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American earth. And soon, when I see the last winter coming to the last leaf,
I will be warm with the thought that another wanderer shall inherit the wonder-
ful dreamn which my cousin and I had dreamed and tried to realize in America,

Questions for Discussion and Writing

1. Reflect on the importance of the first line of Bulosan’s story: “It was not
Consorcio’s fanlt.” What “fault” do you think the author has in mind here?
What does this line imply? In what ways does it set the mood of the story?

2. What kinds of adjustments, small and large, did Consorcio have to make
in living in the United States, and in what ways is each one of them
significant?

3. What do you think Bulosan means when he writes, five years after Con-
sorcio’s arrival in America “he bad learned to hide in the deep silence that
was flung like 2 mourning cloak across the face of the land” (p. 278} In
what ways do the metaphors and images Bulosan uses throughout this
story add to its meaning?

4. What are the “unwritten laws of the wanderers” or nomads, to which

' Bulosan refers (pp. 277, 278)? What cultural patterns and values from the
Philippines have the men brought with them to America?

5. Why does his realization “that he could not ask too much in a strange land”

(p. 279) liberate Consorcio? What does Bulosan imply it means to become

“a real American” (p. 279)?

BHARATI MUKHERJEE
S
A Father

When Bharati Mukherjee moved to the United States from Canada
and to there from India, she says she moved from “the aloofness of
expatriation to the exuberance of immigration.” The move meant
that she stopped seeing her Indianness as a fragile identity to be
preserved against obliteration and uses it now as a metaphor, “a
particular way of partially comprehending the world” similar to
American writers whose parents or grandparents have passed
through Ellis Island.

The story that follows, “A Father,” comes from a collection of
Mukherjee’s stories entitled Darkness (1985), most of which were
written in a three-month burst of energy when the author was writer-
in-residence at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia. “Until At-
lanta,” she writes, “I had thought of myself, in spite of e white
husband and two assimilated sons, as an expatriate,” wondering if
she would ever belong. “If you have to wonder, if you keep looking
for signs,” she adds, “if you wait-—surrendering little bits of a reluc-
tant self every year, clutching the souvenirs of an ever-refreating
past—you'll never belong, anywhere.”

Commenting on the energy with which she wrote the stories of
Darkness, she says, “For a wriler, energy is aggression; urgency coli-
iding with confidence. Suddenly, everything is possible. Excluded
worlds are opened, secretive characters reveal themselves. The writ-
ing-self is somehow united with the universe.”

Before you read ““A Father,”” write about a time in your life when you made
a choice that shocked your parents, or when your parents made a choice that
shocked you. (If you are a parent, you might write about a time when a child
made a choice that shocked you—or you made a choice that shocked a child.)
Describe the choice, why it was shocking, what cultural values were involved,
and how it affected your relationship.
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ne Wednesday morning in mid-May Mr. Bhowmick woke up as he usually:

did at 5:43 a.M., checked his Rolex against the alarm clock’s digital

readout, punched down the alarm (set for 5:45), then nudged his wife awake, .
She worked as a claims investigator for an insurance company that had an office

in a nearby shopping mall. She didn’t really have to leave the house until 8:30,
but she liked to get up early and cook him a big breakfast. Mr. Bhowmick had
to drive 2 long way to work. FHe was a naturally dutifuol, cautious man, and he
set the alarm clock early enough to accommodate a margin for accidents.

While his wife, in a pink nylon negligee she had paid for with her own
MasterCard card, made him a new version of French toast from a clipping
(“Eggs-cellent Recipes!”) Scotchtaped to the inside of a kitchen cupboard, Mr,
Bhowmick brushed his teeth. He brushed, he gurgled with the loud, hawking
noises that he and his brother had been taught as children to make in order to
flush clean not merely teeth burt also tongue and palate.

