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Child Writers’ Collaborations Across Age and Race in Circa-1970 America

Abstract

This project recovers a little-studied United States literary phenomenon: the surge of adult
attention to writings authored by African American, Latinx, Asian American and Native
American children in the wake of the civil rights movement. Between 1967 and 1972 alone, at
least thirty anthologies of poetry and prose by children of color poured from adult-led
workshops, classrooms and sites of juvenile incarceration. These texts attracted media coverage
from New Jersey to Arizona, sometimes became bestsellers and inspired a hit Broadway musical.

Even while attracting national interest, child writers depended on more powerful, often-white
adults to edit and circulate literary works. Focusing on black and Latinx children in New York
City, this dissertation embeds close readings of youth writings within archival evidence of their
production and reception to reveal children’s negotiations of unequal literary collaborations with
adults. Young writers, the project argues, turned their tense and compromised authorial position
into an expressive tool. By calling attention to the power dynamics of writing, children of color
registered their simultaneously influential and increasingly threatened condition at the decline of
the civil rights movement and the dawn of the War on Crime.

The project demonstrates young people’s contributions to literary developments of the era,
particularly the Black Arts Movement. Leading adult writers served as collaborators and readers

for children, who crafted age-specific forms of literary tools for liberation. Circa-1970 youth



Y

texts, moreover, illuminate the long history of writing under domination. Debates over child
agency within children’s literature studies connect with critical race scholars’ discussions of

mediated authorship through young people’s creative navigations across age, class and race.
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Introduction



I’m sitting here on the floor ready to write a composition with my best friend Carmen and then
all of a sudden we started to laugh and say how good it is to be poor.... Being poor and honest,
without showing off or just trying to be rich and greedy with your money will let you have fun in
this world and you won’t let yourself be swallowed by wealth.

You don’t have to separate yourself from this life that tries to lock you in it.... I’'m telling
you that’s why I don’t feel so bad about being poor.

Elisa, P. S. 15 Sixth Grader
Lower East Side, New York, NY, 1967-68!

Between 1967 and 1972, a previously obscure group of authors entered the U. S. cultural
spotlight. The wake of the civil rights movement saw a surge of attention to the writings of poor
children of color. In this five-year period alone, at least thirty anthologies of poetry and prose by
African American, Latinx, Asian American and Native American children poured from adult-led
workshops, classrooms and sites of juvenile incarceration. Volumes emerged from mass-market
publishers, such as Bantam Books; from independent imprinters, such as the daring Grove Press;
and from local mimeograph and rexograph machines. Anthologies appeared in the New York
Times and on TV, attracted media coverage from New Jersey to Arizona, sometimes became
bestsellers and even inspired a hit Broadway musical. With titles such as I/ Am Somebody! and
The Me Nobody Knows: Children’s Voices from the Ghetto, youth writing collections trumpeted
the arrival of a long-suppressed American voice. This voice attracted a broad swath of American
readers, spanning age, race, class and region. While writings by children had long attracted adult
attention, the circa-1970 moment was distinguished by the widespread belief that children of

color were uniquely able to speak truth about American racism and inequality.

! Caroline Mirthes and the Children of P. S. 15, Can’t You Hear Me Talking to You? (New York:
Bantam Books, 1971), 62.



Despite commanding national attention, children of color depended on adults to support
literary production and circulation. Adults prompted and coached children’s work and provided
space, time and paper for writing. Teachers, youth workers and publishers corrected perceived
errors in children’s writing, collected and arranged pieces for anthologies and provided the
editorial commentaries and publicity that framed readers’ understandings of children’s words.
Children’s collaborators were often, though not exclusively, white, middle-class, college-
educated adults. The work of Elisa and her friend Carmen, for example, appeared in a popular
anthology edited by a white teacher, who supplemented her students’ writings with extensive
commentary on the children’s home lives and psychological states. Children’s texts thus
emerged through cross-age collaborations that were intersectional, operating across not only age
but also race and class. These conditions of authorship raise interpretive challenges: To what
extent do writers like Elisa determine their own words? How can we read texts co-created across
power differences?

These questions have largely been met with silence. Despite their cultural force, circa-1970
young writers of color have fallen into obscurity. Youth anthologies of the era receive scant
attention in literary and historical scholarship, with only occasional mention in the field of
education studies. This elision, I suspect, reflects doubts about the validity of adult-supported
children’s texts as objects of criticism. The understandable perception of writings by youth of
color as irredeemably adult-distorted and contaminated threatens to disqualify them from

analysis.

Approaching Children’s Writing



A rare mention of circa-1970 anthologies in cultural studies scholarship makes clear their
interpretive challenge. In a single paragraph on the topic in his 1997 book Yo’ Mama’s
Dysfunctional: Fighting the Culture Wars in Urban America, historian Robin Kelley recalls with
critical edge his own recruitment as a child writer in the era.

[E]ven our liberal white teachers who were committed to making us into functional
members of society turned out to be foot soldiers in the new ethnographic army. With the
overnight success of published collections of inner city children’s writings like The Me
Nobody Knows and Caroline Mirthes’s Can’t You Hear Me Talking to You?, writing
about the intimate details of our home life seemed like our most important assignment.
(And we made the most of it by enriching our mundane narratives with stories from Mod
Squad, Hawaii Five-O, and Speed Racer.).... [W]hite America’s fascination with the
pathological urban poor translated into massive book sales.?

Kelley positions youth anthologies within the politics of the late 1960s. The military image
of “the new ethnographic army” invading communities of color connects the anti-poverty
campaign accelerated by President Lyndon P. Johnson’s War on Poverty to U. S. military
aggression in the Vietnam War. Kelley’s naming of “our most important assignment” closes the
distance between the scholastic and military meanings of assignment. The reference to
“overnight success” connotes not only speed but also the extension of white surveillance into the
most “intimate” hours of family and community life. Kelley presents youth anthologies as the
emblems of race- and class-based cultural exploitation at the end of the 1960s.

Even while condemning the genre, Kelley gestures toward the possibility of a recuperative
reading. In a pointed parenthetical, the work of “the new ethnographic army” comes under covert

attack by children themselves. Young writers, Kelley asserts, “made the most of” the attention to

their voices. “Enriching” their life writings with plot points from popular TV shows—including

2 Robin D. G. Kelley, Yo’ Mama'’s Disfunktional!: Fighting the Culture Wars in Urban America
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1997), 20.



two police dramas—children advanced their own definition of profit. Young writers found room
for sly maneuvers of literary agency, both indulging and undermining the desires of their adult
readers. In Kelley’s account, this agency is primarily oppositional to adult collaborators. The
parenthetical enclosure of children’s creative acts places them outside the main narrative even of
Kelley’s radical perspective.

Kelley’s critical recollection both warns against and invites the work of this dissertation. The
dynamic of oppressive “fascination” is central to the history of circa-1970 youth anthologies—
and threatens to pervade my own attention as a white adult reader seeking my scholarly fortune.
At the same time, the rhetorical playfulness of Kelley’s devastating account registers a pulse of
creative energy in the history of adult-shaped youth writing. His collective first person
narratively recovers the knowing, irreverent voice of child authors, raising the tantalizing
question of how they “made the most of it.”

Between Support and Surveillance identifies marginalized children’s strategies for working
within the imperfectly autonomous conditions of collaborative authorship. I show that young
writers not only evaded but also cultivated and leveraged their collaborations with adults.
Children could and did make art on their own, but they also took advantage of opportunities to
write among adults. These young people understood the terms of their cultural spotlight in the
era of the “new ethnographic army.” Relationships with more powerful adults provided not only
support for literary production but also potent means of textual circulation. Cross-age
collaborations enabled children to acquaint a wide readership with their perspective of American
life under racial oppression.

Elisa examines these advantages in her report from the scene of composition, excerpted in

the epigraph to this introduction and collected by her white teacher in one of the anthologies



named by Kelley, Can’t You Hear Me Talking to You? Elisa’s conception of literary power
playfully engages adult agendas. Her literally low position on the floor grounds her warmly
personal use of the first and second persons. Self-conscious announcements mark Elisa’s interest
in her own narrative act and its effect on her audience: “I’m sitting here.... 'm telling you.” She
enhances the inviting pull of the text by granting readers intimate access to the bond of “best
friend[s]” and their inside joke. The girls perform their authorial ability as embedded in their
social position, presenting themselves as “ready to write.”

While nominally affirming childhood poverty as an ideal space to “have fun,” Elisa seeds
that idea with irony through the friends’ sudden laughter. Their maxim, “how good it is to be
poor,” both claims their specific literary authority and satirically indulges a privileged adult
appetite for oppressed children’s voices, anticipating the success of Can’t You Hear Me Talking
to You? The moment of laughter initiates the only use of the past tense in the passage: “all of a
sudden we started to laugh and say how good it is to be poor” (emphasis mine). The use of the
past tense, a mark of conventional storytelling, locates the origin of the narrative act in the
moment of laughing recognition. This temporal exception marks the artifice of the stream-of-
consciousness present tense that precedes and follows. Literary creation stems directly from the
girls’ ironic attention to their authorial circumstances.

Elisa and Carmen’s outburst marks their ability to channel the tensions of their situation into
creative production. One can almost hear this critical laughter ringing through Robin Kelley’s
account. As Elisa advises, “You don’t have to separate yourself from this life that tries to lock
you in it.” Young writers, Elisa suggests, not only endure but in fact draw literary resources from

their limited, potentially exploitative conditions of writing. Elisa’s work suggests an approach to



marginalized children’s writings that centers, rather than “separate[s]”, the literary imprints of
cross-age collaboration.

Cross-age and -race literary production positions writers, shapes readership and operates in
time in ways that present a specific topography of risk and possibility. Elisa and her peers
constantly call attention to this field, self-consciously examining the textual consequences of
collaboration. Knowing that readers will have in mind the uncertain status of adult-supported
children’s words, young authors take this disquiet as an animating rhetorical force. They use
their circumstances of writing across difference as a laboratory for observing and negotiating the
terms of being heard in an unequal society. Child writers thus turn their apparent problem of
agency into a literary opportunity.

By tapping into the expressive force of unevenly collaborative writing, children generate
potent responses to social conditions in the circa-1970 United States. As doubly “minor”
members of urban communities of color and attendees of a public educational system in crisis,
children of color commanded an intimate view of American racism and inequality. In particular,
circa-1970 black and Latinx young people occupied a position of high influence and low control,
as they were increasingly invoked in political discourse, surveilled and targeted by policing.
Children leverage the tension of cross-age collaboration in order to speak to their lived
experiences of U. S. society at the decline of the civil rights movement and dawn of the War on
Crime. Young writers, I argue, transform their limited authorial agency into a rhetorical tool that

expresses and negotiates their threatened position in circa-1970 America.

Project Overview



To trace the young writers’ tactical uses of cross-age collaboration, I have identified fifty
anthologies of U. S. children’s writing published between 1965 and 1978, including a
concentrated surge of thirty collections published between 1967 and 1972 that expressly feature
the work of children of color. Inexpensive and unrestricted due to their obscurity, these
anthologies usually circulate under the radar in university, college, K-12 and public libraries, as
well as in the used book trade. The collections hail from sites ranging from Jersey City, New
Jersey and San Antonio, Texas to the Pine Ridge Reservation of South Dakota. In this project, I
focus on anthologies of writings by mostly African American and Puerto Rican children in New
York City. Taking New York as a focused laboratory of cross-age collaboration highlights its
interconnections with radical developments such as the Black Arts Movement and the Puerto
Rican Movement, political events such as the Ocean Hill-Brownsville school strike of 1968 and
institutions such as Broadway theater and the Youth House juvenile incarceration system.?

The texts analyzed in the following chapters are authored by writers between the ages of nine
and eighteen. I intentionally use the terms child, youth and young person interchangeably.
Writers in their mid-to-late teenaged years often identified themselves as “children’s voices.”
Minimizing the division of childhood and youth, moreover, counters the persistent processes by

which young people of color are erased from the category of childhood.*

3 See Appendix for full anthology listings. Anthologies often identify their young contributors as
something like “mostly black and Puerto Rican.” It is possible that other Latinx identities that
may have been subsumed under the category of “Puerto Rican,” and that, in general, distinct
ethnic and racial identities of writers may not have been acknowledged.

4 Despite the fraught history of the term youth, as evidenced in the discussion of John F.
Kennedy’s policies later in this chapter, the term continues to be used and reshaped by young
people in empowering ways.



Based on my survey of the anthologies, I identify three primary rhetorical tactics used by
young writers to leverage their constrained authorial position as an expressive tool: destabilized
poetic address, a trope of powerful absence and plays with temporality. Each of these tactics is
the focus of a case study chapter, which closely examines one or two anthologies of young New
Yorkers’ writing. Embedding close readings of children’s texts within archival evidence of their
literary production and reception, I examine the structures of power, possibilities and dangers
that children confronted on the page.

Chapter 1, ““Wherever You Are’: Unsettling Readership in The Voice of the Children,”
recovers the formation and practices of a popular Brooklyn-based youth writing workshop co-
directed by the poet June Jordan. Drawing on Jordan’s papers to reconstruct the cross-age
dynamics of the workshop, I argue that the young poets of The Voice of the Children destabilize
poetic address in order to confront the potentially damaging power of their adult supporters.
Chapter 2, “‘I Wonder What Would Become of It’: The Drama of Youth Writing in The Me
Nobody Knows” tracks the adaptation of a bestselling youth writing anthology into a hit
Broadway musical. Examining key boy-authored writings used in the musical in the context of
the adult-controlled adaptation process, I show that through a trope of powerfully haunting
absence, boy writers both critique and exploit the contrast between the high mobility of their
texts and the constraints on their bodies and lives during the War on Crime. Chapter 3, “‘A Girl
Decided to Write’: Temporal Tactics in Classroom Writing,” tracks temporal play in student
writings from public school classrooms, particularly writings by girls. Through literary plays
with time, children of color contest the highly time-bounded ways in which they are moved

through the school system, the publishing industry and U. S. discourse.
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The three rhetorical elements highlighted in the case studies tend to intersect. Elisa’s scene of
composition, for instance, deploys both manipulation of poetic address through the use of the
second person and the temporal tactic of tense switching. Her essay interrogates the terms of
marginalized young people’s cultural spotlight, advancing a critique of visibility politics that
echoes throughout the case study chapters. Elisa’s narrated outburst of laughter stands as an
emblem of the creative force that young writers draw out of the tensions and ironies of cross-age
literary collaboration.

While each case study chapter touches on adult responses to children’s writings, the final
chapter provides a deeper analysis of the adult reception of youth writing, drawing on book
reviews, educators’ writings and other circa-1970 adult coverage of the genre. Chapter 4,
““Criticism is Out of the Question’: The Adult Reception of Children’s Writing,” identifies the
interpretive moves that undermined the literary validity of children’s texts even in apparent

praise, setting the stage for circa-1970 youth writing to fall into obscurity.

Circa-1970

Youth anthologies reflected a growing awareness of children’s political influence, as
witnessed nationwide in news stories and television footage of young people in school
desegregation acts and the broader civil rights movement. Desegregation, as well as its failures,
positioned children at the center of American anti-racism. Children’s TV shows, books and other
cultural products increasingly took children seriously as social actors, paving the way for the
children’s rights movement of the early 1970s. Meanwhile, federal and philanthropic funds and

social-science strategies poured into poor communities under Presidents John F. Kennedy and
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Lyndon B. Johnson, who focused their efforts at national harmony on the young. “It all youth
program,” in the words of one character in Alice Childress’s 1973 young adult novel.’

At the same time, young people of color and their communities knew that such programs
stemmed partly from fear and suspicion, especially as the rift between civil rights and black
nationalism deepened. The increasingly racialized discourse of juvenile delinquency, heightened
by coverage of the civil disorders that spread through U. S. cities in the late 1960s, figured black
boys and other children of color as threatening agents of revenge for American racial and
economic oppression. According to Elizabeth Hinton: “From the ashes of the Watts ‘riot’ in
August 1965, a growing consensus of policymakers, federal administrators, law enforcement
officials, and journalists came to understand crime as specific to black urban youth.” Circa-1970
young people of color found themselves in a doubly admiring and threatening national spotlight,
in which cultural appetite for their writings grew.

Children of color were powerfully positioned to register the changing American racial order
amid the breakdown of the civil rights coalition and the emergence of the War on Crime. As
Hinton demonstrates, the foreclosures of racial justice associated with the 1970s and 1980s took
root in the 1960s. These developments, moreover, often centered on attempts to manage young
people of color. John F. Kennedy’s 1961 proclamation of a “total attack™ on juvenile
delinquency with the aptly named Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Offenses Control Act
provided an enduring vehicle for racist discipline. Kennedy’s delinquency initiative laid the

groundwork not only for Lyndon B. Johnson’s declaration of the War on Poverty in 1964 but

> Alice Childress, A Hero Ain’t Nothin’ but a Sandwich (New York: Coward, McCann &
Geoghegan 1973), 13.

¢ Elizabeth Hinton, From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime: The Making of Mass
Incarceration in America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016), 12.
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also for his declaration of a “war on crime” only a year later. These initiatives structured federal
and local processes of narrowing in on black boys and other young people of color as “hard
core” troublemakers. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Hinton shows, police moved into the
literal spaces of defunct War on Poverty programs and increasingly embedded structures of
surveillance into schools, youth programs and other child-centric community resources. Circa-
1970 children’s writings provide an affective record of the entanglement of the War on Poverty
with the War on Crime, articulating the intimate connection between forms of investment and
forms of control.”

The staging of the War on Crime on the grounds of youth took vivid shape in the popular
1960s phrase “social dynamite.” James B. Conant coined the phrase in 1961 to describe the
“building up of a mass of unemployed and frustrated Negro youth in congested areas of a city....
[which] may be compared to the piling up of inflammable material in an empty building on a city
block.” The image of social dynamite, which figured young people as a passive, agentless threat
in bulk, served as a hinge between advocacy and animosity, between liberal arguments for
addressing racial oppression and strategies for suppressing anti-racist struggle. In the 1968
presidential campaign, Richard Nixon used the phrase to stir up racist phobias, warning: “We are
trifling with social dynamite if we believe that the young people who emerge from these brutal

societies in the central cities will come out as satisfied and productive citizens.” This perception

" Hinton, From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime, 274; 280; Michael W. Flamm, In the
Heat of the Summer: The New York Riots of 1964 and the War on Crime (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016). While Hinton focuses on the targeting of black boys,
her account provides evidence of a broader project of managing multiracial and multiethnic
young people of color.
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of young people of color as products of oppression would be alternately challenged and
reinforced by adult interpretations of youth writing.®

Even amid the intensifying targeting of young people of color, white Americans’ appetite for
anti-racism appeared to be fading. According to Douglas Massey, 1968 was the year that the
word segregation “disappeared from the American vocabulary.” With the passage of the 1968
Fair Housing Act, for all its shortcomings, “the problem of housing discrimination was declared
solved, and residential segregation dropped off the national agenda.” Urban renewal and school
desegregation similarly began to lose their popular allure amid disillusionment with 1960s ideas
of social change. As June Jordan writes: “At the end of the 1960s, American mass media rolled
the cameras away from black life and the quantity of print on the subject became too small to
read.” Circa-1970 youth anthologies caught the last wave of 1960s popular investment in anti-
racism. For some adults, the perception of children’s voices as unthreatening and apolitical may
have extended the public appetite for youth writings past the point of fatigue with efforts for
material change. For others, particularly politically radical adult collaborators, children’s

writings provided an urgent call for change in a moment of fading opportunity.’

8 Hinton, From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime, 29; 139; Richard Nixon, “Toward
Freedom From Fear” (New York, N.Y., May &, 1968),
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=123915. The ideological nexus of advocacy
and animosity is exemplified by the tone of warning used in the best-selling Kerner Commission
Report of 1968.

Conant’s figure of dynamite is significant here. Notoriously developed by Alfred Nobel,
dynamite was innovative for its relative stability, compared to more shock-sensitive explosives.
However, dynamite has a short shelf life, quickly beginning to “weep” highly unstable
nitroglycerin, so that as it ages, dynamite becomes uncontainable and bound to explode. Conant
and peers implied the same about black boys.

 Douglas S. Massey, American Apartheid: Segregation and the Making of the Underclass
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 1; 4; June Jordan, Civil Wars (New York:
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The year 1968 holds exceptional cultural weight both in and outside of the United States,
driving the global scholarly subfield of 1968 studies. The year stands as a peak of radicalism,
particularly among the young, and a moment of relative reprieve in the march of neoliberal
progress. These characteristics of the era certainly fueled the surge of cross-age literary
collaboration and anthologization. But children’s writings also complicate this idealization of
1968 idealism. The youth-authored texts examined in the following chapters were likely written
between 1966 and 1970 and published between 1969 and 1971. Even while demanding social
change with “1968” conviction, young writers also document the reentrenchment of racial and
economic oppressions. A sense of foreclosure pervades children’s texts of the era. Hinton’s
work, which powerfully reperiodizes the emergence of mass incarceration, helps to make sense
of this element of 1968 declensionism. I use the marker “circa-1970” in this project to decenter
popular understandings of 1968 and to emphasize the continuity between the late 1960s and the

early 1970s.1°

The Roots of Cross-Age Writing: Pedagogy, Politics, Poetics

Circa-1970 youth anthologies emerged from intertwined pedagogical, political and poetic

developments. Pedagogically, the growing role of creative writing in the American classroom

emerged in part from Cold War education reform. The Soviet Union’s launch of Sputnik 1 in

Touchstone, 1995), 163. See also Samuel Zipp, Manhattan Projects: The Rise and Fall of Urban
Renewal in Cold War New York (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010).

190On 1968, see, for example, Lauren Berlant, 68, or Something,” Critical Inquiry 21, no. 1
(1994): 124-55; Enzo Traverso, “Global 1968,” Verso Books (blog), September 12, 2018,
https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/4023-global-1968.
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1957 sparked “mild public hysteria” that the U. S. was not sufficiently preparing its young
people to uphold national dominance. Congress responded with the National Defense Education
Act of 1958, which funded education and curricular reform from preschool to college. Although
the New Math and New Science took center stage in preparing the next generation for global
competition, the English discipline rode along on the post-Sputnik wave, as demonstrated by the
urgent title of a 1961 report of the National Council of Teachers of English, 7he National
Interest and the Teaching of English. In a series of 1960s national conferences and curricular
development efforts, English educators debated strategies for engaging students outside of stale
textbook conventions of rigid language rules and memorization. By the 1966 Dartmouth
Seminar, a watershed in the history of the field, a growing faction of participants were
advocating the British-sourced “growth model” of English, representing “a kind of Copernican
shift from a view of English as something one learns about to a sense of it as something one
does.”!!

Post-Sputnik English reform continued a long-running American investment in creativity.
Early twentieth-century progressive educators, most famously Hughes Mearns, advocated poetry
writing in the classroom. Mearns is credited with popularizing the term creative writing. His
1925 book Creative Youth detailed his work with high school poets at the Lincoln School of
Teachers College, then the laboratory school of Columbia University. The second half of
Creative Youth anthologizes Lincoln School students’ poetry as evidence of their ability to

transcend “the hackneyed copy.” Along with John Dewey, whom he admired, Mearns sparked an

English pedagogical turn to creativity as psychologically valuable and available to all. During

1 Joseph Harris, “After Dartmouth: Growth and Conflict in English,” College English 53, no. 6
(1991): 631.
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World War II, the growing popular influence of psychoanalysis shaped English teachers’
attention to the therapeutic value of writing, particularly during war. In the postwar years, a sense
of 'a U. S. national spirit of innovation, combined with advances in psychology, deepened the
cultural investment in creativity as an American value and educational aim. Creative writing
complemented investments in cultivating children’s creativity and inventiveness in the science
classroom. At the same time, writing was considered a therapeutic tool for social order through
processes of “life adjustment” and “tension release.” The advent of the “growth model” of
English cemented this focus on the capacity of creative writing to support psychological
development and the adjustment of inner life to the social world.!?

This highly institutional history took place amid what Philip Lopate calls “the height of
discontent with American educational institutions.” The failures of school desegregation, defeat
of community control of schools in New York and extremities of racist deprivation and violence
in schools serving children of color spurred a wave of educational muckraking books in the late

1960s. Teachers took note of the contrast between the federally funded conversations in the halls

12 Hughes Mearns, Creative Youth: How a School Environment Set Free the Creative Spirit
(Garden City: Doubleday, Page & Company, 1925), 11; Alice Glarden Brand, “Creative Writing
in English Education: An Historical Perspective,” Journal of Education 162, no. 4 (1980): 65;
69. On creativity in science curricula, see Rebecca Onion, Innocent Experiments: Childhood and
the Culture of Popular Science in the United States (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2016). On the American discourse of childhood creativity, see Amy Fumiko Ogata,
Designing the Creative Child: Playthings and Places in Midcentury America, Architecture,
Landscape, and American Culture Series (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013).
On the rise of creative writing pedagogy, see D. G. Myers, The Elephants Teach: Creative
Writing since 1880 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006).

According to D. G. Myers, creative writing came to public attention when a poem by one of
Mearns’s junior high school students, Katharine Kosmak, was selected for publication in
William Stanley Braithwaite’s annual adult collection annual Anthology of Magazine Verse and
Yearbook of American Poetry. Myers, The Elephants Teach, 103.
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of Dartmouth and classrooms with structural flaws, few or no reading materials and supplies and
often laughable administrative oversight. Creative writing in the classroom may have taken its
most radically experimental shapes with students of color because those children’s classes were
the least protected, leaving some teachers with a paradoxical pedagogical freedom and the sense
of little to lose. The majority of teachers who compiled circa-1970 youth anthologies considered
themselves as radical agents of resistance within a racist, backwards and corrupt public school
system. English curricular change spilled out of federal and academic bounds and into radical
forms, occurring not only in traditional public school classrooms but also in experimental
“storefront schools,” community organizations and informal meetings in apartments. Sometimes
federally funded or school-published, often compiled with anti-establishment aims, youth
anthologies occupied the middle ground between institutional and radical approaches to
education.'?

The pedagogical drive toward youth writing took heightened form amid political events of
the late 1960s. The failures of school desegregation, urban renewal and the War on Poverty; the
1968 assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Robert Kennedy, among others; the Tet
Offensive of that same year and escalation of the Vietnam War; growing distrust of the
government and media; and the breakup of the civil rights coalition together shaped a moment of
deep national disillusion. Gone was the optimistic liberalism of the Kennedy era, in which some

social scientists and policy makers had truly believed that they would abolish American poverty,

13 Phillip Lopate, Being with Children: A High-Spirited Personal Account of Teaching Writing,
Theater, and Videotape (New York: New Press, 2008), 11.
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as well as the 1960s spirit of idealistic social change.!* A new era of anti-racist politics, marked

by developments such as the Black Power Movement, the Chicano Movement and the American
Indian Movement, brought new possibilities as well as increasingly visible cultural and political
conflict.

In this moment of crisis, wide-ranging adults turned to children’s writings for a fresh
perspective on a nation in transition. While, as I discuss below, adult leaders of radical
movements cultivated and circulated children’s writings, the success of youth anthologies in
white-dominated presses and media outlets depended on an appeal to liberals who were not
necessarily receptive to the provocative messages of, for instance, the Black Panther Party. Poor
youth of color, anthologies promised, possessed a special emotional rawness and moral freshness
that enabled them to express the experiences of poverty, racial oppression and urban decline.
Elisa’s praise for “[b]eing poor and honest” demonstrates this positioning. Children may have
provided a relatively non-threatening form of reckoning with the failures of social change, even
as radical collaborators and readers may have understood youth writing not as a softened voice
but as a uniquely informed and forceful call from the heart of American inequality.

Children’s writings not only played a role in direct politics of the era but also contributed to
poetic politics. The surge of youth writing as an American genre constitutes a neglected element
of the 1960s ““conscious conflation of experimental aesthetics with leftist politics.”!® In their

association with freshness and honesty, child writers answered a drive common to an array of

14 James T. Patterson, America’s Struggle against Poverty in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2000); David Halberstam, The Best and the Brightest (New York:
Random House, 1972).

15 Daniel Kane, All Poets Welcome: The Lower East Side Poetry Scene in the 1960s (University
of California Press, 2003), 13.
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poetic groups, including Black Arts, the New York School and feminist poets of the era: the
search for literary forms that could break the hold of ossified Western conventions and enact
energetic transformations of language and art. Moreover, circa-1970 U. S. youth authorship
stands within a transnational history of poetry production as a tool of radical political struggle. In
Cuba, for example, the 1959 revolution and resulting socialist state project prioritized the arts,
including poetry. Cuba’s innovative nationwide literacy campaign, largely conducted by young
people, illustrated the ideal of supplying all children and adults with the tools of the written
word. Cuba hosted many radical African American poets and influenced black radical arts and
politics in the United States. In the 1980s, the Nicaraguan Sandinista revolutionaries would
similarly encourage visits from African American poets and artists, including June Jordan, who
writes of her moving encounter with a young soldier-poet. Minister of Culture Ernesto Cardenal
headed efforts to expand participation in the arts, such as by establishing poetry workshops for
ordinary citizens. Nicaragua advanced a vision of poets as revolutionaries and revolutionaries as
poets, and these poet-revolutionaries were often very young. For all their grave problems, such
as censorship, the Cuban and Nicaraguan literary campaigns opened innovative possibilities for
poetics in the Americas. Circa-1970 youth writing thus participates in a late twentieth-century

transnational project of poetics for social change. !¢

16 On African American-Cuban literary solidarity, see for example, “Report from Cuba,” special
issue, Black Scholar 8, no. 8-9 (Summer 1977). For Jordan’s essay on Nicaragua, see
“Nicaragua: Why I Had to Go There,” in June Jordan, Some of Us Did Not Die: New and
Selected Essays (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2003), 199-210. On poetry and cultural in
Nicaragua, see Francisco Goldman, “Poetry and Power in Nicaragua,” New York Times, March
29, 1987, http://www.nytimes.com/1987/03/29/magazine/poetry-and-power-in-
nicaragua.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm; Margaret Randall, ed., Risking a Somersault in the
Air: Conversations with Nicaraguan Writers (San Francisco: Solidarity Publications, 1984);
Michael T. Martin, “On Culture, Politics and the State in Nicaragua: An Interview with Padre
Ernesto Cardenal, Minister of Culture,” Latin American Perspectives 16, no. 2 (Spring 1989):
124-33.



20

The entanglement of childhood, politics and poetry is clear in the history of St. Mark’s-in-the
Bouwerie. The Lower East Side church formed the Poetry Project, an important, still-running
haven for literary experimentation, thanks to the area’s poor children of color. Long a site for
radical arts, the church structured a more stable and well-funded poetry program beginning in
1966 by securing “nearly $200,000 in federal government money earmarked for the socialization
of juvenile delinquents.” With the help of a New School sociologist, St. Mark’s Church applied
to the federal Health, Education, and Welfare Office of Juvenile Delinquency and Development
for a grant in “Creative Arts for Alienated Youth.” The church and its partners had no intention
of conducting children’s programs. By invoking “disaffected youth,” the grant application
intentionally conflated the mostly white, early-career poets of middle-class background on the
Lower East Side scene with the actual children of the neighborhood. This move, as Daniel Kane
argues, “depended on the presence of silent though real impoverished youth in the Lower East
Side so that the frue constituency— the poets and artists of the neighborhood—could benefit.”!”
White countercultural poets’ self-perception as marginalized figures threatened to obscure those
communities marginalized by racial oppression. But the grant writers’ manipulation can also be
read playfully, as poets and their supporters leveraged and even satirized the racialized specter of
juvenile delinquency and the government’s determination to extend control over children of
color. Uptown, the Black Arts Repertory Theatre and School, which actually worked with young

people, also operated on War on Poverty funds until officials balked. The ease with which a

simple invocation of deviant youth could release government funds exemplifies the “social

17 Kane, All Poets Welcome, 129; 134. On African American involvement in the Poetry Project,
see James Edward Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement: Literary Nationalism in the 1960s and
1970s (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 136-37.
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dynamite” moment and the interconnected, sometimes symbiotic lives of liberal and radical
politics in the era.

As I show in the following chapters, the “real” young people of New York did not stay
entirely “silent” around St. Mark’s Church. The youth anthology Can’t You Hear Me Talking to
You?, examined in Chapter 3, collected writings by mostly black and Puerto Rican young
residents of the Lower East Side, including Elisa and her friend Carmen. Children themselves
attended readings at St. Mark’s, and at least one child, Michael Goode, began composing a poem
there, as I detail in Chapter 1. Several active members of the Poetry Project scene, such as Ron
Padgett, featured in Chapter 4, worked extensively with child writers. Black Mountain and New
York School poet Joel Oppenheimer served brief, equally eccentric stints as the director of both
the Poetry Project and the children’s writing organization Teachers & Writers Collaborative. As
both passive symbols and active creators, young people of color persistently appeared on the

stages of politics and poetics in circa-1970 New York and the United States.

Literary Collaboration in the Americas

Between Support and Surveillance positions children of color within the history of
collaborative authorship. Collaboration surrounds us in the world, even when only one name
appears on the spine of a book. Although canonical co-creation stories, such as Ezra Pound’s
influence on T. S. Eliot’s The Wasteland, have helped dispel what Jack Stillinger calls “the myth
of solitary genius,” methodological approaches to multiple authorship remain scattered. Co-
created, multiply agential texts pose especially rich interpretive challenges when collaborators

occupy unequal social positions. If, as Doris Sommer observes, the “study of rhetoric has
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generally assumed cultural continuity between writer and reader,” so has the concept of literary
collaboration often been envisioned as the partnership of social and cultural peers. The
production of artworks across uneven terrains of age, race, class and gender provides an
opportunity to study the textual imprints of power dynamics and social negotiations.!8

Circa-1970 children of color join a lineage of marginalized writers who have turned mediated
authorship to their advantage by negotiating more powerful collaborators. This history includes
women writers supervised by men, slave narrative authors with white editors or amanuenses and
indigenous storytellers whose “told-to” narratives have been collected by white people. The
Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965), written with Alex Haley, stands as a prominent 1960s case
of collaboration.!” Far from relics of the past, collaborative forms continue to emerge in the
twenty-first century, such as in the growing global body of women’s life stories or the genre of
testimonio.?® This project thus connects debates over agency in childhood studies and children’s
literature studies to the interpretive resources of African American, Latin American, indigenous
and feminist studies.

Marginalized authors, these fields teach, have often spoken and written through apparently
compromised or tainted collaborations. Although these imperfect terms are easy to dismiss, to do
so is to exclude minoritarian voices from historical and literary view. Full attention to such

literary creators requires flexible attention to form. As Sophie McCall argues in her study of

18 Jack Stillinger, Multiple Authorship and the Myth of Solitary Genius (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1991); Doris Sommer, Proceed with Caution: When Engaged by Minority
Writing in the Americas (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1999), x.

9 Mark A. Sanders, “Theorizing the Collaborative Self: The Dynamics of Contour and Content
in the Dictated Autobiography,” New Literary History 25, no. 2 (1994): 445-58.

20 John Beverley, Testimonio: On the Politics of Truth (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2004).
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Canadian Aboriginal authors: “Told-to narratives do not fit the criteria that govern European
concepts of genre; the collaborative process challenges the author-function and notions of the
literary by foregrounding process over product, context over text, and audience over author.”
Carole Boyce Davies similarly defines the women’s life stories, which are often co-created with
editors or scribes, as a “crossover genre” that “blur[s] the boundaries between orality and
writing.” Black women’s narratives in particular, Davies argues, disrupt the masculine ideal of
single-voiced, linear autobiography. These studies make clear that collaborative literatures, in
McCall’s words, “challenge notions of ‘voice’ that are singular, unmediated, and pure.”?!
Collaborative authors have often stood trial for authenticity and authorial veracity. In an
iconic case of this demand for validation, the enslaved African girl poet of Revolutionary
Boston, Phillis Wheatley, literally stood trial as a jury of eighteen prominent white men
interrogated her to assess whether she could have actually written her heralded poems. Henry
Louis Gates writes that this jury in fact asked: “was a Negro capable of producing literature?”
The men’s endorsement would grace the opening pages of her published poetry collection.
Wheatley would be tried again by twentieth-century African American writers, particularly those
of the Black Arts Movement, who scorned her as a sellout with a “white mind.” Wheatley stands

not only as a representative of African American literature but as a black gir/ poet who depended

on and cultivated the patronage of white adults.?? As her case demonstrates, incompletely

21 Sophie McCall, First Person Plural: Aboriginal Storytelling and the Ethics of Collaborative
Authorship (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2011), 4-5; Carole Boyce Davies, “Collaboration and the
Ordering Imperative in Life Story Production,” in De/Colonizing the Subject: The Politics of
Gender in Women’s Autobiography, ed. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1992), 7.

22 On Wheatley’s trial, see Henry Louis Gates, The Trials of Phillis Wheatley: America’s First
Black Poet and Her Encounters with the Founding Fathers (New York: Basic Civitas Books,
2003), 5-30. On the persistent influence of 1960s Black Arts condemnations of Wheatley even
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autonomous artists, such as slave narrative author Harriet Jacobs (Linda Brent), nineteenth-
century métis poet Jane Johnston Schoolcraft and late twentieth-century testimonio author
Rigoberta Mencht, have been greeted with suspicions about their capacities, identities and
political allegiances. The scholarly project of contesting these doubts, particularly regarding
women writers of color, has sometimes gone under the banner of Harriet Jacobs’s pointed
subtitle, “Written by Herself.”?

Attending to literary collaborations across power differences risks undoing such work and
reifying the undermining of marginalized authors. White men, after all, also enjoy the coaching,
editing and co-writing of others yet tend to receive full authorial credit. Indeed, as I argue in
Chapter 4, circa-1970 youth writings fell into obscurity largely because of their suspect
collaborative status. Comparing already minoritized adult authors to children may raise particular
concerns given the long history of the racist infantilization of people of color. I propose that
attending to the power dynamics of co-creation can potentially strengthen, rather than jeopardize,
understandings of marginalized people’s artistic acts. A text can be both cannily collaborative
and “written by herself.” As emblems of dependence who are often assumed to be silent in the
historical record, child writers provide a particularly vivid case of the possibilities of unequal

collaboration. Young authors challenge what Christine Cavalier has identifies as the “binary-

into more sympathetic 1980s critical takes, including that of June Jordan, discussed below, see
Ibid., 78-80.

23 Jean Yellin, ““Written by Herself:” Harriet Jacobs’ Slave Narrative,” American Literature 53,
no. 3 (1981): 479-86; C. R. Cavalier, “Jane Johnston Schoolcraft’s Sentimental Lessons: Native
Literary Collaboration and Resistance,” MELUS: Multi-Ethnic Literature of the United States 38,
no. 1 (March 2013); Arturo Arias and David Stoll, The Rigoberta Menchu Controversy
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001).
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driven discourse with which critics have opposed collaboration to subversion.”>* Circa-1970
children demonstrate marginalized authors’ ability to leverage compromised authorial conditions
as an expressive tool.

Connecting seemingly disparate co-created texts across fields opens a view of collaboration
as a central category of literature in the Americas. Collaborative texts tell the foundational
American stories of colonization and conquest, enslavement, patriarchy, and, through children,
schooling and family—as well as stories of uneasy alliances, mixed allegiances and complex
liberation struggles. While a large portion of the scholarship on literary collaboration has focused
on nonfiction life writing and testimonial forms, circa-1970 youth anthologies highlight poetry,
drama and fiction produced through uneven collaborations. Co-authorship provides a ground for
reckoning with the fundamentally structuring but incompletely silencing force of inequality in
American literature and culture.

Circa-1970 young writers advance what poet and youth writing collaborator June Jordan, in a
1986 essay that both honors and wrestles with Phillis Wheatley, terms the “Difficult Miracle of
Black Poetry in America.” Jordan turns to Wheatley to examine how African American artists,
abducted, enslaved and oppressed, have nevertheless created “the absolutely individual voice of
the poet: at liberty. A poet is somebody free. A poet is someone at home.” Through poetry that
negotiated white control while still finding ways to speak in her own terms, Wheatley “was
making herself at home.” Noting Wheatley’s failure to find publishers once she was free, adult
and married, Jordan speculates that her voice was only tolerated “as a child, as a dependent.”
Like the poets I discuss in Chapter 3, Wheatley was aged out of published authorship. But as a

girl, Wheatley demonstrated young people’s historical role in the “difficult miracle” of creating

24 Cavalier, “Jane Johnston Schoolcraft’s Sentimental Lessons,” 99.
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literature on uneven grounds of power, while incompletely “at liberty,” incompletely “at

home.”?

Young Writers in the Black Arts Movement

Young people pervade visions of the civil rights movement in the 1950s and early 1960s.
Nationally televised images of Ruby Bridges and other children desegregating schools, the 1963
Birmingham Children’s Crusade and the prominence of childhood in the rhetoric of Martin
Luther King charged black childhood with cultural force. The murders of children, such as
Emmett Till in Mississippi in 1955 and Addie Mae Collins, Cynthia Wesley, Carole Robertson,
and Carol Denise McNair in the 1963 bombing of Birmingham’s Sixteenth Street Baptist
Church, intensified young people’s importance to civil rights struggle. Psychological arguments
for desegregation, such as the use of Mamie and Kenneth Clark’s “doll test” in the 1954 Brown
v. Board case and Robert Coles’s study of Ruby Bridges and other schoolchildren, made black
children’s inner lives the subject of national attention. As Rebecca de Schweinitz has shown,
young people served not only symbolic but also active roles in civil rights organizations and
events.?®

This cultural momentum around childhood appears to taper off in accounts of anti-racist

movements after 1965, despite the fact that the next decade brought the rise of the children’s

25 Though Jordan does not mention the young writers whom she supported in this particular
essay, their memory is not far behind. June Jordan, “The Difficult Miracle of Black Poetry in
America, or Something like a Sonnet for Phillis Wheatley,” Massachusetts Review 27, no. 2
(1986): 252-62.

26 Rebecca de Schweinitz, If We Could Change the World: Young People and America’s Long
Struggle for Racial Equality (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009).
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rights movement and a proliferation of radical children’s culture. The role of youth in the theater
work of Amiri Baraka, the production of children’s books by Black Arts writers and the Black
Panther Party’s prioritization of programming for children exemplify adult leaders’ continued
focus on children. In studies of Black Arts and Black Power, the terms children, childhood and
youth come up constantly but often evade focused analysis. My project extends the history of
young people as anti-racist actors into the era of Black Arts, Black Power and the War on
Crime.?’

Existing accounts touch on post-1965 young people’s active roles in anti-racist movements.
Katharine Capshaw argues that African American photobooks of the era cultivate young readers
as active participants in historical memory and social change. Russell Rickford’s study of black
independent education points out the work of young people, such as the little-acknowledged role
of junior high and high school students of color in the Black Studies movement and campaigns
for school reform. Jesse Hoffnung-Garskof dedicates a chapter to uncovering circa-1970
Dominican youth activism at New York’s George Washington High School. This work provides

glimpses of the ways in which post-1965 black children and other children of color were

27 Cleaver and Katsiaficas’s 2001 anthology on the Black Panthers, for instance, which advances
such scholarly projects as transnational analyses of Black Power and accounts of Black Panther
women, contains 50 instances of the terms child or children and 39 instances of youth, according
to a Google Books search, but no explicit consideration of the significance of those terms to the
Black Panther Party. Kathleen Cleaver and George Katsiaficas, Liberation, Imagination, and the
Black Panther Party: A New Look at the Panthers and Their Legacy (New York: Routledge,
2001). Similarly, dozens of references to child, children and youth appear through Lisa Gail
Collins and Margo Crawford, eds., New Thoughts on the Black Arts Movement (New Brunswick:
Rutgers University Press, 2006). The latter anthology does include a discussion of college
activists, in James Smethurst, “The Black Arts Movement and Historically Black Colleges and
Universities,” 75-91.
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organizing in and out of schools from a young age, advancing anti-racist work and claiming a
place as political actors and thinkers in ways that remain to be fully explored.?®

Black Arts-era efforts to “[kill] the ghosts of white oppression” often sought the roots of
acculturation in childhood. Don L. Lee’s 1967 declaration, “We must destroy Faulkner, dick,
jane, and other perpetuators of evil,” marks the centrality of children’s culture—the white,
middle-class Dick-and-Jane figures of school readers—to the struggle for black aesthetics. The
figures of Dick and Jane loomed large as the foils of the youth writing movement, drawing
constant attacks from adult collaborators, as well as child writers.? As I discuss further below,
African American children’s book authors who knew all too well the white supremacist
schoolroom diet sought to provide young generations with different formative reading
experiences. In Capshaw’s words: “Childhood pedagogy became an ideal site to reorder systems

of knowledge and to reify cultural literacy.”°

28 Katharine Capshaw, Civil Rights Childhood: Picturing Liberation in African American
Photobooks (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014); Russell John Rickford, We Are
an African People: Independent Education, Black Power, and the Radical Imagination (Oxford ;
New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 47-48; Jesse Hoffnung-Garskof, 4 Tale of Two
Cities: Santo Domingo and New York after 1950 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008),
132-162. Rebecca de Schweinitz’s important work meanwhile extends the timeline of young
people in civil rights in the opposite direction, focusing on the activist work of generations of
young people leading up to 1965.

29 Lisa Gail Collins and Margo Natalie Crawford, “Introduction: Power to the People!: The Art
of Black Power,” in New Thoughts on the Black Arts Movement, 11—12. Collins and Crawford
include this quote from Lee (later Haki R. Madhubuti) but do not comment on the place of
childhood in his remarks. For the importance of “Dick and Jane” to the youth writing movement,
see, for example, the poem “Our Dick and Jane” collaboratively written by Herbert Kohl and his
students and printed in Phillip Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment: A Documentary History
of the First Ten Years of Teachers and Writers Collaborative (Teachers and Writers
Collaborative, 1979), 105—6.

30 Capshaw, Civil Rights Childhood, 160.
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Circa-1970 youth anthologies demonstrate that the Black Arts Movement invested in
children not only as readers but also as writers. Whereas existing accounts tend to portray
children as political symbols and actors in civil rights and Black Power, I demonstrate young
people’s artistic contributions in the post-1965 moment. Prominent writers of the era, including
June Jordan, David Henderson, Ishmael Reed, Sonia Sanchez and Victor Hernandez Cruz,
invested time and energy in serving as children’s collaborators and readers, suggesting the
importance of young writers to anti-racist literary projects. If, as James Smethurst argues, Black
Arts was the “cultural wing” of the Black Power Movement and Black Power was the “political
wing” of Black Arts, youth writing likewise constitutes a cultural counterpart to the overt
political activism of young people in the 1960s and 1970s.>!

Circa-1970 children’s writings provided a fitting form for central elements of Black Arts
aesthetics. The movement’s interest in imbuing written texts with an oral/aural sensibility and
musicality aligned with children’s perceived proximity to orality and tendency to sound out
words onto the page. Children occupy a highly temporal authorial status, suggesting a sense of
their writing as happening in real time, and children’s compositions are conventionally treated as
ephemera. This air of immediacy corresponded to the Black Arts valuation of liveness,
performance and ephemerality over a Western preoccupation with textual immortality. As I show
in Chapters 2 and 3, children join Black Arts writers in continually disrupting linear time and

generating futurist forms. Youth writers could be perceived as creatively fresh and only

31 Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement, 14.
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minimally contaminated by oppressive white culture. Perhaps they could provide some of the
“magic” sought by Black Arts thinkers to combat the deadening terms of Western rationality.*
The format of youth anthologies deepened child writers’ affinity with the BAM. The brevity
of most children’s texts suited them for performance, circulation and anthologization, the
preferred methods of literary exchange in a movement distanced from the novel. The grouped,
often-anonymous contributors to youth anthologies embodied the ideal of everyday, on-the-
ground poetry of “the people.” Anthologies—along with journals and magazines, which circa-
1970 young writers also produced—were central to Black Arts, as well as other minority literary
movements of the era. These forms advanced a literary ethic of the collective over the individual,
emphasizing collaboration, multivocality and the mixing of genres. Anthologies and magazines
also provided broad literary exposure with limited funds. As anthology contributors, child writers
participated in the processes by which, as Howard Rambsy characterizes the BAM, “a diverse
range of writers, editors, publishers, illustrators, and musicians collaborated to enact a dynamic

cultural movement.” In their self-conscious attention to their own terms of writing, moreover, the

32 As I present this quick sketch of formal affinities, I keep in mind the damaging tendency for a
“caricatured version—this sloppy, slippery, well-circulation notion” of the Black Arts Movement
and post-BAM black aesthetics, as critiqued by Evie Shockley, Renegade Poetics: Black
Aesthetics and Formal Innovation in African American Poetry (Iowa City: University of lowa
Press, 2011), 2.

Children’s writings were closely connected to performance forms, with children publicly reading
their works, writing theatrical scripts and screen plays and developing works onstage and on
film. On the centrality of children’s theater to Black Arts, see Mike Sell, Avant-Garde
Performance and the Limits of Criticism: Approaching the Living Theatre, Happenings/Fluxus,
and the Black Arts Movement (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005), 250.
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contributors to youth anthologies illustrate Rambsy’s claim that “the production—mnot just the
composition” of Black Arts poetry was crucial to the movement’s cultural impact.?

