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. D
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 b
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r D
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 o
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 r
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 d
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 m
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 p
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an
d 

po
in

te
d 

th
em

 d
iv

in
g 

fe
ar

le
ss

ly
-t

he
n 

yo
u 

lik
el

y 
w

ou
ld

n'
t g

et
 

hu
rt

, 
an

d 
yo

u'
d 

st
op

 t
he

 b
al

l. 
Y

ou
r 

fa
te,

 a
nd

 y
ou

r 
te

am
's 

sc
or

e,
 

de
pe

nd
ed

 o
n 

yo
ur

 c
on

ce
nt

ra
tio

n 
an

d 
co

ur
ag

e.
 N

ot
hi

ng
 g

irl
s 

di
d 

co
ul

d 
co

m
pa

re
 w

ith
 it

. 
Bo

ys
 w

el
co

m
ed

 m
e 

at
 b

as
eb

al
l, 

to
o,

 fo
r I

 h
ad

, t
hr

ou
gh

 e
nt

hu
si

-
2 

as
tic

 p
ra

ct
ic

e,
 w

ha
t w

as
 w

ei
rd

ly
 k

no
w

n 
as

 a
 b
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 b
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 m
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C
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 b
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r c
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 p
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 b
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e b
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 d
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 c
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seeking to grasp the significance of the event for D
illard-w

hat it m
eaJ;lt to her 

both at the tim
e she experienced it and years later w

hen she w
rote about it-as w

ell 
as the m

eaning it holds for you. Then, you w
ill reread the essay like a w

riter, ana-
lyzing the parts to see how

 D
illard crafts her essay and to learn the strategies she 

uses to m
ake her autobiographical w

riting effective. These tw
o activities-reading 

for m
eaning and reading like a w

riter-follow
 every reading in this chapter. 

A
N

N
IE

 D
IL

L
A

R
D

 

An Am
erican Childhood 

A
nnie D

illard (b. 1945) is a prolific w
riter w

hose first book, Pil-
grim

 at Tinker C
reek (1974), w

on the Pulitzer Prize for nonfiction 
w

riting. Since then, she has w
ritten m

editations on nature and reli-
gion, including For the Tim

e Being (1999); several collections of 
poetry, m

ost recently M
ornings like This (1996); a novel, The Living 

(1992); an account ofher w
ork as a w

riter, The W
riting Life (1989); 

and an autobiography, An A
m

erican C
hildhood (1987), from

 w
hich 

the follow
ing reading is excerpted. D

illard also coedited M
odern 

A
m

erican M
em

oirs (1995), a collection of autobiographical works 
originally published betw

een 1917 and 1992. 
''An Am

erican C
hildhood" relates an event that occurred one 

w
inter m

orning w
hen the seven-year-old D

illard and a friend were 
chased relentlessly by an adult stranger at w

hom
 they had been 

throw
ing snow

balls. D
illard adm

its that she was terrified at the tim
e, 

and yet she asserts that she has "seldom
 been happier since." 

As you read, think about how
 this paradox helps you grasp the 

autobiographical significance of this experience for D
illard. Annotate 

anything that helps you appreciate the dram
a and significance of the 

event. Annotating involves w
riting on the text as you read-noting 

parts you think are im
portant, identifYing w

ords or references you do 
not know

, and w
riting com

m
ents and questions in the m

argin. (To 
learn m

ore about annotating, see Appendix 1, pp. 648-54.) 

Som
e boys taught m

e to play football. This w
as fine sport. You 

thought up a new
 strategy for every play and W

hispered it to the 
others. You w

ent out for a pass, fooling everyone. Best, you got to 
throw

 yourself m
ightily at som

eone's running legs. Either you 
brought him

 dow
n or you hit the ground flat out on your chin, 

w
ith your arm

s em
pty before you. It w

as all or nothing. If you hes-
itated in fear, you w

ould m
iss and get hurt: you w

ould take a hard 
fall w

hile the kid got away, or you w
ould get kicked in the face 

w
hile the kid got away. B

ut if you flung yourself w
holeheartedly at 

the back of his knees-if you gathered and joined body and soul 

A G
UIDE TO
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G
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and pointed them
 diving fearlessly-then you likely w

