their country. The Union had not entered the 
war to end slavery but to keep the South from splitting off, yet black men 
had signed up to fight. Enslaved people were fleeing their forced-labor 
camps, which we like to call plantations, trying to join the effort, serving as 
spies, sabotaging confederates, taking up arms for his cause as well as 
their own. And now Lincoln was blaming them for the war. "Although 
many men engaged on either side do not care for you one way or the other 
... without the institution of slavery and the colored race as a basis, the war 
could not have an existence," the president told them. "It is better for us 
both, therefore, to be separated." 

As Lincoln closed the remarks, Edward Thomas, the delegation's 
chairman, informed the president, perhaps curtly, that they would consult 
on his proposition. "Take your full time," Lincoln said. "No hurry at all." 
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million black Americans were suddenly free. Contrary to Lincoln's view, 
most were not inclined to leave, agreeing with the sentiment of a 
resolution against black colonization put forward at a convention of black 
leaders in New York some decades before: "This is our home, and this our 
country. Beneath its sod lie the bones of our fathers .... Here we were born, 
and here we will die." 

That the formerly enslaved did not take up Lincoln's offer to abandon 
these lands is an astounding testament to their belief in this nation's 
founding ideals. As W.E.B. Du Bois wrote, "Few men ever worshiped 
Freedom with half such unquestioning faith as did the American Negro for 
two centuries." Black Americans had long called for universal equality and 
believed, as the abolitionist Martin Delany said, "that God has made of one 
blood all the nations that dwell on the face of the earth." Liberated by war, 
then, they did not seek vengeance on their oppressors as Lincoln and so 
many other white Americans feared. They did the opposite. During this 
nation's brief period of Reconstruction, from 1865 to 1877, formerly 
enslaved people zealously engaged with the democratic process. With 
federal troops tempering widespread white violence, black Southerners 
started branches of the Equal Rights League - one of the nation's first 
human rights organizations - to fight discrimination and organize voters; 
they headed in droves to the polls, where they placed other formerly 
enslaved people into seats that their enslavers had once held. The South, 
for the first time in the history of this country, began to resemble a 
democracy, with black Americans elected to local, state and federal offices. 
Some 16 black men served in Congress - including Hiram Revels of 
Mississippi, who became the first black man elected to the Senate. 
(Demonstrating just how brief this period would be, Revels, along with 
Blanche Bruce, would go from being the first black man elected to the last 
for nearly a hundred years, until Edward Brooke of Massachusetts took 
office in 1967.) More than 600 black men served in Southern state 
legislatures and hundreds more in local positions. 

These black officials joined with white Republicans, some of whom came 
down from the North, to write the most egalitarian state constitutions the 
South had ever seen. They helped pass more equitable tax legislation and 
laws that prohibited discrimination in public transportation, 
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school. Public education effectively did not exist in the South before 
Reconstruction. The white elite sent their children to private schools, while 
poor white children went without an education. But newly freed black 
people, who had been prohibited from learning to read and write during 
slavery, were desperate for an education. So black legislators successfully 
pushed for a universal, state-funded system of schools - not just for their 
own children but for white children, too. Black legislators also helped pass 
the first compulsory education laws in the region. Southern children, black 
and white, were now required to attend schools like their Northern 
counterparts. Just five years into Reconstruction, every Southern state 
had enshrined the right to a public education for all children into its 
constitution. In some states, like Louisiana and South Carolina, small 
numbers of black and white children, briefly, attended schools together. 

Led by black activists and a Republican Party pushed left by the blatant 
recalcitrance of white Southerners, the years directly after slavery saw the 
greatest expansion of human and civil rights this nation would ever see. In 
1865, Congress passed the 13th Amendment, making the United States one 
of the last nations in the Americas to outlaw slavery. The following year, 
black Americans, exerting their new political power, pushed white 
legislators to pass the Civil Rights Act, the nation's first such law and one 
of the most expansive pieces of civil rights legislation Congress has ever 
passed. It codified black American citizenship for the first time, prohibited 
housing discrimination and gave all Americans the right to buy and inherit 
property, make and enforce contracts and seek redress from courts. In 
1868, Congress ratified the 14th Amendment, ensuring citizenship to any 
person born in the United States. Today, thanks to this amendment, every 
child born here to a European, Asian, African, Latin American or Middle 
Eastern immigrant gains automatic citizenship. The 14th Amendment also, 
for the first time, constitutionally guaranteed equal protection under the 
law. Ever since, nearly all other marginalized groups have used the 14th 
Amendment in their fights for equality (including the recent successful 
arguments before the Supreme Court on behalf of same-sex marriage). 
Finally, in 1870, Congress passed the 15th Amendment, guaranteeing the 
most critical aspect of democracy and citizenship - the right to vote - to 
all men regardless of "race, color, or previous condition of servitude." 
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we could create the multiracial democracy that black Americans 
envisioned even if our founding fathers did not. 

But it would not last. 

Anti-black racism runs in the very DNA of this country, as does the belief, 
so well articulated by Lincoln, that black people are the obstacle to 
national unity. The many gains of Reconstruction were met with fierce 
white resistance throughout the South, including unthinkable violence 
against the formerly enslaved, wide-scale voter suppression, electoral 
fraud and even, in some extreme cases, the overthrow of democratically 
elected biracial governments. Faced with this unrest, the federal 
government decided that black people were the cause of the problem and 
that for unity's sake, it would leave the white South to its own devices. In 
1877, President Rutherford B. Hayes, in order to secure a compromise with 
Southern Democrats that would grant him the presidency in a contested 
election, agreed to pull federal troops from the South. With the troops 
gone, white Southerners quickly went about eradicating the gains of 
Reconstruction. The systemic white suppression of black life was so 
severe that this period between the 1880s and the 1920 and '30s became 
known as the Great Nadir, or the second slavery. Democracy would not 
return to the South for nearly a century. 

White Southerners of all economic classes, on the other hand, thanks in 
significant part to the progressive policies and laws black people had 
championed, experienced substantial improvement in their lives even as 
they forced black people back into a quasi slavery. As Waters McIntosh, 
who had been enslaved in South Carolina, lamented, "It was the poor white 
man who was freed by the war, not the Negroes." 

Georgia pines flew past the windows of the Greyhound bus carrying Isaac 
Woodard home to Winnsboro, S.C. After serving four years in the Army in 
World War II, where Woodard had earned a battle star, he was given an 
honorable discharge earlier that day at Camp Gordon and was headed 
home to meet his wife. When the bus stopped at a small drugstore an hour 
outside Atlanta, Woodard got into a brief argument with the white driver 
after asking if he could use the restroom. About half an hour later, the 
driver stopped again and told Woodard to get off the bus. Crisp in his 
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a billy club, beating him so badly that he fell unconscious. The blows to 
Woodard's head were so severe that when he woke in a jail cell the next 
day, he could not see. The beating occurred just 4½ hours after his military 
discharge. At 26, Woodard would never see again. 

There was nothing unusual about Woodard's horrific maiming. It was part 
of a wave of systemic violence deployed against black Americans after 
Reconstruction, in both the North and the South. As the egalitarian spirit 
of post-Civil War America evaporated under the desire for national 
reunification, black Americans, simply by existing, served as a 
problematic reminder of this nation's failings. White America dealt with 
this inconvenience by constructing a savagely enforced system of racial 
apartheid that excluded black people almost entirely from mainstream 
American life - a system so grotesque that Nazi Germany would later 
take inspiration from it for its own racist policies. 

Despite the guarantees of equality in the 14th Amendment, the Supreme 
Court's landmark Plessy v. Ferguson decision in 1896 declared that the 
racial segregation of black Americans was constitutional. With the 
blessing of the nation's highest court and no federal will to vindicate black 
rights, starting in the late 1800s, Southern states passed a series of laws 
and codes meant to make slavery's racial caste system permanent by 
denying black people political power, social equality and basic dignity. 
They passed literacy tests to keep black people from voting and created 
all-white primaries for elections. Black people were prohibited from 
serving on juries or testifying in court against a white person. South 
Carolina prohibited white and black textile workers from using the same 
doors. Oklahoma forced phone companies to segregate phone booths. 
Memphis had separate parking spaces for black and white drivers. 
Baltimore passed an ordinance outlawing black people from moving onto a 
block more than half white and white people from moving onto a block 
more than half black. Georgia made it illegal for black and white people to 
be buried next to one another in the same cemetery. Alabama barred black 
people from using public libraries that their own tax dollars were paying 
for. Black people were expected to jump off the sidewalk to let white people 
pass and call all white people by an honorific, though they received none 
no matter how old they were. In the North, white politicians implemented 
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and "colored" days at the country fair, and white businesses regularly 
denied black people service, placing "Whites Only" signs in their windows. 
States like California joined Southern states in barring black people from 
marrying white people, while local school boards in Illinois and New 
Jersey mandated segregated schools for black and white children. 

This caste system was maintained through wanton racial terrorism. And 
black veterans like Woodard, especially those with the audacity to wear 
their uniform, had since the Civil War been the target of a particular 
violence. This intensified during the two world wars because white people 
understood that once black men had gone abroad and experienced life 
outside the suffocating racial oppression of America, they were unlikely to 
quietly return to their subjugation at home. As Senator James K. 

Vardaman of Mississippi said on the Senate floor during World War I, 
black servicemen returning to the South would "inevitably lead to 
disaster." Giving a black man "military airs" and sending him to defend the 
flag would bring him "to the conclusion that his political rights must be 
respected." 

Many white Americans saw black men in the uniforms of America's armed 
services not as patriotic but as exhibiting a dangerous pride. Hundreds of 
black veterans were beaten, maimed, shot and lynched. We like to call 
those who lived during World War II the Greatest Generation, but that 
allows us to ignore the fact that many of this generation fought for 
democracy abroad while brutally suppressing democracy for millions of 
American citizens. During the height of racial terror in this country, black 
Americans were not merely killed but castrated, burned alive and 
dismembered with their body parts displayed in storefronts. This violence 
was meant to terrify and control black people, but perhaps just as 
important, it served as a psychological balm for white supremacy: You 
would not treat human beings this way. The extremity of the violence was 
a symptom of the psychological mechanism necessary to absolve white 
Americans of their country's original sin. To answer the question of how 
they could prize liberty abroad while simultaneously denying liberty to an 
entire race back home, white Americans resorted to the same racist 
ideology that Jefferson and the framers had used at the nation's founding. 
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and their descendants became educated, if we thrived in the jobs white 
people did, if we excelled in the sciences and arts, then the entire 
justification for how this nation allowed slavery would collapse. Free black 
people posed a danger to the country's idea of itself as exceptional; we 
held up the mirror in which the nation preferred not to peer. And so the 
inhumanity visited on black people by every generation of white America 
justified the inhumanity of the past. 

Just as white Americans feared, World War II ignited what became black 
Americans' second sustained effort to make democracy real. As the 
editorial board of the black newspaper The Pittsburgh Courier wrote, "We 
wage a two-pronged attack against our enslavers at home and those 
abroad who will enslave us." Woodard's blinding is largely seen as one of 
the catalysts for the decades-long rebellion we have come to call the civil 
rights movement. But it is useful to pause and remember that this was the 
second mass movement for black civil rights, the first being 
Reconstruction. As the centennial of slavery's end neared, black people 
were still seeking the rights they had fought for and won after the Civil 
War: the right to be treated equally by public institutions, which was 
guaranteed in 1866 with the Civil Rights Act; the right to be treated as full 
citizens before the law, which was guaranteed in 1868 by the 14th 
Amendment; and the right to vote, which was guaranteed in 1870 by the 
15th Amendment. In response to black demands for these rights, white 
Americans strung them from trees, beat them and dumped their bodies in 
muddy rivers, assassinated them in their front yards, firebombed them on 
buses, mauled them with dogs, peeled back their skin with fire hoses and 
murdered their children with explosives set off inside a church. 

For the most part, black Americans fought back alone. Yet we never fought 
only for ourselves. The bloody freedom struggles of the civil rights 
movement laid the foundation for every other modern rights struggle. This 
nation's white founders set up a decidedly undemocratic Constitution that 
excluded women, Native Americans and black people, and did not provide 
the vote or equality for most Americans. But the laws born out of black 
resistance guarantee the franchise for all and ban discrimination based not 
just on race but on gender, nationality, religion and ability. It was the civil 
rights movement that led to the passage of the Immigration and 
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black and brown immigrants from across the globe are able to come to the 
United States and live in a country in which legal discrimination is no 
longer allowed. It is a truly American irony that some Asian-Americans, 
among the groups able to immigrate to the United States because of the 
black civil rights struggle, are now suing universities to end programs 
designed to help the descendants of the enslaved. 

No one cherishes freedom more than those who have not had it. And to 
this day, black Americans, more than any other group, embrace the 
democratic ideals of a common good. We are the most likely to support 
programs like universal health care and a higher minimum wage, and to 
oppose programs that harm the most vulnerable. For instance, black 
Americans suffer the most from violent crime, yet we are the most 
opposed to capital punishment. Our unemployment rate is nearly twice 
that of white Americans, yet we are still the most likely of all groups to say 
this nation should take in refugees. 

The truth is that as much democracy as this nation has today, it has been 
borne on the backs of black resistance. Our founding fathers may not have 
actually believed in the ideals they espoused, but black people did. As one 
scholar, Joe R. Feagin, put it, "Enslaved African-Americans have been 
among the foremost freedom-fighters this country has produced." For 
generations, we have believed in this country with a faith it did not 
deserve. Black people have seen the worst of America, yet, somehow, we 
still believe in its best. 

They say our people were born on the water. 

When it occurred, no one can say for certain. Perhaps it was in the second 
week, or the third, but surely by the fourth, when they had not seen their 
land or any land for so many days that they lost count. It was after fear 
had turned to despair, and despair to resignation, and resignation to an 
abiding understanding. The teal eternity of the Atlantic Ocean had severed 
them so completely from what had once been their home that it was as if 
nothing had ever existed before, as if everything and everyone they 
cherished had simply vanished from the earth. They were no longer 
Mbundu or Akan or Fulani. These men and women from many different 
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one people now. 

Just a few months earlier, they had families, and farms, and lives and 
dreams. They were free. They had names, of course, but their enslavers 
did not bother to record them. They had been made black by those people 
who believed that they were white, and where they were heading, black 
equaled "slave," and slavery in America required turning human beings 
into property by stripping them of every element that made them 
individuals. This process was called seasoning, in which people stolen 
from western and central Africa were forced, often through torture, to stop 
speaking their native tongues and practicing their native religions. 

But as the sociologist Glenn Bracey wrote, "Out of the ashes of white 
denigration, we gave birth to ourselves." For as much as white people tried 
to pretend, black people were not chattel. And so the process of seasoning, 
instead of erasing identity, served an opposite purpose: In the void, we 
forged a new culture all our own. 

Today, our very manner of speaking recalls the Creole languages that 
enslaved people innovated in order to communicate both with Africans 
speaking various dialects and the English-speaking people who enslaved 
them. Our style of dress, the extra flair, stems back to the desires of 
enslaved people - shorn of all individuality - to exert their own identity. 
Enslaved people would wear their hat in a jaunty manner or knot their 
head scarves intricately. Today's avant-garde nature of black hairstyles 
and fashion displays a vibrant reflection of enslaved people's 
determination to feel fully human through self-expression. The 
improvisational quality of black art and music comes from a culture that 
because of constant disruption could not cling to convention. Black naming 
practices, so often impugned by mainstream society, are themselves an act 
of resistance. Our last names belong to the white people who once owned 
us. That is why the insistence of many black Americans, particularly those 
most marginalized, to give our children names that we create, that are 
neither European nor from Africa, a place we have never been, is an act of 
self-determination. When the world listens to quintessential American 
music, it is our voice they hear. The sorrow songs we sang in the fields to 
soothe our physical pain and find hope in a freedom we did not expect to 
know until we died became American gospel. Amid the devastating 
violence and poverty of the Mississippi Delta, we birthed jazz and blues. 
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teenagers too poor to buy instruments used old records to create a new 
music known as hip-hop. 

Our speech and fashion and the drum of our music echoes Africa but is not 
African. Out of our unique isolation, both from our native cultures and 
from white America, we forged this nation's most significant original 
culture. In turn, "mainstream" society has coveted our style, our slang and 
our song, seeking to appropriate the one truly American culture as its own. 
As Langston Hughes wrote in 1926, "They'll see how beautiful I am/And 
be ashamed -/I, too, am America." 

For centuries, white Americans have been trying to solve the "Negro 
problem." They have dedicated thousands of pages to this endeavor. It is 
common, still, to point to rates of black poverty, out-of-wedlock births, 
crime and college attendance, as if these conditions in a country built on a 
racial caste system are not utterly predictable. But crucially, you cannot 
view those statistics while ignoring another: that black people were 
enslaved here longer than we have been free. 

At 43, I am part of the first generation of black Americans in the history of 
the United States to be born into a society in which black people had full 
rights of citizenship. Black people suffered under slavery for 250 years; we 
have been legally "free" for just 50. Yet in that briefest of spans, despite 
continuing to face rampant discrimination, and despite there never having 
been a genuine effort to redress the wrongs of slavery and the century of 
racial apartheid that followed, black Americans have made astounding 
progress, not only for ourselves but also for all Americans. 

What if America understood, finally, in this 400th year, that we have never 
been the problem but the solution? 

When I was a child - I must have been in fifth or sixth grade - a teacher 
gave our class an assignment intended to celebrate the diversity of the 
great American melting pot. She instructed each of us to write a short 
report on our ancestral land and then draw that nation's flag. As she 
turned to write the assignment on the board, the other black girl in class 
locked eyes with me. Slavery had erased any connection we had to an 
African country, and even if we tried to claim the whole continent, there 
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distance between the white kids and us. In the end, I walked over to the 
globe near my teacher's desk, picked a random African country and 
claimed it as my own. 

I wish, now, that I could go back to the younger me and tell her that her 
people's ancestry started here, on these lands, and to boldly, proudly, draw 
the stars and those stripes of the American flag. 

We were told once, by virtue of our bondage, that we could never be 
American. But it was by virtue of our bondage that we became the most 
American of all. 
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Theodore Roosevelt, "True Americanism," from The Forum Magazine (April 1894) 

Patriotism Vias once defined as "the last refuge of a scoundrel'1 [and] ... there are plenty of 
scoundrels always ready to try to belittle reform movements or to bolster up existing 
iniquities in the name of Americanism; but this does not alter the fact that the man who can 
do most in this country is and must be the man whose Americanism is most sincere and 
in tense .... 

We Americans have many grave problems to solve, many threatening evils to fight, and 
many deeds to do, if, as we hope and believe, we have the wisdom, the strength, the courage, 
and the virtue to do them. But we must face facts as they are. We must neither surrender 
ourselves to a foolish optimism, nor succumb to a timid and ignoble pessimism. Our nation 
is that one among all the nations of the earth which holds in its hands the fate of the coming 
years. We enjoy exceptional advantages, and are menaced by exceptional dangers; and all 
signs indicate that we shall either fail greatly or succeed greatly. I firmly believe that we 
shall succeed; but we must not foolishly blink the dangers by which we are threatened, for 
that is the way to faiL On the contrary, we must soberly set to \vork to find out all \Ve can 
about the existence and extent of every evil, must acknowledge it to be such, and must then 
attack it with unyielding resolution. There are many such evils, and each must be fought 
after a fashion; yet there is one quality which we must bring to the solution of every 
problem,- that is, an intense and fervid Americanism. We shall never be successful over the 
dangers that confront us; we shall never achieve true greatness, nor reach the lofty ideal 
\.vhich the ro:..:nders and preservers of our mighty Federal Republic have set before us, 
ui:less v-.:e Jr,~ :\mericans in heart anu soul, in spirit and purpose, keenly alive to the 
rL1 SpD1:sibiL!:. implied in the very n3me of American, and proud beyond measure of the 
glorious pri·, iiege or hearing it. There are tv .. 10 or three sides to the question of Americanism, 
and t,vo or ~hre:e senses in vvhich the word "Americanism" can be used to express tl1e 
antithesis uf what is unwholesome and undesirable. In the first place we wish to be broadly 
American and national, as opposed to being local or sectional. We do not wish, in politics, in 
literature, or in art, to develop that unwholesome parochial spirit, that over-exaltation of 
the little community at the expense of the great nation, which produces what has been 
described as the patriotism of the village, the patriotism of the belfry. Politically, the 
indulgence of this spirit was the chief cause of the calamities which befell the ancient 
republics of Greece, the medieval republics ofltaly, and the petty States of Germany as it 
was in the last century. lt is this spirit of provincial patriotism, this \nability to take a view of 
broad adhesion to the \,vhole nation that has been the chief among the causes that have 
produced ~uch 2n2rchy in the South Arnerican St2tes, and vvhich have r:>sulted in presenting 
to us not one great Spanish-American federal nation stretching from the Rio Grande to Cape 
Horn, but a squabbling multitude of revolution-ridden States, not one of which stands even 
in the second rank as a povver. However, politically this question of American nationality 
has been settled once for all. \Ne are no longer in danger of repeating in our history the 
shameful and contemptible disasters that have befallen the Spanish possessions on this 
continent since they threvv off the yoke of Spain. Indeed, there is, all through our life, ve1-y 

much less of this parochial spirit than there vvas formerly. Still there is an occasional 
outcropping here and there; and it is just as well that we should keep steadily in mind the 
futility of talking of a Northern literature or a Southern literature, an Eastern or a \A/estern 
school of art or science. Joel Chandler Harris is emphatically a national writer; so is Mark 
Twain. They do not write merely for Georgia or Missouri or California any more than for
Illinois or Connecticut; they write as Americans and for all people who can read English ... 
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There is a second side to this question of a broad Americanism, however. The patriotism of 
the village or the belfry is bad, but the lack of all patriotism is even worse. There are 
philosophers who assure us that, in the future, patriotism will be regarded not as a virtue at 
all, but merely as a mental stage in the journey toward a state of feeling when our 
patriotism will include the whole human race and all the world. This may be so; but the age 
of which these philosophers speak is still several aeons distant. In fact, philosophers of this 
type are so very advanced that they are of no practical service to the present generation. it 
may be, that in ages so remote that we cannot now understand any of the feelings of those 
who \Nill dwell in them, patriotism will no longer be regarded as a virtue, exactly as it may 
be that in those remote ages people will look down upon and disregard monogamic 
marriage; but as things now are and have been for two or three thousand years past, and 
are likely to be for two or three thousand years to come, the words "home" and "country" 
mean a great deal. Nor do they show any tendency to lose their significance. At present, 
treason, like adultery, ranks as one of the worst of all possible crimes. 

One may fall very far short of treason and yet be an undesirable citizen in the community. 
The man who becomes Europeanized, v.rho loses his povver of doing good work on this side 
of the water, and who loses his love for his native land, is not a traitor; but he is a silly and 
undesirable citizen. He is as emphatically a noxious element in our body politic as is the 
man who comes here from abroad and remains a foreigner. Nothing will more quickly or 
more surely disqualify a man from doing good work in the world than the acquirement of 
that llaccid habit of mind vvhich its possessors style cosmopolitanism. 

It is r:ot crnly :-:ecessary to Americanize Lhe imrnigrants of foreign birth who settle among us, 
but it is even more necessary for those among us who are by birth and descent already 
Americans 1<lt to throw away our birthright, and, with incredible and contemptible folly, 
wand~r bad: to bow dov\!n before the alien gods whom our forefathers forsook. It is hard to 
believe that there is any necessity to warn Americans that, when they seek to model 
themselves on the lines of other civilizations, they make themselves the butts of all right
thinking men; and yet the necessity certainly exists to give this \,varning to many of our 
citizens who pride themselves on their standing in the world of art and letters, or, 
perchance, on what they would style their social leadership in the community. It is always 
better to be an original than an imitation, even when the imitation is of something better 
than tl1e original; but what shall we say of the fool who is content to be an imitation of 
something vvurse? Even if the weaklings who seek to be other than Americans wei·e right in 
deeming other nations to be better than their own, the fact yet remains that to be a first
c1J.ss i\n1eric3n Ls fiftj'1-fo!d better tl1211 to be a .::ecc11d-cla.ss i111itation of a Fre11cl11112.n or 
Englishman. As a matter of fact, however, thuse of our countrymen who do believe in 
American inferiority are always individuals \/\/ho, bov,.1ever cultivated, have some organic 
\Neakness in their moral or mental make-up; and the great mass of our people, \Nho are 
robustly patriotic, and who have sound, healthy minds, are justified in regarding these 
feeble renegades wilh a half-impatient and half-amused scorn. 

It is precisely along the lines \Vhere vve have \".'Orked rnost independently that \Ne have 
accomplished the greatest results; and it is in those professions vvhere there has been no 
servility to, but merely a wise profiting by foreign experience, that we have produced our 
greatest men. Our soldiers and statesmen and orators; our explorers, our wilderness-
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\,vinners, and commonwealth-builders; the men who have made our laws and seen that they 
were executed; and the other men whose energy and ingenuity have created our marvellous 
material prosperity--all these have been men who have drawn wisdom from the 
experience of every age and nation, but who have nevertheless thought, and worked, and 
conquered, and lived, and died, purely as Americans; and on the whole they have done 
better work than has been done in any other country during the short period of our national 
life. 

On the other hand, it is in those professions where our people have striven hardest to mold 
themselves in conventional European forms that they have succeeded le.ast; and this holds 
true to the present day, the failure being of course most conspicuous where the man takes 
up his abode in Europe; where he becomes a second-rate European, because he is over
civilized, over-sensitive, over-refined, and has lost the hardihood and manly courage by 
which alone he can conquer in the keen struggle of our national life. Be it remembered, too, 
that this same being does not really become a European; he only ceases being an American, 
and becomes nothing. He throws away a great prize for the sake of a lesser one, and does 
not even gft the lesser one. The painter v..rl10 goes to Paris, not merely to get t\NO or three 
years' thorough training in his art, but with the deliberate purpose of taking up his abode 
there, and with the intention of following in the ruts worn deep by ten thousand earlier 
travelers, instead of striking off to rise or fall on a new line, thereby forfeits all chance of 
doing the best work.He must content himself with aiming at that kind of mediocrity which 
consists in doing fairly well what h3s already been done better; and he usually never even 
5;ees t11e gi-:!r;d0'':Jr and picturesqueness lying open before the eyes of every man \,vho can 
i-ead the b·:''..,)·. cf iuT1e:rica's pasl JJH1 Lhe bocJk of America's present. Thus it is with the 
undersized :.·!;:111 of letters, who fle0s his country because he, \Nith his delicate, effeminate 
sensitivenf':•;·,~, finds the conditions of life on this side of the \,vat.er crude and rav-.r; in other 
words, bec:c=-r,st ;1e finds that he cannot play a man's part among men, and so goes \,vhere he 
v,·ill be shelt:1·:red from the winds that harden stouter souls. This emigre may write graceful 
and pretty verses, essays, novels; but he will never do \,vork to compare with that of his 
brother, who is strong enough to stc:1nd on his ovvn feet, and do his work as an American ... 
It is among the people who like to consider themselves, and, indeed, to a large extent are, 
the leaders of the so-called social vvorld, especially in some of the northeastern cities, that 
this colonial habit of thought, this thoroughly provincial spirit of admiration for things 
foreign, and inability to stand on one's own feet, becomes most evident and most 
despicable ... 

