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REISLEWVEIGHIEE Identifying the main idea

The main idea of a passage or reading is the central thought or message. In contrast to the term

topic , which refers to the subject under discussion, the term main idea refers to the point or thought
being expressed. The following are some tips on how to locate the main idea.

It is easy to identify a main idea that is directly expressed in the text. You can:

1. Read the title of the selection carefully . The title may provide clues which will help you identify
the main ideas which are covered. There may be clue words which suggest how the material is
arranged. For example, words like “cause”, “versus” suggest a kind of argument that the

author may be making. “Kinds” or “types” often suggest definitions or lists.

2. Check to see if there are headings and subheadings in the text: If there are headings and
subheadings, the author may have already told you the main pointis. These headings and

subheadings suggest the outline or structure of the article.

3. Check to see if there are italicized words or phrases in the text: Usually an author puts words

which are important or need emphasis in italics.

4. Find any lists of points that are set off with numbers or paragraphs that begin with “ first,”

“second,” and so forth: These points may be the most important part of the selection.

5. Sometimes the same idea is repeated : If an idea is repeated in a different form, the author may be

trying to reinforce the main or important idea.

6. Read the first and last paragraph of the selection: Because main ideas are generalizations, the

author may begin and end with a statement which generalizes or summarizes the ideas.

7. Read the first or last sentence of each paragraph if the main ideas are still unclear; Often the
author states the main idea in what is called a “topic sentence” at the beginning of the
paragraph, although the sentence is sometimes found at the end or in the middle of the
paragraph. Sometimes there are paragraphs with no topic sentence. In those cases, you must

read the entire paragraph.

However, the main idea is not always clearly stated. It is more difficult to identify a main idea
when it is inferred or implied. It can be implied through other words in the paragraph. An implied

main idea can be found in several ways.
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1. Several sentences in a paragraph can imply the main idea by introducing facts about the topic

before actually stating the topic.

2. Implied ideas can be drawn from facts, reasons, or examples that give hints or suggestions
concerning the main idea. These hints will be clues leading you to discover the main idea in the

selected text.



A Question of Blood

I Pre-reading

Brainstorming

Explain the proverb “Blood is thicker than water” and make comments on the proverb.

Pre-reading Questions

1. Read the title of the following passage and guess its possible theme.

2. Do you think it is easy for a husband and a wife who come from different cultures to get along
well? If not, what might be their problems?

3. What problems might exist when it comes to the education of children in a mixed marriage?

II  While-reading

Write down your starting time and ending time, and then calculate your own reading rate.

Starting Time : Ending Time:

A Question of Blood

By Ernest Haycox
1 That fall of 1864 when Frank Isabel setiled in the Yellow Hills,the nearest town was a four-



day ride to the north and his closest white neighbour lived at the newly established Hat ranch,
seventy miles over to Two Dance Valley. The Indians were on reservation but it was still risky
for a man to be alone in the country.

2 It made no difference to Isabel. He was young and self-willed and raised in that
impoverished and faction-torn part of Missouri where manhood came to a male child almost as
soon as he could lift a gun. He had a backwoodsman’s lank loose height, his eyes were almost
black and though he kept a smooth-shaven face there was always a clay-blue cast to the long
sides of his jaw. The land was free, well grassed and watered and ideal for a poor man who had
ambition. This was why he had come.

3 Yet self-sufficient as he was he had made no calculation for the imperious hungers that
soon or late come to a lonely man. And presently, seeing no hope of a white woman in the land
for many years, he went down to the reservation and took unto himself a Crow® girl, the
bargain being sealed by payment to her father of one horse and one quart of whisky.

4 She was quick and small and neat, with enormous eyes looking out of a round smooth face.
The price paid was small and that hurt her pride for a little while, yet it was a white man who
wanted her and the hurt died and she moved quietly into Frank Isabel’s log house and settled
down to the long, lonesome days without murmur. '

5 She was more than he had expected in an Indian woman; quick to perceive the way his
mind ran, showing him sudden streaks of mischief-making gaiety, and sometimes a flash of
affection. Before the boy baby was born he drove her three hundred miles to Cheyenne and
married her in the white way.