ouldn't get 
hurt, and you'd stop the ball. Y

our fate, and your team
's score, 

depended on your concentration and courage. N
othing girls did 

could com
pare w

ith it. 
Boys w

elcom
ed m

e at baseball, too, for I had, through enthusi-
2 

astic practice, w
hat w

as w
eirdly know

n as a boy's arm
. In w

inter, 
in the snow

, there w
as neither baseball nor football, so the boys 

and I threw
 snow

balls at passing cars. I got in trouble throw
ing 

snow
balls, and have seldom

 been happier since. 

O
n one w

eekday m
orning after C

hristm
as, six inches of new

 
snow

 had just fallen. W
e w

ere standing up to our boot tops in snow
 

on a front yard on trafficked Reynolds Street, w
aiting for cars. The 

cars traveled Reynolds Street slow
ly and evenly; they w

ere targets all 
but w

rapped in red ribbons, cream
 puffs. W

e couldn't m
iss. 

I w
as seven; the boys w

ere eight, nine, and ten. The oldest tw
o 

4 
Fahey boys w

ere there-M
ikey and Peter-polite blond boys w

ho 
lived near m

e on Lloyd Street, and w
ho already had four brothers 

and sisters. M
y parents approved M

ikey and Peter Fahey. Chickie 
M

cBride w
as there, a tough kid, and Billy Paul and M

ackie K
ean 

too, from
 across Reynolds, w

here the boys grew
 up dark and furious, 

grew
 up skinny, know

ing, and skilled. W
e had all drifted from

 our 
houses that m

orning looking for action, and had found it here on 
Reynolds Street. 

It w
as cloudy but cold. The cars' tires laid behind them

 on the 
snow

y street a com
plex trail of beige chunks like crenellated castle 

w
alls. I had stepped on som

e earlier; they squeaked. W
e could not 

have w
ished for m

ore traffic. W
hen a car cam

e, w
e all popped it 

one. In the intervals betw
een cars w

e reverted to the natural soli-
tude of children. 

I started m
aking an icebaB

-a perfect icebaB, from
 perfectly 

6 
w

hite snow
, perfectly spherical, and squeezed perfectly translucent 

so no snow
 rem

ained all the w
ay through. (The Fahey boys and I 

considered it unfair actually to throw
 an iceball at som

ebody, but 
it had been know

n to happen.) 
I had just em

barked on the iceball project w
hen w

e heard tire 
chains com

e clanking from
 afar. A

 black Buick w
as m

oving tow
ard 

us dow
n the street. W

e all spread out, banged together som
e regu-

lar snow
balls, took aim

, and, w
hen the Buick drew

 nigh, fired. 
A

 soft snow
ball hit the driver's w

indshield right before the dri-
8 

ver's face. It m
ade a sm

ashed star w
ith a hum

p in the m
iddle. 

O
ften, of course, we hit our target, but this tim

e, the only tim
e 

9 

in all of life, the car pulled over and stopped. Its w
ide black door 
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opened; a m
an got out of it, running. H

e didn't even close the car 
door. 

H
e ran after us, and w

e ran aw
ay from

 him
, up the snow

y 
Reynolds sidew

alk. A
t the corner, I looked back; incredibly, he w

as 
still after us. H

e w
as in city clothes: a suit and tie, street shoes. A

ny 
norm

al adult w
ould have quit, having sprung us into flight and 

m
ade his point. This m

an w
as gaining on us. H

e w
as a thin m

an, 
all action. All of a sudden, w

e w
ere running for our lives. 