Children’s emblematic state of dependence seems to stand in tension with the BAM mandate
of self-determination. Black Arts thinkers sought to break free from white supervision and
control in order to cultivate a truly self-shaped style and sensibility. Addison Gayle centers this
principle in his 1971 collection The Black Aesthetic. In past generations, Gayle writes, the
“invisible censor, white power, hovered over him [the black artist] in the sanctuary of his private
room—whether at the piano or at the typewriter—and, like his black brothers, he debated about
what he could say to the world without bringing censure upon himself.” Now, however:
“Speaking honestly is a fundamental principle of today’s black artist. He has given up the futile
practice of speaking to whites, and has begun to speak to his brothers.” Gayle locates the struggle
against white mediation and constraint at the heart of the project of a black aesthetic. The
expulsion of the “invisible censor” involved not only writing for black readers but also
establishing networks of black editors, publishers and critics to bring texts into the world outside
of the channels of white power. Gayle goes on to emphasize the crucial role of racial dynamics in
the production of anthologies, insisting that only when “our serious black artists... edit
anthologies themselves,” rather than writing for white-edited collections, will “the present

renaissance in black letters... escape the fate of its predecessor in the nineteen twenties, and

33 Howard Rambsy, The Black Arts Enterprise and the Production of African American Poetry
(University of Michigan Press, 2013), vii. See also Collins and Crawford, “Introduction,” 11:
“The breaking of boundaries during the movement is perhaps best appreciated by remembering
the types of collaborations that happened in the artistic collectives. Collaborations between poets,
musicians, theorists, dancers, painters, and photographers defined Black Arts.”
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endure. Then and only then will the revolution in black letters gain viability and continue right
on!”3

Child writers, meanwhile, continued to write with white adults “hover[ing] over” them, both
invisibly and literally. Youth anthologies were largely white-edited and -published. Even the
youth writing collective co-founded by Jordan and Cruz negotiated the presence, influence and
sponsorship of white adults and published with a mainstream, white-dominated press, as |
discuss in Chapter 1. Child writers thus resemble the white-supported, apparently compromised
Harlem Renaissance writers that Black Arts critics so vehemently rejected. Although these cases
of youth authorship may seem to contradict the principles of literary nationalism, such a literal
reading underestimates the capaciousness of Black Arts practice. The case of children’s non-
autonomous authorship advances an understanding of self-determination as not as a rigid rule but
rather a future-oriented process of literary liberation.

Circa-1970 child writers, I argue, develop rhetorical tools that self-consciously engaged the
terms of authorial compromise and constraint. Through shifts in poetic address, a trope of
haunting absence and plays with temporality, among other tactics, young authors interrogate the
limits and possibilities of literary collaborations with more powerful adults. This literary work
participates in the BAM-era project of confronting literary manifestations of white power and
theorizing cultural nationalism. In both nonfiction and creative works, Black Arts writers not

only flatly criticized but also carefully examined the dynamics and consequences of cross-racial

34 Addison Gayle, ed., The Black Aesthetic (Garden City: Doubleday, 1971), xxi; xxiv.

Gayle was not alone in his focus on the racial politics of anthology production. See Ed Bullins’s
play Malcolm: 71 (1971/ 1975), which dramatizes a black writer’s rejection of a white
professor’s proposal of inclusion in a collection of “Radical/Protest/People’s Poetry.” Malcolm:
71 is analyzed in Sell, Avant-Garde Performance & the Limits of Criticism, 218-20.
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collaboration and artistic dependence. Including cross-age writing in the history of the BAM
opens a view of the movement as constantly shaping, testing and adjusting the principles and
practices of black aesthetics. Capshaw argues that BAM-era adults understood black childhood
as a “liberatory process” that “embodied both a nationalist ideal and its incomplete fruition”—a
concept that surfaces the subtleties of Black Arts practice.’® This idea of “liberatory process,” I
argue, partly emerged through the literary labor of children themselves.

Recovering young writers’ role in Black Arts strengthens a growing portrayal of the
movement as heterogeneous, dynamic and, in the words of James Smethurst, characterized by “a
series of debates... rather than a consistent practice.” The negotiated, constrained nature of adult-
supported youth authorship supports Margo Natalie Crawford and Lisa Gail Collins’s claim that
the “tension between possibilities and constraints fueled the fire of the Black Arts Movement.”3®
This tension takes shape in the fire of Black Fire itself, the foundational Black Arts anthology
published by the mainstream press Morrow. In a 1969 “Note to the first paperback edition of
Black Fire,” editors Amiri Baraka and Larry Neal lament the absence of ten key writers from the
collection, complaining, “these devils claim it costs too much to reprint.... The frustration of
working thru these bullshit white people shd be obvious.” It is the very location of literary

production on the compromised grounds of American power that necessitates the project of self-

determination. Youth anthologies exemplify the continuing negotiation of government funds,

35 Capshaw, Civil Rights Childhood, 155; 157.

36 Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement, 57; Collins and Crawford, “Introduction,” 13.
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white editors and presses and the cooptation and commodification of African American art forms
in Black Arts practice.?’

My positioning of children within the BAM parallels recent attention to writers at the
margins of the movement, including many women. Advocating for further analysis of Nikki
Giovanni’s role in Black Arts, Rambsy argues that her “distancing from the movement’s most
visible political groups and grassroots organizations, her striking independence, her decision to
publish with a mainstream press, and the view that her poetry does not meet certain criteria of
literary sophistication” have resulted in scholarly neglect of one of the most popular poets of the

era.’8 Fully recognizing women in Black Arts, then, requires challenging not only direct

37 Reprinted in Amiri Baraka and Larry Neal, Black Fire: An Anthology of Afro-American
Writing, revised edition (Baltimore, MD: Black Classic Press, 2007). On commodification, Amy
Ongiri writes: “The Black Arts and Black Power movements’ investment in a utopian world
outside of the Babylon of commodification occurred, ironically, precisely at the moment when
African American vernacular culture experienced a massive crossover commodification through
popular film, music, and visual culture.” Amy Abugo Ongiri, Spectacular Blackness: The
Cultural Politics of the Black Power Movement and the Search for a Black Aesthetic
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2010), 16.

By attending to the edges of self-determination, I aim not to discredit but rather to recover the
texture of Black Arts principles. Departing somewhat from Mike Sell’s assessment of Black Arts
literary nationalism as “both conceptually and practically untenable” due to “the impossibility of
ever fully controlling the movement of texts,” I hold up the case of child writers as evidence of
the processual, multiple, simultaneously practical and utopic nature of Black Arts thought. Sell,
Avant-Garde Performance & the Limits of Criticism, 258.

Circa-1970 young writers continue the negotiations of white patronage and publicity found in the
work of the Watts Writers Workshop, which was funded by a Hollywood producer galvanized by
the 1965 sight of Watts burning on television. Daniel Widener’s chapter on the workshop traces
the tensions between working-class black writers and the liberal integrationist agenda of their
supporters, showing writers’ contestations of the terms of post-Watts media coverage and
culture-of-poverty discourse. Daniel Widener, Black Arts West: Culture and Struggle in Postwar
Los Angeles (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 90—114.

38 Rambsy, The Black Arts Enterprise and the Production of African American Poetry, 8.
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misogyny but also narrow conceptions of Black Arts practice. Similarly, June Jordan, a central
adult collaborator in youth writing, counts among those “poets who were not BAM-affiliated but
nonetheless seriously engaged with [its] aesthetic possibilities.”®® Young writers provide an
analogous case of the diversity of participants and practices visible in a capacious view of Black
Arts.

By age and degree of dependence, young writers aligned with one of the most denigrated
figures of the era, Phillis Wheatley. Despite the BAM’s seemingly universal disparagement of
Wheatley, her work repeatedly appeared in anthologies of the period in a kind of paradoxical act
of recovery. The Black Arts drive to confront the terms of Wheatley’s constrained authorship,
however negative the resulting assessments, suggests that circa-1970 youth authors may have
commanded a related fascination. Child authors’ clear lack of autonomy provided a rich site for
working through the complexities of concepts of self-determination and authentic voice.*

The history of circa-1970 youth anthologies contributes to the growing body of work on
Black Arts multiculturalism. Each of the New York City-based anthologies examined in the
following chapters featured the work of mostly or entirely African American and Puerto Rican
young writers. Youth writings thus extend evidence of the participation of mainland Puerto
Ricans in the Black Arts Movement. Puerto Rican and African American writers of the era
shared tonal and stylistic qualities, such as an affinity with orality and performance, and joined

each other in political and literary institutions. Mainland Puerto Rican writers were active in

39 Evie Shockley, “The Black Arts Movement and Black Aesthetics,” in The Cambridge
Companion to Modern American Poetry, ed. Walter Kalaidjian (Cambridge UP, 2015), 188. On
the erasure of black women’s poetics in narrow conceptions of black aesthetics, see Shockley,
Renegade Poetics, 5-7.

40 Rambsy, The Black Arts Enterprise and the Production of African American Poetry, 10.
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groups such as the Original Last Poets and in Black Arts periodicals and anthologies. For these
Puerto Rican poets, Michelle Joan Wilkinson states, “writing within the grain of Black Arts
poetry did not mean editing out the specificity of, and their sensitivity to, mainland Puerto Rican
experiences.” As I discuss in Chapter 1, some of the most prominent cross-cultural Black Arts
figures, such as Victor Hernandez Cruz, also served as collaborators in youth writing.*!

In line with this cultural confluence, young writers display aspects of both African American
and Puerto Rican literary sensibilities. Children’s writings, for instance, align with what Urayoan
Noel identifies as the critique of visibility politics within Nuyorican poetry. The writings
examined in Chapters 1-3, like the Nuyorican poems analyzed by Noel, “avoid easy answers to
questions of visibility and representation” and “question conventional ways of reading and
relating and the institutional forces through which these are normalized.” Using their
collaborative conditions of authorship to generate literary forms that unsettle readership and
interrogate the terms of being heard in United States culture, circa-1970 young writers resonate

with the developing movement of Nuyorican poetry, as well as Black Arts.*?

Young Writers in Children’s Literature

Circa-1970 youth writing operated partly, though not exclusively, as children’s literature.

Anthologies sometimes emerged from the children’s divisions of publishing houses, were

41 Michelle Joan Wilkinson, “‘To Make a Poet Black’: Canonizing Puerto Rican Poets in the
Black Arts Movement,” in New Thoughts on the Black Arts Movement, 329; Rod Hernandez,
“Latin Soul: Cross-Cultural Connections between the Black Arts Movement and Pocho-Che,” in
New Thoughts on the Black Arts Movement, 333—48.

42 Urayoan Noel, In Visible Movement: Nuyorican Poetry from the Sixties to Slam (Iowa City:
University of lowa Press, 2014), xxii—xxiii.
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marketed to K-12 schools and libraries and were often reviewed beside adult-authored books for
children. Including circa-1970 youth anthologies in the history of children’s literature reveals the
extent to which the field has long sought and incorporated children’s own voices. In particular,
Between Support and Surveillance asserts the central role of child writers of color in the history
of anti-racist children’s literature and their continued relevance to the drive for racial justice in
the field.

A 1960s cultural desire for innovative children’s books set the stage for a surge of interest in
child authorship. Robert Phelps typifies this impulse in a 1967 LIFE magazine review of the
celebrated picture book author and artist Maurice Sendak.

In the “children’s classics” of Robert Louis Stevenson, A. A. Milne, [and] James Barrie
the talent is certain and the feelings sincere, but the real subject is not children. It is adult
sentimentality about children, grownups’ wistfulness and nostalgia and wishful
thinking.... The authors are literally child impersonators.

But here and there... there are stories which seem not so much for children, or even about
them, as by them. They are felt, seen, apprehended by a nature which is still fluid, still
new, flushed with animal energy and as yet uncongealed by prudence, fear, self-
consciousness.... Just once it was done by a literal child, but Daisy Ashford’s Young
Visiters remains a freak phenomenon. Otherwise the authors have been calendar adults, in
whom we must predicate some kind of psychic fissure, or act of grace.*?

Phelps expresses a cultural craving for fresh, authentically childlike voices. His discussion

pulls persistently toward the possibility of child authorship, only to dismiss it as “a freak

43 Robert Phelps, “Fine Book for Children by a ‘Secret Child,”” LIFE, December 15, 1967.
Interestingly, Phelps’s choice of exceptional example seems to contradict his own
characterization: The Young Visiters is a highly self-conscious fiction about British class
pretention and social climbing that thematically dwells on self-consciousness itself. On Daisy
Ashford and her contemporary girl writer phenoms, see David Sadler, “Innocent Hearts: The
Child Authors of the 1920s,” Children’s Literature Association Quarterly 17, no. 4 (1992): 24—
30. The central, underacknowledged roles of gender and class in pre-1960 child writer fads
suggest that child authorship has long been a cultural site for managing difference.
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phenomenon.” Phelps mistakenly identifies Daisy Ashford as a sole exception, missing the long
tradition of published child authorship. Children’s books, in this view, should “seem” to be by
children, rather than truly be so. It is Sendak whom Phelps offers as the latest exemplar of
seemingly true child voice.

In fact, Sendak had long drawn on collaborations with children themselves. In his little-
acknowledged early career, Sendak worked with Bank Street School writer Ruth Krauss on
shaping picture books from young children’s own words, transcribed and tweaked by Krauss and
illustrated by Sendak. Marah Gubar points out that the resulting books, most famously 4 Hole Is
to Dig: A First Book of First Definitions (1952), often “open with a thank you to local
schoolchildren, acknowledging their participation in the creative process.” Phelps’s “freak
phenomenon” had long been occurring as adult authors looked to young people as collaborators
in revitalizing children’s literature. Writing on the brink of the youth anthology surge, Phelps
marks part of the cultural appetite that children’s writings would address. His exclusive focus on
white writers, however, obscures his view of the developing innovations in children’s literary
voice.*

Children’s literature scholars acknowledge the 1960s and 1970s for their burst of energy
toward diversity and anti-racism in books for young readers. Decades of work by librarians and
educators, such as Pura Belpré and Augusta Baker of the New York Public Library, bore fruit in
the atmosphere of the civil rights movement. The Council on Interracial Books for Children

formed in 1965. That same year, education scholar Nancy Larrick published her ubiquitous

4 Marah Gubar, “Seen and Heard: Remembering Children’s Art and Activism,” Los Angeles
Review of Books, December 27, 2018, https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/seen-heard-
remembering-childrens-art-activism. Gubar draws on research by Philip Nel, Crockett Johnson
and Ruth Krauss (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2012).
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essay, “The All-White World of Children’s Books.” The 1969 premiere of Sesame Street and
other multimedia forms contributed to a transformation of children’s culture.*

The late 1960s and early 1970s brought a wave of innovative children’s texts by black
writers, particularly women, such as Lucille Clifton, Mari Evans and Virginia Hamilton. The
anti-racist principles of the civil rights and Black Power movements, as well as young people’s
prominent role in school desegregation and other sites of activism, strengthened attention to
black children’s cultural and political force. In response, African American writers crafted texts
for children that used Black English and portrayed young characters as powerful agents of
change. Poetry, stories and nonfiction alternately addressed harsh realities such as homelessness
and sought, in the words of Nikki Giovanni, to “spin a soft black song” of relatable and affirming
life.*¢ The adult authors of these texts, often fairly young themselves, knew well the white
middle-class norms and racist imagery that had long dominated children’s reading materials
despite a century of African American literature for children. Writers and artists aimed not only
to expand young people’s reading choices but to use children’s literature as a potent site for
transforming African American representation at large.

Children’s literature critics have increasingly highlighted these developments, in line with
growing scholarly attention to the Black Arts Movement. Michelle Martin’s foundational survey
of African American picture books influentially argues for the critical role of Black Arts
children’s literature in creating the conditions for a “Golden Age” of black picture books around

the turn of the century. Taking up Martin’s line of inquiry, Katharine Capshaw centers the Black

45 Nancy Larrick, “The All-White World of Children’s Books,” Saturday Review, September 11,
1965.

46 Nikki Giovanni, Spin a Soft Black Song: Poems for Children, illustrated by Charles Bible (Hill
and Wang, 1971).
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Arts era in her study of African American photobooks, including an analysis of a volume of
Black Arts-era poetry by a single child author, Kali Grosvenor’s Poems by Kali (1970). Marilisa
Jiménez-Garcia’s forthcoming monograph on Puerto Rican-U.S. youth literature and culture,
including a chapter on Sesame Street, gives special attention to the 1960s and 1970s. Capshaw
and Jiménez-Garcia illuminate adult authors’ understandings of young people as potent agents of
liberation in anti-racist and decolonial movements.*’

Less acknowledged is the tight interconnection between the era’s developments in children’s
literature and the rise of published writing by young people of color. These two strands
interwove in a broad movement for diverse and authentic articulations of youth voice in the U. S.
The conceptual link between youth writing and anti-racist children’s literature is visible in the
early career of June Jordan. As I detail in Chapter 1, Jordan co-founded and co-directed a
Brooklyn-based youth writing collective from 1967 to 1971. The lives and literary work of the
children with whom Jordan collaborated, I have argued elsewhere, shaped her subsequent works
for young readers, including the haunting picture book Who Look At Me and the young adult
novel His Own Where, sometimes claimed as the first novel written entirely in Black English.
The three projects of writing for children, writing with children and writing and creating Black
English literature that could express the specific logic and beauty of young people’s own voices

interwove in the early years of Jordan’s always multifaceted career.*8

47 Michelle Martin, Brown Gold: Milestones of African American Children’s Picture Books,
1845-2002 (New York: Routledge, 2004); Capshaw, Civil Rights Childhood, Ch. 4. Marilisa
Jiménez-Garcia, Side by Side, forthcoming.

48 On June Jordan’s intertwined practices of children’s literature and youth writing, see Richard
Flynn, “‘Affirmative Acts’: Language, Childhood, and Power in June Jordan’s Cross-Writing,”
Children’s Literature 30, no. 1 (2002): 159-85. See also Kevin Quashie and Amy Fish, “A
Subjunctive Imagining: June Jordan’s Who Look at Me and the Condition of Black Agency,”
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Tracing Jordan’s path in reverse, Nancy Larrick moved from the study of conventional
children’s literature to work with youth writing. “The All-White World of Children’s Books”
opens by quoting a five-year-old African American girl’s own words: “‘Why are they always
white children?’” Larrick continued, “With a child’s uncanny wisdom, she [the quoted girl]
singled out one of the most critical issues in American education today: the almost complete
omission of Negroes from books for children.”*® Although the essay does not follow its child-
voiced opening with an explicit discussion of youth authorship, Larrick responded to her own
call to transform children’s literature by spending much of the next decade advancing and
printing young people’s writing. Having previously released collections of adult-authored poetry
for children, Larrick published successful anthologies of children’s own texts in 1968 and 1970.
She published articles on the topic and, as I discuss in Chapter 4, sponsored a 1969 conference
on children’s poetry on her Lehigh University campus. Child authorship, for Larrick, would play
a critical role in dismantling the “all-white world.” The circa-1970 careers of Jordan and Larrick
illustrate the interdependence of the projects of anti-racism and child authorship in the field of
children’s literature. Young people themselves participated in a literary conversation about their

place in U. S. children’s culture.>®

Literary Cultures and Twentieth Century Childhoods, ed. Rachel Conrad and Brown Kennedy
(Palgrave, forthcoming).

49 Larrick, “The All-White World of Children’s Books,” 63.

0 Nancy Larrick, ed., Somebody Turned on a Tap in These Kids: Poetry and Young People
Today (New York: Delacorte Press, 1971); Nancy Larrick, I Heard a Scream in the Street (New
York: M. Evans, 1970). Larrick’s publication of youth writings was not always focused on work
by young people of color. See, for instance, Nancy Larrick and Eve Merriam, eds., Male and
Female Under 18: Frank Comments from Young People about Their Sex Roles Today (New
York: Discus Books, 1973).
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The circa-1970 era thus provides a powerful tool for diversifying conversations about young
people’s agency in children’s literature. A decade after the period of my study, in 1984,
Jacqueline Rose published her field-shaking The Case of Peter Pan: Or, the Impossibility of
Children's Fiction. Rose defines children’s literature as exclusively the realm of adult projections
and desires, giving analytical force to the long-running belief, expressed in Phelps’ LIFE article,
that “the real subject is not children.” Rose argues that “[t]here is no child behind the category
‘children’s fiction,”” but instead an ideal of childhood that serves a cultural desire to believe in
the illusive stability of language and identity. According to Gubar, Rose’s adult-centric
framework has become a “self-fulfilling prophecy” by causing child studies scholars to avoid the
evidence of children’s creative agency that does exist: “ever since we embraced Rose’s
paradigm, the more that actual young people are involved in the production of a cultural artifact,
the less we want to talk about it.”>!

In the last decade, scholars have increasingly contested the Rose consensus and renewed
debates over child agency. In her groundbreaking 2009 book, Gubar argues that canonical
children’s authors saw young people as literary collaborators. Victoria Ford Smith picks up this

line of investigation in her 2017 study of literary and artistic partnerships between children and

adults in the same era. Given Rose’s focus on J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan, a key work of the so-

>1 Jacqueline Rose, The Case of Peter Pan: Or, the Impossibility of Children’s Fiction (London:
Macmillan, 1984), 10. In addition to Rose, Perry Nodelman and James Kincaid have influentially
argued for defining childhood in terms of adult desires. Nodelman frames children’s literature as
an “adult practice,” in which “the children in the phrase ‘children’s literature’ are most usefully
understood as the child readers that writers, responding to the assumptions of adult purchasers,
imagine and imply in their works.” Kincaid claims “the attractions of the empty child” in
Western culture: “A child is not, in itself, anything. Any image, body, or being we can hollow
out, purify, exalt, abuse, and locate sneakily in a field of desire will do for us as a ‘child,’ I
contend.” Perry Nodelman, The Hidden Adult: Defining Children’s Literature (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2008), 4-5; James R. Kincaid, Child-Loving: The Erotic Child and
Victorian Culture (New York: Routledge, 1992), 5.
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called “Golden Age” of British and U. S. children’s literature in the last half of the nineteenth
century, the focus of both Gubar and Smith on white authors of the Golden Age powerfully
challenges Rose on her own terrain. The resulting conversation around child agency, however,
has largely taken place within the already marked whiteness of the children’s literature industry
and scholarly field. Essays by Richard Flynn, who has written about June Jordan’s work with
children, and Rachel Conrad, who examines contemporary child poets and aims “to bring poetry
by, for, and about children into the same critical conversation,” have begun to bring critical
attention to child authors of color and adult collaborators of color.>?

But attending to the full picture of scholarly work on children’s literary acts requires asking
what work has long been happening under different names. An interdisciplinary perspective

reveals a wealth of recent research on African American children’s writings. In a key precedent

52 Marah Gubar, Artful Dodgers: Reconceiving the Golden Age of Children’s Literature (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Victoria Ford Smith, Between Generations: Collaborative
Authorship in the Golden Age of Children’s Literature, Children’s Literature Association Series
(Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2017); Flynn, “Affirmative Acts”’; Rachel Conrad,
“‘We Are Masters at Childhood’: Time and Agency in Poetry by, for, and about Children,”
Jeunesse 5, no. 2 (2013): 124-50.

For a survey of the debates over child agency in children’s literature, see “Forum: Divergent
Perspectives on Children’s Agency,” ed. Richard Flynn, Jeunesse: Young People, Texts, Cultures
8, no. 1 (2016): 248-310.

Additional recent studies of child authorship include Anna M. Redcay, “‘Live to Learn and
Learn to Live’: The St. Nicholas League and the Vocation of Childhood,” Children’s Literature
39, no. 1 (May 18, 2011): 58-84; Anna Redcay, “‘The Long-Defended Gate’: Juvenilia, the Real
Child, and the Aesthetics of Innocence, 1858-1939” (University of Pittsburgh, 2012), http://d-
scholarship.pitt.edu/11770; Jessica Ann Isaac, “Compliant Circulation: Children’s Writing,
American Periodicals, and Public Culture, 1839-1882 (University of Pittsburgh, 2015), http://d-
scholarship.pitt.edu/25636. Redcay’s work focuses on white children; Isaac’s dissertation looks
largely at white children but includes a chapter on writings from the Carlisle Indian School.

In an important work that predates Rose, Carolyn Steedman examines the writings of her British
classroom students in the context of an Anglo-American children’s writing tradition. Carolyn
Steedman, The Tidy House: Little Girls Writing (London: Virago, 1982).
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to this dissertation, for example, English and childhood studies scholar Anna Mae Duane has
helped recover the rich archives of the antebellum New York African Free School and examine
white-supervised black students’ delicate negotiations of their position on and off the page.
Historian LaKisha Michelle Simmons, meanwhile, includes in her study of black girlhood in Jim
Crow New Orleans a portrayal of girls’ practices of reading and writing romance. The
longstanding whiteness of children’s literature studies, which has driven some scholars to seek
intellectual community elsewhere, may have contributed to the tendency to position work on
child writers of color within childhood studies, performance studies, Black Studies, Latinx
Studies and the growing subfield of black girlhood studies, rather than children’s literature
studies. Meanwhile, educators, librarians and other adults working with children have long
theorized about children’s literary and artistic acts in ways underrecognized within historical and
literary scholarship. I thus position the study of circa-1970 youth writing at the intersection of

children’s literature studies, childhood studies and critical race studies.>?

>3 Anna Mae Duane, “‘Like a Motherless Child’: Racial Education at the New York African Free
School and in My Bondage and My Freedom,” American Literature 82, no. 3 (September 2010):
461-88; LaKisha Michelle Simmons, Crescent City Girls: The Lives of Young Black Women in
Segregated New Orleans, Gender & American Culture (Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina, 2015), Ch. 6. On scholars’ avoidance of the children’s literature field, see Michelle H.
Martin, “Brown Girl Dreaming of a New ChLA,” The Lion and the Unicorn 41, no. 1 (June 14,
2017): 93—-103.

For further examples of scholarship on African American children’s writing, see Katharine
Capshaw, “The Legacy of Paul Laurence Dunbar: Dialect and Racial Configuration in the Works
of Silas X. Floyd and Christina Moody,” Midwestern Miscellany 34 (2006): 36-52; Lucia
Hodgson, “Infant Muse: Phillis Wheatley and the Revolutionary Rhetoric of Childhood,” Early
American Literature 49, no. 3 (October 26, 2014): 663—82; Mary Niall Mitchell, Raising
Freedom’s Child: Black Children and Visions of the Future after Slavery (New York: New York
University Press, 2008), Ch. 1; and recent presentations by Camille Owens on 1930s African
American child prodigy Philippa Schuyler.

For treatments of children’s writing in education studies, sometimes under the term “adolescent
literacies,” see, for example, Ebony Elizabeth Thomas and Amy Stornaiuolo, “Restorying the
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Attending to the literary acts of children of color effects not only representational inclusion
but also a reworking of the paradigms of child authorship scholarship. A look at terminology
reveals qualitative differences between the forms of white children’s literary agency identified by
existing research and the work of young writers of color discussed in this project. Victoria Ford
Smith’s book, Between Generations: Collaborative Authorship in the Golden Age of Children's
Literature, focuses on “intergenerational collaborations.” While I align with Smith’s
characterization of collaborations, 1 depart from her emphasis on generations. The term
intergenerational implies a crossing of difference within an otherwise homogeneous social
landscape. Intergenerational relations, in other words, are generally intra-racial/ethnic, intra-
cultural and intra-class. The child writers of this study, in contrast, often negotiated
collaborations with adults across race and ethnicity, cultural background and class. I use the term
cross-age collaborations to denote the multiple, intersectional kinds of crossing involved in

circa-1970 youth writing.>*

Self: Bending toward Textual Justice,” Harvard Educational Review 86, no. 3 (2016): 313-338;
Valerie Kinloch, Harlem on Our Minds : Place, Race, and the Literacies of Urban Youth (New
York: Teacher College Press, 2010); Elizabeth B. Moje, ““To Be Part of the Story’: The Literacy
Practices of Gangsta Adolescents,” Teachers College Record 102, no. 3 (June 2000): 651-90.

In a key point of influence for the field of children’s literature, Robin Bernstein’s performance
analysis of race in nineteenth-century childhood shows young people to be “virtuoso performers
of childhood” who “understand with precision” the behaviors expected of and scripted to them
and change culture by making those rules their own. Robin Bernstein, Racial Innocence:
Performing American Childhood from Slavery to Civil Rights (New York: New York University
Press, 2011), 28.

>4 Smith, Between Generations, 7. The etymology of generation enforces this in-group sense,
with roots in concepts of “line of descent,” “family, tribe,” “genealogy, pedigree” and “body of
individuals born about the same period, race, class, or kind of persons.” “Generation,” Oxford
English Dictionary, digital edition, 2019. To be clear, intergenerational collaborations have long
occurred within communities of color, such as in the publication of African American child
writers in the largely adult-authored Brownies’ Book.
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For similar reasons, I use the language of child authorship and youth writing, rather than the
more recognized label of juvenilia. Juvenilia primarily denotes the childhood writings of
prominent adult authors, such as the charmingly miniscule books produced by the Bronté
children in the 1820s and 1830s. Though studies of juvenilia may also include texts by writers
who did not become well-known, the genre is animated by the promise of adult success and
expectation of adult power. In line with this forward-looking energy, Laurie Langbauer’s recent
study of Romantic-era white British youth writing theorizes “the juvenile tradition” through the
lens of “prolepsis”: “Refusing to idle while waiting for the slow teleologies of development, they
[young writers] skip ahead, asserting themselves as writers out of sequence.” Langbauer’s
subjects essentially borrow power on loan from their privileged adulthoods. In contrast, circa-
1970 young writers of color not only did not often become famous adult authors but in fact
understood that their cultural spotlight was premised on and limited to their youth. The racist
threats faced by these writers would only increase with age and with historical time, as the 1970s
and 1980s brought new structures of oppression. The anticipatory tactics and temporal plays that
I identify in youth writings thus resonate with but also depart from the temporal structure of
juvenilia.>

The study of circa-1970 youth authorship thus both builds on and productively challenges
existing paradigms of children’s literary agency, including Gubar’s recently proposed “kinship
model of childhood.” Contesting the common focus on children’s deficits and differences from
adults, Gubar’s framework “stress[es] the similarities that link children and adults.” While Gubar

does not deny asymmetries of social position between children and adults, she suggests that an

35 Laurie Langbauer, The Juvenile Tradition: Young Writers and Prolepsis, 1750-1835 (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 14.
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excessive focus on that difference can obscure the presence of children’s agential acts. In line
with Gubar’s framework, my project works from the premise that child-authored texts demand
and reward the same level of close reading that literary critics apply to the work of adults. By
positioning youth writings within a wide-ranging genre of co-created texts, I assert a
fundamental similarity between the literary agencies of children and adults. Despite this kinship
with the kinship model, my project also marks the limits of a paradigm based in closeness and
relatedness. Even as circa-1970 young writers of color cultivate a sense of intimate connection
with their readership, they unsettle that relation by calling constant attention to difference,
distance and even deficits. Young writers seek not to ignore but rather to explore and leverage
their marginalized, constrained and compromised circumstances.>¢

My attention to the rhetorical advantages of children’s constrained authorial position is
particularly in conversation with Karen Sanchez-Eppler’s concept of childhood dependence.
Working in childhood studies within English and American Studies, Sanchez-Eppler argues that
children’s “state of dependency” and “status of a partial subject” made them “rhetorically
efficacious” in nineteenth-century U. S. culture. Examining white childhood across class, as well
as black childhood in some places, Sdnchez-Eppler incorporates analyses of children’s own
adult-supervised writings, such as diaries and letters. Young diary writers, she proposes, “attain
their own literary voice through acts of self-making that remain contingent and partial, prompted
by adult rules and supervision.... Thus children's writing unmasks the elements of compliance

entailed in all efforts to speak.” Like Sanchez-Eppler, I emphasize children’s non-autonomous

36 Marah Gubar, “Risky Business: Talking about Children in Children’s Literature Criticism,”
Children’s Literature Association Quarterly 38, no. 4 (2013): 453; Marah Gubar, “The
Hermeneutics of Recuperation: What a Kinship-Model Approach to Children’s Agency Could
Do for Children’s Literature and Childhood Studies,” Jeunesse: Young People, Texts, Cultures 8,
no. 1 (August 2016): 306; 300.
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conditions of writing as indicative of a broad phenomenon of literary collaboration, and I join
Sanchez-Eppler in examining the rhetorical advantages of children’s position. Whereas Sanchez-
Eppler is primarily interested in children’s writings as “rhetorically efficacious” for adults,
however, my study emphasizes children’s own development of rhetorical tactics as efficacious
for their own negotiations of power dynamics. I show how children use their opportunities within
adult cultural forces, rather than how adult culture uses children. Extending Sanchez-Eppler’s
attention to class and social difference, I argue for the racial specificity of children’s position.
Dependence emphasizes children’s position within families, which Sanchez-Eppler shows to be
analogous to relations within the nation. For circa-1970 young writers, in contrast, relations with
often white, middle-class collaborators fundamentally differed from family dynamics. For this
reason, [ use the terms constrained, compromised and non-autonomous, more than dependent, to
describe young writers’ position within literary collaborations across difference.>’

Circa-1970 youth writers advance Gubar’s goal of enabling scholars to “theorize in more
nuanced ways about what it means to be a child, to have a voice, and to exercise agency.”® As
Jordan and Larrick looked to child writers of color to help transform the “all-white world of
children’s literature,” so I turn to circa-1970 young writers to illuminate current scholarly
debates in the field. The frequency with which Larrick’s “All-White World” essay continues to
be cited, more than half a century after its publication, illustrates the field’s persistent struggle
with the terms of inclusion and racial justice in the era of children’s book diversity campaigns

like #OWNVOICES and #WeNeedDiverseBooks. The questions of representation, cooptation,

37 Karen Sanchez-Eppler, Dependent States: The Child’s Part in Nineteenth-Century American
Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), xxii; xxv; 40.

8 Gubar, “Risky Business,” 453.
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authenticity and authorial identity that confront children’s literature today are taken up by circa-
1970 young writers of color. Negotiating creative collaborations across age, race and class
differences and examining the terms of racialized attention, these writers interrogate the terms of
public voice for marginalized young people in America.>

The history of young writers of color, I propose, illuminates a defining characteristic of
children’s literature. I conceive of children’s literature as fundamentally engaged with difference.
Whether written by adults for child readers, written by children with adult editors or composed
through adult efforts to access a child’s imagination, children’s literature inherently moves
across age. This characteristic shapes U. C. Knoepflmacher and Mitzi Myers’s influential
paradigm of “cross-writing,” which describes the capacity of adult-authored children’s texts to
speak distinctly to multiple audiences, directing one message at adult readers and another
message at child readers. Expanding the boundaries of Knoepflmacher and Myers’s concept, 1
define children’s literature as generative of various versions of multivocality, such as a young
writer’s ability to speak simultaneously to children and adults or the textual confluence of the
agencies of child writers and adult collaborators. Understanding children’s literature as
inherently in motion across uneven landscapes of difference opens attention to the particular
potential of the genre as an anti-racist form. The writings of children of color point to the ways in
which age difference may serve not to elide racism, as has often been the case, but instead to

cultivate children’s literature as a space of encounter with inequality.

39 On diversity in children’s literature, see, for example, Sarah Park Dahlen, “A Step from
Heaven: On Being a Woman of Color in Children’s Literature Studies,” The Lion and the
Unicorn 41, no. 1 (2017): 82-92; Gabrielle Atwood Halko and Sarah Park Dahlen, “Editors’
Introduction,” Research on Diversity in Youth Literature 1, no. 1 (2018): 1-5.

0 U. C. Knoepflmacher and Mitzi Myers, “From the Editors: ‘Cross-Writing’ and the
Reconceptualizing of Children’s Literary Studies,” Children’s Literature 25, no. 1 (1997): vii —
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Young Writers in Time

This project highlights the temporal operation of children’s literary acts. Childhood has long
provided a conceptual tool for theorizing time in U. S. projects of social change, from W. E. B.
Du Bois’s figure of the “immortal child” to Lee Edelman’s argument against the symbolic child
of “reproductive futurism.”®! Western responses to children’s writing have in turn centered on
time. Roland Barthes argues that the idea of the child prodigy draws on bourgeois ideals of
efficiency and time-saving. It is because bourgeois culture reduces genius to a “simple question
of temporal quantity: a matter of going a little faster than everyone else” that childhood
“becomes the privileged site of genius.” While circa-1970 U. S. discourse advanced a narrative
of non-genius, emphasizing the ordinariness and interchangeability of child writers, this concept
nevertheless extends the tradition of precocity through a preoccupation with young writers’

position in time.5?

xvii. Knoepflmacher and Myers stress the “dialogic mix.... interplay and cross-fertilization”
present in cross-writing but locate that multivocality within the adult authorial world, suggesting
that the multiple registers of cross-writing may emerge from writers’ “past and present selves”™—
that is, from the meeting of authors’ adult perspectives and childhood memories, rather than the
involvement of writers working while they are children.

For revisions of “cross-writing” that retain the sense of moving across difference, see Richard
Flynn’s use of the term to describe June Jordan’s practices, as well as Michelle Martin’s concept
of “crossover scholarship,” or the analysis of children’s texts by scholars outside of the texts’
communities. I see this dissertation as a project of “crossover scholarship” and am indebted to
Martin’s discussion of crossover scholarly practice. Flynn, “Affirmative Acts”; Martin, “Brown
Girl Dreaming of a New ChLA.”

SU'W. E. B. Du Bois, Darkwater: Voices from Within the Veil (New York: Harcourt, Brace and
Howe, 1920); Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2004).

62 Roland Barthes, Mythologies (New York: Hill and Wang, 2012), 176.
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As Rachel Conrad has argued across several articles, “temporal discourse both reflects and is
constitutive of adult-child power relations” in ways that child poets have expressed and
managed. Given the time-bound nature of childhood, Conrad states, “young poets’
representations of time can provide a means of discerning children’s standpoints and agency.”
Conrad’s analysis of time in contemporary children’s writings, as well as Gwendolyn Brooks’s
poetry for children, provide a useful alternative to traditional understandings of children’s
writings within the temporal structure of juvenilia.®

The temporality of circa-1970 youth writings emerges not only from writers’ child status but
also from their literary collaborations across power differences. In her study of Canadian
Aboriginal storytelling, Sophie McCall suggests the centrality of temporal issues to the power
dynamics of mediated authorship. Controversies over Aboriginal storytellers’ relationships with
white collaborators, McCall observes, often stem from “the disjuncture between the time of
narration, when the collaborators are speaking together in dialogue, and the time of writing and
publication, when one of the interlocutors becomes an ‘author’.... As the author [white
collaborator] signs the title page and the publisher circulates the text in larger economies, the
initial trust between interlocutors dissolves.”%* Inequities of authorial collaboration within a

capitalist economy often manifest long after the moment of live co-creation. The structures of

63 Conrad, “‘We Are Masters at Childhood,”” 124; Rachel Conrad, “‘My Sole Desire Is to Move
Someone through Poetry, and Allow for My Voice to Be Heard’: Young Poets and Children’s
Rights,” The Lion and the Unicorn 40, no. 2 (2016): 200; Rachel Conrad, “‘ And Stay, a Minute
More, Alone’: Time and Subjectivities in Gwendolyn Brooks’s Bronzeville Boys and Girls,”
Children’s Literature Association Quarterly 38, no. 4 (2013): 379-398; Rachel Conrad,
“Children Coming Home: The Anticipatory Present in Gwendolyn Brooks’s Poems of
Childhood,” Callaloo 37, no. 2 (2014): 369-388.

64 McCall, First Person Plural, 30.
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inequality within literary collaborations, then, must be understood in and through time. This
principle sheds light on the efficacy of child authors’ temporal tactics.

The time-bound structures of child authorship and literary collaboration take heightened form
in the context of U. S. racism and anti-racism. Circa-1970 child writers confronted an established
disciplinary practice of targeting young people of color through the cooptation of futurity. As
Hinton notes, War on Crime surveillance and policing focused not only on established
delinquents and young people suspected of committing crimes but also on potential
“troublemakers,” or those assigned to the category of “predelinquent.” This preemptive practice
drew on a longer history of disciplining young people of color in the name of the future.®> Given
the deep embedding of childhood temporality in racial formations, time and age provide rich
grounds for children’s anti-racist literary acts.

By engaging time in their writings, circa-1970 children advance black radical approaches to
past, present and future. Katharine Capshaw has established the symbolic use of childhood time
in twentieth-century black liberation struggle, arguing that African American photobooks
emphasize the “protean, unfinished” nature of the child’s body as it grows in time to express

“possibility rather than stasis, future life rather than death.”®¢ Building on Capshaw, I show that

% Hinton, From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime, 122-23. As Saidiya Hartman details,
1920s legislation against “wayward minors,” particularly black girls and women, stipulated that
“‘the definition of a wayward minor includes only non-criminal acts but which indicate the
imminence of future criminality’.... What mattered was not what you had done, but the prophetic
power of the police to predict the future.” This practice of using future time as a liability extends
what Nazera Sadiq Wright, using the words of Linda Brent, theorizes as the nineteenth-century
category of “prematurely knowing,” by which both enslaved and free black girls stood as
imminently sexually threatened. Saidiya Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments:
Intimate Histories of Social Upheaval, digital edition (New York: W. W. Norton, 2019), n.p.;
Nazera Sadiq Wright, Black Girlhood in the Nineteenth Century (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 2016), 10.

66 Capshaw, Civil Rights Childhood, xvii—xviii.
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children themselves generate their own age-inflected temporal interventions. In Chapter 3, I
argue that children respond to time-bound structures of racial order, particularly in the school
system, through literary plays with time. This chapter anchors a focus throughout the project on
children’s engagements of time, age and futurity. In Chapter 1, I detail one young poet’s use of
rhetorical iteration, which marks the processes of literary production and readership in a mode
resonant with Capshaw’s concept of “childhood as liberatory process.” In Chapter 2, I draw out
child writers’ acts of anticipation in relation to what is now termed Afrofuturism. Young writers
look ahead to the journeys of both their lives and their texts. With little control and mobility,
young writers equip their texts with anticipatory reflections on the future and engagements with
potential readers.

Child writers practice an age-specific form of what Margo Natalie Crawford theorizes as
“black anticipatory aesthetics.” African American writers’ “anticipatory visions,” Crawford
argues, “remind us that cultural movements do not always settle.” That is, literature surfaces
radical thinkers’ ability to transcend the apparent rules of their own times in ways often obscured
by the strict bounds of literary periodization. This power of anticipatory framings to uncover
“radicalism’s liminality” drives my attention the ways in which young writers extend their
influence and artistry beyond the controlling circumstances of their age, time and place. Reading
through the concept of “black anticipatory aesthetics” enables full attention to young writers’
experiences of oppression without taking those circumstances as determining of children’s
creative acts. To borrow from Saidiya Hartman’s portrayal of early twentieth-century young
black women’s lives, circa-1970 youth writing constitutes “a beautiful experiment” in “how to

live when the future was foreclosed. How was it possible to thrive under assault?”” As children,
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and as black and Latinx children specifically, the young writers examined in this project conduct
their “beautiful experiments” in distinctly temporal forms.®’

In their rhetorical plays with time, circa-1970 young writers continue an anti-racist practice
evident in the writings of Martin Luther King. In his 1963 Letter from Birmingham Jail, for
instance, King challenged the white liberal “who paternalistically believes he can set the
timetable for another man’s freedom.... Such an attitude stems from a tragic misconception of
time, from the strangely irrational notion that there is something in the very flow of time that will
inevitably cure all ills.” With his ironic closing—*“Never before have I written so long a letter.
I’m afraid it is much too long to take your precious time”—he marks his letter as itself a site of
temporal negotiation. King calls attention to the foundation of political thought behind civil
rights calls for “freedom now.”8

This principle persisted even after King’s death, in the era of the Black Power and Black Arts
Movements. With the concept of Nation, radical black thinkers sought to pull the future of “our
highest visions” into the present, with a struggle for liberation, in the words of Larry Neal, “Any
Day Now.” Through anticipatory aesthetics, youth authors advance this principle of radical
futurity in the present. At the same time, children continually emphasize the dangers of futurity
and the insecurities of age, revealing the complex negotiations required by the politics of time.
Moving between surveillance and support, young writers map an intricate literary landscape of

risk and possibility.

67 Margo Natalie Crawford, Black Post-Blackness: The Black Arts Movement and Twenty-First-
Century Aesthetics (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2017), 19; Hartman, Wayward
Lives, Beautiful Experiments.

% Martin Luther King, The Radical King, ed. Cornel West (Boston: Beacon Press, 2015), 135—
36.
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“Wherever You Are”:

Unsettling Readership in The Voice of the Children
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black child,

step in the back

and just don’t be noticed,
for if you do,

you will be bottled

for eternity,

to never be seen again.'

14-year-old Phillip Solomon’s untitled poem describes a double bind of racial surveillance,
in line with LeRoi Jones’s description of “the torture of being the unseen object, and, the
constantly observed subject.”? The poet’s lowercase whisper urges the black child to evade sight,
which can only bring a deeper and more permanent state of invisibility. In this delicate hair-
trigger of attention, even a casual glance is dangerous: simply to be noticed dooms the child.
Adults’ ability to bottle the black child like soda hints at violent commodifiction. Yet the
fantastic image of human bottling also suggests a seaborne message in a bottle, emphasizing that
the black child, and this young poet by extension, can transform the constraints of racist
oppression into a vehicle of communication. Even as he warns against notice, Solomon

ultimately shines a light on black children. Doubling back on its own paradox, the poem calls

attention to the black child through the very act of urging the opposite.?

! June Jordan and Terri Bush, eds., The Voice of the Children (New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1970), 51. References to this book will hereafter be cited parenthetically, with page
numbers only.

2 LeRoi Jones, The System of Dante’s Hell (New York: Grove, 1965), 153.

3 Solomon’s poem shapes a critique of visibility politics with similarities to that of Peggy Phelan,
Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (New York: Routledge, 1993).
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Phillip Solomon’s ironic disregard for his own warning of being “bottled” marks his ability
to navigate the potentially treacherous waters of adult attention. His poem not only addresses his
fellow young artists but also prompts adult readers to consider how even their good intentions
may commodify or distort marginalized children’s words. Solomon’s poem is thus “cross-
written” to both his fellow black children and to outsiders, to redirect a term coined to describe
the capacity of adult-authored children’s literature to address distinct messages to adult and child
readers.*

Solomon’s management of multiple audiences aligns him with well-known adult writers of
the Black Arts Movement. As Phillip Brian Harper argues, Black Arts poets secure their
nationalist stance partly through dynamics of first-person and second-person address. Facing the
difficulty of defining a firm 7, these poets stabilize the first-person voice of black nationalism
against the “negative foil” of the second-person you. This you, Harper asserts, represents not
whites but rather African Americans without black nationalist consciousness, so that the Black
Arts voice is defined through intraracial division. Whereas poems by Amiri Baraka, Nikki
Giovanni and other leaders of the movement may appear to be “heard by blacks and overheard
by whites,” according to Harper, these poems primarily operate as “heard directly by whites and
overheard by blacks.” This complex dynamic of address manages central anxieties of the Black
Arts Movement, including the need to distinguish itself from the more integrationist Harlem
Renaissance and civil rights movements, the threat of white cooptation and doubts about the

revolutionary utility of poetry.®

4U. C. Knoepflmacher and Mitzi Myers, “From the Editors: ‘Cross-Writing’ and the
Reconceptualizing of Children’s Literary Studies,” Children’s Literature 25, no. 1 (1997): vii.

> Phillip Brian Harper, “Nationalism and Social Division in Black Arts Poetry of the 1960s,”
Critical Inquiry 19, no. 2 (1993): 247.
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Like Black Arts adults, Solomon and his peers engaged layers of potential direct and indirect
audiences. Children knew that their texts would be read not only by each other but also by white
adults, black adults and other adults of color. These adults, in fact, were often present in
children’s writing spaces. The threats of cooptation, commodification and other destructive
forms of “consuming racialized cultural property” confronted by the Black Arts Movement took
intimate form for children in cross-age literary collaborations.® At the same time, the presence of
adult collaborators and readers served as the constraining but also mobilizing bottle that carried
the words of children of color across the United States. In light of Harper’s analysis, Solomon
can be understood as both speaking to his fellow black children to be overheard by often-white
adults and potentially speaking to adults to be overheard by children. Solomon’s poem not only
delicately choreographs the dynamics of audience but also is fundamentally about audience, in
both its dangers and its possibilities. Circa-1970 young writers use /-you forms and maneuvers of
poetic address to confront the power dynamics of cross-age, cross-racial writing.

Rather than forming a definitive second person to stabilize the first person, young writers
secure a protected space for their poetic voice by destabilizing the reader’s position. By
reflecting their own authorial vulnerability back onto readers, child writers of color train their
audiences to distrust what Jodi Melamed has identified as the liberal moralization of “reading
literature as a way for dominant classes to come to know racialized others intimately.” Young

writers thus track how the postwar mandate to “find one’s voice”—the literary “difference

¢ Jodi Melamed, Represent and Destroy: Rationalizing Violence in the New Racial Capitalism
(University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 37.
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engine” identified by Mark McGurl—also demands a reckoning with how one’s voice may be
received and reframed by others.”

This strategy takes vivid form in the work of The Voice of the Children, the adult-supported
youth writing group in which Solomon participated. Adults June Jordan and Terri Bush directed
the nationally recognized writing group for black and Puerto Rican young people in New York
City from 1967 to 1971. The group enjoyed widespread popularity in New York and beyond,
with coverage in local and national newspapers and invitations to perform at festivals, on the
radio and on TV. A 1969 New York Times article on a “Renaissance of Black Poets,” for
example, ended by quoting a short story by fourteen-year-old Voice of the Children member
Wayne Figueroa, whose photograph appeared in the article between portraits of Gylan Kain and
Nikki Giovanni.® Attention to the group culminated in the 1970 release of the group’s Holt,
Rinehart and Winston self-titled volume, which still circulates today in libraries across the
country.’

As shown by its self-conscious name, chosen democratically by the workshop members, The
Voice of the Children declared an age-based authorial identity that held relevance only in the
context of a literary encounter with adults. The young workshop members’ writings thus
performed the act of speaking across difference—not only of age but also of race, class and

gender. In part, the Voice of the Children utopically demonstrated the ability of adults and

" Melamed, Represent and Destroy, 16; Mark McGurl, The Program Era: Postwar Fiction and
the Rise of Creative Writing (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 85.

8 Thomas A. Johnson, “Renaissance in Black Poetry Expresses an Anger,” New York Times,
April 25, 1969.

® Worldcat catalogues the volume, which was largely marketed to schools and libraries, as
currently held in 338 libraries, not only in the New York area and northeast United States, but
through the American South and Midwest, as well as Alaska, and internationally in Germany,
Israel, the Philippines and New Zealand.
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children of varying race, class and educational positions to work together and empower their
most vulnerable members, even amid national conflict and crisis. Unlike the youth anthologies
examined in Chapters 2 and 3, The Voice of the Children was overseen and documented
primarily by an adult collaborator of color: June Jordan, who is, in fact, one of the poets
discussed in Harper’s analysis of the Black Arts second person. Largely thanks to Jordan’s work,
The Voice of the Children represents a kind of best-case scenario of circa-1970 cross-age literary
production. As Solomon’s lines demonstrate, however, semi-utopic conditions of writing
generated strikingly dystopic poetics, which registered not only broad disillusion with American
society but also a precise concern with the dangers of being read across differences of power.
The group’s collaborative success involved a constant struggle against the threats of
manipulation, misrepresentation and commodification both on and off the page.