Tl1e third sense i11 vvf1icl1 tl1c Vv'ord "/\111criczinisrn11 n1~J,r be e111ploy1 ed is \·vitl1 reference to tl1e 
Americanizing of the newcomers to our shores. We must Americanize them in every way, in 
speech, in political ideas and principles, and in their vvay of looking at the relations betvveen 
Church and State. We welcome the German or the Irishman who becomes an American. V/e 
have no use for the German or Irishman who remains such. We do not \l\1ish German
Americans and Irish-Americans who figure as such in our social and political life; we want 
only Americans, and, provided they are such, we do not care whether they are of native or of 
Irish or of German ancestry. We have no room in any healthy American community for a 
German-American vote or an Irish-American vote, and it is contemptible demagogy to put 
planks into any party platform Vlith the purpose of catching such a vote. We have no room 
for any people \,vho do not act and vote simply as Americans, and as nothing else. Moreover, 
we have as little use for people who carry religious prejudices into our politics as for those 
who carry prejudices of caste or nationality. We stand unalterably in favor of the public
school system in its entirety. We believe that English, and no other language, is that in which 
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all the school exercises should be conducted ... We are against any recognition whatever by 
the State in any shape or form of State-aided parochial schools. But we are equally opposed 
to any discrimination against or for a man because of his creed. We demand that all citizens, 
Protestant and Catholic, Jew and Gentile, shall have fair treatment in every way; that all 
alike shall have their rights guaranteed them .... 

The mighty tide of immigration to our shores has brought in its train much of good and 
much of evil; and whether the good or the evil shall predominate depends mainly on 
whether these nevvcorners do or do not throw themselves heartily into our national life, 
cease to be Europeans, and become Americans like the rest of us. More than a third of the 
people of the Northern States are of foreign birth or parentage. An immense number of 
them have become completely Americanized, and these stand on exactly the same plane as 
the descendants of any Puritan, Cavalier, or Knickerbocker among us, and do th.eir full and 
honorable share of the nation's work. But where immigrants, or the sons of immigrants, do 
not heartily and in good faith throw in their lot \f\rith us, but cling to the speech, the customs, 
the ways of life, and the habits of thought of the Old World which they have left, they 
thereby harm both them-?elves and us. If they remain alien elements, unassirnilated, and 
with interests separate from ours, they are mere obstructions to the current of our national 
life, and, moreover, can get no good from it themselves. In fact, though we ourselves also 
suffer from their perversity, it is they who really suffer most. It is an immense benefit to the 
European immigrant to change him into an American citizen. To bear the name of American 
is to bear the most honorable titles; and whoever does not so believe has no business to 
hc::3r the nan:c at all, and, if he comes from Europe, the sooner he goes back there the better. 
Bc'-:id1.::s, Li11:· ---1~111 \:Vhu does not become Americanized nevertheless fails to remain a 
Et:ropr.an, ~1r:J becomes nothing at all. The immigrant cannot possibly remain what he was, 
or rnntinue ~(j be a member of the Old-\Norld society. If he tries to retain his old language, in 
:~ f(:v1: gener;·.Lc,ns it becumes a barbarous jargon; if he tries.to retain his old customs and 
v.i;::iys of life, i;1 a few generations he becomes an uncouth boor. He has cut himself off from 
the Old World, and cannot retain his connection with it; and if he wishes ever to amount to 
anything he must throw himself heart and soul, and without reservation, into the nevv life to 
which he has come. It is urgently necessary to check and regulate our immigration, by much 
more drastic laws than now exist; and this should be done both to keep out laborers who 
tend to depress the labor market, and to keep out races which do not assimilate readily with 
our own, and unworthy individuals of all races-not only criminals, idiots, and paupers, but 
anarchists of the Most and O'Donovan Rossa type. From his own standpoint, it is beyond all 
question the wise thing for the immigrant to become thoroughly Americanized.Moreover, 
from our standpoint, 'Ne have a right to demand it. .... A.bove 211, the imITligr2nt must !earn 
to talk and think and be United States. The immigrant of to-day can learn much from the 
experience of the immigrants of the past, \,vho came to America prior to the Revolutionary 
War. \/1/ e were then already, what we are now, a people of mixed blood.Many of our most 
illustrious Revolutionary names were borne by men of Huguenot blood-Jay, Sevier, 
Marion, Laurens. But the Huguenots were, on the vvhole, the best immigrants we have ever 
received; sooner than any other, and more completely, they became American in speech, 
conviction, and thought. The Hollanders took longer than the Huguenots to become 
completely assimilated; nevertheless they in the end became so, immensely to their own 
advantage. One of the leading Revolutionary generals, Schuyler, and one of the Presidents of 
the United States, Van Buren, were of Dutch blood; but they rose to their positions, the 
highest in the land, because they had become Americans and had ceased being Hollanders. If 
they had remained members of an alien body, cut off by their speecl1 and customs and belief 
from the rest of the American community, Schuyler would have lived his life as a boorish, 
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provincial squire, and Van Buren would have ended his days a small tavern-keeper. So it is 
with the Germans of Pennsylvania. Those of them who became Americanized have 
furnished to our history a multitude of honorable names from the days of the Muhlenbergs 
on-ward; but those who did not become Americanized form to the present day an 
unimportant body, of no significance in American existence. So it is with the Irish, who gave 
to Revolutionary annals such names as Carroll and Sullivan, and to the Civil War men like 
Sheridan-men who were Americans and nothing else: while the Irish who remain such, 
and busy themselves solely with alien politics, can have only an unhealthy influence upon 
American life, and can never rise as do their compatriots \vho become straightout 
Americans. Thus it has ever been with all people who have come hither, of whatever stock 
or blood. The same thing is true of the churches. A church which remains foreign, in 
language or spirit, is doomed. But I wish to be distinctly understood on one point. 

Americanism is a question of spirit, conviction, and purpose, not of creed or birthplace. The 
politician who bids for the Irish or German vote, or the Irishman or German who votes as an 
Irishman or German, is despicable, for all citizens of this commonwealth should vote solely 
as Americans; but he is not a whit less 0espicable than the voter who votes against a good 
American, merely because that American happens to have been born in Ireland or Germany. 
Know-nothingism, in any form, is as utterly un-American as foreign ism. It is a base outrage 
to oppose a man because of his re-ligion or birthplace, and all good citizens will hold any 
such effort in abhorrence. A Scandinavian, a German, or an Irishman who has really become 
an .American has the right to stand on exactly the same footing as any native-born citizen in 
the hnd, zrnd is just as much entitled to the friendship and support, social and political, of 
his ncigl·1bor:~. /\.rnong the men with whom I have been thrown in close personal contact 
~;oci(dly, ;me.; '.'Jho have been among my stanchest friends and allies politically, are not a fev-., 
Americans \,\'ilO happen to have be.en born on the other side of the \Nater, in Germany, 
l rel and, Sc;.1r, fo1avia; and there could be no better men in the ranks of our native-born 
citizens. 

In closing, I cannot better express the ideal attitude that should be taken by our fellow
citizens of foreign birth than by quoting the words of a representative American, borrr in 
Germany, the Honorable Richard Guenther, of Vvisconsin. In a speech spoken at the time of 
the Samoan trouble he said: 

" ... After passing through the crucible of naturalization, \Ne are no longer Germans; we are 
Americans. Our attachment to America cannot be measured by the length of our residence 
here. 'Ne are An1ericans from the moment ·vve touch the American shore until v;e t1rc laid in 
American graves. We will fight for America whenever necessary. America, first, last, and all 
the time. America against Germany, America against the v;orld; America, right or v..rrong; 
alvvays America. We are Americans." 

All honor to the man who spoke such words as those; and I believe they express the feelings 
of the great majority of those among our fellow-American citizens who were born abroad. 
We Americans can on·ly do our allotted task well if we face it steadily and bravely, seeing but 
not fearing the dangers. Above all we must stand shoulder to shoulder, not asking as to the 
ancestry or creed of our comrades, but only demanding that they be in very truth 
Americans, and that we all \Nork together, heart, hand, and head, for the honor and the 
greatness of our common country. 
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22. LEAVES FROM THE MENTAL POTITFOLIO OF 

A JEUHASIAN 
by Sui Sin Far 

~~ 

WHEN I LOOK back m'er the years I see myself, a little child of scared; 
four years of age, ,rnJking in front of my nurse, in a green Englis 
lane, mid lislening to her tell auolher of her kind that my mo the 
is Chinese. "Oh, Lordi" exclaims the informed. She turns m 
::u-mmd and scans me curiously from head to foot. Then the t:w , 
women whisper together. Tho the word "Chinese" conveys ve 
Jiu.le meaning t.o my miud, I feel that they are talking aboul m 
father and motlier ~md my heart swells with indignation. When w 
reach home I rush to my mother and try to tell her what I hav, 
heard. I am a young child. I fail to make myself intelligible. M' 
mother does not understand, and when the nmse declares to her; 
uLittle Miss Sui is a slory-telle1/ my mother slaps me. 

Ivlany a long year has pa.5sed over my head since that day-the dat 
on which l first learned that I was something different ancl apar~ 
Crom other children-but tho my mother has forgotten it., I have noti_ 
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1- I see myself again, a few years olde1: I am playing with another 
thilcl in a garden. A girlpasses by outside the gale. "Mamie," she 
~ries to my companion. "I wouldn't speak to Sui if I were you. Her 
'rn.mma is Chinese:' 

"I don't care," answers the little one beside me. And ·then to 
,{3}ne. "Even if your mamma is Chinese, I like you better than I 
··"Jld-e Annie." "But I don't like you," I answer, turning my back 011 

:her. It is my first conscious lie. 
· I am at a children's parly, given by the wife of an Indian offi
cer whose children were schoolfellows of mine. I am only six years 
bf age, but have attended a private school for over a year, and 
have already learned that China is a heathen country; being civ
ilized by England. However, for the time being, I am a merry 
romping child. There are quite a number of grmvn people 
present. One, a white haired old mah, has his attention called to 
i11e by the hostess .. He adjusts his eyeglasses and surveys me 
-tiilically. "Ah, indeed!" he exclaims, "Who would have thought it at 
hrst glance. Yet now I see the difference between her and other 
diildren. What a peculiar coloring I Her moLher's eyes and hair and 
her father's features, I presmne. Very interesting li ttJ.e creature I" 

I had beei1 called from my play for the purpose of inspect.ion. I 
do not return to it. For the rest of the evening I hide myself behind 
a hall door and refuse to show myself until it is time to go home. 

ivly parents have come to America. We are in Hudson City, N. Y., 
and we are very pom: I am out with my brother, who is ten months 
_older tJrn.n myself. We pass a Chinese store, tJ1e door of ·which is 

pen. "Look!" says Charlie, "Those men in there are Chinese!" 
·agerly I gaze into the long low room. WitJ1 tJ1.e exception of my 
other, who is English bred with.English ways and manner of 
ess, I have never seen a-Chinese person. The two men within the 

;tore are uncouth specimens of their race, cl.rest in working blouses 
incl pantaloons vvith queues hanging down their backs. I recoil 
vith a sense of shock. 
J "Oh, Charlie," I cq~ "Are we like.that?" 
· "Well, we're Chinese, and they're Chinese, too, so we must be!" 

il'!~Jelums my seven-year-old brother. 
;:: "Of course you are," puts in a boy who has followed us clown 
l'tlhe street, and who lives near us and has seen my mother: 
i!f]::'Chinky, Ghinky, Chinaman, yellow-face, pig':-tail, rat-eat.er." A 
llimmber of other boys and several little girls join in with him. 

ff 



0) 
w 

-o, 
--._JI 

Z5-:-L_i 
CD 

I 

U-\ 
0 
I 

238 UttDISTiNGUffHED AMERIC,1r!S_ 

"Detter Lhan you," shouts my l..Holher. facing Lhe crmvd. He is 
yom1ger and smaller Lha11 any tl1ere, and I am even more in.siguif· 
ic;:u1t than he; but rn.y spirit revives. 

"l 'd rather be Chinese Lhai1 a.11yLl1ing else in the world," I screami 
They pull my hair; they tear my clothes, they scratch my face' 

and all but lame my brother; but the white blood in our vein 
fights valiantly 1:0r the Chinese half of us. \Vl1en it is all ;y,·c; 
exhausted and bedraggled, ,ve cra·wl home, and report lo om, 
mother that we have "won our baule." f; 

"Are you sure?" asks rny motlier doublfuUy. _ 
"Of course. They ran from us. They were frightened," returr1q,: 

rny brother. · 
My mother smiles 1vitb salisfactiou. 
"Do you hear?" she asks my father. 
"Umm,'' he observes, raising his eyes from liis paper for an 

instant.. I\-.ly childish instinct, however, tells me that he is more: 
in terestcd than lie appears to be. · 

lt is Lea time, but I cannot eat. Unobserved l cr:nvl aviay. l do not_ 
sleep that night.Jam 100 excited ,md I ache all ovc1: Our ;pponents. 1 

had been so ,:cry much strouger and bigger than we. Towarcl'Inonv', 
i...ng, however, I fall i..n;:o a doze from which I awake myself, shouting:\ 
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,~nc1 English Canadians, who amuse themselves with speculau.ons 
as to whether~ we being Chinese, are susceptible to pinches and 
I1air pulling, while older persons pause and gaze upon us, very 
fi1uch in the same way that I have seen people gaze upon strange 
animals in a menagerie. Now and then we are slopt and plied 
,\yiLh questions as to what we eat and drink, how we go to sleep, if 
rpy mother understands what my father says to her, if we sit on 
chairs or squat on floors, etc., etc., etc. 

There are many pitched battles, of course, and we seldom leave 
the house 1vit110ut being armed for conflict. My mother takes a 

great interest in our battles, and usually cheers us on, tho I doubt 
:1Vhether she understands t11e depth of the troubled waters thru 
1\rhich her little children wade. AB Lo my father, peace is his motto, 
:~md he deems it ·wisest to be blind and deaf lo many things. 
: School_ days are short, but memorable. I am in the sai11e class 
:\viL11 my brother, my sister next to me in the class below. The little 
girl whose desk my sister shares shrinks close against the wall as 
my sister takes her place. In a little while she raises her hand. 
· "Please, teacher!" 

"Yes, Annie." 
.-fc ".May I change my seat?" 

"Sound Lhe battle cry: 
f# "No, you may not!" 

S I I
. . . 

1 
,, ~Mt The little girl sobs. "Why should she have to sit beside a :• 

ee l 1e oe 1s nP 1. If~ LI · · ---
0 tr 1 appily my sister does not seem to heai~ ai1d before long the Lwo 

I\Jy mother belie,es in sending us to Sunday school. She has '1i~~ I litlle girls become great friends. I have many such experiences. 
been brought up in a Presbyterian college. }l, flt tvly brother is remarkably bright; my sister next to me has a won-

The scene of rny life shiJ:Lc; to Eastern Canada. The sleigh which f ij; derful head for figures, ai1d when only eight years of age helps my 
has carried us from Lhe slation stops in front of a little French f:; fi fa.thenvith his night work accounts. :My pai-ents compai·eher with 
Cai1acLian hotel. lmmecliately we ai·e surrounded by a number of~., 'I me. She is of stw·clier build than I, ai1d, as my father says, "Always 
villagers, i-Vho stare curiously at my moll1er as my father assists her ~~ f has her ·wits about hei:" He t11i.i1ks her more like my mothe1~ who is 
to alight from the sleigh. Their curiosity, however, is tempered-with j}~: f very bright ai1d interested in every little detail of practical life. My 
kindness, as they watch, one after another~ the little black heads of ~i~ ~!t fatl1er tells me Lhatl will never make half the woma.11 that my mother 
my brothers ai1cl .sisters ai1cl mysel£ emerge out of the buffalo robe, 1ti. lJ is or that my sister will be. I a.111 not as strong as my sisters, which 
wl1ich is part of the slejgh's outJit. There ai·e si., of us, four girls ¼;,;makes me feel somewhatashained, for I am the eldest little girl, and 
and two boys; the eldest, my brother; being only seven years of age. \i t{ more is expected of me. I have no orgai1ic disease, but the ~trength 
IVly father and mother are slill in their twenties. "Les pauvres ff¾' JC of my feelings seems to take from me the strength of my body. I am 
enfants," the inhabitants mtmrtur, as they help to carry us into the Ji:~;. prostsated at times with attacks of nervous sickness. The doctor says 
hoteL Then in lower Lones: "Chiuo.ise, Chinoise." i~~ ~ that my heart is unusually large; but in the light of the present I 

For some Lime after our ;:uTival, whene-venre children are sent .:ti if know that tl1e cross of Lhe Em-asia.11 bore too heavily upon my child-
',H a walk, our fools Leps are dogged by a number of young French ;If ishshoulcJ.ers. I usually hide my weakness from my familyunlil I can-
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not st;md. I do not understand myself, and l have an idea that Lhc 
others will despise me for not be.iug as su·oug as they. Therefore, I 
like Lo wander away alone, either by tl1e river or in the bush. The 
gree11 fields and flowing waler have a charm for me. At the age cf 
seven, as il is Loday; a bird on the wing is my emblem of happiness. 

I have come from a race on my mother's side which is said lo 
be the most stolid and insensible to feeling of all races, yet I l(;u}:_ 
back over the years and see myself so keenly alive to every shade 
of sorrmv aucl suffering that it is almost a pain Lo live. 

lf there is any u·ouble iu the house i11 the way of a difference 
between my father and mothe1~ or if any child is punished, how 1 
suffer! And ,vhen harmony is restored, heaven seems t,1 be around · 
rne. I can be sad, but I can also be glad, i\Jy mother's screams of · 
ago11y,shen a baby is born almost drive me ·wild, and long afLer her · 
pangs have subsided I feel L11cm in my own body: Sometimes it is a 
·week before l can get lo sleep after such an experience. 

T\-ly sislers are apprenticed lo a dressmaker; my brother is 
j entere<l in an office. 1 tramp around and sell my father's pictures, I also so1!1e lace wl_1ich I make myself. My n~tionali11~ if I had only 

ff k.uown 1t at that tune, helps to make sales. fhe laches who are my 
f~;.· customers call me "The Little Chinese Lace Girl." But it is a dau
ll gerous life for a very young girl. I come near to "mysteriously dis
,!;; :1i'ipearing" many a time. The greatest temptation was in the 

thought of getting far away from where I was knmvn, to where no 
mocking cries of "Chinese!" "Chinese I" could reach. 

·whenever I have l11e opportuniLy I sLeaJ away to the library and 
rea<l every book I can find on China and the Chinese. I learn that 
China is the oldest civilized nation on the face of the eartb aucl a 

· few other Lhings. At eighteen years of age what troubles me is not 
that I am what I am, but that others are ignorant of my superiorily 

· I am small, but my feelings are big-and great is myvanily. 

A debt owing by my father fills me with shame. I feel like a crim
inal when l pass Lhc creditor's door. I am only Len years old. And 
all Lhe while Lhe question of nationality perplexes my little brain. 
vVhy are we what ,ve are? I and my brothers and sisters. '\Vhy did 
Goel make us Lo be L.oot.cd and stared at? Papa is English, mamma 
is Chinese. \Vhy couldn't: we have been either one thing oi" the 
other? vVhy is my mother's race despised? I look into Ulf'. faces of 
my father aud mothe1: ls she not. every bit as dear and good as he? "" 
Why? '\-\Thy? She sings us the songs she learned at her English 
school. She tells us tales of China. Tho a child when she left her 
native land she remembers it well, and I am never ti.r<=cl of listen
ing to the slory of how she was stolen from her home. She tells us 
over ,Uld over again of her meeting with my father in Shanghai and 

~.;. I'vly sisLers attend dancing classes, for which they pay their own 
i' fees. In spile of covert smiles a11d sneers, they are glad Lo meet 
!1 and miugle v,ith other young folk. They are not ~ensitive in Lhe 
if sense that I am. And yet they understand. One oJ: them tells me 
fil' that she overheard a young man say lo another that he would 
f; rather marq' a pig than a girl ·with Chinese blood in her veins. 

1:,;:,.;11s{ In course of Lime I Loo learn shorthand and take a posiLiou in 
'"r an office. Like my sister, I teach myself, but, unlike my sisler, 1 

have neither the perseverance nor the ability to perfect myself. 

the romance of their marriage. Wlq? Why? · 
I do not confide in my father and mother. They would not 

understand. How could they? l;:leJ,~j1 1 she is Chinese. 1 ~ 
~lifierent to both of them-a su·•~~2er, tho their own child. "\.Vbat 
are we?" 1 ask my Groth~oesn't matler, siss};lrc·•responcls. 
Dul it does. l lovc pocLq·, particularly heroic pieces. I also love fairy 
tales. Stories of ever-relay life do not appeal to me. I dream dreams 
of being great and iio51e; my s1sCeiITiiu13rollie'rs also. I glory in 
the idea of dying at the stake and a great genie arising from tl1e 
flames and declaring to those who have scorned us: "Behold, how 
,.real and glorious and noble are the Chinese people!" 

}]11! ;;.: 

11 ~ 
·-~.; 

. Besides, Lo a temperament like mine, it is torture to spend the 
hours in transcribing other people's thoughts. Therefore, altlw 
I can always ea1·11 a moderately good salary, I do not distinguish 
myself in the business world as does she. 

When I have been working for some years I open an office of 
my own. The local papers patro.::1ize me and give me a number of 
assigrimenls, i11cludi11g most of the local Chinese reporting. 1 
meet many_Chinese persons, and when they get inlo trouble am 
often called upon to light their battles in the papers. This 1 e1~jor 
My heart leaps for joy when I read one day an article signed by a 
New York Chinese in which he declares "The Chinese in America 
owe an everlasting debt of gratitude to Sui Sin Far for the bold 
stand she has taken in their defense." 

The Chinaman who ·wrote the article seeks me out a11d calls 
upon me. He is a clever and ,-vitty man, a graduate of one of Lhe 

American colleges and as well a Chinese scholai: I leai·n thal he 
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has an American wife and several children.lam v::::ry much inter
ested in these children, 311cJ ·when I meel lhem my heart throl.Js iu 
sympathetic tune with the tales they relate of their experiences as 
Eurasim1s. "Why did µapa and mamma born us?" asks one. 1Nli~·? 

1 also meet other Chinese men who compare favorably -.,vith 
the white men of my acquainfa11ce in mind and heart qualities. 
Some of them are qltite handsome. They have not as finely CLiL 

uuses and as well develoµed chins as the 1vhite men, but they 
have smoother skins and their expression is more serene; tlicir 
hands are beLLer shaped and their voices softer. 

Some little Chinese women ,vltom I interview are very anxious 
to know whetl1er I would marry a Chinaman. I do not answer No. 
They clap their hands delightedly, a11d assure me that Lhe 
Cl tiuese are much the finest and best of a1l me11. Thev are, how-

,.. ever, a litLle d9.nhJ tl1l a.~~ onF cquld be..p_~I.fil! .. ~-~k\1~o 
,.SUilQJ m~. full-blooclecl Chinese J2eop1e havj ng a prejudice 
against Lhe halfl.vhitc. ----....._ 
..- Fundamentally, l muse, all people are the same. ivly mother's 
race is as prejudiced as my father's. Only when the whole world 
becomes as one family will human beings be able to see clearly 
and hear distinctly. l believe that some clay a great part of the 
world will be Eurasi2.r1. l cheer myself with the tl.lougl1t that I am 
but a µioneer. A pioneer should glory i.n suffering. 

"You were walking with a Chinaman yesterJay," accuses an 
acqu~iintancc. 

"\'es, what of it?"' 
"You ought not t<:. lt isn't right:' 
"Nol right to 1valk ·with one of my own mothf:'r's pc:ople? Oh, 

iudcedl" 
I caunot reconcile his 11uLio11 of righ teousnes,:, wiLh my owu. 

.., 

I am living in a liLLlc town away off on the north shore of a big 
lake. Next to me at the dinner table is Lhe man for whom 1 work 
as a stenographer. There are also a couple of business men, a 

young girl and her mother. 
Some one makes c1 remark about the cars hill cf Chinamen that 

pasl 1J1at morning. A Lr311scont.inenLal railway runs through the Lown. 
0Jy employer shakes his rugged bead. "Somehow or other," 
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says he, "I cannot reconcile myself to the thought that the 
Chinese are humans like ourselves. They may have immortal 
souls, but their faces seem to be so utterly devoid of expression 
that I cannot help but doubt:' 

"Souls," echoes the town clerk. "Their bodies are enough for 
111e. A Chinaman is, in my eyes, more repulsive than a nigger." 

They always give me sud1 a creepy feeling," puts ir1 Lhe young girl 
with a laugh. 

"I wouldn't have one in my house," declares my landlady. 
"Now, the Japanese are different altogether. There is some

lJ1ing bright and likeable about those men," conGnues !vlr. K . 
A miserable, cowarclly feeling keeps me silent. l am in a Ivliddle 

West town. ti I declare what I am~ every person in the place 1-vill hear 
. about it Lhe next clay. The population is in the main made up of 
worldng folks ·with strong prejudices against my mother's country
men. The prospect before me is not an enviable one-if I speak. I 
have no louger an ambition to die at Lhe stake for the sake of 
demonstrating the greatness and nobleness of the Chinese people. 

Mr. K. turns to me with a kindly smile. 
"What makes Miss Far so quiet?" he asks. 
"I don't suppose she finds the 'washee washee men' particularly 

interesting subjects of conversation," volunteers the young man
ager of the local bank. 

·with a great effort I raise my eyes from my plate. "ivlr. K.," I Sa}~ 
addressing my employer, "the Chinese people may have no souls, 
no expression on their faces, be altogether beyond the pale of 
civilization, but what.ever they are, I want you to understand that 
I am-1 am Chinese." 

