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= SALVATION =

Langston Hughes

Langston Hughes (1902-1967), a poct, short-story writer,
essayist, and playwright, was born in Joplin, Missouri, and
grew up in Kansas and Ohio. Afier graduating from high
school (wheve be began writing poetry), Hughes spent 15
months in Mexico with his father, attended Columbia
University for a year, wovked as a scaman on cargo ships
bound to Africa and Europe, and bused tables at a hotel in
New York City. Later, he returned to school and graduated
from Lincoln University (1929). Part of the “Harlem Re-
naissance” or “New Negro Renaissance™—and fiercely
proud of his Afvican-American heritage—-Hughes often
drew from Negro spivituals and blues and jazz in his liter-
ary work. Hughes was published in Amsterdam News,
Crisis, The New Negro, and many other periodicals. His
books include the novel Not Without Laughter (1930);
the short story collection The Ways of White Folks
(1934); the play The Mulatro (1935); his autobiography
The Big Sea (1940); and his poetry collections The Weary
Blues (1926), Shakespeare of Harlem (1942), Montage
of a Dream Deferred (1951), and Ask Your Mama
(1961). This selection, which appeared first in The Big
Sea, dramatizes an important event in Hughess life.

was saved from sin when I was going on thirteen. But not really
saved. It happened like this. There was a big revival ar my Auntie
Reed’s church. Every night for weeks there had been much preach-
ing, singing, praying, and shouting, and some very hardened sinners
had been brought to Christ, and the membership of the church had

From The Big Sea by Langston Hughes. Published by Hill and Wang, a division of
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, Inc. Copyright © 1940 by Langston Hughes: renewal
copyright 1968 by Arna Bontemps and George Houston Bass,
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grown by leaps and bounds. Then just before the revival ended, they
held a special meeting for children, “to bring the young lambs to the
fold.” My aunt spoke of it for days ahead. That night I was escorced
to the front row and placed on the mourners” bench with all the other
young sinners, who had not yet been brought to Jesus.

My aunt told me that when you were saved you saw a light, and
something happened to you inside! And Jesus came into your life! And
God was with you from then on! She said you could see and hear and
feel Jesus in your soul. I believed her. I had heard a grear many old
people say that same thing and it seemed to me they ought to know.
So I sat there calmly in the hot, crowded church, waiting for Jesus to
come to me.

The preacher preached a wonderful rhythmical sermon, all moans
and shouts and lonely cries and dire pictures of hell, and then he sang
a song about the ninety and nine sate in the fold, but one little lamb
was left out in the cold. Then he said: “Won't you come? Won't you
come to Jesus? Young lambs, won't you come?” And he held our his
arms to all us young sinners there on the mourners’ bench. And the
lictle girls cried. And some of them jumped up and went to Jesus right
away. But most of us just sac there.

A great many old people came and knelt around us and prayed,
old women with jet-black faces and braided hair, old men with work-
gnarled hands. And the church sang a song about the lower lights are
burning, some poor sinners to be saved. And the whole building
rocked with prayer and song.

Still I kept waiting to see Jesus.

Finally all the young people had gone to the altar and were saved,
but one boy and me. He was a rounder’s son named Westley. Westley
and I were surrounded by sisters and deacons praying. Tt was very hot
in the church, and getting late now. Finally Westley said to me in a
whisper: “God damn! I'm tired o sitring here. Let’s get up and be
saved.” So he got up and was saved.

Then I was left all alone on the mourners’ bench. My aunt came
and knelt at my knees and cried, while prayers and song swirled all
around me in the little church. The whole congregation prayed for me
alone in a mighty wail of moans and voices. And I kept waiting
serenely for Jesus, waiting, waiting—Dbur he didn’t come. I wanted o
see him, but nothing happened to me. Nothing! I wanted something
to happen to me, but nothing happened.
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I heard the songs and the minister saying: “Why don’t you come?
My dear child, why don’t vou come to Jesus? Jesus is waiting for you.
He wants you. Why don’t you come? Sister Reed, what is this child’s
name?”