Even as they cultivate broad publicity, young writers call attention to the ways in which both
literary production and reception, or the processes of “finding one’s voice” and getting it heard,
occur within the structures of age, class, gender and race oppressions. Through interrogating the
act of reading, destabilizing the second-person position and probing the concept of literary error,

The Voice of the Children negotiate the dangerous power dynamics of cross-age writing.

Shaping The Voice of the Children: Cross-Age Associational Networking

The complexities of audience navigated by The Voice of the Children took shape in the
group’s intricately networked origins. As I discuss in the introduction to this project, the second
half of the 1960s saw a surge of interest in experimental and anti-racist forms of writing

pedagogy, particularly in New York City. With the founding of the first Poets-in-the-Schools
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program in 1966, by American Academy of Poets executive director Elizabeth “Betty” Kray,
word began to spread among the city’s poets that the Academy had “this grant from the
government... where they’d give poets $75.00 [per day] to read their own poems and read other
people’s poems and talk to the kids about it.”!? A year later, both building off and rebelling
against a series of federally-funded conferences about English education, the educator and writer
Herbert Kohl founded the organization Teachers & Writers Collaborative (known as T&W or the
Collaborative), which provided resources for professional poets to teach long-term creative
writing workshops both in and out of schools.

While the name of Herbert Kohl’s Collaborative acknowledges an alliance of adult teachers
and writers, the organization also depended on partnerships with young people. Two of Kohl’s
now-teenaged former students, Alvin Curry and Robert Jackson, played especially central roles
in the development of the Collaborative. Constantly present in the office in its first year, Curry
and Jackson likely engaged with such adult writer recruits as Kenneth Koch, David Henderson,

Anne Sexton, Larry Neal, Muriel Rukeyser, Ron Padgett and Jonathan Baumbach.!! Curry

10 Kenneth Koch, interview by Phillip Lopate, in Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment: A
Documentary History of the First Ten Years of Teachers and Writers Collaborative (Teachers
and Writers Collaborative, 1979), 274. Lopate’s immensely useful book documents the first
decade of the Collaborative’s existence. An active member of the organization himself, Lopate
weaves his own analysis and narrative among selections of Collaborative members’
organizational diaries, sampled later in this chapter; children’s writings from the Collaborative;
and oral history interviews with members and staff.

''Tn its first decade, the Teachers & Writers Collaborative included the writers “Herbert Kohl,
Muriel Rukeyser, Anne Sexton, Kenneth Koch, Grace Paley, David Henderson, Benjamin
DeMott, June Jordan, Nat Hentoff, Victor Hernandez Cruz, Joel Oppenheimer, Ron Padgett,
Florence Howe, Mark Mirsky, John Holt, Jay Wright, Rosellen Brown, Sonia Sanchez, Louise
Gluck, Felipe Luciano, Pedro Pietri, David Shapiro, A. B. Spellman, Tom Weatherly, Wesley
Brown, Maria Irene Fornés, Robert Silvers, Jonathan Baumbach, Bill Berkson, Armand
Schwerner, Sidney Goldfarb, Calvin Trillin, Richard Elrnan, Leonard Jenkin, Dick Gallup,
Meredith Sue Willis, Lennox Raphael, Karen Hubert, Richard Perry, and Bill Zavatsky, to name
only the most widely-published.” Ibid., 7.
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provided feedback on the manuscript of Kohl’s memoir-cum-anthology 36 Children, which
recounts how Curry, Jackson and their then-sixth-grade Harlem classmates shaped Kohl’s
philosophy of writing pedagogy.'? Jackson designed the first issue of the T&W newsletter, a
still-running publication featuring work by children and adults’ reflections on teaching.
Jackson’s title page for this first issue features an impeccable drawing of Alvin Curry, labeled
“The Man of Many Fables,” churning out stories at a typewriter, sunglasses on and cigarette
dangling. Curry here stands as a kind of organizational hero, who presents himself as a “man”
but whose cigarette-wielding specialty is the childlike genre of fables, which had been popular in
his sixth-grade class with Kohl five years before. Teenaged Curry and Jackson thus appear as
bridging figures between child and adult writers. These two young people also served a
mediating function between Kohl, as a highly educated, privileged white man with many white
writers in his organization, and the communities of color with which Kohl sought to work.!?

In fall 1967, Kray connected Kohl to Ishmael Reed, who introduced Kohl to Victor
Hernandez Cruz. Then entering his senior year of high school, Cruz had already published a
chapbook and begun his first full-length poetry collection, which would be published by Random

House and praised by Allen Ginsberg. Through Kohl, Cruz met June Jordan, then June Meyer,

12 «Acknowledgments” to Herbert R. Kohl, 36 Children (New York: New American Library,
1967), n.p.

13 Robert Jackson, “Alvin Curry: ‘The Man of Many Fables,”” illustration, Teachers and Writers
Collaborative Newsletter 1, no. 1 (September 1967): n.p., Teachers & Writers Collaborative
organizational archives, New York, NY.

While Curry and Jackson’s influence on T&W is barely documented, one staff member’s
recollection of them as a constant source of trouble and discomfort makes clear their affecting
presence and allows speculation against the grain about the two friends’ influence. Karen
Kennerly, interview by Lopate in Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment, 88—89.
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an early-career poet, journalist and activist on the rosters of Kray’s Poets-in-the-Schools
program, who was researching an article for the Urban Review about students at East Harlem’s
notoriously low-performing Benjamin Franklin High School.!* Jordan interviewed two high-
achieving, academic-track students at the school as well as two students slated to the non-
academic “general” track. The latter pair consisted of Cruz and his friend Paul Luciano, the
younger brother of the Young Lords leader, poet and soon-to-be T&W member, Felipe Luciano.
Jordan portrays these low-tracked students as creative and socially awake, while the “good”
students appear as hypocritical lost souls. She quotes Cruz on his plans after graduating high
school: “I’m going to go on as a poet. | want to be in that situation where I both write and help
people. (He thought for a while and then said:) I want to teach.... Teach whatever I know. Help
people by teaching.” Bridging his childhood and adulthood as well as the vocations of writing
and teaching, Cruz’s words provide a framework for the project that would become the Voice of
the Children. !>

Cruz and Jordan soon partnered to form a T&W-sponsored creative writing workshop for
young people on Saturday mornings in Harlem. Kohl later said that it was the anti-establishment
spirit of her Urban Review article that convinced him to recruit Jordan, but her writings primarily

suggest the influence of Cruz, who, according to Kohl himself, was “already teaching the kids on

!4 Though at the time using her married name, June Meyer, she would soon return to using her
maiden name, June Jordan. I refer to her as June Jordan throughout for the sake of clarity.

15 By teaching, Cruz likely meant the kind of non-institutional, community-based engagements
that he had already begun, rather than an official classroom position. Parentheticals represent
June (Meyer) Jordan’s own narrative insertion into Cruz’s words. June Meyer, “You Can’t See
the Trees for the School,” Urban Review 2, no. 3 (1967): 14.
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the streets” before T& W formed.!¢ Later recalling the Voice of the Children’s success, Kohl
reveals young people’s crucial influence even as he claims credit for himself:
You know how she [June Jordan] got her students? I told Alvin Curry’s sister Linda,
‘Linda, you’ve been bugging me for a while to help you do some writing. But you don’t
want to get in Alvin’s shadow. So why don’t you come and bring a bunch of friends?’
And she did, and some of the kids brought their teacher at the time, who was Terri Bush.
That’s how that thing got started. ... we nurtured that whole thing.!”

Within the frame of Kohl’s self-assertion stands a story of young people’s shaping of the
workshop. Linda Curry, two years her brother Alvin’s junior, apparently took inspiration from
his writing opportunities and gathered a group of peers, including her younger sister Pat, to take
advantage of the Saturday workshop opportunity. Given Jordan’s worries about kids’ showing up
in her early workshop notes, Linda’s presence and recruitment may have been indispensable. On
the second meeting of the workshop, Pat and Linda casually showed completed writings to
Jordan, suggesting that these children were already writing on their own, before the workshop
was organized. Knowing their own ability to write without adults, Linda and Pat still sought an
opportunity for cross-age literary production. Kohl’s declaration that he “got [Jordan] her
students” by luring Linda can instead be read as the act of Linda, already a motivated writer,
“bugging” or lobbying Kohl until he got a Saturday workshop off the ground.

Children also influenced the workshop’s adult leadership. Victor Cruz stopped co-leading the

workshop when it moved from Harlem to a room at The Church of the Open Door in Fort

16 Herbert Kohl, interview by Lopate in Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment, 27. Kohl’s
effort to claim responsibility for the workshop may attempt to compensate for the fact that the
Voice of the Children gained citywide and even national attention only after spinning off from
T&W, although T&W is mentioned in both the directors’ acknowledgments and Jordan’s
afterword to the Voice of the Children anthology.

7 Tbid., 37.
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Greene, a Brooklyn neighborhood where most of the participants lived, abutting Bedford-
Stuyvesant and a few miles from the Ocean Hill-Brownsville area.!® Linda Curry had been
expelled from, and Pat Curry and other young writers were currently attending, Fort Greene’s
Sands Junior High School, and these students recruited a teacher there, Terri Bush, to join one
Saturday morning. Jordan, born in Brooklyn to Jamaican parents, found an effective co-director
in Bush, a Mississippi-born white woman, who would run the workshop solo in its last year,
when Jordan left New York. Jordan and Bush found space and funds for the group’s meetings;
led field trips; supplied paper, snacks and books; maintained enough order for writing to occur;
served a gatekeeping function with the media and other interested adults; offered models for and
ideas about writing; and consulted on spelling and grammar when requested by the children. I
know this information, moreover, largely because of adults’ efforts to document the group,
particularly Jordan’s archival preservation of relevant papers. In line with the Teachers and
Writers Collaborative’s requirement that writer-educators submit weekly “teaching diaries,”
Jordan provided reflections on each Saturday morning, along with selections of children’s
literary work, during the group’s first year. After The Voice of the Children split with T&W,

Jordan continued to write about and keep her own records of the group.!”

1% Although Cruz seems to have joined the Saturday workshop with Jordan only for the first few
weeks, he remained involved with T&W long-term. The Curry family, it appears, had moved
from Harlem to Brooklyn between the time of Alvin’s sixth-grade class with Kohl and the
formation of The Voice of the Children.

1 According to one account, Terri Bush was married to the physician “who tried to save” Addie
Mae Collins, Cynthia Wesley, Carole Robertson and Carol Denise McNair, the four girls who
were killed in the 1963 bombing of Birmingham’s Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. Bush and her
husband presumably moved to New York sometime after that event. Ellen Jaffe, “June Jordan
and the Language of Your Life,” Solidarity, 2002, https://www.solidarity-us.org/node/1144.
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Cultivating and complementing the co-directors’ role, the Curry children and their peers
moved across institutional and community lines, helping to weave the cross-age fabric of artistic
actors that generated The Voice of the Children. While Jordan, Reed and Cruz lend star power,
particularly with a retrospective view of their brilliant careers, this history equally reflects the
social and creative forces of far-from-famous young people. The Voice of the Children thus
emerged from explicitly cross-age versions of what Mary Kelley has noted as the literary
historical “importance of associational networks,” through which “individuals collaborated in the
making of literature” as a “sociable enterprise” across differences of identity and power.?’ Adults
and children recruited each other in the name of cross-age literary productivity. The history of
The Voice of the Children demonstrates young people’s participation in the “word-of-mouth (or
text) network™ crucial to the development of the Black Arts Movement in New York.?!

Through this process of cross-age networking, The Voice of the Children came to exemplify
the social and aesthetic complexity of the era’s anti-racist literary movements. Like the Black
Arts Repertory Theatre and School (BARTS), The Voice of the Children was both anti-
establishment and initially government-funded, through T&W. Simultaneously grassroots and

institutional, the workshop had roots in the Lower East Side, Harlem and Brooklyn, as well as in

20 Mary Kelley’s study of African American women’s use of albums in the circa-1830s
Philadelphia Female Literary Association illuminates several aspects of these women’s literary
collaborative work, including its multigeneric nature—surfacing the mutuality of oral, writing,
drawing and printing practices—and its ability to cross lines of social difference—for example,
with the women’s recruitment of album contributions from black and white women and men of
all levels of prominence. Mary Kelley, “‘Talents Committed to Your Care’: Reading and Writing
Radical Abolitionism in Antebellum America,” The New England Quarterly 88, no. 1 (Feb.
2015): 71; 39.

2! James Edward Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement: Literary Nationalism in the 1960s and
1970s (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 138.
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the pedagogy conventions of elite universities. Adult collaborators Jordan and Cruz were deeply
connected to the Black Arts Movement but are not generally identified as its core members.
Cruz, a member of the Umbra Poet’s Workshop who would soon after become known within the
emerging Nuyorican poetry movement, stands as a key figure of cross-cultural exchange in
Black Arts. As Michelle Joan Wilkinson argues, Cruz and Felipe Luciano, T&W member and
brother of Jordan’s Benjamin Franklin interviewee, “reveal the overlapping and intersecting
expressions of a Black Arts aesthetic and a Puerto Rican cultural consciousness.” The African
American-Puerto Rican ties among not only adult collaborators but also the young writers of The
Voice of the Children strengthen its alignment with Black Arts.?

In addition and in intersection with this robust connection, the constant presence of white
adult collaborators, patrons and readers fundamentally shaped The Voice of the Children and the
writings it produced. Similar to the Watts Writers Workshop, a prominent literary collective that
was initially funded and led by a white Hollywood producer, The Voice of the Children
leveraged the resources of racial liberalism as well as the principles of racial self-determination
and literary nationalism.?® Perhaps as a calculated part of that balance, the group’s young writers
wrote primarily in Standard English, although Jordan was writing in Black English at the time

and would soon become a prominent advocate of the use of Black English in both children’s

22 Michelle Joan Wilkinson, ““To Make a Poet Black’: Canonizing Puerto Rican Poets in the
Black Arts Movement,” in New Thoughts on the Black Arts Movement, ed. Lisa Gail Collins and
Margo Natalie Crawford (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2006), 321.

As a multiracial and multiethnic space for the cultivation of young poets, The Voice of the
Children may also hold a particular affinity with the pre-Black Arts poetry group Umbra. See
Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement, 147-48.

23 On the Watts Writers Workshop, see Daniel Widener, Black Arts West: Culture and Struggle
in Postwar Los Angeles (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 90—114.
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literature and schools. Although, as the origin story of The Voice of the Children demonstrates,
children played an active and mutually influential role with adults, age fundamentally shaped
children’s experiences and possibilities. Young writers were subject to adult eyes and available
for adult access in age-specific ways, heightening the stakes of their navigations of influence and
attention. The survival of their literary voices in these conditions depended on strategies for

managing audiences both on and off the page.

“This is a children’s workshop”: Shaping Adult Agency

As Solomon and his peers teach their readers caution on the page, Jordan, in turn, worked to
shape and restrain the role of adult collaborators in The Voice of the Children workshop. The
urgency of this effort emerges in a February 1968 letter to Teachers & Writers Collaborative
director Zelda Wirtshafter. Jordan’s letter delivers a sharp lesson on the deeply classed and
racialized roots of aesthetic questions about children’s writing. Apparently responding to
Wirtshafter’s suggestion that Robert Louis Stevenson was an inappropriate model for one
workshop poet, Jordan writes:

One should take care to discover racist ideas that are perhaps less obvious than others.
For example, one might ask: Will I accept that a black child can write “creatively” and
“honestly” and yet not write about incest, filth, violence and degradations of every sort?
Back of the assumption, and there is an assumption, that an honest and creative piece of
writing by a black child will be ungrammatical, mis-spelled, and lurid titillation for his
white teacher, is another idea. That black people are only the products of racist, white
America and that, therefore, we can be and we can express only what racist white
America has forced us to experience, namely: mutilation, despisal, ignorance and
horror.... [T]here really are black children who dream, and who love, and who undertake
to master such white things as poetry. There really are black children who are children as
well as victims. And one had better be pretty damned careful about what one will
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“accept” from these children as their own—their own honest expression of their dreams,
their love, and their always human reality that not even America can conquer.?*

In line with Philip Solomon’s poetic warning, Jordan surfaces the danger of seemingly well-
meaning attention to child writers of color. Her image of the white teacher awaiting “lurid
titillation” from a black child writer describes the dominant cultural image of youth writing, one
that Jordan’s very presence implicitly contests. The absence of black women from this image
allows Jordan to enter her critique from the powerful angle of the periphery. Jordan’s rebuttal to
a perception of black people as mere “products” of oppression, calling up the culture-of-poverty
arguments of the 1960s, replaces the stereotype of social products with the concept of creative
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production. Her sarcastic use of quotation marks around “‘creatively,”” “‘honestly’” and
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“‘accept’ announces that as Wirtshafter evaluated a child’s poetry, so will Jordan scrutinize the
words of Wirtshafter and other white adult readers. Through this analysis, Jordan holds up a
mirror to a white craving for a particular brand of black authenticity, one that represents a
caricature of Black English and the Black Arts Movement sensibility. Ironically defending black
children’s ability to “master such white things as poetry,” Jordan makes clear that young people
can wield poetry as more than a master’s tool. Jordan uses her own words to protect those of
young writers, turning the spotlight back onto the privileged adult act of authoritative reading.
Jordan worked with children and adults both to cultivate a partial sense of utopian
community on Saturday mornings and to exercise vigilance toward the threats to the children and

their literary production. Asking participants to write about their desires for the workshop in one

of the first Saturday sessions, Jordan reported:

24 Jordan to Wirtshafter, February 12, 1968, in Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment, 146. 1
have not found Wirtshafter’s own letters to Jordan.
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It is pretty damned clear, from reading what they wrote, that these kids would like to
board a Saturday subway and get off at a place like home is supposed to be. They want a
kind of permanent inter-attachment to develop among us. We would be a family—
swimming when it’s hot, going to museums and to places other people go, like Columbia
University. The main purpose would be happiness—as a reliable relief from the other six
days.?

In this collaboratively authored model of community, the emphasis is domestic. That
domesticity, moreover, is moral and utopic, marking the possibility of achieving that place “like
home is supposed to be.” Jordan’s repeated use of would in her reporting of the discussion
suggests the definitiveness of the children’s principles, which take over Jordan’s paraphrasing
voice. Another diary entry a few months later repeats this familiar note: “They really enjoy
making a kind of home out of our getting together—writing, talking, laughing, listening to
records, hot chocolate and cookies. In fact, one boy, Michael Goode, wrote that Saturdays with
the group are when he lives.”?° Regardless of its possible exaggeration, Goode’s statement
illustrates the collective project of performing a Saturday morning utopian domesticity.

The Voice of the Children’s concept of home carries radical implications when read through
bell hooks’s theorization of “homeplace.” Countering male-centric definitions of political
struggle, hooks argues that black women have historically provided a domestic environment of

nurturing and learning, “a safe place where black people could affirm one another and by so

doing heal many of the wounds inflected by racist domination,” thus cultivating the capacity for

25 June Jordan, ““The Voice of the Children’ Diaries,” in Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment,
138. While take advantage of Lopate’s source gathering, I corroborate his printing of Jordan’s
diaries with the documents available in her papers. The Teachers & Writers Collaborative has
told me that they do not possess copies of 1960s-1970s members’ workshop diaries.

26 Ibid., 143.
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long-term anti-racist struggle.?’” Introduced through childhood memories of her grandmother’s
house, hooks’s concept of homeplace is deeply intergenerational. In this light, Jordan’s account
of coziness and hot chocolate signals workshop members’ collaborative construction of a cross-
age homeplace supportive of radical literary action. From a space of apparent communal warmth
and joy, the Voice of the Children produced anti-racist poetry that predominantly took stances of
alienation, distrust and despair. “Saturdays with the group” provided the conditions for creatively
confronting the pain and injustice of the full week, including through writing on the other six
days. A few months into the workshop, Jordan reported several members “quite entirely serious
in their determination to become authors of lengthy substance.... There are now four books
[novels] in progress, i.e. over twenty pages long! Each. At this point, as much writing, or more,
takes place between Saturdays!” By 1970, the members “put out a quarterly called ‘Expand,’ [in
addition to] a weekly magazine,” even while preparing to publish their anthology—not only
producing a quantity of literary texts but also creating multiple ways to circulate their work.?8
The Voice of the Children’s homeplace was not completely insular, as suggested by the name
of the workshop’s host site, the Church of the Open Door. Especially as the group’s popularity
grew, members knew that their literary texts would be written among and read by both young
peers and a range of adults. The power imbalance of age was heightened by the fact that many,
though not all, of the adult supporters of the workshop were middle-class, highly educated and

white. These fans provided the workshop with organizational support, publicity and money,

27 bell hooks, Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics (Boston: South End Press, 1990),
42.

28 Jordan, “‘The Voice of the Children’ Diaries,” in Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment,
147-49; “Child Writers of Bed-Stuy Publish a Book,” 19 Dec. 1970, unattributed news clipping.
June Jordan Papers, Schlesinger Library, Harvard University, Box 54.
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especially given constant funding struggles and the role of budget shortfalls in the workshop’s
1971 demise.? In turn, adults found rewards in intimacy with the group, as Ellen Jaffe, who
hosted The Voice of the Children writers on her WBAI-Pacifica radio show, recalls: “Once
meeting them, I was hooked. Drawn in by their heartfelt poems, by June's dynamic presence and
Terri's quiet assurance, | found myself working with the group every Saturday,” along with
photographer Anna Winand, writer-editor Millen Brand, and other progressive New York
figures.’® Operating across age, class and race, the Voice of the Children maintained a built-in
“open door” and thus a certain amount of insecurity. Saturday mornings balanced the need for a
children’s refuge with the ambitions of encounter across difference. Managing the workshop’s
mutually dependent functions of youth writing and adult engagement required teaching the adult
visitors how to behave in the group’s literary culture.

Jordan’s protective structuring of the workshop’s cross-age culture is documented in a
typewritten list of guidelines addressed to “Visitors and Adult Friends of the Children.” Jordan’s
document insists that “[t]his is a children’s workshop, striving to serve the growing interests and
abilities of the children, exclusively.... It is no accident that our workshop is called: The Voice
of the Children.” That child-centered principle only requires emphasis because of the cross-age,

incompletely youthful nature of the group.’!

29 CNS, “Children’s Voices Stilled,” Amsterdam News, November 13, 1971.

30 Jaffe, “June Jordan and the Language of Your Life.” Anna Winand took the group photograph
on the book jacket and the individual photographs of young writers included in the The Voice of
the Children anthology. Interestingly, Jaffe’s account of the appeal of the workshop triangulates
the children’s writing (“heartfelt poems’) with the personalities of Jordan and Bush.

31 Jordan to “Visitors and Adult Friends of the Children,” 1969-70, June Jordan Papers, Box 54.
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Five guidelines instruct adult visitors in proper workshop conduct. Jordan discourages “adult-
to-adult conversation,” particularly commenting on the children and their work in their presence.
Adults should participate in the workshop just as young members do, by “conversing with
children, reading books, or by writing.” Discussion of Jordan and Bush’s techniques as directors
“should be reserved for some separate, adult-to-adult occasion.” When speaking to the children,
visitors should neither correct nor “excessive[ly] praise” the children’s work. The final rule
admonishes, “Please do not attempt to ‘look over the shoulder’ of children while they are
writing; creative expression of oneself requires a modicum of privacy.” The rules are geometric,
structuring the appropriate directions of adults’ voices and gazes. Visitors must be made aware
of their potential effect, learning to watch themselves watch, so that, for instance, they refrain
from the likely natural- and harmless-feeling urge to gaze over young writers’ shoulders. Asking
adults consciously to limit their influence, the guidelines work to maintain the balance of child
and adult agencies deemed most supportive of young writers’ “creative expression.”?

Jordan’s letter to visitors negotiates the asymmetry of cross-age power relations through the
very adult-to-adult conversation that is forbidden during the workshop. Certain topics, such as
directors’ pedagogical strategies, are about but not for young workshop members, “reserved for
some separate, adult-to adult occasion.” Even as the guidelines set the vectors of the audible
adult voice and visible adult gaze, they help structure a tacit exchange among adults in the
workshop space. The goal of the guidelines, then, is not to abolish the Goffmanian “backstage”

of adult solidarity but to increase its discretion, to prevent damaging the children’s writing

32 Jordan to “Visitors and Adult Friends of the Children.” Jordan’s guidelines may be placed
within a rich tradition of pedagogical advice about how adult conduct may affect children’s
literary production, most foundationally for the American creative writing tradition in Hughes
Mearns, Creative Power: The Education of Youth in the Creative Arts, 2" ed. (New York, Dover
Publications, 1958). First edition published 1929 by Doubleday, Doran & Co.
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process.®? As a delegate from the workshop to her fellow adults, Jordan negotiates between the
normative adult-to-adult world and the adult-to-child encounter that presumably attracted visitors
to the workshop. Read next to Solomon’s poem, Jordan’s letter and guidelines document
illustrate a cross-age collaborative project of unsettling and reshaping the readership of youth

writings.

“Wherever You Are”: Poet-Reader Relations in Linda Curry’s Poetry

Plying the tensions of cross-age literary production, The Voice of the Children’s writings
unsettle the seemingly comfortable act of readership, challenging “you” to rethink what it means
to be part of a poetic audience. This process, like the formation of the workshop itself, took
shape in large part through the work of Linda Curry, the sister of Alvin and Pat. Linda Curry
(hereupon “Curry”) was involved in the group from the approximate ages of thirteen to sixteen.
Reported by Jordan to be a charismatic leader, who could shift the mood of the group for better
or worse, Curry spearheaded and was voted editor-in-chief of the Voice of the Children’s weekly
newspaper and may well have proposed the workshop name. Curry’s prolific poetry, meanwhile,
unsettles readership by pushing the boundaries of realism, enacting push-pulls of intimacy and
distance and destabilizing second-person address. She engages the risky, problematic nature of
her authorial position to ask by what textual terms and at what cost one can speak to and be

heard by others, in the context of age, race, class and gender oppressions.

33 I reference here the theory of social performance presented in Erving Goffman, The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1959).



75

Curry shapes multiple poems around the use of anastrophe, or the inversion of customary
word order, to express simultaneous directness and distance. In an untitled poem [“fear have I”’],
her roundabout syntax merges brutal frankness with cold reserve. The formal indirection of the
first lines only deepens the wound when the poet manages to sidestep right to the point:

fear have I when it comes

to another life being

born into this world

feel the pain of more destruction
and terror whenever another life
is added to this thing that

is called a world (40)

The syntax continually turns away, as if directly acknowledging a potential new life would
realize it. The second stanza opens with a line as personally ambiguous as it is definitively
horrific. The first person might be the implicit subject of the clause “feel the pain,” or it might be
an imperative to the reader, building to the speaker’s concluding second-person appeal.

I beg of thee

no more lives to be born
upon this vegetable

that is called the Earth. (40)

Even Earth cannot be named directly, instead appearing as a passive “vegetable” devoid of
human consciousness. Curry’s syntactical knots paradoxically tighten their hold on the reader,
who must “feel the pain” and face the poet’s appeal to the bind between / and thee. Although

thee has functioned as the intimate second-person form, its use comes across as cold or ironic,

rather than informal, in 1960s America.
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Curry might have adapted antiquated rhetorical turns from the poetry books that June Jordan
shared with the Voice of the Children. Yet her turns of phrase also closely resemble the old-
fashioned language often used to denote the alien in the teeming ranks of the era’s science
fiction. Curry’s poetic alienation from “this thing that/ is called a world,” “this vegetable/ that is
called the Earth,” harbors a cosmic thrill. As 1960s superhero and space stories raised questions
of citizenship and belonging, so Curry’s extraterrestrial perspective makes vivid the limits of
humanity and failures of interpersonal connection even while imaginatively transcending those
bounds.**

Jordan’s writings suggest that the dread of “another life being/ born” likely has literal
reference to a new baby in the Curry family. More generally, the poem speaks to the pain fated to
the young, pain that the speaker herself seems to have known well. But the alien register of the
poem prompts caution with such autobiographical reading, undermining the readerly

expectations of ghetto lament named in Jordan’s letter to Wirtshafter.?

34 To give two popular examples, Robert Heinlein’s bestselling 1961 novel Stranger in a
Stranger Land features on almost every other page the Martian greeting: “Thou art God.”
Meanwhile, Marvel Comics’ Silver Surfer, an indignant higher being popular with 1960s readers
of all ages, voices such laments as: “How much longer must I be an alien prisoner upon the
savage planet earth?” These examples resemble Curry’s language not only stylistically but also
in their use of the linguistically strange to defamiliarize the failings of earthly American society.
Robert A. Heinlein, Stranger in a Strange Land (New York: Putnam, 1961); Stan Lee (writer)
and John Buscema (penciller), “Worlds Without End!”, The Silver Surfer #6, June 1969, quoted
in Ramzi Fawaz, The New Mutants: Superheroes and the Radical Imagination of American
Comics (New York: New York University Press, 2016), 139.

35 June Jordan’s papers document parts of Linda Curry’s family life, suggesting that they
strongly affected Jordan herself. From what I can tell, however, Jordan never publicly spoke or
write about Curry’s life using her full name. Because I have not been able to find Curry in public
records and do not know whether she is alive, I refrain from circulating the details in Jordan’s
records here. Curry’s own poetry, as well as Jordan’s writings, warns me against the spectacular
consumption of a black girl’s incomplete life story.
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We can see Curry’s poem as engaging this appetite for abject realism while subtly twisting
its terms into fantasy. In this light, the fear of creating another “life being” could express the
danger associated with bringing another poem into this world, another work of one’s own voice
vulnerable to misinterpretation and manipulation, or what Melamed terms the “killing
sympathies™ of liberalism.*® Mixing intimacy and distance, the urban and alien, Curry
interrogates with the terms of access to the lives and voices of minority youth. She hails readers
only to unbalance their position by demanding the impossible: who could satisfy the speaker’s
plea, “I beg of thee/ no more lives to be born”? Could the reader join the poet in escaping Earth’s
orbit or does one inevitably repeat the “destruction and terror” of her world in the very act of
reading the poem?

Curry names her model for confronting the troubled relationship between her art and her
audiences. Her ode, “for Nina Simone wherever you are,” honors an artist known for, in the
words of Daphne Brooks, a “uniquely tense push and pull with her audiences.” In live concert
records, everyday fans could hear Simone deploy such tactics as addressing black audience
members specifically, sardonically calling attention to listeners’ ill-timed laughter, and directing
them when to applaud. Through “performative distanciation,” Brooks argues, Simone
“challeng[ed] her audiences to consider and perhaps more importantly to listen for the meaning

of liberation in black female performance.”’

36 Melamed, Represent and Destroy, 51.

37 Daphne A. Brooks, “Nina Simone’s Triple Play,” Callaloo 34, no. 1 (2011): 180; 177. Curry’s
challenges to her reader can also be read as the “slap of refused intimacy” that holds readers at
bay, identified in Doris Sommer, Proceed with Caution: When Engaged by Minority Writing in
the Americas (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1999), ix.
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Linda Curry connects these practices to her own cross-age writing, presenting her position as
a black girl poet among diverse adults as an analogous space of encounter to Simone’s Carnegie
Hall. Curry’s ode performs a Nina-like “push and pull” with readers by drawing them into an

inviting but unstable second person.

for Nina Simone wherever you are

The great
singer
Nina Simone
fills your heart with soul
makes your mind forget
the question that is unanswered

Go ahead Nina bring
out all of your black soul
Just sing it
hit it to the
white man eyes
Make him realize
that a black woman voice
will never

die  (46)
Curry aligns with the Black Arts project of understanding poetry in the terms of black music,
which was considered a model of truly nationalist, community-based aesthetics, “the purest
expression of the black man in America.”*® Curry’s poetic conversation with Simone may partly

document the multigeneric spirit of Saturday mornings workshops, in which records circulated

38 James T. Stewart, “The Development of the Black Revolutionary Artist,” Black Fire: An
Anthology of Afro-American Writing, ed. LeRoi Jones and Larry Neal (New York: Morrow,
1968), 3. Black Arts writers frequently produced poetic tributes to musicians, including Simone,
such as K. William Kgositsile’s “Ivory Masks in Orbit,” which describes Simone’s piano playing
as “bespeaking/ a new kind of air massive/ as future memory.” Black Fire, 224.
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through the phonograph as poetry books moved around the tables. In keeping with this
communal spirit, Simone’s music floods Curry’s first stanza with a simplifying joy, which unites
the poet and the reader in a shared experience of listening. Though the title of the poem initially
appears to address Nina Simone, wherever this globally adored and elusive artist might be, you
could also be the reader-listener, any person listening to Nina, who can touch you “wherever you
are.” But that shared joy is accompanied by a glaring absence, the not quite forgotten “question
that is unanswered.””

Could the question be, to paraphrase a Simone song, how it feels to be free?*? Alternatively,
the poet could allude to a question that she chooses to leave unanswered, as did W. E. B. Du
Bois in a passage of striking relevance to minority youth in the 1960s: “Between me and the
other world there is ever an unasked question.... To the real question, How does it feel to be a
problem? I answer seldom a word.”*! Like Du Bois, Curry points to the shadow of what is not
shared even in the apparent act of disclosure. By withholding the question, as well as the answer,
she leaves uncertain the position of the reader, who initially seemed drawn into the easy
communion of a shared you. On which side of this silent Q&A does the reader stand? Is one who
does not know the question expelled from the poem?

The reader’s position drops deeper into shifting sands in the second stanza, which addresses

Nina herself. A white reader who could imagine inclusion in the sweetness of the first lines

39 Thanks to Marah Gubar and her undergraduate students at MIT for pointing out the flexibility
of Curry’s title and otherwise illuminating Curry’s work for me.

40 Nina Simone, “I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to Be Free,” Silk and Soul (RCA, 1967),
LP.

4'W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk: Essays and Sketches, 1903 (Project Gutenberg,
2008).
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becomes a target in the second. He is engaged not directly by the poet, but rather through her
cheering on of Simone. The you of the first stanza must now either join the speaker in an implicit
first-person plural address to Nina, identify with Nina herself or become the third-person white
man. Whereas the poet receives Nina through the ears and into the heart and mind, the white man
can be hit only in his eyes. He is expected not so much to overhear the poem as to oversee it.
The white man’s gaze connects the visual to the sonic, linking Simone’s “black woman voice”
with the textual voice of the poet on the page. Light-stepping rhythms shift Nina, Linda and the
reader-listener into aesthetic relation, a testy triangle of listening and looking.

The imperfect equivalence of eyes and ears in “for Nina” resonates with Black Arts concerns
about the feasibility of enacting in literature the kind of liberation found in black music. Black
Arts thinkers often considered the blues to be the poetry of the people while tensely confronting
what was perceived as the comprised, politically disappointing history of African American
letters. Similarly to the Nuyorican poets, Black Arts writers incorporated oral and performance
forms into their poetic practices, favoring the live and ephemeral even as they also worked to
revive, anthologize and circulate both old and new works on paper. Anti-racist thinkers of the era
constantly questioned the revolutionary utility of writing and its particular vulnerability to white
cooptation and commodification.*?

In line with this tension, even as Curry’s poetic speaker aligns herself with Simone, the
constantly shifting, questioning nature of the poem leaves room for doubt and difference within
that equivalence. As both a performer and an audience member, the poet acts as a pivot between

the risks of making art and the uncertainties of receiving it. Even as she animates her verse with

42 Harper, “Nationalism and Social Division in Black Arts Poetry of the 1960s,” 253-54;
Urayoan Noel, In Visible Movement: Nuyorican Poetry from the Sixties to Slam (University of
Iowa Press, 2014).
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a dynamic push-pull of poetic address, she anchors that process in the absolute endurance of “a
black woman voice” that “will never/ die.” The parallel conclusions of the two stanzas link “the
question that is unanswered” with “a black woman voice,” suggesting that the voice may not
only survive but even draw power from that which remains unsettled and unresolved.
An unpublished verse by Curry, preserved in June Jordan’s papers, uses the second person to
satirize the terms of attention to marginalized young people.
When you burn you earn your
place in the world
When you’re living your life is
like

a lonely chair in an only room
When you’re dead you’re the hero

of the world
And you are forgotten you use to
existed The End.*?

The three “When...” statements that structure the poem are broken aphorisms, twisting the
comfortable maxims conventionally fed to the young, such as “the early bird gets the worm.”
The poet’s theme of personal isolation—“a lonely chair in an only room”—jars with the
emphatic use of the second person. You repeats to the point of parody, straining the assumption
of second-person generalities: that the speaker and listener experience things in the same way.

With the first words of the poem, Curry associates the spirit of U. S. meritocracy—the idea
of “earn[ing] your place in the world”—with the flames of the 1960s. Her language hints at
“burn baby burn,” a slogan associated with the 1965 Watts uprising. In the idea of achieving

through suffering, the line evokes late-sixties criticisms of the civil rights tactics of nonviolent

43 Linda X [Curry], untitled poem, quoted in Jordan, untitled partial typescript draft on The
Voice of the Children, n.d. [March-April 1969?], Box 63, June Jordan Papers. On the
circumstances of Curry’s writing, see also Jordan, “Telegram Sent Black Womanhood
Weekend.” This poem was likely written in the spring of 1969.
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resistance. Curry’s imagery may also call up the literal burning of U. S. military tactics of
destruction in Vietnam, as well as U. S. media coverage of Thich Quang Duc, a Buddhist monk
who died in Saigon by self-immolation on June 11, 1963 to protest the persecution of Buddhists
in South Vietnam. These events are relevant not only in their direct occurrence but in their
visibility on television and in other U. S. media, in line with Curry’s concern with the terms of
American publicity.

Implicitly connecting this transnational context to the locality of a Brooklyn girlhood, the
satirical maxim of earning by burning critiques the terms of the spotlight on oppressed children.
Curry sparks the question of whether the poem itself is a flame, attracting attention in proportion
to the heat of its trauma. With the implicit accusation of her repeated you, she demands that
readers ask themselves what they seek in the voices and figures of childhood. What are the
consequences of the American cultural tendency to attach marginalized young people, in
particular, to imagery of crisis? What structures of power benefit from using children as the
vessels of incriminating evidence about poor and working-class communities of color? Curry
thus trains readers to consider their complicity with necropolitics, by which “power (and not
necessarily state power) continuously refers to and appeals to exception, emergency, and a
fictionalized notion of the enemy.” Her interrogation of the terms of crisis for youth of color
during the War on Crime resonates with Achille Mbembe’s question: “What is the relationship
between politics and death in those systems that can function only in a state of emergency?”**

Curry calls attention to the time-bound operation of such emergency protocols with her three

“When...” statements. The tendency of crises to be narrated with neat beginnings and ends,

4 Achille Mbembé, “Necropolitics,” trans. Libby Meintjes, Public Culture 15, no. 1 (March 25,
2003): 16.
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Patricia Ybarra argues, obscures the “slow burn of neoliberalism,” which continues to smolder
beyond the periods of popular attention. The brevity of childhood thus enables its operation as a
temporal tool that can buttress the narrative structure of crisis. Linda Curry’s work suggests,
however, that if childhood can be used to enforce the terms of emergency, it may also have the
power to disrupt them. Curry marks the foreclosures of childhood crisis in the hammering double
past participle of her closing lines: “And you are forgotten you use to/ existed.” With the
appended flourish, “The End,” the poet sardonically displays her own ability to shut down the
fiery show. She deploys her youth to call up readerly appetites and feelings, only to unsettle
them, so that her audience arrives breathless to witness the cold fire of her irony.

Turning the tables of her insecure circumstances back onto readers, Curry uses shifts and
twists of poetic address to defend her poetry against readerly incursion and dismantle

idealizations of the pure virtuousness of hearing oppressed voices.

“but do you know what happened?”: Michael Goode’s Second-Person Iterations

Despite Linda Curry’s leadership, prolificacy and importance to Jordan, she was far from the
most publicized of The Voice of the Children’s writers. One of the most circulated poems from
the group, by Michael Goode, provided a widely appealing version of the group’s experiments
with poetic address and brought the workshop its first significant publicity. Goode wrote and
shared “April 4 1968 directly after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. The moment
of King’s death prompted a widespread adult turn to writings by children of color, as evidenced

by the publication of at least two full anthologies of children’s responses to the tragedy and its
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aftermath.* Liberal adults disturbed by the Holy Week Uprising, the outbreak of civil
disturbances in cities across the U.S. in response to the assassination, may have held up texts by
Goode and other children as alternative forms of response, which could be perceived as both
authentically honest and reassuringly unthreatening.

Though Goode’s popular poem strikes a tonal contrast to Curry’s more overtly challenging
work, he shares her attention to the second person and the terms of poetic address. “April 4
1968 uses I-you relations and a motif of iteration to advance an unresolved, processual approach
to writer-reader connection.

On April 4, 1968, twelve-year-old Goode and other Voice of the Children members attended
an evening poetry reading by June Jordan and Clarence Major at the East Village artistic hub St.
Mark’s Church. After hearing the news of King’s shooting, Jordan and Major decided to
continue with the reading in the civil rights leader’s honor. Goode apparently began writing
“April 4 1968” while listening to Major read. Goode’s text thus emerges in poetic conversation
with Major and Jordan, as well as with the other workshop members at the reading together,
shaping a cross-age literary community of response.*¢

“April 4 1968” continues that sense of dialogue with a frank, familiar tone that combines
humble searching with authoritative telling. The poem opens:

war war
why do god’s children fight among each other
like animals

a great man once lived
a Negro man

4 “Dear Dr. King ...”" A Tribute in Words and Pictures (Jamaica, N.Y.: Buckingham
Enterprises, 1968); Public Schools of the District of Columbia, Model School Division, Children
of Cardozo Tell It like It Is (Cambridge, MA: Education Development Center, 1968).

46 Aleksandar Nejgebauer, “America the Poetical, and Otherwise,” New Republic 160, no. 17
(April 26, 1969): 20.
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his name was the Rev. Martin Luther King.
but do you know what happened?
he was assasinated by a white man. (56)

The double opening line, “war war,” sets the poem’s motif of repetition and iteration. The
three namings of King—*“a great man.../ a Negro marn/... the Rev. Martin Luther King”—
suggest the cycling of grief and the straining of the elegiac form. The poet constantly circles
back in his effort to communicate the weight of its subject in the face of the singular finality of
death “by a white man”: “a man of such knowledge as he/ Martin Luther King/ a man of such
courage.”

The rhetoric of iteration structures the poet’s engagements with the second person. The first
call to you, “but do you know what happened?” both draws the reader in and carries a vague
accusation, associating you with the killing “white man.” The question also raises uncertainty

about the identity of the second person: who would not know what happened on April 4? Each

appeal to you in the poem both gestures at intimacy and hints at warning;:

when you fight back of course you’re brave
but do you think you yourself can stand up
and let someone beat you

[L..]

well you can count on a long hot summer
one of our black leaders has been killed
murdered

down into the gutter.

I will long remember this dark day.
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The poet’s reflection on nonviolence seems to use you generically, as a substitute for one, as
in when one fights back. This meaning places you very close to 7, as if the poet were talking to
himself. This illusion of proximity falters in the face of the emphatic “you yourself.” Five uses of
the second person in this stanza alone come to feel like a finger pointed outward, away from the
poet. This repetition supports the message of the stanza, which pushes you to think again, to take
another look at you yourself and your conception of courage. Given the growing dismissal of
nonviolent resistance by the time of King’s death, and the extent to which his assassination
cemented that shift, the simultaneously familiar and accusing second person here expresses the
tensions of a crumbling civil rights coalition and the increasing infeasibility of a collective you
and I.

The second person continues to veer toward the non-literal with the the subsequent
declaration, “well you can count on a long hot summer.” The you here is colloquial, suggesting
no one in particular. This abstraction leaves uncertain the relationship between you, the us of
“our black leaders” and the me of the emphatically personal standalone line, “I will long
remember this dark day.” Gone is the fiction of universality in tragedy found in the early 1960s,
emblematized by the question “where were you when Kennedy was shot?”” Despite its collective
horror, the assassination of King quickly surfaced both interracial and intraracial fractures,
leaving in question the extent to which the experience of tragedy could be shared between the
poet and his various potential audiences.

The closing lines of the poem heighten the “tense push and pull” between Goode’s first and
second persons.

it’s funny it’s so you can’t even

walk out in the street anymore

some maniac might shoot you
in cold blood.
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what kind of a world is this?

I don’t know. (57)

The final second-person scenario brings to extremes the sense of threat associated with direct
address. You here could again be taken as a generic stand-in for one or /, but the stark violence of
the scene cuts against that possibility of open universality. Although, to some extent, the you in
danger could be anyone, in reality, the danger of violent death is concentrated in black
communities and among black political leaders. The risks of “walk[ing] out in the street” are not
equal for all streets or for all possible identities of the second-person you. Although Goode’s
poem purportedly addresses the killing of only “one,” his vivid, iterative descriptions implicitly
associate the shooting in Memphis with a multiplicity of violences that may fall closer to home,
in the looming promise of another “long hot summer.” Although the final query, “what kind of a
world is this?” suggests vulnerable appeal to readers, only his singular first person remains to
answer: “I don’t know.” As a confrontation with a world of “war war,” or conflict on multiple
fronts, in which “god’s children fight among each other,” Goode’s poem uses iterations of
elegiac expression and of second-person address to leave open the question whether 7 and you
can find a common ground.

Even with its challenges to you, “April 4 1968” appeared to achieve a tonal balance between
warmth and distance that enabled it to circulate broadly. The poem was anthologized multiple
times after its newspaper appearances and was probably read by Goode on one or more of the

Voice of the Children’s radio and TV appearances.*’ Through various adult framings, “April 4

47 <April 4 1968 appears in Virginia Olsen Baron, ed., Here [ Am!: An Anthology of Poems
Written by Young People in Some of America’s Minority Groups (New York: E.P. Dutton & Co.,
1969), 48-49. Goode also reported in 1970, “I was published in the Village Voice, (April 41
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1968 achieved a mobile and sociable receptive life, repeatedly appearing unedited and

unabridged. Adults simultaneously turned to, reshaped and preserved the poem as they circulated

it, resulting in a cross-age dynamic of mutual influence that is matched by the poem’s own

performance of tense dialogue and fascination with iteration.*®

Interviewed for a 1970 article on the Voice of the Children’s anthology, co-director Terri

Bush, who was likely a classroom teacher of Goode, recalls:
“People get uptight whenever children are taken seriously. They think we are involved in
some kind of disruptive plot. At Sands Junior High, the principal and school officials
[were] extremely upset over the [reading] in an assembly of one of our member’s poems
describing the assassination of Dr. King,” she said. “They were terrified that it would
cause a riot which would be blamed entirely on the 12-year-old girl [i.e., Michael
Goode]. But it was really a beautiful poem.”*

Bush’s use of this episode to advertise the anthology, two years after King’s assassination,

emphasizes the subversive value of her young collaborators’ texts. Her image of school

administrators’ fear and disapproval makes a promise to readers about the anti-establishment

thrill of the anthology. At the same time, Bush presents the poem as ultimately peaceful, not

inciting riot but rather providing beauty to those who are not too “uptight” to accept children’s

1968) Columbia Teachers Manual, (I am waiting) and in the future I would be published in New
Voices [or Now Voices]. (April 41 1968.” Michael Goode, biographical statement submission for
Soulscript, Box 53, June Jordan Papers.

48 By comparison, in a study of nineteenth-century newspaper printings of children’s letters,
Jessica Isaac similarly finds a “‘conjoined’ rhetorical agency” between adults and children but in
the context of adults’ heavy-handed editing of children’s words to make their childish power
more legible and amenable to adult agendas. Jessica Ann Isaac, “Compliant Circulation:
Children’s Writing, American Periodicals, and Public Culture, 1839-1882” (University of
Pittsburgh, 2015), section 3, http://d-scholarship.pitt.edu/25636/.

49 «“Children of Bed-Stuy.” The attribution of “April 4 1968” to a “girl” in this article may be a
mishearing of Bush or a lapse of memory on her part, since Goode is referred to as a boy in all
other documents I have found, and since the poem, though not the poet, is referred to by name
later in the article: “*April 4, 1968, the poem read in the assembly, [is] included in the Holt,
Reinhart book.”
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truth. While the poem takes on almost legendary status in Bush’s account, the poet is obscured,
at least until the reader of the article picks up the anthology and finds Goode’s poem and byline.

Zelda Wirtshafter, Jordan’s interlocutor and the director of T&W, used “April 4 1968 to
address King’s death in the following week’s Teachers & Writers Collaborative Newsletter, a
robust publication still active today. Wirtshafter introduces Goode’s poem as ““a concrete
affirmation of our hope and ultimate goal for the teaching of English, i.e. that children should
find in the English classroom a place where they can confront their immediate concerns openly
and honestly and begin to explore these concerns both through their own creative expression and
through contact with the larger literary culture.””® Wirtshafter credits Goode’s poetic success to
English pedagogy, which implicitly provides hope after King’s assassination. In the process, she
subsumes the substance of Goode’s poem under the category of personal, “immediate concerns,”
a sampling of a child’s raw emotion that can at most “begin” to bring thought into aesthetic form.
Wirtshafter fails to identify the delicate weave of authority and vulnerability, / and you, that
facilitate her adaptation of the poem to her own agenda. The ambiguity of Goode’s audience
address proves useful to the mixed-race but majority-white Collaborative’s need to mediate
between white and black responses to King’s death. By reproducing the poem without edits,
Wirtshafter depends on Goode to provide her with the words to address an unspeakable event
and its politically challenging aftermath.

The appearance of Goode’s poem in the Village Voice demonstrates the young writer’s
simultaneous influence over and vulnerability to adult audiences. One week after King’s death,

Nat Hentoff’s award-winning media-watchdog column, “Review of the Press,” featured a full

30 Michael Goode, “April 4 1968,” and Zelda Wirtshafter, director’s note, in Teachers and
Writers Collaborative Newsletter 1, no. 3 ([April?] 1968): n.p.
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printing of Goode’s 34-line poem, along with a segment of prose that Goode apparently wrote in
school on April 5: “There was once a day when I used to say that Martin Luther King was
nothing, but a day came when, when, everybody had to eat there words because he was dead.
Shot with a hot rot grin.” Hentoff borrowed Goode’s words to entitle that week’s column “Shot
with a Hot Rot Grin.”!