After that he showered, then, back in the bedroom again, he recited prayers
in Sanskrit to Kali,* the patron goddess of his family, the goddess of wrath and
vengeance. In the pokey flat of his childhood in Ranchi, Bihar,t his mother had
given over a whole bedroom to her collection of gods and goddesses. Mr.
Bhowmick couldn’ be that extravagant in Detroit. His daughter, twenty-six and
an electrical engineer, slept in the other of the two bedrooms in his apartment.
But he had done his best. He had rtaken Woodworking I and II at a nearby
recreation center and built a grotto for the goddess. Kali-Mata was eight inches
tall, made of metal and painted a glistening black so that the metal glowed like
the oiled, black skin of a peasant woman. And though Kali-Mata was totally nude
except for a tiny gilt crown and a garland strung together from sinners’ chopped
off heads, she looked warm, cozy, pleased, in her makeshift wooden shrine in
Detroit. Mr. Bhowmick had gathered quite a crowd of admiring, fellow wood-
workers in those final weeks of decoration.

“Hurry it up with the prayers,” his wife shouted from the kitchen. She was an
agnostic, a believer in ambition, not grace. She frequently complained that his
prayers had gotten so long that soon he wouldn’t have time to go to work, play
duplicate bridge with the Ghosals, or play the tabla in the Bengali Association’
one Sunday per month musical soirees. Lately she’d begun to drain him in a
wholly new way. He wasn’t praying, she nagged; he was shutting her out of his
life. There’d be no peace in the house until she hid Kali-Mata in a suitcase.

She nagged, and he threatened to beat her with his shoe as his father had
threatened his mother: it was the thrust and volley of marriage. There was no
question of actually taking off a shoe and applying it to his wife’s body. She was
bigger than he was. And, secretly, he admired her for having the nerve, the
agnosticism, which as a college boy in backward Bihar he too had claimed.

“I have time,” he shot at her. He was still wrapped in a damp terry towel.

o

*Kali: Hindu goddess,
tRanchi, Bihar: city in the state of Bihar, one of the poorest of India’s twenty-five states.
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“You have time for everything but domestic life.”

It was the fault of the shopping mall that his wife had started to buy pop
psychology paperbacks. These paperbacks preached that for couples who could
sit down and talk about their “relationship,” life would be sweet again. His
engincer daughter was on his wife’s side. She accused him of holding things in.

“Pace it, Dad,” she said. “You have an affect deficit.”

But surely everyone had feelings they didn’t want to talk about or talk over.
He definitely did not want to blurt out anything about the sick-in-the-guts
sensations that came over him most mornings and that he couldn’t bubble down
with Alka-Seltzer or smother with Gas-X. The women in his family were smarter
than him. They were cheerful, outgoing, more American somchow.

How could he tell these bright, mocking women that in the 5:43 a.M. dark-
ness, he sensed invisible presences: gods and snakes frolicked in the master
bedroom, little white sparks of cosmic static crackled up the legs of his pajamas.
Something was out there in the dark, something that could invent accidents and
coincidences to remind mortals that even in Detroit they were no more than
mortal. His wife would label this paranoia and dismiss it. Paranoia, premonition:
whatever it was, it had begun to undermine his composure.

Take this morning. Mr. Bhowmick had woken up from a pleasant dream abour
a man taking a Club Med vacation, and the postdream satisfaction had lasted
through the shower, but when he’d come back to the shrine in the bedroom,
he’d noticed all at once how scarlet and saucy was the tongue that Kali-Mata stuck
out at the world. Surely he had not lavished such alarming detail, such admoni-
tory colors on that flap of flesh.

Watch out, ambulatory sinners. Be careful out there, the goddess warned him,
and not with the affection of Sergeant Esterhaus, either,

“French toast must be eaten hot-hot,” his wife nagged.

“Otherwise they'll taste like rubber.”

Mr. Bhowmick laid the trousers of a two-trouser suit he had bought on sale
that winter against his favorite tweed jacket. The navy stripes in the trousers and
the small, navy tweed flecks in the jacket looked quite good together. So what
if the Chief Engineer had already started wearing summer cottons?