“Langston,” my aunt sobbed.

“Langston, why don’t you come? Why don't you come and be
saved? Oh, Lamb of God! Why dont you come?”

Now it was really getting late. I began to be ashamed of myself,
holding everything up so long. I began to wonder what God thought
about Westley, who certainly hadn't seen Jesus either, but who was
now sitting proudly on the platform, swinging his knickerbockered
legs and grinning down at me, surrounded by deacons and old women
on their knees praying. God had not struck Westley dead for taking
his name in vain or for lying in the temple. So I decided that maybe
to save further trouble, I'd better lie, too, and say that Jesus had come,
and get up and be saved.

So I got up.

Stlddeﬂly the Whole room bl'Oke i[ltO a sca OF Sllouring, as [h(i'y
saw me rise. Waves of rejoicing swept the place. Women leaped in the
air. My aunt threw her arms around me. The minister took me by the
hand and led me to the platform.

When things quieted down, in a hushed silence, punctuated by a
few ecstatic “Amens,” all the new young lambs were blessed in the
name of God. Then joyous singing filled the room.

That night, for the last time in my life but one—for I was a big
boy twelve years old—1I cried. I cried, in bed alone, and couldn’ stop.
I buried my head under the quilts, but my aunt heard me. She woke
up and rold my uncle I was crying because the Holy Ghost had come
into my life, and because I had seen Jesus. Buc I was really crying be-
cause I couldn’™ bear to tell her that I had lied, that I had deceived
everybody in the church, that I hadn’t seen Jesus, and that now I didn’t
believe there was a Jesus any more, since he didn't come to help me.

10
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-~ FROM: ON SEEING =
ENGLAND FOR THE FIRST TIME

Jamaica Kincaid

Born Elaine Potter Richardson in St. John’s Antigua, in the
West Indies, Jamaica Kineaid (1949 ) left Antigua for
New York when she was seventeen, fifieen years before the
island became independent from England in 1981. She
took classes at a community college, studied photography ar
the New School for Social Research, and attended Franco-
nia College. She has been a staff writer for the New Yorker
and has published her work in Rolling Stone, The Village
Voice, and The Paris Review. Her first book, At the Bot-
tom of the River (1983) won an award from the Amer-
ican Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters. Her more
recent works include The Autobiography of My Mocher
(1996) and My Brother (1997). The following is an ex-
cerpt from an essay in which Kincaid vealizes her geo-
graphical position within Mother England’s overarching
cultural empire.

hen [ saw England for the first time, I was a child in school

-\- K / sitting at a desk. The England I was looking at was laid out
on a map gently, beautifully, delicately, a very special jewel;

it lay on a bed of sky blue—the background of the map—irs yellow
form mysterious, because though it looked like a leg of mutron, it
could not really look like anything so familiar as a leg of mutton be-
cause it was England—which shadings of pink and green unlike any
shadings ot pink and green I had scen before, squiggly veins of red
running in every direction, England was a special jewel all right, and
only special people got to wear it. The people who got to wear Eng-

“Excerpt trom “On Seeing England for the First Time,” by Jamaica Kincaid, 1981,
Wylie Aitken, and Stone.

1
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land were English people. They wore it well and they wore it every-
where: in jungles, in deserts, on plains, on top of the highest moun-
tains, on all the oceans, on all the seas, in places where they were not
welcome, in places they should not have been. When my reacher had
pinned this map up on the blackboard, she said, “This is England”™—
and she said it with authority, seriousness, and adoration, and we all
sat up. It was as if she had said, “This is Jerusalem, the place you will
go to when you die bur only if you have been good.” We understood
then—we were meant to understand then—that England was to be
our source myth and the source from which we got our sense of real-
ity, our sense of what was meaningful, our sense of what was mean-
and much about our own lives and much about the very idea

ingless
of us headed thar last list.

