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P R O L O G U E
W I L D   W A V E S   A N D   B O N F I R E S
1971
BALTIMORE, MARYLAND
A HOWARD JOHNSON’S PARKING LOT NEAR I-95
I PACKED AN OVERNIGHT BAG AND COUNTED OUT EIGHTY DOLLARS, all the money I had in the world. My mother drove me to a Howard Johnson’s near I-95. A car pulled up with four friends, each of whom had come from a different point north of Maryland. At age twenty-one I left my family, my hometown, and, with my four friends, took off for California. We wanted to see America and to make sense, each in our own way, of what to do with all the breakage and promise that had been released through the antiwar movement, the assassinations of Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy, the beginning of the environmental movement, and the bra-burning, brief as it was, of the women’s movement. And there was the masculine glamour and fashion of the black liberation movement. Years later I would talk to some of those Black Panthers. One of them mused openly, “I think we got caught up in the theater of it. We began to believe we were in a movie.” One of the Chicago Eight would similarly say, “It was theater, until the cops showed us the difference between reality and theater, and hauled some of us off to jail.”
Was it theater or not? I took off to see for myself. Quite apart from the theater, the sexiness of the antiestablishment voice was another promise, a serious promise that was eking out from under all the chants, all the music, all the pageantry. What was promised, after all was said and done, was a larger idea of “we the people.” What was promised was that more voices would matter, that the patrician white male would not be the only one to hold the chair. This promise was made by none other than ourselves, so if we were to ever be disillusioned again, we would have to be the cause of that disillusionment.
My mother tells me she sat in the car and cried for a long time after I left. Her life’s work had been to educate me, my four siblings, and hundreds of others who had passed through her classrooms all over Baltimore. Her goal had been to position us firmly in the black middle class.
Her trajectory was one that had been formed in the depression—a colored girl growing up poor in a family of eight in a tough, segregated Baltimore. My father, more fortunate, had been the son of a businessman who had an eighth-grade education and had started a business with a pushcart. His shop had eventually held its own on Pennsylvania Avenue, the street for black businesses during the day and good jazz at night. My grandfather had managed to send all six of his kids to college. My mother and her siblings, too, all went to college.
I suspect that some of those kids my mother taught in the Baltimore public schools, she only wanted to keep out of trouble, heartbreak, and illiteracy. (She never believed there was such a thing as a nonreader.) As for me, she had spent many nights helping me read and write, and I could tell she had faith in me. But life is more than reading, writing, and putting the correct answer on a test. Especially when the tests and the books themselves become suspect, as they did in Wagnerian proportions round about 1968.
It was a rocky road, and I, as the first child, was to make the first solid step. It wasn’t to be the step my mother expected. My college education answered few questions. It created many. I came out of college with debts, and, rather than a five-year plan, or even a foothold in the next generation of black success, I had about fifty years’ worth of questions about the world I came from and the world I live in. I am still in the process of answering those questions.
WHAT I REMEMBER MOST ABOUT AMERICA ON THAT TRIP WAS THE gorgeous tapestry of autumn in the West Virginia hills, the hamburgers in Texas, and the poverty in Oklahoma, which was beyond anything I could have imagined. We landed finally on Coronado, an island off San Diego, and stayed in the home of a friend whose husband was in the Navy and out on duty somewhere dangerously close to Vietnam. The place was in stark contrast to what I thought California would offer. Everyone seemed to ride bikes, play tennis, and have blond hair. It was as if nothing of the sixties push to color American culture had happened there. We did boring “survival” jobs during the day and watched the sunset over the Pacific every night, until each one of us figured out, singly, which route we should take next.
One by one we left one another. It was sad. As each person parted, I knew that I may have been watching a series of dreams deferred. I had watched my friends speak their dreams each night. They started out with bluster, and, as the days rolled on, rather than constructing the dreams into plans and realities, they began to leave their sentences unfinished, taking drags on a cigarette where words used to follow, sipping water or wine where a fist used to be pounded, or sighing where a guffaw used to come. The conversation was melting.