“I am coming, I am coming,” he shouted back. “You want me ro eat hot-hor,
you start the frying only when I am sitting down. You dido’t learn anything from
Mother in Ranchi?”

“Mother cooked French toast from fancy recipes? I mean French Sandwich
Toast with complicated filling?”

He came into the room to give her his testiest look. “You don’t know the
meaning of complicated cookery. And mother had to get the coal fire of the chuin
going first.”

His daughter was already at the table. “Why don’t you break down and buy
her a microwave oven? That’s what I mean about sitting down and talking
things out.” She had finished her orange juice. She took a plastic measure of
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Slim-Fast out of its can and poured the powder into a glass of skim milk, “Tey

ridiculous.”

Babli was not the child he would have chosen as his only heir. She was brighter:
certainly than the sons and daughters of the other Bengalis* he knew in Detroit;

and she had been the only female student in most of her classes at Georgia Tech,
but as she sat there in her beige linen business suit, her thick chin dropping into
a polka-dotted cravat, he regretted again that she was not the child of his drecams.

Babli would be able to help him out moneywise if something happened to him,:

something so bad that even his pension plans and his insurance policies and his
money market schemes wouldn’t be enough. But Babli could never comfort him.
She wasn’t womanly or tender the way that unmarried girls had been in the
wistful days of his adolescence. She could sing Hindi film songs, mimicking
exactly the high, artificial voice of Lata Mungeshkar, and she had taken two years
of dance lessons at Sona Devi’s Dance Academy in Southfield, but these accom-
plishments didn’t add up to real femininity. Not the kind that had given him
palpitations in Ranchi.

Mr. Bhowmick did his best with his wife’s French toast. In spite of its filling
of marshmallows, apricot jam and maple syrup, it tasted rubbery. He drank two
cups of Darjeeling tea, said, “Well, 'm off,” and took off.

All might have gone well if Mr. Bhowmick hadn’t fussed longer than usual
about putting his briefcase and his trenchcoat in the backseat. He got in behind

the wheel of his Oldsmobile, fixed his seatbelt and was just about to turn the key '

in the ignition when his neighbor, Al Stazniak, who was starting up his Buick
Skylark, sneezed. A sneeze at the start of a journey brings bad luck. Al Stazniak’s
sneeze was fierce, made up of five short bursts, too loud to be ignored.

Be careful out there! Mr. Bhowmick could see the goddess’s scarlet little
tongue tip wagging at him,

He was a modern man, an intelligent man. Otherwise he couldn’t have had

the options in life that he did have. He couldn’t have given up a good job with -

perks in Bombay and found a better job with General Motors in Detroit, But
Mr. Bhowmick was also a prudent enough man to know that some abiding truth
lies bunkered within each wanton Hindu superstition. A sneeze was more than
a snceze. The heedless are carried off in ambulances. He had choices to make.
He could ignore the sneeze, and so challenge the world unseen by men. Perhaps
Al Stazniak had hayfever. For a sneeze to be a potent omen, surely it had to be
unprovoked and terrifying, a thunderclap cleaving the summer skies. Or he could
admit the smallness of mortals, undo the fate of the universe by starting over,
and go back inside the apartment, sit for a second on the sofa, then re-start his
trip.

gl Stazniak rolled down his window. “Everything okay?”

Mr. Bhowmick nodded shyly. They weren’t really friends in the way neighbors

*Bengalis: people from the state of Bengal, in eastern India.
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an sometimes be. They talked as they parked or pulled out of their adjacent
arking stalls. For all Mr. Bhowmick knew, Al Stazniak had no legs. He had
aever seen the man out of his Skylark.

. He let the Buick back out first. Everyrhing was okay, yes, please. All the same
ic undid his seatbelt. Compromise, adaptability, call it what you will. A dozen
imes a day he made these small trade-offs between new-world reasonableness and
J1d-world beliefs.