At the time I was a child sitting at my desk seeing England for the
first time, I was already very familiar with the greatness of it. Each
morning before I left for school, I ate a breakfast of half a grapefruit,
an egg, bread and butter and a slice of cheese, and a cup of cocoa; or
half a grapefruit, a bowl of oat porridge, bread and butter and a slice
of cheese, and a cup of cocoa. The can of cocoa was often left on the
table in front of me. It had written on it the name of the company,
the year the company was established, and the words, “Made in Eng-
land.” Those words, “Made in England,” were written on the box the
oats came in too. They would also have been written on the box the
shoes I was wearing came in; a bolt of gray linen cloth lying on the
shelf of a store from which my mother had brought three vards to
make the uniform that I was wearing had written along its edge those
three words. The shoes 1 wore were made in England; so were my
socks and cotton undergarments and the satin ribbons I wore tied at
the end of two plaits of my hair. My father, who might have sat next
to me at breakfast, was a carpenter and cabinet maker. The shoes he
wore to work would have been made in England, as were his khaki
shirt and trousers, his underpants and undershirt, his socks and brown
felt hat. Felt was not the proper material from which a hat that was
expected to provide shade from the hot sun should be made, but my
father must have seen and admired a picture of an Englishman wear-
ing such a hat in England, and this picture that he saw must have been
so compelling that it caused him to wear the wrong hat for a hot cli-
a brown felt hat—became

marte most of his long life. And this hat
so central to his character that it was the first thing he put on in the
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morning as he stepped out of bed and the last thing he took off be-
fore he stepped back into bed at night. As we sat at breakfast a car
might go by. The car, a Hillman or a Zephyr, was made in England.
The very idea of the meal itself, of breakfast, and its substantial qual-
ity and quantity was an idea from England; we somehow knew that
in England they began the day with this meal called breakfast and a
proper breakfast was a big breakfast. No one I knew liked eating so
much food so early in the day; it made us feel sleepy, tired. But this
breakfast business was Made in England like almost everything else
that surrounded us, the exceptions being the sea, the sky, and the air
we breathed.

At the time I saw this map—sceing England for the first time—I
did not say to myself, “Ah, so that’s what it looks like,” because there
was no longing in me to pur a shape to those three words that ran
through every part of my life, no marter how small; for me to have
had such a longing would have meant that T lived in a certain armos-
phere, an atmosphere in which those three words were felt as a bur-
den. But I did not live in such an atmosphere. My father’s brown felt
hat would develop a hole in its crown, the lining would separate from
the hat itself, and six weeks before he thought that he could not be
seen wearing it—he was a very vain man—he would order another hat
from England. And my mother taught me to eat my food in the Eng-
lish way: the knife in the right hand, the fork in the left, my elbows
still held close to my side, the food carefully balanced on my fork and
then brought up to my mouth. When I had finally mastered it, I over-
heard her saying to a friend, “Did you see how nicely she can eat?” But
I knew then that I enjoyed my food more when I ate it with my bare
hands, and 1T continued to do so when she wasn’t looking. And when
my teacher showed us the map, she asked us to study it carefully, be-
cause no test we would ever take would be complete without this state-
ment: “Draw a map of England.”

[ did not know then that the statement “Draw a map of England”
was something far worse than a declaration of war, for in fact, a flat-
out declaration of war would have put me on alert, and again in fact,
I had long ago been conquered. 1 did not

there was no need for war
know then that this statement was part of a process that would result
in my erasure, not my physical erasure, by my erasure all the same. 1
did not know then that this statement was meant to make me feel in
awe and small whenever I heard the word “England”: awe at its exis-
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tence, small because I was not from it. I did not know very much of
anything then—certainly not what a blessing it was that I was unable
to draw a map of England correctly.
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Maxine Hong Kingston