Within Hentoff’s column, which responds to King’s death by condemning the negligent
coverage of racism and anti-racism by the Associated Press, Goode’s writing stands as an
implicit corrective to media dishonesty. Combining searching reflection with an assertive stance
of telling hard truths, Goode fits the subversive tone of the Village Voice, even as his humble
willingness to “eat” his own words against nonviolence may digest their militant edge, leaving a

reassuring message of the endurance of nonviolent resistance.>

>1'Nat Hentoff, “Shot with a Hot Rot Grin,” Village Voice, April 11, 1968. I do not know how
Hentoff received Goode’s work, but I speculate that Goode was a student in the Sands J. H. S.
class of Terri Bush, who may have passed on Goode’s writing to Hentoff.

After quoting Goode’s prose musings, Hentoff reports on Clarence Major’s project to put
together an anthology of work by “‘reluctant unpublished, unestablished young poets,’” a project
that would become The New Black Poetry in 1969. Hentoff thus reconnects “April 4 1968 with
Major’s work, to which Goode was listening as he began the poem, and implicitly positions
Goode as a model for or prelude to the “young poets” that Major seeks.

April 1968 was not the first time that Hentoff, whose work as a jazz critic was emphatically
cross-racial, had turned to considering childhood as a means of working across race and
addressing racism. In 1966, Hentoff had published a nonfiction book about an unconventional
Harlem school principal’s response to the crisis of public education; the book includes two
scenes of schoolchildren’s creative writings, with excerpts included in the book. Nat Hentoff,
Our Children Are Dying (New York: Viking Press, 1966). In fact, Hentoff would later join the
Teachers & Writers Collaborative.

52 Hentoff, “Shot with a Hot Rot Grin”; Clarence Major, The New Black Poetry (New York:
International Publishers, 1969).
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Hentoff’s use of Goode’s prose for the column title, “Shot with a Hot Rot Grin,” doubly
acknowledges and invalidates the young writer’s authorship. The phrase evokes the smug
impunity of white American power of which Hentoff accuses the press and the state. If /ot rot is
taken to mean kot rod, the phrase suggests a criminal speeding away, smirking at his flagrant
escape.>® Rot also suggests a figure of moral decay, something like a grinning zombie. That
productive double meaning depends on what may have been an unintentional slip of the pen by
Goode. The decision of Hentoff or his editors to preserve Goode’s use of there for their, as in
“eat there words,” flags the fallibility of his literacy and encourages a reading of the spelling of
“hot rot” as a felicitous error. Hentoff’s conformity to a common tendency to quote youth writing
without analyzing it reinforces the valuation of unvarnished emotion, rather than artfulness, in
Goode’s words. The usefulness of Goode’s words for Hentoff’s purposes thus seems to depend
on a presentation of Goode as an incomplete authorial subject, whose truth telling is contingent
on his child status and accompanying lack of rhetorical control.

At the same time, Hentoff validates Goode’s authorship by publishing his poetry apparently
unedited and unabridged for a wide audience, helping to launch a wave of publicity for Goode
and his fellow minority youth writers. Readers may be left wondering whether Goode sought or
refused correction and how he experienced the publication of his words. The reciprocal yet
uneven collaboration between Hentoff and Goode generates a tense cross-age relationship

resonant with the questions surrounding King’s final years and his death: what constitutes

>3 The image of the hot rod criminal recalls, among other cultural productions, the popular late-
1960s manga adaptation for American TV, Speed Racer, which features an aspiring young racer
facing a variety of villains on the track. On young writers’ use of Speed Racer for inspiration, see
Robin D. G. Kelley, Yo’ Mama’s Disfunktional!: Fighting the Culture Wars in Urban America
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1997), 20. My Introduction discusses this passage from Kelley.
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empowerment, and to what extent is it possible to speak and be heard across differences of
power?

The question of intention raised by the “hot rot” quote also resonates with the heated debate
over orthographical matters among adult supporters of circa-1970 youth writing. The Teachers &
Writers Collaborative and other cross-age collaborators constantly debated whether and how to
address child authors’ spelling and grammar—an issue that became known as “The Great
Spelling Question.” Correction, some argued, could repress children’s expressive freedom and
destructively impose white, middle-class norms. On the other hand, a lack of correction could
become condescending and voyeuristic, indulging an appetite for a gritty authenticity of
impoverished youth. The result was an air of almost quantum uncertainty, according to which
any adult reading of children’s work would contaminate it with impure adult agendas. The
spelling debate raged on in T&W for years, “and with such anxiety that it was clearly the tip of
some iceberg or other.” Priding themselves on their antiestablishment radicality, adult
collaborators were loath to see themselves as an inevitable source of heavy-handed power.>*

Adult collaborators’ debates over how to elicit and defend the “real” poetic voices of young
writers of color took on heightened stakes amid the rise of the Black Arts Movement, with its
pointed deviations from standard English aesthetic and linguistic bounds, and the growing
advocacy of the use of Black English in classrooms and in children’s literature. The linguistic

nature of Black Power is clear in Stokely Carmichael’s 1966 vow: “For once, black people are

>4 Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment, 106. The stakes of child orthography during the Black
Arts Movement take clear shape in Katharine Capshaw’s discussion of child poet Kali
Grosvenor’s unsuccessful efforts to correct misspellings in her 1970 collection Poems by Kali.
Katharine Capshaw, Civil Rights Childhood: Picturing Liberation in African American
Photobooks (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 172.
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going to use the words they want to use—not just the words whites want to hear.”* Black Arts
writers generated forms of “typography and orthography meant to represent a written vernacular
speech and other sonic forms of black culture” that were understood to have survived the Middle
Passage and resisted the imposition of Western cultural values. These developments opened new
possibilities for children’s writing but also fears that black style and speech could be
inauthentically coopted or caricatured, as Jordan’s critique of Wirtshafter addresses. The
reentrenchment of segregation in city schools and persistence of racist educational neglect gave
immediacy to the danger that children’s writings that departed from Standard English could fuel
racist stereotypes of children of color. The contrast between the fully black and Latinx makeup
of many groups and classrooms and the whiteness of many of their adult teachers and supporters
made debates over minority children’s language especially fraught. The “iceberg” of the Great
Spelling Question makes clear that Solomon, Curry and Jordan were not alone in fearing adults’
destructive impact on the writing of children of color.>¢

Jordan and Bush asked writers to decide when they wanted technical consultations, thus
apparently resolving the question neatly. Children asked grammatical questions as they arose and

could take or leave the answers, and the writers as a group eventually decided to institute the

53 As Stephen Schneider has noted of this statement, “Black Power thus emerges as a philosophy
as much of linguistic activism as direct political action,” consistently focused on developing
“rhetorical agency.” Stephen Schneider, “Freedom Schooling: Stokely Carmichael and Critical
Rhetorical Education,” College Composition and Communication 58, no. 1 (2006): 59.

36 On Black English, for example, Joel-Philippe Dreyfuss, “Black English: The Great Debate,”
New York Post, June 5, 1971. During the same years of her directorship of the Voice of the
Children, Jordan would controversially publish a children’s book in a Black English-based
elliptical poetry as well as a young adult book has been called the first novel written entirely in
Black English. June Jordan, Who Look at Me (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1969); June
Jordan, His Own Where (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1971).
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correction of spelling errors for the sake of clarity. Even as Jordan and Bush repeatedly argued
that their children’s-choice policy made the Great Spelling Question a non-issue, that very
insistence demonstrates that the question of adult correction demanded constant address.>’
Jordan’s explanation of the policy in the anthology afterword subtly critiques that preoccupation:
“Spelling is one problem [the workshop writers] want to solve; they want to avoid adult errors of
understanding; they want people to receive the message, and no mistake about it” (96). Jordan
categorizes misunderstandings as characteristically adult and places the burden of error on the
interpreter, rather than the writer. She defends the space for the young writers’ authorial agency
while also implying that young writers have something to teach adults about communication.
Like Curry’s poetry, Jordan’s commentary turns the tables of child writers’ insecure position
back onto adult readers.

Occurring early in The Voice of the Children’s career and unfolding rapidly in the days after
King’s death, the appearance of Goode’s words in the Village Voice may have influenced the
group’s formation of correction policies and informed caution about future publications. Even
without these system in place, however, Goode’s poem and two-sentence prose piece fend for
themselves by shaping readership even as they are reframed. Both of Goode’s texts are
fundamentally about the terms of authority and the right to tell, plying the space between “Well
you can count on...” and “I don’t know.” Goode’s prose both emphasizes the universality of
error and uses that observation to fuel an assertive voice: “There was once a day when I used to

say that Martin Luther King was nothing, but a day came when, when, everybody had to eat

57T suspect that many adult collaborators looked to The Voice of the Children as a model for
resolving the Great Spelling Question. On the workshop’s correction policy, see Jordan, untitled
partial typescript draft on The Voice of the Children, n.d. [March-April 19697], Box 63, June
Jordan Papers; Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment, 151; Marvin Hoffman, “The Other
Mouth: Writing in the Schools,” Childhood Education 47, no. 2 (November 1, 1970): 79-83.
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there words because he was dead. Shot with a hot rot grin.” The image of eating, which resonates
with the orality of the “hot rot grin,” emphasizes words as a consumable product, raising the
question of how Goode’s words may be consumed by Village Voice readers. Like his poetry,
Goode’s prose takes shape through iteration: “There was once a day... but a day came.”
Although the repetition “when, when” could be taken as an error, the doubling not only mirrors
the pairing of days and the claustrophic thyme of “shot... hot rot” but also parallels the iterations
of “April 4 1968,” with opening of “war war” and its description of ““a man of such knowledge...
a man of such courage.” Goode’s motif of iteration cultivates an understanding of literary
authority as dynamic and processual. He guides readers to understand potential errors as
productive of, rather than undermining, the tense and shifting lines of communication between
the poet and his audiences. In this way, Goode’s work proves both adaptable to adults’ agendas
and resilient in its original form.

In line with Goode’s provision of an interpretive framework for fallibility, a poem by
Jordan’s son, ten-year-old Christopher Meyer, presents ambiguous possibilities of error as a

vehicle for a scathing take on adult wisdom.

Wonderful New York

The hypnotizing neon light

the street banks like garbage dumps
and the drunk vacuum cleaner

who suck up whiskey like air
converts my mind into a

cemetery of the noisy

As New York provides a building for the U.N.
so shall it provide its cemetery

Invisible dangers are always around the corner,
as hell is around the corner for me. (11)
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Chaotically overlapping figures of speech create a darkly fantastic mood evocative of noir
and dystopic representations of American city life. The opening image of the “hypnotizing neon
light” immediately signals a departure from reality. After a barely figural simile—street banks
are literally places where garbage gets dumped—comes the combined metaphor-simile of a
drunk person who is a vacuum cleaner, sucking up whiskey /ike air. This varied figural terrain
reproduces for the reader the elements that “converts my mind into a/ cemetery of the noisy.”
The grammatical reversal of the verb converts, rather than convert, with suck up, rather than
sucks up, reflects the “hypnotizing” tangle of the preceding images, which seem to cause mental
distortion. Orthographical deviation thus replicates the “cemetery of the noisy” in the poet’s
mind—both supplying an argument for the potential intentionality of the deviation and
presenting the harried speaker as liable to error. The confusion increases in the second stanza,
where a chiasmus of analogies leverages repeated words and the imprecision of the conjunction
as to draw overtly illogical conclusions: “as hell is around the corner for me.”

The poet’s position at the edge of coherence, which also destabilizes the reader’s interpretive
capacity, speaks to Meyer’s portrayal of the city itself as a landscape of error. The “cemetery of
the noisy,” which could be either a noisy place of death or a place where noise has died,
transmutes in the second stanza into the city itself. Manhattan’s bleakly affluent landscape of
skyscrapers appears as a skyline of gravestones. Prominent on that skyline, particularly from
across the East River, are the Headquarters of the United Nations, a massive complex completed
in 1952, a few years before Meyer’s birth, and taking on ironic symbolic weight during the
Vietnam War. The poet maps a landscape full of potential missteps that themselves result from

the corruption and moral errors of New York and U. S. power. Even as Meyer’s orthography,
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imagery and unexpected syntactical turns remind the reader of his child status, those elements
come to stand accusatorily for the powerful and privileged adults in charge.

Children’s writings stand in tense affinity with the linguistic politics of circa-1970 minority
literary movements. The editors of the foundational 1974 Asian American literary anthology
Aiiieeeee! provide a forceful explication of the grammatical component of aesthetic autonomy in
minority literature. Drawing on Black Arts thought, the Aiiieeeee! introduction identifies a

299

“‘house nigger mentality’” in those Asian-American writers who adhere to Standard English
grammatical correctness and “accept responsibility for, rather than authority over the [English]
language and accept dependency.”® This statement urges a kind of freedom and irreverence with
language that is often associated with children. At the same time, adult-shaped youth authorship
complicates the Aiiieeeee! editors’ opposition between linguistic “dependency” and “authority.”

For circa-1970 young writers, “dependency” proves a crucial ingredient in theorizing and

leveraging their authorial status.

Conclusion

While questions of intention threatens to discredit minority youth writers, insecurity may also
heighten the sense of risk central to the work of Phillip Solomon, Linda Curry, Michael Goode
and Christopher Meyer, as well as June Jordan’s work as a cross-age collaborator. Ambiguous
potential errors may prompt readers to look more closely at their own acts of reading, as well as

the poet’s own words. By engaging the concept of writerly—or readerly—error, young writers

>8 Chin et al., introduction to Aiiieeeee!: An Anthology of Asian-American Writers (Washington,
D. C.: Howard University Press, 1974), xxxviii.
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call attention to the terrain of “invisible dangers” in which the voices of children of color
circulate.

Studies of child writers and artists have emphasized the effects of age-based power
dynamics. The Voice of the Children demonstrate not only the intersectionality of age identity
but also the extent to which the extremities of minoritization experienced by children of color
allow them to interrogate the entrenchment of literature within U. S. structures of power.
Leveraging their risky, unstable authorial position, young writers poetically trace the processes
by which, as Melamed argues, the multiculturalist “ideologemes of representativeness,
authenticity, and gaining voice” have functioned to absorb radical anti-racisms into the
normative political order.>® The Voice of the Children thus unsettle the ground beneath their very

name.

59 Melamed, Represent and Destroy, 36. In this chapter, I draw on Melamed’s periodized
paradigms of both postwar racial liberalism and late-twentieth-century liberal multiculturalism to
describe the circa-1970 transitional era.
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“I Wonder What Would Become of It”:

The Drama of Youth Writing in The Me Nobody Knows
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“Dear Mr. Grady.... I’ve been thinking and writing a book on my life. I wonder what would
become of it, how many pages would I get?”!

Audiences at the 1970-71 hit musical, The Me Nobody Knows, heard the young actor José
Fernandez voice these words in the character of Carlos. Though Fernandez was a professional
actor on a typical Broadway stage, the words he spoke had a more unusual status: they came
from an actual letter sent by C. R., an incarcerated teenaged boy, to a former teacher. In language
similar to a parent’s query about the future of a child, C. R. presciently mused about the potential
of his literary work. Interspersed at four points in the musical, Carlos’s letters to Mr. Grady
reminded audiences to approach the show as more than just another professional concoction, like
its main rival that year, Stephen Sondheim’s high-polish Company. Unlike other Broadway hits,
The Me Nobody Knows was a staging of words written mostly by African American and Puerto

Rican children.?

! Stephen M. Joseph, ed., The Me Nobody Knows: Children’s Voices from the Ghetto (New
York: Avon Books, 1969), 53.

2 For a review comparing The Me Nobody Knows to Company, see Emily Genauer, “Giving 4
Cheers for 2 Pairs of Shows,” Newsday, May 29, 1970. Genauer writes: “But, oh the difference!
‘Company’ is an abstraction, not about people but about disembodied emotions.... The
characters in ‘Company’ are mindless, boring cutouts.” In contrast, “The immensely talented
youngsters in ‘The Me Nobody Knows’ light up the stage with a radiance exceeding even that of
Clarke Dunham’s scenery and lighting. You leave the theater caring desperately about them,
praying their talents will be an escape from their prison, and that the prison itself will one day be
leveled.” Company and The Me Nobody Knows shared the groundbreaking formal quality of de-
emphasizing plot and spectacle. Company, however, generally receives (or shares with Hair) the
credit for this innovation in theatre history, perhaps in part due to its famous creator, Stephen
Sondheim, as well as its firm seating in the world of upper-class white adults. The following,
fairly typical assessment of Company, for instance, could also apply to The Me.: “What Company
accomplished seventeen years ago seems prophetic today. The production, first of all, helped
turn the musical theater upside down. No longer were large casts, lavish settings, and linear
stories required for smash hits.... Issues are confronted, questions raised, sides taken, but the
interpretations of answers are left to audiences. Ambiguity, uncertainty, and lack of specificity
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The Me Nobody Knows (known as The Me) is a musical adaptation of a popular 1969
anthology, The Me Nobody Knows: Children’s Voices from the Ghetto, in which schoolteacher
Stephen M. Joseph gathered his students’ writings with those collected by eleven other New
York City teachers from “most[ly]... Black or Puerto Rican” students, aged “seven to eighteen.”
The anthology captured the dramatic imagination of Herb Schapiro, a white teacher and aspiring
playwright in New Jersey with an interest in “bringing theater to places where it was not much
available... in prisons and in down-and-out urban settings.” After experimental performances of
the anthology—including making “a short nonmusical film... in Trenton’s streets,” with
anthology texts performed “by local residents”—Schapiro “enlisted a composer friend” and other
white men in the theater industry to create a full musical.* The result reversed Schapiro’s interest
in importing theater to poor communities by instead bringing the words of marginalized young
writers into the mainstream theater world. Schapiro and his partners wove together
approximately 80 children’s poetry and prose writings from the anthology into spoken and sung

roles for six boys and six girls. The authorial note in the show program and libretto, crediting all

prevail.” Eugene K. Bristow and J. Kevin Butler, “Company, about Face! The Show That
Revolutionized the American Musical,” American Music 5, no. 3 (1987): 241-54. On a meeting
of the casts of the two musicals, see “A Happy Excursion,” New York Amsterdam News, August
1, 1970.

3 Stephen M. Joseph, introduction to The Me Nobody Knows, 10. In this chapter, the abbreviation
The Me refers only to the musical, not to the anthology.

4 Bruce Weber, “Herb Schapiro, Playwright Behind ‘The Me Nobody Knows,” Dies at 85,” The
New York Times, October 31, 2014. The backstory of Schapiro’s Trenton work suggests the close
resemblance of his ideology and commitments to those of adults active in the Teachers &
Writers Collaborative and other projects for the cultivation of youth writing; see Chapter 1.
Schapiro’s “composer friend” was likely Gary William Friedman, with whom Schapiro
collaborated as early as 1965. Herb Schapiro clippings file, Billy Rose Theatre Collection, New
York Public Library.
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spoken lines to the child anthology contributors and the lyrics to all but four of the musical
numbers to adults, hints at the complexities of textual preserving, splicing, melding and
reshaping in both speeches and songs.’

Moving and dancing around a spare, multi-leveled set, the characters of 7The Me loosely
relate to each other through a minimal plotline, a collage of voices in which marginalized
children express friendship and teasing, love and lust, boredom with school, existential musings,
and frustration with the drugs, violence, racism and poverty of New York life. Having caught the
attention of influential critics while off-Broadway, the musical soon began its award-winning run
at the Helen Hayes and Longacre Theatres on Broadway before appearing in several other cities
and countries. With a live TV version running on Showtime in 1980, The Me is still produced in
schools and communities today.

The glittering mobility of the show contrasts with the life paths of C. R. and the other young
authors whose words graced the stage. The contributors to The Me Nobody Knows were
minimally, if at all, involved with the production of the anthology and even less included in its
adaptation into a musical. In fact, many of the young authors behind the musical may have never
learned of its existence, even as the show spread around the country and the world. Jerry Parker’s
1971 Newsday piece, “Gathering the ‘Me’ Almost Nobody Knew,” turns this unusual situation

into a publicity gimmick. “By the time a hit show has passed its 280'" performance, has a second

> “The spoken text in this production was written by children between the ages of 7-18 attending
New York City public schools in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Harlem, Jamaica, Manhattan, and the
Youth House in the Bronx. The lyrics to ‘Fugue for Four Girls,” ‘Rejoice,” ‘The Horse’ and ‘War
Babies’ are children’s poems, and are presented exactly as the children wrote them. The lyrics to
‘Dream Babies, ‘Light Sings,” and ‘This World” were written by Herb Schapiro. All of the other
lyrics were written by Will Holt.” Playbill: “The Me Nobody Knows” 7, no. 12 (December
1970): 18, http://www.performingartsarchive.com/Broadway/Me-Nobody-Knows 1970/Me-
Nobody-Knows 1970.htm; Gary William Friedman, “The Me Nobody Knows” Libretto (New
York: Sunbeam Music, 1970).
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company on the boards in Chicago and others set to open in Munich and London, it’s high time
the authors had a look at it,” Parker reports. “Unfortunately, only 34 of the 80 writing talents
could be rounded up to attend the special authors’ night” performance of The Me at the Helen
Hayes Theatre.5

Where were the forty-six missing writers whose absence haunted Parker’s jaunty tone?
Anthology editor Joseph told Parker: “‘Some are in Vietnam, some are in reform school, some
are at Princeton’.... At least one of the authors, Joseph added, has died—of an overdose of
heroin.” Leaving the haunting uncertainty of the remaining writers’ fates, Joseph alludes to the
conditions of constraint endured by black and Latinx children in circa-1970 New York.
Negligent schooling, unemployment, local violence and policing worked to keep young black
and brown bodies in place, while coercive journeys to carceral institutions and Vietnam turned
travel into another form of immobility. A separate 1972 newspaper interview with a key The Me
writer makes clear the limited material returns of young writers’ publicity. Emphasizing the luck
involved in his own escape to college at Brandeis, Lloyd Corbin demands: “‘I mean, man, how
does it figure? I lived on a block with 200 to 300 kids and only two of us, two! of! us!, were able
to get out, to get a chance at college. But what about the rest of them in there, who’s gonna
help?”” Writers’ inability to access the staging of their work resulted from the same conditions of
age, race and class marginalization central to the appeal of The Me Nobody Knows on both page
and stage. The musical promised largely white, affluent audiences intimate access to minoritized

children even while maintaining their remoteness from Broadway.

6 Jerry Parker, “Gathering the ‘Me’ Almost Nobody Knew,” Newsday, February 22, 1971.

7 Kevin Kelly, “Black Who Rode ‘the Evil White Horse” Finds Way out of Ghetto,” Boston
Globe, March 12, 1972. Parker does not mention whether Corbin attended the authors’ night.
Corbin’s work in The Me Nobody Knows anthology appears under the pen name Djangatolum.
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If young writers’ absence proved suspiciously convenient to the showmakers, it also
heightened a theme prevalent in the children’s work. Even while problematically reinforcing the
constraints on young writers of color, the musical also showcased their literary contestations of
those limits. 7he Me authors theorize the risky but powerful process of cross-age writing, in
which children produce literature under adult supervision and editorial control. In an era in
which governments worked literally to take black and brown boys “out of circulation,” young
writers extend their expressive reach through the circulation of cross-age literary texts. Living
with incomplete independence of movement and voice, young people dispatch their words where
they cannot bodily go, as if predicting the dramatic journeys of their work away from their own
lives. Through this literary act, child writers both critique and transcend the limits imposed on
them by age, race, class and gender.

This development of disembodied agency via written forms is accentuated by their re-
embodiment in Broadway performance. Despite their unawareness of the musical to come,
writers script The Me to stage what I call the drama of youth writing: the cross-age processes by
which written forms both mark and exceed the limits on marginalized young people’s mobility
and freedom.® Through the drama of youth writing, young writers theorize their simultaneously
central and marginalized position in U. S. culture and demonstrate the utility of absence as an
interpretive framework for young people’s creative acts.

I emphasize the drama of youth writing to mark not only its affective weight but tendency of

live performance to draw out the tensions between bodies and texts. Performance studies provide

8 “LAPD’s special CRASH unit, which had been established in 1973 to suppress gang violence
in Watts by detaining young residents for minor infractions.... isolating the ‘troublemakers and
repeaters’ and ‘taking them out of circulation.”” Elizabeth Hinton, From the War on Poverty to
the War on Crime: The Making of Mass Incarceration in America (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2016), 218.
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ways to track the ways in which, as Jayna Brown writes, “popular expressive forms resist
purity.... They are contaminated from the minute they hit the air, and they refuse to be
contained.” Live performance, Brown observes, raises questions about “how to assess the critical
faculties of artistic expression and the boundaries of those faculties. What can be considered
artistic agency?” These questions take heightened form in the adaptation of children’s writings
by more powerful adults. Stage production, moreover, makes visible the embedding of artistic
agencies within racial formations. Josephine Lee argues that by centering the substrate of
racialization, live bodies, the study of theater “brings to the forefront—makes visible in a
particular direct and immediate way—how our contemporary lives are in fact shaped by race.”
This illustrative quality of theater, I propose, provides a powerful lens for examining the power

dynamics of creative collaboration.’

? Jayna Brown, Babylon Girls: Black Women Performers and the Shaping of the Modern
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2008), 7; Josephine Lee, “Racial Actors, Liberal Myths,” Xcp:
Cross-Cultural Poetics 13 (2003): 89. See also the theorization of race in performance in Brian
Eugenio Herrera, Latin Numbers: Playing Latino in Twentieth-Century U.S. Popular
Performance (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2015), 14.

The Me stands as a little-acknowledged precedent to Broadway hits adapted from marginalized
or ordinary people’s words by more powerful showmakers. The record-shattering 4 Chorus Line
(1975), for instance, was based on real dancers’ stories that were taped and released for $1 each,
while Working (1977) gave theatrical form to Studs Terkel’s popular oral history collection of
people talking about their work lives. I hypothesize that by presenting the extreme case of child
writers, who may emblematize a lack of control, The Me helped to establish a cultural foundation
for the unevenly collaborative musicals to follow. While providing a precedent for ethnography-
based shows, The Me built on past Broadway productions focused on marginalized young
people, such as Dead End, a Depression-era musical about street children.

The Me can also be read as a cross-age alternative to children’s theater. In this moment, youth
theater forms were thriving within the Black Arts Movement. On Black Arts children’s plays,
such as Sonia Sanchez’s Malcolm/ Man Don’t Live Here No Mo—which called for a child actor
to play Malcolm X—see Mike Sell, Avant-Garde Performance and the Limits of Criticism:
Approaching the Living Theatre, Happenings/Fluxus, and the Black Arts Movement (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2005), 250; Amy Abugo Ongiri, Spectacular Blackness: The
Cultural Politics of the Black Power Movement and the Search for a Black Aesthetic (University
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Young writers’ simultaneous centrality and absence in The Me reveals a twentieth-century
incarnation of Elizabeth Maddock Dillon’s concept of “intimate distance,” according to which
white power maintains colonial relations, particularly the control of black lives, by “creating a
sense of presence in the face of physical absence, and generating a sense of absence or erasure in
the face of physical presence.” Stage performance, Dillon suggests, vividly surfaces intimate
distance through the theatrical doubling of ontic and mimetic levels of meaning, or the imperfect
overlapping of an actor’s live embodiment and a character’s representation. In the history of The
Me, by extension, intimate distance related young writers’ circa-1970 New York communities—
areas of the city struggling with de facto segregation, unemployment, neglectful schools and
other elements of structural racism—to the white cultural metropole of Broadway theater. As
adult showmakers remapped eighty child poets onto twelve dramatic roles, then played by young
performers selected for stage appeal, the stories of marginalized neighborhoods lit up the affluent
city center, and children’s voices filled adult spaces of consumption. The adaptation process
depended on erasure and absence, leaving the musical with an unsettling palimpsest quality.
While this dynamic preexists the musical, theatrical performance gives intimate distance—and
young writers’ responses to it—particularly vivid form.!°

As experts on negotiating simultaneous public fascination and criminalization, the writers of

The Me not only exert artistic agency but also interrogate the cultural processes through which

of Virginia Press, 2010), 111, http://muse.jhu.edu/book/5270. Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones)
scripted and directed a body of work for child performers, including Board of Education (1968),
analyzed in Chapter 4, and the Leroi Jones Young Spirit House Movers and Players, who
appeared on the TV program Inside Bedford-Stuyvesant in 1968, available for viewing at
https://www.thirteen.org/broadcastingwhileblack/uncategorized/leroi-jones-young-spirit-house-
movers-and-playersfrom-inside-bed-stuy-1968/.

19 Elizabeth Maddock Dillon, New World Drama: The Performative Commons in the Atlantic
World, 1649-1849 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 16; 26.
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their voices are heard. The Me authors thus provide tools for addressing the distance of children
from the textual record that has long haunted children’s literature studies, as well as historical
child studies. Karen Sanchéz-Eppler notes a persistent academic “insistence on the lost, hollow,
absent status of the child, who can only ever enter this scholarly field as a product of adult
imagining, something we adults project and shape with our desire and our study.” As part of the
scholarly project of combating this model, Marah Gubar usefully proposes a “kinship model of
childhood,” emphasizing the “relatedness, connection, and similarity” between children and
adults in order to surface actual young people’s role in children’s literature. I argue that even as
scholars increasingly work against the hollow-child model and toward children’s literary
presence, absence continues to hold analytical utility. Attention to distance can complement
kinship and closeness in interpretive approaches to children’s literary agency. I advance a revised
concept of absence that illuminates the ways in which young people themselves, as well as
adults, have imaginatively deployed the figure of the missing child.!!

The affinity of childhood and performance makes the theater especially rich ground for
examining young writers’ interpretations of childhood absence. Robin Bernstein argues that
childhood itself is a form of performance driven by loss, “an act of surrogation that compensates
for losses incurred through growth.” If both performance and childhood are “always in the act of
disappearing” and “paradoxically present only through their impending absence,” and if, as
Bernstein demonstrates, this quality of childhood has historically been recruited in support of

American racial order, I claim attention to the ways in which young people of color have taken

1 Karen Sanchez-Eppler, “Marks of Possession: Methods for an Impossible Subject,” PMLA
126, no. 1 (2011): 215; Marah Gubar, “Risky Business: Talking about Children in Children’s
Literature Criticism,” Children’s Literature Association Quarterly 38, no. 4 (2013): 453.
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up that absence as a tool for intervening in their own lives and social worlds. The Me authors
suggest that we read the distance, absence and mediation that often characterize the textual
imprints of children, particularly those from oppressed communities, as elements that young
people themselves have creatively engaged.!?

Three contributors to The Me illustrate young people’s use of adult-supervised literary
production to theorize their intimately distant relation to dominant U. S. society. As C. R. turns
to letters to recruit support where he cannot bodily go, two other teenaged boy authors, Akmir-
U-Akbar and Curtis M., use short fiction to develop the respective concepts of powerful haunting
and advantageous obscurity. These writers develop a trope of paradoxically powerful absence
and self-consciously emphasize their own authorship through metaliterary writing about writing.
With these tactics, C. R., Akmir-U-Akbar and Curtis M. both express and surpass the particular
conditions of danger and unfreedom imposed on black and brown boys in the era of the War on
Crime. Looking ahead to the disembodied travels of their texts, writers both implicitly and
explicitly, in the words of C. R., “wonder what would become of” their texts. The Me authors
leverage the anticipated distance between bodily and textual travel to script the drama of youth

writing in circa-1970 New York City.!?

12 Robin Bernstein, Racial Innocence: Performing American Childhood from Slavery to Civil
Rights (New York: New York University Press, 2011), 23.

13 This chapter extends work on the history of black children’s mobility, including Jayna
Brown’s reading of early twentieth-century black child performers in traveling chorus lines “as
small flaneurs,” who used their skillful, unruly dancing bodies to engage social questions both in
America and abroad: “It was as if the children, with their ‘fabulous suppleness,” embodied a
strange and unknowable, mutative place.” Brown, Babylon Girls, 21; 40.

Allison Curseen is currently completing a book manuscript on the “minor movements” of black
children in nineteenth-century African American literature; I am indebted to her presentations
and conversation.
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Against literary critical qualms, I insist here on the interpretative fallacy of anticipation as a
political act. Anticipation may name what has, as of yet, been deferred from the dominant
cultural stage, as modeled by Nina Simone in her ironic aside to her 1964 Carnegie Hall
performance of “Mississippi Goddam™: “This is a show tune but the show hasn’t been written for
it yet.”!* As Margo Natalie Crawford argues: “Black anticipatory aesthetics is the art of not
knowing what blackness will be; it is the art situated within the sustained dissonance of the
earlier chords being heard, simultaneously, with the sounds that are just beginning to emerge.”
Anticipating the journeys of their texts across age and other structures of power, circa-1970
children participate in a black radical practice of encountering the future as a site of both
injustice and liberation. Young writers both foresee developments in the ever-shifting structure
of racial oppression and look ahead in order to create, in the words of Saidiya Hartman, “a dream

book for existing otherwise.”!

4 In Concert album, recorded at Carnegie Hall, 1964. For analysis, see Daphne A. Brooks,
“Nina Simone’s Triple Play,” Callaloo 34, no. 1 (2011): 187. “Her infamous interjection— ‘This
is a show tune but the show hasn’t been written for it yet’—signifies on the politically expressive
limitations of that very genre.” On anticipatory politics, I refer also to Kevin Quashie’s
theorization of “an aesthetic of the subjunctive: the possible impossible, the imagination. As in
‘We are the ones we have been waiting for,” which is twin to Audre Lorde’s statement of
ordinary audacity: ‘I am who I and the world have never seen before.” Both of these phrasings,
from works published in 1980, are black feminist words to live by, conjured and conjuring
syntax.... [of] the wild and not-yet-achieved capacity that is in the human being.” Quashie goes
on to suggest the methodological uses of this “aesthetic of the subjunctive” by linking it to
discussions by Saidaya Hartman and Lisa Lowe of speculatively exceeding the limits of the
archive. Kevin Quashie, talk presented at the Feminist Poetics: Legacies of June Jordan
Symposium, Amherst, MA, March 25, 2016.

15 Saidiya Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Social
Upheaval, unpaginated digital edition (New York: W. W. Norton, 2019).
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ACT ONE

LATE NIGHT 4:00 A.M M
oM. .

| have felt lonely, forgoten or even left out, set apart from
the rest of the world. | never wanted out. If anything |
wanted in.

Ko
1 am not like all the other children. 'm different because |
like to hear birds singing but | don't like to hear people
shouting{Jt is not nice to hear people yelling or shouting
in the street. ]

1 ke to lay in on my bed looking up at the stars. | wonder
what Is really out there. | wonder if there is life on any
planet in the entire unaverse. And if there is | wonder if
they would understand uszﬁnny people say they do not
care what is up there. But if they seen and understood
them and learn the things they know, | wonder if they would
mllynyalﬂﬁdlet’sgnto"uplamamtmmaxy
and constellations.”}

Ie

I wish that I could have a better block than | have Now. My
landlord said that He was going to put Swings in my back
yard. how can He do that When the backyard is junky[l
donntllkepewleﬂlmlmimlunm\dlmmd
houses and more food to eat thats What | demand and |
better get it.]

b

I was the first man on the moon,
and believe me it's really made
of cheese 'cause | have Cancer.

. And if you think they need us in
South Vietnam you are crazy.
Where do you think all this dope
s comin'’ from!

As for these foreign aid programs,
Wwe can keep them. Those people
abroad need more than aid, they
need help! And if you don't

Figure 2.1. “First Draft” of “The Me Nobody Knows,” gift of Will Holt, typescript, 1970.
Billy Rose Theatre Collection, New York Public Library.

Agency by Mail: C. R.’s Epistolary Acts

The twisting travels of the letters to Mr. Grady demonstrate young writers’ distancing from
their texts. “C. R.” wrote the letters as a seventeen-year-old resident of an upstate “state training
school” to Ed Grady, a white teacher from C. R.’s time in New York’s notorious Spofford Youth
House. Grady included the letters in “a brown envelope stuffed with things they [ Youth House
students] had written, letters to me, a movie script, et al,” that he gave to Joseph, the anthology
editor, for publication, possibly without the authors’ permission. The musical creators then
obtained licensing from the anthology publishers to use the letters, changing their signature from

“Sincerely, C. R.” to “Sincerely, Carlos.” As a first draft of the script for The Me indicates, the
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theatrical adapters literally collaged pieces of anthology text, which were cut out of the book and
pasted onto script pages. The adapters then went through with a pink pen to trim words and
sentences from the children’s texts and assign the words to distinct roles, adding typewritten
stage notes and song lyrics. For instance, one child’s prose piece was divided into a conversation
among several characters. In this early draft, C. R.’s voice appears in two long speeches,
assigned in pink pen to “José [Fernandez, the actor]”; ultimately, all four letters, abridged and
rearranged, would enter the script. While the visible traces of manual copy-pasting and penning
in the drafted script clearly show adult selection, revision and organization, similar acts likely
shaped the written anthology. The apparently original texts spliced into dramatic form were
themselves products of adult adaptation. These processes could remain obscure even to adult
collaborators like Grady. C. R. himself may have not learned about the long itinerary of his
letters, especially while incarcerated. But given his attention to the possibilities of literary
influence, he may not have been completely surprised.!®

Scripted to Carlos in four epistolary interludes throughout the musical, C. R.’s letters
theatricalize the acts of writing from which the show originated.!” As the closest element to
ongoing plot in the musical, as well as a particularly explicit moment of cross-genre adaptation,

the letters exert special influence over the audience’s interpretation of the musical. They also

16 Holt, Will, et al. “First Draft” of “The Me Nobody Knows.” Annotated typescript. 1970. Billy
Rose Theatre Collection, New York Public Library, New York, NY. On the Youth House
system, see, for instance, Robert Daley, “Youth House Acts to Drop Jail Aura,” The New York
Times, October 2, 1964, http://www.nytimes.com/1964/10/02/youth-house-acts-to-drop-jail-
aura.html; Larry Cole, Street Kids (New York: Grossman, 1970), 56-59.

17.C. R.’s letters appear in Joseph, The Me Nobody Knows, 52-58, and in the musical libretto,
Friedman, “The Me Nobody Knows” Libretto, Act 1, 16; Act 1, 21-22; Act 2, 13; Act 2, 21.
Performances in the musical are cited with the act number and the page number in the libretto, as
here, since scenes are not distinguished within the two acts.
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stand out formally in the show, lending an element of epistolary theater.!® Leveraging this
stylistic force, Carlos’s epistolary voicing highlights C. R.’s ability to dispatch his literary
influence where he himself cannot bodily go.

C. R. achieves this agential extension through the rhetorical cultivation of his second-person
patron(s): Grady directly, and indirectly, the mostly white, privileged audiences of Broadway. By
addressing the absent and unknown “Dear Mr. Grady” onstage, the letters create a surrogate
position for a figure of adult beneficence in the theater. C. R./ Carlos makes that surrogacy
particularly inviting by emphasizing his intimacy with and gratitude for his addressee. “You’re
like a father to me. Mr. Grady, all the things you have done for me, I don’t know how to thank
you,” Carlos tells his absent correspondent. “You’re the only one I can really express my
feelings to.... What would I do without you, Mr. Grady? Whom could I write to when I write or
think about you, my mind is put to ease.” By becoming that person who hears Carlos’s feelings
in an uncaring world, the audience of 7he Me can assume the second-person role of the heroic
listener, whose very reception of Carlos’s words becomes a beneficent act at the moment of his
own community’s apparent failure. At the same time, the explicit privacy of the correspondence
throws light on the voyeuristic edge of the musical. Like the title, “The Me Nobody Knows,”
Carlos’s praise for Mr. Grady generates a paradox of exceptional intimacy, through which each
holder of a Broadway ticket becomes, together and alone, “the only one I can really express my

feelings to.”

!¥ The epistolary musical surged in popularity in the 1990s and may be most currently
recognizable in sections of the musical Hamilton. For an analysis of one influential epistolary
musical, Stephen Sondheim’s Passion (1994), see Raymond Knapp, The American Musical and
the Performance of Personal Identity (Princeton University Press, 2010), 303-5.
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I refer to audience members as ticket-holders here to mark the extent to which C. R.’s
language resembles the transactional art of flattering a patron. The writer credits Mr. Grady with
not only emotional and readerly support but also material provision. Interspersing thanks for a
diary and “smooth”-writing pen along with requests for new clothes—*“shirt, size 14.... In pants |
wear 29x30”—C. R. literally dresses himself in his correspondent’s sponsorship. His repetitions
of grateful dependence thus appear as part of a strategic dynamic of exchange between a young
writer and his adult collaborator.

Apparent in the musical, this give-and-take appears even more vividly in the anthologized
version of the letters. The third epistolary segment in The Me closes on a fairly conventional note
of indebtedness: “Mr. Grady you have brought happiness into my life. How can I do the same for
you? Sincerely, Carlos.” The anthologized version, in contrast, transitions directly from a
discussion of gifts: “I like royal blue for a color[.] So Mr. Grady, you’ve bought happiness into
my life, how can I do the same for you? Just give me your wish and it will be granted.” By
shifting C. R.’s bought to Carlos’s brought, the musical downplays the writer’s sly
acknowledgement of the “royal” intertwining of material and emotional backing. The genie-like
invitation to “give me your wish” is more than rhetorical. C. R. claims not only the desire but
also the capacity to pay back his adult patron, such as by sending “a few pictures of the things we
do [at reform school] and how the place looks,” as C. R. offers in a canny reading of the cultural
market, or by fulfilling adult desires through the interpersonal labor of correspondence. The
latter possibility finds support in the closing line of the anthologized letter: “So please excuse
this letter for being so short and all mistakes I may have made in it.” Especially given that the
letter is, in fact, fairly long, this final sentence appears as the flourish of a self-conscious writer

performing epistolary etiquette to his patron. The apology ironically calls attention to the skills
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of the writer and the status of the letter as a gift, reinforcing C. R.’s constant rhetorical work to
establish a dynamic of mutual gratitude and exchange between him and his adult patron. In light
of this labor, C. R. can be read as delivering a final set of gifts in anticipation of future
audiences: his anthology publication and his contribution to the musical itself. If the adult
scripters of The Me attempt to downplay his playfully favor-currying side to lean toward the
sentimental, that adjustment demonstrates the resilient capacity of C. R.’s writing to adjust to a
new set of patrons and their “wish[es],” even in the absence of the writer himself.

C. R.’s reference to the quality and length of his missive typifies a self-conscious fascination
with his own writing acts that recurs throughout his letters, including their scripting for stage.
When first requesting that Mr. Grady send a blank notebook, C. R./Carlos muses, “I’d like to
have a diary, in this way, I can keep a record of myself, and little things I say and do.” He reports
constantly on the use of that diary and his sense of himself as a writer. In fact, he not only
“keep[s] a record of himself” but also begins to document his ingoing and outgoing
correspondence, a metaliterary act worthy of a writer who anticipates his own archiving. While
the letters to Mr. Grady maintain an intimate tone, they also cast an eye outward, as if
anticipating their own publicity far beyond a student-teacher exchange.

The central conflict of the letters fittingly focuses on writing itself. Since arriving upstate, C.
R. laments, he has received no letters from family or friends, other than Mr. Grady. The
messages to his former teacher, then, may function partly for C. R. to gather literary support and
skill and to rehearse the epistolary art of repairing relationships. His repeated testaments to the
emotional effects of Mr. Grady’s own letters, a sweetness that C. R. contrasts to the pain of his
family’s silence—"“Just to know someone cared made me feel like a real person”—also serve as

observations on the emotional and persuasive powers that letter-writing can unleash. In the last
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letter in both the anthology and the musical, the narrative arc concludes with a writing triumph:
the letters home have finally elicited responses. As he reports to Mr. Grady: “I did just what you
told me to do. I wrote everybody in my family and I just knew that I would hear from someone.
My sister wrote me and my girl friend came back to me. So I’m the happiest boy or man in the
world today.” C. R. celebrates not only his reconciliation with loved ones but also the power of
his “smooth”-writing pen: he has used his words to call upon and renew his relationships with
others. He associates that success, moreover, with his own coming of age, identifying himself as
teetering on the line between “boy” and “man.” The context of C. R.’s authorial self-awareness
suggests a nuanced reading of his statement to Mr. Grady that “I did just what you told me to
do.” While Mr. Grady may have provided the teacherly prompt, C. R. himself has done the
writing, as both correspondents know well. The statement of obedience maintains the etiquette of
crediting a patron while also ironically marking the limits of patronage and gesturing toward the
writer’s sense of his own power.

In their very success, C.R.’s letters mark the distance between his own constraints as an
incarcerated minor and the mobility of his written work. In this way, C. R. prepares his texts to
join the genre of the imprisoned author’s open letter, iconicized by Dr. Martin Luther King’s
1963 “Letter from a Birmingham Jail.” Likely written close to the time that Etheridge Knight
published his 1968 volume Poems from Prison, C. R. can be seen as participating in the Prison
Arts Movement, which, as Lee Bernstein notes, joined the Black Arts, Black Power and Puerto
Rican Movements in addressing conditions found both within and outside prison walls: “limited
control, consistent physical and ideological oppression, and the daily experience of racism.” Piri
Thomas has stated of his incarceration as a young adult in the 1950s: “‘They only got my body,

not my mind.” I promised myself not to serve time, but rather make time serve me.... I learned to
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transpose [my] feelings into words.” C. R. contributes to this theorization of art-making under
bodily constraint, demonstrating incarcerated minors’ participation in the development of Prison
Arts. His happy ending, in all its incompleteness, results from his artful delegation of agency to
the page, which can travel far beyond him—to Mr. Grady, into his family’s members hearts,

through the scripted character of Carlos, onto José Fernandez’s stage and into this chapter.'®

The Pen that Guides the Hand: Akmir-U-Akbar’s Ghostly Writer

Akmir-U-Akbar’s parable “The Transformation” uses science fiction to anticipate the
divergence of young authors’ personal and textual fates. Recited by the character Clorox
immediately after the first letter to Mr. Grady, “The Transformation” shares with the letters a
self-conscious exploration of authorial possibilities and limits in absentia. U-Akbar’s tale
illustrates young writers’ ability to leverage the drama of youth writing, turning their distance
from their own texts into rhetorical power.2°

“The Transformation” begins: “Problems arise when one must strain to produce new
inventions in my type of work. Recently I was taken by surprise when a pile of synthetic type
material fell upon me. Desperately trying to escape I found myself transformed into a pen.” U-
Akbar’s story may have been on a Boston Globe columnist’s mind when praising the

“Kafkaesque” nightmares of the The Me anthology. Similar to Gregor of Kaftka’s

19 Lee Bernstein, “Prison Writers and the Black Arts Movement,” in New Thoughts on the Black
Arts Movement, ed. Lisa Gail Collins and Margo Natalie Crawford (New Brunswick: Rutgers
University Press, 2006), 312; Piri Thomas, interview by Carmen Dolores Hernandez, in
Hernandez, Puerto Rican Voices in English: Interviews with Writers (Westport, Conn.: Praeger,
1997), 179.

20 Joseph, The Me Nobody Knows, 45; Friedman, “The Me Nobody Knows” Libretto, Act 1, 17.
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Metamorphosis, U-Akbar’s narrator transforms under pressure, literal and figurative, at work in a
“plastic corporation.” The unnamed protagonist’s new identity as a pen associates him with yet
another form of labor, that of the minority youth writer himself. With few and shrinking
opportunities for literal manufacturing jobs, poor city neighborhoods in the 1960s partly operated
instead as factories of cultural and ethnographic material, run by War on Poverty programs and
what Robin Kelley sardonically deems “the new ethnographic army.” U-Akbar slyly comments
on this “strain to produce” imposed on young writers of color by the American market packaging
their texts for profit. Literalizing the traditional metonymy of the pen as a stand-in for the author,
as in “the pen is mightier than the sword,” he presents his pen-hero’s industrial processing as a
metaphor for the commodification of child writers. In fact, the fictional text of “The
Transformation” itself could be the very kind of “new invention” that shapes the pen-hero’s
doom. 2!

U-Akbar’s story merges the science fiction glamour of experiments gone wrong with the
working-class everyday of commodity production and consumption. After his remarkable
change, the pen-hero is routed automatically onto the factory belt like any other pen. “Arriving at
the assembly line I could feel a slight twitch in the refill of myself. I was being filled with ink.”

The uncanny thrill of viscerally feeling oneself a thing, powerless yet lucid, clashes with the

21 “New Paperbacks: Children Say It with Love,” Boston Globe, September 10, 1971; Robin D.
G. Kelley, Yo’ Mama’s Disfunktional!: Fighting the Culture Wars in Urban America (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1997), 20.

Waking to find that he has taken the shape of “a horrible vermin,” Kafka’s character Gregor at
first associates his state with his “strenuous career” as a traveling salesman, as if that job
naturally resulted in his becoming a giant dung beetle. “The Transformation” thus shares with
Metamorphosis an examination of labor exploitation through fantastical bodily change. Franz
Kafka, Metamorphosis, trans. David Wyllie, Project Gutenberg, 2005 (1915),
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/5200/5200-h/5200-h.htm.
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conforming force of the factory, which functions to produce unremarkable, unoriginal tools, as
well as reliably unoriginal workers. That very process of mass production delivers the pen-hero
to his redemption: “To my surprise I was shipped and put onto display in my community and
bought by my younger brother. Fortunately he took care of things that he had to buy on his own.
And as long as I still can hold onto my reserved refill, my brother’s hand shall be guided by me.”
With his pointed choice of the word “community,” a central bureaucratic term of the War on
Poverty, U-Akbar narrates the connection between labor and cultural exploitation and the
extractive profiteering of consumer sales in poor neighborhoods of color, an issue brought to the
fore by the targeting of stores during 1960s civil disorders. U-Akbar suggests that community
and commodity become as inextricable as body and pen. It is within these seemingly intractable
conditions that the pen-hero locates his power.