One night, in a van that we had driven to a beach in Baja California, just south of the Mexican border, I could feel the palpable pull of the known. It weighed on all my friends. I could feel the weight of it in my own heart. It was an ache. It was time, for them, one by one, to get back to the boyfriend, father, or mother who had caused them to have questions in the first place. They would return with the questions unanswered. This was very different from my project, which was to take, at its word, and with both eyes open, and at the same time one eye piercing suspiciously, the movement’s promise to give more voice to more people. I left the van and sat on the beach, with its wild waves and bonfires. The roar of each was wilder than anything I had experienced on the East Coast. I began to fear that my own dreams would meet the air undone. I decided not to speak them to my friends, although that had been the purpose of my trip. The trip with eighty dollars and an overnight bag had been meant to speak my dreams out loud until I had a plan. But dreams don’t have to be spoken, they only have to be seen.
Soon after we got back to Coronado, I said good-bye, and went north.
1973
GEARY STREET
SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA
I arrived, in June 1973, at a five-story building that sat above several storefronts on Geary Street in downtown San Francisco. Among the storefronts were a glitzy deli with mounds of chopped liver in the window, called David’s Delicatessen, an art gallery, a soup place called Salmagundi’s, and a bar just to the right of that called The Curtain Call. I couldn’t afford to buy anything in any of those places. Even for a cup of coffee or an apple, I had to go up the block, where it was fifteen cents cheaper. There were two theaters across the street. One was the theater operated by my school, the American Conservatory Theatre. The other brought the big road shows from New York. Our theater did all the “authentic” stuff, the “real” theater, with “real” acting, “real” intellect, “real” art, and it evoked and used “real” feelings. The other stuff was thought to be mere “spectacle.”
You could hear the cable cars and the brassy whistle of the hotel doorman across the street, sharply signaling for cabs as the guests stood waiting in their polished shoes, manicured nails, and perfectly clipped hair. We were a motley bunch, to say the least, in the midst of that downtown finery. But we were just blocks from the Tenderloin, with its myriad tragic stories—drug addicts, prostitutes, pimps, the downs of the down-and-outers—on every corner. Not so destroyed as they would be in the eighties, with the invasion of crack cocaine, but nonetheless in a variety of states of despair, loss beyond repair, and physical and psychological danger. There was the dramatic reminder of hope in the form of the glorious choir that belted out from the Glide Memorial Church. Glide welcomed the richest and the poorest, the luckiest and the most challenged. Some of us went there on Sundays to get a burst of inspiration and to hear good speaking—who knew, you might find Maya Angelou in the pulpit. We could also hear great singing.
SUMMER 1996
THE CAMPAIGN TRAIL
Twenty-three years later I would travel back to San Francisco on a press swing with President Clinton, and I would leave the trip as Clinton went in to visit the Glide church. America seems to me to be addicted to hope. Presidents from time to time visit places like Glide, where hope lives and where someone seems to be tending to those who missed out on the American dream. I wonder how often they visit the places where there is no hope, no hope whatsoever. Has a president in office ever gone without a chaperone to press the hand of a person in profound need?
And then I think about those who have “everything.” What are they yearning for, another dollar, a sunnier day? happier progeny? Are they still in the hopeful state, or are they prisoners of their ambition? Is ambition, drive, the same as hope? Does hope exist only for those who are “lost,” “lost causes”? Those who have hope are perhaps the motor, the air, the breeze under the soul of the nation.
1973
BEETHOVEN’S NINTH
SAN FRANCISCO
In that summer of ’73, we carried sweaters on our piles of scripts and dance clothes because the breeze from the bay was very cold at night, almost like in winter. We had so much to talk about, so many people to talk to—the shoe shine man across the street with the incomprehensible European accent (last time I walked by, in early 2000, he was still there), Tennessee Williams, who was visiting (I actually saw him for real in the elevator), or perhaps one of those people sitting on a corner in the Tenderloin. In this pre-AIDS-consciousness time, it was romantic in all ways, physically, spiritually, intellectually, aesthetically. The twenty-four-hour murmur of electricity under the ground of the cable car was the perfect metaphor. And the foghorns spoke to the darker, lonelier side that could visit you too.