W
ordless, we split up. W

e w
ere on our turf; we could lose our-

selves in the neighborhood backyards, everyone for him
self. I paused 

and considered. Everyone -.had vanished except M
ikey Fahey, w

ho 
was just rounding the corner of a yellow

 brick house. Poor M
ikey, I 

trailed him
. The driver of the Buick sensibly picked the tw

o of us to 
follow. The m

an apparently had all day. 
H

e chased M
ikey and m

e around the yellow
 house and up a 

backyard path w
e knew

 by heart: under a low
 tree, up a bank, 

through a hedge, dow
n som

e snow
y steps, and across the grocery 

store's delivery drivew
ay. W

e sm
ashed through a gap in another 

hedge, entered a scruffy backyard and ran around its back porch 
and tight betw

een houses to Edgerton A
venue; we ran across 

Edgerton to an alley and up our ow
n sliding w

oodpile to the H
alls' 

front yard; he kept com
ing. W

e ran up Lloyd Street and w
ound 

through m
azy backyards tow

ard the steep hilltop at W
illard and 

Lang. 
H

e chased us silently, block after block. H
e chase'd us silently 

over picket fences, through thorny hedges, betw
een houses, around 

garbage cans, and across streets. Every tim
e I glanced back, chok-

ing for breath, I expected he w
ould have quit. H

e m
ust have been 

as breathless as we w
ere. H

is jacket strained over his body. It w
as 

an im
m

ense discovery, pounding into m
y hot head w

ith every slid-
ing, joyous step, that this ordinary adult evidently knew

 w
hat I 

thought only children w
ho trained at football knew

: that you have 
to fling yourself at w

hat you're doing, you have to point yourself, 
forget yourself, aim

, dive. 
M

ikey and I had now
here to go, in our ow

n neighborhood or 
out of it, but aw

ay from
 this m

an w
ho w

as chasing us. H
e im

pelled 
us forw

ard; we com
pelled him

 to follow
 our route. The air w

as 
cold; every breath tore m

y throat. W
e kept running, block after 

block; w
e kept im

provising, backyard after backyard, running a 
frantic course and choosing it sim

ultaneously, failing alw
ays to 

find sm
all places or hard places to slow

 him
 dow

n, and discover-
ing alw

ays, exhilarated, dism
ayed, that only bare speed could save 

us-for he w
ould never give up, this m

an-and w
e w

ere losing 
speed. 
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H
e chased us through the backyard labyrinths of ten blocks 

15 

before he caught us by our jackets. H
e caught us and we all 

stopped. 
W

e three stood staggering, half blinded, coughing, in an obscure 
16 

hilltop backyard: a m
an in his tw

enties, a boy, a girl. H
e had released 

our jackets, our pursuer, our captor, our hero: he knew
 w

e w
eren't 

going anyw
here. W

e all played by the rules. M
ikey and I unzipped 

our jackets. I pulled off m
y sopping m

ittens. O
ur tracks m

ultiplied 
in the backyard's new

 snow
. W

e had been breaking new
 snow

 all 
m

orning. W
e didn't look at each other. I w

as cherishing m
yexcite-

m
ent. The m

an's low
er pants legs w

ere w
et; his cuffs w

ere full of 
snow

, and there w
as a prow

 of snow
 beneath them

 on his shoes 
and socks. Som

e trees bordered the little flat backyard, som
e m

essy 
w

inter trees. There w
as no one around: a clearing in a grove, and 

we the only players. 
It w

as a long tim
e before he could speak. I had som

e difficulty 
17 

at first recalling w
hy we w

ere there. M
y lips felt sw

ollen; I couldn't 
see out of the sides of m

y eyes; I kept coughing. 
"Y

ou stupid kids;' he began perfunctorily. 
18 

W
e listened perfunctorily indeed, if w

e listened at all, for the 
19 

chew
ing out w

as redundant, a m
ere form

ality, and beside the 
point. The point w

as that he had chased us passionately w
ithout 

giving up, and so he had caught us. N
ow

 he cam
e dow

n to earth. I 
w

anted the glory to last forever. 
But how

 could the glory have lasted forever? W
e could have run 

20 

through every backyard in N
orth A

m
erica until we got to Panam

a. 
But w

hen he trapped us at the lip of the Panam
a Canal, w

hat pre-
cisely could he have done to prolong the dram

a of the chase and 
cap its glory? I brooded about this for the next few years. H