Helplessly metamorphosized by his imaginative work of invention, the pen-hero nevertheless
possesses a certain, rather masculine potency, his refill barrel of ink. U-Akbar uses the surprising
agency of an inanimate object to imagine a secret and unacknowledged artistic legacy. The
concluding shift from past to present and future tense—“And as long as I still can hold onto my
reserved refill, my brother’s hand shall be guided by me”—suggests that, in a metaliterary twist,
the pen itself may be writing this very story. As the “reserved refill” projects into the future, the
pen-hero asserts his power to hold back information yet undisclosed and stories untold. At the
same time, the pen-hero’s conditional triumph hits its own sinister note with the question of just
how he guides his younger brother’s hand. Does the pen facilitate or manipulate his brother’s
authorial power? If the pen is mightier than the sword, is the hand still mightier than the pen or

does the pen resemble the tail that wags the dog? U-Akbar’s tale of ghostly authorship positions
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these questions of children’s literary agency and labor within the transformative landscape of U.
S. capitalism and inequality.

As a member of What’s Happening, an influential extracurricular youth writing group in
New York that produced a youth magazine of the same name, eighteen-year-old Akmir-U-
Akbar, born Leroy Carter, participated in a circle of young people savvy to mainstream
America’s interest in their voices. The group’s director, Elaine Avidon, was one of the eleven
teachers from whom Stephen M. Joseph collected the youth-authored texts for 7he Me Nobody
Knows. Given the highly youth-led nature of What’s Happening, Avidon probably ensured the
group’s writers some control over their anthologization, perhaps exceeding Joseph’s standard
procedure.?? Akmir-U-Akbar, however, likely did not have the opportunity to weigh in on his
publication.

Joseph prefaces U-Akbar’s two pieces in the anthology by stating that the young writer died
on October 17, 1967, not long after writing “The Transformation,” and a year and a half before
the release of The Me Nobody Knows. While lending a poignant prescience to his posthumously
published tale of loss and legacy, his death also makes vivid the limits of minority youth writers’
authorial recognition and control. By tactically delegating agency to his text, U-Akbar

anticipatorily “reserved [a] refill” for thinking through the disparate fates of children of color and

22 On the influence of Elaine Avidon and What’s Happening (sometimes referenced with the
question mark, as “What’s Happening?”’) on Herbert Kohl and the Teachers & Writers
Collaborative, see Kohl, interview with Phillip Lopate, in Lopate, Journal of a Living
Experiment: A Documentary History of the First Ten Years of Teachers and Writers
Collaborative (New York: Teachers and Writers Collaborative, 1979), 23. Uniquely in The Me
Nobody Knows anthology, the copyright page acknowledges the copyright of all poems written
by members of What’s Happening, presumably because the works were previously published in
the What’s Happening? youth-produced magazine. For news coverage of the group, see Look
magazine, January 7, 1969.
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their texts. As the pen-hero guides a hand with ghostly force, so the narrative structures a way of
reading the intimately distant power of young writers beyond their own embodied lives.?
U-Akbar joins the postwar bending of science thrills into anti-racist forms, participating in
what is now known as Afrofuturism. As a disturbing, even violent transformation of the body,
the pen-hero’s saga resonates with growing African American attention to medical racism, even
before the horrific revelations of the Tuskegee Syphilis Experiment. Black artists both recruited
science fiction into Afrofuturist visions and examined the dangers of scientific experimentation.
Amiri Baraka’s 1966 play 4 Black Mass, for instance, adapts the Nation of Islam founding story
of Yakub, the misguided scientist who first created white people. More than a cautionary tale,
Yakub allows Baraka, as Alondra Nelson has observed, to “allud[e] to (and revers[e]) the
centuries-old processes through which medical and scientific practice have scrutinized, codified,
classified, and otherwise constructed black bodies.” U-Akbar engages complexly with this

discourse by making his pen-hero both the experimenter and the experimented-on.*

23 For a similar example from the era of posthumously publishing the voice of a child of color,
see Sandra Weiner, /t’s Wings That Make Birds Fly: The Story of a Boy (New York: Pantheon,
1968). The collaboration of a white woman and a black boy, the book features photographs by
Gordon Parks. The sentimental circulation of the words of circa-1970 dead boys of color revises
a nineteenth-century Anglo-American fascination with the diaries of dead white children,
discussed in Carolyn Steedman, The Tidy House: Little Girls Writing (London: Virago, 1982),
64.

24 Alondra Nelson, Body and Soul: The Black Panther Party and the Fight against Medical
Discrimination (University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 20; Alondra Nelson, “A Black Mass as
Black Gothic: Myth and Bioscience in Black Cultural Nationalism,” in New Thoughts on the
Black Arts Movement, ed. Lisa Gail Collins and Margo Natalie Crawford (New Brunswick:
Rutgers University Press, 2006), 139. On the association between technological innovation and
racial injustice in radical politics of the Vietnam War era, see Ongiri, Spectacular Blackness,
114.

U-Akbar’s science imagination may also draw on popular superhero comics, such as the
Fantastic Four, whose “strained labor” in the space race leaves their bodies with the kind of
powers that could have been developed in U-Akbar’s “plastic corporation,” such as plastic-like
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The staging of “The Transformation” within 74e Me musical uncannily heightened U-
Akbar’s theme of simultaneous agency and manipulability. Clorox, originally played by
Northern Calloway, delivers the pen-hero’s story as an uninterrupted monologue. The character’s
name is drawn from another real contributor to the anthology, What’s Happening member Frank
Cleveland, who used the pen-name Clorox and authored two of the longest and most important
speeches in the musical.?> The musical adapters folded into Clorox’s voice several other
teenaged male authors from What’s Happening, including U-Akbar, who likely knew and
worked closely with the real Clorox/ Cleveland. Although U-Akbar’s text is preserved
untouched, at least from its anthologized version, the adult authors of the script instituted one
major change: the character Clorox introduces the story as “THE TRANSFORMATION, by
Clorox Johnson.” Whereas the reassignment of a text to another voice occurs throughout the
musical, the explicit use of a byline is unique in the show. The adult adapters, then, went out of
their way to emphasize Clorox as the author of U-Akbar’s story.

The result paradoxically deepens the significance of U-Akbar’s death by reinforcing his own

theme of disembodied authorship. If live theater, as Herbert Blau and other theorists have

flexibility and invisibility. Ramzi Fawaz argues that the Four “dramatized a fantasy of bodily
vulnerability to the forces of science and to the social norms of national citizenship in an era of
anticommunisms.” The superhero team repeatedly struggles with villainous efforts to control
their strangely powerful bodies and turn their powers against each other, such as in their struggle
with the Puppet-Master, a villain who controls the Four through radioactive dolls on a theatrical
puppet stage. The comic thus raises cultural anxieties about autonomy, authorization and hidden
manipulation that resonate with adult-supported youth writing. Ramzi Fawaz, The New Mutants:
Superheroes and the Radical Imagination of American Comics (New York: New York
University Press, 2016), 66—67; Stan Lee (writer) and John Buscema (penciller), “Prisoners of
the Puppet-Master!”, Fantastic Four #8, November 1962, reprinted in Stan Lee, Fantastic Four:
The World’s Greatest Comic Magazine (New York: Marvel Comics, 2014).

25 According to the coverage of the “special authors’ night,” Frank Cleveland “is continuing to
write poetry at the University of Kansas.” Parker, “Gathering the ‘Me’ Almost Nobody Knew.”
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argued, is charged by the possibility of an actor dropping dead at any time during the
performance, The Me might also be animated by the potential of another writer losing his or her
life—or more likely, aging out of his or her childhood life—while the Broadway show goes on,
cast, crew and audience unknowing.?® U-Akbar has become a posthumous ghostwriter, with both
the helplessness and haunting force that the term entails. His anonymity protects and even
enhances his authorial influence. The erasure of U-Akbar’s byline strengthens his alignment not
only with his own, nameless pen-hero but with the unnamed Invisible Man of Ralph Ellison’s
1952 novel. In his very distinction—"“Nor is my invisibility exactly a matter of a biochemical
accident to my epidermis”—Ellison’s narrator relates his state to the transformations of science
fiction. Powerfully unseen, the ghostly pen-hero and his posthumously renamed author echo the
Invisible Man’s “frighten[ed]” and frightening closing line: “Who knows but that, on the lower
frequencies, I speak for you?”?’

Moving from the “lower frequencies” of inanimate form, “The Transformation” positions the

uplifting Broadway theater in the depths of the drama of youth writing. With metaliterary

26 “When we speak of what Stanislavski called Presence in acting, we must also speak of its
Absence, the dimensionality of time through the actor, the fact that he who is performing can die
there in front of your eyes; in in fact doing so. Of all the performing arts, the theater stinks most
of mortality.” Herbert Blau, Take Up the Bodies: Theater at the Vanishing Point (Champaign:
University of Illinois Press, 1982), 83. See the analysis of this passage in Robin Bernstein,
“Toward the Integration of Theatre History and Affect Studies: Shame and the Rude Mechs’s
The Method Gun,” Theatre Journal 64, no. 2 (May 2012): 214. Note that Blau’s analysis of death
in the theater is in fact about aging. Another approach to the power of death in the ontic-mimetic
doubling of performance could begin with Joseph Roach’s analysis of the king’s two bodies, as
in the chant, “The king is dead—Ilong live the king!” Joseph Roach, Cities of the Dead: Circum-
Atlantic Performance (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 38; 68.

27 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (New York: Vintage International, 1980), 3; 581. On “Invisible
Man’s persistent anonymity” and potentially powerful “veritable disembodiment,” see Hortense
J. Spillers, “Ellison’s ‘Usable Past’: Toward a Theory of Myth,” in Black, White, and in Color:
Essays on American Literature and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 78.
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attention to his own authorship and figures of absence and haunting, U-Akbar set the stage both
to interrogate the politics of authorship in 7he Me and to use the show as his own “reserved
refill” of literary influence. The musical comes to express young people’s absently agential

writing acts, which both register and transcend the bodily realities faced by children of color.

The Tree Nobody Knows: Curtis M.’s Challenge to Visibility

Akmir-U-Akbar’s theme of invisibility extends into arguably the most visible text in The Me
musical. Curtis M.’s short story was the only child-authored work provided on paper to theater
audiences. “The Hopeless Tree” was printed as an epigraph in the show program, as well as in
the libretto consulted by cast and crew. The text appeared unedited and unabridged from its
anthology printing, except that while the anthology listed the author as “Curtis M.,” the program
credited “C. M.,” perhaps to tighten alignment with the onstage character of Carlos. José
Fernandez as Carlos first sang “The Tree,” a musical adaptation of Curtis M.’s story in the
second act of The Me. A quick glance down at the Playbill amid the dim theater seats would
have confirmed for audience members that the song lyrics slightly differed from the printed
words and were credited to an adult creator of the show, Will Holt. The double provision of the
story as both epigraph and song provided theatergoers with a glimpse into the musical makers’
process of adapting the anthology texts, or moving from the byline of C. M. to the authorial
crediting of Will Holt.

Even while thus operating as a tool of transparency, the story itself communicates a suspicion

of the clear and visible. Through a symbolic play of exposure and obscurity, Curtis M.
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anticipates his own doubled role in the spotlight and the shadows of Broadway, casting doubt on

the premise of visibility politics.?®

The Hopeless Tree

There was a man waiting under a baby tree. He was waiting for an apple to grow on it. He
would just sit there and wait and wait, but it never grew. He watered it every day but it just
didn’t grow. No matter what he did, it did not grow. So the man got discouraged and gave up
hope for the tree. He wanted to cut it down. So one day he decided to do it. He said he would
do it on a Sunday afternoon, rain or snow. So on Sunday there was a fog and he could not see
the tree and so he did not cut it down.

The following Sunday a baby apple was hanging on it.

--C. M. [Curtis M.], age 14 %°

Curtis M.’s implicit moral of keeping patience with small, vulnerable growing things may
allegorize adults’ treatment of young people. The charming phrase “baby apple,” with its gentle
plosives and wide-mouthed vowels, resonantly suggests human children or perhaps their artistic
creations, such as the story at hand. Curtis cultivates a sense of waiting and ritual delay, moving
from Sunday to Sunday. The narrator’s repeated use of “so,” suggesting a storytelling orality,
signals the discrete and ordered stages of the tale, each in its own time, perhaps advancing a
lesson about delicate timing and patience in the process of literary production particularly

appropriate to a text that would be circulated and adapted over several years.

28 On visibility politics, see also my reading of Phillip Solomon’s untitled poem [“black child”]
at the beginning of Chapter 1, which draws on Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of
Performance (New York: Routledge, 1993). Curtis’s trope of fog stands in contrast to the kind of
hyperbolic valorization of visibility exemplified by a news article printed during the Broadway
run of The Me: Robert Mayer, “Louise, the Mother Nobody Knows,” Newsday, May 20, 1971.
Mayer’s broad-stroked profile of the mother of 7he Me star Irene Cara contrasts the daughter’s
dazzling charisma to the mother’s allegedly dull, anonymous life working in a sandwich shop.

29 Joseph, The Me Nobody Knows, 125.
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Beginning with its title, “The Hopeless Tree” resembles The Giving Tree, Shel Silverstein’s
1964 picture book about a tree that gives shade, apples, branches and eventually her trunk to the
self-absorbed boy she loves, until nothing is left but a “tired” old man sitting on a stump.*°
Curtis’s victimized apple tree, exploitative human and matter-of-fact narrative tone could reflect
the influence of Silverstein’s popular and painful work. If Curtis follows The Giving Tree,
however, he also reverses it, so that an adult impatiently awaits profit from a maturing tree,
rather than the tree witnessing the growth and growing greed of the man. In Curtis’s version, it is
the younger figure who is, in Akmir-U-Akbar’s language, under “strain to produce.”

Curtis M.’s story also references a more universal required reading of the era. While Curtis
and his peers may certainly have procured The Giving Tree, these young people likely knew all
too well the kind of Founding Father worship that passed for reading material in many
underfunded classrooms, with textbook titles such as Heroes, Heroines, and Holidays and Great
Names in American History.>' Curtis M. draws on this education in adulation to signify on a
long-time staple of American classrooms, the legend of George Washington and the cherry tree.
In this ubiquitous tale, young George frankly confesses to hacking up his father’s beloved cherry
tree with a new ax and is rewarded handsomely for his honesty: “I can’t tell a lie.” Assata Shakur
surfaces the irony of this lesson in her recollection of a school play from her childhood in late-
1950s New York City: “I was cast as one of the cherry trees.... To sway from side to side and

sing: ‘George Washington never told a lie, never told a lie, he never told a lie. George

30 Shel Silverstein, The Giving Tree (New York: Harper & Row, 1964).

31 Kozol details a favored exercise in which his mostly black students were given a list of George
Washington’s supposed virtues and asked to “underline the things that made George Washington
‘a great leader.”” Jonathan Kozol, Death at an Early Age (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1967), 77;
74.
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Washington never told a lie, and the truth goes marching on’.... Here they had this old craka
slavemaster, who didn’t give a damn about Black people, and they had me, an unwitting little
Black child, doing a play in his honor.” Shakur calls up her history as an adult-scripted child
actor, required to perform as the very object of Washington’s rewarded violence, to highlight the
dishonest roots of an American founding fiction.>?

Disrupting the Washingtonian virtue of transparency, Curtis’s fable hinges on obscurity. It is
a veiling fog, an inability to see, that prevents the man from felling the apple tree and allows the
baby apple to emerge in its own time. “The Hopeless Tree” thus unsettles the easy valorization
of bringing marginalized stories to light and making minority voices heard. Curtis’s fog prompts
attention to scrutinized and spotlighted minority youth authors’ deployments of productive
obscurity.??

The musical staging of Curtis’s work teeters between celebration and suspicion of
transparency. Lyricist Will Holt’s song version, “The Tree,” immediately follows a monologue

by the character Clorox.** Voicing the words of young author Tim Engel, Clorox recounts his

32 Assata Shakur, Assata: An Autobiography (Westport, Conn.: L. Hill, 1987), 32-33.

For an early iteration of the cherry tree legend, see Mason Locke Weems, The Life of George
Washington, Internet Archive 2011 (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1800), 15-16,
http://archive.org/details/lifeofgeorgewashweem.

As “the wealthy master of a hatchet,” six-year-old Washington prepares for a Founding Father’s
role in the wresting of land and labor from Native and enslaved African peoples, as well as
battles against British troops. George’s father hints at these capitalist foundations when praising
his son’s honesty in terms of profit, declaring that by confessing, “you have paid me for it [the
cherry tree] a thousand fold.”

33 On the storied African American trope of the veil, as developed by W. E. B. Du Bois, see
Cynthia D. Schrager, “Both Sides of the Veil: Race, Science, and Mysticism in W.E.B. Du
Bois,” American Quarterly 48, no. 4 (1996): 551-86.

34 “The Tree” is sung in Act 2, 7. Will Holt’s first draft of the script calls for “SONG: THE
HOPELESS TREE (ballad)” to be “sung by Mr. Grady letter writer,” as indeed it would be.
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horror at witnessing policemen’s callous treatment of a distraught and injured black man, who
moans, as if prophesying the fate of his community, “They trahd to kill me, they trahing ta kill
me...”* Engel’s story questions the ethics of witness and exposure. In contrast, Carlos’s singing
of “The Tree” responds to Clorox’s monologue with a happy-ending message of hope, as
indicated by the omission of Curtis M.’s original adjective, “hopeless,” from the song title. In the
song, the morning after the fog, rather than the following Sunday, produces a scene of
miraculous visibility. As the character Carlos sweetly sings: “Right there for all to see/ Way up
on a bough/ Small and weak but hanging on somehow/ Is a baby apple now.” Speeding up the
timeline of the original tale, the song replaces Curtis M.’s delays and deferrals with immediacy
of access—"“Right there for all to see... now.” In Holt’s version, hope depends on visibility, so
that the fog serves primarily as a dramatic contrast to a final unveiling.

“The Tree” favors the showing and telling of truth, as if to reassure Clorox and his peers that
good will come from simply continuing to give voice to their thoughts and feelings, preferably in
the presence of adults. By extension, the musical’s white adult creators could appear as recruiting
“children’s voices from the ghetto” out of a fetishized obscurity and into a heroic grand reveal,
presenting the truth of minority youth “for all to see.” The song thus borders on advocating the
kind of harvesting protested by Curtis M., like Shel Silverstein. But the double provision of song
and written text, played out against the writers’ absence from the theatre, clouds any attempt to

close in on a single, transparent truth. This conflict between the promise of access and its

Curtis M’s story is pasted here in the script, though with a pink marker scratchout over it, and
does not yet appear as an epigraph. “First Draft” of “The Me Nobody Knows.”

35 Friedman, “The Me Nobody Knows” Libretto, Act 2, 6. Clorox here performs Tim Engel’s
piece “On Broadway,” in Joseph, The Me Nobody Knows, 73-74.
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abeyance, parallel to the parading of young authors versus their absence, structures the drama of
youth writing in The Me.

Curtis M. thus joins in absentia a tradition of theatrical resistance to racialized exposure. In
the aesthetic tactic that Daphne Brooks terms “spectacular opacity,” black performers
paradoxically shroud themselves through acts of display, which “confound and disrupt
conventional constructions of the racialized and gendered body” and “contest the ‘dominative
imposition of transparency’ systemically willed on to black figures.” Brooks’s concept enables a
re-reading of the title of both anthology and musical, “the me nobody knows.” Despite its first
person, the title does not come from any of children’s own words in the anthology but was
presumably invented by Joseph or his publishers. The appealingly vague phrase seems to
advertise privileged access to an intimate and authentic child self. The word me, as a
grammatical object, suggests the perspective of others looking at me, while also evoking the
preference for me over I conventionally associated with child speakers. The question remains
whether some “me nobody knows” does reveal itself to audiences or whether they instead
experience a persistent unknowing. Curtis M.’s disruption of transparency, along with Akmir-U-
Akbar’s play of haunting absence and C. R.’s cultivation of relationships across distance,
suggests that the position of “the me nobody knows” holds its own power. Under conditions of
racialized, gendered and age-based constraint and attention, young writers leverage the cultural
dynamic of intimate distance to extend their influence, both answering the call for intimacy and

veiling its terms.*¢

36 Daphne Brooks, Bodies in Dissent: Spectacular Performances of Race and Freedom, 1850-
1910 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), 8, quoting Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes of
Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (New Y ork:
Oxford University Press, 1997), 36. Brooks discusses the vividly theatrical example of Aida
Overton Walker’s 1907-8 performance of “Salome, the Dance of the Seven Veils.” In another
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Meeting their Makers: Characterization, Casting and Writers’ Return

Curtis M.’s version of “spectacular opacity” prompts attention to what 7he Me does and does
not display. The musical makers turn writers into characters and writing into drama. The
resulting show hearkens back to young authors’ bodies and identities even while distancing them
by reassigning texts to characters formulated and cast by white adults. Ideas about gender and
race charge characterization and casting in 7he Me. If, as Brian Herrera has argued, the
“apparatus of casting reveals the inequitable operation of power always at play in the making of
performance,” then the adult-directed translations in 7he Me from writers to character roles to
cast members can uncover how age, class and race inequality structure the production.’’

Will Holt’s first draft of the script sheds light on the adult adapters’ process of character
assignment. The draft “Cast of Characters” lists twelve roles without names, identified only by
age, race and gender, such as “14 year old black girl” and “16 year old white boy.” The list
alternates “boy” and “girl” to end up with six parts of each, matching the gender breakdown of

the final musical. Only after pasting most of the anthology texts in place have the adapters begun

relevant parallel to the writers of 7he Me, Brooks analyzes the writer and performer Henry
“Box” Brown, who staged his escape from slavery by shipping himself to free ground in a
wooden crate, then reenacted the performance both literally and literarily, in his autobiographical
narrative, during his career as an abolitionist showman. While Brooks examines a fuller picture
of Box Brown’s work, his initial act of agential self-distancing provides a precedent for the
textual distancing performed by young writers of The Me.

For a lyric unfolding of the object me within black children’s experience of the racist gaze, see
June Jordan, Who Look at Me (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1969).

37 Brian Eugenio Herrera, “There Is Power in Casting,” Youth Theatre Journal 29, no. 2 (2015):
147.
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assigning pieces of dialogue, using pink pen to add in names—not yet of characters but of actors,
some of whom have presumably already been recruited.®

Although the musical is scripted for six boys and six girls, the words that constitute that
script are pulled from a pool of mostly boy authors. In an approximate gender breakdown of the
contributions to the original anthology, I count 81 male-authored texts, 19 female-authored texts,
14 texts that are either initialed or unsigned but contained male-identifying language, and 36
texts that were initialed or unsigned with no obvious gendering. Even accounting for error, these
numbers indicate the predominance of male contributors in the anthology. Moreover, even in the
more evenly gendered scripting of the musical, male characters voice the majority of lengthy and
complex monologues in the show. This chapter, then, has focused on the authorship and voices
of boys, rather than, like the musical creators, attempting to redistribute the texts into even

gender numbers.*°

38 “First Draft” of “The Me Nobody Knows.”

39 This quantitative analysis is intended only as an approximation and likely elides the gender
identities of some of the young writers of The Me. 1 counted each text separately, even if
multiple texts appeared by the same author, except in the case of the C. R. letters—examined
later in this chapter—which I counted as a single male-authored text. For those texts that I
counted as male-authored or female-authored, I assumed the normative gendering of first names,
although some texts were prefaced by editorial comments by Joseph that used gender pronouns.
Those texts that I classified as containing male-identified language included, for instance, cases
in which the poetic speaker refers to a friend as “my man,” identifies as a “brother” or part of “us
boys,” or talks about romantic or sexual interest in girls in a seemingly heteronormative way.
This category is the most approximate of my survey since these texts could certainly be written
by girls or other gender-identifying children; but I would estimate the majority to be written by
boys. Finally, I counted texts with no obvious gendering; many texts in the anthology either
contain no byline or are signed only with the author’s initials and age.

The predominance of male-authored texts could be due to any combination of Joseph’s
preferences as an editor, the preferences of teachers in saving and sharing children’s writings,
and the gendering of certain classrooms and groups from whose teachers Joseph collected texts.
For instance, the writings from Youth House residents may have been drawn from all-male
classes, since Youth House existed for both boys and girls but was largely, as a system of
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Why did the musical makers seek to impose gender balance on 7The Me? They may have been
responding to feminist influence and growing efforts to increase equity within the theater
industry.*® Published production notes by Martha Knight, the original stage manager of the show,
indicate a second motive. Regarding costuming, she advises that “Some of the girls do wear
pants—but some skirts are necessary to make it look right.”*! Knight here evokes a professional
theatrical standard of taste that is inherently normative—/ooking right—and that calls for a
particular level of conventionally female-gendered presence. The rationale for this gender
standard closely resembles discourses of race in casting. John Simon of New York magazine uses
the same language as Knight to scorn the casting of black actors in traditionally white roles in the
mid-1960s New York Shakespeare Festival: “It is not only aurally that Negro actors present a
problem; they do not look right in parts that historically demand white performers.”*? Only a few
years later, the notoriously scathing Simon would become one of The Me’s most glowing

champions, raising the question of what about the show suited his idea of good taste. The

juvenile incarceration, gender-segregated. In addition to pointing out the gender imbalance of
The Me, I want to offer the imprecise and assumption-laden nature of this analysis as an
invitation to wonder about the potential range of gendered experiences and identities that might
have been negotiated and expressed by children, and young writers in particular, in circa-1970
New York.

40 According to Brian Herrera, though the open casting call would not be instituted until the
1970s, equity in actors’ work opportunities had been a major topic of conversation in the
industry since the 1940s-1950s. Brian Herrera, “The Best Actor for the Role, or the Mythos of
Casting in American Popular Performance,” Journal of American Drama and Theatre, Spring
2015, n.p.

41 Martha Knight, “Production Notes,” in Friedman, “The Me Nobody Knows” Libretto, n.p.
42 Quoted in Brandi Wilkins Catanese, The Problem of the Color[blind]: Racial Transgression

and the Politics of Black Performance (University of Michigan Press, 2012), 15. See Chapter 4
for a discussion of Simon’s glowing endorsement of The Me.
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standard of looking right, moreover, clashes with the tone of many of the youth writings used in
The Me, which focus on what is wrong with American life.

The showmakers’ investment in displaying gendered rightness sheds light on the shifting
racial assignments of the cast. In his anthology introduction, editor Joseph characterizes the
contributors as “most[ly]... Black or Puerto Rican,” while his anthology subtitle, “Children’s
Voices from the Ghetto,” also indicates to a specific demographic. In turn, the creators of the
musical designated parts for eight black, two white and two Puerto Rican roles, some of which
had already been cast, based on the pink-penned actors’ names in the draft script. By the show
premiere, those numbers had shifted to eight black characters and four white characters, with the
latter group including one “white (Puerto Rican),” Carlos, originally played by the Cuban-born
Fernandez. Despite these definite racial assignments, Knight’s production notes assure that “this
number is not sacred; however, the ghetto is primarily black and Spanish. With a little thought
and taste, you could change a few speeches when necessary to accommodate color.” This
statement of flexibility nods to the growing trend of “race-blind” casting, related to the kind of
nontraditional casting that John Simon resists. Rather than enabling additional casting of
minority actors, however, Knight’s assessment makes room for an increase in white cast
members. Since no speeches in The Me are about whiteness, “chang[ing] a few speeches” would
most likely serve to accommodate white actors.* Knight’s however sets the caution that “the

ghetto is primarily black and Spanish” against the flexibility of casting, as if changing the racial

43 While several contributors write explicitly about being black, such as in the poem that inspires
The Me’s race pride song, “Black,” other writers implicitly address structures of racial
oppression. Regarding shifts to the script to accommodate actors, it is possible that speeches
could be changed to accommodate Asian American, Native American or other minority actors,
but such possibilities do not seem to be part of Knight’s calculus here. Likewise, the show could
have created more than one Latino or Latina role and shown a greater diversity of Latinx
identities.
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numbers of the cast would always involve fewer, not more, black and Latina/o roles. The appeal
to “taste,” while perhaps intended to prevent racially insensitive stumbles, recalls the language of
looking right.**

The changes to racialized casting in the The Me hinged on the original pair of Puerto Rican
roles, which shifted to an additional white role and the “white (Puerto Rican)” role of Carlos.
Whether they failed to find conventionally legible Puerto Rican identity in the anthology, were
swayed in the casting process or wished to avoid the shadow of West Side Story, the showmakers
ultimately minimized a Puerto Rican authorial presence. If, as Brian Herrera argues, “popular
performance charts the racial formation of ‘Latino’ and ‘Hispanic’ as a racial category, neither
black nor white, but clearly distinct from both,” then both absence as well as presence onstage
may contribute to this process of racialization. Even those “Latin numbers” that have
spectacularized Latinos onstage have “rehearse[d] audiences and actors in the spectacular notion
that Latino cultural influence is new, Latino cultural forms are foreign, and Latinos themselves
do not yet fit within US cultural systems.”® In casting The Me, the issue is less the allowance of
white cast members than the construction of whiteness as a default and a necessity, even as
minority children remain central to the show’s novel appeal. Racial and ethnic identity here risk

becoming arbitrary markers of ethnographic verisimilitude, like costumes, threatening to defuse

writers’ critiques of the racial and ethnic systemization of poverty and ghettoization.*®

44 Knight, “Character Breakdown” and “Production Notes,” in Friedman, “The Me Nobody
Knows” Libretto, n.p.

4 Herrera, Latin Numbers, 15; 4-5.

46 As Herrera has argued, with an eye toward casting, “Popular performance archives the
commonsense conventions of the past.” Ibid., 11. In what would become an “often-quoted story”
of the whiteness of Broadway, “in January 1986, Actors’ Equity completed a survey which
showed that during the four years covered, over 90 percent of all professional theatre in the U.S.
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The “look™ of The Me onstage thus became charged with the tensions of the cross-age, -race
and -class adaptation process. Adult musical makers’ reimagining of young writers’ bodies
according to a desired onstage aesthetic heightened the tension between young writers’ roles as
authors and characters. In turn, the young actors who moved, monologued, danced and sang on
The Me stage can be imagined as embodying the intimately distant, palimpsestic nature of the
representation of young writers—even while amplifying their literary works.

Some writers did claim their place in the musical and publicly saw for themselves “what
would become of” their words. Jerry Parker’s February 1971 Newsday article reports on the
“special authors’ night” that invited writers of The Me to view the show and meet its cast.*’
Parker’s account makes vivid the stakes of writers’ distance from their textual paths but also
reveals how some writers asserted their presence, as living authors commenting on the frozen
moment of their published childhood texts.

Writers’ contact with the musical carried material consequences. According to Parker: “All
of the authors are to share in the profits of the show according to the amount of material they
contribute to it. Money is being held in trust for those who have not been found. Craig Stewart,
13, one of the four lyricists of ‘Fugue for Four Girls’ has received $70 so far and has put it all in
the bank ‘to be used in the future, I don’t know for what yet.”” Parker’s condescending interest in
Craig Stewart’s banking efforts suggests the potential charm of this profit-sharing system. Under
the terms of intellectual property law before the Copyright Act of 1976, Joseph and his publisher,

as the collectors of previously unpublished and unregistered work, likely possessed the full rights

was performed by all-white casts,” resulting in such initiatives as the Non-Traditional Casting
Project. Ana Deboo, “The Non-Traditional Casting Project Continues into the *90s,” TDR 34, no.
4 (Winter 1990): 188.

47 Parker, “Gathering the ‘Me’ Almost Nobody Knew.”
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to license such adaptations of the anthology as The Me musical, owing the writers nothing.*?
Joseph possibly stipulated small royalties for young writers as part of the contract for licensing
the musical adaptation; I have found no evidence of whether he did the same for anthology
profits. This separate system may have assuaged adults’ conscience and perhaps enhanced the
liberal novelty of the musical without placing youth authorship on par with that of adults. As
Jack Stillinger has pointed out, plays, unlike films, are customarily identified by and credited to
their writers, rather than directors.*’ For example, earlier in this chapter, I referred to the rival
musical of The Me Nobody Knows as “Stephen Sondheim’s Company”—giving the possessive to
the writer, with no mention of the director or other collaborators. The issue of authors’ credit and
profit, then, carries special weight in the case of a theatrical production. 7he Me musical is
primarily attributed to Gary William Friedman for music and Will Holt for lyrics, whether or not
young writers collected their allotted share.

Those writers who did attend the “special authors’ night” made their presence into a
performance of its own. Bringing along “more than 100 friends and relatives,” the writers filled
in the numbers of their absent peers. In their new position as show watchers and listeners, the
writers resembled critics—a parallel registered by Parker as he records writer Benjamin
Warrick’s take on the musical: “‘I think it was dynamite,” he said, ‘I liked the actors, they made
it seem really realistic,” an appraisal very close to what most critics have had to say about the
show.” Though minimally quoted by Parker, the writers’ observing, evaluating stance at the

authors’ night asserted their ability to talk back to the performance.

48 A possible exception here would be for the members of the writing collective What’s
Happening, including Lloyd Corbin; see footnote 21.

4 Jack Stillinger, Multiple Authorship and the Myth of Solitary Genius (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1991), 174.
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Warrick’s actor-focused comment also suggests a potential bond between writers and cast
members. Two photos in Parker’s article capture the charge of the live meeting between these
two sets of young artists joined by adult collaborators. In the first picture, understudy Edloe
looks up sweetly at writer Walter Perkins and holds up the Pepsi that he sips from a straw. In the
second photo, writer Harry Wescott, explains the caption, “has other performers pointed out to
him by Irene Cara who sings his number in the show.” Delicately holding a hot dog in one hand,
Wescott lifts his chin and surveys the room in the direction of Cara’s gesture. In each image, a
female actor plays smiling host(ess) to a male writer a head taller, who coolly inhabits his role as
guest. The photographer uses gender visually to reinforce the perception of a generic difference
between cast members and writers. At the same time, the images suggest a dynamic of mutual
influence: while writers have supplied actors with lyrics and jobs, actors now serve as guides to
the resulting theatrical world. The writers’ presence stands analogously to memory or time
travel, since the authors’ night took place years after the composition of the original texts.
Rhonda Peterson, for instance, wrote her anthologized work at age 7 and attended the musical at
age 11. By meeting the actors who voice their past words, the young-yet-older writers seem to
encounter a version of their younger, more childlike selves. The documentation of this meeting
enables an imagining of an artistic alliance or affinity between writers and actors, with the latter
taking up writers’ words from adult collaborators and giving them newly youth-authored voice
and meaning.

At least one writer used the special authors’ night to intervene in the media narrative about
his work. Harry Wescott, featured in the second photo, has the last words in Parker’s article:
“And there is Harry Wescott, 17, of Harlem, who stopped writing poetry two years ago, but said

after hearing his words... that his muse had been stirred anew. ‘It was so beautiful,” he said, ‘to
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know people were listening. I’ll probably write some more now.”” Wescott suggests his
openness toward the voicing of his words by a young girl, a scripting that typifies the gender
dynamics of the musical adaptation. The character Lillie Mae, described in the “Character
Breakdown” of the script as aged 10-11, is one of the youngest in the ensemble, but, as played by
Irene Cara, was also one of the most charismatic and praised roles in the production. Wescott
also takes a positive view of the ambiguous treatment of his poem in the show. Lillie Mae recites
Wescott’s full lyric in the dream collage that opens the musical, as characters hold the spotlight
one by one:

Windy windy windy skys

deep blue fallen over my eyes.

The birds so loud and clear

as if you feel a soft hand

in the air.>°

Wescott’s spell-like poem blurs the line between the real and imagined, helping to enchant

audiences into temporarily accepting a stage as their reality. But when Lillie Mae next tries to
resume the thought later in the first act, venturing, “Windy windy windy skies...” she is
interrupted by “[ALL:] Shut up.” Wescott nevertheless insists to Parker that “people were
listening” and are ready for an encore. Wescott’s evaluation of “so beautiful” may apply not only
to his experience of the musical but also to his poetry itself. He thus gently pushes back on the
adult scripting of his lyric to uphold its aesthetic quality and strong reception. The casual remark
that “I’ll probably write some more now” claims his sure ability to replicate his success, even as

he ages out of the literary brand of childhood.

30 Friedman, “The Me Nobody Knows” Libretto, Act 1, 6.
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In his blithe confidence, does Wescott defiantly court skepticism? He and his peers at the
special authors’ night would have known the racialized processes of cultural consumption that
powered their spotlight and that fellow writer Corbin would name from Brandeis a year later.
With bleak prescience for the entrenchments of racial oppression in the 1980s, Corbin declares:
“This country’s just about ready to turn its back on the blacks. We was given a chance to be
heard. We were noted. But now the time has come to turn us back into niggers again.”! Corbin’s
sardonic emphasis on the temporariness of attention, as black youth are ushered on and then off
the stage of national attention, could describe the passing nature of a Broadway show or a young
person’s aging out of American cultural indulgence for children. Corbin marks the material
realities behind the intimate distance of The Me and its special authors’ night. He makes clear
that the same cultural production that focused attention on minority young people could also
obscure them.

Writers like C. R., Akmir-U-Akbar and Curtis M. critique and manage this double-edged
cultural spotlight by leveraging the disembodied nature of their writings, a tactic heightened by
the re-embodied performance of The Me. As Corbin demonstrates, however, young authors also
exercise their agency in embodied ways, refusing to disappear conveniently. Despite limited
opportunities to be heard in dominant culture, minority children-becoming-adults continue to

speak and to stage their own narratives of American power.

31 Kelly, “Black Who Rode ‘the Evil White Horse” Finds Way out of Ghetto.”
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Above, cast member Edloe and
author Walter Perkins get ac-
quainted at the party after the per-
formance. Right, lyric writer Harry
Wescott has other performers point-
ed out to him by Irene Cara who
sings his number in the show.

Figure 2.2. The “special authors’ night” as featured in Jerry Parker, “Gathering the ‘Me’
Almost Nobody Knew,” Newsday, February 22, 1971.

Conclusion: The Long Walks of The Me Nobody Knows

Two twenty-first-century incarnations of 7he Me Nobody Knows demonstrate that the drama
of circa-1970 youth writing continues to take the American stage. While the writer C. R.’s post-
letter life remains unknown to me, his patron, Mr. Grady, possessed both the will and the
resources to remain in the historical record. Ed Grady taught at Youth House in the 1960s, while
in his forties, after training as an actor. He continued to teach high school in the Carolinas in the
1970s and 1980s while developing a busy late-life film career, particularly appearing in
grandfatherly parts, such as Grandpa in Not Without My Daughter (1991), “Gramps” Ryan in the

show Dawson’s Creek (1998) and Harry in The Notebook (2004)—thus continuing to perform
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his role as the quintessential supportive adult.’> In 2001, at age 78, Ed Grady told his The Me
story in an Amazon product review of the musical score, entitled “Mr. Grady’s feelings about

The Me™;

When Steve Joseph asked me for some writings my students had done while I was
teaching at The Youth House (now called Spofford on LAW & ORDER), located on
Spofford Avenue in the Bronx, I gave him a brown envelope stuffed with things they had
written, letters to me, a movie script, et al.... Some time later Steve returned my envelope
and told me the book would be out soon. I left New York before the book was published,
returning to my home in North Carolina, but he sent me a copy of it. Later I read of the
opening of the show and I was then invited to attend the production. I did, and thought it
was about the best piece of theater I'd seen, and that's praise from an actor who has been
known to sneak out of shows at intermission. When I went backstage to visit the cast they
were shocked to learn that there was a real Mr. Grady, as in the “Dear Mr. Grady” letters.
They were beautifully read by Jose Fernandez, with whom I corresponded for a while
after my visit.... I later directed a production of the show, in addition to seeing several
college productions. I sat watching the Showtime video of The Me the other night and
could not move away from the television. The show is powerful, moving, and the music
is entrancing. I was only going to watch a little bit of it, but I sat through the entire
videotape of the Showtime production, a copy of which was sent to me by the Showtime
president after it ran on Showtime. It is still a great show, and critics were lavish in their
praise. I just reread the review by Clive Barnes which ran in the New York Times. I echo
his feelings: “I loved it. I loved its understanding and compassion. . .” Thank you very
much. Ed Grady™?

Ed Grady presents a long-running storyline of his relationship with 7he Me, to which he
relates as both an educator and a theater professional. Posted five days after September 11, 2001,

the review likely responds to the events of that day with reminiscences of Grady’s days in New

>2 “Former Teacher Passes Away,” Hickory Daily Record, December 13, 2012,
http://www.hickoryrecord.com/morganton/news/former-teacher-passes-away/article 1f26elea-
457e-11e2-b93e-001a4bct6878.html; “Ed Grady,” IMDb, accessed July 18, 2017,
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0333592/.

53 Ed Grady, “Mr. Grady’s Feelings about The Me,” Amazon product review of The Me Nobody
Knows (Print Replica) [musical score], September 16, 2001, accessed July 18, 2017,
https://smile.amazon.com/Me-Nobody-Knows-Will-Holt-

ebook/dp/BO0Y7PKAOA/ref=sr 1 1?1e=UTF8&qid=1489074334&sr=8-
1&keywords=me-+nobody-+knows.
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York City. Judging by his account, the young writers of 7he Me may have had very little
knowledge of or input in their anthology publication, though his memory of the black-box
conversion of children’s writings to book form may not accurately portray Joseph’s editorial
process. Grady further recalls an invitation to the show and its backstage, which may or may not
correspond to the “special authors’ night” reported in Newsday. His claim that the cast was
“shocked to learn that there was a real Mr. Grady” suggests the mutual charisma that the actors
and the people behind the texts might have held for each other. If seeing the musical deeply
moved Grady, he asserts that his embodied presence likewise affected the cast. His many
connections to 7he Me mark his importance to the show, as well as its importance to him.

The main characters in Grady’s story, other than himself, are powerful adult individuals and
entities: Steve Joseph, Law & Order, the president of Showtime, show-making critic Clive
Barnes. Although the actors, particularly José Fernandez, appear in Grady’s memory, his young
student-authors, including C. R., seem forgotten. That contrast aligns with the available historical
record of The Me, in which the backstories of adult collaborators and actors are most accessible.
Four of the original stars moved straight from 7he Me to regular roles on The Electric Company,
the older-kid version of Sesame Street; several cast members, such as Hattie Winston and Irene
Cara, continue to conduct successful singing and acting careers today. Despite the writers’
comparative absence, their texts maintain an influential presence. The fact that Grady and
Fernandez “corresponded for a while”—in other words, wrote letters—reiterates C. R.’s own
epistolary practice.

While my extensive airtime for Ed Grady might seem to reinforce the silencing of young
writers, I propose that his narrative memory testifies to 7he Me writers’ persistent cross-age

force. The Me, it appears, was one of the structuring dramas of Grady’s life, and the subject of
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one of only two Amazon reviews that he chose to write in the years before his 2012 death. His
mention of directing a production of the show, “in addition to seeing several college
productions,” suggests that he sought out a sustained relationship with The Me. As an actor as
well as a viewer, he held up the musical as a lifelong personal and professional touchpoint. In the
wake of September 11, it was to The Me that he turned. Grady’s Amazon review narrates the
powerfully shaping force of young writers’ work, even as that work was itself profoundly shaped
and reshaped by adults like Grady. C. R. and his peers molded Grady’s role as a collaborator, as
well as giving him his role in this chapter. Their words imbue the “brown envelope” with its
remembered magic and join forces with the adult musical makers to draw Grady irresistibly to
his television screen, from which he “could not move away.” Grady’s inability to distance
himself from 7The Me at the end of a life of privileged mobility reflects the resilient travels of
circa-1970 youth writings, which both critique and move beyond the limits on their authors’
bodily safety and freedom.

In this continuing movement of youth writing, The Me Nobody Knows took on a new
theatrical form on the stage of Notes from the Field, Anna Deavere Smith’s 2016 production.>*
This work about the “school-to-prison pipeline” deploys Smith’s signature style of collecting
interviews with diverse individuals and then re-embodying them in solo performance. The voices
in Notes from the Field include contemporary young people, such as Niya Kenny, a high school
student who captured cell phone footage of a school police officer slamming a classmate out of

her desk. Smith historicizes these contemporary voices by performing a 1971 monologue from

>4 1 saw Notes from the Field at the American Repertory Theatre, Cambridge, MA, August 27,
2016; it ran off-Broadway at Second Stage Theatre and has been made into an HBO film.
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James Baldwin in 4 Rap on Race, his public conversation with Margaret Mead—in which he
quotes one of the era’s young poets.
You see, what one has to do is try to face that the world is scarcely habitable for the
conscious young. I read a little book called The Way It Spozed to Be, and it was poetry
and things written by little black children, Mexican children, Puerto Rican children, from
various schools in the land of the free and the home of the brave. And the teacher, who no
longer was a teacher, made a compilation of the poetry these kids wrote and he let them
talk. He respected them. He dealt with them as though they were—and in fact as all
children are, as all human beings are—a kind of miracle. And because he did that,
something happened. And for me that very tiny book... it’s about thirty pages long. One
sixteen-year-old boy who was in prison wrote a poem, and it ended with four lines I’ll
never forget: “Walk on water, walk on a leaf, hardest of all is to walk on grief.” What I'm
getting at, I hope, is that there is tremendous national, global, moral waste.>®
Here, an incarcerated sixteen-year-old’s literary voice travels from a teacher’s hands to an
anthology, then to the stage with Baldwin and Mead, to the book version of A Rap on Race, and
into Smith’s 2016 performance. In line with its own catalog of daring and delicate acts of travel,
the poem walks through space and time, crossing spheres of authorship and discourses about
youth crises, with its “grief” always underfoot.
While Baldwin almost perfectly remembers the poet’s closing stanza—only substituting “to
walk on grief” for “walk in grief”—he misnames the book from which he quotes. The poem,

“Jail-Life Walk,” actually appears in The Me Nobody Knows anthology, with an editor’s note

that sixteen-year-old W. N. “wrote this poem while awaiting sentencing at Youth House.”® W.

55 Margaret Mead and James Baldwin, A Rap on Race (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1971),
172-73. Ellipses in original.

36 Joseph, The Me Nobody Knows, 33. As a Youth House resident, W. N. may very well have
worked with Ed Grady and contributed “Jail-Life Walk” via Grady’s “brown envelope.” Note
that while both Baldwin and The Me musical gender W. N. as a boy, the anthology does not
indicate the poet’s gender; both boy and girl residents occupied Youth House.
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N.’s text was also loosely adapted into a song of the same name, but very different tone, in The
Me musical.>” The Way It Spozed to Be, meanwhile, is James Herndon’s 1968 memoir of junior
high school teaching, which barely quotes his students. Both books are over 100 pages long,
contrasting Baldwin’s memory of “a little book.... that very tiny book... about thirty pages
long.” W.N.’s poem does appear on page 33 of The Me Nobody Knows, perhaps shaping
Baldwin’s memory of the book length, and Joseph’s anthology is indeed a very small and light
pulp paperback. Also possible, however, is that Baldwin not only read both The Me Nobody
Knows and The Way It Spozed to Be but also additional circa-1970 texts by and about
marginalized American young people, perhaps including a thirty-page volume. Although he
emphasizes the work of the teacher-editor, whom he discusses for more words than the young
contributors themselves and whom he credits for the fact that poetically, “something happened,”
Baldwin’s memory most vividly and accurately settles on W. N.’s lines. Baldwin’s sense of the
childlike tininess of the book mirrors the delicacy evoked by the poem—Iike an elegant insect, to
“walk on a leat”—but is balanced by the robustness and sweeping mobility of W.N.’s work.
What seems to stick with Baldwin is the strangeness of “Jail-Life Walk.” The mysterious
“grief” of the poem refuses resolution, so that Baldwin states even his own, emphatic point
tentatively: “What I’'m getting at, I hope...” The poem veers Baldwin’s discussion away from the
uplifting story of a teacher, with its temptation of easy solutions, and down to the conclusion of
“tremendous national, global, moral waste.” Baldwin turns to W. N.’s poem to take a “walk” on

the dangerous, tragic, miraculous grounds of “the conscious young.”

7 Will Holt’s song version trades in W. N.’s quiet “grief” for an upbeat sarcasm, according to
which one may “Walk very wise/ Walk very well,” but “Still you will be/ Walkin round/ In a
year/ Jailhouse bound.” The song does capture one underlying message of W. N.’s work, that
“...the only thing free/ Is your mind.” Friedman, “The Me Nobody Knows” Libretto, Act 2, 12.
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As Baldwin draws on “Jail-Life Walk” in 1971, so Anna Deavere Smith marshals the poem
in 2016—in her performance of Baldwin as well as her Twitter feed—to articulate the ongoing
American oppression of children of color.’® Smith has noted, “I’m mostly interested in when
people fail to say something, like when they maybe say the wrong word or get caught in stutters,
because I think character really exists in the struggle to say something.”® The multiply mediated
staging of W. N.’s poem, misattributions and misquotings included, expresses that “struggle to
say something” as a process that occurs not only within a single character but also among
characters, in the tissue of interpersonal connection. Such connection includes Niya Kenny’s
video work and its circulation through social media, alongside the words and acts of other
twenty-first-century young activists. The cross-age collaborative effort to speak, as intricate and
contingent as “walk[ing] on a leaf,” scrambles the straight lines of existing structures of power.

Those straight lines feature in the first stanza of “Jail-Life Walk™: “Walk in the Day/ Walk in
the Night/ Walk a chalk Line/ Walk it right.”®® W. N. here draws on the colloquialism of
“walking the chalk” or “walking that chalk line,” sometimes referring to toeing a line of conduct
or stepping straight to prove sobriety, but also long used by prisoners to denote disciplining

power, particularly power the color of chalk. In the context of “Jail-Life,” W. N.’s chalk line

38 ““Walk on water. Walk on a leaf. Hardest of all is walking grief” James Baldwin quoting
incarcerated young poet @schooltoprison.” Anna Deavere Smith, Twitter post, 21 Jan. 2015,
https://twitter.com/annadeaveres/status/557920993076068353. Smith’s mistaken substitution of
“walking” reiterates Baldwin’s own slight misremembrance of W. N.’s original poem, the last
stanza of which reads: “Walk on Water/ Walk on a Leaf/ Hardest of all is/ Walk in Grief.”
Joseph, The Me Nobody Knows, 33.

> Richard Stayton, “A Fire in a Crowded Theatre,” American Theatre (July/August 1993): 73.
Quoted in Shannon Jackson, Professing Performance: Theatre in the Academy from Philology to
Performativity (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 207.