There is silence in the room for a few minutes. Then Mr. K. 
pushes back his plate and standing up beside me, says: 

"I should not have spoken as I did. I know nothing whatever 
about the Chinese. It was pme prejudice. Forgive me!" 

l admire M1: K.'s moral courage in apologizing Lo me; he is a 
conscientious Christian man, but I do not remain n1uch longer 
in the little town. 

• • Cl 

I am quite wuler a tropic sky, meeting frequently and conversing 
with persons who are almost as high up in the world as birtl1, eclu-
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caLion and money can set them. The environment is peculiar, ii.11 
I am also surroundecl by a race of people, tl1e reputed clesce1i
clants of Ham, the son of Noah: ·whose offspring, it ·was prophe
sied, should be the ~ervauts of the sons cif Shem and Japhelh. Ar:; 
I am a descendant, according to the Bible, of both Shem <1ud 
Japheth, I have a perfect right to set my heel upon the Hc.1m 
people, but tho I see others a.round me follmving out the Hilde 
suggestion, it is not my nature to be an-ogant to any but those 
who seek to impress me ·with their superiority, ·which the poor 
lJlack maid who has 1JeeJ1 assigned to me by the hotel certainly 
does not. i\ly employer's wife Lakes me lo task for this. "ll is 
unnecessary," she says, "to Ll1auk a black person for a r~rvice." 

The novelty of life i.11 1.be Wesl. Indian island is not without it.s 
chan11. The surrouncUngs, people, manner of living, are so entirely 
dilferentfrom ,vbalI have been accustomed to up North that I ieel 
as ifl '\-Vere "born again." J\foung with people of fashion, and yet not 
of them, I am not of sufficient importance to create comment or 
curiosity. I am busy nearly all clay and often well into the night. It is 
not monotonous work, but. it is certainly strenuous. The pL:u1ters 
and business men of the island Lake me as a matter of comse c.md 
treat me with k.i11dly comtesy. Occasionally an Englishman ,vill 
w;ui:1 me against the "brown boys" of the island, little clrea.ming that 
1 Loo arn of the "brown people" of tlie earth. 

·when it begins to be whispered about the place that I am not all 
while, some of tlie "sporty'; people seek my acquaintance. I am 
small and look much younger Lh,ut my years. When, howeve1~ they 
discuver that I am a very serious and sober-minded spinster indeed, 
they retire quite graceful!,~ leaving me a few ainusing 1,·eilecLious. 

One evening a card is brought to my room. lt bears the name 
of some naval officer. I go down Lo my visitor, Lhiuking he is prob
ably some one who, having been told that I am a reporter for the 
local paper, bas brought me an item of news. I find him loung
ing in an easy chair on the veranda of the hotel-a big, bl9nd, 
handsome fellow, se-,;eral ye,u-s younger than L 

"You are Lieutenant ___ ?" 1 inquire. 
He bows and laughs a liltle. The laugh doesn't suit him some

how-and iL doesn't suit me: eilhei: 
"lfyou ha\'e anything Lo tell me, please tell it qu.ickl)~ because I'm 

very busy." 
"Oh, you don't really mean that," he answers, with another silly 

•··t·i: ·11 
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and offensive laugh. "There's always plenty of time for good Limes. 
That's what I am here for. I saw you at the races the other clay and 
twice al E..ing's Howe. Iviy ship will be here for ___ weeks." 

J 
"Do you ·wish that noted?" I ask . 
"Oh, no! vVhy-I came just because I had an idea that you 

might like to know me. I would like to know you. You look such 
:1 uice little body. Sa)~ wouldn't you like to go out for a sail this 
lovely night? I vvill tell you about all the sweet'little Chinese girls 
I met when we were at Hong Kong. They're not so shy!" 

'.f: 

.:? 

u • • • 

I leave Easten1 Canada for tl1e Far West, so reduced by another 
attack of rhemnatic fever that I only ·weigh eighty-four pounds. I 
travel on an advertising contract. It is presumed by the railway 
company that in some way or other I will give: tl1em full value for 
their transportation across the continent. I have been ordered 
beyond tl1e Rockies b,y Lhe clocto1~ who declares that 1 will never 
regain my strength in the East. Nevertheless, I am but two days in 
San Francisco when I start out in search of work. It is the firsl time 

· tl1at I have sought work as a st.ranger in a strange Lown. Both of the 
other positions away from home were secured for me by home 
influence. I am quite surprised to find that Lhere is no demand for 
my services in San Francisco and tl1at no one is p;;u-ticularly inter
ested in me. The best I can do is to accept an offer from a railway 
agency to typewrite their correspondence for $5 a month. I stipu
late, however, that I shall have the privilege of taking in outside 
work and that my how-s shall be light. I am hopef-ul that the sale 
of a story or newspaper article may add to my income, and I con
sole myself with the reflection that, considering U1all still limp ;mcl 
bear traces of sickness, I am fortunate to .secw·e any ·work at all. 

The proprietor of one of the San Francisco papers, to whom 
I have a letter of introduction, suggests that I obtain some sub
scriptions from the people of Chinatown, that district of tile city 
having never been canvassed. This suggestion I carry out with 
enthusiasm, tho I find that the Chinese merchants and people 

generally are inclined lo regard me with suspicion. They ~1ave. 

been imposed upon so many tiri1es by unscrupulous white people. 
Another drawback-save for a few phrases, I am unacquainted with 
my mother tongue. How, then, can I expect these people 
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Lo accept me as their own counLrywo1n;rn? The America11ized 
Chinamen actually laugh i11 my face ·when I tell them that I am 
of their race. However, they are not all "Doubling Thomases." 
Some liule women discover that I have Chinese hair, color of eyes 

. aud complexion, also that l love rice and tea. This settles the mat
ter [or them-and for their husbands. 

Ivly Chinese insLinct.s develop.lam no longer the liLLle girl wJ,r, 
shrunk against my broll1er at the first sight of a Chinaman. Many 
all cl many a ti111e, when alone in a sLrange place, has the appear
ance of even an humble laundrl_l2;~an given me a sense of pro-

tecTiouaucwrJCTe irie led q.iiHe.at hoiue."'l lus 1m:rmTisel.t µroves 
~ome~eer@lC;1ted Liy assooFillill= ' 
~eetahall Chiiiese, hali:wliite girl. Her face is plastered wiLh a 
Ll1ick vvhile coat of pai.11t and her eyelids and eyebrows arc blackened 
so that the shape of her eyes and tlie whole e..'\.pression of the face is 
cha.1Jgecl. She was born iu the East., ~mcl at the age of eigl 1 Lceu e:u11e 
·west in answer Lo an advertisement. Living for m~my years among 
the working class, she had beard Ettlr:: buL abuse of the Chinese. It is 
not difficull, in a land like California, for a half Chinese, half white 
girl Lo pass as oue of Spanish or .tvlex.ican origin.111is the poor child 
does, tho she lives in nervous dread of being "discoverecC' She 
becomes engaged to a young man, but re~u·s lo Lell h.i.m what she is, 
and only does so when compelled by a iearless American girl friend. 
This girl, who knows her origin, realizing that the truth sooner or 
later must be told, and better soon Lha.u late, advises the Etu-asian to 

coniide in the young man, assuring her that he loves her well 
enough not Lo allow· her nationality Lo stand, a bar sinister, bet"\veen 
them. But tl1e Eurasian preiers Lo keep her secret, and only reveals 
it Lo Ll1e man who is to be her husband \Vhen d.riven to bay by tile 
American g-i.rl, who declares that if the halI-breed will not tell the 
trutl1 she w1Ll. \Vhen Ll1e young man hears that Ll1e girl he is engaged 
Lo has Chinese blood in lier veins, he exclaims: ''Oh, what will my 
folks say?" But that is all. Love is stronger tl1an prejudice ·w.iL11 him, 
ancl neiL11er he nor she deems.it necessary to inform his "folks~' 

The Americans having for many yea.rs manifested a much higher 

regard for Lhe Japanese than for the Chinese, several half Chinese 
young men and women, thinking to advance themselves, both in 
a social and business sense, pass asjap,mese. They continue to be 
r-11mv11 as ElLrasians; but aJapauese Eurasian does not appear in 
11e same light as c1 Chinese Eurasian. The unfortunate Chinese 

_.,,,!n 
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Eurasians! Are not those who compel them Lo thus cringe more Lo 
be blamed than they? 

People, howeve1; are not all alike. I meet white men, and wo1i1e11, 
Loo, who are proud to mate with those who have Chinese blood in 
their veins, and think it a great honor to be distinguished by the 
friendship of such. There are also Emasians and Eurasians. I know 
u[ uue who allowed herself to become engaged to a white man after 
refusing him nine Limes. She had discouraged him in every way pos
sible, had warned hjrn that she was half Chinese; tl1at her people 
were poor, that every week or month she sent home a certain 
anrnunt of her earnings, and that the man she married would have 
to do as much, if not more; also, most uncompromising truth of all, 
that she clid not love him and never would. But the resolute and 
undaunLed lover swore that it was a matter of inclifference Lo him 
whell1er she \Vas a Chinese or a Hotten lot, that it would be his plea
sure and and privilege lo allow her relations double what it was in 
her power to bestow, and as to not loving him-that did not matter 
at all. He loved her. So, because the young woman had a married 
mother and married sisters, who were always picking at her ;mcl 
gossiping over her independent manner of living, she finally 
consented Lo marry him, recording tl1e agreement in her diary thus: 

"I have promised to become the wife of ___ on ___ , 189-, 
because the world is so cruel and sneering to a single woman
and for no other reason." 

Everythi11g went smoothly w1til one day. The yow1g man was dri
v:i.11g a pair of beautiful horses and she was seated by his side, try.i11g 
very hard to imagine herself in love with him, when a Chinese veg
etable gardener's cart came rumbling along. The Chinaman was a 

jolly-looking individual in blue cotton blouse and pantaloons, his rak
ish looking hat being kept in place by a long queue which was pulled 
upward from his neck and 'r\'Otmd arow1d it. The young 1.vomar1 was 
suddenly possest with Ll1e spirit of mischief. "Loo kl" she cried, incli
cat.ing the Chinaman, "tl1ere'smybroL11e1: Whydon't.yousalule him?" 

The man's face fell a little. He sank into a pensive mood. The 
wicked one by his side read him like an open book. 

"When we are married," said she, "I intend to give a Chinese 
party every month." 

No answer. 
"A~ there are very few aristocratic Chinese in this cil}~ I shall fill 

up with the laundrymen and vegetable farmers. I don't believe in 
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being exclusive in democratic A.merica, do you?" 
He hadn't a grain of humor iu his composition, bnt a sickly 

smile contorted his features as he replied: 
'Tou shall do just as you plea5e, my dariing. But-but -consider 

a moment. vVould.n'tit be just a litt.Jc pleasanter for us if, aftei-wc are 
married, we allowed it Lo be presumed tliat you were-er-Japai1c~e? 
So many of my friends have inquired of me if that is not your nc.1Liu11-
alitr They would be so chai·rned to meet a little Japanese lad1:'' 

"Hadn't you better oblige them by finding one?" 
"vVhy-er-what do you mean?" 
"Nothing much in particular. Only-1 am getting a liLLle tired 

of this," taking off his ring. 
"You don't mean what you say! Oh, put it back, ckaresll You 

know .l would 110L hurl your feelings for Lhe world!'' 
"You haven't. I'm more than pleased. Hut I do mean what I say:" 
That evening the "ungrateful" Chinese Eurasian cliaried, 

among other things, the i<.Jllowing: 
'Jo}~ oh,joyl I'm free once more. Never again skill I be w1true lo 

my own heart. Never 2.gai.11 will l allow any one lo 'Lmmd' or 'sneer' 
me into matri.rnonf 

1 secure transporlaL.ion Lo many Cali[ornia points. I meet some 
li Lerary people, chief among ·whom is the editor of the magazine 
who Look my first Chinese st.orie:i. Be and his wife give me a warm 
welcome to their ranch. They are broad-minded people, whose 
interest in me is sincere and intelligent, not alTected. and vulgar. 
1 also meet some fUirny people who advise me to "trade" upon 
my nat.iona.liLy. They tell me tJiat if I ·wish to succeed in literature 
in America l should dress in Chinese cosl1.une, carry J. fan iu my 
hand, wear a pair of scarlet beaded slippers, live in New York, and 
come of high birth. Instead of making myself fainiliar with the 
Chinese-Americai1s around me, 1 should discourse on my sµfrit 
acquaintance with Chinese ancestors ai1d quote in between the 
"good mornings" and "I-low d'ye dos" of editor~, 

"Coufuciu~, Confucius, how great is Confucius, Before 

Confucius, there never was Confucius, After Confucius, there 
never came Confucius," et.c., etc., etc., 

or somelhing like that, both illuminating and obscuriug, 
·,n't yott know. They forget, or perhaps the:v are not aware 

·-the old Chinese sage taught "The way of sincerity is the 
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way of heaven." 

fvly experiences as an Eurasian never cease; but people are not 
now a5 prejudiced as they have been. Iu the West, too, my friends . 
are more advanced in all lines of thought than those whom I 
know in Eastern Cauada-more genuine, more sincere, with less 
of the form of religion, but more of its spirit. 

So I roamed backward and forward acrosf: the continent. 
·when I am East, my heart is West. "When I am \Vest, my heart is 
East. Be.fore long I hope to be in China. As my life began in my 
father's country it may end in my mother's. 

After all I have no nationality and am not anxious lo claim auy. 
Individuality is more than nationality. "You are you and I am I," 
says Confucius. I give my right hand Lo the OccidelTtal.J?_ ancl yl:!_[ 
left to the Orientals, hoping that between them they v.jill-{10t 
utterly destroy the insignificant "connecting link;' And that's all. 

Seattle, ·wash. 

,.__ 

._____) 
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The New Colossus -
BY EMMA LAZARUS 

Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame, 

With conquering limbs astride from land to land; 

Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand 

A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame 

Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name 

Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand 

Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command 

The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame. 

"Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!" cries she 

With silent lips. "Give me your tired, your poor, 

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, 

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!" 

n/a 

Source: Emma Lazarus: Selected Poems and Other Writings (2002) 

CONTACT US 

NEWSLETTERS 

PRESS 

PRIVACY POLICY 

POLICIES 

TERMS OF USE 

POETRY MOBILE APP 

61 West Superior Street, 
Chicago, IL 60654 



Carlos Bulosan 1913-19 5 6 

The first Filipino writer to bring Filipino Bataan and Corregidor became ho~sehold 
concerns to national attention, Carlos Bu- · words, and the climate was right for Bu
losan came to Seattle in 1930, steerage class, losan to rise to national prominence. The 
inculcated with the ideals of brotherhood Saturday Evening Post paid nearly a thou
and equality he had learned in American sand dollars for Bulosan's essay "Freedom 
schools in the Philippines. Arriving at the frpm Want" (an ess~y: wh.ich was illustrated 
start of the Great Pepressipn, he. quickly by Norman Rod{well an~i°i-lisplayed in the 
learned the bitter truth that when jobs are Federal Building in San Francisco); his 
scarce; minorities and immigrants become work ; appeare.d iri1 The· , New Yorker, 
scapegoats, and the egalitarian rhetoric was Harper's Bazaa~ Town and Country, Poetry 
far from reality for such as he. From the and other prestigious magazines, and he 
1~70~1 the,q.U'l~ehad b~~ targets <;>f such was featured o.q_ the ~over-of n~\Y~ maga
,-;acial,.._hatf~~.; --~ the .1930s, the Filip~o.s ?in~~-ffi.~_boo~ 9£rem~c~~es, .z;,aughter 
were, per~ti~ed M. ~~- I,t~t iajl~ pf th_e of.My Father, was b.roadcast to American 
'.'.yaj.lo;w. ~orqe" · wp.q_ ;w,orkeq _fen: ll.tt,le,p~y;_ .... s~ldiers_. ~r~µn4 the world, and. Lo~k de-

· t~g jo:6(away..fr?m whites.·iri.~ bri~f _ . dared ·his autob~ogr~p~ic n~y-~l,_.{1~-~rif~ 
e~p-eiie!!ce.·_~s __ a migrant laborer; ·Bwosan Is in the H_eart, o,n.~; ofi;he_ fifty -~~sfin;t
endurecf living' conditions worse than those . portant American books ever publisiiM ... 
he had left behind,.ijulosan found "that in However, Bulosan died in ·195.6, in 
in:arty'~aysJt _wis"hriine to'he a Filipino _·poverty atid '~bsc'urity. The politic~ di
ill Califo~a.i came to' know t:had:h~ p~b-. mate hacl ·chaiiged, aiid riarr~cives of the 
Ii~ street(\\fere no'i" free to' my pe"dple: we : · underdog, the rerrt~rselessl{tort.unori per: 
were:stopp;eq ¢ach•fime;these yigilanrpa.: . son, were· no longfr!appealing. -~ ·Asian 
t~6~en :saw\1s :driving_ a car. We were ·sus- ·American literature,'· though; · Cai-fos ~u
pect each: time we weie seen with a white ldsan's impassioned work has an enduring 
woman." · · · place. : · · 

In Los Angeles, Bulosan met labor or- The following selections from -chapters 
ganizer-ChrisMensalves. Togethedheyor- :., . lJ •and 14'·of America Is in·.the Heart de
ganized · a union .. of fish cannery w9rkers; scribe Ca1fos's~arrival .in the, United: States 
and Bulosan, working as a :dishwasher, · at age·seventeen, penniless, ide.alistic-, ·and 
wrote for the union paper. Writing,became · naive: Thlust into a· violent, -dog-eat-dog 
a means of defining his life, and his con- world, Carlos struggles to mainta,io,his be~ 
ce.rn for justtrea~ent for.Filipino worJcers · lief in bunsclf and the.faith in.th~ !\.m.erican 
~.<:c~e. 9pe of hi$. m-~jp.r tp.~mes. Ip 1936 i4eal~ of 9enio~raqi: and justj(:e that he h~d 
the ~~c~_of pov~rty and constant.mo$.g . b~-~ t?ught -in the Phl.Jippine.s. Ameriq(J Js 
led to tub~culosis. Bulosan. entered .. the ... in .the. Heart.is a. r:emind~i: to Americans 
hospital, ~cl iri ·193a· he ~~s discharged, . to li~e -~j/ to th.e id~~ set forth.hi14e 
after three operations for lung lesions and founders an.ct a searing record of the 
an extended convalescence.-His enforced : -painful experience of filipino immigrants 
confinement became his education. Bu- in the United States in the 1930s. 
losan: read at leasta book a day/from Whit~ · ·'" 

. . . .. .. Amy Ling 
iate9/Univ{?rsity ·o/Wiscq~sfn at Madi.son 

man -.and : Poe th-rough Hemingway, : ,. 
Dreiser, and Steinbeck. ... · i · , , • · 

, . , ·· With · some.· of·· the . most important . 
Pacific aotion.of World--War-II oceurring .• 
in the Philippine Islands, names such as 

! ..... ·. . .. · ., . 
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from America Is in the Heart 

from Chapter XIII 

We arrived in Seattle·o:n a June day. My first sight.of the approaching land was an ex
hilarating experience. Everything seemed native and promising to me.-It was like 
coming home after a long voyage, although as yet Ihad rio home in this city. Every~ 
thing seemed familiar and kind-the white faces of the buildings melting in the soft 
afternoon sun, the gray contours of the surrounding valleys that seemed to vanish fu 
the last periphery of light. With a sudden surge of joy, I knew that I must find ·a home 
in this new land. : · · · · •. · · 

I had only twenty cents l~ft, not even enough to take me to Chin~town where, I 
had be~n _ipformed; a Filipino hotel and two restaurants were located. Fortunately 
two oldtimers put.me in a car with four others, and took.us to a hotei on King Street, 
the h~~rt of Filipin~ life. in Seattle. Marcelo, who was also in the car, ha:q .a cousfu. 
named .Elias who came to our room with another oldtimer. Elias and.his unknown 
friend persuaded my co~panions. to play a strange kind of card game. In ~ little wliil~ 
Elias got up and touched his friend suggestively; then they disappeared and we never 
saw them again. 

,. · It.-was only when our two countrymen had left that my companions realized 
what happened. They had· taken all their money. Marcelo asked me: if I had any 
money. lgave him my twenty cents.. After collecting a·few more cents from·the oth.-; 
ers, he went downstairs and when he came .back he told us that he had telegraphed 
for money to his brother in California. . 

All ~ight we waited for the money to come, hungry-and afraid to go out in the 
street; Outside we could hear shouting and smging; then -a woman screamed lustily 
in ·one of the rooms down the hall. Across from our-hotel a jazz band wa:s··playing 
noisily; it went on until dawn. But in the morning a telegram came fo Marcelo which 
said: 

YOUR BROTHER DIED AUTOMOBILE ACCIDENT LAST WEEK 

Marcelo l~oked at us and began to cry. His anguish stirred an aching fear. in.me, 
I knelt on the floor looking for my suitcase under the bed. I knew that I had to go 
out now____:alone. I put the suitcase on my shoulder and walked toward the door, 
stopping for a moment _to look back at my friends who were still stanqing ·silently 
aro:und Marcelo. Suddenly a man came into the room and announced that hewas the 
proprietor. 

"Well; boys;the said, looking at our suitcases, "wherds the rent?'': 
".We have no money, sir, 1' -I said; trying to impress him with my politeness .. 

· "That is too bad;':' he said quickly, glandng furtively at our suitcases again: ~'That 
is:justtoo bad/:He.walked Olltside and went down the hall..He·capie back.with a 
short, fat Filipino, who looked-at us,stupidly with his dull, small eyes,.and:sp_athis 
cigar out of the. window. ;, , 

·. "There they are, Jake,"• said 'the proprietor. ·, ; . 
. Jake looked disappointe& "They are too young," he,said .. 
"You can break .them in, Jake," said the proprietor. . · . · 
"They will be sending babies next, n Jake said.v · . . , , : 

. ~'.You can:.hreak them in, cari?t ypu;Jake?'! the proprietor pleaded. "Thisjs not 
the firsttime'you have broken babies.in. You have done it inthe,sugarplantat:ions-in 
Hawaii,Jake!" • '.: .· 

. "Hell!" Jake said; striding across the room to the proprietor;·He pulled a fat roll 
of..bills.from; his pocket,and gave,twentylive dollars to·the proprietor. Then:he 
turned:to us and·said,:''Alr right,Pinoys;-you areworking for·menow.:Get your.hats 
and follow me." ,·. ··· . ·: 

:we were,.toofrighteried.to hesitate.-,When.we'lifted our:suitcases· the proprietor 
ordered us notto:touchthem ... -. :·:. ·. i : . • 

, ~'I'lhake care of them untiLyou:come-back from Alaska/' l~e,s~id.. "Good:fish
ing,,boys!" :'. .:· ... · . . 
· ,· , :: fa;-this way. we-were ·sold JQdive dollars each to ·work in the, fish,canneries .in 
Alaska, by a Visayan from the island ofLeyte. to.ari.Il0.cano from the province of.La 
Union;-Bothwere:oldtimers; ·both-were tough; They,exploited young immigrarits un
til one ,of th~; ·the ·hotel ~proprietor; was shot dead by, w .unknown' assailant .. ,We 
were forced to!sign a.paper:which:stated that each.of us owed the coritractor;twenty 
dollars for bedding and another twentyj for luxuries. What the luxuries .. were, :I. have 
never found out. The contractor turned out to be a tall, heavy-set,.darkFilipino; who 
came to the small hold of the.boat barking at·us like a dog>He was drunk and saliva 
was~running down:his shirt. •, · · 

"And get this, you devils!" he shouted at us. "You will:never,ccomeback!alive'if 
you do.n't.dowhat Lsayl":':' ,: · ,... : 

It ,was ,the b~ginning of my life in :Americai the beginn:ing ofa long flight that car
ried me down the years,-fighting desperately to find-peace in some::conier,of life. 

• i ••• :. • ., • • I.. - ,' ~: ~ ·. ,· :- ~ I •• - •• 

. I had.struck up,a.friendship·with two oldtimers whow.ere'not much:older than 
I. One was Conrado Torres, a journalism student at a universit¥ iw0regon, who was 
fired.with,a·dreaxnto,unionizethe cannery workers:,-Iqis.c.o:veredthat he had come 
from Binalonan,but;could hardly remember the;narries-·of pe0ple.-there because:he 
hadi been very, young when he had, come to ,America. Conrado. was small and dark, 
with slant eyes· and .thick .eyebrows; hut .his: no.se· was::thm (above a wise, sens1:10us 
mouth. He introduced me to. Paulo. Lor.ca} a gay fellow, who· h~d.-graduated from law 
s:chool in Los Angeles;,This: surreptitious meeting at a cannery in ;Rose Inlet was the 
beginning of a friendship that grew simultaneously with the growth of the :trade 
union.movement and ;progressive ideas among: the ·Filipinos; in. the United States. 

.In those clays.-lab.onmions ;were' still unheard- of in th'e canneries, so ·.the con
tractors rapaciously exploited their workers. They had henchmen in every cannery 



who saw to it that every attempt at unionization was frustrated arid the instigators of 
the idea• punished. The companies .also had: their share in the exploitation; our 
buhl<l10us.~s were unfit for human habitation: The lighting system:was bad and dan
gerous .to'.our eyes, and those of us :who were working in-the semi-dar.kness were se
verely ,affected by the strong ammonia from the machinery. 

I was working in a section called "wash lye." Actually a certain: amount of.lye was 
diluted in the water where I washed the beheaded fish that came down on a small es
calator. One afternoon a cutter above me, .workiri·g in the poodight, slashed off his 
right arm with the cutting machine:. It happened so swiftly,:· he.-did not cry out. I saw 
his arm floating down the water among the fish heads .. 

It was only at night that we felt free, although: the sun seemed never .to disappear 
from .the sky. It stayed on in:the western horizon and its.·magnificence inflamed the 
snows on the island, giving us a world of soft, continuous light, until the moon rose 
at about ten.o'clock.to take its place. Then trembling shadows'began to form on the 
rise of the brilliant snow in our yard, and we would come out:with baseball bats, 
gloves and balls; and,the Indian. girls who.worked in the cannery ,would join us, 
shouting huskily like men. 
·, · . .We played far into the night .. Sometimes. a Filipino and an Indian girl would run 
off into the moonlight; we could hear them chasing each other in the snow.:Then we 
would hear the -girl ·giggling and laughing deliciously in the. shadows; Paulo was al
ways running off with a girl named LaBelle. How she acquired that name in· Alaska, 
I,nevedound out. But hardly had we started our:game when.off.they ran;;chasing 
each other madly and.suddenly disappearing out of sight. , . · ' · 
·!! Toward the end·ofthe season La Belle.gave birth-to a.baby. Weweresure; how
ever, :that-the father was not iri. out group. We were:sure that she had goflt from orie 
of the Italian.fishermen on the island. La Belle, did.not·come to work for.two days, 
but when she appeared· on the third clay with th~ baby-slung on her back, she threw 
water into Conrado's face. . . . 
!' ·· "Are you:goingto marry·me or not?" she asked him. 