e could 
only have fried M

ikey Fahey and m
e in boiling oil, say, or dis-

m
em

bered us piecem
eal, or staked us to anthills. N

one of w
hich I 

really w
anted, and none of w

hich any adult w
as likely to do, even 

in the spirit of fun. H
e could only chew

 us out there in the Pana-
m

anian jungle, after m
onths or years of exalting pursuit. H

e could 
only begin, "You stupid kids;' and continue in his ordinary Pitts-
burgh accent w

ith his norm
al righteous anger and the usual com

-
m

on sense. 
If in that snow

y backyard the driver of the black Buick had cut 
21 

off our heads, M
ikey's and m

ine, I w
ould have died happy, for 

nothing has required so m
uch of m

e since as being chased all over 
Pittsburgh in the m

iddle of w
inter-running terrified, exhausted-

by this sainted, skinny, furious redheaded m
an w

ho w
ished to 

have a w
ord w

ith us. I don't know
 how

 he found his w
ay back 

to his car. 
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READING FOR M
EANING

 
This section presents three activities that w

ill help yoiI reread D
illard's auto-

biographical essay w
ith a critical eye. D

one in sequence, these activities lead you 
from

 a basic understanding of the selection to a m
ore personal response to it and 

finally to an analysis that deepens your understanding and critical thinking about 
w

hat you are reading. 

Read to Com
prehend 

Reread the selection, and w
rite a few

 sentences briefly explaining w
hat hap-

pened that w
inter m

orning w
heb D

illard w
as seven years old. A

lso m
ake a list of 

any w
ords you do not understand-for exam

ple, crenellated (paragraph 5), 
translucent (6), perfunctorily (18), righteous (20). Look up their m

eanings in a 
dictionary to see w

hich definition best fits the context. 
To expand your understanding of this reading, you m

ight use one or m
ore 

of the follow
ing critical reading strategies that are explained and illustrated in 

A
ppendix 1: outlining, sum

m
arizing, paraphrasing, and questioning to understand 

and rem
em

ber. 

Read to Respond 
W

rite several paragraphs exploring your initial thoughts and feelings about 
D

illard's autobiographical narrative. Focus on anything that stands out for you, 
perhaps because it resonates w

ith your ow
n experience or because you find a 

statem
ent puzzling. 

You 
 w

riting about 

•  how
 a particular scene-such as the iceballing (paragraphs 5-8) or con-

frontation (15-21) scene--contributes to your understanding of the event's 
significance for D

illard. 

•  w
hy you think D

illard uses such w
ords as "hero" (16) and "sainted" (21) to 

describe the m
an w

ho chased her, even though she dism
isses w

hat he said 
w

hen he finally caught her as "redundant, a m
ere form

ality, and beside the 
point" (19). 

•  how
 D

illard's experience rem
inds you of som

ething you experienced. 

To develop your response to D
illard's essay, you m

ight use one or m
ore of 

the follow
ing critical reading strategies that are explained and illustrated in 

A
ppendix 1: contextualizing, recognizing em

otional m
anipulation, and judging the 

writer's credibility. 
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Read to Analyze Underlying Assumptions 
W

rite several paragraphs exploring one or m
ore of the assum

ptions, values, 
and beliefs underlying D

illard's autobiographical story. As you w
rite, explain 

how
 the assum

ptions are reflected in the text, as w
ell as w

hat you now
 think of 

them
 (and perhaps of your ow

n assum
ptions) after rereading the selection w

ith 
a critical eye. 

N
otice that even w

hen D
illard states her feelings and thoughts directly (such 

as in the opening paragraph, w
here she explains w

hy football is a "fine sport"), 
readers have to analyze her w

ord choices and exam
ples to understand her values 

and beliefs-that is, her underlying assum
ptions. For exam

ple, w
hat about the w

ay 
she learned to play football m

akes it courageous? W
hy is "diving fearlessly" to tack-

le an opponent a good thing? Is it good in every situation or only in a sport? The 
D

uke of W
ellington fam

ously said that the Battle of W
aterloo, m

arking the final 
defeat of N

apoleon, w
as w

on on the playing fields of Eton (a school in England). 
W

hat he m
eant w

as that teaching children to play sports the w
ay that D

illard 
learned to play football teaches them

 to becom
e heroic and fearless soldiers. 