60 Joseph, The Me Nobody Knows, 33.
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conjures a young person being marched in and out of courtrooms and inserted into systems that
constrain bodily and behavioral mobility and demand impossible balancing acts. W. N.’s line,
then, belongs to the genealogy of Smith’s school-to-prison pipeline. But the poet invokes the
chalk walk only to dismiss it, along with the entire four-stanza catalog of virtuosic walks—for
“Hardest of all is/ Walk in Grief.” W. N. suggests a double itinerary, contrasting the physical or
external marches that the poet must perform with an ongoing, untouched inner journey.
Whatever chalk line or pipeline feet must follow, the writer is poetically walking in another
direction, in which “grief” swerves from the straight and narrow. ¢!

The persistent affinity of W. N.’s poem with performance, from 7he Me to Baldwin’s stage
and Notes from the Field, makes evident the tendency of the stage to illuminate the drama of
youth writing. By making words present where the author is distant, theatrical productions not
only reenact W. N.’s poetic walk but also depend on it to stage confrontations with the enduring
dream and crime that is American childhood. The writers of The Me Nobody Knows thus ensure
that, to follow Akmir-U-Akbar’s pen-hero, the hands that reshape their stories “shall be guided
by me.” Centering the power dynamics of cross-age literary production in their rhetorical work,

young writers anticipatorily provide the means of understanding the long and twisting walks of

their texts.

¢! Thank you to Michael King for his insight on the history of the phrase “chalk line.” See also,
for instance, Negley K. Teeters, “State of Prisons in the United States: 1870-1970,” Federal
Probation 33 (1969): 22.
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“On May 4% 1968 a girl decided to write about her opinions of ways to fight. I don’t mean fist
fight but I mean fight with your mind.... You must fight with your brain and you have got to
know how to do it. You can use your brain differently.”!

Carmen begins her essay “You’ve Got to Fight the Right Way” by commemorating her own
act of composition. Carmen’s date sets her essay exactly one month after the April 4
assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Her meditation on the power of fighting without fists
references King’s commitment to nonviolence, as well as, perhaps, the broader range of
resistance tactics debated by anti-racist groups with increasing intensity in the wake of King’s
death. The self-conscious timestamp, “On May 4" 1968, presents the production of the essay
itself as a historical event in the tradition of “fight[ing] with your mind.” The writer doubly
illustrates “ways to fight,” calling attention to both a girl’s decision to write and the essay’s
narration of that decision. With this opening convergence of past-tense, third-person and present-
tense, first-person perspectives, Carmen positions temporal markers at the center of her
discussion of survival tactics. She links her timestamp, moreover, to child identity: one is not “a
girl” forever, but specifically “a girl” on May 4, 1986, when she “decided to write.” Carmen thus
calls attention to the timebound nature of childhood authorship.?

If Western culture shapes stories around beginning, middle and end, to set those temporal
markers is to control a story’s meaning. Carmen fights with her mind partly by asserting the

starting point of her own text. But as a public school student writer, she also strategically chose

' Carmen, “You’ve Got to Fight the Right Way,” in Caroline Mirthes and the Children of P. S.
15, Can’t You Hear Me Talking to You? (New York: Bantam Books, 1971), 88.

2 Viewed as a strategy document for struggle, Carmen’s essay can be understood as generically
related to texts such as the Young Lords’ “13 Point Program and Platform,” originally printed in
October 1969. Young Lords Party, “13 Point Program and Platform,” Latino/a Education
Network Service, 1969, http://palante.org/13%20Pt%20Program-1st.htm.
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to share her essay with her sixth-grade writing teacher, Caroline Mirthes. Mirthes then included
the work in her popular 1971 collection of writings from her students at the Lower East Side’s P.
S. 15, Can't You Hear Me Talking to You? In the hands of this teacher-turned-editor, Carmen’s
writing would operate along a distinctly adult-directed timeline of circulation and interpretation.
Anthologies from single classrooms, as opposed to collections from multiple schools or from
extracurricular programs, present child authorship within the bounded space and 9-month time of
public school class. The adult teacher-editor’s power manifests sequentially: in her ability to
have the last word, to explain in retrospect and to publish and copyright a book long after the
writers have left her classroom. In this light, Carmen’s commemorative opening, “On May 4"
1968,” seems to anticipate and counterbalance a textual life outside of the young writer’s
control.?

The stakes of this timing become visible in a 1971 New York Times feature on the publication
of Can’t You Hear Me Talking to You? Following excerpts of children’s writings from the book,
the article concludes with “An Epilogue” in which Mirthes gives a “résumé of the present
situation of some of the writers.” The report on Carmen, quoted here in its entirety, is typical:
“CARMEN has bleached her long black hair blond and wears a black slit skirt and a low-cut top.
She lives with her mother, who has a 19-year-old boyfriend. They live in a one-room flat where
the furnishings consist of a bed and a couch and the sink is in the living room.” Mirthes makes

no mention of Carmen’s writing or interior world. The focus is on Carmen’s body, the corruption

3 My emphasis on the term “public school” in this chapter calls up the failures of desegregation
and the community control movement and stands in contrast not primarily to dominant forms of
private school (Mirthes’s wish for her students, as discussed later in this chapter) but to the kinds
of alternative, community-based education efforts illuminated in Russell John Rickford, We Are
an African People: Independent Education, Black Power, and the Radical Imagination (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2016).
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of which mirrors the deviant sexuality of her mother and improper state of their apartment.
Carmen’s “black slit skirt” and “low-cut top” appear directly expressive of her current existence.
The costume marks her fall from childhood innocence—and thus from the realm of child
authorship. In line with explicit claims in the “résumé” that other former students have
abandoned artistic pursuits, from dropping the trumpet to discarding dreams of a writing career,
Mirthes implies that Carmen, too, has lost her creative ability. Declaring Carmen’s window of
literary production closed, the article offers up her body as a substitute text for reader
consumption. The Times “epilogue” extends the work already begun in the concluding pages of
Can't You Hear Me Talking to You?, in which Mirthes reports the dropouts, pregnancies and
drug overdoses that have struck students since leaving her class, expressing their urgent need for
help but also narratively reassuring readers that they have not missed anything beyond the book’s
last page.*

Mirthes exemplifies the tendency of adult narratives to age children of color out of
authorship. She retrospectively constructs her own classroom as the exceptional space of
childhood and, by extension, child literary production, shielded by age from the “disaster area”
of the Lower East Side.’ Young people, in this account, are only children as long as they are her

students and only writers as long as they are children. By luridly portraying the changes of time

4 “Children’s Voices of Hope and Despair,” The New York Times, April 9, 1971; Mirthes, Can 't
You Hear Me Talking to You?, 140—42.

> For a markedly different view of the Lower East Side in the era, see, for instance, Urayoan
Noel, In Visible Movement: Nuyorican Poetry from the Sixties to Slam (University of lowa Press,
2014); Daniel Kane, A/l Poets Welcome: The Lower East Side Poetry Scene in the 1960s
(University of California Press, 2003).
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and growth, the Times epilogue reinforces young writers’ disqualification from childhood, from
authorship and thus from a claim to their own published texts.®

In a second temporal move, the Times not only fails to solicit young writers’ own input but
also assumes the impossibility of their ever seeing the article. The tone of the résumé excludes its
own subjects’ readership as confidently as a social worker’s case file: “IRENE has regressed
socially. She appears afraid of growing up because she does not know how to deal with drugs
and sex.” By denying Irene, Carmen and their peers and families as potential readers, the article
constructs the conversation about young people of color as a one-way stream, in which
provocative material moves from children’s pens and lives up into the teacher’s possession, then
on to editors, publishers and a privileged adult public. The 7Times assumption of a one-way
stream follows the anthology itself, which Mirthes dedicates to the children but peppers with
statements about them and their families that seem confident of a complete lack of community
reception.

Can't You Hear Me Talking to You? and its newspaper epilogue exert narrative control on
children’s past and future, shaping claims both to explain and to predict their lives. This adult
discourse around child authors has a structural affinity with a form of narrative widespread in the
circa-1970 era, the pathologization of poverty: the rendering of oppression as the inevitable
result of oppressed people’s own dysfunction, fully explainable by simple causality. The

application of pathology discourse to children of color is exemplified in the circa-1970 policing

® The practice of aging children of color out of authorship continues what Robin Bernstein has
identified as childhood surrogation, by which growing bodies are continually ejected from the
idealized category of the child. This process, Bernstein shows, has historically served the
purposes of white supremacist racial order. Robin Bernstein, Racial Innocence: Performing
American Childhood from Slavery to Civil Rights (New York: New York University Press,
2011), 22-24.
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term “predelinquent,” which preemptively targeted young people based solely on their perceived

proclivity for future crimes. Carmen and her fellow classroom writers thus generate their literary

work in the face of what I call time-telling: a form of domination that uses temporal logic to tell a
story about another’s identity and future.’

This chapter argues that classroom-based young writers craft temporal tactics to critique and
negotiate the time-telling forces of public education, classroom literary production and anthology
publication. Young writers use cross-age literary production to engage the highly time-bounded
ways in which they are moved through the school system, cultivated as writers, published and
read. Confronting the centrality of temporal regimes to the pathologization, criminalization and
control of children of color, classroom writers script their own rhythms, shaping alternative
choreographies of time and possibility. Critics have noted child writers’ affinity for plays with
time in the context of the special temporal status of childhood. This chapter brings to the
scholarship an intersectional view of childhood temporality, arguing for the relevance of racial
politics of time and age to young writers’ literary engagements with time.?

Young writers bring their intersectional position to a tradition of anti-racist temporal practice.

As Michael Hanchard has argued, through “racial time,” the pervasive use of temporal

7T am indebted here to Michael King’s work on “telling-power.” On the category of
“predelinquent,” see Elizabeth Hinton, From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime. The
Making of Mass Incarceration in America (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press, 2016), 122-23.

$ On temporality in child authorship, see Rachel Conrad, ““We Are Masters at Childhood’: Time
and Agency in Poetry by, for, and about Children,” Jeunesse 5, no. 2 (2013): 124-50; Rachel
Conrad, “‘My Future Doesn’t Know ME’: Time and Subjectivity in Poetry by Young People,”
Childhood, 2011; Laurie Langbauer, The Juvenile Tradition: Young Writers and Prolepsis,
1750-1835 (Oxford University Press, 2016), discussed at greater length in my Introduction. See
also the analysis of atemporality in children’s stories, the tendency of young writers “to delay,
deny and defer the implications of narrative by placing it quite out of time,” in Carolyn
Steedman, The Tidy House: Little Girls Writing (London: Virago, 1982), 106-7.
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inequalities and disjunctures has been a key structural element of racist power. African American
liberation struggles have thus developed tools of “time appropriation, seizing another’s time and
making it one’s own. Bobby Seale’s exhortation to ‘seize the time’ affirms the need to
appropriate a new temporality, wherein new values, freedoms, and forms of expression are
operative.” Joining this project, Carmen and her peers apply their specific temporal position as
schoolchildren of color in order to craft literary contestations of “racial time.” By challenging the
dominating processes of time-telling, classroom writers align with Martin Luther King’s critique
of liberal whites who seek to dictate the timing of black freedom struggle. By confronting the
extent to which the future can serve as a space of domination, as well as liberation, children
surface the complexity of temporal struggle. Circa-1970 young writers provide an answer to
King’s urging that “[w]e must use time creatively, in the knowledge that the time is always ripe
to do right.”

I consider authors from two classroom anthologies: the blatantly problematic Can’t You Hear
Me Talking to You? and a more child-controlled collection, The Children: Poems and Prose from
Bedford-Stuyvesant. The children that contributed to these volumes engaged with their teachers
in tense yet collaborative processes of representing childhood, generating highly time-conscious
literary forms. Classroom writers’ engagements with narrative time demonstrate young people’s
participation in a cross-age conversation about the ways in which marginalized children’s stories

should be told.

? Martin Luther King, The Radical King, ed. Cornel West (Boston: Beacon Press, 2015), 144;
Michael Hanchard, “Afro-Modernity: Temporality, Politics, and the African Diaspora,” Public
Culture 11, no. 1 (1999): 253; 256.
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Time in the School System

Circa-1970 classroom writing developed within the context of public schooling as a highly
timed system of control and way of knowing. The U. S. school system advances an ideal of
temporal lockstep: every child progressing at the same rate, along the same curricular and
developmental schedule. Lawmakers have articulated—and always racialized— this principle in
initiatives from Head Start (1965) to No Child Left Behind (2001). These federal program titles
conjure the threatening reality of their negative: children delayed and behind. The school ideal of
temporal lockstep structures a system that, in reality, operates by not progressing everyone
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together, but rather “holding back,” “repeating,” “detention,” “suspension”: even school
punishment is temporal, as it is also carceral. The elaborate metrics of testing and tracking that
have been worked and reworked since the 1960s, claiming to measure which children are
learning at what rate, both respond to and reinforce the gap between the ideal of lockstep
progress and the uneven, unequal American reality.

The resulting absurdities fill the education exposés of the circa-1970 era. In Death at an
Early Age, Jonathan Kozol emphasizes the outrage that his school, serving black children under
Boston’s de-facto segregation, stocks only extremely old, out-of-date textbooks, even as what
these very books promote is a narrative of white American progress. Kozol implicitly links
textbook expiration to his titular concept of childhood death, whether literal or social. Young
Lord David Perez, meanwhile, uses the U. S. school system to explain the concept of “cultural
genocide”: “In the school system here, if you don’t quickly begin to speak English and shed your
Puerto Rican values, you’re put back a grade—so you may be in the sixth grade in Puerto Rico

but when you come here, you go back to the fourth or fifth. You’re treated as if you’re retarded,

as if you’re backward.” As demonstrated by the Young Lords, many of whom were not far out of
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childhood themselves, school temporalities played a central, illustrative role in the era’s radical
political analyses of U. S. white supremacy and imperialism.!°

Teacher-editors of Mirthes’s era largely saw themselves within radical resistance to the
racist, stiflingly conventional institution of public education. They conceived of classroom
anthologies as using the power of children’s voices to expose and attack a fundamentally broken
school system. In their deep distrust of the school system and the majority of its other teachers,
teacher-editors understandably sought to hold at bay what they saw as the inevitable damage to
their students’ futures. In their narrative devices, however, these educators risked falling into the
temporal structures of that very system. Teacher-editors tend to portray their classrooms as
ephemeral utopias, from which students must ultimately be ejected back into the cruel,
corrupting world. The prevalence of class anthologies from the sixth grade, usually the last year
of elementary school in this era, enhances this sense of loss.!! Come June and junior high, the

books imply, students fall out of the utopian classroom, out of innocence—and out of childhood.

19 David Perez, in Young Lords Party and Michael Abramson, Palante: Young Lords Party (New
York: McGraw-Hill, 1971), 66.

Stephen Berrey explains Jim Crow-era textbook racism as a temporal regime: “when black
schools used the discarded textbooks from white schools—as was the case in Mississippi—black
children’s access to the most up-to-date knowledge was delayed, and in this cycle of handed-
down textbooks, they never would get the books with the latest information. White students
always had newer textbooks and accordingly had access to newer, or the most current,
information.” Stephen A. Berrey, The Jim Crow Routine: Everyday Performances of Race, Civil
Rights, and Segregation in Mississippi (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press,
2015), 37.

' For popular sixth-grade class anthologies, in addition to Mirthes, see Nicholas Anthony Duva,
ed., Somebody Real: Voices of City Children (Rockaway, NJ: American Faculty Press, 1972);
Herbert R. Kohl, 36 Children (New York: New American Library, 1967).
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Teachers’ efforts to protect space for children’s learning and self-expression can effectively
freeze them in the time and space of that class, eliding children’s ongoing creative lives. Child
authors remain static, preserved on the ice of elegy, while teacher-editors move forward with the
process of marketing, printing and profiting from classroom writings. This process can occur in
the very act of asserting children’s present-day relevance, as demonstrated by Mirthes: “They
[her students] are not a ‘problem’ that can be dealt with in a year, or ten years from now, but
twelve- and thirteen-year-olds whose chance for life have changed even in the time it has taken
to prepare and publish this book.”'? Even in the mode of child advocacy, the freezing of young
writers’ childhood operates in tandem with the processes of adult publication.

The time-bound nature of public school classes, translated into the language of book sales,
shapes narratives of literary childhood in ephemeral and elegiac terms. This kind of storytelling
forecloses writers’ post-classroom lives, disqualifying them not only from childhood but also
from authorial status. Poor children of color, according to this logic, generate literary value only
by virtue of their limited years, with no ability to extend creative production beyond this
timeline. Child authorship becomes a narrow window of possibility, the foreclosure of which is
central to the genre’s appeal. Classroom anthologies thus surface the tendency of adult accounts
to age children out of authorship.

Even as circa-1970 children found school-bound opportunities for authorial recognition, they
occupied an uneasy cultural position as co-actors in struggles for school change. LeRoi Jones’s
1968 dramatic work Board of Education captures this ambiguity about children’s political
agency—and its connection to temporal regimes. Jones scripts a potential real-life political

intervention, in which child actors, in both senses of the word, poetically hijack a school board

12 Mirthes, Can’t You Hear Me Talking to You?, xii. Italics mine.
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meeting to jumpstart movement toward community control of schools. The performer-
interveners articulate the temporal disjunction at work in education neglect: “BOY 3: 1st grade
books for 5th grade inmates. (All laugh)/ BOY 4: 5th grade texts for 10th grade illiterates.”
Strengthening this emphasis on time, the actors repeatedly define public schooling for black
children as a “bums’ rush,” a term for forcibly hurrying out unwanted people. Board of
Education combats the coercive rush of black children from the school system by scripting an
interactive intervention in real time, one both rehearsed and open to improvisation. The
performance halts the efficient progress of a board meeting, throwing a wrench in the schedules
of the “assembled squares.” The child actors even periodically pause their collective lecture on
Black Power schooling to sing “in Motown Harmony,” literally changing the rhythm of the
meeting room. Jones’s fantastical lyrics call up aged and gendered dreams of girlhood to combat
the oppressive order of public schooling: “Daughters of beauty And beautiful daughters Swing
on the planet float light and swift daughters of daughters of beauty swing on the planet float light
swifter than sadness. cooler than madness beautiful daughter swifter than cold.”!?

Jones’ dramatic blueprint leaves unclear how child performers might interpret these words or

craft deviations from the script for themselves. As it throws a wrench in the time of white

13 LeRoi Jones, Board of Education, 1968, http://solomon.bld2.alexanderstreet.com.ezp-
prodl.hul.harvard.edu/cgi-bin/asp/philo/getobject.pl?c.1272:2.bld2.

A phrase fated to reappear in multiple racist and anti-racist American discourses, “bums’ rush”
circa-1970 referred to the physical forcing out of someone unwanted from an establishment, such
as a bar, especially by holding the victim’s arm twisted behind the back for high-efficiency, low-
resistance ejection. See the titular song from Public Enemy’s 1987 album Yo! Bum Rush the
Show. The phrase returned with slightly different meaning yet remarkably similar associations in
the discourse around eighteen-year-old Michael Brown’s 2014 killing by police. Ben Zimmer,
“The Origins of the Term ‘Bum Rush,’” Wall Street Journal, August 22, 2014, sec. Life and
Style, http://www.wsj.com/articles/the-origins-of-the-term-bum-rush-1408721707.
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supremacist schooling, Board of Education also vibrates with the tension between scripting
children for revolutionary recitation and leveraging their power as authors and choreographers
themselves. Scholarly accounts of 1960s school justice battles have dedicated relatively thorough
attention to the work of adult artists such as Jones and community leaders such as the Reverend
Milton Galamison. These studies, however, have revealed little about children’s active roles in
such events as the 1968 Ocean Hill-Brownsville conflict, beyond their place as symbolic figures
or victims of education disputes. Turning to the authorial acts of “Daughters of Beauty”
themselves, I insert into the history of 1960s educational radicalism those classroom-based
writers, predominantly girls, whose temporal tactics analyze and intervene in the dominant order

of public school.!'*

Against Time-Telling: Carmen’s Temporal Tactics

Carmen’s self-dating in “You’ve Got to Fight the Right Way” plays with the calendar
structure of schooling (88-89). She puts a twist on “Name and Date,” that dutiful double headline
of school compositions drilled into students’ heads. In addition to falling a month after Dr.
King’s assassination, Carmen’s date sits squarely within the New York school year. But May 4,
1968 was also a Saturday, subtly marking the writer’s autonomy from the physical space and

time of the classroom.

14 See for instance, Rickford, We Are an African People (New York: Oxford University Press,
2016); Michael W. Flamm, In the Heat of the Summer: The New York Riots of 1964 and the War
on Crime (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016); Daniel H. Perlstein, Justice, Justice: School
Politics and the Eclipse of Liberalism, History of Schools and Schooling (New York: P. Lang,
2004). Rickford’s account opens particular rich glimpses of young people’s involvement in
educational politics of the era, such as in the Brooklyn cultural institution and school The East.
Katharine Capshaw has recently presented on children and childhood at The East.
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Even as Carmen sets the time frame of her own text, “You’ve Got to Fight the Right Way”
acquires an additional explanatory apparatus within its teacher-edited publication. Mirthes
prefaces Carmen’s essay, like many of the anthology texts, with psychologizing teacher-narrated
backstory. Over spring vacation, Mirthes divulges, Carmen was badly injured while defending
her young brother in a fight, only to be scorned by her mother for losing. Carmen “called me up,
her voice trembling,” Mirthes states, and the two “talked for almost an hour” about Carmen’s
mother and Carmen’s own life choices. “When she returned to school a week later, she presented
me with this essay.” Mirthes shapes an interpretation of the essay by retemporalizing it. Her
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focus on time—"[d]uring spring vacation,” “for almost an hour,” “a week later”— positions the
essay at the endpoint of a neat narrative arc, one devoid of mention of King’s death. The story
begins with Carmen’s fights in the street and at home, turns with Mirthes’s phone conversation
and triumphantly concludes not with Carmen’s writing of the essay but with its receipt in
Mirthes’s hands. The teacher-editor inserts herself as a character and even co-author of Carmen’s
text, which does not mention her teacher once.

Carmen’s authorial self-presentation and Mirthes’s explanation mark divergent ways of
narrating the story of child authorship. Carmen’s essay leaves the concept of fighting right
elusive, providing more exhortation than explanation. The writer implies that you, the reader,
“must fight with your brain,” engage in intellectual struggle in order to understand Carmen’s
ideas. “[A]nd you have got to know how to do it”: reading, like fighting, can be done wrong and
requires skill. Mirthes’s framing, in contrast, portrays the essay as symptomatic of events in
Carmen’s life and world, specifically Carmen’s Lower East Side neighborhood as it is raced and

classed as a site of violence, social dysfunction and family neglect. By presenting herself as a

necessary interpreter, Mirthes implicitly classifies children’s writing as fo-be-explained. This
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label denotes the shunting of children’s writings simultaneously into the future and the past.
Adult-controlled processes of explanation and interpretation can suggest that children’s writing
acquires meaning only in the future, beyond the timeframe of children’s composition. Here the
parental platitude, “you’ll understand when you’re older,” becomes applicable even to children’s
own literary work. The frequent reliance of adult explanations on discourses of poverty
pathology, meanwhile, tends to figure marginalized children’s writings as the inevitable product
of their social conditions, shutting the book on children’s meanings as always already past-
tense. !

In response to this threat, Carmen’s writings provide a guide and antidote to the dangers of
time-telling. In two essays that, in Mirthes’s words, “became classics in the school” among
students (xi), Carmen adapts the conventionally scholastic five-paragraph essay form to address
young people’s survival in the “slums,” her term for deeply impoverished and oppressed New
York neighborhoods (74). Compact and focused, titled by catchy slogans, “You’ve Got to Fight
the Right Way” and “How Does a Block Swallowed You Up” are designed for popular
circulation. As the former essay fights right by setting its own timeline and refusing full
explicability, the latter provides instruction in discerning and evading temporal control.

“How Does a Block Swallowed You Up” addresses a seemingly unavoidable system of peer
manipulation (74-75). Carmen warns her peers of the dangers of the slums, specifically from
other young people who, in Carmen’s words, “want you to be like one more victim of their

block” through social entanglement, violence and drug use. The essay promises a way for kids to

15 Here I borrow the aptly awkward grammar of “to-be-looked-at-ness” from Laura Mulvey,
“Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.,” Screen xvi, no. 3 (1975): 6-18.
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avoid learning lessons “the hard way”: that is, Carmen’s essay aims to reach her readers
preemptively, before danger does.

Carmen portrays peer threat as primarily a matter of words. She describes an intricate
choreography of telling, saying and asking through which peers entangle newcomers. The game
begins with a false show of friendliness: “they tell you their names.... Then they ask you how
old are you and they ask you that before they tell you their age because they want to make
themselves older than you.” This friendly dialogue then shifts to baiting for a fight: “that is the
conversation that could make the block swallowed you.” Physical threat here reinforces the
primary tactic of verbal manipulation. The danger here is conversation, a maze of words with all
exits verbally blocked off: “Well the conversation starts like this first they tell you you’re a nice
friend. You know then they tell you do you know how to fight.... all of a sudden they tell you
you’re cheating [at a game].... you say I wasn’t cheating. But they always receive the same
excuse so they already have an answer to that. Then they tell you don’t you call me a liar.” These
tactics corner the newcomer into fighting, then facing escalating dares to take drugs. The bullies
dictate an apparently airtight causal chain, so that one act inescapably leads to the next. A denial
of cheating leads to a physical fight, puffing a cigarette to sniffing glue. Carmen’s narration
reenacts that process, telling the reader what “you” undoubtedly think, feel and do: “Then you
certainly wouldn’t want to start up so you say I wasn’t cheating.... Then the worst thing comes
to your head and you push back.” The second person brings the described sequence into the real
time of reading, so that the reader experiences the claustrophobic merging of pressured present
and dictated future. The repeated conjunctive adverb then encapsulates the temporal takeover of

this controlling logic of inevitability. Carmen’s performative imitation of the bullies reveals peer
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manipulation as a form of narrative, which denies a young person’s ability to make choices and
determine her own story by rendering her identity and future already explained.

Carmen’s essay takes on the fear of becoming the mere product of one’s environment, “like
one more victim of their block.” Her eight repetitions of the clause “they tell you” gradually shift
from simply referring to dialogue to implying commands, as in they tell you what to do. Telling
you what to do, here, also implies telling you what you are. The local threat of kid bullies reflects
the broader threat of racist national discourses of poverty pathology, which constructs poor
children of color as the dangerous products of dysfunctional neighborhoods. As Carmen repeats
the bullies’ pronoun, they, it acquires a secondary signification as an adult societal they, who tell
particular age-, race-, class- and gender-based stories about the lives of Carmen and her peers.
The clause “they tell you” evokes the tellings of teachers and social workers, newspapers and
TV, juvenile courts and presidential administrations: they who, throughout the 1960s, articulated
the problem of children’s urban poverty not in the language of justice but in the language of
threat, labeling young people of color as “social dynamite,” a product primed to explode.!¢ By
taking on time-telling on the block, Carmen also addresses this process on the scale of the nation.

Carmen illustrates her temporal battle through the structuring metaphor of being swallowed.
The essay concludes: “So be a hero like I’m trying to be. Don’t let a block swallowed you.
Please swallow all the blocks you can but don’t let them get you. You won'’t like it. Good Bye.”
The oral image emphasizes danger as conversational, a matter of the tongue. Carmen’s use of
swallowed in the grammatical place of swallow deems the event foregone even at the time of
warning. The past participle threatens to “swallowed” any present or future possibilities, as if

one’s fate is always already told. This hint of past tense also reflects the extent to which

16 See Introduction on the phrase “social dynamite.”



163

Carmen’s metaphor and essay are about loss, the irrevocability of decisions and the
irretrievability of childhood years.!”

Complete with memorable moral, the dramatic end to the essay nevertheless offers only
tentative resolution to its articulated threat. In comparison with the blow-by-blow description of
the problem, the solution remains abstract and brief, occupying only the last fraction of the final
paragraph. Carmen stops short of concretely explaining how “a kid that is good” can “swallow
all the blocks you can.” Her plan for resistance remains as indigestible as the thought of
consuming a city block, crunching with brick and glass. The problem of the essay thus threatens
to “swallowed” up its solution. A disquieting weighting of words toward the problem, rather than
the solution, characterizes “You’ve Got to Fight the Right Way,” as well as “How Does a
Block,” so that the essays subtly pervert the neat problem-solution structure of the scholastic
five-paragraph essay. This evasion of full explicability unsettles any sense of a neat beginning,
middle and end. Denying the representation of children of color as fully explainable and
predictable, Carmen’s texts counteract the dominating tell-all style discernible in Mirthes, the
bullies on the block and broader juvenile delinquency discourse.

With her own escape from swallowing veiled in reticence, Carmen leaves readers with data
on only one of her tactics, that of essay-writing itself. Her literary production is an act of
swallowing, a capacious means to take in one’s own surroundings and conditions. Moreover, her
success in circulating the essays, both throughout her school and later in the published anthology,
suggests a power of extension beyond the narrow lockdown of a block. Mirthes’s preface to

“How Does a Block” plays into this contrast: “[Carmen] laughed and bent down and pulled from

17 See Carmen’s friend and interlocutor Elisa’s version of the image of swallowing in my
Introduction.
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her knee socks six pages of the following composition. She had locked herself in the bathroom to
write it and then hidden it so her parents wouldn’t see it” (74). Mirthes’s anecdote projects a
certain cuteness onto the essay, while also positioning herself as the agent of literary release. But
the claustrophobia of the locked bathroom and the knee sock, followed by the release of the
pages and of Carmen’s laughter, evokes the expansiveness required to “swallow all the blocks
you can.” This sense of unbounded dispersal resonates with the ways in which Carmen’s text
withholds clarity and resolution. The force of Carmen’s essay lies partly in the persistent puzzle
of its slogan, the fugitive nature of what exactly it would mean to “swallow all the blocks you

can.”!8

¥ Understanding Carmen’s reticence as a fugitive act surfaces its resonances with such moments
as Frederick Douglass’s refusal to detail his escape from slavery:

While, therefore, it would afford me pleasure, and perhaps would materially add to the
interest of my story, were I at liberty to gratify a curiosity which I know to exist in the
minds of many, as to the manner of my escape, I must deprive myself of this pleasure,
and the curious of the gratification, which such a statement of facts would afford.... I
have never approved of the very public manner, in which some of our western friends
have conducted what they call the ‘Under-ground Railroad,” but which, I think, by their
open declarations, has been made, most emphatically, the ‘Upper-ground Railroad.’ Its
stations are far better known to the slaveholders than to the slaves.

Douglass locates the way in which acts of explanatory telling, however “delicious to inhale”—a
metaphor resonant with Carmen’s image of swallowing—can preclude escape and blockade
paths to liberation. He links this dynamic, moreover, to the demographics of his readership, in a
mode with some similarity to circa-1970 young writers’ anticipatory awareness of their cross-
age, cross-race audiences. Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, DocSouth Web
Edition, 2000 (New York: Miller, Orton & Mulligan, 1855),
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/douglass55/douglass55.html.

A refusal to explain more contemporaneous with Carmen’s writing, as well as related to
childhood, can be found in the slyly evasive response of Malcolm X to demands that he confirm
or deny the existence of the Blood Brothers, an alleged gang of 400 white-hating, judo-trained
black children in Harlem, largely the figment of highly inaccurate New York Times reporting; I
will discuss this scandal elsewhere in the dissertation. Malcolm X, conversation with Mike
Wallace of CBS Morning News, June 8, 1964. Available at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8yHrDIEBY Iw.
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The writer’s logic remains difficult to swallow(ed), her life sticking in the throat as
incompletely told. In this way, Carmen responds to the particular risks of classroom-based
literary production. By collaborating with Mirthes, Carmen gained a broader audience and
resources but also embedded her literary work within the time-telling structures of the racialized
school system, which threatened to erase young people’s possibilities and age children out of
authorship. Carmen’s cross-age writing anticipatorily counteract this threat of scholastic
swallowing by equipping her texts, and thus their peer readers, with the rhetorical tools to

confound the logic of pathology and tell one’s own time.

Spinning Her Wheels: Yolanda McDade’s Detours of Possibility

Carmen’s temporal tactics find a counterpart in Yolanda McDade’s story “The Storm,”
published by teacher-editor Irving Benig in The Children: Poems and Prose from Bedford-
Stuyvesant. While aligned with Carmen’s principles, ten-year-old McDade enacts a stylistically
distinct form of “fighting right,” lit by joyful wandering and magical opportunity. Her meditation
on simultaneity and possibility dissolves the airtight causal logic of time-telling.'”

Signaling its pressure on preexisting terms of childhood possibility, the story opens with two
acts of pushing: “While sitting inside watching the rain the window was pushed against by a
teenager by the name of Tarina Summers. She pushed the rocking chair up against the wall and
saw a stray cat walking across the Patcher’s patio.” Tarina physically moves into place a new
layout of the insulating setting given to her. Her gestures set the driving motive for the story,

perhaps inspired by the sight of the strolling cat: a desire for direct contact with the rain. The

19 Irving Benig, ed., The Children: Poems and Prose from Bedford-Stuyvesant (New York:
Grove Press, 1971), 89-90.



166

“name of Tarina Summers,” presented rather grandly in the story’s first sentence, holds meaning
beyond its apparent status as a girl’s cherished fantasy identity. Tarina is a semi-anagram of
rain, and Summers alludes to both the season of summer, or freedom from school, and the
repetition of that season over the years. The juxtaposition of these first and last names suggests
the temporal flavor of the storm, a larger-than-life, cyclically created force that temporarily
transforms interludes of human experience. This process of transitory transformation shapes
McDade’s narrative.

In a magic window of adult-free time, Tarina’s aloneness and consequent meditative
monologue set the enchantment of the story. “She said to herself, ‘Since my mother isn’t going
to come home until it stops raining I know what I should do. I should take my bike and ride it in
the rain.” This idea launches a vividly unclear reflection on possibility: “Oh what beautiful
rainbows I would see laying in the streets. Sometimes I would once be able to pick it up but I
know it’s impossible.” This statement could be taken pragmatically to mean, I used to think 1
could pick up rainbows but now I know better. The syntax, however, more precisely indicates
something closer to, Sometimes I know that/ will that I'll be able to pick up a rainbow, even
though it’s impossible. The ambiguity here stems partly from the double temporal significance of
the verb would, which can serve as either a future conditional or the imperfect past tense.
Tarina’s would suggests both her anticipation of going outside and her memory of how things
used to be. In this way, the narration moves in two temporal directions, impressionistically
blurring the line between practical and magical thinking. The story leaves a sense of a girl’s
growing up, developing firmer ideas of what is possible and reasonable, yet retaining the
residues of imagination and desires from her younger childhood. Tarina’s would also suggests

the double meaning of will, denoting individual decision-making and drive. Suspending the
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impossible across verb tense and mode, McDade portrays the practice of carving personal agency
and freedom from the very material of time, both in experience and in narrative.

McDade’s atmospheric prose layers multiple planes of time. The description of Tarina’s
biking pleasure exemplifies this effect. “The thunder started rolling across the grey and white
sky. As it started Tarina sped down Maple St. As she did she still saw her rocking chair still
rocking back and forth and the stray cat still walking across the Patcher’s patio.” Time words
like started, as and still suggest the writer’s investment in conjuring multiple, overlapping
temporal trajectories. Rolling thunder, speeding Tarina, rocking chair and pacing cat each follow
an individual rhythm, as if populating a world with variously ticking clocks. The second glimpse
of the cat’s stroll here exemplifies the writer’s use of peripheral glimpses to cultivate a sense of a
larger world happening around Tarina. Ripples of movement and stillness, stasis and change,
evoke a plurality and simultaneity of being. The cat will keep walking and the chair will keep
rocking even after passing out of Tarina’s and the reader’s view.

Time catches up to Tarina in the figure of her mother. “As she turned on Dextin Ave. she saw
her mother and turned the bike around but then heard her mother’s voice, ‘Tarina, Tarina
Summers.” Her mother ran down Dextin Ave.” Tarina’s attempt to rewind comes too late: her
mother has returned earlier than promised, while rain still falls, and caught Tarina in the act. The
mother sharply halts the dreamy course of the story: “As she [the mother] approached her she
looked at her face and it was red and hot! ‘It’s that way because you forgot about your hat,
raincoat and boots. Why? Why, Tarina Summers? Your father will hear about this.”” There is the
sense that Tarina’s face only grows hot when caught. If a chair rocks in an empty house, does it
still creak, and if a girl bikes coatless in the rain without her parents’ knowing, does she still

catch a fever? The mother’s pronouncement, “It’s that way because,” strikes like lightning or
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illness, delivering relentlessly causal logic: if coatless in the rain, then sick. Her form of
storytelling advances a rigidly causal understanding of time, by which each event inevitably
leads to the next. In seeking to explain reality, this kind of telling also makes reality, as the
mother’s words cue Tarina’s fever.

Despite this airtight certainty, the mother opens up her own field of possibilities. Her
unexpectedly early return suggests her own untold, unpredictable story taking place out of view,
her own tussle with time for work, responsibilities or freedom. By appearing out of turn, the
mother’s character seems to refuse the narrative bounds set by Tarina or McDade. The mother’s
question, moreover— “Why? Why, Tarina Summers?”—opens the way for Tarina’s own
reasoning to have the last word in the narrative. Her concluding line constitutes the only thought
in the story that Tarina speaks to someone besides herself: “‘I just wanted to feel the coolness
break through me.’” This statement of desire suggests an alternate logic to the unbending
causality that her mother initially declares. Tarina names a dream of being literally in touch with
one’s environment and allowing oneself to be acted upon and through, not as an inevitable,
passive product of environmental conditions, but as one whose openness to exposure and
possibility moves toward transcendence, “breaking through” one’s body and perhaps even one’s
own identity. “The Storm” refracts threatening narratives of inevitability through a mist of
possibility, asserting a young writer’s mobility through plural, multidirectional streams of time.
The last lines of the story offer cross-age conversation, a dialogue of temporal perspectives, as a

kind of consolation prize for the fevered ending of Tarina’s ride.

“Talking about Themselves”: Deidre Harris’s Usable Past

Noah: Our story begins when Mr. Hadfield and Mr. D. J. Macould are discussing their slaves. As
the men talk, Harriet says to the others:
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Harriet: There are two things we have a right to, even if we are slaves, and that is death and
liberty. (73)

A classmate of McDade and fellow contributor to 7The Children, nine-year-old Deidre Harris
opens her historical play Slavery Escape with three layers of dialogue. While the slaveholders
discuss where to put their captives to work for the day, four enslaved companions begin a
conversation about their rights. Straddling these two conversations, Noah, who is both a
character and the narrator of the play, generates a third level of dialogue, explicitly directed to
the audience. In line with McDade, Harris generates a sense of simultaneity, in which multiple
experiences and perspectives spread through a single narrative of time. In the case of Slavery
Escape, this overlapping strengthens the ability of historical drama to perform the past into
coexistence with the present. Slavery Escape unfolds two timelines, both the explicit plotline of
the captive characters’ self-liberation and the implicit historical trajectory from the antebellum
dramatic setting to the writer’s circa-1970 America. This doubling shapes the play’s complex
engagements with the passage of time.

The plot of Slavery Escape emphasizes the gradual unfolding of self-liberation across the
fabric of time. Harriet’s opening gambit begins this process, spurring a collective endeavor of

interpretation among the friends.

Harriet: There are two things we have a right to, even if we are slaves, and that is death and
liberty.

Frederick: What exactly do you mean, Harriet?

Harriet: I don’t exactly know how to put it.

Mary: I can’t help thinking what Harriet meant.
Frederick: I think Harriet knows what she’s doing. You don’t have to have an education to
know that.

Noah: Now it is night and slaves are talking about themselves.
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Harriet: Now I will tell you what I meant this afternoon. I meant we must escape.

Noah: They all shouted, “What, escape?” (73-74)

The three above moments, spread over the course of a day, portray the development of
individual and collective thought. The friends work to refine and articulate their ideas,
confronting ambiguity and difficulty: “I don’t know exactly how to put it.... I can’t help thinking
what Harriet meant.” The characters thus model the analysis of their own dialogue for the
audience, who is also spending time reading or watching the dramatic work. In line with this
metaliterary dimension, group leader Harriet’s name aligns her not only with Harriet Tubman but
also with playwright Harris. The presence of Noah as combined character-narrator further
enhances textual self-consciousness. As he puts it, under cover of night, “the slaves are talking
about themselves,” rather than simply talking among themselves, and rather than solely being
discussed by Hadfield and Macould. By evening, punctuated by the repetition of “now”—“Now
it is night.... Now I will tell you”—the group has readied itself to confront Harriet’s bold
proposal.

Harris’s focus on the drama of intellectual exchange may explain the apparent temporal
eccentricities of her plot. Harriet shares her plan for the friends to stow away to freedom on a
wagon of corn, hopping off into a ditch and then walking to the “master’s town,” where the
group can live free. The group’s enactment of the plan fails when they are spotted by the wagon-
driver, returned to the slaveholders and punished with whippings. Harriet soon convinces the
group to “try again,” and according to Noah’s narration, “this time they had a better plan than
ever.” But in fact, the plotters “meet at the same place”; “her plan was the same plan.” Once
again, the fugitives hide in the corn wagon before jumping in the ditch, but this time with

success. Noah’s report that the second plan was “better... than ever” yet somehow exactly “the
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same” indicates that the improvement lies in the group’s understanding. Noah concludes the
script: “They walked a mile and came to master’s town and Harriet shouted, ‘FREEDOM AT
LAST!” She and Frederick settled down in a four room little house and Noah married Mary.”
The brevity of escape and abruptness of success, punctuated by Harriet’s capitalized shout and
sealed with a conventionally marital happy ending, stands in contrast to the sober deliberations
and iterations of the play’s first half.

Harris’s theatrical shaping of time also resonates with black radical understandings of the
interconnections of past, present and future. Her repeated use of the word now to move along the
action of the play suggests the echo of both civil rights calls for “freedom now” and Black Power
visions of liberation in the present. Harriet’s abrupt and pointed declaration, “FREEDOM AT
LAST!” continues this political trope of refusing to wait. The relative physical and logistical ease
of flight, in which the playwright seems minimally interested, suggests that the most salient
challenge is mental, the collective work of thought and conversation for liberation. Hanchard
notes: “Temporal freedom meant not only an abolition of the temporal constraints slave labor
placed on New World Africans but also the freedom to construct individual and collective
temporality that existed autonomously from (albeit contemporaneously with) the temporality of
their former masters.”?® By enacting a happy ending of escape in the space of historical drama,
Harris pulls the futurity of the past into the present. Read as straightforward historical drama,
Slavery Escape may appear as an exception to the prevalent “antihistory” of Black Arts writers,
who, James Smethurst argues, often narrate an imagined African past that writes over the history

of abduction and enslavement. Read as a temporal experiment, Harris’s play contributes to Black

20 Hanchard, “Afro-Modernity,” 255.
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Arts efforts to generate a recuperative counternarrative of the past that supports the enactment of
Nation Time in the future-realizing present.?!

The implausibility of Harris’s escape plot, in contrast to her generally impressive historical
fidelity, may also point to a note of irony. Growing up in de facto segregation in 1960s Brooklyn,
the playwright would have known well the limited happy endings available in Freedom North.
Her repeated reference to the site of freedom as “master’s town” and its short distance from
enslavement—a mile would barely take the writer out of Bedford-Stuyvesant—hints that Harriet,
Frederick, Noah and Mary may find their new home less than liberatory. The dubious dubbing of
“master’s town” could also satirize the conventional assumption, rebutted by anti-racist and
decolonial movements of the era, that the oppressed seek nothing more than the lifestyle of their
oppressors. Even as the play seems to embrace conventional narrative closure, its perfunctory
happy ending invites doubt.

In light of this ambiguity, the initial expression of astonishment from Harriet’s friends—
“What, escape?”—can also be read as an actual question, an interrogation of the contours of

escape as a concept and a tactic. The humor here partly lies in the obviousness of the idea of

escaping slavery from the retrospective view of Harris’s time; the play imagines a moment

2! James Edward Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement: Literary Nationalism in the 1960s and
1970s (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 77-79.

Black Arts dramatic works often portray intraracial, intergenerational conflict and betrayal. They
upturn traditional relationships of authority, so that sons overcome mothers, apprentices
overthrow leaders, and thieves radicalize ministers. This focus on generational reversal indicates
a place for child artists such as Harris. Along with older, more prominent playwrights of the era,
Harris suggests that if freedom must be carefully considered and discussed, it must also be
performed. As a historical drama, moreover, Slavery Escape aligns with Black Arts
interpretations of African American history, such as Amiri Baraka’s 1967 Slave Ship.: A
Historical Pageant. By connecting past and present in nonlinear, destabilizing ways, Slavery
Escape resonates with the temporal tactics later dubbed Afrofuturism.
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before the banalization of Harriet Tubman narratives. It is easy to imagine the comma in this
scripted line being added by an adult, raising the possibility of a more directly questioning
response: “What escape?” This query draws an implicit parallel to the teleologies of escape
surrounding marginalized child writers.

White adult discourse often figured neighborhoods like the Lower East Side and Bedford-
Stuyvesant as places to be fled, specifically by educationally successful children. Caroline
Mirthes presents her anthology as itself a means of such evasion:

I have thought of this book as an extended plea for help for the children who have written
with such insight, and who have already survived so much. It was my dream that they
could go to boarding school on scholarship—and that they would grow and flourish in a
more peaceful atmosphere.... It has been arranged that any profits from this book will go
directly into a fund for the further education of the children whose essays we have
included. (139-40)
Mirthes’s dream of her students’ flight into privilege, a mission to which she recruits her
customer-readers, acknowledges young writers’ real suffering at the cost of reifying the
construction of their neighborhoods as sites of foreclosure. Her proposal associates the right to
flight with children’s classroom performance and writing quality. Whether or not some of
Mirthes’s students might have been interested in such escape, the narrative indirectly condemns
those who stay. In his own anthology preface, Irving Benig more ironically engages this
discourse of escape, wryly repeating the common characterization of “‘bad’ area[s]... where
blacks and Puerto Ricans ruined teachers, robbed stores, and killed each other” (vii). Benig
discloses that he took advantage of a policy by which teaching in such a “bad area” exempted
him from a bigger danger, the Vietnam War draft. This teaching loophole “was a sweet sanctuary

into which we scurried. I can only say that, for myself, I took it as the only gambit given to me if

I did not want to exile myself as my grandfather had, long ago in another time, when he came to
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America from Russia to avoid compulsory military conscription” (vii). Benig ties the conditions
of Bedford-Stuyvesant to U. S. intervention in Vietnam, which several of his students’ texts
protest. His personal confession, moreover, unsettles the concepts of escape and sanctuary
central to the conventional American dream. It is the perceived desolation of Bedford-
Stuyvesant, its figuration as a place to be escaped, that allows it to serve as a sanctuary for
Benig, under the very “mild eyes” of the statue that reads, “Give me your tired, your poor...”
Benig’s students, meanwhile, are the children of previous generations of migrations to Bed-Stuy,
likely primarily African Americans fleeing the South. In their distinct approaches, Mirthes and
Benig both register the tendency to interpret poor students of color and their writings in the terms
of teleologies of escape. The teacher-editors surface the contemporary significance of Harris’s
critical question: “What, escape?”??

In this mode of transhistorical connection, Harris’s drama both raises and complicates the
allegory between antebellum enslavement and circa-1970 schooling. The language of modern
classroom interactions infuses Slavery Escape. The setup of the opening scene, with two “Mr.”
authorities discussing their charges as they whisper among themselves, resembles the
hierarchical arrangement of a classroom. Mr. Hadfield interrupts the slaves’ discussion in the
field with a perfect imitation of a twentieth-century schoolteacher: “A little more work and less
talking!” In contrasting moments, the escaping friends conduct their own scenes of instruction.
While Harriet most obviously educates the group by introducing new ideas, spurring
conversation and giving directives, additional characters variously adopt a teacherly stance.

Frederick’s response to her initial proposal, for instance—“What exactly do you mean,

221 draw here on ideas about teleologies of escape presented by Katherine Brewer Ball,
“Fugitivity” (The F Words: Flesh, Fantasy, and Fugitivity, Boston University, Boston, MA, April
6, 2018).
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Harriet?”—channels a teacher’s probing for precise expression. Through a plurality of teacherly
figures, the play asks what kinds of teaching and learning support liberation, in line with circa-
1970 schooling debates. Frederick’s later remark to Mary, “You don’t have to have an education
to know that,” echoes Black Power thinkers’ commitment to oppressed communities’ non-
traditional learning and extracurricular knowledge.?* Harris thus provides an incomplete,
contradictory allegory between historical slavery and the writer’s public school classroom. The
past and present connect, she suggests, through non-linear resonances, rather than one-to-one
correspondence or simple arcs of progress. She leaves open the questions of whether
schoolteachers are enemies or collaborators and whether classroom writing may be exploitative
labor demanded by authoritative misters or a collective act of liberation. Playfully drawing on

EANT3

scholastic culture, Harris’s work performs young writers’ “talking about themselves” both within
and beyond the bounded time, space and social order of the classroom. *

Emphasizing the iterative, ongoing nature of liberation through time, troubling teleologies of
escape and tangling allegory, Slavery Escape portrays meaning as a continually unfolding
interpersonal process. As Carmen combats time-telling and evades explicability and McDade

charts possibility outside narratives of inevitability, Harris’s temporal doublings, loops and knots

scramble the forms of storytelling that impose finalizing explanation on marginalized children’s

23 Amy Abugo Ongiri, Spectacular Blackness: The Cultural Politics of the Black Power
Movement and the Search for a Black Aesthetic (University of Virginia Press, 2010), 19; 23.
Frederick’s comment resembles the dialogue scripted to black schoolchildren in Baraka’s
performance intervention piece Board of Education (1968), as well as the debates around the
Ocean Hill-Brownsville school battle, discussed in Chapter 4.

24 By dramatizing the intellectual work of communal change, Harris joins Black Arts
playwrights’ use of theater to portray conceptual struggles for political consciousness. The
movement sought “[p]lays that shattered the illusions of the American body politic, and
awakened Black people to the meaning of their lives.” Larry Neal, “The Black Arts Movement,”
The Drama Review.: TDR 12, no. 4 (1968): 32.
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creative lives. These writers demonstrate the array of genres, tones and rhetorical techniques that

classroom writers deploy to interrogate and reshape children’s positions in time.