While he was sitting in his parked car, his wife’s ride came by. For fifty dollars
month, she was picked up and dropped off by a hard up, newly divorced woman
ho worked at a florist’s shop in the same mall, His wife came out the front door
n brown K-Mart pants and a burgundy windbreaker. She waved to him, then
lipped into the passenger scat of the florist’s rusty Japanese car.

He was a metallurgist. He knew about rust and ways of preventing it, secret
ays, thus far unknown to the Japanese.

Babli’s fiery red Mirsubishi was still in the lor. She wouldn’t leave for work for
“another eight minutes. He didn’t want her to know he’d been undone by a
- sneeze. Babli wasn’t tolerant of superstitions. She played New Wave music in her
apedeck. If asked about Hinduism, all she’d ever said to her American friends
‘was that “it’s ncat.” Mr. Bhowmick had heard her on the phone years before.

The cosmos balanced on the head of a snake was like a beachball balanced on the
“snout of a circus seal. “This Hindu myth stufl,” he’d heard her say, “is like a series
- of super graphics.”

He’d forgiven her. He could probably forgive her anything. Tt was her way of
- surviving high school in a city that was both native to her, and alien.

There was no question of going back where he’d come from. He hated Ranchi.
- Ranchi was no place for dreamers. All through his teenage years, Mr. Bhowmick
" had dreamed of success abroad. What form that success would take he had left
vague. Success had meant to him escape from the constant plotting and bitterness
that wore cut India’s middle class.

Babli should have come out of the apartment and driven off ro work by now.
Mr. Bhowmick decided to take a risk, to dash inside and pretend he’d left his
briefcase on the coffee table.

When he entered the living room, he noticed Babli’s spring coat and large vinyl
pockerbook on the sofa. She was probably sorting through the junk jewelry on
her dresser to give her business suit a lift. She read hints about dressing in
women’s magazines and applied them to her person with seriousness. If his luck
held, he could sit on the sofa, say a quick prayer and get back to the car without
her catching on.

It surprised him that she didn’t shout out from her bedroom, “Who’s there?”
What if he had been a rapist?

Then he heard Babli in the bathroom. He heard unladylike squawking noises.
She was throwing up. A squawk, a spiteing, then the horrible gurgle of a water-
fall.

A revelation came to Mr. Bhowmick. A woman vomiting in the privacy of the
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bathroom could mean many things. She was coming down with the flu. She wag
nervous about a meeting. But Mr. Bhowmick knew at once that his daughter,
his untender, unloving daughter whom he couldn’t love and hadn’t tried to low::
was not, in the larger world of Detroit, unloved. Sinners are everywhere, even
in the bosom of an upright, unambitious family like the Bhowmicks. It was the
goddess sticking out her tongue at him.

The father sat heavily on the sofa, shrinking from contact with her coat and
pockethbook, His brisk, bright engineer daughter was pregnant. Someone had
taken time to make 10ve to her. Someone had thought her tender, feminine,

Someone even now was perhaps mooning over her. The idea excited him. It was -
so grotesque and wondrous. At twenty-six Babli had found the man of her
dreams; whereas at twenty-six Mr. Bhowmick had given up on truth, beauty and =

poetry and exchanged them for two years at Carnegie Tech.

Mr. Bhowmick’s tweed-jacketed body sagged against the sofa cushions. Babli
would abort, of course. He knew his Babli. It was the only possible option if she
didn’t want to bring shame to the Bhowmick family. All the same, he could see
a chubby baby boy on the rug, crawling to his granddaddy. Shame like that was -

easier to hide in Ranchi. There was always a barren womb sanctified by marriage
that could claim sudden fructifying by the goddess Parvati. Babli would do what
she wanted. She was headstrong and independent and he was afraid of her,

Babli staggered out of the bathroom. Damp stains ruined her linen suit. It was
the first time he had seen his daughter look ridicutous, quite unprofessional. She
didnt come into the living room to investigate the noises he’d made. He
glimpsed her shoeless stockinged feet flip-flop on collapsed arches down the hall
to her bedroom,

“Are you all right?” Mr. Bhowmick asked, standing in the hall. “Do you need
Sinutab#”

She wheeled around. “What’re you doing here?”