A
nalyzing D

illard's assum
ptions, as w

e have begun to do here, w
ould not 

necessarily lead you to conclude that D
illard is in favor of teaching children to 

becom
e soldiers. B

ut her use of w
ords associated w

ith w
ar, courage, and hero-

ism
 reveals a set of assum

ptions that w
ould benefit from

 critical scrutiny. W
hile 

m
ost of us value courage and heroism

, w
e seldom

 stop to think critically about 
w

hy we hold these values or w
hat they are based on. The purpose of analyzing 

underlying assum
ptions in a reading is to give us an opportunity to think criti-

cally about unexam
ined assum

ptions-the w
riter's and our ow

n, m
any of 

w
hich m

ay be ingrained in our culture, our education, and even our language. 
Y

ou m
ight consider w

riting about 

•  D
illard's belief that "you have to fling yourself at w

hat you're doing, you have 
to point yourself, forget yourself, aim

, dive" (paragraph 13). 

•  the value system
 underlying D

illard's statem
ent that she and the Fahey boys 

"considered it unfair actually to throw
 an iceball at som

ebody" (6). 

•  the values and beliefs underlying D
illard's proud assertion, "W

e all played by 
the rules" (16). 

•  the observation that "[n]othing girls did"-at least w
hen D

illard w
as 

a child-"could com
pare w

ith" the w
ay the boys taught her to play foot-

ball (1). 
•  w

hy D
illard uses w

ords like "joyous" (13) and "glory" (19) to describe the 
chase and w

ords like "hero" (16) and "sainted" (21) to describe the stranger 
w

ho chased her. 
•  w

hat D
illard assum

es w
hen she refers to "the natural solitude of children" (5). 
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To probe assum
ptions m

ore deeply, you m
ight use one or m

ore of the fol-
low

ing critical reading strategies that are explained and illustrated in A
ppendix 1: 

reflecting on challenges to your beliefs and values, explo'ring the significance of 
figurative language, and looking for patterns ofopposition. 

READING LIKE A
 W

RITER 
This section leads you through an analysis of D

illard's autobiographical 
w

riting strategies: narrating the story, presenting people, describing places, and con-
veying the autobiographical significance. For each strategy you w

ill be asked to 
reread and annotate part of D

illard's essay to see how
 she uses the strategy to 

accom
plish her particular purpose. 

W
hen you study the selections later in this chapter, you w

ill see how
 differ-

ent autobiographers use these sam
e strategies for different purposes. The G

uide 
to W

riting A
utobiography near the end of the chapter suggests w

ays you can use 
these strategies in your ow

n w
riting. 

N
arrating the Story 

W
hether focusing on a single event or a person, w

riters nearly alw
ays tell a 

story or several brief stories called anecdotes. Stories are so pervasive in our cul-
ture, indeed in m

ost cultures, that w
e are all fam

iliar w
ith w

hat m
akes a story 

effective. A
 w

ell-told story draw
s readers in by arousing their curiosity and often 

keeps them
 reading by building suspense or dram

a, m
aking them

 w
ant to know

 
w

hat w
ill happen next. 

. 
Storytellers use a variety of techniques to dram

atize events. O
ne w

ay is to 
speed up the action and heighten the tension. This activity w

ill help you see how
 

D
illard uses active verbs and other verb form

s to m
ake her story dram

atic. 

Analyze 
1.  Reread paragraphs 12 and 13, underlining as m

any verbs and verbals as you can. 
D

o not w
orry if you m

iss som
e. V

erbals are verb form
s that usually end in ing, 

as in "staggering" and "coughing" (paragraph 16), or ed, as in "blinded" (16) and 
"sm

ashed" (8), or that begin w
ith to, as in "to fling" and "to point" (13). 

2.  Put a second line under the verbs or verbals that nam
e an action. For exam

ple, 
the verb "chased" in the follow

ing sentence nam
es an action (double under-

line), w
hereas the verb "knew

" does not nam
e an action (single underline): 

"H
e chased M

ikey and m
e around the yellow

 house and up a backyard path 
we knew

 by heart ..." (12). 

3. Find tw
o or three sentences in w

hich the action verbs and verbals help you 
im

agine the dram
a of the chase. 