A Question of “Intent”: Time in the Archives of The Children

Classroom writers’ temporal tactics prompt attention to the politics of time and sequence
within the processes of publishing children’s writings. Following Carmen, McDade and Harris, I
conduct a time-based scrutiny of one particularly well-documented publication process, Irving
Benig’s work with Grove Press to release The Children: Poems and Prose from Bedford-
Stuyvesant. Archival documents from the press, including Benig’s correspondence with his
editor at Grove, Marilyn Meeker, register the clash of rhythms at work in the negotiation of
authorial rights and editorial control in cross-age literary production.

Benig’s first pitch to Grove, penned in a hand as bold as his words, takes its energy in part
from the tension between two views of child writers: as passive sources of material or real-time
co-authors. In this initial attempt to tell a story about his classroom, Benig simultaneously

markets his individual achievement and the collective literary labors of his student writers.

Dear Miss Meeker:

I have an idea for a book you will be interested in. I also have the book.

I am a teacher. I’ve gotten thirty-two children in Bedford-Stuyvesant to write 38 pages of
brilliant, witty and cool poems, letters and essays. One of them illustrated these pages.

I think it is precisely the kind of material which is the genesis of a remarkable book.

If you give me an appointment, I will bring the MSS and convince you.

Awaiting,
Irving Benig?®

2 Trving Benig, letter to Marilyn Meeker, 24 April 1970. Grove Press Records, Special
Collections Research Center, Syracuse University, Box 113.
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Benig’s brazenly repeated /, the subject of all but one sentence of the letter, centers himself
as the white adult male authorial entity for sale. The casually forceful term gotten credits Benig
himself with the literary production of his students, who are implicitly raced and classed through
the label of “Bedford-Stuyvesant.” ['ve and gotten, as in having and getting, suggest possession,
with past participles reminiscent of Carmen’s “swallowed.” Benig implies that as he has “gotten”
his students to write brilliantly, so he “will... convince” the editor, without question.
Counterbalancing Benig’s few sentences of self-promotion, however, is the bulk of the children’s
“38 pages.” Characterized by three adjectives and three nouns—*brilliant, witty and cool poems,
letters and essays”— the children’s writings give the pitch its center of gravity. Benig’s
description of these writings momentarily breaks the first-person hold of his letter to allow a
sentence with a child subject: “One of them illustrated these pages.” The confluence of Benig’s
personal act of getting with the children’s collective acts of writing and illustrating shapes an
enticingly double conception of authorship in Benig’s class collection.

Benig uses this complexity of literary production to make temporal arguments for his
potential book. He portrays himself and his students’ work as ahead of the curve. Not only does
he “have an idea” that Meeker certainly “will be interested in” (italics mine), but “I also have the
book.” The second sentence leapfrogs ahead the first, positioning the book as fresher than fresh.
In this way, Benig performs to Grove’s reputation for “aesthetic daring, shocking content, unique

or ‘avant-garde’ textual practices, or at the very least titillating good times.”?¢ He suggests that

26 The publisher of The Evergreen Review and Donald Allen’s 1960 anthology, The New
American Poetry, Grove Press also become known in the 1960s for obscenity trials over How!
and a reprinting of Lady Chatterley’s Lover. Kane, All Poets Welcome, 14.
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these qualities reside both in the children’s writings and in his own, self-consciously youthful
persona, riding the cutting edge while impatiently “awaiting” Grove editors to catch up. In line
with his first-person sell, Benig repeatedly bids for an in-person presentation of the book
material to Meeker, rather than continuing correspondence. To his first promise to “bring the
MSS and convince you,” Meeker coolly responds, “As you know there are a number of [similar]
books on the market, however, if you wish to send us the manuscript, we will be glad to read it.”
In response to this implication of being late to the party, Benig mails some of the children’s
work, with the caveat that “I have a vision of the book, but, alas! only in my mind’s eye. Give
me an appointment...”?” Benig and Meeker here tussle over sequence: he proposes to meet and
then convince her, while she insists on being convinced before meeting. Benig unsuccessfully
seeks what child writers rarely secure: the ability to move with one’s text, to oversee its
circulation and reception in real time. To enhance the allure of his pitch, Benig works to maintain
a presentation of the book as both fait accompli and future promise, deliberating muddling the
issue of whether or not a manuscript yet exists. This temporal question, moreover, depends on
conceptions of authorship: if the children have generated their texts but the book exists only in a
teacher-editor’s “mind’s eye,” then the children must not be its primary authors.

Benig’s self-positioning as real-time and ahead-of-time depends on maneuvers around
children’s past, present and future. To Meeker’s suggestion that similar books are already out,
Benig provides six reasons why his project is newer and better:
unlike similar books, this one is written by the pupils of only one class
unlike similar books, not one piece in this book is by a child over twelve
the literary quality of this book is far above those of similar content

the book will be illustrated by Randy Cook, age 11, whose samplings can be seen on the
cover enclosed (Randy has already won a scholarship to Pratt Institute)

b=

27 Meeker to Benig, 29 April 1970; Benig to Meeker, 5 May 1970.
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5. the book will have a political and social impact far out of proportion to its intent

6. it will make money?®

Benig’s rationale links “literary quality” to limitations on literary production: the constrained
space and time of “only one class”—a model less unique than he claims—and the related age cap
of “not one piece... by a child over twelve.” By attaching the aesthetic value of the book to an
age ceiling, specifically one commonly associated with puberty, Benig implies that other
anthologies feature not real children but rather some less pure, teen-tainted mixture. This logic
disqualifies even Benig’s students from authorial status after turning twelve. He implicitly sets a
deadline for his students’ involvement in literary production and future publication. The definite,
intentionally limiting statements of the first three numbered points appear to justify the
swaggering predictions of the future that follow: “it will make money.” At the same time, Benig
launches his students into the timeline of the editorial process with his discussion of Randy
Cook. The fourth numbered point, on Cook—whose drawings Grove would ultimately decline to
print—combining the future, present and present perfect tenses in an assertion of one boy’s
temporal mobility. The discussion of Cook works against the elegiac time-telling of child writers
by portraying their ongoing collaboration as an exciting selling point of the anthology. Benig’s
drive for literary freshness alternately deploys and disrupts restrictive forms of time-telling about
young authors.

This conflicting presentation of children’s temporal relationship to publication culminates in
the persuasively paradoxical claim, “the book will have a political and social impact far out of
proportion to its intent.” Boasting modesty and intending unintentionality, the statement rests its

twisted logic on the multiply agential nature of cross-age literary production. Texts derive

28 Benig to Meeker, 5 May 1970.
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meaning, he seems to imply, not from children’s own writing acts but from their later reshaping
and reception by adults. This cross-age doubling is reinforced by the word proportion, which
contrasts the adult scale of “impact” with the appealing smallness of the under-twelve set.
Benig’s pitch highlights the divide between the timeline of children’s writing and the timeline of
the book-to-be as a literary selling point. But Benig’s claim here can also be read with a wink.
Flouting sequential logic, the statement ironically registers the temporal tangles that characterize
cross-age writing, by which children are aged out of authorship, texts apparently accrue meaning
only after the fact, and young writers anticipate these processes in their work. Benig’s
paradoxical promise of unintended success aligns these twists with the market pressures of the
publishing industry, hinting at the engineering of surprise successes and planning of novelty. His
argument resonates with and may reflect the influence of his students’ temporal tactics. His
insistence on the power of the anthology to overtake its own time has already come to fruition in
the overleaping, anticipatory texts of Yolanda McDade and Deidre Harris.

With Grove convinced to take on the project, Benig and his students found ways to disrupt
the temporal order of publishing and bring children into the present of the editorial process.
Throughout his communication with Grove, which began in April 1970, during the spring
semester of his second school year with the class group, Benig constantly reminds the publisher
that he is collaborating with the children even as he writes. He reports to Meeker, for instance,
that “the children think each poem, etc. should be accompanied by a photograph of the author” in
the book, to which he begins referring as “The Children (the title WE finally chose.)?° This
investment in real-time, cross-age collaboration included facilitating direct contact between

Meeker and at least one child writer. Although Benig generally served as the liaison between the

29 Benig to Meeker, 9 Oct. 1970.
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press and the children, young writer Mary Thomas sent one of her poems directly to Meeker,
apparently at Benig’s urging. Thomas’s June 1970 missive serves to remind Grove that the
children are continuing to produce book-worthy literature, even as both their time in Benig’s
classroom and the Grove manuscript process draw to a close. Although only Thomas’s envelope,
without the letter, remains in the archives, Meeker’s extant reply to Thomas evidences the
triangulation of communication among publisher, teacher-editor and student writers. The
correspondence between Thomas and Meeker subtly scrambles the hierarchical protocol of the
bookmaking process, according to which information and control flow from innocent child
writers to enterprising teacher-collectors to powerful publishers, with a moment of
multidirectional poetic conversation.

Meeker’s response to Thomas concludes with a postscript: “PS When Mr. Benig called your
piece ‘the last word’, he meant ‘it’s the most,” or that he really liked it.” Meeker apparently finds
Thomas to have misinterpreted Benig’s colloquialism, “the last word.” Without Thomas’s
original note, it remains unclear whether she took the phrase to indicate the praiseworthy
freshness of her poem, its potential placement at the end of the anthology, or a sense of closure
or foreclosure within the publication process. Each of these possibilities raises questions of time
and sequence in cross-age literary production. Although Meeker has “the last word” about “the
last word” within the archive, taking on the typical adult role of assigning meaning to children’s
words, it is possible to imagine Thomas deploying the phrase in a way that reassigned meaning
to Benig’s original words and potentially commented on children’s ability to intervene in the

temporal politics of the publication process.*°

30 Although the letter from Thomas is missing from the archive, perhaps because it was written
on the same page as the poetic text and thus went to a typist’s desk rather than to the editor’s
files, Meeker did preserve its envelope as well as her own reply to Thomas. Perhaps Meeker
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Benig and his students’ revisions of authorial norms found limited purchase, even with a
press as radical as Grove. For Benig, true collaboration involved not only bringing child writers
into the editorial process but also including himself, like the children, as a source of textual raw
material. Meeker rejected this cross-age integration when she refused Benig’s petition that
“[s]ince I too am a member of 5G-1, I would like to include two poems I’ve written (and which
the kids like).” Although Benig may have been a member of his classroom community, he was
not one of “the children” and thus was expected to occupy a different role and stage of the
bookmaking process. Indeed, the book title “WE finally chose,” The Children, already barred
Benig himself from that very plural first-person.!

The conflicting visions of respective adult and child authorial roles in The Children becomes
visible in the confusion over author numbers. Benig initially pitched the book as the work of a
class of “thirty-two children,” as well as himself. By the final manuscript, he counted “19 girls/ 6
boys/ 1 man” as contributors, numbers consistent with the published anthology; six children
presumably either did not produce writings deemed worthy of inclusion or did not provide
permission for publication. According to Benig’s contract with Grove Press, each of the final
twenty-six contributors would be paid equally for the book, whether adult editor or child poet,

and whether contributing eight literary pieces or one. The contract stipulates: “The Author agrees

found the envelope—addressed to “Miss Marilynn Meeker” with circles dotting the i’s and
return-addressed to “B’klyn”—charmingly evocative of the book contributors’ youth. Envelope
from Thomas to Meeker, 16 June 1970; letter from Meeker to Thomas, 18 June 1970.

31 Benig to Meeker, 15 June 1970. This ambiguous relationship to the category of “the children”
could also work to Benig’s advantage. He signs the same letter with a flourish, “Awaiting
Grove’s decision,/ For the children,/ Irving Benig.” Here, Benig leverages the multiple meanings
of the phrase for the children to the cause of his book deal. The phrase simultaneously suggests
that Benig represents the children, advances the children’s moral cause and invites Grove to do
the right thing and accept the manuscript for the children’s benefit.



183

to equally divide with the contributors all monies received.... In all cases, contributors’ copies
[of the book] are distributed by the author.” Accordingly, the permissions forms signed by the
children’s parents promise them a payment of $19.23—one twenty-sixth of the $500 advance—
“as well as a percentage of any forthcoming royalties, which is to be divided equally among the
26 contributors.” Benig simultaneously stands as the sole Author, who receives all money and
book copies first, and as one of many equal contributors, who await their compensation down
the line.3?

Perhaps confused by this attempt at equity, Grove Press staff mistakenly seized upon this
mixed-age total of twenty-six as the number of child contributors. The back cover of the book
and marketing materials declare that under the influence of Benig’s teaching, “26 young students
with reading difficulties, who hated school, who were frequently treated with hostility by
teachers, found themselves in a class where their knowledge, curiosity, quickness of mind, and
the daily terrors of their lives found expression.” The marketers’ count here converts Benig, the
twenty-sixth contributor, into a child in his own classroom. The number also equates classroom
with anthology, disregarding the six non-contributing students that completed Benig’s original
count of thirty-two students. This failure to do the math of cross-age authorship parallels a
disinterest in children’s agential authorship. The blurb describes children as doubly “found,”

passive recipients of Benig’s productive labor, rather than the generators of their own literary

32 As Meeker explained to Benig in a letter, 22 Jan. 1971: “All monies shall be paid to you as
editor of the book; it will be your responsibility to pay the contributors.” The archive leaves
unclear the process of negotiating this financial arrangement.
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acts. This instance of time-telling narrates young people and their writings as the past-tense, fully
explicable products of external factors.

The conflicting views of authorship at work in the publication process correspond to distinct
timelines, as Benig’s foreword to The Children reveals. In telling the story of his classroom,
Benig variously uses we to group himself either with his students or with adult readers, whom his
introduction clearly addresses. These first-person identities collide in the final lines of the
foreword (emphasis mine): “Here are the children, the beautiful and always unpredictable
children. Though we no longer see each other every morning, we will never really be apart./
Someday soon each of us will have to answer to them for what is being done to them and for
what will be done to them. They will never forget.”** In the very act of denying himself apart
from the children, Benig pivots from the we of his classroom to the us of the adult world,
shunting the children from the first-person plural into the position of them. Articulating the

29 ¢¢

children’s future in double negatives—“will never really be apart,” “will never forget”—Benig
stretches his narrative between time-telling that freezes child writers in the past and a half-
threatening, half-wistful promise of cross-age encounter “someday soon.” His language enacts a
clash characteristic of cross-age collaboration—between the timeline of child-adult literary
collaboration and the timeline of adult-only, child-elegizing reception. At the same time, his

conflating proximity of first-person assignments presents the book as a potential space for the

disruption of temporal order and the simultaneous presence of child writers and adult readers.

33 Back cover to The Children; Grove Press catalog, Spring-Summer 1971, p. 41. Grove Press
Records, Box 1085.

34 Benig, foreword to The Children, xiii, emphasis added.
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In the making of The Children, questions of authorship intertwined with claims about the
last, the past and the new. Reading the anthology and its production process in light of young
writers’ temporal tactics makes visible the ways in which literary power and aesthetic value

operate through the manipulation of time, both in school and at the publishing house.

Passing “Notes”: Ephemera for Posterity

The Children emphasizes the temporal eccentricities of classroom writing in a section of the
book called “Notes,” which features correspondence written by the children to Benig and to each
other. Passing notes in class, whether exchanging missives under desks during a math lesson or
publicly distributing valentines, derives appeal not only from secrecy but from the channeling of
otherwise directly spoken content into a different form, one with a particularly temporalized
pleasure. When passing notes, the reader often observes the writer in the act composition,
waiting to see the results of that furtive activity. The writer then watches and waits for reaction
as the reader receives opens and absorbs the note, perhaps choosing to initiate a response and
thus reverse the process. Even when writers slip messages into a desk or bag for later reading,
notes are at least ostensibly ephemera, intended for a finite and relatively brief timeline. When
published in the anthology, then, the notes attain an apparently undersigned afterlife, indulging
voyeurism by later readers. Despite this performance of temporal innocence, the authors of The
Children likely composed at least some of their notes with an eye to the immortal aspirations of

other literary genres. The writers thus match the irony of Benig’s claim to Grove that the
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“impact” of the book would exceed its “intent.” The resulting ephemera for posterity open a
space of inquiry into the ethics and politics of publishing children’s writings.>

The first entry in the Notes section, a letter to Benig by nine-year-old student Arnold
Shuman, enacts a dance of revealing and withholding intimate information from his reader(s)
that problematizes the act of telling.

Dear Mr. Benig,

I could not do my homework because something happened. I can’t tell you what
happened because if I do tell you don’t tell nobody else. What happened is that my
mother and my father had a fight. Then my mother said you get out of this house and my
father have a saw in his hand and my mother had a knife in her hand and then my
grandmother came and called the cops then they went fighting for Friday Saturday and
Sunday.

But I’m sorry that I
couldn't do my homework
from Arnold Shuman (57)

By explicitly disclosing what he states that he cannot, Shuman charges his note with
transgressive intimacy. The letter becomes a small violation in the wake of larger violence,
denoted by the repeated verb, happened. The second sentence of the note encapsulates its ironic
core, setting the terms for telling in the very act of explaining the impossibility of telling. By
hinging this contradiction on the conjunction because, instead of but, Shuman suggests that, in a
way, he sticks to his original promise of silence: he is not really telling, but only writing a note
about his homework, with details intended to reach “nobody else.” The strain of syntax between

past and present tenses suggests the tension of this arrangement. As Shuman “can’t tell you,” so

he passes on that assignment of not-telling to his reader and teacher: “if I do tell you don’t tell

35 Perhaps tellingly, the strange and lively “Notes” section received no attention in any of the
marketing materials or reviews of The Children that I have found.
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nobody else.” As not-telling becomes a form of telling, so the apology for an uncompleted
assignment comes to serve as substitute homework, a work of/from home.

Shuman’s note and its published afterlife resonate with one of the handful of women’s
contributions to Black Fire, Odaro’s verse “Alafia,” which presents itself as a preface to her
submission of poetry for the anthologists’ consideration:

I am writing at the request of

Larry Neal, Ed Spriggs and Harold Foster

Who seem to think that you

Might be interested in my
Poetry

[L..]

I am 20 years Black, born in

Harlem

Poverty’s little girl

Black Woman, Queen of the World 3¢

Odaro’s letter both succeeds and fails: none of the other pieces that it introduces were
included in the anthology, suggesting that “Alafia” was included primarily for its epistolary
charm. But by carefully crafting a title, thythm, rhyme and line breaks, Odaro seems to have
anticipated and leveraged that appeal. This charm, moreover, is inextricable from her aged and

gendered identity as a sarcastically self-proclaimed “little girl.” “Alafia” demonstrates the

affinity of Shuman’s letter, as well as the published notes of his peers, with Black Arts

36 Odaro (Barbara Jones, slave name), “Alafia,” in LeRoi Jones and Larry Neal, eds., Black Fire:
An Anthology of Afro-American Writing (New York: Morrow, 1968), 356. See also the
discussion of C. R.’s use of the epistolary form in Chapter 2.

Shuman’s note additionally resembles the ubiquitous Modernist verse “This Is Just to Say,” by
William Carlos Williams, a major poetic influence on the literary scenes of 1960s-1970s New
York City and on circa-1970 children’s writing collaborators. An imitation of ephemeral jotting,
Williams’s text implicitly links poetics to the consumption of plums: apparently pure yet self-
conscious, with delightful edge of theft. The resonance of Shuman’s grave letter with Williams’s
verse points to the slightly transgressive appeal of the “Notes” section of The Children.
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innovations in literary form, particularly poets’ experiments with the possibilities of replicating a
sense of real-time, live encounter on the printed page.

While the obvious irony of Shuman’s note is that Benig did tell somebody else, through the
anthology publication, the implications of this apparent violation remain unclear. Like Mirthes’s
Times “Epilogue,” The Children seems unconcerned with the potential repercussions of
disclosure for young writers and their families. Printed without commentary in an
ethnographically-tinged publication package, Shuman’s text assumes a default nonfiction status,
but it may be fictional. If the children were as involved in the bookmaking process as Benig’s
correspondence with Grove claims, then Shuman likely agreed to the printing of his letter. Benig
obtained a release form to print the work, neatly signed by “Mrs. Minnie Shuman,” likely
Arnold’s mother or another family caretaker. Because the release forms listed texts by title alone,
rather than attaching full copies of them—in this case, referring Shuman’s note by the innocuous
label, “Dear Mr. Benig, I could not do my homework”—Minnie Shuman may easily have never
seen the text in question. This obscurity of textual operation and circulation raises the question: if
the printing of the text is riddled with irony, whose irony is it? Traditionally, irony is in the hands
of the author, who controls what characters and audiences know at various times. To ask who
and when of the irony of Shuman’s note is to interrogate the nature of its authorship as published
in The Children. These issues, moreover, have already been implied in Shuman’s textual
confrontation with disclosure. The published form of the letter thus represents a joint discussion
by Benig and Shuman about the centrality of time and sequence to the meanings and

consequences of cross-age collaboration. In this way, student notes in The Children both
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generically and thematically come to resemble, and perhaps influence, the sometimes tussling
correspondence between Benig and his editor Meeker.?’

The “Notes” section continues this confrontation with temporal power with texts written by
students to each other. Kathy Lawson and Deborah Fulton’s back-and-forth note tests and re-
establishes the terms of their relationship through a negotiation of textual sequence.

Dear Deborah,

If you are not talking to me anymore and not my friend I am going to sit next to
someone else for the rest of the year and play with someone else.

Write back and
write neat.
From Kathy Lawson
Dear Kathy,
If you’re not talking to me or my friend I won’t be yours.
Write back.
Dear Deborah,
Are you or not!?
Write back.
Dear Kathy,
Are you my friend? Yes or no.
Write back.
Dear Deborah,
If you are mine.
Write back.
O.K. (69)

Kathy and Deborah, both ten years old, pull each other back into official friendship through
writing assignments to each other: “Write back and/ write neat.” The correspondents’ mutual
prompting playfully surrogates their teacher’s role. They were likely alert to the irony that even
as they explicitly assigned each other to write, their teacher was, verbally or implicitly,
prompting them. Like most school assignments, the correspondents’ directives to each other are

invested in sequential order. In a kind of disarmament negotiation, Kathy and Deborah each craft

37 Signed parental release forms, dated Feb. 1, 1970, Grove Press Records, Box 113.
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their responses in an effort to make the other relent first in extending the hand of friendship.
Deborah answers Kathy’s initial “if” with another “if” threat and matches Kathy’s question with
another question. Kathy evades Deborah’s demand for a “Yes or no” by returning to the realm of
“if,” but this time with a positive conditional: “If you are mine.” This answer appears to satisfy
Deborah, who can now abandon the formal apparatus of letter-writing to jot merely, “O.K.” The
correspondents seem to have inched close enough for understanding without either sacrificing
her dignity.

Kathy and Deborah likely voluntarily shared their exchange with Benig, though it is possible
that he found, confiscated or otherwise obtained some of the student-to-student notes in 7The
Children. In the 1960s spirit of found poetry, experimental writing and nontraditional literacy
pedagogy, Benig may have encouraged the passing of notes and made clear his interest in
reading these texts. Though resembling the surreptitious missives smuggled away from teachers’
eyes in traditional classrooms, then, these student notes differ by likely anticipating adult
attention. Transformed into a kind of voluntary assignment—the “classwork™ analogue to Arnold
Shuman’s “homework”—student notes become audience-conscious, cross-age performances,
which both grant interpersonal access and examine its terms. Kathy and Deborah’s note thus
operates both on the timeline of ephemera, through their direct address to each other, and on the
timeline of publication, by anticipating an implicit audience.

This double purpose of the note allows Kathy and Deborah’s sequential contest to resonates
with the process of cross-age literary production. Even as the correspondents cautiously
reestablish their own intimacy, readers of the published book enjoy intimate access to this
apparently private exchange. It is because the act of writing is a vulnerable one that Kathy and

Deborah’s mutual indulgence of requests to “write back” can rebuild the foundation of their
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friendship. Each cautiously avoids being the first, the one whose written words could be
exploited by another. This sense of authorial risk parallels the classroom anthology genre, in
which young writers rarely possess “the last word” on their own texts. Kathy and Deborah’s
prompts to “write back” thus suggest a double meaning, by which the children urge each other to
write/right back at them, using authorship to disrupt race- and age-weighted structures of

temporal control.

This Is Not an Epilogue

Classroom writers, as well as their adult collaborations, call attention to the centrality of
narrative time to the processes that have bound children of color to racialized calendars of
schooling, aged them out of authorship and dictated the pathological foreclosure of their futures.
Young writers expose and counter time-telling, the threat of domination in storytelling form.

Classroom writers’ temporal engagements demand my attention to the storytelling work of
this dissertation. They provide me tools to watch for my own tendency to use the rubric of age to
contain creative lives or to fall into an elegiac mode that performs writers’ loss. Academics know
well the convenience of writing about those dead and gone, a position to which Mirthes’s New
York Times “Epilogue,” with its portrayal of bleached-blond Carmen’s fall from child authorship,
seems to aspire. As [ develop this project beyond the dissertation, I aim to contest this tendency
to portray the vanishing child writer by conducting oral history interviews with surviving
participants in circa-1970 youth writing and by expanding my as-yet-unsuccessful search for
historical records of the young writers analyzed in this project. In this way, I hope to recognize
the continuation of child writers’ creative lives beyond the years of classroom-bound

adolescence, whether or not these no-longer-young people ever wrote or published again.
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Even amid the destructive aspects of the racial politics of age, child writers take up their
transitory, temporally bounded status as a rhetorical tool. Through this process, they demonstrate
the entrenchment of temporalities of childhood within racial formations. Classroom writers
advance age-specific forms of the temporal tactics of anti-racist struggle. These young people
enable a continuing cross-age conversation about the ways we use storytelling and narrative

structures to understand marginalized children and their creative acts.



Chapter 4

“Criticism is Out of the Question”:

The Adult Reception of Children’s Writing
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Student: Well, I knew that everybody might be a little shocked by what Juan read. But I got the
feeling that maybe nobody really heard Juan, really heard him when he was reading.

Audience: What do you mean we didn’t hear?

Student: I don’t think it really went in.

Audience: Do you think we would have booed if we had heard it?

Student: No, I don’t mean that.

Audience: This was very moving poetry.

Student: There was no reaction in your faces. That’s what I was looking for.... I just wanted
somebody to look at Juan and say, ‘Well,” or something. You just looked like blank faces that
couldn’t hear.... People just seemed to sit there, and I was curious. Could they really hear?!

This tense exchange over “what Juan read” took place between an unidentified student from
Philadelphia’s all-black Simon Gratz High School and an audience of education professionals
and academics, likely majority white, at a 1969 Lehigh University conference. Organized by
Nancy Larrick, best known for her 1965 article “The All-White World of Children’s Literature,”
and attended by many other prominent education scholars, the “Poetry Festival” likely featured
few youth-participatory elements other than the panel of Simon Gratz students and teachers.

In the wake of Juan’s reading of a provocative poem about “whitie,” his unnamed peer
wonders if “maybe nobody really heard Juan.” One can imagine the decorous silence that
apparently greeted Juan’s performance, stemming either from academic etiquette or from
listeners’ discomfort with or disapproval of the anti-“whitie” poem. The four repetitions of really
not only contest a sense of interpersonal unreality but also suggest that the student has a definite

vision of what “real” literary response should look like. Declaring, “I just wanted someone to

look at Juan,” the student speaker triangulates herself or himself, Juan and the audience in a

! Warren Doty, Samuel Robinson and Students, “Straight Talk from Teenagers,” in Nancy
Larrick, ed., Somebody Turned on a Tap in These Kids: Poetry and Young People Today (New
York: Delacorte Press, 1971), 98-99. The student speaking is either Romani Wardlaw, Veronica
West or James Heath, Juan Dawson’s fellow students on the panel. The transcriber presumably
did not recognize the voice of the student speaking at this moment in the audio recording.
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geometry of response. Though later published under the title “Straight Talk from Teenagers,” the
Simon Gratz panel transcript documents teenaged talk that is not “straight™ but rather shaped like
a boomerang, designed to venture out and be returned. Amid a sea of adult-authored academic
papers about children, the student asserts that adults’ reception is, in turn, received.

The Simon Gratz student illustrates circa-1970 young authors’ investment in the readership
of their texts. Writers’ insistence on being “really heard” finds corroboration with adult
collaborator June Jordan. Addressing the ubiquitous question of adults’ editing of children’s
texts, Jordan reports that the writers of the Voice of the Children solicited adult help with
spelling and grammar in their texts “because they wanted to make sure that what they said could
not be mistaken, by anybody.” In this way, child authors of color showed an affinity with what
Mike Sell identifies as the Black Arts Movement’s “need to create empowering representations
and simultaneously control the interpretation of these representations.”

Even as they intervened in reception both on and off the page, young writers understood the
limits of this control. The previous chapters register this recognition, exemplified by The Me
writer C. R’s detached fascination with “what would become of” his writing. This chapter
follows the Simon Gratz student in focusing on the reception of adults, particularly the largely
white, middle-class critics and educators who published their responses to youth anthologies.
Rather than providing a comprehensive survey of readership, this chapter asks how mainstream,
white-dominated cultural and critical systems confronted circa-1970 children’s writing. The
patterns of critical response clarify the process by which a body of work so meaningful in its

moment could fall into obscurity.

2 June Jordan, “Children and the Hungering For,” in Larrick, 63; Mike Sell, Avant-Garde
Performance and the Limits of Criticism: Approaching the Living Theatre, Happenings/Fluxus,
and the Black Arts Movement (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005), 22.
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Adults’ vexed, ambivalent responses to children’s writings both productively unsettled the
waters of literary culture and obscured the tactics and meanings of the texts. At best, children’s
writings provoked adults to consider questions of literary value, authorial agency and anti-racist
affect that were central to the era’s rising minority literary movements. More often, critics
managed the tensions of children’s work with tactics such as downplaying young writers’
authorial agency and emphasizing their artless emotionality. Planting doubts about the literary
validity of children’s texts even in gestures of praise, circa-1970 critics failed to grant youth

anthologies an enduring place in U. S. culture commensurate with their deep and broad appeal.

Whose Speech?: The Reception of Thea Behran

Attention to the writings of children of color preceded the Simon Gratz panel. In the late
1960s, children’s writings played a role in action against educational racism and the failures of
school desegregation. As Russell Rickford recounts, in 1965, education reform activists
circulated copies of a Harlem elementary school student’s error-laden composition about baby

299

bunnies, “cryptically titled ‘Sen Feel Sad,’” to assert “what many Harlemites already knew: that
such inaptitude in the language arts placed a disgraceful share of local children among the
legions of ‘the doomed.” What lay ahead for the essay’s author if not the indignity of menial
employment, and perhaps even the frontlines of the Vietnam War or the narcotics trade?””

Such questions fueled the late-sixties movement for community control of schools, centered

in the Brooklyn school district of Ocean Hill-Brownsville. If public education would not be

3 Russell John Rickford, We Are an African People: Independent Education, Black Power, and
the Radical Imagination (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 22-23.
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equal and shared, activists reasoned, then schools should be in the hands of local communities.
The largely black Ocean Hill-Brownsville thus began running its own public schools in an
experiment approved by the school board. When, in the spring of 1968, the district attempted to
transfer out teachers and administrators perceived to be against the new order, the city’s United
Federation of Teachers began striking in protest. “[P]age one news from the outset” in New York
and beyond, the strike shut down 900 schools for two months, leaving 1.1 million students out of
class. What kept the strike in the headlines, however, was its virulently racialized public image,
as the media portrayed a conflict between white Jewish educators and black community
members, to the damage of both. The UFT’s victory in late November 1968 effectively ended the
Ocean Hill-Brownsville experiment and the opportunity for community control in New York, but
the events of the conflict took on “enormous symbolic importance” in black-Jewish relations,
publicized issues of race in education and radicalized some of the future teachers and advocates
of children’s writing.*

One month after the end of the UFT strike, a poem by a fifteen-year-old African American
girl sparked debate across New York City and the country. Tensions still simmered in December
1968, when Black Arts poet Julius Lester hosted an anti-strike Ocean Hill-Brownsville teacher
on his live radio show on Pacifica WBAI-FM. Before going on the air, teacher Leslie Campbell
showed Lester poems written by a student, Thea Behran, including “Anti-Semitism,” a work of

thirteen thyming couplets. The poem was dedicated to the head of the teachers’ union, Albert

4 Jacob S. Dorman, “Dreams Defended and Deferred: The Brooklyn Schools Crisis of 1968 and
Black Power’s Influence on Rabbi Meir Kahane,” American Jewish History 100, no. 3 (2016):
411-37; Fred Ferretti, “New York’s Black Anti-Semitism Scare,” Columbia Journalism Review
8, no. 3 (Fall 1969): 18—-19; James Edward Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement: Literary
Nationalism in the 1960s and 1970s (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005),
129.
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Shanker, and featured strongly anti-Semitic language against him. According to Lester’s memoir,
he encouraged Campbell to read “Anti-Semitism” on the air. Campbell responded, “Are you
crazy?” but obliged.’

The broadcasting of Behran’s poem sparked pain and controversy, including an ultimately
unsuccessful campaign to have Lester and WBAI disciplined by the FCC as well as calls for
Campbell’s termination, as responses and protests besieged the station. The incident intensified
the animosities of the Ocean Hill-Brownsville dispute, sparked debate about the limits of free
speech, and made Lester a household name. Campbell and Lester did not disclose, in the initial
radio show or in later interviews, Behran’s intentions for the poem: whether she had wanted it to
be read on the radio or whether she and her legal guardians had agreed to the disclosure of her
name. As perhaps the most publicized child-authored poem of the era, and perhaps the most
mentioned in scholarly literature since then, “Anti-Semitism” and its story are a crucial part of
reckoning with how children’s writings were received in the circa-1970 era and how they
continue to be remembered.

The first four lines of Behran’s poem are its most explicitly violent and also its most heavily
reproduced, appearing repeatedly in media coverage and later scholarship. Reading beyond this
opening provides evidence of Behran’s thinking as a writer. The poet relates the racial politics of

the New York City school system to a long global history, suggesting that the poem may have

> Julius Lester, Lovesong: Becoming a Jew (New York: Henry Holt, 1988), 50-51. On the rich
life and work of Leslie Campbell, later Jitu Weusi, see Rickford, We Are an African People, 64—
65.

¢ Morton Mintz, “FCC Declines to Act Against N.Y. Station,” Washington Post, March 29,
1969; Leonard Buder, “Board Is Asked to Oust Teacher Over Poem Called Anti-Semitic,” New
York Times, January 18, 1969.
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functioned as a way to examine the stakes and context of the Ocean Hill-Brownsville conflict.
For instance, Behran writes:

When the U.N. made Israel a free independent State

Little four- and five-year-old boys threw hand grenades

They hated the black Arabs with all their might

And you, Jew boy, said it was all right

Then you came to America, land of the free

And took over the school system to perpetrate white supremacy’

These lines suggest Behran’s engagement with the kind of developing form of Black Studies,
greatly influenced by global decolonial movements, offered by teachers like Julius Lester under
community control. As a young person weighing in on a conflict over childhood, Behran sends
her view past her own fifteen years, emphasizing the historical and political connections that
structure personal experience. Her use of rhyme, notable given its unfashionable status in the era
and in youth writing pedagogy in particular, emphasizes the careful plotting of her verse. The
anti-Semitism of the poem is analytical, rather than impulsive.

This scholastic framework clashes with adults’ presentation of the poem as an unmediated
expression of a young person’s emotions. Defenders of the poem portrayed it as an artless
expression of a young person’s feelings. According to his memoir, Lester told Campbell before
going on the air, “I think it’s important for people to know the kinds of feelings being aroused in
at least one black child because of what’s happening in Ocean Hill-Brownsville.” The passive
voice of being aroused... because of implies Behran’s lack of control over her own emotional

experience and thus over her poetry. This apologetic stance draws on popular discourse of black

children’s psychological responses to racism, such as in the Clark doll tests used in the 1954

" Thea Behran, “Anti-Semitism,” quoted in Lester, Lovesong, 51.
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Brown v. Board case, Kenneth Clark’s 1965 book Dark Ghetto and the work of Robert Coles.
Similarly, Leslie Campbell would later claim that the poem was “not a statement, it was a
reaction.... Somebody hits you, you react.” Similarly, WBAI’s board of directors defended their
refusal to discipline Lester and thus “fall into the trap of those who would refine the rawness of
truth in order to make it socially convenient.” Adults located the value of “Anti-Semitism” not in
its aesthetic quality but rather in its apparent embodiment of authentic rawness and unprocessed
emotion.® This characterization cast doubt on the child writer’s agency.

Media coverage of the scandal heightened the perception of Behran’s authorial insecurity.
Whether noting the role of a “schoolgir]l’s poem,” quoting its inflammatory first lines or omitting
any mention of her or youth writing at all, news articles assigned agency in the matter to Lester
and Campbell. A New York Times article typifies this tendency: “The controversy centers on a
poem that Leslie R. Campbell... read on WBAI and dedicated to Albert Shanker... The reading
has been defended by Mr. Lester.” Focusing on Campbell’s act of reading and Lester’s act of
defense, the syntax of the article erroneously suggests that Campbell, rather than Behran,
dedicated the poem to Shanker. This displacement strengthens the categorization of the poem as
an adult act. Adults may have intended to absolve a minor of responsibility for a conflict that far
exceeded her words, but only at the cost of her creative agency.’

The elision of Behran’s authorship from the conflict, even as her poem and byline circulated

freely, resonated with pre-existing anxieties about authorless speech. One commentator wrote

8 Lester, Lovesong, 51; Rickford, We Are an African People, 67; “WBAI-FM Rejects Jewish
Group’s Demands on Anti-Semitism,” New York Times, January 28, 1969.

? “Schoolgirl’s Poem Defended by Youths On WBAI Program,” New York Times, January 24,
1969; “WBAI-FM Rejects Jewish Group’s Demands on Anti-Semitism.” See also Barbara
Delatiner, “On Television: Free Speech and the FCC,” Newsday, February 1, 1969.



201

during the teachers’ strike, “If black anti-Semitism did not exist, it would have to be invented, so
that the strike could be clothed as a holy crusade.” In fact, this invention seems to have occurred
to some degree, even as the reality of anti-Semitism persisted. During the teachers’ strike, a
number of so-called “public service” leaflets circulated warnings about the attitudes and tactics
of Ocean Hill-Brownsville. The leaflets often supported Shanker’s media strategy, which was
criticized by the New York Civil Liberties Union and others for stoking racial conflicts with
“half-truths, innuendos, and outright lies.” The most infamous flyer claimed to copy
“VERBATIM” violently anti-Semitic language from the “Parents Community Council of JHS
271.” Only after the damage was done was it ascertained that the flyer referenced a non-existent
organization, headed by an uninvolved Manhattan teacher, and listing the phone number to a
disconnected line in Oregon. The ghost phone number epitomizes the influence of agentless
speech in the Ocean Hill-Brownsville conflict. Indeed, the most unattributed speech seemed to
circulate with the greatest speed and persistence.!”

In the reception of Behran’s poem, preoccupations with inauthentic speech merged with the
accusations of Black Power brainwashing of Ocean Hill-Brownsville children. In the first week
after the UFT strike, Shanker had stated that the district’s students “have been indoctrinated, they
are full of hate.” Taking Shanker’s cue, the Times pointedly raised suspicion about the authorship

of Behran’s poem, describing it as “ostensibly written by a 15-year-old Negro student” and

19 Todd Gitlin, “Will Science Support Ocean Hill-Brownsville,” The Rag (Austin, TX) 3 no. 7
(December 1968), 5, quoted in Dorman, “Dreams Defended and Deferred,” 422; Alan Adelson,
“Allies No More?: Decades-Old Alliance Between Jews, Negroes Is Beset by Animosity,” Wall
Street Journal, December 31, 1968; Ferretti, “New York’s Black Anti-Semitism Scare,” 22.
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“strikingly similar” to writings by Campbell. Behran’s authorial discrediting, however, did not
prevent her poem from traveling widely, perhaps even easing its movement.!!

What Thea Behran herself thought of the life of her poem remains unknown. She was
apparently invited to speak on Lester’s show for a follow-up but “did not appear at the studio” or
speak to the media otherwise. Did she believe that such a poem would have never been read on
the air were it not attributed to a black “schoolgirl”? Was she disappointed with audiences’
inattention to the formal qualities of the poem, regretful of the pain it caused or satisfied with her
provocative role? Did she write again?!?

Though Behran’s history remains untold here, the circulation of “Anti-Semitism” as
questionably authored speech demonstrates the persistence of questions of literary agency and
authenticity in American responses to writings by children of color. These questions, moreover,
assumed the stakes of issues of post-Civil Rights racism and bigotry, changing strategies of
social change and the assignment of responsibility for words in a mass media world. Reading the
events of Lester’s radio show next to the 1965 circulation of “Sen Feel Sad,” moreover,
demonstrates the use of children’s writing as a kind of passive sign of trouble, a canary in a coal
mine. These poems circulated in deeply painful and urgent moments for black New Yorkers
fighting for educational rights. To lose the next generation’s opportunity for decent education, as

Rickford makes clear, was terrible to anticipate.'?

" Ferretti, “New York’s Black Anti-Semitism Scare,” 24; Henry Raymont, “Teachers Protest
Poem to F.C.C.,” New York Times, January 16, 1969.

12 “Schoolgirl’s Poem Defended by Youths On WBAI Program.” I have not yet located any signs
of Behran in public records.

13 In 1972, the United Negro College Fund would adopt the enormously successful slogan, “A
mind is a terrible thing to waste.” The message accompanied fundraising campaigns that
dramatized the disparate fates of black young people with and without access to college. Gene
Demby, “New Ads Still Warn A Mind Is A Terrible Thing To Waste,” Code Switch, June 15,
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Although Behran’s reflections are missing here, Lester’s meditations on the events open a
view of an alternate ending to a story of layered injustice. Lester discusses the Behran poem
controversy and resulting accusations of anti-Semitism in his 1988 memoir of his journey to
Jewish conversion. Discouraged by his failure to use the poem to open up frank conversation
about the strained relationship of black and Jewish New Yorkers in the wake of the teachers’
strike, he recounts: “Naively, I thought that airing the poem would facilitate contact between
Jews and blacks.” Like other adult readers of circa-1970 youth writing, Lester had apparently

looked to a child as a source of emotional honesty that might begin to work through the divisions

2013, National Public Radio, https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2013/06/14/191796469/a-
mind-is-a-terrible-thing-to.

The reception of “Anti-Semitism” followed a 1960s pattern of simultaneously centering and
erasing black children in high panics about agency, manipulation and racial truth. To cite one of
many examples, only weeks before Lester’s show, the catalog for the upcoming Metropolitan
Museum of Art show, Harlem on My Mind, generated outrage over the inclusion of an essay by a
seventeen-year-old Harlem high school student, Candice Van Ellison, that frankly examined
black Harlem residents’ historically tense relationships with other racial and ethnic groups. As
Behran’s poem was labeled by both its defenders and detractors as raw emotion, so Van Ellison’s
essay was received as racial sentiment rather than analysis—especially because the museum staff
had removed her original footnotes and quotation marks from the essay. The projected
plagiarism resulting from this omission of citations dangerously undermined Van Ellison’s
authorship, pushing her writing into the category of hoax. Meanwhile, the curator’s introductory
essay in the catalog featured actual lies about his childhood relationships with black people. The
corresponding Met exhibit, Harlem on My Mind, would soon be maligned for neglecting to
include a single piece of non-photographic art by black artists. Unforgettable for denying the
creative agency of black visual artists, the exhibit simultaneously undermined the literary agency
of a black girl. Here, I am indebted to the work of Steven C. Dubin, even as I take issue with his
portrayal of Van Ellison’s work. Steven C. Dubin, “Crossing 125th Street: Harlem on My Mind
Revisited,” in Displays of Power: Memory and Amnesia in the American Museum (New Y ork:
New York University Press, 1999).

The Behran and Van Ellison episodes can be understood within the long and deeply racialized
American history of hoaxes, recently surveyed in Kevin Young, Bunk: The Rise of Hoaxes,
Humbug, Plagiarists, Phonies, Post-Facts, and Fake News (Minneapolis: Graywolf Press, 2017),
322.
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and losses of the era. He emphasizes the media’s failure to recognize the complexities of Jewish
politics, such as the number of Jewish teachers who crossed the picket lines of Ocean Hill-
Brownsville and the strength of Jewish support for Lester during the radio controversy. Despite
these complicating factors, he declares simply a need for self-searching: “If I am going to be
honest, [ have to consider if [ am, indeed, an anti-Semite.” Perhaps Lester’s claims about
Behran’s emotional rawness, despite their dismissive effect, reflected his desire to take the young
poet as a model of personal honesty on the path to personal and interpersonal healing.!*

Reading Behran’s reception history within Lester’s story of interpersonal hope and personal
growth suggests the extent to which youth writing could have been, and indeed was, available as
a tool for alliance. Because “Anti-Semitism” aired on the radio just as youth anthology
publication was beginning to surge, Behran’s poem was far from the last word on children’s
writing in the era. Jewish educators on both sides of the UFT picket line were frequent
collaborators in youth writing. Though anti-Semitic language and other forms of literary violence
would continue to appear in texts by children, the growing circulation of youth anthologies
brought attention to wide-ranging child-authored forms of justice and beauty. The youth writings
featured in the preceding chapters may advance the kind of healing to which Lester aspires not
by simply overwriting the painful conflicts of the era but by using the tensely productive space of

collaboration to examine the risks and possibilities of connection across difference.!’

Literary Gatekeeping

14 Julius Lester, Lovesong: Becoming a Jew (New York: Henry Holt, 1988), 56; 50; 57; 58.

15 On influential youth writing collaborator and Teachers & Writers Collaborative founder
Herbert Kohl’s decision to cross the UFT picket lines, see Herbert Kohl, The Discipline of Hope:
Learning from a Lifetime of Teaching (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1998), 173.
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As youth anthologies increased in number and prominence in the late 1960s and early 1970s,
adult critics and educators faced the task of assessing adult-supported children’s writings. How
should youth anthologies be discussed, what information was most relevant to share and what
distinguished a “bad” anthology from a “good” one? Such questions posed particular difficulty
given that the dominant literary critical framework, as advanced by the New Critics and taught
widely in high schools and colleges through the 1970s, was explicitly defined against the writing
of schoolchildren. In the influential 1946 essay “The Intentional Fallacy,” which advances one of
the best-known tenets of New Criticism, W. K. Wimsatt, Jr., and M. C. Beardsley set the bounds
of proper interpretation:

The art of inspiring poets, or at least of inciting something like poetry in young persons,
has probably gone further in our day than ever before. Books of creative writing such as
those issued from the Lincoln School are interesting evidence of what a child can do if
taught how to manage himself honestly. All this, however, would appear to belong to an
art separate from criticism, or to a discipline which one might call the psychology of
composition, valid and useful, an individual and private culture, yoga, or system of self-
development which the young poet would do well to notice, but different from the public
science of evaluating poems.!®

The mention of the Lincoln School here references Hughes Mearns’s popular 1925 book
Creative Youth, in which the Progressive educator, credited with coining the phrase “creative

writing,” details his methods for inspiring schoolchildren’s literary production and collects the

resulting child-authored works. Wimsatt and Beardsley use the figure of the Lincoln School child

16'W. K. Wimsatt and M. C. Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy,” The Sewanee Review 54, no. 3
(1946): 476.
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to disavow the connection between literary production and interpretation, strengthening the
essay’s argument against attention to authorial intention.!’

Wimsatt and Beardsley simultaneously associate children with literary inspiration and
undermine that connection. Even as the authors deem processes of inspiration “valid and useful,”
the reference to exoticized “yoga”—a subject of study and experimentation for many Modernist
poets—and the opening to the passage above, which considers whether poetry-writing improves
after drinking beer, suggest a note of condescension in the endorsement of “interesting
evidence.” Lest the inspired child run wildly through their essay, the authors hastily restore
discipline with the stipulation, “what a child can do if taught how to manage himself honestly.”
What the child produces, moreover, is not true poetry but rather “something like poetry,” a kind
of facsimile that can be “incit[ed],” like a reproducible chemical reaction. Portraying poetic
inspiration as childlike and suspect provides a useful foil for the serious and mature art of textual
interpretation.

Children’s writings constantly remind adult readers of the authors and the terms of literary
production, raising questions about agency and intention. This tendency threatens the New
Critical concept of textual objectivity, the apprehension of a text as a standalone package of
meaning. Dispensing with children’s writing serves Wimsatt and Beardsley’s purpose of refuting
the intentional fallacy.

It was fitting, then, that attention to children’s writings surged in the late-sixties moment of
increasing resistance to the dominance of New Critical interpretation. The growing body of anti-

racist and feminist literary criticism and theory, radical artists’ scorn for “academic poets” or

7 Hughes Mearns, Creative Youth: How a School Environment Set Free the Creative Spirit
(Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, Page & Company, 1925).
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“cornbelt Donnes” and Stanley Fish’s popularization of reader-response theory, among other
critical directions, was beginning to weaken the universal hold of Wimsatt, Beardsley and
company. Black Arts artists and critics, for example, “sought aesthetic situations that explicitly
rejected the object as such and the objectivity that separated the viewer from the viewed,” in a
direct contradiction of New Critical terms. The rise of the poetry reading on the Lower East Side
and elsewhere fueled a growing commitment to poetry as performed and shaped in interaction
with the audience, in contrast to the New Critical conception of autonomous textual meaning. '
Whereas Wimsatt and Beardsley’s generation had figured child poets as external to the
discipline of English, the late 1960s brought an overlapping understanding of young writers as
essential to saving the language. As Philip Lopate recounts, the founders of the Teachers &
Writers collaborative saw education as a vehicle for confronting a crisis in the English language.
These early youth writing advocates, including prominent poets, “diagnosed an alienating
separation between standard English as it was taught and the language people actually spoke and
used for communication; they saw a rusting of the tools of language, partly as a result of the
influence of public speech.” Amid the growing perception of government dishonesty and media
manipulation, particularly regarding the Vietnam War, “There was a growing sense among
writers that cleaning up the language might not only be a culturally ecological activity, but an act

of political protest as well.”!?