Conrado was frightened. He was familiar with the ways of Indians, so he said: 
!~Why:should I marry you?" . · ; . 

"We'll see about that!" La Belle shouted, running to the <loor. She came.hack 
with an official of the company. "That's the oriel" she said~ .pointing.to Conrado. 

"You'd better·come tothe office with-us;'' said.the-official. 
Conrado did not know what to do. He looked at me for help. Paulo left his wash

ing machine and nodded to me tofollow him. We went with·,them into.the.building 
which :was the town qall. .1 • · • , 

1 

; , .. "You are going to marry. this Indian girl and stay on the islandfor:'seven years as 
prescribed by law,'? .. said the official·to Conrado. "And· as the.father of. the: baby, you 
must support both mother and child, and,: if you have four more' children by. the· time 
yourturn is up,-you willhe:sentback to.the·niainland with a bonus." ·.. . .:. 

''But;.sir, the habyis not mine,"·saidConrado'weakly; ·., ,. _ 
~.1 .. ·Paula: stepped up quickly beside him·and said:· ''The· baby is mine, sir. I gu'.essl'll 
h'ave·-to stay." •,; .. ; · · .. '. : ··:: . 

La Belle. looked i;tt Paulo with ·surprise.'. After a-mom~nt, ·however, she ·began•to 
smile with, satisfaction. Paulo was well-educated:and .spoke. good English. But I think 

.L.,c,i,""v.JU.fj, . .LUJ..1\...L.l.\..4 .l~·.U.1 LLlC 1.-i.c:arL • ~UV'; 

what finallydrove Conrado from La.Belle's primitive mind were Paulo's curly hail 
his even, white.teeth:Meekly she signed the paper aftei;·Paulo. 

.,"I'll stay here for seven years;-all right," Paulo said to me. "I'm a mess in Los An 
geles anyway----so I'll stay withthis-dirtyindian girl."· 

"Stop talking like that if you know what is ·good for you," La Belle said, givini 
him. the .baby. 

"I guess you are right," Paulo said. . 
"You shouldn't have done it-for me," Conrado said. 
".It's all right," Paulo laughed. "I'll he in the United -States before you·know it."' 
I.still do not understand why Paulo interceded for.Conrado.·When the seasor 

was over Paulo'. came to our bunks in the boat and :asked-Conrado to send him some• 
thing to drink. ldid not see him again. 

\ 

_/ram._;Ch~pt.er_XIV 

When Lfanded ·in Seattle for -the second time,! expected a fair amount of mone) 
from the company. But the contractor;. Max Feuga,. came into the play room anc 
handed us· slips of paper. I looked at mine and was-amazed at the ne~tly itemized ex
penditures that! was, su,pposed to have incur.red during the season. Twenty-five doi
lars fo,i:. withdrawals,·; one hundred· for· board and room, • twenty for bedding, and 
another twenty for something Ido not now remember.At the bottom wastheactual 
runoliti~l wa& to receive after .ill the deductions: thirteen d,ollar~ ! 

l c.ould do nothing. I did not even go to the hotelwhere I hadleft my suitcase. l 
wentto aJapanese dry goods storeonJackson.Stre~t and bought a pair of~orduroy 
pants and.a bh,ie .shirt. It was already twilight and the cannery workers were in the 
crowdecl.Chin~~e gambling houses, losing their $eason's earnings and drinking boot
leg whisky. They became quarrelsome .and abusive to their own ,people. when they 
lost,. and :.slibsetvient to the Chinese:.-gambling lords. and·-·marijuana ,peddlers. They 
pawed .at.the serni:.nude whore~ .. with their dirty hand& and made suggestive gestures, 
running out into the night when,they were rebuffed for lack of money. 

:I was already in America, and I. felt good and: safe. I did.not understand why. The 
gai:nblers,, prostitutes and Chinese opium $mokers did not excite me, but they 
aroused in me a feeling of flight. I knew that I must run away from them, but it was 
not that.I was•afraid of contamination; I wanted to see other aspects ofAmerican life, 
for surely-thes!;! destitute andNicious people wei:e merely ·a. small part .of it; ·Where 
would I begin this pilgrimage, this search for a door into America? : 

I went outside and walked· around looking .into .. the faces of my countrymen., 
wondering.if I would see someone I had known in-the Philippines. I c~e to a build~ 
irig . which brightly dressed white. women: were. entering, lifting their diaphanous 
gowns as they climbed the stairs. I looked up and saw the huge sign: 

MANILA DANCE i-IALL 
•h;_;•: 0 

The .orchestra ·upstairs was playing;. Filipinos .were entering. I put my hands· in my 
pockets and followed them, beginning to feel lonely for the sound of home~• .. 

,:-:·. 



,: . . Tue:dance ha1lwas:crowded.with Filipino, cannery workers and:doinestic:ser.
vants. But the girls weres.very.fow, and,the Filipinos.foughtoverthem.,Whena boy 
liked,a girl he bought a roll oftickets.Jrom the hawker. on theifl.oor and kept dancing 
with her. But the other boys who 1alsoliked:the sameigidshoutedat,himto stop, cur~: 
inghim in dialects and sometimes·,throwing rolled wet papers at:hun. Auhe·bar the 
glasses were tinkling, the bottles popping loudly, and the girls in the backroom.were 
smoking marijuana. It was almost impossible·to.breathe. :-'. ··, 

Then I saw Marcelo's familiar:back. He was,dancingwith.atall blonde in,a green 
dress 1a girho tall thatMarcelofookedlike a'clwarf climbing airee::But the-girl was 
pretty. and her bbdy.,was nicely curved -and graceful,. and she-had a· way. of swaying 
that aroused confused sensations· in me . .It was·. evidenuhat many ofthe-.boys wanted 
to dance with her; they were shouting maliciously at Marcelo~ The ·way:the:·bl9nde 
waved to them made me think that she knew most of them. They were nearly all old
timers and strangers to Marcelo. They were probably gamblers and pimps, because 
they had fat rolls of money and expensive clothing., . . 

But Marcelo was learning very fast. He req~ested;.dti~'ofhis·friends to buy an
other roll of tickets for him. The girl was supposed to tear off one ticket every three 
minutes;:·but:I noticed that she-tore' off a ticketfor every minute. That \Vas 'ten 'Cents 
a minute .. Marcelo was unaware of what she'was doing; ·he was spending· his whole 
season's~ earnings· on his first day· in, America,• fo was' only when one· 6£-his · friends 
shouted to hitn in the dialect that he:became ·an;gry -wicli the-'gitl. Marcelo· was not 
tough) but his friend·was an oldtimer. Marcdo-pushed:the girl toward the gaping by~ 
standet'S;;His friendopened'a·krufe and gave ittohim .. ' : ' 

Then something happened that made my.heart leap.-One of the blonde girl'sad
mirersT:came from:behind'-an:d' stnickMarcelo with'a piece oHead-pipe. 'Marcelo's 
friendwhipped out a pistol and fired.,Marcelo and the boy with the lead· pipe: foll on 
the floor:, simultaneously; one. on .'.top of the other,. but. the blonde ·;gfrl: ran. into the 
crowd.screaming frantically. :Several: guns bange&at once,:and,thdights\vent.out.: I 
·saw Marcelo's·friend'.trumplein thefadinglight. ,· · ·,,.· i;. 

; , At once the crowd seemed :to:flow out ofahewiridows; I went to a1side· window 
and saw·three heavy electric wi.res strtmg from the top of the Huilding to the ground: 
I reached for them an.cl slid to the~ground. · My palms :w~re-fa.1rning w:hert I came out 
of the alley.' Then· I heard the sirens ·of police; •cats screaming .infernally toward the 
place.I,:putmy cap in my pockenmd·ran as-fast as I could-in thtfditectidn of a'i1eon 
sign two blocks down the· street.- · · 

It-was· a small church:··where Filipino farm~workers were: packing their 'suitcases 
and, bundles. !J fouhd ~01.it -later that Filipino immigrants-.used theii> churehes :as rest 
houses while they were·waiting·for work :There were :twofarge trucks,outside. I went 
t0.one of them and sat:on the;running:boar.d, holding-my hands,over niyheart for 
fear it would 'beat too fast.:The lights:in the church•went:-out and the workers'came 
into the•street> The driver:of the truck in ;which I ·was·sittinJfpointed .a strong flash-
light at me. · · .;,..,,1_ , " · 

"Hey, you, are you lookiug for: a.job?" he asked. 
"Yes, sir," I said. · .:· 

'zu· '~Get:irHhetruck~" he~aid, jumping·.into the,cab."Let's go, Flo!';' he shouted·to 
ithe other.-dviver. , ;, .. - ·1 , , - . · · i · 

I was still trembling with excitement. But I was glad to get out of Seattle-to 

anywhere. else in America. I did not care where so Jong as -it was' in America;, I found 
a corner and .satcdOWI} heavily. The drivers shouted-to each other. Then·we.were:off 
to work.··::.. • (, :.,: · .. ,_, .··:., 

,, .. Jt was··already,midnight·and the, lights:'in.the city·of Seattle were.beginning to 
fade: I could see the reflections 011 ;the.bright lake :in Bremerton. I was reminded of 
Bagµio. Then some of the men began. singing. The driver and·two:menwere arguing 
over.~on_ey.'.A hoyin·.the other:fruckwas playing a vio~;:We were o~ ~e_high~vay 
to.YakimaiValley;-:, .. , .. , -r ,:, ,,. , , . 

·.: "! ·.:, 

After.a day and a night of driving we arrived in a little town called Moxee·City. 
The apple:trees were·heavy with-fruit and th_e. brariches·drooped to. the ground. It 
was late.afternoonwh~p: we passed.througfrthe town; the hard light of the sun-.p:unc~ 
tuated:the ugliness of:the buildings;-! waS'Struckdumh'by·its isolation an,d:the dry 
air that hung oppres·sivelyover the place.:The.heart:.shaped valley was willed-by high 
treelessmountains;·and the hot:breeze that blew:infrom a distanr·sea was-injurious 
to.the;apple:trees. ·::. · ' ' · 

The leader of our crew was called Cornelio Paez; but most of the oldtimers-sus
pected that it was not his real name. There was something.shifty' about him; and his 
s:o~called .J::,ookkeeper, a pock.marked· man'we simply called Pinoy: ( which is!.a ~ term 
genei;ally,applied to aU=Filipino imiriigiant workers), had a strange·ttick Of.squinting 
sideways when helooked at'.you. There seemed to hi. an·old animosity between,.Paez 
and-his,bookkeeper.·I, '·.. . 

-' ·: ,But we.were ·.drawn together,because the white·people of the. Yakima Valley'were 
suspicious of us. :Years before,.·in the •,town:of Toppenish;·two:-Filipino: apple picked 
had been found murdeved on:the road to Surinyside)Atthattime;there was,ruthless 
per-secution ,of the .Filipinos .. throughout the ·Pacific ·Coast; ins·tigated, by,otchardists 
who:feared·the ,unity, of white: and Filipino worker'8. ·A small farmer in :Wapato who 
had:triedJto protecdhis Filipino·workers:,had,had his:"house' burned., So,however 
much! we: distrusted· :each0.:6ther ,under Paez; ·we' knew=that beyond the walls ·of our 
bunkhouse wete our: real enemies;-waiting- to.drive us out of:Yakima Valley. . · · 
:.>,,:; · l, had ;become-.acquainted· with ah; old timer; who-had had.considerable exped~ 
e'nce in 'the United States;.His name:wasJulio,. and it seemedithat.he. was :hiding from 
some trnuble in Chicago. -At ;night, when the· men gambled in the kitchen,1I, would 
stand~silently: behind him' and· watch-him cheat the other players. He was very ·deft; 
and his·.eyes:were,sharp; arid trained>Sometimes when··there·was no game, Julio 
would teach me tricks:t=,:0

:·· ,.,.u·. _,., :-:::,, I ., ... 1, '.:'', ,:' 

, ·,-··;Mr.Malraux, our employer, had three daughters who used to work with us after 
school hours. He was a Frenchman who had gone to Moxee City when it consisted 
of only a few houses. At that time the valley was still a haven for Indians, but they 
had been gradually driven out when farming had been started on a large scale. Mal
raux had married an American woman in Spokane and begun farming; the girls came 
one by one, helping him on the farm as they grew. When I arrived in Moxee City they 
were already in their teens. 

The oldest girl was called Estelle; she had just finished high school. She had a 
delightful disposition 'and her industry was something that men talked about with 
approval. The other girls, Maria and Diane, were still too young to be going about so 
freely; but whenever Estelle came to our bunkhouse they were always with her. 
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, . It '.Was :now.:.the end of.sumnier·and ,there was:-a bright .moon:in:·the sky. Not far 
from Moxee Gty was a-wide grassland where ·cottontajls-and jack :rabbits ·roamed_ at 
·night. Estelle used to drive her father's old car and would pick up some of us at the 
bwµdiouse;, then we. ;would ·go ~unting-with :their clogs and a few antiquated .shotguns. 

; When.we came backfr.om hunting.Vl,e would go to the Malraux house with some 
~f ~e men who,had musical instruments~ We wo~d sit-.on the lawn:for hours singing 
American songs. -But when.they started sipging Philippine songs their voices were so 
sad, so full-of yesterday and the haunting presence of familiar seas,:·as'if they had 
reached the end of creation, that life seemed ended and no bright spark was left in 
the world: · · · . i • · :., 

, : ; But .one. afternoon towatd the-end ;of ithe ·season, Paez went to ·the. hank to· get 
our p.ayohecks-and:.did not come back.-The ,pockinarked bookkeeper was-furious. · 

. 'Tll-.get:him this tun~!"· he: sai.d;,:running uJ>and down·the house; "He:did that 
lastyeadn'California and I,didn't-:getia cent. I know where:to find._the pastard!"~ 
,: · · Jwio :grabbed him by the-neck. ~You'·d better -rdl me where to find him if. you 
know what is good for you,"· he said angrily, pushing the frightened bookkeeper to7 
ward.thestove. ,; · i •. - -, - :· , .• ,· : •. _. ._,... -,_. • ::;- · 

~Let:.me alorie!-~:he-shoute.d .. · . · , .. -:· . •· : .·; 
. JJulio hidilin·between 'the ey~s,; and-the bookkee:per::struggled:~olently)Jtilio-hit 
him, again ... The. bookkeeper:-rolledi oil. the floodike-a ba~y. jtilio picked ,him up anp 
thre.w· him ou~ide the-house: I .·thought he was dead,: but :his legs began to: move. 
Then he opened his eyes and got up quickly, staggering like a drunken, stevedore -to
ward the roghway,Jullo came out :of the:house :with-brass knuckles, but. the book
ke<!pei: was-ruready ~disappearing:•b~d-the-apple orchard.Julio came hack and, be
g.an,hittin,g-the~.door:·of the:kitthen,with.all:his force/in.futile-anger.;.'; . 
:. : I had,notseen this sqrt of brutality in the ·Philippines, b.ut:my first-contact. with 
it ·in America :made ·me brave/My. bravery w~s.still nameless;_.aqd waiting :to .express 
itself. :l was· nbt•shocked-when 1 s.aw:_thai.my-country.t;nen had bec.ome ruthless to
ward· one~oo.othet,-and..dlis:sudden: impact of cruelty.made ine insensate to·.pain and 
kindneSS{:SO .that ,iuookme a long-time :tp wholly trust oilier men. As time went by 
I became· as:ruthless ,as,.the worst of them,0-and-I becam'e:afarid-that I wouldnev.er feel 
like a .hwnan .. being -again-• .-Yet,.no matter,what .bestiality· ~pmpasse.d, my life, 1 felt 
sUI"e·th~t:somew.here, sometime; I would break fre~ .. This.f~tb:kept me from com": 
pletely, -succumll>fug·: to .the· :degradation1 into, which· many. of m~ ·:·co.untryiilen, ,had 
fallen: It ,finally pav.ed my way out ·of our small;' harsh life, painfully. but .cleanly, into 
a world of strange intellectual adventures and self-fulfillment.,= · i • 
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Bom and -raised in Seattle, Wasliingfori, 
John Oka~~ .r~ceived two B.A. degrees (in 
~pgUsp._ ,aria.·· Library. ~c~~~ce) J~om the 
University of Washington ·and an M.A. de
gree (in English) from Columbia Univer
sity. He served as a sergeant in the U.S. Air 
Force during World War II. He died, of a 
heart attack, in obscurity. 

· When No-No Boy came out in 1957 it 
received little attention. According to its 
publisher, Charles Tuttle, even the Japan
ese American community rejected the 
book. Perhaps the community did not 
want to be reminded of the demeaning in-
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ternment 'experience -with its: J.irigering1:ef'... 
fetts~ ·oocertam:-identity,: fragmented fam
ily, split ;c6niiriunity, ·hostil~ · society.-'Th~: 
11ov~l •:w.~s .J red.tscovered by ·a, · group of. 
Asian American writers in the 1970s. 

Since the rediscovery'0kada ·has ·Hefn. 
acclaimed as one of the .great~~t Asi~, 
American writers, an~ No-No Boy as one of 
the first Japanese American novels. The 
book reveals the many wrenching experi
ences Japanese Americans faced in the 
wake of Pearl Harbor, after which they 
were' confined in various relocation camps. 
In 1943 internees were administered a 



11:.Y.. .,i,, .... -.,. ..... ,t-" _..__._J ... _.._ .... ....,_ • .._.,. 1 ✓ ..__ ...... .,_..._..__u_.1...-.1,o 

"l,oy.~ty ques~ionnaire" containing:twq ~- tl:i.<=: f~tal :op~q1ti<W: We,J~el.[at ;_onceqh.'l · 
settling questions: whether or not the in- . family's distress-at, K;e.q.ji;s'. phy§Jf~_,c9n,~_,

1 
ternee would be willing to serve in the tion and the acceptance that things could 
Am~rican armed forces and wh~theror not· not have been otherwise: the. desir:e _. to be 
the)m~rne~- ;ocl<;i 'forswe~i;, all~gi~.c~ JO· r~c9gnµed as· ;an_ im'erica11· \YaS s~ g-r~~t, 

Japan; lc~ro,_the ~rotagoiµ~t o(the t19~el, f,'; di~\ fl() ·c.9sfse~ipe4 ~fochigB·.-. } -:_;: : _ ',~'; 
answered No-No and refused the draft. KenJl acts as a foil to Ich1ro throu,gh~ 
His _ double negative was understandable out: th~ novel. Ichiro is \iespise4 by· hil 
m,h-~nsible gfveh thlcfrtwhfouices.'jHe p~ers; Kenji is_' idoliz~i-'The wa(breakst 
was"not ·eageno se~e a ··go.ye~~rit that ·tchiio's family ·apart; Kenji's 'is· :·brouglit; 
treated-' him as an ·enemy"' by 'interning . _ clo:ser together.' Ichiro: undergoes giiawing1 

him..'.2.an ': ·Ame,rican.:.:..:..in . an' r;Amecichlv I despair-and 't>ersistent merit~ ~11~sli for' 
Camp;·He' couldnot forswear an· allegiance ''; nof joining the ·war; Kenji, receives· ":'h'a{is1 
that he had·neverfelt>Otherpersonal·cori_. · ~ to''be a terminal wound an:d:·contimious: 
siderations also made it difficult for-Ichiro physical;pain fo'.r:having' done s6; Dest>fret 
to answer affirmatively:: his-mother was: fa- ·. their opposite-choices ::the No-No Boy and 
natically pro--Japan; hisfather·was-arrested= ., the,veteran alike suffer intensely. 
for nationality alone., (At the::time Japanese -: · The novel is not just ,about these two: 
immigrants were·.n.ot,allowed· to become . characters;.however .. Nor:,is it confined to 
natutalizecl American :citizens:). ·· ; . · the Japanese American_. predicament. : As-

Yet. his sensible response was, deemed::. the excerpt ( especially the· Club Oriental 
treasonous; For his ~o; tN o'.$,:) ;Jc;hiro w_~s :·)._'episode) illustrates, rac;i_s_J;I1,,creeps, ipto · 1:1u :· 
nn.p#soned for two y~af~;j $.~. he is,.te_-· !ffi~rQus_ segments ofAmeritfil1 society; ~t-is.: 
leased after the , war, he feels guilty, not just a matter of whites against Astan,s or; 
ashamed, and hostile toward.4is_, p,arents.,-,, w:hit~_s :l:lga,inst blacks. A g~9UP: cl)~t ~uffers 
To exacerbate matters, his peers treat him discrimination from. __ an<?th~f.r-;tµay in:1turn 
with great disdain: :one former: frieq.d spits ... inflict,racist -treatmeµt on. a: thjrd; 

1 
Asians 

on him; 'his younger br~ilier~~shrun:ed 
10£ · · discrhnin~ted -~gainst by '.\Yh~t~s :111ay, .fpf

Ichiro's decision-arranges to have Ichiro example, look down on.blacks. Discrimi
be~ten and quits high school to join the nation occurs even within one racial group: 
army himself. foreign-born and American-born Japanese 

One exception is Kenji, who remains may scorn one another. Ichiro's inner con
Ichiro's friend. Kenji himself has fought in flict reflects. the conflict of.Jbe;_<;:oµqtzy .at 
the war and wonmany_me.d?!s~b.u.t.lost ~ __ large. In the cot,1rse~~f the: ·Q.o:~e1·:fo{iliaf.: 
leg. The wound continues to fester so that vidual guilt dissolves in the collective guilt 
peri<>dically more inches have to; be,.@lpµ; of -America.· , , , 
tate4 from ~e stump;He,dies aftei; one of 
the;op_erations, The .exce.rpt(Chapter 6) is 
~boucK~nH's l,ast visiqo his f~ily before 
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from No-No Boy 

Chapter Six 

Home for.Kenji was an old frame, two-story, seven.:room house which the family rented 
for fifty dollars a month from a Japanese owner who had resettled in. Chicago after 
the war and would probably never return to Seattle. It sat on the top of a steep, unpaved 
hill and commanded an uninspiring•view of clean, gray concrete that was six lanes 
wide and an assortment of boxy, flat store buildings and spacious super gas-stations. 

Kenji eased the car over into the left-turn lane and followed the blinking green 
arrow toward the hill. At its foot, he braked the car almost to a full stop before care
fully starting up, for the sharp angle of the hill and the loose dirt necessitated skill 
and caution. 

As he labored to the top, he saw his father sitting :on the porch reading a news
paper. Before he could depress the horniting, the man looked up and waved casu
ally. He waved back and steered the Oldsmobile into the driveway. 

When he walked around the side of the house and caine up front, the father said 
"Hello, Ken" as matter-of-factly as if he had seen his sori' a few hours previously, and 
returned his attention to the newspaper to finish the article he had been reading. 

- "Who's horrie, Pop?" he asked, holding out the bag. 
"Nobody," said the father, taking the present and looking into the bag. It held 

two.fifths of good blended whisky. He was a big man,almost six feet tallandstrong. 
As a painter and paper hanger he had no equal, but he found it sufficient to work 
orily a-few· days a week and held himself to it, for his children were all grown and he 
no longer saw the need to drive himself. He smiled warmly and gratefully: "Thank 
you." 

"Sure, Pop. One of these days, l'-ll bring home a case/' 
"L~st me two days. Better bring a truckful," he said, feigning seriousness. 
They laughed together comfortably, the father because he loved his son and the 

son because he both loved and respected his father, who was a moderate and good 
man. They walked into the house, the father making the son precede him. -· 

In the dining room-the father deposited the two new·bottles with a dozen oth
ers in the china q1binet. "I'm fixed-for a long time," he said. "That?s.a good feeling." 

· ''You're really getting stocked up," said Kenji. 
"the trust and faith and love-of my children," he said proudly. "You:know I 

don it need clothes:or.shaving lotion in fancy jars or suitcases or pajamas, but whisky 
I can use. I'm happy." 

"Are you, Pop?" · 
The father sat down opposite .. his son at the polished mahogany table and took 

in ,at a glance the new rugs and furniture and lamps and the big television set with 
the radio-and phonograph allbuilt into one impressive, blond console; "Alll did was 
fe~d:you and clothe you and spank you once-in a while: All of a sudden, you're all 
grown up. The government gives you money, Hisa and Toyo are married to fine boys; 
Hana and Tom have splendid jobs, and Eddie is-in college and making :more money 
in a part-time job than I did for all ofus whenyour mother died. No-longer do Ihave 



to work all the time, but only two or three days a week and I haye more II?-Oney than 
I can spend. Yes, Ken, I am happy .and 1. wish your.mother were here to ;ee all this." 

"I'm happy too, Pop." He shifted his legs to make himself comfortable and 
winced unwillingly. . .. •= 

Noticing, the father screwed his face as if the pain were in himself, for it was. Be
fore the pain turned to sorrow, before .the suffering for.his son made his.lips.quiver 
as ht held back-the tears, he hastened mto th~-.kitchen and came back with two jig-, 
ger-glas;es'. 

"I am anxious to sample.your ,present," he,s~d jovially, hut his in.ovements wer:e 
hurried as he_got the bottle from the.cabinet and fumbled impatiently.with the seal., 

Kenji downed,his th_ankfully and watched his father take the other glass-and :sniff 
the whisky ,appreciatively before sipping it leisurely. He lifted the bottle toward hi!;! son. 

"No more,· Pop," refused Kenji. :''.That did it fine." 
The father capped the bottle and put it back. He closed the cabinet door and let 

his hand linger on the knob. as if ashamed of hirp._selfJo.r_ havmg .tried, to be. cheerful 
wh~n he knew that-the pain was again inhis son and.the thought of death-hovered 
over them. 

"Pop."_ 
"Yes?" He turned slow.ly.-to face _his son. 
. "Come on. Sit down. It'll .be all right.". · , . ,. 
Sitting down, the father shook his head, saying: "I came to A.t_nerica to ,become 

a.rich man so that l could go back to _the vill~ge in. Japan and be sotr1ebody . .:I was 
greedy, apd ambitious and proud. I was not a good man or an intelligent one, but.a, 
young fooL And you have paid for it." •:. · · : , , . 

