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‘Readings for Writing

GREG SARRIS

“You Don’t Look Indian”

[ have heard that someone said to American Indian writer Louise Erdrich, “You don’t look
dian.” It was at a reading she gave, or perhaps when she received an award of some
kind for her writing. Undoubtedly, whoever said this noted Erdrich’s very white skin, her
green eyes and her red hair. She retorted, “Gee, you don't look rude.”

You don't look Indian.

How often | too have heard that. But unlike Erdrich, | never returned the insult, or chal-
 lenged my interlocutors. Not with words anyway. | arranged the facts of my life to fit others’
conceptions of what it is to be Indian. 1 used others’” words, others’ definitions. That way, if |
didn’t look Indian, | might still be Indian.

Well, 1 don’t know if | am Indian, | said, or if | am, how much. | was'adopted.
1 know my mother was white—Jewish, German, Irish. | was illegitimate. Father unknown. It
was back in the fifties when having a baby without being married was shameful. My mother
* uttered something on the delivery table about the father being Spanish. Mexican maybe.

Anyway, | was given up and adopted, which is how | got a name. For a while things went
well. Then they didn't. | found myself with other families, mostly on small ranches where |
milked cows and worked with horses. | met a lot of Indians—Pomo Indians—and was taken
in by one of the families. | learned bits and pieces of two Pomo languages. So if you ask, |
call myself Pomo. But | don’t know . . . My mother isn't around to ask. After she had me, she
needed blood. The hospital gave her the wrong type and it killed her.

The story always went something like that. It is true, all of it, but arranged so that peo-
ple might see how I fit. The last lines—about my mother—awe people and cause them to
forget, or to be momentarily distracted, from their orlglna[ concern about my not looking
Indian. And | am illegitimate. That explains any crossing of borders, anything beyond the
confines of definition. That is how I fit.

Last year | found my father. Well, | found out his name—Emilio. My mother’s younger
brother, my uncle, whom | met recently, remembered taking notes from his sister to a “big
Hawaiian type” on the football field. “I would-go after school while the team was practic-
ing,” my uncle said. “The dude was big, dark. They called him Meatloaf. I.think his name
though was Emilio. Try Emilio.”

To have a name, even a nickname, seemed unfathomable. To be thlrty six years old and
for the first time to have a lead about a father somehow frightened me. You imagine all your
life; you find ways to account for that which is missing, you tell stories, and now all that is
leveled by a name.

In Laguna Beach | contacted the high school librarian and made arrangements to look
through old yearbooks. It was just after a conference there in Southern California, where
| had finished delivering a paper on American Indian education. | found my mother im-
mediately, and while | was staring for the first time at an adult picture of my mother,
a friend who was with me scanned other yearbooks for an Emilio. Already we knew
by looking at the rows and rows of white faces, there wouldn’t be too many Emilios.
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8 I was still gazing at the picture of my mother when my friend jumped. “Look,” she said.
She was tilting the book, pointing to a name. But already, even as | looked, a dark face
caught my attention, and it was a face | saw myself in. Without a doubt. Darker, yes. But
me nonetheless.

& 9 I interviewed several of my mother’s and father’s classmates. It was my mother’s friends
b who verified what [ suspected. Emilio Hilario was my father. They also told me that he had
' died, that | missed him by about five years.

10 I'had to find out from others what he couldn’t tell me. 1 wanted to know about his life.

Did he have a family? What was his ethnicity? Luckily | obtained the names of several i
_ relatives, including a half-brother and a grandfather. People were quick about that, much :
e more so than about the ethnicity question. They often circumvented the question by telling {
o stories about my father’s athletic prowess and about how popular he was. A few, however, !
were more candid. His father, my grandfather, is Filipino. “A short Filipino man,” they said.
“Your father got his height from his mother. She was fairer.” Some people said my grand-

f
mother was Spanish, others said she was Mexican or Indian. Even within the family, there is [
discrepancy about her ethnicity. Her mother was definitely Indian, however. Coast Miwok |
from Tomales Bay just north of San Francisco, and just south of Santa Rosa, where | grew i
up. Her name was Rienette. " F
11 During the time my grandmother was growing up, probably when her mother— : .
! . Rienette—was growing up too, even until quite recently, when it became popular to be : fc
an Indian, Indians in California sometimes claimed they were Spanish. And for good reason. :
5 The prejudice against Indians was intolerable, and often only remnants of tribes, or even C
o families, remained to face the hatred and discrimination. My grandmother spoke Spanish. a
e - Her sister, Juanita, married a Mexican and her children’s children are proud Chicanos liv- fr
. ing in East Los Angeles. Rienette’s first husband, my grandmother and her sister’s father, was t
' ~ probably part Mexican or Portuguese—I'm not sure. - ' ti
12 The story-is far from complete. But how much Indian | am by blood is not the question i C pi
_whose answer concerns me now. Oh, | qualify for certain grants, and that is important, But he
; knowing about my blood heritage will not change my complexion any more than it will my
e experience. : c
13 In school 1 was called the white beaner. This was not because some of my friends hap- : sc
pened to be Mexican, but because the white population had little sense of the local Indians. : wi
Anyone with dark hair and skin was thought to be Mexican. A counselor once called me ; m
£ in and asked if my family knew I went around with Mexicans. “Yes,” | said. “They're used & the
to it.” At the time, | was staying with an Indian family—the McKays—and Mrs. McKay was in
b a mother to me. But | said nothing more then. | never informed the counselor that most : otl
' of my friends, the people she was referring to, were Indian—Pomo Indian. Kashaya Pomo sh
o Indian. Sulfur Bank Pomo Indian. Coyote Valley Pomo Indian. Yokaya Pomo Indian. Point ' wt
;'% Arena Pomo Indian. Bodega Bay Miwok Indian. Tomales Bay Miwok Indian. And never mind . of
E that names such as Smith and Pinola are not Spanish (or Mexican) names. ; cal
K 14 As 1 think back, 1 said nothing more to the counselor not because | didn’t want to cause
trouble (I did plenty of that), but because, like most other kids, I never really knew a way to the

tamper with how the authorities—counselors, teachers, social workers, police—categorized $0