We were 210 students, all there to study identity, change identities, to learn to “be.” There are a variety of ways to describe what acting is. “Being,” “Seeming,” “Becoming,” “Lying,” “Truth Telling,” “Magic,” “Transforming.” We were new. Some among us had known the building for an hour longer than the others of us. No one ever arrives at the same time as everybody else. We were going to learn how to talk to each other onstage, and through all of this how to take our own special message to the world.
On one of the first days I was coming into the building, a tall, thin, aristocratic-looking white woman who appeared to be about my age, and whom we ultimately referred to as the Katharine Hepburn among us, came breathlessly down a narrow hallway, saying to me (whom she had never seen except in that one instant), “Do you know where I can get a drink of water?”
She said this as if she had known me all my life, as if I were a sister, a brother, a friend. She may even have grabbed my hand. I wasn’t put off by the fact that she was a stranger. Her presence in that question made me feel in an instant as if I had known her all my life. Having grown up in segregation, I found it odd that a white person would approach me without her own barriers up, and without the expectation that I would have barriers. I was so stunned by her presence that I didn’t speak. Besides, I didn’t know where to get a drink of water. Just as rapidly and as urgently, she vanished down the hallway and out into the street. I thought that perhaps this was what acting was. Because, as real as it was, realer than real, it also seemed like a moment out of a scene from Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya, or as if one of Tchaikovsky’s symphonies had burst into speech. Urgency is the word. And it’s one of the top ten in the vocabulary of acting.
Acting is the furthest thing from lying that I have encountered. It is the furthest thing from make-believe. It is the furthest thing from pretending. It is the most unfake thing there is. Acting is a search for the authentic. It is a search for the authentic by using the fictional as a frame, a house in which the authentic can live. For a moment. Because, yes indeed, real life inhibits the authentic.
I knew intuitively that this was metaphorically what it was all about. Later I would learn fancy words for it. I would learn, in all the reading I did about acting, what Joseph Chaikin, a great director, had to say—that presence is the gift of the actor. Presence is a “kind of deep libidinal surrender which the performer reserves for his anonymous audience.”
Presence is that quality that makes you feel as though you’re standing right next to the actor, no matter where you’re sitting in the theater. It’s the feeling you have that the performer is right in front of you, speaking to you and only you. It’s that wonderful moment when Jessye Norman sings in a quiet, so quiet you can hear a pin drop concert hall to an audience that is attentive like no other. It’s a moment when she seems to be singing as she’s never sung, and the audience seem to be listening as they’ve never listened. It’s the moment when it’s clear that everyone is there for the same reason. It’s not that frenzied desire for the diva, but a sudden calm that hits the hall, like it did in one performance I saw in Paris, where they love her so much they named an orchid after her. These moments have a kind of authenticity, because they reach the heart. They speak to us. They speak to us not because they are natural in the sense of normal. They speak to us because they are real in their effort to be together with a very large you, the you being all men and women.
Politicians have tried to borrow those skills, and they have misused them and ended up speaking to very few.
That genuine moment, that “real” connection, is no small thing. It is not something that happens every day. Is it rare because it calls for a special talent? Is it a moment that can happen only when we don’t know each other, when we have so much to learn about each other that we hang on every breath together? It is hard to find those moments in our culture because we think we know so much about each other. Perhaps it is a moment that is dependent not only on the performer or the leader, but on the audience as well. Does this era of focus groups and polls, this desire to get at and quantify the mysteriousness of that “deep libidinal surrender,” make it nearly impossible to find those moments of true engagement? Does the overdetermined nature of our time, and the inherent desire to control the public, to control their thoughts, particularly how they work those thoughts into actions that are favorable to the marketplace, create an atmosphere where only the predictable can occur? Those moments of deep libidinal surrender are in fact all about that which is not predictable. And there is no anonymous audience. At least that’s what the pollsters would like, what commerce would like. They would like to make the anonymous audience fully identifiable. With no anonymous audience, there can be no deep libidinal surrender.