"What-kind of talkis. that?"- replied Kenji, genuinely grieved. ~'That's not true 
at all." · 

"That is what I think nevertheless. I am to blame." 
"It'll be okay, Pop. Maybe they won't everi operate." 
"When do you-go?.~' -· 

. ·"Tomo_rro:w.morning.:'~ . 
"I:will gowith:you.". . . ·:· 
"No." He:Iooked str;aightat his father . 

. _ -In answer;the father merely nodded, acceding to his son'~-wish because his son 
was-aman.wh_o,had. gortetQ war to fight for the abundance and happiness th:at per
vaded a Japanese household in Americ~ · and that was. a thing he: himself·· could 
rteverfully comprehend except to-know that it was ve_ry deat,.He.hap,long.forgot
tenwhen it was that he had discarded:the_-,potion of a returru0Japan 1but,remem:. 
bered only that it was the time when this country which he had no intention of lov_;, 
ing had suddenly begun to become a part of him because it was a ;pa~ of his 
children and he-saw-andfeltit intheir speech.andjoys and sorrows and hopes and 
he was a part of them.. -And in the dying of the foolish drea_m.s which he had. brought 
to America, the· ri~lu:!ess ,ofahe llfeth~t-was · possible: in thi~ foreign: country de,.. 
stroyedthe longing for a.pa~nhat really mustn:ot:have been _as precious as he imag-· 
ip.ed,.or,.else. he would sq.rely-not have left it. Where else could a n;1an,_left: alone.with

0 

six small childn:n; have.found it.possible to _have had so much with-so little? He 
had hot begged or borrowed .or gone to the city for welfare: assistance. There had 

been times of hunger and despair and seeming hopelessnes.s;·.but did it not mean 
something now th~t he could-look around and feel the love ofthe men and w~men 
who were once only children? .: •) ·· 

And there was :the one who sat before him, the one who had come to him and 
said-calmly that he was going into the army. It could .not be said then .th a tit mattered 
not.that he was.a-Japanese.son of Japanese parents. It had mattered. It was·becaus.e
he was Japanese that the son had to come to his Japanese father and simply state that 
he had decided:to volunteerfor the.army instead of being able to wait until such'time 
as the army called him. It.was because hewasJapanese and, at the same-time,ihadto 
prove to the:,wo~ld-that.he was,not:Japanese:thatthe turmoil was in his souLand 
urged hinno enlist. There :was confusion, but, underneath' it, a conviction that he 
loved Am_e.rica and would fight and die for it because he did,not wish to live anyplace 
else. And the' father, also confused, understood what: the son had _.not said: and :gave 
his consent. It was nota time for clear thinking. because the:·sense of loyalty had he
come dispersed and the -shaken faith of-an American interned in -an American con
centration camp was indeed-a flimsy thing. So, on this steadfast bit of conviction that 
remained~·and knowing not what the future·held,this son had gone·to.war. to.prove 
that he.deserved to enjoy those.rights which should.rightfully have-been his. 

· And he remembered that a week after Kenji had gone to a camp in Mississippi; 
the neighbor's son, an American soldier since before Pearl Harbor, had come to·see 
his family which was in a camp .enclosed by wire .fencing and·bad guirds who were 
American solqiers· like himself And --he had :been pre.sent·when the soldier bitterly: 
spoke of how all he did was-dump garbage and wash dishes and take care of the la-:
trines. And the soldier-swore and.ranted and·could hardly make hims.elf:speak of the 
time when the president named Ropsevelt·-had come to· the. camp-in Kansas and all 
the American soldiers iri thecamp.who.wereJapanesehad been herded into a.ware
house and guarded by oth~r American soldiers with machine guns until the president 
named Roosevelt had departed.--And ·he-had gone to his own cubicle with the· seven 
steel cots and the potbellied.stove and the canv::i.s .. picnic-chairs from-Sears Roebuck 
arid cried for Kenji, who .. was now a soldier and would, not merely·tum bitter and 
swear if the army1ethim do-only such things as the soldierh1d spoken of, but would 
be driven to protest more v.folently.because he was the quiet one.-with. the deep:feel'" 
ings whose anger was a-terrible thing. But, with training over, Kenji had written that 
he was going to Eur{).pe,-andthe next letter was from Italy; where the Americans.were 
fighting the Germans,·arid·hefound relief in the knowledge, partly. because Kenji was 
fighting and he knew that was what his son wished and partly because,the enemy was
German and not-Japanese.-

He thought he remembered that he, had not wanted Kenji·. to go into the .army. -
But when.he was, asked, he had said·yes. And so this son-had comebackafter lpng 
months in a hospital with one good leg and another that was only a stick where the 
other good :one had been. Had he done right? Should he not-have forbidden him? 
Should he.not have explained howit was.not-sensible for:Japanese-to fight a war 
against Japanese? H what he had done was wrong,. how was it .so and why? · 

.'1Wouldyou,";he saidto his son; "have-stayed out of the artny:if I.had:forbid
den it?"· 

:Kenji did not answer immediately,: for the question came as a. surprise to disturb 



the long, thought-filled silence. "I don't think so, Pop/' he started out hesitantly. He 
paused, delving into'his mind for an e:xplanation, then·said with gteatfinality: "No;. 
I would have gone anyway." 

'iQf course," said the father;finding some assurance in the answer. 
Kenji pushed himself to a standing position and spoke gently: "You're·not·to 

blame, Pop. Every time we get to talking like this, 1 know you're blaming yourself .. 
Don't do it. Nobody's to blame, nobody." 

"To lose a leg is not the worst thing, but, to lose a part of it and then a little more: 
and a little more again until ... :Well;-I don't understand.You don't deserve it." He: 
shrugged his shoulders wearily· against.the weight of his terrible anguish.· 

"I'm going up to take a nap:" He walked a few steps.and turned back to his fa~• 
ther.-·"I'll go upstairs and lie down on the bed and I .won't sleep.right away because. 
the leg-will hurt a little and I'll be thinking.· And I'll think that if things had been dif;,, 
ferent, if you had been different, it might have been that I would also not have beeni 
the same ~d maybe you would have kept me from going into the war ·and. I would, 
have stayed out and had both my legs. But, you k.Q.ow, every time I think about it :that, 
way, I also have to thiiik that, had such been the case; you and I woulq probably.not 
be sitting-down and having a drink together.and--talking or not t~g as we wished.l 
If my leg hurts, so what?· We' re buddies, aren't we? That counts. I don't worry about 
anything else." 

Up in his room, he stretched out ori his back on the bed and thought aboutwhat: 
he had said to his-father. It made a lot of·sense. If,.in the course of things,the pattern. 
called for a stump of a leg that wouldn't stay healed, he wasn1t going to decry the.fact;: 
for that would mean another pattern with attendant changes which might not be asi 
perfectly desirable as the one -he cherished. Things are as they should be, he assuredr 
himself, and, feeling greatly at peace; sleep came with surprising .ease. 

After Keqjihad-left him, the father.walked down the·hill to the neighborhood: · 
Safeway and bought a large roasting chicken. Iuwas a fat bird,with bulging,drum~· 
sticks and; as he headed back to•.the house with both arms supporting the ingrecil- · 
ents of an run pie family feast, he thought of the lean years and·the six small ones and. 
the· pinched, hungry faces that had.been taught not to ask for more but .could not be 
taught how notto look hungry wl).enthey were in fact.quite hungry. And it was dur~:. 
ing-thoseyears tha.tit seemed as if theywould never have-enough.' 

But such a tinie had corne. It had come with the-war arid the growing of the.chil~ 
dren and it had come with the teturn of the· thoughtful son:whose terrible wound: 
paid no heed to the cessation of hostilities. Yet, the son had said he was· happy and: 
the father was pappy ,also for, while one mighf g~ieve for the limb that was lost and 
the pajn that eµdqred, he chose to feel gratitude for'the fact that the son.had come
bac~ aµve even if only for a brief while. 

And he remembered what the young sociologist had said in halting, pain~d, 
Japanese at one of the family-relations ·meetings he had attended while interned in• 
the relocation center because itwa5::someplaceto go. The instructor was a recent col.;: 
kge gradu~te who' had later left the camp to do graduate work at a.famous.Eastern 
s~hool. He, short fellow that he was, had stood on an orange crate so that he might, 
be better heard and seen by the sea.of elderly men andwomen-who had been at
tracted to the mess hall because they too had nothing else to do and nowhere else to 

go. There had been many meetings·;1although it.had early becomeevident that lec
turer and audience were poles apart, and if anything had,been accomplished it was 
that the meetings helped to pass the time, and so the instructor. continued to blast 
away at the unyielding wall of indifference and the old people-came to pass an hour 
or two. But it was on this particular night that the small sociologist, struggling for the 
words painstakingly and not always qmectly selected from his meager knowledge of 
the Japanese language, had managed to imp~rt a message of great truth. And this 
message was that the old Japanese, the fathers and mothers, who sat courteously at
tentive, did not know their own sons and daughters. 

"How many of you are able to sit down with your own sons and own daughters 
and enjoy. the companionship· of conversation? How many, I ask? If: I were to say 
none of you, I would not be far from the truth.,,. He paused, for the grumbling was 
swollen with anger and indignation, and continued in a loud, shouting voice before 
it could engulf him: "You are not.displeased because of what I said but because I 
have hit upon the truth. And-I know it to be true because I ani a Nisei and you old 
ones are like my own father and mother. H we are children of America and not the 
sons. and daughters of our parents·, it is because-you have failed. It ,is because you 
have,been stupid enough to think that growing rice in muddy fields is the saine as 
growing a giant fir tree. Change,. now, if you can, even if it may be too late, arid be
come companions .to .your children. This is America, where you have lived and 
worked and suffered for thirty and forty years; This is ·not Japan. I will. tell you what 
it is like to be an-American boy or girl. I will tell you what the .relationship between 
parents and children is in. an American family. As I speak, compare what l say with 
your own families." And so he had,spoken and the old people had listened and, 
when.the-meeting was over, they got up and scattered:ovet the camp toward.their 
· assigned cubicles. Some said they would attend no more lectures; others ·heaped 
hateful abuse· upon the young fool who dared to have spoken with such disr~spect; 
and then there was the elderly couple, the woman silently following the man, who 
stopped at ·another rriess · hall, where a dance was in :progress, and .peered into the 
dimly lit room and watched the youpg boys and girls gliding effortlessly around to 
the blaring music from-a phonograph .. Alwaysbefore,they had found something to 
say·about the decadent ways of an amoral nation; but, on this evening, they .watched 
longer.than· usual· and searched longingly to recognize their own daughter, whom 
they knew to be at the dance but who.was only an unrecognizable· shadow among 
the other shadows . . : .. 

Halting for a moment to shift the bag, Kenji's father started .up the hill with a 
smile on his lips. He was .glad· that the market had had such a fine roasting chicken. 
There,was nothing as satisfying·as sitting at a well-laden table with one's family 
whether the:occasion was a holiday-or.a birthday or a.home-coming of some mem
ber or,:yes, -even.ifitmeant someone.was going away.· 

Please come:back;Ken, he said to himself, please comeback and !will have for 
you:the:biggest,:fattest chicken that ever graced atable, American or-otherwise. 

•··· 

. Hanako, who was chubby and pleasant and kept books for three doctors and a 
dentist in a downtown office, came home before Tom, who was ,big and-husky like 
his father and had gone straightJrom. high school into a drafting job .at an aircraft 
plant. She had seen the car in the driveway and smelled the chicken in the oven and, 



smiling 1 sympathetically. with;theJather, put ,a,dean cloth ~n:the, table'.and .took out 
the little chest of Wm; & Rogers Silverplate.•.: · 

. :•While:shewas making the-salad,Tom came,home bearinga.bakecypie in a flat;: 
white box. _''.}Jello, Pop,·Sis," he said,,putting-thdfox on the t::ible:··"Where'sK~n?" 

··, '!T~g~a nap," ·said Hanako. , . , · •, : 
>/'Dinner about ready?" He sniffed appreciatively and rubbed his stomac4 in ·ap~ 

proval.. ,··l:, . : .· 
"Just about," .smiled-his sister . 
"Psychic, that's what I am." 

. /~What?". 
'.'I say I'm psychic. l brought home a -lemon,meringue. Chicken an_d:lemon: 

meringue. Boy! Don't you.think so?" ,,. 
· "What's that?" .·:. 
"About niy being psychic~I' -,c:: ~ 

·. "You'•re always bringing.home lemon meringue;. Coincidence, that's all.'1 
,.; .: 

·!'How soon do we eat?.1' : : · · 
. "I just got through·.telling you-in a little while," she replied a-bit:impatiently .. · 
.. ,"Goo& I'm starve&· I'll wash up and rouse the boy.'~ He started:to,head for the 

stairs but turned back.thoughtfully., "·What's the.-occasion?" he asked .. ,:. 
. "Ken has to go to.the hospital·again," said 1the father kindly .. "Wash yourself at 

the:· sink and let him sleep a while longer. We will eat.when ·he wakes: up.'.' · 
: _, ~~Sure;" said Tom, now sharing the unspoken :sadness and terror .which ·abided: 

in the hearts 6fhisfather and,~ister~He werit to,the-sinkand, dearing'it carefully-of 
the pots.and dishes, washed:himself as quietly as·possible. ' ·· •!_:, . 

It.was.a whole hour before·Kenjicainethumping down the stairs; It was the right 
leg;thegood one; thatmade the thumps.which followed the empty pauses whencthe 
false Jeg was gently lowered :a step. When,he.saw the family sitting-lazily-around the 1 

table, .he:lmew they had waitedJor him. ·, ···~ · ·· _: 
".You ·shouldn't have wait~d;" he said; a little embarrassed;· "I· sleptlonger- than 

I intended. 1~. . . . · .. , • .. : . . ·• :, , ... 

'·'-We'.re.waiting for. th~_chickent:lied the father.}'Take~ time to roast a· big one:'!; 
.. ; ;Hanakotagreedtoo·hastily:tOh, yes, I'v.enever known a chicken fo take so·long.: 

Ought to be j_ust about ready now;,." Shetroit~d.into the kitchen.and,,a momentlater,' 
shouted·hack:<"It'neady; .Mmmm,:canyou smellit?" - _,; \· · ·. '" , 

"That's all I've been doing," Tom said with a famished grin. "Let's getitout here." 
: '.'Sorry !:made yowwait;."' smiled Kenji at his brother. · ·:: : _ . : · 

'. .. Tom,:regr€tting his impatience; sho0khis head vigorously: ~'No, ifs;the bird;,like: 
Pop sai&·You ikn.ow ,how ·he-is.-Always gets 'em:bigc:and,tough. This one~s .made of 
cast-iron;''· He followed Hanako;to.hdp bring.the:food from.the kitchen;.• 

No one said much during thefirst pamofthe dinner. Tom ate iaven<1msly;Hanako: 
seemed aboutto,say something several"times but co.uldn't,bringherself ,to,speak::.The 
father-kept looking at Kenji-wiiliout having to say, whatit was thavhe.fekfor- his son.·: 
Surprisingly, it was Tom who broached the subject which was on all their minds . 

''.What the hell's the:matter, with those, damn doctqrs? '~ He· slammed his fork an-
grily against:the:table: , ', · ,. ,, . ,., .. t) 

"Tom,. please," said Hanako, looking deeply concerned:.. · ,_ .. 
,·.,·. 

· "No; no;•rio,''.·he said, gesturing freelY,wtth his hands; ·"I won't please··shut up. 
If they can'.t fix you tip~ why don't they get somebody who can? They're killing you; 
What do they do.when·you go down·thete?-Give you aspirins?" Slumped in his· chair, 
he: glared furiously at the table; · 

The father grasped Tom's arm firmly. ''If you can~t.talk sense,·don't." 
· '(It's okay, Tom.:This':ll be ·a-short trip. I think it's just thanhe brace doesn't fit 

tight." ·:. 
"You mean that?"·He looked·hopefully a:tKenji. · 

... , -. "Sure'. That's probably what it is; I?ll only be gone a few days. Doesn't really hurt 
scY much; but I don'twantto.take any chances." 

··"Gee, lhope you're-.right." 
. ·,'!I ought-to know. A few·more,trips andthey'll·make·me head surgeon down 

there." .•· ..... 

"Yeah," Tom smiled, not because of the joke, but because he was-grateful for 
having a brother like Kenji. · · · 

"Eat," reminded the father, "baseball on television tonight, you know.?' 
"I'll get the pie," Hanako said and hastened to the kitchen.· 
'-'Lemon meringue,:",·saidTorri'hungrily, as-he: proceeded to clean up his plate. 
The game was in its second inning when they turned the set on, and they-had 

nardly gottensettled:down;when Risa and Toyotatnewith their husbands and children. 
Tom grumbled good naturedly and, giving the newcomers a·hasty nod, pulled 

updoserto the set, preparingtowatch the game underwhatwould.obviously be dif-
fkult conditions. · · ' ·· · 

·Hats and coats were shed ·and piledinthe corner.and everyone talked loudly and 
excitedly, as if they had not seen each other for a long time. Chairs -were brought in 
from the dining.room-and, suddenly, the place was full and noisy:and,crowded· and 
comfortable. · · · 

The father gave up trying to follow the game and bounced a ye~ir!old 'grand:. 
daughter on his knee while two young grandsons fought to conquer the other knee. 
The remaining three grandchildren were all girls; older, more ~ell-behaved, and they 
huddled on:the floor-around Tom to watch the·baieball game. . 

Risa's husband sat beside Kenji and engaged him "in conversation, mostly about 
fishing and about how lie' d, like to win a car in: the s·almon :Derby because-lus was 
getting old and-a coupe wasn't too practical-for a· big'family. He had ·the-four girls 
and· probably wouldn't stop, until he hit a boy ·and things :weren't so bad,, but he 
couldn't see his way to acquiring a near-new used car for a while. And then he got ~p
arid went to-te1Ythe same thing, to his father-in-law, who ·was--something of.a -fisher
man himself. No sooner had he moved across the room than Toyo's husband, who 
was soft-spoken and mild but had been a captain ·in the army'-ana sold enough in
surance to keep two cars in the double garage behind a large brick house in a pretty 
good neighborhood~-•slid into -the empty space beside Kenji and asked him how he'd 
been and so (,)fl and talked:about a-lot.-ofothet things when he really wanted to talk 
to Kenji about the legrand:didn't know how.-.· . ', 

<Then came· the firstlu:ll-when talk· -died::down-and the younger children were 
showing signs of :drowsiness and· everyone smiled thoughtfully- and ·contehtedly at 
dne another. Hanako suggested refreshments; and when-the coffee'a:nd milk and pop 



and cookies and. ice cream were .distributed, everyone got: his s_econd -wind and im
mediately discovered a number of things which-they had forgotten to discuss. 

Kenji, for the moment alone, looked at all of them and sai.d to himself: Now'.s as 
good a time as any to go. I won't wait until tomorrow. In another thirty minutes Hana'. 
and Toyo and the kids and their fathers will start stretching and heading for their hats 
and coats. Then someone will say "Well, Ken" in a kind of hesitant way and, imme
diately, they will all be struggling for something to say about my going to Portland. 
because Hana called them and told them to come over because I'm going down there 
again and that's.why they'll have to say something about it. lflhadsaidto Pop that 
I was going the day after tomorrow, we would have had a big feast with .everyone here 
for it tomorrow night. I don't want that. There's no need for it. I don't want Toyo to 
cry 411d Hana to dab at her eyes and I.don't.wa.p.t everyone standing around trying to 
say goodbye and not being able to make themselves leave because maybe they won'.t 
see me again. 

He started to get up and saw Hanako looking at him. "I'm jµst going to get a, 
drink," he said.. . . __ , 

"Stay, I'll get it," -she replied. 
"No. It'll give me a chance to stretch'." He caught his father's eye and held it for 

amoment.; 
. Without getting his· drink, _he slipped quietly out to the back porch and stood 

and· waited and listened to the voices inside. 
He heard Risa's husband yell something to one of.his girls and, the next minute, 

everyone was laughing amusedly. While he was wondering what cute. q.eviltry the 
guilty one had done, his father came through the kitchen and out to stand beside him. 

"You are going,"_ 
Kenji looked up and saw the big shoulders sagging wearily. "I got a good rest, 

Pop. This way, I'll be there in the morning ~d it's easier driving at night. Not so 
many cars, you know." . · 

"It'~ pretty bad this time, i&n't it?" 
"Yes," he said truthfully, because he could not lie to his father, "it's not like be

fore, Pop. It's different this time. The pain is heavier, deeper .. Not sharp and taw like 
the other times. Ido~'t know why. fm scared." 

"If ... if ... " _Throwing his arm around his son's neck impulsively; the father 
hugged him close; "You call me every day. Ev_ety day, you understand?". 

"Sure, Pop. Explain to everyqile; will you?" He pulled himself freea11d-looked 
at his father nodding,.unable to speak._ 

P~using hallway dqwn the stairs, he listened once more for the -voices in the 
house._· 

· Hoarsely, in choked syllables, his fat~er spoke to him: ''.Every day, Ken, don't 
forget. I will be home." , ... 

"Bye, Pop." Feeling his way along the_q.ark clrive with-his c_ane, he,limped tothe 
car. BehincLthe wheel, he had to sit and wait.until the heaviri~ss h~c;l lifted from his 
chest and relieved the mistiness of his eyes. He started_ the motor_ and turned on the 
headlights and their-brilli~t glare caught fully-the father standing ahead. Urged by 
an overwhelming desire_-to rush back to lµm and be with him for a few minutes· 
longer, Kenji's hand fumbled for the door handle. At that moment, the father raised 

his arni'once slowly in farewell. Quickly, he pulled back out of the driveway and was 
soon out of sight of father and home and family. 

He fully intended to drive directly to the grocery store to get-Ichiro, but found 
himself drawn to the Club-Oriental. Parking in the vacant lot where only the previ
ous night Ichiro had experienced his humiliation, he limped through the dark alley 
to the club. 

It was ·only a little after ten, but the bar and tables were crowded. Ignoring sev
eral invitations to sit at tables of acquaintances, ·he threaded his way to the end of the 
bar and had only to wait a moment before Al-saw him.and brought the usual bour
bon and water. 

Not until he was on his third leisurely drink did he manage to secure a stool. It 
was between strangers, knd fot that he' was grateful. He didn't want to talk or be 
talked to. -Through the vast mirror ahead, he studied the fac~s alongside and behind 
him. By craning a bit, he could even catch an:occasional glimpse of couples on the 
dance floor. · , · · 

It's a nice place, he thought. When a fellow goes a~ay,-he likes to take something 
along to remember and this is what I'm taking. It's not like having a million bucks 
and sittingfa the Waldorf with ~dong-stemmed beauty, but I'm a small guy with ~mall 
wants and this is my-Waldorf. Here-, as long as I've got the price of a drink, I can sit 
all night and be among friends. l can relax and drink and feel sad or happy or high 
and nobody' .rnuth gives a 4amn:, since they feel the same way. It's a good feeling, a 
fine feeling. 

He followed·Al around with his eyes until the bartender looked back at him and 
-returned the smile. 

· The--help -knows me and likes me. 
Swinging around on the stool, he surveyed the crowd and acknowledged a num

ber-of greetings and nods. 
I've got a lot of friends here and they know and like me. 
Jim Eng, the slender, dapper Chinese who ran the place, came out _of the office 

with a bagful of change and broughtit behind the-bar to check theregister.·As he did 
so, he grinned at Kenji and inquited·about his· leg. · 

'Even: the management's on my side; It's like a home away from· home only 
more- precious b~cause one-· expects home to be-like that. Not many places· a' J ap 
can go to and feel so completely at ease. It must be nice to be white and American 
and to be·able to feel like this no-matter where one goes to, but !-won't cry about 
that. There's been a war and, suddenly, things are.better for theJ aps and the Chinks 
and-

Thete was a commotion at the entrance and Jim Eng slammed the cash drawer 
shut and raced toward the loud voices. He spoke briefly to someone in the offrce, 
probably to find out the cause of the disturbance, and then stepped outside. As he 
did so, Kenji caught sight ofthreeyouths; a Japanese and.two Negroes: 

After· what· sounded like considerable loud and' excited· shouting, Jim Eng 
stormed back in:and resumed his task at the register though with hands shaking. 

When he had calmed down a little, someone inquiied: "What's the trouble?" 
"No trouble,-" he said in a high-pitched voice which he was endeavoring to ·keep 



-::~t_e~9.Y:. "That ~r:azyJap b_oy f.lgyd.tlti~<f tQ :get-41-wi~ ;two;pjgg~r~._,_l)afs the ,s~~Q»~ 
time he tried that. What's the matterwith him?:"·· . · . .r: ,,,, -~ 

AJapanese beside Kenji shout~d,~~~ s~eeringly: "Them i~o~a~t cotton pick~;s 
:!llak~ llle·sick You let o.ne in .andbefor_e yo~ know it, th~place will .he blac;k as ajght." ' 

"Sure," -said.Jim J;,ng; ."sure'.J go_t ·11Q •,use for. them. :~9thing but.Jrouble/,they 
-;,rpalce and-I run.a cle~:-Pl~ce." _., •., -:: . '.:· . . ... ,.-. · --:; . : · ._,__;; ~:)(J 

· "Hail Columbia," said a small, drunken voice. : :. · · ·-;. '" 
"Oh, you Japs-anq Chinks~. I lo:ve you -~;'~-Jas.ped o.ut·-~ brash:redheag. who 

looked-as if.she had come directly,from.one_of theburlesque liouses:with~mt-chm1g
ing_.her make-up. $he .struggled to .her feet, obv.iously intending to: launch iqtp -~-
ther oratory. _.. 1 

Her e.s_cort, a, pale, lanky-J~panese;screapied "Shut up!." and,-~t the saw.~ time, 
pulled viciously at her arm, causing h~r ;to-twnble,coIDically _info th_e _cha,ir .. :·: . 
. · Everyone laughed, or so it:seem~d,-ap,d:quiet_·:and decency and dean)ipess:and 

-;honesty returned to:the-Ch:ib.-Otj~tal.: ,-: . . -·-'·:. . -·: 
Leaving his drink unfinished, Kenji left the club without returning-any ofrtQ.e 

_farewells which-wei:e:directed at him. . . .· . . ! 