ER 8 Narration

§

" she said.

1 dark face

er, yes. But

ier’s friends
that he had

out his life. |
of several |

| that, much

n by telling
y however, |
" they said. !
my grand-
ily, there is
iast Miwok |
lere | grew

mother—
wlar to be
od reason.
%5, or even !
:e Spanish, !
icanos liv-

father, was

| e question
| ortant. But

Vit will my

iends hap-
:al Indians.
called me
iey’re used
AcKay was
‘that most
1aya Pomo
lian. Point
1ever mind

1t to cause
~Nawayto .:
ategorized

Readings for Writing

161

us. We talked about our ethnicity amongst ourselves, often speculating who was more or
less this or that. So many of us are mixed with other groups—white, Mexican, Spanish, Por-
tuguese, Filipino. | know of an Indian family who is half Mexican and they identify them-
selves as Mexicans. In another family of the same admixture just the opposite is true. Yet for
most of the larger white community, we were Mexican, or something.

And here | am with blue eyes and fair skin. If | was a white beaner, | was, more generally,
a kid from the wrong side of the tracks. Hood. Greaser. Low Brow. Santa Rosa was a much
smaller town then, the lines more clearly drawn between the haves and the have-nots, the
non-colored and the colored. Suburban sprawl was just beginning; there was still the old
downtown with its stone library and old Roman-columned courthouse. On the fringes of
town lived the poorer folk. The civil rights movement had not yet engendered the ethnic
pride typical of the late sixties and early seventies.

| remember the two guys who taught me to box, Manuel and Robert. They said they were
Portuguese, Robert part Indian. People whispered that they were black. | didn't care. They
picked me out, taught me to box. That was when | was fourteen. By the time | was sixteen,
| beat heads everywhere and every time | could. 1 looked for fights and felt free somehow
in the fight. | say I looked for fights, but really, as I think about it, fights seemed to find me.
People said things, they didn't like me, they invaded my space. I had reason. So | fought.
And afterwards | was somebody. Manny said | had a chip on my shoulder, which is an asset
for a good fighter. “Hate in your eyes, brother,” he told me. “You got hate in your eyes.”

I heard a lot of “Indian” stories too. We used to call them old-time stories, those about
Coyote and the creation. Then there were the spook stories about spook men and women
and evil doings. I knew of a spook man, an old guy who would be sitting on his family’s
front porch one minute and then five minutes later, just as you were driving uptown,
there he'd be sitting on the old courthouse steps. The woman whose son | spent so much
time with was an Indian doctor. She healed the sick with songs and prayer; she sucked
pains from people’s bodies. These are the things my professors and colleagues wanted to
hear about.

I was different here too. | read books, which had something to do with my getting into
college. But when I started reading seriously—about the middle of my junior year in high
school—I used what | read to explain the world; | never engaged my experience to inform
what | was reading. Again, | was editing my experience, and, not so ironically, | found
meaning that way. And, not so ironically, the more | read the more | became separated from
the world of my friends and what | had lived. So in college when'l found people interested
in my Indian experience as it related to issues of ecology, personal empowerment, and
other worldviews, | complied and told them what | “knew” of these things. In essence |
shaped what | knew to fit the books and read the books to shape what | knew. The woman
who was a mother to me came off as Castaneda’s Don Juan. Think of the “separate reality”
of her dream world, never mind what | remember about her—the long hours in the apple
cannery, her tired face, her clothes smelling of rotten apples.

Now, as | sort through things, | am beginning to understand why | hated myself and
those people at the university; how by sculpting my experience to their interests, | denied
so much of my life, including the anger and self-hatred that seeps up from such denial.

15

16

18

19



162 CHAPTER 8 Narration

| wanted to strike back, beat the hell out of them; | imagined them angering me in some
way | could recognize—maybe an insult, a push or shove—so that I could hurt them.
Other times | just wanted them to be somewhere, perhaps outside the classroom, on a
street, in a bar, where they came suddenly upon me and saw me fighting, pummelling
somebody. Anger is like a cork in water. Push it down, push it down, and still it keeps

coming to the surface.

FOR WRITING OR DISCUSSION MyWritinglab

1. How does the writer’s illegitimacy explain “any crossing of borders, anything
beyond the confines of definition”?

2. What stereotypes did Sarris have to endure as he was growing up? How does he
use narrative to make his point?

3. What steps does the writer take to uncover his personal family history? How do
you explain his efforts?

4. Assume that Sarris could have one meeting with his father or mother. Write a
narrative about that meeting. Or, as an alternate assignment, write a narrative
about the first meeting between a child and a long-lost parent.
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