18 Sell, Avant-Garde Performance & the Limits of Criticism, 243; Daniel Kane, All Poets
Welcome: The Lower East Side Poetry Scene in the 1960s (University of California Press, 2003),

12. On “cornbelt Donnes,” an insult coined by San Francisco poet Kenneth Rexroth, see Kane,
12.

19 Phillip Lopate, “Issues of Language,” in Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment: A
Documentary History of the First Ten Years of Teachers and Writers Collaborative (Teachers
and Writers Collaborative, 1979), 100.
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The movement described by Lopate understood children as both victims of deadening
approaches to English and prime candidates for its revitalization. Whereas Wimsatt and
Beardsley use the figure of the child writer as a tool of differentiation, to delineate the bounded
space of criticism, Lopate recounts a turn to children as agents of reconnection. As adult readers
and critics encountered the wave of circa-1970 youth anthologies, the figure of the child writer
was transforming, unevenly and incompletely, from literary and linguistic threat to savior.

The Teachers & Writers group discussed by Lopate above was almost entirely white. Writers
of anti-racist literary movements, meanwhile, largely did not share the goal of saving English
literature but rather embraced its failure. Larry Neal wrote in 1969, “What the Western white
man calls an ‘esthetic’ is fundamentally a dry assembly of dead ideas based on a dead people.”
What Teachers & Writers founders and Black Arts writers had in common was a willingness to
discard what they perceived as tired, dishonest forms of voice and style and an investment in
closing the gap between literature and the language of everyday life.2°

Critics demonstrate three distinct approaches to the relationship of children’s writings to
conventional definitions of literature: exclusion, inclusion and transformation. Education scholar
Patrick Groff carries the flag of exclusion in a 1966 Horn Book diatribe. Groff insists that poetry
for children, and thus poetry in general, can be cleanly defined: as writing that “transcends the
literal meaning of expository writing” and “is not translatable into prose.” Asserting poetry as
definable allows Groff to disqualify texts, including a some writing by children themselves. He
scorns ““a most curious practice... [of] teaching children to write poetry before they have had

29

opportunities to truly learn about it.””” Allowing children to attempt poetry without proper

20 Larry Neal, “Any Day Now: Black Art and Black Liberation,” Ebony 24, no. 10 (August
Iy y Lay
1969): 54.
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training, Groff asserts, has loosed a “flood of execrable doggerel.” More seriously, for Groff, this
phenomenon threatens to accelerate “the seeming downward plunge of the status of poetry” in
culture at large. Determined to defend both children and poetry, Groff seems to fear their
mixing.?!

B. Jo Kinnick and Peter Neumeyer take the opposite approach of emphasizing the
qualification of children’s writing according to common literary standards. In her review of /
Heard a Scream in the Street, Kinnick answers her own question, “How good are the [children’s]
poems as poetry?” with a textbook checklist: “By Laurence Perrine's guidelines, the level [of
poetic quality] is high. ‘Honesty, courage, humility’ all are here. ‘Central purpose?’ Indeed.
‘Excess or inexact words?’ Few. ‘Clashes between sound and sense?” No. Rather the closest
affinity.” Kinnick’s turn to Perrine, whose ubiquitous literature textbooks drew heavily on New
Critical predecessors, exemplifies the drive to gain child writers entry into an existing literary
club.?

Neumeyer’s more involved assessment of The Voice of the Children further advances this
inclusionary project. He frames his review around two questions: “Problem one: Shall this art be
regarded somehow differently for having been produced by Jane and John, age ten? Problem
two: Shall we judge a political or exhortatory art by normal aesthetic standards, or shall we say,
‘No, given the crisis this art has sprung from, normal aesthetic standards are beside the point’?”

The Voice of the Children wins praise by persuading Neumeyer to answer no to the first question

21 Patrick Groff, “Where Are We Going with Poetry for Children?,” Horn Book 42 (August
1966): 458-59; 462.

22 B. Jo Kinnick, Review of I Heard a Scream in the Street, English Journal 60, no. 6
(September 1971): 823.
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and the former to the second: children’s writing, in this view, should not be read differently in
light of author age and should be evaluated by “normal aesthetic standards.” Neumeyer’s
repetition of normal makes his priorities clear. His advocacy of children’s writing adheres to
New Ceritical ways of reading. He praises two poems in The Voice of the Children as “the closest
possible objective correlatives to the sensibilities of two poets,” using T. S. Eliot’s famous term.
Neumeyer pays a similar compliment to the last line of a piece by young poet Michael Gill: “‘Go
to work, new critics,” one is tempted to say, ‘show us some of the meanings.” What are the ‘days
of my people’?”” While daringly open to child writers’ literary value, Neumeyer is conservative
in his reinforcement of a dominant interpretive framework. In Groff, Kinnick and Neumeyer
alike, the common compulsion to pass judgment on children’s writing, to justify it as literature or
not, suggests a preoccupation with authenticity not unrelated to the reception of Thea Behran’s
poem.?3

Departing from both Groff’s exclusion and Kinnick’s and Neumeyer’s inclusion, June Jordan
instead asserts the potential of children’s writings to prompt fresh theorizations of poetry itself.
At the same conference in which the Simon Gratz High School panel appeared, Jordan opened
her talk: “Let me tell you about poetry as something natural. Let me tell you how poetry, how the
hungering for metaphors infinitely based on you and me, is more natural than everyday dialog. If
you will believe me, maybe more of us can affirm the human purpose of poetry.” In the
subsequently published essay, “Children and the Hungering For,” Jordan uses her experience
with the Voice of the Children to formulate a definition of poetry that ventures far from any

“normal aesthetic standards.” Drawing on psychoanalytic theory, Jordan proposes that the power

23 Peter F. Neumeyer, Review of The Voice of the Children, Teachers College Record 73, no. 1
(September 1971): 150; 151.
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of poetry arises from the need for connection to others rooted in infancy: “Since the newborn
person is necessarily a student, and since children are necessarily close to the first trauma of
limited relationship, they embody a hungering for: Children fill their lives with learning: they
hurtle themselves outward, into the greater reality, hoping to embrace, without perishing.” Jordan
takes the highly interpersonal nature of children’s writing as a theoretical window into poetry
itself. Defying the Standard English restriction against dangling prepositions, the phrase a
hungering for marks the assertion of a paradigm shift. Her repeated opening entreaty, “Let me
tell you,” models the “hungering for” connection between first and second persons, positioning
Jordan as a follower of the poetics she identifies in children.?*

Jordan’s essay concludes with several works by the Voice of the Children poets, including
Linda Curry, the focus of Chapter 1. Giving Curry the last word emphasizes the theoretical
energy of youth-authored poetry. Instead of directly assessing the children’s poems, Jordan
comes into conversation with them and takes them as the inspiration and evidence for her thesis:
“Poetry is valid because it includes beyond the self.” Jordan replaces the validation of children’s

words as poetry with the validation of poetry through children’s words.?

(Un)critical Maneuvers

Reviews of youth anthologies, which appear primarily in white-dominated publications,
usually avoid the direct question of their relationship to the conventional literary bookshelf. Still,
the arguments of both Groff and Neumeyer circulate implicitly, sometimes in the same review,

as if whispering into the critic’s opposite ears. The simultaneous impulse to endorse and to

24 Jordan, “Children and the Hungering For,” 56; 57.

2 Ibid., 56.
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exclude children’s writings creates a need for critical tools that can manage the tensions and
uncertainties raised by cross-age aesthetics.

Critics attempt to make children’s writings digestible for interpretation by separating their
content from their style. Ruth Kearney Carlson demonstrates this tactic: “At present thousands of
children in various schools of the United States are expressing themselves with emotion or
feeling, but rarely does their poetry reflect poetic techniques which interrelate Art and
Humanity.” This idea of feeling over form, also apparent in the circulation of Thea Behran’s
work, appears even in glowing praise of youth writing. Theatre critic John Simon writes in its
show-making review of The Me Nobody Knows musical, “though the words are often ill-fitting
or threadbare, their actuality and ability to move you are supreme.” Similarly, in the Chicago
Tribune, William Leonard deems the children’s words in The Me Nobody Knows “sometimes
only semi-literate,” yet somehow affecting, “definitely the heart of the whole thing.” 26

As children’s poetry advocate Myra Cohn Livingston, who sparred with Patrick Groff in
defense of children’s authorship, argues:

The social and economic pressures of our age have forced us, sometimes happily in
peace, sometimes unhappily in violence, to recognize that Puritanical strictures on human
emotions must go. Some of the recently published writing of ghetto children attests to the
fact that there are teachers who remain receptive to the true emotions and feelings of

children and who will permit these children to express themselves in whatever form of
language they can.?’

26 Ruth Kearney Carlson, “The Creative Thrust of Poetry Writing,” Elementary English 49, no. 8
(1972): 1177; John Simon, “The ‘Me’ You Must Get to Know,” New York Magazine, n.d.
[summer-fall 1970]; William Leonard, “‘The Me Nobody Knows’ a Hit,” Chicago Tribune,
February 20, 1971.

27 Myra Cohn Livingston, “What the Heart Knows Today,” in Larrick, Somebody Turned on a
Tap in These Kids, 8.
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As Livingston suggests, the investment in child writers’ “feeling” may register the growing
“complaint that New Critical interpretation divested literary communication of personal feeling,”
resulting in “a kind of depersonalization and dehumanization of the experience of reading.”
Adult readers may look to children to help re-personalize the poetic experience, in line with the
goal of revitalizing the English language. At the same time, by advancing contrasting
assessments of feeling and form, critics reconcile their simultaneous allegiance and aversion to
child-authored literature.?8

Reviewers’ double approach recalls the target of Susan Sontag’s censure in her 1966 essay
“Against Interpretation.” Disputing the separation of content from style, Sontag observes: “One
way in which the old duality lives on in the practice of criticism, in concrete judgments, is the
frequency with which quite admirable works of art are defended as good although what is
miscalled their style is acknowledged to be crude or careless.” Such an approach creates a gap in
critics’ ability to explain the quality of a work, and conversely, to justify the importance of style
if a text can apparently, to quote John Simon, “move you... supreme[ly]” without it. Circa-1970
reviewers of children’s writing thus appear entrenched in the interpretive habits that Sontag has
sought to dislodge. At the same time, the very zeal with which reviewers distinguish between
children’s feeling and form raises questions relevant to critical thought in the era. To respond to

the words of reviewer Linnea Lilja, if “[n]ot all their words are gems of wisdom or literary

excellence,” then how is it that children’s writings are able “always to inspire others™?

28 Gerald Graff, “What Was New Criticism? Literary Interpretation and Scientific Objectivity,”
Salmagundi, no. 27 (1974): 73.
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Reviewers’ efforts to distinguish between feeling and form thus productively, if sometimes
unintentionally, raise questions about the meaning and reading of literature.?

What Sontag does not acknowledge is the deeply raced and classed nature of the interpretive
act. The portrayal of children’s writing as more feeling than form partly manifests a longstanding
cultural tendency to elide the aesthetic dimensions of socially-engaged minority literature.
Assessments of feeling in youth writing must be read in light of perceptions of blackness,
brownness and poverty in children’s texts. Patrick Groff frankly states this connection in his
review of the 1972 classroom anthology Somebody Real: “In short, these are not all remarkable
bits of literature by children. Nonetheless they should serve the function of dissuading the
prevalent attitude that poor, nonwhite children have nothing of significance to say.” Framed
dubiously in the negative, Groff’s weighing of “literature” against “significance” makes clear the
extent to which class, race and age differences can drive the opposition of literary content and
quality.*°

Adult writers of the Black Arts movement confronted a similar critical pattern. Asserting that
black writers should write for black readers, rather than white critics, Black Arts intellectuals
cleared the conceptual space for that principle in part by dissecting the structure of white
criticism. On the first page of the introduction to The Black Aesthetic, for instance, Addison
Gayle, Jr. discusses white critics’ tendency to dismiss circa-1970 black arts as mere hostility,

conducting a reception of reception. Gayle disputes white civil rights advocate and literary critic

29 Susan Sontag, Against Interpretation and Other Essays, Kindle edition (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 2013), 16; Linnea Lilja, “Anthologies of Children’s Writing,” English
Education 6, no. 3 (1975): 184; 178.

30 Patrick Groff, review of Somebody Real: Voices of City Children, by Nicholas Anthony Duva,
The Reading Teacher 27, no. 1 (1973): 107-8.
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Herbert Hill’s declaration that “‘simple protest and anger are not enough and rhetoric will not be
useful in masking the inadequacies of literary craftsmanship’.... The element of black anger is
neither new nor, as Herbert Hill would have us believe, pass¢.” Hill’s statement exemplifies the
opposition of black feeling and literary form that Gayle disputes. Gayle coolly dismisses “the
Aristotelian Critics, the Practical Critics, the Formalistic Critics, and the New Critics” in a single
sweep:

Each has this in common: it aims to evaluate the work of art in terms of its beauty and not in

terms of the transformation from ugliness to beauty that the work of art demands from its

audience.

The question for the black critic today is not how beautiful is a melody, a play, a poem, or

angel, but how much more beautiful has the poem, melody, play, or novel made the life of a

single man?3!

Gayle’s theory of beauty posits that the white Western tradition and Black Arts advance distinct
understandings of the relationship of content and form and the relationship of aesthetics to social
change.

The circa-1970 conflict over the nature of artistic value, as identified by Gayle, may
contribute to critics’ difficulties in assessing the cross-age aesthetics of youth anthologies. The
valuation of feeling over form places critics in a tense relationship to their own interpretive
process. Reviewers escape this dilemma by performing an abdication of critical duty.

The endorsements of white experts on the book jacket of The Voice of the Children

exemplify the tendency to replace criticism with moral imperatives. The strident blurbs present

youth poetry as indispensable without actually identifying its content. The editors promise “A

31 Addison Gayle, ed., The Black Aesthetic (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1971), xv; xxiii. Note
that Herbert Hill was a white editor of a black writing anthology, a dynamic that Gayle rejects as
the closing move of his introductory essay. See also Hoyt Fuller’s essay in the same volume,
“Towards a Black Aesthetic,” which dedicates substantial space to examining both the worst and
the best of white criticism of black writing.
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voice which must be heard”; Nancy Larrick insists, “Theirs is a poetry no one can afford to
miss”’; and fellow education professor Charles F. Reasoner warns, “If we do not hear it, then it is
we—not they—who are incoherent.” These adult-directed urgings ignore the possibility of young
readers of the anthology, even though Holt, Rinehart and Winston published and marketed the
book within its school division. Reasoner’s specter of a kind of moral curse upon the
uncomprehending suggests an adult anxiety of “incoherent” response, as if young writers’ texts
might leave older readers robbed of their own voices.

Reviewers of The Me musical share the tendency to paper over the tensions of cross-age
literature with hyperbolic acclaim and universal demands. The notoriously scathing Simon titles
his column, “The ‘Me’ You Must Get to Know,” and finds the show “so good that if every
legislator and slum landlord were to see it—and since it should be seen by everybody, that
includes those unsavory professions—it might put an end to ghettos.” Simon’s blatantly
unrealistic promise and uncharacteristically universalizing declarations cast a pall of irony over
his endorsement. At the Village Voice, Martin Washburn seconds the motion: “Attendance at
‘The Me Nobody Knows’ should be compulsory for the Board of Education. Everyone else will
want to go.” Bob Micklin’s contribution to the show’s “unanimous critical acclaim” in Newsday
borders on threat: “Everybody doesn’t like something, but nobody doesn’t like ‘The Me Nobody
Knows.”” These critics prescribe the show like a medicine, giving the concept of “must-see” an
anxious intensity.*?

The overt illogic of Micklin’s statement indicates how moralizing children’s writing as a

universal good stymies analysis, resulting in an almost studiously uncritical mode. Reviewers

32 John Simon, “The ‘Me’ You Must Get to Know”; Martin Washburn, “Theater: The Me
Nobody Knows,” Village Voice, May 28, 1970; Bob Micklin, “Road to Success through the
Ghetto,” Newsday, September 14, 1970.
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seem determined to answer children’s perceived unintellectual emotionality with their own
unthinking feelings. Leonard, for instance, openly values moralized truth-telling over talent and
originality: “You have to believe these words, for they actually were written by children of New
York City’s ghetto—and children of one big city ghetto are like children of any other.”
Washburn, meanwhile, throws up his hands to conclude facetiously: “Who knows? If we let
them have their say, maybe they’ll go to bed on time.” Even Eve Merriam, a daring and
politically radical children’s author, ends her review of The Voice of the Children with a loss of
words: “One can only echo what June Jordan states in her Afterword: ‘With all my heart, I wish
the voices of these children peace and power.””

The atmosphere of critical peer pressure draws occasional protests. Reviewing his local
production of The Me for the Washington Post, Richard Coe comments sardonically on the trend:
“It would take a sadist of clinical viciousness to breathe an unkind thought about ‘The MNK,’
but I also find it impossible to go along with the ‘stunned’ New Y ork notices which find this an
‘unforgettable joy’ and other such encomiums.” Coe locates the aggression under the surface of
endorsements of The Me. What Coe seems to miss is that empty applause and stubborn suspicion
are two sides of the same uncritical coin, working to exclude children’s writings from serious
aesthetic consideration.**

As Edith Oliver concludes her New Yorker review of The Me: “Criticism is out of the

question. How is it possible to think anything about ‘The Me Nobody Knows’?” Oliver offers

33 Leonard, “‘The Me Nobody Knows’ a Hit”; Martin Washburn, “Theater: The Me Nobody
Knows,” Village Voice, May 28, 1970; Eve Merriam, “For Young Readers,” New York Times,
January 24, 1971.

34 Richard L. Coe, “‘The Me Nobody Knows’: Harsh Realities, Privileged Hope: Theater,”
Washington Post, August 17, 1971.
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damning praise. By denying the ability to think about children’s writings, she feeds into the
narratives of impossibility that elide young people of color and their aesthetic acts. Oliver’s use
of the passive voice emphasizes her abstainment from thought. Her strangely double
declaration—which could be paraphrased as “consideration is not up for consideration”—
indicates that the refusal to critique children’s writings also elides the function of those writings
as critique. To declare “criticism out of the question™ is to distance the social consciousness and
anti-racism of children’s writings. Oliver’s refusal calls up the ghost of Thomas Jefferson’s racist
response to the work of his contemporary, the enslaved African girl poet Phillis Wheatley: “‘The
compositions published under her name are below the dignity of criticism.”” The pattern of
under-response toward child writers of color suggests a broader context to the Simon Gratz

student’s protest: “I just wanted somebody to look at Juan and say, ‘Well,” or something.”3?

Confronting Cross-Age Collaboration

Oliver’s recommendation to refrain from criticism takes subtle form in reviewers’ tendency
to discuss the details of adult collaboration in the place of children’s actual texts. Write-ups of
youth anthologies commonly begin with a substantial description of adult collaborators’
strategies and end with quotes from children’s writings, avoiding extended commentary on the
texts themselves.?® This structure implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, credits canny adult

collaborators with children’s textual results. It is difficult to imagine an equivalent treatment of

35 Edith Oliver, “Off Broadway: Rejoice,” New Yorker, May 30, 1970; Thomas Jefferson, quoted
in Henry Louis Gates, The Trials of Phillis Wheatley: America’s First Black Poet and Her
Encounters with the Founding Fathers (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2003), 42.

36 For a typical brief write-up in this mode, see “Children’s Poems In Paperback,” Baltimore Sun,
January 10, 1971.
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adult writing, in which the book would be reviewed entirely by describing the strategies of the
author’s mentors and editors. Even James Baldwin, who appears to have followed the era’s
cross-age aesthetic publications, discusses a youth anthology in 1970 primarily in the terms of
adult actions: “And the teacher, who no longer was a teacher, made a compilation of the poetry
these kids wrote and he let them talk. He respected them. He dealt with them as though they
were—and in fact as all children are, as all human beings are—a kind of miracle. And because
he did that, something happened.” As Baldwin’s focus suggests, reviewers’ interest in adult
collaborators is partly pedagogical. Adult readers look to youth anthologies partly for new,
unorthodox techniques in teaching children and encouraging their voices. Adult collaborators in
cross-age aesthetics serve as unconventional role models of politics, pedagogy and cross-age
relationship building. Adult readers’ understandable interest in the acts of other adults, however,
can conflict with attention to child writers themselves.?’

Critics advance tensely double interpretations of cross-age authorial agency. Some reviewers
strive to credit adults and children simultaneously for literary success. Jane D. Vreeland reports
in Elementary English of The Me Nobody Knows anthology editor, Stephen Joseph: “He must
have earned the trust of the children, or they would not have shared their personal thoughts with
a teacher. Their writing has not been corrected, it is truly the authors’.” Vreeland first centers the
teacher’s active role in literary production, only to minimize that role in the next breath. Contrary

to Vreeland’s focus, Joseph’s introduction to 7he Me Nobody Knows says little about his editing

37 Margaret Mead and James Baldwin, A Rap on Race (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1971), 72—
73. See Chapter 4 on Baldwin’s discussion of this “something.”
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process. Vreeland likely assumes that the writing is uncorrected because it retains deviations
from standard spelling and grammar.®

Vreeland’s impulse both to celebrate and to contain adult collaborators’ role mirrors another
feature of the influential education publication Elementary English. Jean McClellan edited a
column of children’s writing, “The Children’s Page,” in the journal from 1972 to 1976. A 1973

issue lists her policies for submissions to the column:

1. Classroom work is submitted by the teacher.
2. Itis original.
3. The student’s work has not been altered, other than spelling or punctuation

corrections. We’re interested in children’s work.>®

McClellan’s policies emphasize the value of unmediated originality, even as the requirement
for teacher submission, as well as McClellan’s own role as editor, places mediation at the center
of the process. In the 1970s, the exception “other than spelling or punctuation corrections” would
have been controversial, contradicting many teachers’ definition of unaltered student work, as
well as Vreeland’s comments above. The publication of guidelines almost one year into the
column suggests that McClellan has received submissions that she deems inappropriate or
suspicious. Her declaration, “We’re interested in children’s work,” implies that some
submissions have been insufficiently child-authored, raising the question of how that evaluation
would have been made.

Vreeland’s review and McClellan’s policies evince the simultaneous enthusiasm and doubt

about adults’ role in children’s writing. The marketing and critical reception of youth anthologies

38 Jane D. Vreeland, Review of The Me Nobody Knows; I Am Somebody; From a Busy Hubbub,
Elementary English 48, no. 7 (1971): 887-89.

39 Jean McClellan, “The Children’s Page,” Elementary English 50, no. 6 (September 1973): 963.
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of the era often focuses on what teachers have drawn from or cultivated in students. Positioning
teachers as subjects and child writers as objects, such language primarily credits teachers for the
aesthetic value of student writing. Ultimately, however, teachers, critics and other readers come
to youth anthologies in search of children’s words. This tension draws reviewers into the
ambiguous space between adult and child acts, those aspects of the texts not clearly attributed to
either age alone.

Perhaps in response to this ambiguity, teachers and critics emphasize adult collaborators’
negative agency. Mary Anne Hall and Linda B. Gambrell report on The Voice of the Children:
“No discipline of form was imposed, resulting in poetry and prose of intense honesty and
insight.” Here, adults again receive credit for the “result[s]” of children’s writing, but in the
passive form of strategic inaction, the lack of formal strictures. In a similar use of the negative
and passive, Vreeland praises The Me Nobody Knows as “a testimony to the vision which
children demonstrate when they are given unfettered opportunities to write.” These assessments
parallel June Jordan’s own approach to adult collaboration in her co-directorship of The Voice of
the Children. As detailed in Chapter 2, Jordan supplied adult volunteers to the youth writing
workshop with stringent guidelines, which emphasized the restraint of volunteers’ agency.*°

The interest in adults’ light touch sometimes correlates with a belief in the fragility of child
authorship. Linnea Lilja declares in her review of youth anthologies: “Probably the most
perishable of authors of today's world are the youth. The prescriptive approach of the teacher, the

absence of value as expressed by family, and disinterest of the public are some way responsible

40 Mary Anne Hall and Linda B. Gambrell, “Children As Authors,” Elementary English 49, no. 6
(1972): 892; Vreeland, Review of The Me Nobody Knows, I Am Somebody; From a Busy
Hubbub, 887.
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for the bruising of young writers.” Lilja portrays child writers as delicate fruit, easy for adults to
contaminate or bring to an unwelcome maturity.*!

At the same time, the idea of children’s “unfettered opportunities to write” takes on
associations of strength in the philosophy of the New York School poets, who played a
prominent role in children’s writing pedagogy of 1960s and 1970s. In his bestselling guide to
teaching children poetry, Kenneth Koch advocates “removing obstacles” to release children’s
“natural talent for writing poetry” and releasing the inspiration of the unconscious. Adults can
easily block the connection between child inspiration and poetic production: “Wishes and dreams
are easy to doctor up so they conform to rational adult expectations, but then all their poetry is
gone.” In Koch’s framework, adults’ negative agency facilitates the release of children’s
imaginative force.*?

Contrary to his own perception, Koch himself was accused of popularizing a heavy-handed
approach to children’s writing. Referring to Koch’s most popular prompts, teacher and editor
Lawana Trout states, “anyone who has been dismayed as I have, on walking into a room and
seeing approximately seventy poems all beginning, ‘I wish...” or ‘I used to/ But now...” must
realize this method, like any other, is to be used with discretion. When I see formula poems in
mass, | always wonder what the seventy-odd poems would be like that are unwritten.” Trout here
associates Koch with something like the “discipline of form” that The Voice of the Children is

praised for lacking. Schools of children’s writing accuse each other of exerting excessive adult

41 Lilja, “Anthologies of Children’s Writing,” 178.
42 Kenneth Koch, Wishes, Lies and Dreams: Teaching Children to Write Poetry (New York:
Harper & Row, 1980), 29; 17.
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force, demonstrating their shared, somewhat paradoxical commitment to the strong influence of
adult restraint.*?

Critics deploy metaphors to imagine what remains uncertain about cross-age literary agency
and voice. At worst, these metaphors traffic in titillating images of intimate access to the young.
In a review of The Children: Poems and Prose from Bedford-Stuyvesant for the Arizona
Republic, Willard Abraham praises teacher-editor Irving Benig for “his success in unlocking
some of the buried treasure in these neglected children.” Benig, Abraham enthuses, “drew
beauty” from young writers partly by cultivating a tight-knit class community. Abraham’s
extractive figures of speech take on particularly sexual overtones given the marked
predominance of girl writers in The Children: “From such warmth and closeness he [Benig] drew
soft thoughts like this one from nine year old Sandra Holland.” However disturbing, Abraham’s
descriptions locate the emotional weight of the interface between adults and children’s poetic
selves in youth anthologies. His language of softness, hiding and coaxing portrays children’s
poetry as incompletely controllable and known.

Abraham demonstrates the use of metaphors to express a sense of mystery regarding cross-
age collaborations. Reviewing I Heard a Scream in the Street, B. Jo Kinnick concludes, “this
reviewer is conscious of and grateful for shadowy figures in the wings—teachers in all the cities
from which the poets speak, teachers who listened, encouraged, and listened some more.”
Carrying an ominous ring despite its benevolent context, the image of “shadowy figures”
suggests that appreciation for adult collaborators goes hand in hand with unease about what

strings they may be pulling behind the scenes of youth anthologies. Cross-age aesthetics prompt

43 Lawana Trout, “Paperbacks in the Classroom: I’'m Readin’ Paperbacks and Writin’ Poetry,”
The English Journal 63, no. 7 (1974): 105.
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fascination with the intangible space between adult and child agency—a space regulated by
McClellan, eroticized by Abraham and dramatized by Kinnick.**

Metaphors allow adult readers to express ambivalence toward children’s power. In the
Editor’s Note to the 1971 essay collection featuring Simon Gratz high schoolers, Somebody
Turned on a Tap in These Kids: Poetry and Young People Today, Nancy Larrick explains: “The
title is from a statement by Gerald Jackson about the ‘eruption’ of poetic activity in the 1969
Yale Summer High School for Upward Bound Students, of which he was assistant director.
‘Somebody turned on a tap in these kids,” he said, ‘and the poetry just kept coming.”” The act of
turning the tap is nameless and perhaps accidental, as if a random spigot in the bowels of a
building—or, given the reference to “eruption,” in the bowels of the earth—were rotated at
random. While perhaps reflecting Jackson’s own modesty, the anonymity of the metaphor takes
on a different valence when transcribed as Larrick’s collection title, suggesting to educators
reading the volume that they, too, could become that “somebody.” This perspective is reinforced
by the gerund “coming,” since the verb fo come implies an adult-centric geography, in which the
destination is the location of the speaker. As water, meanwhile, children here register as both
passive and powerful. Though the “tap in these kids” could be turned on mechanically, perhaps it
cannot as easily be turned off. Children’s literary production has a surging force of its own,
determined to “just ke[ep] coming.” The metaphor of the tap complexly registers uncertainty

about the respective agency and power of adult collaborators and child writers.*®

4 Kinnick, review of I Heard a Scream in the Street, 824.
4 Larrick, Editor’s Note, in Larrick, Somebody Turned on a Tap in These Kids: Poetry and
Young People Today, n.p.
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The proximity of metaphors to fantasy suggests that not only children but also adults find
imaginative provocation in cross-age aesthetics. Fantasy appears not only in children’s texts but
also in adult conceptions of children’s writing. A particularly fantastical metaphor authored by
an adult collaborator points to the thrill of weirdness at work in cross-age aesthetics. In a 1970
article on the work of the Teachers and Writers Collaborative, organization director Marvin
Hoffman quotes Ron Padgett on his successful pitch of a writing prompt to fifth graders:

You woke up this morning, remember?.... Now, what if you had been rubbing the back of
your neck and you feel something there and you run over to the mirror and look back
there and you see a tiny mouth in the back of your neck!! Where did it come from? What
does it say to you? You can talk to it with your voice and mouth, and it seem to
understand, because it answers you. It seems to know you. Now I want you to write a
story or poem about this mouth. Or just tell me what it says.*¢

Padgett, a New York School poet and student of Kenneth Koch, came to Teachers & Writers
at Koch’s urging and would contribute to Koch’s influential book Wishes, Lies, and Dreams:
Teaching Children to Write Poetry. In keeping with this New York School lineage, Padgett uses
zaniness, randomness and games to release children’s unconscious inspiration and poetic force.
He describes his “tiny mouth” prompt as simply “interesting and fun” and thus successful with
fifth graders. But the strikingly unpleasant image conjured by Padgett’s play also resonates with
the dynamics of cross-age collaboration.

Setting aside potential readings of the “tiny mouth in the back™ as anus, what Padgett creates

is an image of multivocality. The pairing of tiny mouth and main mouth allegorizes the

collaboration of children and adults in literary production. This allegory remains ambiguous,

46 Marvin Hoffman, “The Other Mouth: Writing in the Schools,” Childhood Education 47, no. 2
(November 1, 1970): 82. For other successful writing prompts by Padgett, see Koch, Wishes,
Lies and Dreams.
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however, because either mouth could represent children or adults. Since Padgett proposes the
idea to fifth graders in the second person, children are most obviously the owners of the main
mouths: “You [the child writer] can talk to it with your voice and mouth.” The posterior
positioning of the tiny mouth, meanwhile, evokes an adult standing over a seated child’s
shoulder, providing spoken or unspoken instruction or influence. As discussed in Chapter 2, June
Jordan represents this image negatively in her guidelines for adult visitors to the Voice of the
Children: “Please do not attempt to ‘look over the shoulder’ of children while they are writing;
creative expression of oneself requires a modicum of privacy.” Not directly visible to its host, the
tiny mouth resembles Kinnick’s “shadowy figures” of adult collaborators. At the same time, the
reference to tininess, which calls up Sianne Ngai’s concept of “the cuteness of the avant-garde,”
associates the main mouth with childhood. The fact that the main mouth exists prior to the tiny
mouth, giving the mouths an age difference, strengthens this association.*’

Padgett’s surreal speculation takes on additional significance in the adult context of
Hoffman’s article. Whether by choice of Hoffman or his editors at Childhood Education, the
article appears under the title, “The Other Mouth: Writing in the Schools.” In a move not
explicitly made in the article, the title offers up Padgett’s image as a central framework for
understanding adult-supported children’s writing. In changing the context of the image, the
article also alters its terms. Though Hoffman’s excerpt from Padgett does not contain the word
other, the article title renames the “tiny mouth” as the “other mouth.” The concept of otherness is
named in the fantasy only when its audience shifts from fifth graders to adult readers of

Hoffman’s article.

47 Sianne Ngai, Our Aesthetic Categories: Zany, Cute, Interesting (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2012).
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Most immediately, the altered phrase suggests the strange otherness of one’s own poetic
voice. The “other mouth” may express poets’ personal distance from or inability to account for
their creative inspirations. This suggestion of an external muse suggests the difficulty of
concretely locating responsibility for a literary text, or the evasiveness of authorship. When
Padgett invites his students to “tell me what it [the tiny mouth] says,” he presenting poetry as a
process of mediation. The “other mouth,” then, strengthens the association of the “tiny mouth”
with the child’s literary voice, which is then packaged and circulated through the mouth of a
collaborating adult, even as, according to this logic, Padgett places his students in the position of
that adult. The alteration of Padgett’s language widens the space of productive ambiguity around
the multivocality of cross-age aesthetics.

The context of the 1960s and 1970s demands special attention to any representation of the
literary other. Whereas majority-white poetic movements of the postwar era, such as the Beats
and the New York School, were invested in otherness in a countercultural sense, the circa-1970
rise of self-identifying minority literary movements secured increasing prominence for racially
and ethnically othered literary voices. The image of the other mouth as the voice in the back, an
unsettling part of the larger body, comes into conversation with the rise of anti-racist literatures
in the United States. For instance, the metaphor resembles an aspect of the aesthetic experiments
in Puerto Rican literature that would have surrounded Padgett and his Manhattan students.
Urayoan Noel theorizes Nuyorican poetry as positioned between the performing body and the
written page, never fully expressed through either. Noel argues that the work of Nuyorican poets
“suggested that there might be strategic advantages to claiming a blurred visibility or to
remaining at least momentarily invisible or unmarked.” The other mouth, which speaks out of

sight, could represent such a strategic evasion. Nuyorican poetry, moreover, “brings together a
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number of disparate and seemingly incommensurable personae, forms, voices, and discourses in
self-reflexive performances that underscore the interdependence of identities.” Noel makes clear
the importance of multivocality, productive of heterogeneous, messy intersections as much as
harmony, to aesthetic innovations of the circa-1970 era.*8

The image of the tiny/other mouth tightly links to circa-1970 cultural preoccupations with
making voices heard and locating authenticity of speech. One can imagine the mouth voicing the
titles of youth anthologies of the era: I Am Somebody! Somebody Real. Can’t You Hear Me
Talking to You? Padgett’s fantastical figure envisions the marginalized child writer as both minor
and powerful, both mediated and mediating. The rogue mouth illustrates the relevance of adults’
uncertainties about cross-age aesthetics to the growing strength of minority literary movements

in the era.

Anti-Racist Affect

The multiple levels of ambivalence registered in adult metaphors for children’s writing
intersect in one of the most frequently repeated terms in the reception of circa-1970 youth
anthologies: bitter. Ruth Kearney Carlson demonstrates the widespread concern with child
writers’ bitterness in her discussion of The Voice of the Children: “Some of the writing is
beautiful, often the words are bitterly resentful, but these young poe[ts] express themselves in a
clear, authentic style.” Similarly, of reviewing 5000 child-authored poetry submissions for her
anthology I Heard a Scream in the Street, Nancy Larrick recalls: “Again and again I found cries

of loneliness and despair, but never any tributes to parents, friends, or teachers. School has

48 Urayoan Noel, In Visible Movement: Nuyorican Poetry from the Sixties to Slam (University of
Iowa Press, 2014), xxvii; 22.
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evidently been a bitter experience for many of these children.” The perception of bitterness spans
literary forms and styles, as evidenced by Teachers & Writers Collaborative member Art
Berger’s explanation of comedy in his students’ work: “This bitter humor is an attempt to deal
with realities these children see and feel helpless to change.”*

Through references to the bitter, adult readers confront questions of affect in children’s
writing. Bitterness names a way of reacting expressively to social conditions, a worldview
developed through experience and thus potentially a way to take politics personally. The term,
then, serves critics’ attempts to articulate the link between child writers’ expressions of personal
emotion and social critique. Despite this apparently straightforward utility, the word contains a
semantic slippage. Bitter can describe both the food being tasted and the person doing the
tasting. According to this conflation, swallowing bitter things can make one a bitter person. The
label of youth writings as bitter may apply simultaneously to the writers’ life experiences, their

resulting perspectives and the consequent experiences of youth anthology readers. This

uncertainty regarding the bittering agent gives the term an agential ambiguity, leaving in

49 Carlson, “The Creative Thrust of Poetry Writing,” 1185; Nancy Larrick, “Pop/Rock Lyrics,
Poetry and Reading,” Journal of Reading 15, no. 3 (1971): 188; Art Berger, “Poet in the
Schoolhouse: Evoking Creative Energy in Language” (Speech transcript, November 1970),
ERIC, https://eric.ed.gov/?q=ED051235&i1d=ED051235. Emphases mine.

In further examples of bitterness references, Linnea Lilja joins Carlson in noting the bitterness of
The Voice of the Children: “The style is humorous, or optimistic, or perceptive, or bitter— but
always honest.” Lilja, “Anthologies of Children’s Writing,” 181. In line with Larrick’s own
assessment of her source material, B. Jo Kinnick notes “the bitter-sweet, tender-angry, sad-
proud, shifting moods” of I Heard a Scream in the Street. Kinnick, “Review of I Heard a Scream
in the Street,” 824. Reviewing the solo published poetry collection of one Voice of the Children
writer, San Francisco’s African American newspaper, the Sun Reporter, muses, “For young
Vanessa Howard the world is a bittersweet place.” “Review of A Screaming Whisper,” Sun
Reporter, August 25, 1973.
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question the source of affect in children’s writings. Are feelings taken to be the creative work of
child writers or simply the effects of environment and influence?

This question of the relationship of literary self and environment receives sardonic treatment
in a popular child-authored poem. Reviews of The Children often quote Stephanie Salley’s “My
World and Welcome to It”:

This is a bad world

But you are welcome to it.

This is a ghetto world

But you are welcome to it.

This is a smelly world

But you are welcome to it.

This is a big rat world

But you are welcome to it.

I wish there were two worlds

So that I can get out of this world.

Anybody who wants to be one of these

Things I mentioned

You are welcome to my world.>°

Salley’s poem greets a mostly-white and privileged adult appetite for the lurid spoils of
poverty. Long-term Teachers & Writers collaborative member Miguel A. Ortiz recalls the youth
writing movement’s unwritten “party line” in this direction, wryly observing, “I grew up in the
South Bronx hating landlords, policemen and doctors equally. But somehow roaches and rats
never scurried across my poems.” The “party line” may have influenced Salley’s teacher-editor,
Irving Benig, as well as the critics who praise Salley’s verse. Phillip Lopate agrees: “Drugs,

roaches and muggings—what had seemed at first a breakthrough in honesty, became in time a

mannerism: was this all that was in these children’s minds, or was it what we were asking of

0 Irving Benig, ed., The Children: Poems and Prose from Bedford-Stuyvesant (New Y ork:
Grove Press, 1971), 41.
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them?” Salley pointedly marks the asymmetry of this dynamic of consumption. Even as the
“wish [that] there were two worlds” asserts the impossibility of escape, the second-person
address positions you externally, in that very alternative world that does not exist. You, it seems,
can access multiple worlds, while for the speaker, there is only one.>!

Salley addresses her welcome not to those who wish simply to read, experience or otherwise
consume her world, but “anybody who wants to be one of these/ things I mentioned” (italics
mine). The extraneous infinitive to be converts this line from a logical continuation of the
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poem’s premise to the strange image of eager readers aiming fo be “smelly,” “a ghetto” or a “big
rat.” Salley’s sly conflation of being something and being around something recalls the adage,
“you are what you eat”—which also expresses the semantic slippage of bitter, by which tasting
bitter things makes one a bitter person. By ironically conflating self and environment, “My
World and Welcome to It” parodies the tendency to equate oppressed people with their social
conditions. While especially visible in the discourse around one of Salley’s keywords, ghetto,
this pattern of perception can also occur through the ambiguity of terms like bitter. Perhaps this
entrapping lockstep of identity and environment compounds the poetic speaker’s struggle to “get
out of this world.”

With her world-weary, darkly ironic tone, Stephanie Salley could be the poster child for the
bitterness of circa-1970 youth anthologies. But convention associates bitterness not with children

but with old age, as in “bitter old man.” Bitterness implies a posterior state, an effect of past

experience. The characterization of child writers as bitfer thus contradicts an idea with which it

>1 Miguel Ortiz, “Latin Nostalgia,” in Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment, 293; Lopate,
“Issues of Language,” in Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment, 112.
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closely coexists: that child writers are valuable because they are not yet acculturated, calloused
or otherwise contaminated by the adult world.

This clash of the posterior and prior surfaces a temporal tension in adult expectations of
children’s writing. Nearly as frequent as descriptions of bitferness in youth anthology reception
are references to freshness. Neumeyer, for instance, finds “such precision... such freshness” in
The Voice of the Children. The idealized child writer speaks with perceptual and moral freshness
about the kinds of experiences and social realities that are said to replace freshness with
bitterness and cynicism. Innocence and experience meet in this popular construction of young
people of color. In this way, young writers risk disqualification from their position of cultural
authority through their very success: if they can write such fresh testaments to oppression, then
they must soon be turned bitter. Here reemerges the practice of rhetorically aging children out of
child authorship. In some cases, the claim to disqualifying maturation applies not only to the
writers but to the writings themselves. In a 1972 dissertation surveying children’s poetry,
Catherine Mackintosh claims that “poetry of protest and poetry dealing with less attractive
aspects of contemporary life.... written by the young, though often formless and unpolished, has
a spontaneity and freshness” but “is also apt to wither away.” Drawing on the tendency to read
children’s feeling over form, Mackintosh performs a prescient—and perhaps partly self-

fulfilling—temporal dismissal of children’s writings.>

>2 Neumeyer, “Review of The Voice of the Children,” 152; Catherine Mackintosh, “A Study of
Publishing Trends in Available Anthologies of Poetry for Children Published in 1950-1970”
(ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 1972), 78. For further references to “freshness,” see Groft’s
approval of moments of “childlike freshness” in Somebody Real; Nancy Larrick, ed., Green is
Like a Meadow of Grass: An Anthology of Children's Pleasure in Poetry (Champaign, I11.:
Garrard, 1968), 63. On aging children out of authorship, see Chapter 3.
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Mackintosh’s assessment of what she euphemistically terms the “contemporary”
demonstrates the deeply raced and classed nature of the discursive space between freshness and
bitterness. Describing child writers as bitter implicitly distances them from the politics of Martin
Luther King, Jr., who frequently defined himself against bitterness: “And once more I caught
myself and said: “You must not allow yourself to become bitter.”””>* Circa-1970 youth
anthologies emerged at a moment of national debate over anti-racist affect, as seen in Gayle’s
objection to Hill, in the wake of the loss of King’s life and leadership. The breakdown of the
civil rights coalition, the transformation of SNCC and development of the Black Power and
Black Arts Movements, as well as other anti-racist nationalisms, sparked questions outside and
inside of these movements about the tone of radical action and the political utility of anger.

References to the bitterness of young writers of color call up these debates. Ruth Kearney
Carlson makes this connection explicit in her discussion of poems that “reflect a bitter
antagonism between a Black adolescent poetry and the white man” with language that might
“disturb persons unfamiliar with the open language of ghetto youth who wish to debunk the
pretentious, hypocritical ways of schools and society.” Such poets, Carlson suggests, could learn
from “primitive Eskimo and Nahuatl poets who looked for a world of beauty rather than one of
junkies, garbage, poverty, and hatred between races. Some day the urban child of the ghetto may
leave his despair and dark bitterness behind.” Carlson uses racial stereotypes of both black and
Native artistic styles to juxtapose bitterness and freshness. Her review typifies a common
ambivalence in white-dominated publications toward writings by children of color. Adults

perceive children’s bitter writing as potentially providing an alternative to window-breaking,

53 Martin Luther King, Jr., “The Violence of Desperate Men,” in Martin Luther King, The
Radical King, ed. Cornel West (Boston: Beacon Press, 2015), 11.
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business-disrupting or gun-toting forms of anti-racist action but also potentially setting the stage
for those forms. Bitterness can express either sympathy and suspicion, both marking and limiting
young writers’ power.>*

The prevalence of bitterness in the reception of youth anthologies simultaneously registers
ambiguities regarding children’s authorial agency, temporality and anti-racist affect. The deep
entanglement of these three categories can be seen in circa-1970 discourse: for example, in the
claim of teachers’ union leader Albert Shanker that Ocean Hill-Brownsville students “have been
indoctrinated, they are full of hate.” Shanker’s juxtaposition of the present perfect and present
tenses, conjuring an image of black children as always already primed for hate, uses temporal
tension to heighten fears about children as anti-racist actors. Perhaps more damaging to the
longevity of writings by children of color, however, were the disparagements wrapped in praise,
which used terms like bitterness to contain the questions about anti-racism after Civil Rights, the

rise of U. S. minority writing, youth power and multivocality that were raised by children’s texts.

Conclusion

Circa-1970 adult reviewers evince a cultural pressure to rule on the authenticity of youth
writing, both as children’s real words and as real literature. As the case of Thea Behran’s
reception illustrates, these judgments of validity carry heavy stakes. The are-they-or-aren’t-they
approach to children’s writings can flatten the expressiveness of the texts, reducing them

tautologically to mere cries to be heard, worthy in their very status as speech. This approach fails

>4 Carlson, “The Creative Thrust of Poetry Writing,” 1185; 1186.
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to explain the power of cross-age aesthetics in the circa-1970 moment. Adult readers, however,
also find ways of dwelling in the complexities of cross-age aesthetics. Metaphors for child
authorship, while often problematic, replace conclusive judgment with productive uncertainty
about the interface between adult collaborators’ and child writers’ literary acts.

As the Simon Gratz student panelist marks the point where adult reception appears to fail, so
critics’ stymied, stymying responses may register the stretching of literary interpretation. The
reception of youth anthologies indirectly raises questions about the very definition of literature,
how it should be evaluated and what it should do in the world. Cross-age aesthetics has the
potential to surface what Mike Sell calls “the limits of criticism when faced with movements
cognizant of the institutions of criticism.” Sell argues that avant-garde movements, including the
Black Arts Movement, have maintained vexed but productive ties to the academy that allow
artworks to generate self-conscious challenges to existing systems of interpretation. I understand
children’s awareness of and conversations with the publication and circulation of their texts as a
kind of “cognizan[ce] of the institutions of criticism.”>> By producing texts that stretch the limits
of criticism and finding ways to intervene in and critique the processes of reception and
interpretation, circa-1970 young writers claim a place within Sell’s paradigm of the avant-garde.

When I began this project, I experienced the impulse toward a validity assessment of
children’s writings. Were these really child voices? Was this really literature? Could such texts
really form the basis of rigorous scholarship? Trained on the textured surfaces of overt difficulty,
I found children’s writings slippery, their deceptive ease evading my analytical grasp. On the

other hand, I found grain where I was accustomed to smoothness, in the multiplicity of agency

35 Sell, Avant-Garde Performance & the Limits of Criticism, 5.
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and influence in literary production. Children’s writings pose an underrecognized kind of literary
difficulty.

My initial bewilderment, like the stillness of the Simon Gratz audience, resembles the
academic attitude toward Black Arts that prevailed until the 1990s. David Lionel Smith wrote in
1991, “the silence regarding the Black Arts Movement is deafening.” The movement had been
“in low esteem,” Smith explained, because “it often confuses social theory with aesthetics...
much of it is predicated upon crude, strident forms of nationalism... and too often the work is
marred by the swaggering rhetoric of ethnic and gender chauvinism. The extremes of this writing
are so egregious that we may come to equate all the work of the movement with its worst
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tendencies.” Smith vividly portrays the affect at work here. That which is “confuse[d],” “crude,”

“marred” and “egregious” has prompted scholarly embarrassment.>®

Embarrassment, I suspect, is similarly at work in the silence around circa-1970 youth
anthologies. Even Phillip Lopate, a lifelong advocate of children’s writing as well as a frank
examiner of adult collaborators’ biases and foibles, is quick to distance himself from the
politically unsavory aspects of the genre: “Certainly, the work in a book like The Me Nobody

Knows is rather pedestrian and meager from the standpoint of language and imagination, yet it

sold thousands of copies because it corresponded to a momentary hunger on the part of people,

°6 David Lionel Smith, “The Black Arts Movement and Its Critics,” American Literary History 3,
no. 1 (1991): 94; 93. Lauren Berlant points to the particular concentration of scholarly
embarrassment in the affective memory of the circa-1970 era. Accused of being too *68 in her
efforts for radical change in the academy, Berlant responds, “I take the ill-fitting mantle of *68 to
stand here for something like the risk of political embarrassment, of embracing undercooked
transitional thought about the possibilities and politics of futurity itself.” Locating “a desire to
frame the moment of *68 as no longer historical, as finished, and therefore failed,” Berlant uses
this “ill-fitting mantle” partly to examine the politics of authorship and collaboration—including
through an anecdote about a moment of performed collaboration between a small child and
adults. Lauren Berlant, “’68, or Something,” Critical Inquiry 21, no. 1 (1994): 128.
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mostly white people, to hear deprived schoolchildren expressing—deprivation.” As Lopate’s
critique demonstrates, literary embarrassment can be far from superficial. Still, his evaluation has
a silencing effect, eliding the extent to which young authors of The Me Nobody Knows were
capable of not only transcending but also creatively taking up and interrogating the terms of
deprivation. Lopate’s dismissal of The Me Nobody Knows surfaces the currents of discomfort
and avoidance that run through the reception of cross-age aesthetics. The understandable
rejection of the volume by Lopate and others, moreover, suggests how such a text, highly
popular in its moment, could become a kind of literary orphan, disowned by all and preserved by
none.>’

To acknowledge the limits of power and control for child writers does not betray them but
rather attends to the context of authorship that they themselves understand, navigate and
leverage. Accepting this premise opens a view of the ways in which young writers teach their
readers about the affective terrain of everyday life under racist threat, the doubly empowering
and exploitative nature of creative collaborations across power differences and the possibilities

for marginalized actors to make themselves heard in an unequal society.

37 Lopate, Journal of a Living Experiment, 112.
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