He drov~ aimlessly, -· tqrtw·in.g . __ hµn~elf · _rqpeatedly. wi!h, . th~, .-q_JJ_es_tion wl:ii~h 
, plagued .his mind. and, confus_ed .it to -the: ppi.µt <i>f:m.adn~ss~_,Was there _no. an~w~r :to 
.the bigotry ,and meanness and smallne~s.and q.~ess {>f people? One:he~ts, the .voke 
of the Negro or.Japanese-or Chinese,--o.~ Jew, ~-,~lear and. bell~likeintop.atjoµ,0£ th,e 
common :st~ggle for_.re~ognition _as. a, c:o~pler~, human beiq.g .an 9, there,i~-,ai~~Jl~~ .qf 
unity and purpose which inspires one to. hope and optimism. One enc~~ters .9q
sta~les;-hut the \Vedg<! :of.the pei:-se9uted:is not-without patiei;ice ~cJ --µ;itelligen·ce and 
humility, and the opposition weakens and wavers and disperses. AQ4 die: oqe.who-is . 
the Negro or Japanese or Chinese or Jew is further.fortified and gladdened.-.with the" 
~owledge .that the democracy is _a d~qioc-racy-in fact for;all-ofthem.- On~ .has:hope, 
for he has reason to hope, and the quest for completeness se~msJo-pe ~qhing:n~$' 
at hand, and then . . . • . . _ _ . . : . . . 

the woman wi~, the .darlc·hair andJarge nose who has barely .learne_d to. speak 
Engljshm.aJc~~,~-'.big show-of vac;ati.9g per pus-~e~t.whep: a .Negro,occupies;fb~ oth~r 
half. She stamps indignantly dowi;i the_.~sle;.J;iasrening-aw,:ay from;the.contaiµinatio.n 
which. i~ onlyip• her contaminate9 min'& The Negro stares: silendyo:ut o£th~-wi.ndow, 
-8= proud.calmness on,his fa¢e,~:wWcll.hides the boiling-_~cy that is cap~l;,le-ofm-y.fp.~r. 
· and then.;,• . .-, . . .. ·. , . 
. . a -swe_et-JpokiJ;ig. Chinese: girl is.atJt-high-school prom witli. a· white :boy. She .has 
ri~en in t;he workt:or so she tWik.s,for-it is evident.in·her expre$siop-ap_d mann¢r. 
She does not entirely ignore the other Chinese and Japanese at the dance, which 
would at.least be:-hope~t, burworse,'.she fla~ts,he.r newly found status in-thejr faces 
with haughty s.tnilestJU19-< overly polite phrases. 

.and.then,.;, .. '·:,. . ..... ,:, ·_:_ .. 
there . is. th~. s~~ -It~an . ;restauran~, .undei:neath:--.a -;pqol: p~rl01.-,. ; wh~re ,_ the 

.spaghetti and_chickeQ. is.li,~d tc;> l,~at: The-J~panese,-who:feels he, i&,he.tter. d,ian the 
Chine.sqpeqause·his_ par(!.µts made. him so, com~s.,into-the restau~~t-witn-a Jewish 
companion, who is :;:t· good J~:w:: an_d. young.: ~d . ..t.\merican -and. not -Uk~_.,thc-kike 
,bastard:s from tb._e, ~pu.ntnes froµi_which ,th~y\1e be.f!P. ~-~ked out, and-wai~s-patiently 
for the waiter. None of the waiters come, although the place is quite empty and two 

-of:theni:aiie-:tallci:ng,not ten,feet away. All his efforts to att.Iactthem!failingd1e1si:alks 
toward them. The two,,who·:are·-supposed·.to.wait-onithe tables but,.do not, scurry 
. into the kitchen. -In~a•mot.nent they :return with-the· cook;·-who-is:.also the owner, ·and 
;he·tells the)apanes·e thanhe pface is not forJaps and-to g<,!n1u~ 'arid 'go back to 
Tokyo._. ·.: < ·-

-and then.:··. _;,-._ · -·• .. --·· - : .: ·· 
· _·'. · the N~gro··who was ··always· beirrg mistaken· for"· ~:white.man beconi~s a white man 

·and he'.becomes-J1ated by the· Negroes with whoiri-lie once hated on #ie sa,trie side. 
· And the young J~panese lfat~s ih~ 'iiot~sp-yooog Japanese who'is Ill ore Japaiiese' th~ 
himself, and th~ not:~so:yourlg./"in tu:rn, hates the old Japanese who.'is hlI-Japanese 
and,:. therefore, even more Japanese than he . . . . ·- . . ' · . '. _..... ! •. 
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1 
The Ho_n1el~nd, Aztlan 

El otro Mexico 

El otro Mexico que aca hemos construido_ 
el espacio es lo que ha sido 
territorio. nacional. · 
Este el esfuerzo de todos nuestros hermanos 
y latinoame.ricanos que han sabido 
· progressar. 

-Los Tigres del Norte 1 

"TheAzte_cas del norte ... compose the largest single tribe 
or nation of Anishinabeg (Indians) found in the United States , 
today .... Some call themselves Chicanos and see themselves as 
people whose true homeland is Azclan [the U.S. Sourhwest]." 2 · 

Wind tugging at my sleeve 
feet sinking into the sand 
I stand a.c the edge where earth touches ocean
where the _two· overlap 
a gentle coming together 
at-ocher times and p~_aces a violent clash. 

, Across the border in Mexico 
stark silhouette of houses gutted by waves,· 

cliffs crumbling into_ the sea, 
silyer waves marbled•with spume 
· gashing a hole under the border fence. 

-·1 
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The Homeland, Azdan / El otro Aiexico 

lVliro el rnar atacar 
la cerca en Border· Field Park 

con sitS buchones de agua, 
an Easter Sunday resurrection 
o:f the brown blood in my veins. 

Oigo el llorido ·de! mar, el respiro def aire, 
my heart surges co the beat of the ·sea. 

In the gray haze of the sv.n 
the gulls' shrill cry of hunger, 

the tangy ·smell of the sea seeping into me. 

I walk through the hole in the fence 
co_ the other side. 

Under my fingers I feel the gritty wire 
rusted by 139 years · 

of the sa!ty breath of the sea. 

Beneath the iron sky 
Mexican children kick their soccer ball across, 
run after it, enrering the U.S. 

I press my hand to the steel curtain
chainlink fence crowned with rolled barbed wire

rippling from the sea where Tijuana touc0es San Diego 
unrolling over mountains 

and plains 
and deserts, 

this "Torcilla Curtain" turning into el rio Grande 
flowing down to the flatlands 

of the Magic Valley of So.µth Texas 
its mouth emptying into the Gulf. 

1,9)0 mile-long open wound 
dividing a pueblo, a culture, 
running down the length of my body, 

staking fence rods in my flesh, 
splits me splits me 

me raja me raja 

"'i 

3 
The Homeland, Az.dan / El otro 111e.:;:ico 

This is my home 
chis thin edge of 

barbwire. 

But the skin of the earth is seamless. 
The sea cannot be· f_enced, 

el mar does not stop at borders. 
To show the white man what she thought oLhis 

arrogance,. 
Yemaya blew that wire fence down. 

This land was Mexican once, 
was Indian always 

and is. 
.And will be again. 

Yo soy un pµente tendido 
del mundo g~bacho al del mojado; 

lo p~sado 17ie estira pa' 'tras 
y lo presente pa' 'delante. 

.Que la Virgen de Guadalupe me Cttide 
Ay ay ay, soy mexicdna de este lado. 

The U.S.-Mexican b~rder. es una herida abierta where the· 
ThirrPX!orld_grates agains~ _ _t.he firstandblPPr:1~. Arid bet~r; ~ sc;D 
formsTth_emorrhages agaT~,-the lifeblood' ~:;:;·o-worlds merging 
to form a third country-a border culture. Borders are set up to 
define the places that.are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from 
them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip_ along a steep 
edge. A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by 
the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. lt is in a con
stant state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its 
inhabitants. Los atravesados live here: the squint-eyed, the per
verse, the queer~ the troubiesome, the mongrel, the mulato, the 
half-breed, the half dead; in short, those who cross over, pass 
over, or go through the confines of the "normal." Gringos in the 
U.S. Southwest consider the inhabitants of the borderlands 
transgressors; aliens-whether they possess documents· or not, 
:whether they' re Chicanos, Indians or Blacks. Do not enter, tres-
·passers will be raped, maimed, strangled, gassed, shot. The_ only 
"legitimate'' inhabitants are those in power, the whites and those 
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4 
The Homeland, Azdan / EL otro Mexico 

who align themselves with whites. Tension grips the inhabitants 
of the borderlands like a virus. Ambivalence ,ind unrest reside 

there and death is no stranger. 

In the fields, la niigra. My aunt saying, "No corran, 
don't run. They]l think you' re def otro ltio." In the confu
sion, Pedro ran, terrified of being caught. He couldn't speak 
English, couldn't re.II them he was fifth generation Ameri
can. Sin papeles-he did. not carry his birth certificate to 

work in the fields. La niigra rook him away while we 
watched. Se lo llevaron. He tried to smile when he looked 
back at us, to raise his fist. But I saw the shame pushing his 
head down, I saw the terrible weight of shame hunch his 
shoulders. They deported him to Guadalajara by plane. The 
furthest he'd ever been to Mexico was Reynosa, a small 
border town opposite Hidalgo, Texas, not far from 
McAllen. Pedro walked all the way to _the Valley. Se lo 
llevaron sin 1..1,n centavo al pobre. Se vino andatido des de 

G11,adalajara. 

During the original peopling of the Americas, the first 
inhabitants migrated across the Bering Straits and walked south 
across the continent. The oldest evidence of humankind in the 
U .S.-the Chicanos' ancient Indian ancestors-was found in 
Texas and has been dated to 35000 B.C.3 In the Southwest United 
States archeologists have found 20,000-year-old campsites of the 
Indians who migrated through, or permanently occupied, the 
Southwest, Aztlan-land of the herons, land of whiteness, the 
Edenic place of origin of the Azteca. 

In 1000 B.C., descendan_ts of the original Cochise people 
migrated inco what is now Mexico and Central America and 
became the direct ancestors of many of the Mexican people. (The 
Cochise culture of the Southwest is the parent culture of the 
Aztecs. The U to-Aztecan languages stemmed from the language 
of the Cochise people.)4 The; Aztecs ( the N ahuarl word for 
people of Aztlan) left the Southwest in 1168 A.D. 

Now let us go. 
Tih11,eq:11,e, tihueque, 

Va.monos, vamonos. 
Un pa}aro canto. 

5 
The Homeland, Aztlan / El otro Mexico 

Con sus .ocho tribus salieron 
· de la "cueva def orig en." 

los aztecas siguieron al dios 
Huitzilopochtli. 

Huitzilopochtli, the.God of War, guided them to the place 
(that later became Mexico City) where an-eagle with a writhing 
serpent in its beak perched on a cactus. The eagle symbolizes the 
spirit (as the sun, the father); the serpent symbolizes the soul (as 
the e_arth, the mother). Together, they symbolize the struggle 
between the spiritual/ celestial/ male and the underworld/ earth/ 
feminine. The symbolic sacrifice. of the serpent. co the "higher" 
masculine powers indicates that the patr{archal order had already 
vanquished the feminine and rn:atria;fchal order in pre
Columbian Ameri<;:a. 

At 1:he beginning of the 16th century, the Spaniards and 
Heman Cortes invaded Mexico and, with the help of tribes that 
·the Aztecs _had subjugated, conquered it. Before the Conquest, 
there were twenty-five million Indiar::i people in Mexico and the 
Yµcatan. Immediately after the Conquest, the Indian.population 
had been reduced to under seven million. By 1650, only one-and
a-half-million pure-bloo_ded Indians remained .. The mestizos 
who were geneticaJly equipped to survive small pox, measles, and 
typhus (Old World diseases to which the.natives had no immun
ity), founded a new hybrid race and inheric,ed Central and South 
America. 5 En 1521 nacio una nueva raza, el mestizo, el mexicano 
(people of' mixed Indian and Spanish blood), a race that ·had 
never existed before. Chicanos, Mexican-Americans, are the 
offspring of those first matings. 

Our Spanish, Indian, and mestizo ancestors explored and 
settled parts of the U.S. Southwest as earJy. as the sixteenth 
century. For every gold-hungry conquistador and soul-hungry 
missionary who came north from Mexico, ten to twenty Indians 
and mestizos v:rem along as _porters or in other cap~cities. 6 For 
th~ Indians, this constituted a return co. the -place of ·origin, 
Aztlan, thus makirig Chicanos originally and secondarily indi
genous to ·the Southwest. I,ndians and mestizos from central 

. Mexico intermarried with North American Indians. The contin
ual intermarriage between ¥exican ·and American Indians and 
Spaniards ·formed an even greater mestizaje. 
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El destien-o/The Lost Land 

Entonces corre la sangre 
no s,ibe el indio que hacer,· 
le v,in a q1titar su tierrc1;, 
la tiene que def ender, 
el indio se cae 11iuerto, 
J' el .-.zjuerino de pie. 
Levantate,, lvianquile/. 

A rauc_o tiene una pena 
mas negra q11-e stt chan;,al, 
ya no son los espaifoles 
los que !es hacen llorar, 
ho)1 son los propios chilenos 
los que !es quitan su pan. 
Levantate, Pailahuan. 

-Violeta Parra, "Ara1tco tiene una pena'rr 

In the 1800s, Anglos migrated illegally into Texas, which 
was then part of Mexico, in grea·cer and greater numbers and 
gradually drove the tejanos (native Texans of Mexican descent) 
from their lands, com.mitring all manner of atrocities against 
them. Their illegal invasion forced Mexico to fight a war to keep 
its Texas territory. The Bartle of the Alamo, in which the Mexi
can forces vanquished the v.;hites, became, for the whites, the 
symbol for the cowardly and villainous character of the Mexicans. · 
It became (and still is) a symbol that legitimized the white 
imperia_Jist takeover. With the capture of Santa Anna later in 
1836; Texas became a republic. Tejanos lost their land and,. 
overnight, became the foreigners. 

Ya la 1JZ,itad del. terreno 
les vendi6 el traidor Santa .Anna, 
con lo que se ha hecho muy rica 
la naci6n- americana. 

rfQtte acaso no se conforman · 
con· el oro de las minas? 
V stedes m1q elegantes 
J' aqui nosotms en minas. 

-from the Mexican corrido, 
rrDel pelig-ro de la lntervenci6n" 8 

i 
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In 1846, the·u.S. incited.Mexico ro war. U.S. troops invaded 
and occupied Mexico, forcing her to give up almost halfof her 
nation, what is nmv Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, Colorado and 
California. 

With the victory of the U.S. forces over the.Mexican in the 
U.s . .:.Me~ican War, los norteamericanos pushed the Texas 
border down 100 miles, .from el rio Nueces to el rio Grande. 
South Texas .ceased to be part of the Mexican state of Tamauli
pas. Separated from Mexico, the Native Mexican:-Texan no 
longer lboked toward Mexico· as ~ome; the Southwest became 
our homeland once moie.· The border fence thar· divides the 
Mexican people was born on February 2, 1848 with the s'igning of 
the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo. It left 100,000 Mexican citi
zens on this side, annexed by conquest along with the land. The 
land established by the treaty as belonging to Mexicans was soon 
swindled away from its own~rs. The treaty was never honored 
and restitution, to this day, has never been made. 

The justice and benevolence of God 
will forbid that ... Texas should agatn 
become a howling wilderness 
trod only by savages, or ... benighted 
by the ignorance and superstition, · . 
the anarchy and_ rapine of Mexican rnisrule. 
The Anglo-American race are destined 
to be forever the proprietors of 
this land of promise and fulfillment. 
Their laws will govern it, 
their learning will enlighten it, 
their enterprise will improve it. . 
Thefr. flocks range its boundless pastures, 
for them its fertile fands will yield ... 
luxuriant harvests ... 
The w1lderness-of Texas has been redeemed 
by Anglo-A.rnerican blood & enterprise. 

-William H. Wharton 9 

The Gringo, locked into the fiction of white superiority, 
seized complete political power, stripping Indians and Mexicans 
of their -land while their feet were still rooted in it. Con el 
'destierro ·Y el exilo Juimos desufi.ados, destroncados, destri-
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pados-we were jerked out by the roots, truncated, disembo
weled, dispossessed, and separated from our identity and our 
history. Many, under the threat of Anglo terrorism, abandoned 
homes and ranches and went to Mexico. Some stayed and pro
tested. But as the courts, law enforcement officials, ~nd govern
ment officials not only ignored their pleas but penalized them for 
their efforts, tejanos had no other recourse but armed reraliati,on. 

After 11exican-American resisters robbed a tr-~in in 
Brownsville, Texas on October 18, 1915, Anglo vigilance groups 
began lynching Chicanos. Texas Rangers would take them into 
the brush and shoot them. One hundred Chicanos were killed in a 
matt~r of months, whole families lynched. Seven thousand fled 
_to Mexico, leaving their small ranches and farms. The Anglos, 
afraid that the mexicanos 10 would seek independence from the 
U.S., brought in 20,000 army troops to put an end to the social 
protest movement in South Texas. Race hatred had finally 
fomented into an all our war. 11 

· 

My grandmother lost all her cattle, 
they stole her land. · 

"Drought hit South Texas,·· my mother tells me. ''La tierra 
se puso bien seca y los animates comenzaron a morrirse de-se'. Mi 
papa se murio de ttn heart attack de}ando a mama pregnanty con 
ocho h1tercos, with eight kids and one qn the way. Yo fut la 
mayor, tenla _diez affos. The next year the .drought continuedy el 
ganado got hoof and mouth. Se calleron in drove~ en las pastas y 
el brushland, pans as blancas ballooning to the skies. El siguiente 
ano still no rain. Mi pobre madre viuda perdi6 two-thirds of her 
ganado. A smart gabacho lawyer took the land away mama hadn't 
paid taxes. No hablaba ingles, she didn't know ·how ro ask for 
time to raise the money.'' My father's mother, Mama Locha, also 
lost her ter-reno. For a while we got $12.50 a year for the "mineral 
rights" of six acres of cemetery, all that was left of the ancestral 
lands. Mama Locha had asked that we bury her there beside her 
husband. El cerneterio estaba cercado. But there was a fence 
around che cemetery, chained arid padlocked l?y the ranch owners 
of the surrounding land .. We couldn't even get in to visit the 
graves, much less bury her there. Today, it is still padlocked. The 
sign reads: "Keep out. Trespassers will be shot." 
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In the 1930s, after Anglo agribusiness corporations cheated 
the small Chicano landowners of their 1a~d, the corporations 
hired gangs of mexicanos to pull out the brush, chaparral and 
cactus and to irrigate the desert. The land they toiled over had 
once belonged to many of them, or had bee·n used communally by 
them.Later the Anglos bro_ught in huge machines and root plows 
and had the Mexicans scrape the land clean of natural vegetation. 
In my childhood I saw rhe end_ of dryland farming. I witnessed the 
land cleared; saw the huge pipes connected to underwater sources 
sticking up in the air. As children, we'cj. go fishing in some of 
those. canals when they were full and hunt for snakes in them 
when they were dry. fo the 1950s I saw the land, cut up into . 
thousands of neat rectangles and squares, constantly being irri
gated. In.the 340-day growth season, the seeds of any kind of fruit 
.or vegetable had only to be stuck in the ground in order co grow. 
More big land corporations came in and bought up the remaining 
land. · 

To make a Jiving my father became a sharecropper. Rio 
Farms Incorporated loaned hjm seed money and living expenses. 
At harvest time, my father repaid the loan and forked over 40% 
of che earnings. Sometimes we earned less than we owed, buc 

- always the corporations fared well. Some had major holdings in 
vegetable trucking, livestock auctions and cotton gins. Alto
gether. we lived on three successive Rio farms; the second was 
adjacent to the King Ranch and included a dairy farm; the third 
was a chickf;n farm. I remember the white feathers of three 
thousand Leghorn chickens blanketing the land for acres around. 
My sister, mother and I cleaned, weighed and packaged eggs. (For 
years ·afterwards I couldn't stomach the sight of an egg.)' I 
remember my mother attending some of the meetings sponsored 
by well-meaning whites from Rio Farms. They talked about good 
nutrition, health, and held huge barbeques. The only thing sal
vaged ~or my family from those years are modern techniques of 
food canning and a food-stained_ book they pdnted made up of 
recipes from Rio Farms' Mex_ican women. How proud my 
mother was to have her recipe for enchiladas coloradas in a book. 

El cruzar de! mojado/IllegaI Crossing 

"Ahora si ya ten go 11-na tumba _para llorar," 
dice Conchita, upon being reunited with 
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her unknown mother just.before the mother dies 
-from Ismael Rodriguez' film, 

N osotros las p_obres12 

La cri.ris. Los gringos had not sroppecl at the border. By the 
, end of the nineteenth century, powerful landowners in Mexico, 
· in partnership with U.S. colonizing companies, had dispossessed 

millions of Indians of their lands.[9irrenrly, Mexico and her 
:ighty million citizens are almost completely dependent on the 
U.S. marke.r. The Mexican government and wealthy growers are 
in partnership with such American conglomerates as American 
Motors, IT&T and l)u Pont whi.ch own fact0ries called 
niaqu,iladoras. One-fourth of all Mexicans work at maquiladoras; 
most are young women. Next co oil, maqu.iladoras are Mexico's 
second greatest source of U.S. dollars. Working eight to twelve 
hours a day co wire in backup lights of U.S. autos or solder 
miniscule wires in TV secs is not the Mexican way. While the 
women are in the maquiladoras, the children are left on their 
own. Many roam the street, become part of cholo gangs. The 
infusion of the values of the white culture, coupled with the 
exploitation by that culture, is changing the Mexican way of life. 

The devaluation of the peso and Mexico's dependency on 
the U.S. have brought on what the Mexicans call /a crisis. No hay 
trabajo. Half of the Mexican people are unemployed. In the U.S. a 
man or woman can make eight times what the}' can in Mexico. By 
March, f987, 1,088 pesos were worth one U.S. dollar. I remember 
when I was growing up in Texas how we'd cross the border.at 
Reynosa or Progreso t0 buy sugar or medicines when the dollar 
was worth eight pesos and fifty centavos. 

La travesia. For many mexicanos def otro lado, the choice is 
to stay in Mexico and starve ·or move north and live. Dicen que 
cada niexicano siempre sueff.a de la conquist,i en las brazos de 
rnatro grin gas rubias, la conquista del pals poderoso del norte1 los 
Estados Unidos. En cada Chicano y mexicano vi·ve el mito def 
tesQro territorial perdido. North Americans call this return to 

the homeland the silent invasion. 

"A la cueva volveran" 
-El Puma en la cancion "A mafia" 

11 
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South of the border, called North America's rubbish dump 
by Chicanos, mexicanos co~gregate in t9-e·plazas to talk about the 
best way to cross .. Smugglers, coyotes, pasadores, enganchadores . 
approach·these people or are sought out by them. ' 1c:Que di1;en 
muchachos a echarsela de mojado?n 

"Now among the alien gods with 
weapons of magic arri I.". 

---'Navajo protection song, 
sung. when going into battle. 13 

. W,e have a tradition of migration, a tradition of long walks. 
Today we are wiroessmgla migract6n de las pueblos mexicanos, 
the return odyssey co the historical/ mythological Azthin. This 
time, the traffic is from south to north. --

-Ehetorno roche promised land first began with the Indians 
from the i~terior of Mexico and the mestizos that came with the 
conquistadores in the 1500s .. Immigration continued in the next 
three centuries, and, in this century, it continued with the brace
ros who helped to build our railroads and who picked our fruit. 
Today thousands of Mexfcans are crossing the border kgally and 

· illegally; ten million people without documents have returned to 
the Southwest. 

Faceless, nameless, invisible, taunted with "Hey cucaracho" 
(cockroach). Trembling with fear, yet filled with courage, a 
courage born of despe~ation. Barefoot and uneducated, Mexicans 
with hands like boor soles gather at night by rhe river where two 
worlds merge creating what Reagan calls a frontline, a war zone. 
The convergence has created a shock culture, a border culture, a 
third country, a closed.country. 

Without benef1t of bridges, the "mojados" (wetbacks) float 
on inflatable rafts across el rio Grande, or wade or swim across 
naked, clutching their clothes over their heads. Holding onto the 
grass, they pull themselves along the banks with a prayer to 
Virg(!n de Guadalupe on their lips: Ay virge~icita 1riorena, mi 
madrecita1 dame tu bendici6n. 

The Bbrder Patrol hides behind the local McDonalds on the 
outskirts cf Brownsville, Texas or some other border rown. They 
set trap~ around the river beds beneath the bridge. 14 Hunters.in 
army-green uniforms stalk and track th~se economic refugees by 

· .the ppwerful nightvision of electronic sensing devices planted in 
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the ground or mounted on Border Patrol vans. Cornered by 
flashlights, frisked while their arrps stretch over their heads, las 
mojados are handcuffed, locked in jeeps, and then kicked back 

. across the border. , 
One out of every three is caught. Some return to enact their 

rite of passage as many as three times a day. Some of those who 
make it across undetected fall prey to Mexican robbers such as 
those in Smugglers' Canyon on the American side of the border 

·. near Tijuana. As refugees in a homeland that does not -want 
them, many find a welcome hand holding ouc only suffering, 
pain, and ignoble death. · 

Those who make it past the checking points of rhe Border 
Patrol find themselves in the midst of 150 years of racism in 
~hicano barrios in the Southwest and in big northern cities. 
Living in a no-man's-borderland, caught between being treated 
as criminals and being able co eat, between resistance and depor• • 
tacion, the illegal refugees are some of the poorest and the most 
exploited of any people in the U.S. lt is illegal for Mexicans to 
work without green cards.· But big farming combines, farm 
boss<:;s and smugglers who bring chem in make money off the 
"wetbacks'" labor-they don't have to pay federal minimum 
wages, or ensure adequate housing or· sanitary.conditions. · 

The Mexican woman is especially at risk. Often the coyote 
(smuggler) doesn't feed her for days or let her go to the 
bathroom. Often he rapes her or sells her. into prostitution. She 
cannot call on county or state health or economic resources 
bec.ause she doesn't know English and she fears deportation. 
American employers are quick to take advantage of her helpless
ness. She can't go hom_e. She's sold her house, her furniture, 
borrowed from friends in order to pay the coyote who charges 
her four or five thousand dollars to smuggle her to Chic.ago. She 
may work as a live-in maid for white,·Chicano or Latino house
holds for as little as $15 a week. Or work in the garment industry, 
do hotel work. Isolated and worried about her family back home, 
afraid of getting caught and deported, living with as many as 
fifteen people in one room, the mexicana suffers serious health 
problems. Se enferma de las nervios 1 de alta presi6n. 15 

La mojada, la mujerindornmentada, is doubly threatened in 
this country. Not only does she .have rn contend with sexual 
violence, but like all women, she is prey to a sense of physical 
helplessness. As a refugee, she leaves the familiar and safe 

13 
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· homeground to venture into unknown .and possibly dangerous 
terrain. 