Politicians have tried to get the benefit of lessons that performers have learned, presumably because they would like to create the feeling with their audiences that great actors and singers create. They would like to make us feel as though they are speaking to us and only us. But they fail at it. I was surprised to learn that one of Clinton’s coaches in 1996 was a graduate of the Yale School of Drama. I wonder if the audience also has that libidinal surrender that they reserve for that one special performance that they so long to adore, to be with, to be enchanted with. If the possibility for surrender is deep, and libidinal, and therefore natural, why is it so hard to find in political life these days? Is it all used up for movie stars? Or money? Or is it simply profoundly in reserve? We’re having a hard time connecting in public.
I never knew a group of people like the people I met in the summer of 1973—those 210 actors and all of our trainers. One night I went to hear Beethoven’s Ninth performed. I had never heard it live. It was in Grace Cathedral, which sits like a great princess atop Nob Hill in San Francisco. It was so exciting. At one point, as you know, that single human voice comes out after all that music. A tenor exclaims, from the orchestral beauty that has preceded, “Freunnnnnnden!” Which means “friends.” And then the choral part of the symphony begins—after his call.
When I went to yoga class the next day, I complained of a hot feeling on my forehead. I hadn’t been able to sleep. I thought I was feverish and was getting the flu. My yoga teacher listened attentively, looked me square in the eye, and calmly said, “It sounds to me like one of your chakras is opening.”
Who ever heard of a piece of music making you feverish? I liked her explanation. Not that I had ever had a chakra open. Many fevers and chakras later, I know, whether it was a fever or my chakras, Beethoven caused it, and that’s thrilling. Not only is communication possible across cultures, it is possible across centuries. No great desire to communicate ever dies.
Perhaps it was the sound of the tenor singing “Freunnnnnnden” that first opened my heart to the idea that we should all be in a conversation together. By “we” I refer to the potential America, the America that has expanded significantly since the late eighteenth century away from that small group of white men who were the original “we” in “we the people.”
When I first went to California to study performance and look for whatever carcasses were left of the “revolution,” I thought I was actually in search of the authentic. It came as no surprise to me that the study of acting in the 1970s was about getting “real.”
This went hand in hand with what the short-lived “revolution” had in mind. Here we were, in that odd time in the seventies before Nixon was threatened with impeachment—standing in the sawdust of something being constructed. In my college years I thought we were taking apart the throne upon which the white male patriarch had comfortably been perched. The drama of burning bras, the Panthers’ guns, Woodstock, et cetera, may have been short-lived. However, a conversation reverberated for three decades in schools and universities and popular culture about who could speak for whom. Women wanted to speak for themselves, people of color wanted to speak for themselves, et cetera.
In this cacophony of sound, where does “we” come from? That’s what we’re still working on in 2000.
2000
We are in a communications revolution. Yet, as the great Americanist Studs Terkel tells us, “We’re more and more into communications and less and less into communication.” In this time of a global economy and business mergers happening as often as sunrise and sunset, where is the human merger? Where is real human engagement?
The theater was where I started my quest for the “we” of the new “we the people” the sixties had promised. I soon saw that the theater would be a resource for my quest but that it had serious limitations. It’s a business. It’s the business of representation, and the people who make all productions “possible” are the same white men in bow ties and women with Chanel bags who have always run “the arts.” In thirty years the theater itself has not made very many strides toward creating a bigger “we.” It struggles with how to engage younger, diverse audiences, and it has very little to show in terms of a diverse working community. This is how the theater in the year 2000 defines its dilemma: It is worried about its relevance. Yet, in 1973, while I was in school, I had that very question. The theater had been a door into “getting real.” Yet it was only that, a door, and only one door, and luckily a kind of revolving door. I would move in the theater and out. I would move in academia and out.