,6
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W
rite W

rite several sentences explaining w
hat you have learned about D

illard's use 
of verbs and verbals to represent action and to m

ake her narrative dram
atic. Use 

exam
ples from

 paragraphs 12 and 13 to support your explanation. 

Presenting Pe<t?eJe 
A

utobiographers describe people by depicting w
hat they look like, by letting 

readers hear how
 they speak, and by characterizing their behavior and personality. 

O
ften, one or tw

o specific details about the w
ay a person looks, dresses, talks, or 

acts w
ill be sufficient to give readers a vivid im

pression of the person. As you w
ill 

see w
hen you read the essays later in this chapter by M

ark Edm
undson, A

m
y W

u, 
and Brad Benioff, even autobiographical essays that focus on a person rather than 
a single event tend to use only a few w

ell-chosen details to present the person. 
To see how

 D
illard presents people, let us look at the descriptions of the 

neighborhood boys in paragraph 4. N
otice that she gives each boy a brief descrip-

tive tag: "M
ikey and Peter-polite blond boys w

ho lived near m
e on Lloyd Street" 

and "C
hickie M

cBride ... a tough kid, and Billy Paul and M
ackie K

ean too, from
 

across Reynolds, w
here the boys grew

 up dark and furious, grew
 up skinny, know

-
ing, and skilled." The details "blond" and "skinny" create a visual im

age, w
hereas 

"polite;' "tough;' and "know
ing" convey D

illard's characterizations or evaluations 
of the boys. These characterizations or evaluations contribute not only to the 
im

pression we get of each boy but also to our understanding of his significance in 
the w

riter's life. (As you w
ill see later in the chapter, such characterizations are one 

w
ay w

riters convey autobiographical significance.) 

Analyze 
1. In paragraphs 10, 16, and 21,find and underline w

ords and phrases that visu-
ally describe the m

an. A
lso put brackets around w

ords and phrases that char-
acterize or evaluate the m

an. 
2.  Look at paragraph 18 and the last sentence of paragraph 20, w

here D
illard 

presents the m
an through dialogue. U

nderline the details used to describe 
how

 the m
an looks and sounds. A

lso put brackets around w
ords and phrases 

used to characterize or evaluate w
hat the m

an says and how
 he says it. 

3.  Think about how
 D

illard's presentation of the m
an in these five paragraphs 

helps you see him
 in your m

ind's eye and understand his role in the chase. 

W
rite Based on your analysis, write several sentences exam

ining D
illard's use 

of descriptive details and characterizations to present the m
an. Use exam

ples 



from
 the w

ords and phrases you underlined and bracketed to support your 
ideas. 

Describing Places  
(\ 

W
hether autobiography centers on an efent or a person, it nearly alw

ays 
includes som

e description of places. W
riters m

ake a rem
em

bered place vivid by 
nam

ing m
em

orable objects they w
ant readers to see there and by detailing 

these objects. For exam
ples of nam

ing and detailing, look at paragraph 3, w
here 

D
illard describes w

hat it looked like on that particular m
orning after C

hrist-
m

as. N
otice that D

illard uses nam
ing to point out the snow

, Reynolds Street, 
and the cars. She also adds details that give inform

ation about these objects: 
"six inches of new snow

," "trafficked Reynolds Street," "cars traveled ... slowly 
and evenly." 

To m
ake her description evocative as w

ell as vivid, D
illard adds a third 

describing strategy: com
paring. In paragraph 5, for exam

ple, she describes the 
trail m

ade by car tires in the snow
 as being "like crenellated castle w

alls." The 
w

ord like m
akes the com

parison explicit and identifies it as a sim
ile. D

illard also 
uses im

plicit com
parisons, called m

etaphors, such as w
hen she calls the cars "tar-

gets all but w
rapped in red ribbons, cream

 puffs" (paragraph 3). 

A
nalyze 
1. Exam

ine how
 D

illard uses nam
ing and detailing to describe the "perfect ice-

ball" in paragraph 6. W
hat does she nam

e it, and w
hat details does she add 

to specify the qualities that m
ake an iceball "perfect"? 