Maxine Hong Kingston (1940~ ) was born in Stockton,
California. One of eight children—two born in China,
Kingston and the others born in the United States
Kingston spent ler youth with many Chinese immigrants.
Her first language was Chinese, and she was exposed from
birth to the rich oral traditions of Chinese culture.
Kingston entered the University of California at Berkeley
on scholarship as an engineering major, bus quickly
switched to English literature. She received a B. A.
(1962) and a teaching certificate (1965) and spent many
years teaching in Hawaii. The recipient of both the Na-
tional Book Critics Circle Award and the American Book
Award, Kingston has written widely on life as a Chinese-
American. Her books include The Woman Warrior:
Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts (1976), China
Men (1980), and Tripmaster Monkey: His Fake Book
(1989). Kingston’s works are imbued with Chinese culture
and reflect the vhythm of Chinese-American speech. In this
essay, Kingston contrasts her years of silence in American
school with the sounds of ber Chinese school, as she revedls
how language and cultural differences impacted her early

years.

en I went to kindergarten and had to speak English for
the first time, I became silent. A dumbness—a shame—still
cracks my voice in two, even when 1 want to say “hello”

casually, or ask an easy question in front of the check-our counter, or
ask directions of a bus driver. I stand frozen, or I hold up the line with
the complete, grammatical sentence that comes squeaking out at im-

possible length. “What did you say?” says the cab driver, or “Speak

From The Woman Warrior by Maxine Hong Kingston. Published by Alfred A. Knopf,
Inc. Copyright © 1975, 1976 by Maxine Hong Kingston.
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up,” so I have to perform again, only weaker the second time. A tele-
phone call makes my throat bleed and takes up that day’s courage. It
spoils my day with self-disgust when I hear my broken voice come
skittering out into the open. It makes people wince to hear it, I'm get-
ting better, though. Recently I asked the postman for special-issue
stamps; I've waited since childhood for postmen ro give me some of
their own accord. I am making progress, a little every day.

My silence was thickest—total—during the three years that [ cov-
ered my school paintings with black paint. I painted layers of black
over houses and flowers and suns, and when I drew on the blackboard,
[ put a layer of chalk on top. | was making a stage curtain, and it was
the moment before the curtain parted or rose. The teachers called my
parents to school, and 1 saw they had been saving my pictures, curl-
ing and cracking, all alike and black. The teachers pointed to the pic-
tures and looked serious, talked seriously too, but my parents did not
understand English. (“The parents and teachers of criminals were ex-
ecuted,” said my father.) My parents took the pictures home. I spread
them out (so black and full of possibilities) and pretended the curtains
wete swinging open, flying up, one after another, sunlight underneach,

mighty operas.

During the first silent year I spoke to no one at school, did not
ask before going to the lavatory, and flunked kindergarten. My sister
also said nothing for three years, silent in the playground and silent ac
lunch. There were other quiet Chinese girls not of our family, but
most of them got over it sooner than we did. I enjoyed the silence. At
first it did not occur to me I was supposed to talk or to pass kinder-
garten. I talked at home and to one or two of the Chinese kids in class.
I made motions and even made some jokes. I drank out of a toy saucer
when the water spilled out of the cup, and everybody laughed, point-
ing at me, so I did it some more. I didn't know that Americans don’t
drink out of saucers.

I liked the Negro students (Black Ghosts) best because they
]allghed the loudesr ﬂnd talked O me as lfl were a d(lrillg talkﬁr tQo.
One of the Negro girls had her mother coil braids over her ears Shang-
hai-style like mine; we were Shanghai twins except that she was cov-
ered with black like my paintings. Two Negro kids enrolled in Chinese
school, and the teachers gave them Chinese names. Some Negro kids
walked me to school and home, protecting me from the Japanese kids,
who hit me and chased me and stuck gum in my ears. The Japanese
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kids were noisy and tough. They appeared one day in kindergarten,
released from concentration camp, which was a tic-tac-toe mark, like
barbed wire, on the map.

It was when I found ourt I had ro ralk that school become a mis-
ery, that the silence became a misery. I did not speak and felt bad each
time that I did not speak. 1 read aloud in first grade, though, and
heard the barest whisper with little squeaks come out of my throat.
“Louder,” said the teacher, who scared the voice away again. The other
Chinese girls did not calk eicher, so I knew the silence had to do with
being a Chinese girl.