He was the one who should be angry. “I’m feeling poorly too,” he said. “I'm
taking the day off.”

“ feel fine,” Babli said.

Within fifteen minutes Babli had changed her clothes and left. Mr. Bhowmick
had the apartment to himself all day. All day for praising or cursing the life that
had brought him along with its other surprises an illegitimate grandchild.

It was his wife that he blamed. Coming to America to live had been his wife’s
idea. After the wedding, the young Bhowmicks had spent two years in Pittsburgh
on his student visa, then gone back home to Ranchi for nine years. Nine crushing
years. Then the job in Bombay had come through. All during those nine years
his wife had screamed and wept. She was a woman of wild, progressive ideas—
she'd called them her “American” ideas—and she’d been martyred by her neigh-
bors for them. American wemsahib. Markin mem, Markin mem. In bazaars the
beggar boys had trailed her and hooted. She’d done provocative things. She'd
hired a chamar woman who by caste rules was forbidden to cook for higher caste
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milies, especially for widowed mothers of decent men. This had caused a
owup in the neighborhood. She’d made other, lesser errors. While other wives
opped and cooked every day, his wife had cooked the whole week’s menu on
weekends.

. “What’s the point of having a refrigerator, then?” She’d been scornful of the
Ranchi women.

His mother, an old-fashioned widow, had accused her of trying to kill her by

poisoning. “You are in such a hurry? You want to get rid of me quick-quick so
you can go back to the States?”

Family life had been turbulent.
He had kept aloof, inwardly siding with his mother, He did not love his wife

‘now, and he had not foved her then. In any case, he had not defended her. He
felt some affection, and he felt guilty for havmg shunned her during those
‘unhappy years. But he had thought of it then as revenge. He had wanted to marry

a beautiful woman. Not being a young man of means, only a young man with

prospects, he had had no right to yearn for pure bcauty He cursed his fate and

after a while, settled for a barrister’s daughter, a plain girl with a wide, flat plank
of a body md myopic eyes. The bartister had sweetened the deal by throwing
in an all-expenses-paid two years’ study at Carnegie Tech to which Mr, Bhowmick
had been admitted. Those two years had changed his wife from pliant giri to
ambitious woman. She wanted America, nothing less.

It was his wife who had forced him to apply for permanent resident status in
the U.S. even though he had a good job in Ranchi as a government engincer.
The putting together of documents for the immigrant visa had been a long and
humbling process, He had had to explain to a chilly clerk in the Embassy that,
like most Indians of his genération, he had no birth certificate. He had to swear
out affidavits, suffer through police checks, bribe orderlies whose job it was to
move his dossier from desk to desk. The decision, the clerk had advised him,
would take months, maybe years. He hadn’t dared hope that merit might be
rewarded. Merit could collapse under bad luck. It was for grace that he prayed.

While the immigration papers were being processed, he had found the job in
Bombay. So he’d moved his mother in with his younger brother’s family, and
left his hometown for good. Life in Bombay had been lighthearted, almost
fulfilling. His wife had thrown herself into charity work with the same energy
that had offended the Ranchi women. He was happy to be in a big city at last.
Bombay was the Rio de Janeiro of the East; he’d read that in a travel brochure.
He drove out to Nariman Point at least once a week to admire the necklace of
municipal lights, toss coconut shells into the dark ocean, drink beer at the
Oberoi-Sheraton where overseas Indian girls in designer jeans beckoned him in
sly ways. His nights were full. He played duplicate bridge, went to the movies,
ook his wife to Bingo nights at his club. In Detroit he was a lonelier man.

Then the green card had come through. For him, for his wife, and for the
danghter who had been born to them in Bombay. He sold what he could sell,
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and put in his brother’s informal trust what he couldn’t to save on taxes, The;
he had left for America, and one more start.