2.  Then look closely at the tw
o com

parisons in paragraphs 3 and 5. Notice also 
the follow

ing com
parisons in other paragraphs: "sm

ashed star" (8), "sprung 
us into flight" (10),"m

azy
backyards" (12),"everybreath tore m

y
throat" (14), 

and "backyard labyrinths" (15). C
hoose any single com

parison-sim
ile or 

m
etaphor-in the reading. and think about how

 it helps you im
agine w

hat 
the place w

as like for D
illard on that day. 

W
rite W

rite a few
 sentences explaining how

 D
illard uses the describing strategies 

of nam
ing, detailing, and com

paring to help you im
agine w

hat the places she pre-
, 
"
'-

-
-l..

 .... C1 th
P

 rhase. G
ive at least one exam

ple from
 the reading of 

Conveying the Autobiographical Significance 
A

utobiographers convey the significance of an event or a person in tw
o ways: 

by showing and by telling. Through your analyses of how
 D

illard narrates the 
story, presents people, and describes places, you have looked at som

e of the 
w

ays she shows the event's significance. This activity focuses on w
hat D

illard tells 
readers. 

W
hen D

illard w
rites in the opening paragraphs about boys teaching her to 

play football and baseball, she is telling w
hy these experiences w

ere m
em

orable 
and im

portant. A
utobiographers usually tell both w

hat they rem
em

ber thinking 
and feeling at the tim

e and w
hat they think and feel now

 as they write about the 
past. Readers m

ust infer from
 the ideas and the w

riter's choice of w
ords w

hether 
a phrase or sentence conveys the w

riter's past or present perspective, rem
em

-
bered feelings and thoughts or current ones. For exam

ple, look at the follow
ing 

sentences from
 paragraph 1: "You thought up a new

 strategy for every play and 
w

hispered it to the others. You w
ent out for a pass, fooling everyone:' The w

ords 
"w

hispered" and "fooling" suggest that here D
illard is trying to reconstruct a 

seven-year-old child's w
ay of speaking and thinking. In contrast, w

hen she tells 
us that football w

as a "fine sport" and w
hat w

as fine about it-"Y
our fate, and 

your team
's score, depended on your concentration and courage"-w

e can infer 
from

 w
ords such as "fate:' "concentration:' and "courage" that D

illard is speaking 
from

 her present adult perspective, telling us w
hat she m

ay have sensed as a child 
but now

 can m
ore fully understand and articulate. 

To determ
ine the autobiographical significance of the rem

em
bered event 

or person, then, readers need to pay attention to w
hat D

illard tells about the 
significance-both her rem

em
bered feelings and thoughts and her present 

perspective. 

A
nalyze 
1.  Reread paragraphs 19-21, w

here D
illard com

m
ents on the chase and the 

m
an's "chew

ing out." Put brackets around w
ords and phrases that tell w

hat 
the adult D

illard is thinking as she w
rites about this event from

 her past. For 
exam

ple, in the first sentence of paragraph 19, "perfunctorilY
;' "redundant;' 

and "a m
ere form

ality" m
ay seem

 to you to be exam
ples of adult language, 

rather than w
ords a seven-year-old w

ould use. 
2. Then underline w

ords and phrases in the sam
e paragraphs that seem

 to con-
vey thoughts and feelings that D

illard rem
em

bers from
 w

hen she w
as a child. 

W
rite W

rite several sentences explaining w
hat you have learned about the event's 

__ Ole:: 
c__ 

 
 r!,.."c ch" tpll rp

:u
!p

r" ahout the thoughts and feelings 
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she had as a child as w
ell as the thoughts and feelings shp-

 now
 as an adult look-

ing back on the experience? Q
uote selected w

ords and 'ph'rases from
 your under-

lining and bracketing, indicating w
hat identifies them

 as either rem
em

bered or 
present-perspective thoughts and feelings. 