.This is her home 
this thin edge of 

barbwire. 



"' "' 

-u: 
(X)) 
u,, 

5 
How to Tame a Wild 'Tongue 

"We're going to have to control 
your tongue," the dcnrisr says, pulling out all rhe mend from my 
mouth. Silver bits plop and tinkle inrn the basin. My mouth is a 
motherlode. 

The dentist is cleaning out my 
roots. I get a whiff of the stench when I gasp. "] can't cap that 
tooth yet, you're still draining,'' he says. 

"We're going to have to do 
something about your tongue," I hear rhe anger rising in his 
voice. My tongue keeps pushing out the wads of coLcon, pushing 
back the drills. the long chin needles. 'Tve never seen anything as 
strong or as stubborn." he says. And I think, how.do you tame a 
wild rongue, train it to be quiet, how do you bridle and saddle ir? 
How do you make it lie down? 

"Who is to say that robbing a people of 
its language is less violent than war?" 

-Ray Gwyn Smith 1 

I remember being caught speaking Spanish al recess-that 
was good for three licks on the knuckles with a sharp ruler. I 
remember being sent to rhe coroer of the classroom for "ralking 
back" to rhe Anglo reacher when all I was trying todo was tell her 
how ro pronounce my name. If you want robe Americ~n, speak 
'American.' If you don·r like it, go back ro Mexico where you 
belong." 

"I want you ro speak English. Pa· ballar buen trabajo tienes 
q11-e saber hablar el ingles bien. Qne v,tle todr1 t,1-ed11-caciun si 
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tod,wia hablas ingles con 1m ·acccru,'" my mother would say, 
mortified that I spoke English like: a Mexican. At Pan American 
University, l. and all Chicano srudents were required to take rwo 
speech classes. Their purpose: to get rid of our accents. 

Attacks on one's form of expressio11 with the imcnr t0 

censor are a violation of the Firsr Amendment. El /1nglu cun earn. 
de inoce11te no.r (Zrrancr, /,1 lengua. Wild tongues can't be tamed, 
they can only be cur out. 

Overcoming the Tradition of Silence 

/lhogadas, eswpimos el oscuro. 
Pelea11do con nuestra propia sombra 
el sile11cio nos sefJJtlta. 

E11 boca cerrada 110 entran moscas. "Flies don't enter a closed 
mouth" is a saying I kept hearing when I was a child. Ser 
habladora was co be a gossip and a liar, t0 talk too much. M1tcha
chitas bien criadas. well-bred girls don't answer back. Es una fa/ta 
de 1·espeto to talk back to one's mother or father. I remember one 
of tbe sins rd recite to the priest in the confession box the few 
ti mes I went ro confession: talking back co my mother, hablar /Ja' 

'tras, repela1·. /-Iocicon,1, repelona. chi.rmo.ru. having a big mouth, 
questioning, carrying rales arc all signs of being mal cri,tda. In my 
culture they are all words. char are derogatory if applieJ co 
women-I've never heard them applied to men. 

The first time I heard two women, a Puerro Rican and a 
Cuban, say the word "1Josotras." I was shocked. I had nor known 
the word existed. Chicanas use 11osotros whether we're: male or 
female. \Vie are robbed of our female being by the masculine 
plural. L:rnguage·is a male discourse. 

And our tongues have become 
dry the wil<lernes.s has 
dried our our tongues and 
we have forgotten speech. 

-Irena Klepfisz 2 

Even our own people, other Spallish speakers 110.r q11iuren 
po11er c,mdado.r en la boca. They would hold us back with their 
bag of reglM de academia. 

)) 

How 10 T.1mc ;1 \"Xi'ild Tongue 

Oye coma ladra: el le11g11aje de la froute,·a 

Q11ie11-tie11e boca se eql/.ivoca. 
-Mexican saying 

"Pucho, cultural rraitor, you're:- speaking rhe oppressor's 
lang11age by speaking English, you're ruining the Spanish lan
guage," I have been accw-;ed by various Latinos anJ Latinas. 
Chica11n Sp:ini.sh is considered by rhe pu~isc and by mo.st Latinos 
deficient, a mutilation of Spanish. 

But Chicano Spanish is a border tongue which developed 
narnrally. Change, evo/m;i6n, enriq11eci111iento de jJalabras 
,wev,zs por invenci6n o adopci<511 have created variants of Chi
cano Spanish. 11-1111-uevo lenguaje. U11 le11g11-a.je q11e corresponde a 
m1 modo de vivir. Chicano Spanish is not incorrecr. it is a living 
language. 

For a people who are neither Spanish nor live in a country in 
which Spanish is the first language; for a people who live in a 
country in which English is the reigning tongue buc who ..ire not 
Anglo; for a people who cannot entirely identify wirh either 
srandard (formal, Casrillian) Spanish nor standard English, what 
recourse is left ro them but co create their- own language? A 
language which they can connect rheir identity w. one capable of 
communicating rhe realities a11J valuc:s true ro themselves-:1 

language with terms rhat are neither e.rpail.ol 11-i ingles, but both. 
\Y./e speak a patois, a forked tongue, a variation of two languages. 

Chicano Spanish sprang out of the Chicanos· need to iden
rify ourselves as a disrincr people. \Y./e needed a language with 
which we could communicate wirh ourselves, a secret language. 
For some of us. language is a homeland closer than the 
South·west-for many Chicanos today live in the Midwest and 
rhe East. And because we are a complex, heterogeneous people, 
we speak many languages. Some of the languages we speak are: 

1. Standard English 

2. Working class and slang English 
3. Standard Spanish 
4. Standard :rvtexican Spanish 

5. Nonh Mexican Spanish dialcn 

6. Chicano Spanish (Texas, New .r-.lcxico. Arizona and C1li
fornia have regional variarions) 

7. Tex-Mex 

8. Pachuco (c:1lleJ calf}_) 
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My "home" tongues are che languages J speak with my sisrer 
and brochers, wich my friends. They are rhe lase five listed, with 6 
and 7 being closest tu my heart. From school, rhe media an<l job 
situations, I've picked up srandard and working class English. 
From Mamagr:inde Locha and from reading Spanish and Mexi
can literature. I've picked up Standard Spanish and Sta11Jard 
Mexican Spanish. From las recien llegt1dos, Mexican immigrants, 
and braceros. 1 learned rhe Nonh Mexican Jialecr. With Mexi
cans I'll try to speak either Standard Mexican Spanish or chc 
North Mexican dialect. From my parents and Chicanos living in 
the Valley, I picked up Chicano Texas Spanish, and I speak it with 
my mom. younger brother (who married a Mexican and who 
rarely mixes Spanish with English). aunts and older relatives. 

\Xlith Chicanas from Nue110 Mexico or /1rizona I will speak 
Chicano Spanish a little. but often they don't understand what 
I'm saying. With most California Chican:.is I speak entirely in 
English (unless I forget). When I first moved ro San Francisco, 
I'd rattle off something in Spanish. uni nrenrionally embarrassing 
rhern. Often it is only with another Chicana tejana that I can talk 

freely. 

Words distorted by English are known as :rnglicisms or 
pochisnz.os. The pocho is an anglicized Mexican or American of 
Mexican origin who speaks Spanish with an accent characrerisric 
of North Americans and who disrons and reconstructs, rhe lan
guage according to rhe influence of English. 3 Tex-Mex. or Spang
lish, comes rnos1 naturally to me. I may switch back and forth 
from English ro Spanish in the same sentence or in the same 
word. \Xfith my sister and my brocher Nune and with Chicano 
teja110 contemporaries I speak in Tex-Mex. 

From kids and people my own age J picked up Pt1chuco. 
Pachuco (rhc langu,1gc of the zoor suiters) is a language of 
rebellion, both against Standard Spanish and Srandard English.Jr 
is a secret language. Adu I rs of the culture and oursiders cannot 
understand it. It is made up of slang words from both English and 
Spanish. Rucit means girl ur woman, v,,to means guy or dude, 

chafe means no, simun means yes, churro is sure, talk is periquiar. 
pigio11ear means petting, que gc1cJ;o means how nerdy, ponte 
aguila means watch our, <lea th is called/a pelona. Through lack of 
pranice and not having orhers who can speak it. I've lost most of 

the Pachuco tongue. 
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Chicano Spanish 

Chicanos. after 250 years of Spanish/ Anglo colonizalion 
have developed significant differences in rhe Spanish we speak. 
We collapse two adjacent vowels into a single syllable and some
times shift the stress in certain words such as maiz/ maiz, cohete/ 
cuete. We leave our certain cunsonams when rhey appear 
between vowels: lado/lao. moj,Jdu/mnj,w. Chicanos from South 
Texas pronounce/ asj as injue (/1,e). Chicanos use "archaisms." 
words that are no longer in the Spanish language, words char 
have been evolved our. We say semu.r. tmje, haig,J, an.sin.a, and 
naiden. We retain rhe "archaic"j. as inja!ar, that derives from an 
earlier h, (the French halaror the Germanic halon which was lost 
ro standard Spanish in rhe 16th century), bur which is still found 
in several regional dialects such as the one spoken in South 
Texas. (Due ro geography, Chicanos from the Valley of South 
Texas were cur off linguistically from other Spanish speakers. 
We tend ro use words that rhe Spaniards broughr over from 
Medieval Spain. The majority of the Spanish colonizers in Mex
ico and the Southwest came from Exrremadura-Hernan Cortes 
was one of them-and Andalucia. Andalucians pronounce/! like 
a y, and their d's tend to be absorbed by adjacent vowels: tirado 
becomes 1-irao. They brought el I enguaje popular. dialectos J' 
regionalismos. 4

) 

Chicanos and other Spanish :-peakers also shift ll coy and z 
to s. 5 We leave out initial syllables, saying tar for estar, toffor 
estoy. hara for ahora (rnbanos and puertorriqueiios also leave our 
initial letters of some words.) We also leave out the final syllable 
such as pa for para. The intervocalic y, the // as in tortilla, elfa, 
botella. gets replaced by tortia or tortiya, ea, botea. We add an 
additional syllable ac the beginning of certain words: atocar for 
tocar. agastar for gastar. Sometimes we'll say la-vast.e las vacijas, 
other rimes lavates (substituting the ates verb endings for the 
aste). 

We use anglicisms. words borrowed from English: bola 
from ball, carpeta from carper, md.china de lavar (instead of 
lavadora) from washing machine. Tex-Mex argor, createJ by 
adding a Spanish sound at the beginning or end of an English 
word such ::is cookiar for cook. tuJtch,11" for watch, jJtirkiar for 
park, and r,Jpiar for rape, is rhc resulr of the pressures on Spanish 
speakers to a<lapt to English. 

W.e don't use the worc.l vosotrosj,1..r ur irs accompanying 
verb form. We don't say claro (to mean yes), im,,gfn,ite, or ·me 
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emocicma, unless we pickc<l up Spanish from Lacinas, out of a 
book, or in a classroom. Other Spanish-speaking groups are 
going through the same; or similar. <levclopmenr in rheir 
Spanish. 

Linguistic Terrorism 

Oes!enguadas. Somos los def espaiiol deficiente. We arc 
your linguistic nightmare, your linguistic aberration, your 
linguistic mestisaje, the subject of your burla. Because we 
speak with congues of fire we are culrnrally crucified. 
Racially, culturally and linguistically somos h11-e1f{lnos-we 
speak an orphan tongue. 

Chicanas wlw grew up speaking Chicano Spanish have 
internalized the belief char we speak poor Spanish. It is illegiti
mace, a bastard language. And bccnuse we internalize how our 
language has been used against us by the dominant culture. we 
use our language differences against each other. 

Chicana fem·inisrs of ten skirt around e:1ch other with suspi
cion and hesitation. For rhe longest time I couldn'( figure ic our. 
Then ic <law11eJ on me. To be close to another Chican:1 is like 
looking inco the mirror. We are afraid of what we'll see there. 
Pena. Shame. Low escimation of self. In childhood we are told 
that our language is wrong. Repeated attacks on our native 
rongue diminish our sense of self. The attacks continue through
out our lives. 

Chicanas feel uncomfortable talking in Spanish t0 Latin;1s, 
afraid of their censure.Their language was nor ourla weJ in tlu:i r 
counrries. They had a whole lifetime of being immersed in their 
native tongue: generations, centuries in which Spanish was a 
firs1 language, taught in school. heard on radio and TV, and rtml 
in the newspaper. 

If a person, Chicana or L1Ci11a. has :i low es1imation of my 
native ronguc, she also has a low escim:ition of me. Often with 
mexican,is y l,itinas we'll speak English as a ncurral language. 
Even among Chican:1s we tend t0 speak English ar parries or 
confcn:11ces. Yer. ar the same cime, we're 3fraid rhe ocher will 
think we're agringad(,f.,r because we don'r speak Chicano Sp:111ish. 
We oppress each other trying lO oul-Chicano each or her, vying to 

be rhe "real" Chicanas, co speak like Chica11us. There is no one 
Chicano language just as there is no one Chicano experience. J\ 
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monolingual Chicana whose firsr language is English or Spanish 
is just as much a Chicana as one who speaks several variants of 
Spanish. A Chicana from Michigan or Chicago or Detroit is just 
as much a Chicana as one from rhe Sourhwcsc. Chicano Spanish is 
as diverse linguistiq.lly as it is regionally. 

By the end of this ccncury, Spani.sh speakers will comprise 
the biggest minority group in rhe U.S., a country where students 
in high schools and colJeges are encouraged ro cake French classes 
because French is considered more "culrurcJ."' Bue for a language 
to remain alive it must be used. 6 By the end of rhis century 
English, and not Spanish, will be the morher rongue of most 
Chicanos and Latinos. 

So, if you wanr to really hun me, ralk badly about my 
language. Ethnic identity is (win skin to linguistic identity-I am 
my language. Unril I can cake pride in my language, 1 cannot take 
pride in myself. Until I can accept as legitimate Chicano Texas 
Spanish, Tex-Mex and all the other language.,; I speak. I cannot 
accept rhe legitimacy of myself. Until I am free to write bilingu
ally and to switch codes without having always to translare, while 
1 scill have to speak English or Spanish when I would rather 
speak Spanglish, and as long as 1 have to accommodate the 
English speakers rather than having them accommodate me. my 
tongue will be illegitimate. 

I will no longer be made to feel ashamed of existing. I will 
have my voice: Indian. Spanish, white. I will have my serpent's 
tongue-my woman's voice. my sexual voice, my poet's voice. I 
will overcome the tradition of silence. 

lvf y fingers 
move sly against your palm 
Like women everywhere, we speak in code .... 

-Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz' 

"Vistas,,. corridos, _y comida: My Native Tongue 

In the 1960s, 1 read my first Chicano novel. le was City of 
Night by John Rechy, n Ray Texan, son of a Scottish father and a 
Mexican mother. For days I walked around in stunned am:1ze-
1i1enr rhar a Chicano could write and could ger published. When I 
read I Am Joaquin 8 l was surprised ro sec a bilingual book by a 
Chicano in print. When I saw poelry wriuc:11 in Tex-Mex for rhc 
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first time, a feeling of pure joy flashed chrough me. 1 felr like we 
really existed as a people. In 1971, when I started reaching High 
School English ro Chicano students, I trie<l co supplemcnr rhe 
required texts with works by Chicanos. only rn be reprimanJeJ 
and forbidden co do so by the principal. He claimed that I was 
supposed co teach "American" and English lirerature. At the risk 
of being fired, l swore my students w secrecy and slipped in 
Chicano short stories, pot'ms. a play. In graduate school, while 
working roward a Ph.D., I had to "argue" with one advisor after 
the ocher, semester after semester, before 1 was allowed to make 
Chicano liceramre an area of focus. 

Even before I read books by Chicanos or Mexicans. it was the 
Mexican movies I saw at the drive-in-the Thursday night spe
cial uf $1.00 a carload-that gave me a sense of belonging. 
"Vamonos a las vistas,., my mother would call out am.I we'd 

all-grandmorher, brothers, sister and cousins-squeeze inco 
the car. We'd wolf down cheese and bologna white bread sand

wiches while watching Pedro Infante in melodramatic tear
jerkers like Nosotros los pobres, the first "real" Mexican movie 

(that was not an imitation of European movies). I remember 
seeing Cuando las hijos se van and surmising that all Mexican 
movies played up the love a mother has for her children and what 
ungrateful sons and daughters suffer when they are nor devoted 
to their mothers. I remember the singing-type "westerns" of 
Jorge Negrete and Miquel Aceves Mejia. When watching Mexi
can movies, I felt a sense of homecoming as well as alienation. 
People who were to amount co something didn't go to Mexican 

movies, or bailes or tune their radios to bolero, rancherita, and 
corrido music. 

The whole rime I was growing up, there was 1zo1·teiio music 
sometimes called North Mexican border music. or Tex-Mex 
music, or Chicano music, or cantin.a (bar) music. I grew up 

lisrening to conj1111tos, three- or four-piece bane.ls made up of folk 

musicians playing guitar. b,,jo sexto, drums and button accordion, 

which Chicanos had borrowed from the German im111igrarns 
who had come to Central Texas and Mexico to farm and build 

breweries. In the Rio Grande Valley, Steve Jordan and Lirrlejoe 

Hernaridez were popular, and Flam Jimenez was the accordian 
king. The rhythms of Tex-Mex music arc those of rhe polka, also 
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adap1ed from lhe (;ermans, who in rurn had borrowed rhe polka 
from the Czechs and Bohemians. 

I remember the hoc. sultry evenings when corridos-songs 
of love and <leach on che Texas-Mexican borderlands-rever
berared out of cheap amplifiers from rhe local ca11ti11tH and 
wafred in· through my bedroom windmv. 

Corridos first became widely used along the South Texas/ 
Mexican border <luring the early conflict betwcc11 Chicanos and 
·Anglos. Th<: corridos are usually abom Mexican heroes who do 
valiant deeds againsr che Anglo oppressors. Pancho Villa's song, 
'La cucaracha,_'· is the most famous one. Corrido.r of John F. 
Kennedy and his death are still very popular in rhe Valley. Older 
Chicanos remember Lydia Mendoza, one of che great border 
corrido singers who was c;.1lled L,, Gloria de Tejas. Her" El tango 
nef?,ro," sung during rhc Great Depression. made her a singer of 
rhe people. The everpresenr corrido.r narrared one hundred years 
of border history, bringing news of cvcms as well as enrerraining. 
These folk musicians and folk songs are our chief cultural mych
makers. and they made our hard lives seem bearable. 

I grew up feeling arnbivale111 ;ibout our music. Counrry
western and rock-and-mil had more stacus. In the 50s an<l 60s, for 
the slightly educaleJ and ugringado Chic::1nns, there existed a 
sense of shame al being caught lisccning ro our music. Yet I 
couldn't stop my feer from thumping co the music, could nor stop 
humming the words, nor hide from myself the exhilaration I felr 
when I heard ir. 

There are more subtle ways thac we internalize identifica
tion, especially in the forms of images and emotions. For me food 
and cenain smells are tied to my idcnrity, to my homeland. 
Woodsmoke cmling up to an immense blue sky; woodsmoke 
perfuming my ,grandmother's clothes, her skin. The stench of 
cow manure and the yellow parche.s on the ground; the crack of a 
.22 rifle and the reek of cordite. Homemade white cheese sizzling 
in a pan, melting inside a folded tortilla. My sister Hilda's hen. 
spicy menud.o, chile color,,do making il deep red. pieces of panza 
and hominy flo:uing on rop. My brmher Cariro barbequingfajitas 
in the backyard. Even now and 3.000 miles away, l can sec my 
mother spicing the ground beef, pork and venison with chiLe. My 
mourh salivates at the thought of the hor steaming tanu1/es I 
would be earing if 1 were home. 
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Si le pregrmtas a mi mamti 1 ";Que eres?" 

"Identity is che essential core of who 
we arc as individuals, the conscious 
experience of rhe self inside." 

-Kaufman!l 

NosotroJ lo.r Chicanos straddle rhe borderlands. On one side 
of us. we are constantly exposed 10 1he Spanish of the Mcxic:111s. 
on the orher side we hear rhe Anglos· incessant clamoring so chat 
we forger our language. Among ourselves we don't say nosorros 
los americ,mos. o nnsotros Los espafioles. o nosotros Los hispanos. 
\Xie say nosotros /o.r mexicanos (by mexict11ios we do not mean 
citizens of Mexico~ we do not mean a national identity, but a 
racial one). We distinguish between mexicanos def otro Lado :111d 

mexicanos de esle /ado. Deep in our hearts we believe char being 
Mexican has noching to do with which counrry one lives in. Being 
Mexican is a srate of soul-nor one of mind. not one of citizen
ship. Neither eagle nor serpenr, but both. And like rhe ocean. 

neither animal respecrs borders. 

Dime con quien 1mdctJ y te dire quien eres. 
(Tell me who your friends are and I'll tell you who 

you arc.) 
-Mexican saying 

Si le preg,mttlf tJ rni mama, "cQue eres?'' le dirti, "Soy 
mexicana. '' My brothers and sister say the same.1 sometimes will 
answer ''soy mexicana·' and at others will say "soy Chicana" o 
"rny tej,ma." Bur I identified as "l~aza .. before I ever idenr ified as 

"mexicana·· ur "Chicana." 
As a culture. we call ourselves Spanish when referring to 

ourselves as a linguistic group and when copping our. le is then 
that we forget our predominant Indian gene5. \Y/c arc 70-80% 

Indian. 10 We call ourselves Hispanic 11 or Spanish-American or 

Latin 1\merican or Lalin when linking ourselvc:s w other 
Spanish-speaking peoples of the Western hemisphere and when 
copping our. We cull ourselves Mexican-American 

12 
to signify we 

are neither Mexican nor American. bur more rhc noun" Ameri
can'' rhan rhc adjective ''Mexican·· (and when copping uuc). 
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Chicanos and orher people of color suffer economically for 
nor acculturating. This voluntary (yet forced) alienation makes 
for psychological conflict, a kind of dual identity-we don't 
identify with rhe Anglo-American cultural values and we don't 
wtally idenrify with chl' Mexican culturnl values. We are a syn
ergy of two cultures with various degrees of Mexicanncss or 
Angloness. J have .so internalized 1he borderland cunflicc char 
somerimes J feel like one cancels out rhe or her and '\Ve arc zero. 
nothing. no one. A vece.r no SO}' nada 11i nadie. Pero hasta cuando 
110 lo soy, lo SOJ'· 

\Vhen not copping out. when we know we are more than 
nothing. we call ourselves Mexican, referring co race and ances
try; mestizo when affirming both our Indian and Spanish (but we 
.hardly ever own om Black ancescory); Chic:ino when referring ro 
a politically aware people born and/or raised in rhc U.S.: Uaza 
when referring ro Chicanos; tejanos when we are Chicanos from 
Texas. 

Chicanos did not know we were a people until 1965 when 
Ceasar Chavez and the farmworkers united and l /lm.Joaq1dn was 
published and la Raza U11ida parry was formed in Texas. With 
that recognition. we became ;1 distincc people. Something 
momentous happened ro the Chicano soul-we became aware of 
our reality and acquired a name and a language (Chicano Span
ish) that reflected rhat reality. Now that we had a name, some of 
rhe fragmented pieces began ro fall rogether-who we were, 
what we were. how we had evolved. We began ro get glimpses of 
whar we mighr evenrnally become. 

Yet the struggle of identities conrinues, the struggle of 
borders is our real icy still. One day the inner struggle will cease 
and a true integrariun take place. In the meanrime. tenemos que 
hacer la fucha. cQ11ie11 est a protegie11do los ranchos de mi gente? 
iQuien esta tratando de cerrar la firnra e111re la india y el bla11co 
en ,westra sa11gre? El Chicano. si, el Chht1110 que a11da como 1m 
!adr611 en Sit propia casa. 

Los Chicanos, how patient we ~eem, how very pacienr. 
There is the quier of the lnJian about us. 13 We know how to 
survive. When other races have given up lheir tongue, we've kept 
ours. We know what it is ro live under the hammer blow of rhe 
dominanr norte.-unericano culrurc. Bur more than we count the 
blows. we count lhe days the weeks the years lhc centuries die 
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cons umil rhe whire laws and commerce and customs will roe in 
the deserts they've created, lie bleached. f-lumildes ycr proud, 
quietos yet wild, nosotros Los m.exicanos-Chicanus will walk by 
the crumbling ashes as we go abnur our business. Stubborn. 
persevering, impcne([ablc as sronc. yet possessing a malleabilicy 
that renders us unbreakable, we, rhc 11w.rtizas :ind mestizos, will 
rc1na1n. 
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La conciencia de la mestiza 

Towards a New Consciousness 

Por la mujer de mi raza 
bablara el espiritu. 1 

Jose Vasconcelos, Mexican philosopher, envisaged una raza 
mestiza, una m.ezcla de razas afines, una raza de color-la 
jJrimera raza sintesis de/ globo. He called it a cosmic race, la 
raza c6smica, a fifth race embracing the four major races of the 
world. 2 Opposite to the theory of the pure Aryan, and to the pol
icy of racial purity that white America practices, his theory is one 
of inclusivity. At the confluence of two or more genetic streams, 
with chromosomes constantly "crossing over," this mixture of 
races, rather than resulting in an inferior being, provides hybrid 
progeny, a mutable, more malleable species with a rich gene 

· pool. From this racial, ideological, cultural and biological cross
pollinization, an "alien" consciousness is presently in the mak
ing-a new mrstiza consciousness, una conciencia de mujer. It 
is a consciousness of the Borderlands. 

Una luclia de frouteras I A Struggle of Borders 

Because I, a mestiza, 
continually walk out of one culture 

and into another, 
because I am in all cultures at the same time, 

alm.a entre dos mundos, tres, cuatro, 
me zumba la cabeza con lo contradictorio. 

Estoy norteada por todas las voces que me bablan 
sim.ultti.nea1nente. 
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The ambivalence from the clash of voices results in mental 
and emotional states of perplexity. Internal strUe results in inse
curity and indecisiveness. The mestiza's dual or multiple per
sonality is plagued by psychic restlessness. 