All through the week, Mr. Bhowmick watched his daughter. He kept ﬁ!rtt\fc _

notes on how many times she rushed to the bathroom and made hawkj
wrenching noises, how many times she stayed late at the office, calling he
mother to say shc’d be taking in a movie and pizza afterwards with friends, -

He had to tell her that he knew. And he probably didn’t have much time, She:
shouldn’ be on Slim-Fast in her condition. He had to talk things over with heg.
But what would he say to her? What position could he take? He had to choose’

between public shame for the family, and murder.
For three more wecks he watched her and kept his silence. Babli wore shlfts

to the office instead of business suits, and he liked her better in those garments,
Perhaps she was dressing for her young man, not from necessity. Her skin was
pale and blotchy by turn. At breakfast her fingers looked stiff, and she had trouble

with silverware.

Two Saturdays running, he lost badly at duplicate bridge. His wife scolded

him. He had made silly mistakes. When was Babli meeting this man? Where?
He must be American; Mr. Bhowmick prayed only that he was white. He
pictured his grandson crawling to him, and the grandson was always far and
brown and butteryskinned, like the infant Krishna. An American son-inaw
was a terrifying notion. Why was she not mentioning men, at least, preparing
the way for the major announcement? He listened sharply for men’s names,
rehearsed little lines like, “Hello, Bob, I'm Babli’s old man,” with a cracked

little langh. Bob, Jack, Jimmy, Tom. But no names surfaced. When she went |

out for pizza and a movie it was with the familiar ser of Indian girls and their
strange, unpopular, American friends, all without men. Mr. Bhowmick tried to
be reasonable. Maybe she had already gotten married and was keeping it secret.
“Well, Bob, you and Babli sure had Mrs. Bhowmick and me going there, heh-
heh,” he mumbled one nighe with the Sahas and Ghosals, over cards. “Par-
don?” asked Pronob Saha. Mr. Bhowmick dropped two tricks, and his wife
glared. “Such stupid blunders,” she fumed on the drive back. A new truth was
dawning; there would be no marriage for Babli. Her young man probably was
not so young and not so available. He must be already married. She must have
yielded to passion or been raped in the office. His wife seemed to have noticed
nothing. Was he a murderer, or a conspirator? He kept his secret from his wife;
his daughter kept her decision to herself.

Nights, Mr. Bhowmick pretended to sleep, but as soon as his wife began her
snoring—not real snores so much as loud, gaspy gulpings for breath—he turned
on his side and prayed to Kali-Mata.

In July, when Babli’s belly had begun to push up against the waistless dresscs
she’d bought herself, Mr. Bhowmick came out of the shower one weekday
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morning and found the two women screaming at each other. His wife had a
rolling pin in one hand. His daughter held up a National Geggraphic as a shield
for her head. The crazy look that had been in his wife’s eyes when she’d shooed
away beggar kids was in her eyes again.

: “Srop it!” His own boldness overwhelmed him. “Shut up! Babli’s pregnant, so
what? It’s your fault, you made us come to the States.”

© Girls like Babli were caught between rules, that’s the point he wished to make.
They were too smart, too impulsive for a backward place like Ranchi, but not
tough nor smart enough for sex-crazy places like Detroit.

“My fault?” his wife cried. “T told her to do hanky-panky with boys? I told her
to shame us like this?”

She got in one blow with the rolling pin. The second glanced off Babli’s

“shoulder and fell on his arm which he had stuck out for his grandson’s sake.

“I’m calling the police,” Babli shouted. She was out of the rolling pin’s range.
“This is brutality. You can’t do this to me.”
“Shut up! Shut your mouth, foolish woman.” He wrenched the weapon from

. his wife’s fist, He made a show of taking off his shoe to beat his wife on the face.

“What do you know? You don’t know anything.” She let herself down slowly

~ on a dining chair. Her hair, curled overnight, stood in wild whotls around her
. head. “Nothing.”

“And you do!” He laughed. He remembered her tormentors, and laughed
again. He had begun to enjoy himself, Now be was the one with the crazy,
progressive ideas.