C
om

paring and C
ontrasting Related Readings: 

D
illard's 'f\.n Am

erican C
hildhood" and Rodriguez's 

'f\.lways Running" ,. 
Com

paring and contrasting related readings is a critical reading strat-
egy useful both in reading for m

eaning and in reading like a w
riter. This 

strategy is particularly applicable w
hen w

riters present sim
ilar subjects, 

as is the case in the autobiographical narratives in this chapter by A
nnie 

D
illard (p. 16) and Luis J. R

odriguez (p. 33). B
oth w

riters tell w
hat hap-

pened w
hen they broke the rules and w

ere chased by adults. In both 
instances, their transgressions are relatively m

inor; how
ever, the chase is 

view
ed very differently by each w

riter and its results also differ dram
at-

ically. To com
pare and contrast these tw

o autobiographies, think about 
issues such as these: 

•  C
om

pare these essays in term
s of their cultural and historical con-

texts. W
hat seem

s to you to be m
ost significant about the tw

o 
versions of an A

m
erican childhood represented in these essays? 

•  C
om

pare how
 the tw

o w
riters m

ake their narratives dram
atic. C

om
-

pare the strategies D
illard uses in presenting the chase (paragraphs 

11-14) w
ith those R

odriguez uses (27-32). In addition to looking at 
the kinds of verbs each w

riter em
ploys, you m

ight also analyze how
 

they construct sentences to push the action forw
ard or slow

 it dow
n. 

N
otice also the length of the sentences and how

 m
uch inform

ation 
the w

riters pack into sentences. 

See A
ppendix 1 for detailed guidelines on using the com

paring and 
contrasting related readings strategy. 
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Longing to Belong 
Saira Shah (b. 1964) is a journalist and docum

entary film
-

m
aker. The daughter of an Afghan father and Indian m

other, she 
was born and educated in England. After graduating from

 
the 

School of O
riental and African Studies at London U

niversity, Shah 
began her career as a freelance journalist in the 1980s, reporting on 
the Afghan guerillas w

ho w
ere fighting the Soviet occupation; even-

tually she becam
e a w

ar correspondent for Britain's C
hannel 4 

News. She is the recipient of the Courage under Fire and Television 
Journalist of the Year aw

ards for her risky reporting on conflicts in 
som

e of the w
orld's m

ost troubled areas, including the Persian G
ulf 

and Kosovo. She is best know
n in the U

nited States for her under-
cover docum

entary film
s about the Taliban 

rule in Afghanistan, 
B

eneath the V
eil (2001) and U

nholy W
ar (2002). 

"Longing to Belong," originally published in N
ew

 Y
ork Tim

es 
M

agazine in 2003, is adapted from
 Shah's autobiography The Story-

teller's D
aughter (2003), w

hich relates her search to understand 
her father's hom

eland ofAfghanistan. In this essay, Shah tells w
hat 

happened w
hen, at the age of seventeen, she visited her father's 

Afghan relatives living in Pakistan. As she explained in an inter-
view, "I w

anted this kind of rom
antic vision. This is the exile's con-

dition, though, isn't it? If you grow
 up outside the place that you 

think of as your hom
e, you w

ant it to be im
possibly m

arvelous. 
There is also the question of how

 Afghan I am
. W

hen 1 was grow
ing 

up, I had this secret doubt-w
hich I couldn't even adm

it to m
yself-

that I w
as not at all an Afghan because I was born in Britain to a 

m
ixed fam

ily." 
't 

As you read, think about Shah's search for her ethnic identity 
and the sense ofcultural dislocation she experiences. 

The day he disclosed his m
atrim

onial am
bitions for m

e, m
y 

uncle sat m
e at his right during lunch. This w

as a sign of special 
favor, as it allow

ed him
 to feed m

e choice tidbits from
 his ow

n 
plate. It w

as by no m
eans an unadulterated pleasure. H

e w
ould 

often generously w
ithdraw

 a half-chew
ed delicacy from

 his m
outh 

and lovingly cram
 it into m

ine-an A
fghan habit w

ith w
hich I 

have since tried to com
e to term

s. It w
as his w

ay of telling m
e that 

I w
as valued, part of the fam

ily. 
M

y brother and sister, Tahir and Safia, and m
y elderly aunt 

A
m

ina and I w
ere all attending the w

edding of m
y uncle's son. 