6 "It was a sense of justice in him that impelled him to do this rather than any need in her
eyes. For he was learning that the horse and bottle of whisky were as binding as any ceremony
on earth; and he was also learning that though an Indian woman was a dutiful woman,
immemorial customs guided her in a way he could not hope to touch or change. A man’s work
was a man’s; a woman’s work was hers and the line was hard and clear. In the beginning he had
shocked her by cutting the firewood and by dressing down the game he brought in. It had
shamed her for a while that he should descend to those things; and only by angry command had
he established the habit of eating at table instead of cross-legged on a floor blanket. She was
faithful to the discharge of the duty she owed him, but behind that girlish face was an adamant
will. The ways of a thousand generations were ingrained in her.

7 Often at night, smoking before the fire and watching his boy crawl so awkwardly across the
floor, he felt a strangeness at seeing her darkly crouched in a corner, lost in thoughts he could
never reach. Sometimes the colour and the sound of his early days in Missouri came strongly to
him and he wished that she might know what was in his head. But he talked her tongue poorly

and she would speak no English; and so silence lay between them.

® Crow: A Native American people formerly inhabiting an area of the northern Great Plains between the Platte and

Yellowstone rivers, now located in southeast Montana.
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Meanwhile Two Dance town was born on the empty prairie sixty miles away and the valley
below him began to fill up with cattlemen long before he had thought they would come. Looking
down from the ramparts of the Yellows he could see houses far off under the sun and dust
spiral up along the Two Dance road, signals of a vanishing wildness. His own people had
finally caught up with him. And then he knew he had become a squaw man.

One by one the few trappers who had pioneered the Yellows began to send their squaws and
their half-breed children back to the reservation as a shamefaced gesture of a mistake that had to
be righted. He said nothing of this to the Crow woman, yet when fear showed its luminous
shadow in her eyes he knew she had heard. He said then: “Those men are fools. I am not
ashamed of you.” And was happy to see the fear die.

This was why he took her to Two Dance. It pleased him to have her be seen in that lively
little cattle town for she was a pretty woman with her black hair braided and her clothes neat
and colourful under the sun. But he had forgotten her customs and when they walked up the
street she followed behind him, as a squaw always did, obediently and with her head faintly
lowered. He knew how Two Dance would see that and anger coloured his talk to her on the way
home. “A white man’s wife walks beside him, not behind. ”

He saw that dark fear in her eyes again, and had no way of softening it. Never afterwards
did she come to town.

He knew then how it was to be. At hay time when he went down to help out on Hat he
could feel that faint line drawn between him and the others; at the round-up fire he sat apart,
with the strangeness there—a white man who was yet not quite white. One fall night at town he
stepped in to watch the weekly dance and felt all the loose bitterness of his position rise and
grow to be a hard lump in his chest. Once he would have had a part in this, but the odour of
the blanket was upon him now and those fair, pleasant girls went wheeling by and he saw their
eyes touch him and pass on. Over the whisky bottle in Faro Charley’s saloon later he understood
how fatal his mistake had been; and how everlastingly long its penalty would be.

He went home late that night quite drunk. In the morning the Crow girl was gone with her
boy.

He didn’t follow, for he knew that either she would return or she wouldn’t, and that nothing
he did could change her mind. Late in the third day she came back without a word. When he
went in to supper that night he sat down to a single plate on the table. Her own plate and the
boy’s were on a floor blanket in a corner of the room.

There was a kindness in Frank Isabel that governed the strongest of his emotions and this
was what held him still as the days went on. He was remembering back to the horse and bottle
of whisky and to the time when her lips had been warm with humour. In those days the Yellows
had been wild and his world had not caught up with him, but he could see the depth and the
length of his mistake now. He had committed it and could stand it. Yet it passed beyond him
and touched the Crow girl and the boy who was neither Crow nor white. For himself, Frank

Isabel thought, there was no help. For the girl, none. It was the boy he kept weighing in his

— 6 —