Reading out loud was easier than speaking because we did not have
to make up what to say, but I stopped often, and the teacher would
think I'd gone quiet again. I could not understand “I.” The Chinese “I”
has seven strokes, intricacies. How could the American “I,” assuredly
wearing a hat like the Chinese, have only three strokes, the middle so
straight? Was it out of politeness that this writer left off the strokes the
way a Chinese has to write her own name small and crooked? No, it
was not politeness; “I” is a capital and “you” is lower-case. I stared at
that middle line and waited so long for its black center to resolve into
tight strokes and dots that I forgot ro pronounce it. The other trou-
blesome word was “here,” no strong consonant to hang on to, and so
flat, when “here” is two mountainous ideographs. The teacher, who
had already told me every day how to read “I” and “here,” put me in
the low corner under the stairs again, where the noisy boys usually sat.

When my second grade class did a play, the whole class went to
the auditorium except the Chinese girls. The teacher, lovely and
Hawaiian, should have understood about us, but instead left us be-
hind in the classroom. Our voices were oo soft or nonexistent, and
our parents never signed the permission slips anyway. They never
signed anything unnecessary. We opened the door a crack and peeked
out, but closed it again quickly. One of us (not me) won every spelling
bee, though.

I remember telling the Hawaiian teacher, “We Chinese can't sing
‘land where our fathers died.” ” She argued with me about polirics,
while I meant because of curses. But how can I have that memory
when I couldn’e talk? My mother says that we, like the ghosts, have no
memories.

After American school, we picked up our cigar boxes, in which
we had arranged books, brushes, and an inkbox neatly, and went to
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Chinese school, from 5:00 to 7:30 pM. There we changed together,
voices rising and failing, loud and soft, some boys shouting, everybody
reading together, reciting together and not alone with one voice.
When we had a memorization test, the teacher let each of us come to
his desk and say the lesson to him privately, while the rest of the class
practiced copying or tracing. Most of the teachers were men. The boys
who were so well behaved in the American school played tricks on
them and talked back to them. The girls were not mute. They
screamed and yelled during recess, when there were no rules; they had
fistfights. Nobody was afraid of children hurting themselves or of chil-
dren hurting school property. The glass doors to the red and green bal-
conies with the gold joy symbols were left wide open so that we could
run out and climb the fire escapes. We played capture-the-flag in the
auditorium, where Sun Yar-sen and Chiang Kai-shek’s pictures hung
at the back of the stage, the Chinese flag on their left and the Ameri-
can flag on their right. We climbed the teak ceremonial chairs and
made flying leaps off the stage. One flag headquarters was behind the
glass door and the other on stage right. Our feet drummed on the hol-
low stage. During recess the teachers locked themselves up in their of-
fice with the shelves of books, copybooks, inks from China. They
drank tea and warmed their hands at a stove. There was no play su-
pervision. At recess we had the school to ourselves, and also we could
roam as far as we could go—downtown, Chinatown stores, home—
as long as we returned before the bell rang.

At exactly 7:30 the teacher again picked up the brass bell that sat
on his desk and swung it over our heads, while we charged down the
stairs, our cheering magnified in the stairwell. Nobody had to line up.

Not all of the children who were silent at American school found
voice at Chinese school. One new teacher said each of us had to get
up and recite in frone of the class, who was to listen. My sister and [
had memorized the lesson perfecily. We said it to each other at home,
one chanting, one listening. The teacher called on my sister to recite
first. It was the first time a teacher had called on the second-born to
go first. My sister was scared. She glanced at me and looked away; [
looked down at my desk. I hoped that she could do it because if she
could, then I would have to. She opened her mouth and a voice came
out that wasn't a whisper, but it wasn't a proper voice either. [ hoped
that she would not cry, fear breaking up her voice like twigs under-
foot. She sounded as if she were trying to sing through weeping and

10
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