In a constant state of mental nepantilism, an Aztec word 
meaning torn between ways, la mestiza is a product of the trans
fer of the cultural and spiritual values of one group to another. 
Being tricultural, monolingual, bilingual, or multilingual, speak
ing a patois, and in a state of perpetual transition, the m.estiza 
faces t~1e dilemma of the mixed breed: which collectivity does 
the daughter of a darkskinned mother listen to? 

El cboque de un. alma atrapado entre el mundo del 
esjJiritu y el mundo de la tecnica a veces la deja entullada. 
Cradled in one culture, sandwiched betwe·en two cultur,es, strad
dling all three cultures and their value systems, la m.estiza under
goes a struggle of flesh, a struggle of borders, an inner war. Like 
all people, we perceive the version of reality that our culture 
communicates. Like others having or living in more than one cul
ture, we get multiple, often opposing messages. The coming 
together of two self-consistent but habitually incompatible 
fra.mes of reference3 causes un cboque, a cultural collision. 

Within us and within la cultura cbicana, commonly held 
beliefs of the white culture attack commonly held beliefs of the 
Mexican culture, and both attack commonly held beliefs of the 
indigenous culture. Subconsciously, we see a.n attack on our
selves and our beliefs as a threat and we attempt to block with a 
counterstancc. 

But it is not enough to stand on the opposite river bank, 
shouting questions, challenging patriarchal, white conventions. 
A counterstance locks one into a duel of oppressor and 
oppressed; locked in mortal combat, like the cop and the crimi
nal, both are reduced to a common denominator of violence. The 
counterstance refutes the dominant culture's views and beliefs, 
and, for this, it is proudly defiant. All reaction is limited by, and 
dependent on, what it is reacting against. Because the counter
stance stems from a problem with authority-outer as well as 
inner-it's a step towards liberation from cultural domination. 

But it is not a way of life. At some point, on our way to a new 
consciousness, we will have to leave the opposite bank, the split 
between the two mortal combatants somehow healed so that we 
arc on both shores at once and, at once, see th.rough serpent and 
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eagle eyes. Or perhaps we will decide to disengage from the 
dominant culture, write it off altogether as a lost cause, and cross 
the border into a wholly new and separate territory. Or we might 
go another route. The possibilities are numerous once we decide 
to act and not react. 

A Tolerance For Ambiguity 

These numerous possibilities leave la mestiza floundering in 
uncharted seas. In perceiving conflicting information and points 
of view, she is subjected to a swamping of her psychological bor
ders. She has discovered that she can't hold concepts or ideas in 
rigid boundaries. The borders and walls that are supposed to 
keep the undesirable ideas out are entrenched habits and pat
terns of behavior; these habits and patterns are the enemy with
in. Rigidity means death. Only by remaining flexible is she able 
to stretch the psyche horizontally and vertically. La mestiza con
stantly has to shift out of habitual formations; from convergent 
thinking, analytical reasoning that tends to use rationality to 
move toward a single goal (a Western mode), to divergent thin.k
ing, 4 characterized by movement away from set patterns and 
goals and toward a more whole perspective, one that includes 
rather than excludes. 

The new 111.estiza copes by developing a tolerance for con
tradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity. She learns to be an Indian 
in Mexican culture, to be Mexican from an Anglo point of view. 
She learns to juggle cultures. She has a plural personality, she 
operates in a pluralistic mode-nothing is thrust out, the good 
the bad and the ugly, nothing rejected, nothing abandoned. Not 
only does she sustain contradictions, she turns the ambivalence 
into something else. 

She can be jarred out of ambivalence by an intense, and 
_often painful, emotional event which inverts or resolves the 
ambivalence. I'm not sure exactly how. The work takes place 
underground-subconsciously. It is work that the soul performs. 
That focal point or fulcrum, that juncture where the mestiza 
stands, is where phenomena tend to collide. It is where the pos

sibility of uniting all that is separate occurs. This assembly is not 
one where severed or separated pieces merely come together. 
Nor is it a balancing of opposing powers. In attempting to work 
out a synthesis, the self has added a third element which is 
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greater than the sum of its severed parts. That third element is a 
new consciousness-a mestiza consciousness-and though it is 
a source of intense pain, its energy comes from continual cre
ative motion that keeps breaking down the unitary aspect of each 
new paradigm. 

En unas pocas centurias, the future will belong to the 111.es
tiza. Because the future depends on the breaking down of para
digms, it depends on the straddling of two or more cultures. By 
creating a new mythos-that is, a change in the way we perceive 
reality, the way we see ourselves, and the ways we behave-la 
mestiza creates a new consciousness. 

The work of 111.estiza consciousness is to break down the 
subject-object duality that keeps her a prisoner and to show in 
the flesh and through th~ images in her work how duality is tran
scended. The answer to the problem between the white race and 
the colored, between males and females, lies in healing the split 
that originates in the very foundation of our lives, our culture, 
our languages, our thoughts. A massive uprooting of dualistic 
'thinking in the individual and collective consciousness is the 
beginning of a long struggle, but one that could, in our best 
hopes, bring us to the end of rape, of violence, of war. 

La eucrucijada I The Crossroads 

A chicken is being sacrificed 
at a crossroads, a simple mound of earth 

a mud shrine for Eshu, 
Yoruba god of indeterminacy, 

who blesses her choice of path. 
She begins her journey. 

Su cuetpo es una bocacalle. La mestiza has gone from 
being the sacrificial goat to becoming the officiating priestess at 
the crossroads. 

As a mestiza I have no country, my homeland cast me out; 
yet all countries are mine because I am every woman's sister or 
potential lover. (As a lesbian I have no race 1 my own people dis
claim me; but I am all races because there is the queer of me in 
all races.) l am cultureless because, as a feminist, I challenge 
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Hispanics and Anglos; yet I am cultured because I am participat
ing in the creation of yet another culture, a new story to explain 
the world and our participation in it, a new value system with 
images and symbols that connect us to each other and to the 
planec Soy un am.asamiento, l am an act of kneading, of unit
ing an~ joining that not only has produced both a creature of 
darkness and a creature of light, but also a creature that questions 
the definitions of light and dark and gives them new meanings. 

\Ve are the people who leap in the dark, we are the people 
on the knees of the gods. In our very flesh, (r)evolution works 
out the clash of cultures. It makes us crazy constantly, but if the 
center holds, we've made some kind of evolutionary step for
ward Nuestra alma el trabajo, the opus, the great alchemical 
work; spiritual mestizaje, a "morphogenesis," 5 an inevitable 
unfolding. \Ve have become the quickening serpent movement. 

Indigenous like corn, like corn, the mestiza is a product of 
crossbreeding, designed for preservation under a variety of con
ditions. Like an ear of corn-a female seed-bearing organ-the 
mestiza is tenacious, tightly wrapped in the husks of her culture. 
Like kernels she clings to the cob; with thick stalks and strong 
brace roots, she holds tight to the earth-she will survive the 
crossroads. 

Lavan.do y remojanda el mafz en agua de cal, despojando 
el pellejo. Moliendo, mixteando, amasando, baciendo tortillas de 
masa. 6 She steeps the corn in lime, it swells, softens. \Vith stone 
roller on metate, she grinds the corn, then grinds again. She 
kneads and moulds the dough, pats tl1e round balls into tortillas. 

We are the porous rock in the stone metate 
squatting on the ground. 
We are the rolling pin, el 111.aiz y agua, 
la masa harina. Somos el a111asijo. 
Somos lo molido en el metate. 
We are the coma/ sizzling hot, 
the hot tortilla, the hungry mouth. 
We are the coarse rock. 
We are the grinding motion, 
the mL"'!:ed potion, somos el 111.olcajete. 
We are the pestle, the com.ino, ajo, pimienta, 
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\Ve are the c/Jile colorado, 
the green shoot that cracks the rock. 
We will abide. 

El camitw de la mestiza I The Mestiza Way 

Caught between the sudden contraction, the breath 
sucked in and the ·endless space, .the brown woman stands 
still, looks at the sky. She decides to go down, digging her 
way along the roots of trees. Sifting through the bones, she 
shakes them to see if there is any marrow in them. Then, 
touching the dirt to her forehead, to her tongue, she takes a 
few bones, leaves the rest in their burial place. 

She goes through her backpack, keeps her journal and 
address book, throws away the muni-bart metromaps. The 
coins are heavy and they go next, then the greenbacks flut
ter through the air. She keeps her knife, can opener and eye
brow pencil. She puts bones, pieces of bark, bierbas, eagle 
feather, snakeskin, tape recorder, the rattle and drum in her 
pack and she sets out to become the complete tolteca. 

Her first step is to take .inventory. Despojando, desgra11an
do, quitando paja. Just what did she inherit from her ancestors? 
This weight on her back-which is the baggage from the Indian 
mother, which the baggage from the Spanish father, which the 

baggage from the Anglo? 
Pero es dificil differentiating between lo beredado, lo 

adquirido, lo impuesto. She puts history through a sieve, 
win.nows out the lies, looks at the forces that we as a race, as 
women, have been a pa.rt of. Luego bota lo que no vale, los 
desm.ientos, los desencuentos, el enibrutecimiento. Aguarda el 
juicio, hondo y en.raizado, de la gente an.tigua. This step is a 
conscious rupture with all oppressive traditions of all cultures 
and religions. She communicates that rupture, documents the 
struggle. She reinterprets history and, using new symbols, 
she shapes new myths. She adopts new perspectives toward 
the darkskinned, women and queers. She strengthens her toler~ 

ance (and intolerance) for ambiguity. She is willing to share, to 
make herself vulnerable to foreign ways of seeing and thinking. 
She surrenders all notions of safety, of the familiar. Deconstruct, 
construct. She becomes a nabual, able to transform herself into 
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a tree, a coyote, into another person. She learns to transform the 
small "I" into the total Self. Se };ace moldeadora de su alnia. 
Segun la concepci6n. que tiene de sf m.isma, as£ sera. 

Que 110 se nos olviden los hombres 

"Tu no sirves pa' nada
you' re good for nothing. 

· Eres pura vieja." 

"You're nothing but a woman" means you are defective~ Its 
opposite is to be un macho. The modern meaning of the word 
"machismo," as well as the concept, is actually an Anglo inven
tion. For men like my father, being "macho" meant being strong 
enough to protect and support my mother and us, yet being able 
to show love. Today's macho has doubts about his ability to feed 
and protect his family. His "machismo" is an adaptation to oppres
sion and poverty and low self-esteem. It is the result of 
hierarchical male dominance. The Anglo, feeling inadequate and 
inferior and powerless, displaces or transfers these feelings to the 
Chicano by shaming him. In the Gringo world, the Chicano suf
fers from excessive humility and self-effacement, shame of self 
and self-deprecation. Around Latinos he suffers from. a sense of 
language inadequacy and its accompanying discomfort; with 
Native Americans he suffers from a racial amnesia which ignores 
our common blood, and from guilt because the Spanish part of 
him took their land and oppressed them. He has an excessive 
compensatory hubris when around Mexicans from the othe.r 
side. It overlays a deep sense of racial shame. 

TI1e loss of a sense of dignity and respect in the macho 
breeds a false machismo which leads him to put down women 
and even to brutalize them. Coe..,:isting with his sexist behavior 
is a love for the mother which takes precedence over that of all 
others. Devoted son, macho pig. To wash down the shame of his 
acts, of his very being, and to handle the brute in the mirror, he 
takes to the bottle, the snort, the needle, and the fist. 

Though we "understand" the root causes of male hatred and 
fear, and the subsequent wounding of women, we do not excuse, 
we do not condone, and we will no longer put up with it. From 
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the men of our race, we demand the admission/acknowledg
ment/disclosure/testimony that they wound us, violate us, are 
afraid of us and of our power. We need them to say they will 
begin to eliminate their hurtful put-down ways. But more than 
the words, we demand acts. We say to them: We will develop 
equal power with you and those who have shamed us. 

It is imperative that mestizas support each other in chang
ing the sexist elements in the Mexican-Indian culture. As long as 
woman is put down, the Indian and the Black in all of us is put 
down. The struggle of the m.estiza is above all a feminist one. As 
long as /os hombres think they have to chin.gar m.ujeres and each 
other to be men, as long as men are taught that they are superi
or and therefore culturally favored over la muje1; as long as to be 
a vieja is a thing of derision, there can be no real healing of our 
psyches. We're halfway there-we have such love of the Mother, 
the good mother. The first step is to unlearn the puta/vfrgen 
dichotomy and to see Coatlalopeub-Coatllcue in the Mother, 
Guadalupe. 

Tenderness, a sign of vulnerability, is so feared that it is 
showered on women with verbal abuse and blows. Men, even 
more than women, are fettered to gender roles. Women at least 
have had the guts to break out of bondage. Only gay men have 
had the courage to expose themselves to the woman inside them 
and to challenge the current masculinity. I've encountered a few 
scattered and isplated gentle straight men, the beginnings of a 
new breed, but they are confused, and entangled with sexist 
behaviors that they have not been able to eradicate. \Ve need a 
new masculinity and the new man needs a movement. 

Lumping the males who deviate from the general norm with 
man, the oppressor 1 is a gross injustice. Asombra pensar que 
nos bemos quedado en ese pozo oscuro donde el 1nundo encier
ra a las lesbianas. Asombra pensar que hem.as, com.a 
fem.enistas y lesbianas, cerrado nuestros coraz6nes a los bom.
bres, a nuestros hermanos los jatos, desheredados y margin.ales 
coma nosotros. Being the supreme crossers of cultures, homo
sexuals have strong bonds with the queer white, Black, Asian, 

Native American 1 Latino, and with the queer in Italy, Australia 
and the rest of the planet. We come from all colors, all classes, 
all races, all time periods. Our role is to link people with each 
other-the Blacks with Jews with Indians with Asians with 
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whites with extraterrestrials. It is to transfer ideas and informa
tion from one culture to another. Colored homosexuals have 
more knowledge of other cultures; have always been at the fore
front (although sometimes in the closet) of all liberation struggles 
in this country; have suffered more injustices and have survived 
them despite all odds. Chicanos need to acknowledge the politi
cal and artistic contributions of their queer. People, listen to 
what your joteria is saying. 

The mestizo and the queer exist at this time and point on the 
evolutionary continuum for a purpose. \Ve are a blending that 
proves that all blood is intricately woven together, and that we 
are spawned out of similar souls. 

Somos una gente 

Hay tantfsimas fronteras 
que dividen a la gente, 
pero par cada frontera 
existe tam.bien un puente. 

-Gina Valdes7 

Divided Loyalties. Many women and men of color do not 
want to have any dealings with white people. It takes too much 
time and energy to explain to the downwardly mobile, white 
middle-class women that it's okay for us to want to own "posses
sions," never having had any nke furniture on our dirt floors or 
"luxuries" like washing machines. Many feel that whites should 
help their own people rid themselves of race hatred and fear 
first. I, for one, choose to use some of my energy to serve as 
mediator. I think we need to allow whites to be our allies. 
Through our literature, art, corr/dos, and follctales we must share 
our history with them so when they set up committees to help 
Big Mountain Navajos or the Chicano farmworkers or los 
Nicaraguenses they won't turn people away because of their 
racial fears and ignorances. They will come to see that they are 
not helping us but following our lead. 

Individually, but also as a racial entity, we need to voice our 
needs. We need to say to white society: We need you to accept 
the fact that Chicanos are different, to acknowledge your rejec
tion and negation of us. We need you to own the fact that you 
looked upon us as less than human, that you stole our lands, our 
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personhood, our self-respect. We need you to make public resti
tution: to say that, to compensate for your own sense of defec
tiveness, you strive for power over us, you erase our history and 
our experience because it makes you feel guilty-you'd rather 
forget your brutish acts. To say you've split yourself from minor
ity · groups, that you disown us, that your dual consciousness 
splits off parts of yourself, transferring the "negative" parts onto 
us. (\Vllere there is persecution of minorities, there is shadow, 
projection. Where there is violence and war, there is repression 
of shadow.) To say that you are afraid of us, that to put distance 
between us, you wear the mask of contempt. Adm.it that Mexico 
is your double, that she exists in the shadow of this country, that 
we are irrevocably tied to her. Gringo, accept the doppelganger 
in your psyche. By taking back your collective shadow the intra
cultural split will heal. And fmally, tell us what you need from us. 

By Your True Faces We Will Know You 

I am visible-see tllis Indian face-yet I am invisible. I both 
blind them with my beak nose and am their blind spot. But I 
exist, we exist. They'd like to think I have melted in the pot. But 
I haven't, we haven't. 

The dominant white culture is killing us slowly with its igno
rance. By taking away our self-determination, it has made us 
weak and empty. As a people we have resisted and we have taken 
expedient positions, but we have never been allowed to develop 
unencumbered-we have never been allowed to be fully our
selves. The whites in power want us people of color to barricade 
ourselves behind our separate tribal walls so they can pick us off 
one at a time with their hidden weapons; so they can whitewash 
and distort history. Ignorance splits people, creates prejudices. 
A misinformed people is a subjugated people. 

Before the Chicano and the undocumented worker and the 
Mexican from the other side can come together, before the 
Chicano can have unity with Native Americans and other groups, 
we need to know the history of their struggle and they need to 

know ours; Our mothers, our sisters and brothers, the guys who 
hang out on street corners, the children in the playgrounds, each 
of us must know our Indian lineage, our afro-mestizaje, our his

tory of resistance. 
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To the immigrant mexicano and the recent arrivals we must 
teach our history. The 80 million mexicanos and the Latinos 
from Central and South America must know of our struggles. 
Each one of us must know basic facts about Nicaragua, Chile and 
the rest of Latin America. The Latinoist movement (Chicanos, 
Puerto Ricans, Cubans and other Spanish-speaking people work
ing together to combat racial discrimination in the ·marketplace) 
is good but it is not enough. Other than a comn1on culture we 
will have nothing to hold us together. We need to meet on a 
broader communal ground. 

The struggle is inner: Chicano, indio, American Indian, 
mojado, m.exicano, immigrant Latino, Anglo in power, working 
class Anglo, Black, Asian-our psyches resemble the bordertowns 
and are populated by the same people. The struggle has always 
been inner,.and is played out in the outer terrains. Awareness of 
our situation must come before inner changes, which in turn 
come before changes in society. Nothing happens in the "real" 
world unless it first happens in the images in our heads. 

El dia de la Chicana 

I will not be shamed again 
Nor will I shame myself. 

I am possessed by a vision: that we Chicanas and Chicanos 
have taken back or uncovered our true faces, our dignity and self
respect. It's a validation vision. 

Seeing the Chicana anew in light of her history. I seek an 
exoneration, a seeing through the fictions of white supremacy, a 
seeing of ourselves in our true guises and not as the false racial 
personality that has been given to us and that we have given to 
ourselves. I seek our woman's face, our true features, the posi
tive and the negative seen clearly, free of the tainted biases of 
male dominance. I seek new images of identity, new beliefs 
about ourselves, our humanity and worth no longer in question. 

Estam.os viviendo en. la noche de la Raza, un tiempo cuan
do el trabajo se hace a lo quieto, en lo oscuro. El dia cuando 
aceptamos tal y com.a somos y para donde vam.os y porque-ese 
d{a serii el dfa de la Raza. fo tengo el conpromiso de expresar 
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,ni vision, mi sensibilidad, mi percepci6n de la revalidad6n de la 
gente mextcana, su. merito, estimaci6n, bonra, aprecio, y validez. 

On December 2nd when my sun goes into my first house, I 
celebrate el dfa de la Cbican.a y el Chicano. On that day I clean 
my altars, light my Coatlalopeuh candle, burn sage and copal, 
take el bafio para espantar basura, sweep my house. On that 
day I bare my soul, make myself vulnerable to friends and family 
by expressing my feelings. On that day I affirm who we are. 

On that day I look insid.e our conflicts and our basic intro
verted racial temperament. I identify our needs, voice them. I 
acknowledge that the self and the race have been wounded. I 
recognize the need to take care of our personhood, of our racial 
self. On that day I gather the splintered and disowned parts of la 
gente niexicana and hold them in my arms. Todas las partes de 

nosotros valen. 
On that day I say, "Yes, all you people wound us when you 

reject us. Rejection strips us of self-worth; our vulnerability 
exposes us to shame. It is our innate identity you find wanting. 
We arc ashamed that we need your good opinion, that we need 
your acceptance. \Ve can no longer camouflage our needs, can 
no longer let defenses and fences sprout around us. We can no 
longer withdraw. To rage and look upon you with contempt is to 
rage and be contemptuous of ourselves. We can no longer blame 
you, nor disown the white parts, the male parts, the pathological 
parts, the queer parts, the vulnerable parts. Here we are 
weaponless with open arms, with only our magic. Let's try it our 
way, the mestiza way, the Chicana way, the woman way." 

On that day, I search for our essential dignity as a people, a 
people with a sense. of purpose-to belong and contribute to 
something greater than our pueblo. On that day I seek to recover 
and reshape my spiritual identity. jAn{m.ate! Raza, a celebrar el 
df a de la Chicana. 

El retonw 
All movements arc accomplished in six stages, 
and the seventh brings return. 

~I Ching 8 

Tanto tiempo sin verte casa mia, 
mi cuna, mi hondo nido de la huerta. 

- "Soledad" 9 
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I stand at the river, watch the curving, twisting serpent, a 
serpent nailed to the fence where the mouth of the Rio Grande 
empties into the Gulf. 

I have come back. Tan.to dolor me cost6 el alejamiento. I 
shade my eyes and look up. TI1e bone beak of a hawk slowly cir
cling over me, checking me out as potential carrion. In its wake 
a little bird flickering its wings, swimming sporadically like a fish. 
In the distance the expressway and tl1e slough of traffic like an 
irritated sow. The sudden pull in my gut., la tierra, las aguaceros. 
My land, el viento soplando la arena, el lagartljo debajo de un 
nopalito. Me acuerdo coma era antes. Una regi6n desertica de 
vasta llanuras, costeras de baja altura, de escasa lluvia, de 
cbapan-ales fonnados por m.esquites y buizaches. If I look real 
hard I can almost see the Spanish fathers who were called "the 
cavalry of Christ" enter this valley riding their burros, see the 
clash of cultures commence. 

Tierra natal. This is home, the small towns in the Valley, Los 
pueblitos with chicken pens and goats picketed to mesquite 
shrubs. En las colonias on tl1e other side of the tracks, junk cars 
line the front yards of hot pink and lavender-trimmed houses
Chicano architecture we call it, self-consciously. I have missed 
the TV shows where hosts speak in hall and half, and where 
awards are given in the category ofTex-Mex music. I have missed 
the Mexican cemeteries blooming with artificial flowers, the 
fields of aloe vera and red pepper, rows of sugar cane, of corn 
hanging on the stalks, the cloud of polvareda in the dirt roads 
behind a speeding pickup truck, el sabor de tam.ales de rez y 
venado. i have missed la yegua colorada gnawing the wooden 
gate of her stall, the smell of horse flesh from Carita's corrals. 
Hecho menos las nocbes calientes sin aire, noches de linternas 
y lecbuzas making holes. in the night. 

I still feel the old despair when I look at the unpainted, dilap
idated, scrap lumber houses consisting mostly of corrugated alu
minum. Some of the poorest people in the U.S. live in the Lower 
Rio Grande Valley, an arid and semi-arid land of irrigated farming, 
intense sunlight and heat, citrus groves next to chaparral and cac
tus. I walk through the elementary school I attended so long ago, 
that remained segregated until recently. r remember how the 
white teachers used to punish us for being Mexican. 
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How I love this tragic va.lley of South Texas, as Ricardo 
Sanchez calls it; this borderland between the Nueces and the Rio 
Grande. This land has survived possession an~ ill-use by five 
countries: Spain, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the U.S., the 
Confederacy, and the U.S. again. It has survived Anglo-Mexican 
blood feuds, lynchings, burnings, rapes, pillage. 

Today I see the Valley still struggling to survive. W11ether it 
does or not, it will never be as I remember it. The borderlands 
depression that was set off by the 1982 peso devaluation in 
Mexico resulted in the closure of hundreds of Valley businesses. 
Many people lost their homes, cars, land. Prior to 1982, U.S. 
store owners thrived on retail sales to Mexicans who came across 
the border for groceries and clothes and appliances. \Vhile goods 
on the U.S. side have become 10, 100, 1000 times more expen
sive for Me...-..cican buyers, goods on the Mexican side have become 
10, 100, 1000 times cheaper for Americans. Because the Valley is 
heavily dependent on agriculture and Mexican retail trade, it has 
the highest unemployment rates along the entire border region; 
it is the Valley that has been hardest hit.lo 

"It's been a bad year for corn," my brother, Nune, says. As he 
talks, I remember my father scanning the sky for a rain that 
would end the drought, looking up into the sky, day after day, 
while the corn withered on its stalk. My father has been dead for 
29 years, having worked himself to death. The life span of a 
Mexican farm laborer is 56-he lived to be 38. It shocks me that 
I am older than he. I, too, search the sky for rain. Li.kc the 
ancients, I worship the rain god and the maize goddess, but 
unlike my father I have recovered their names. Now for rain (irri
gation) one offers not a sacrifice of blood, but of money. 

"Farming is. in a bad way," my brother says. "Two to three 
thousand small and big farmers went bankrupt in this country 
last year. Six years ago the price of corn was $8.00 per hundred 
pounds," he goes on. "This year it is $3.90 per hundred pounds." 
And, I think to myself, after taking i.nflation into account, not 

planti.Im anything puts you ahead. 

I walk out to the back yard, stare at los rosales de mania. 
She wants me to help her prune the rose bushes, dig out the car
pet grass that is choking them Mamagrande Ramon.a tambien. 
tenia rosales. Herc every Mexican grows flowers. If they don't 
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have a piece of dirt, they use car tires, jars, cans, shoe boxes. 
Roses are the Mexican's favorite flower. I think, how symbolic
thorns and all. 

Yes, the Chicano and Chicana have always taken care of 
growing things and the land. Again I see the four of us kids 
getting off the school bus, changing into our work clothes, walk
ing into the field with Papi and Marni, all six of us bending to the 
ground. Below our feet, under the earth lie the watermelon 
seeds. \Ve cover them with paper plates, putting terreniotes on 
top of the plates to keep them from being blown away by 
the wind. The paper plates keep the freeze away. Next day or the 
next, we remove the plates, bare the tiny green shoots to the 
elements. They survive and grow, give fruit hundreds of times 
the size of the seed. \Ve water them and hoe them. We harvest 
them. The vines dry, rot, are plowed under. Growth, death, 
decay, birth. The soil prepared again and again, impregnated, 
worked on. A constant changing of forms, renacimientos de la 
tierra madre. 

This land was Mexican once 
was Indian always 

and is. 
And will be again. 