“Your daughter is pregnant, yes,” she said, “any fool knows that. But ask her
the name of the father, Go, ask.”

He stared at his daughter who gazed straight ahead, eyes burning with hate,
jaw clenched with fury.

“Babli?”

“Who needs a man?” she hissed. “The father of my baby is a bottle and a
syringe. Men louse up your lives. I just want a baby. Oh, don’t worry—he’s a
certified fit donor. No diseases, college graduate, above average, and he made the
casiest twenty-five dollars of his life—”

“Like animals,” his wife said. For the first time he heard horror in her voice.
His daughter grinned at him. He saw her tongue, thick and red, squirming
behind her row of perfect teeth.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she screamed, “like livestock. Just like animals. You should be
happy-—that’s what marriage is all about, isn’t it} Matching bloodlines, matching
horoscopes, matching castes, matching, matching, matching . . .” and it was
difficult to know if she was laughing or singing, or mocking and like a2 mad-
woman.

M. Bhowmick lifted the rolling pin high above his head and brought it down
hard on the dome of Babli’s stomach. In the end, it was his wife who called the
police.
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Questions for Discussion and Writing
1.

. Why does Mr. Bhowmick, in his daughter’s words and eyes, have an “affec
deficit” (p. 283)? In what ways could you argue that Babli’s critical choice :

. For Mr. Bhowmick, what is success? Why or why not has he found it in

. What does Mr. Bhowmick mean when he thinks, “Girls like Babli were

Encountering Amerfcan Patterns of Culture

What signs or symbols in the story indicate Mr. and Mrs. Bhowmick’
acceptance of American influence? What are the symbols of Mr. and Mrs
Bhowmick’s holding onto their Indian patterns and values? In what ways
do these different patterns collide in their [ives?

is the result of her father’s attitude toward her?
What role does Hindu superstition play in this story? Why does Mr

Bhowmick make those “small trade-offs between new-world reasonableness-

and old-world beliefs” (p. 285)?

. What are the elements of humor and irony in this story? In what ways do

they intensify our response to each member of the Bhowmick family?

America? Do you think he would have been able to find success had he and
his family remained in India? Explain. In what ways does his definition of
success parallel or differ from yours?

caught between rules” (p. 289)? In what ways is the Bhowmick family
caught between rules?

SPENCER SHERMAN
SN

The Hmonyg in America

“I don’t think a day has gone by in the past decade where I did not
come across a story worth telling. They are everywhere,” Spencer
Sherman claims. “All it takes is an inquisitive mind, a desire to tell
an interesting story, and the effort to dig out the most compelling
and fascinating facts.”

Sherman has been writing stories for National Public Radio in
Washington, D.C., from his new post in Tokyo, where he moved after
two years in Seoul, Korea, as chief correspondent for United Press
International. Since graduating from the University of California at
Santa Cruz in 1978 with a bachelor’s in American studies and politi-
cal science, Sherman has been a journalist. He also looks to other
forums, particularly magazines, where he can expand on the infor-
mation he learns as a’journalist.

The essay that follows had its beginnings when Sherman’s neigh-
borhood began to fill with Southeastern Asian refugees, and it be-
came apparent to him that this influx involved the foot soldiers from
the Vietnam War, “less educated, less rich, and less able to acclimate
to life in America.” In early 1981, Sherman went to Thailand to
explore the problems of refugees, spending two weeks in refugee
camps on the Thai-Cambodia and Thai-Laos borders. He began writ-
ing about the Hmong because he believed they needed the most help,
and he found them a fascinating people. “By using the worst case,”
he explains, “I could most clearly show what problems were facing
all refugees from Southeast Asia, to one degree or another.” “The
Hmong in America™ was first published in National Geographic in
1988.

Before you read “The Hmong in America,”” write about what you imagine
your city or town would look like to someone who suddenly arrived there
without moncy, the skills needed to find work, or an understanding of the
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