Academia has been a wonderful storehouse of information during the culture wars of the last thirty years. It has pushed itself to be more porous, more absorbent of the world around it. To some extent it was successful, and to some extent it was not. The very schools that had begun to collect and teach information about “us,” a bigger “us,” struggle with the problem of tenuring sufficient numbers of women and people of color, and of treating them respectfully once they are appointed. Academia too was a revolving door. I would need to find many doors if my goal was to absorb my culture in its moment of promising to find a bigger “we.”
To me, the most important doorway into the soul of a person is her or his words, or any other external communication device. I am a student of words. The theater gave me Shakespeare, Molière, Adrienne Kennedy, Sam Shepard. Life would give me other kinds of characters, nestled in the speakings and misspeakings of the people I met in all walks of life. I supposed that words could also be the doorway into the soul of a culture.
I set out across America, on a search for American character. My search was specifically to find America in its language. I interview people and communities about the events of our time, in the hope that I will be able to absorb America. I use the interviews as texts in one-person shows, in which I perform the people I have interviewed. This is a country of many tongues, even if we stick to English. Placing myself in other people’s words, as in placing myself in other people’s shoes, has given me the opportunity to get below the surface—to get “real.”
After almost twenty-five years of my journey, I went to Washington, D.C., with my tape recorder. It was my objective to capture the American presidency in its words. The words of the American presidency are now, more than ever, mediated by the press. For this reason, I determined to look at the relationship of the press to the presidency. I knew that I knew nothing about the president, or any public figure for that matter, that the press didn’t tell me. I would have to look at the press too.

W A S H I N G T O N,  D . C .
I ARRIVED IN WASHINGTON, D.C., ON THE DAY OF THE OJ VERDICT, in the fall of 1995. I was to live in a town house in Georgetown that was a part of a two-house complex. My hosts were Congressman Amory Houghton from Corning, New York, and his wife, Priscilla Dewey Houghton. Priscilla is a lover of the theater, and when they heard that I, a theater artist, needed someplace to sleep and pile my books, she and Amo generously offered an entire empty town house in Georgetown for my use for the five years I would be in and out of Washington. The house itself was the Theresa Fenwick House, a historic monument built in 1826.
When I arrived, workmen were cutting down a two-hundred-year-old cherry tree in the backyard. (Because it was dead, dead on the inside.) My hosts, whom I had yet to meet, were in Corning, the district of the congressman. They were doing exactly what I was doing when I arrived, except miles away—watching the OJ verdict.
The garden and backyard were between the two houses. The kitchen, which served both houses, was on the ground floor of the house I lived in. There was a bumper sticker in the kitchen that said, “The road to hell is lined with Republicans.” In Priscilla’s handwriting was added, “Except for Amo.” Amo is a Republican. Priscilla is a liberal Democrat. She was a Bostonian, and a descendant of abolitionists. Amo’s great-grandfather was a glassblower who made Thomas Edison’s lightbulbs. The place was grounded in history and current events. In the living room was a photograph, prominently placed, of Amo and George Bush. Not fully nonpartisan upon arrival, I was made instantly nervous by that picture—nervous about meeting Amo, who, at the time, was still only a name to me. But so much for looking at pictures of the past. Current events awaited upstairs, within moments. I went to look for my assistant.
Marcos Najera had gotten to town a day or so before me, from Arizona, where he lived. He was at the top of the house, on the third floor, unpacking my books and converting the space into an office. The doorbell rang. Segrario, the housekeeper, went to answer it. A thin woman with a face lined with character, she was from Spain and had a very thick accent. She came upstairs with a man from the phone company in tow. He was a tall, very well built black man with a West Indian accent. What would Theresa Fenwick think of us all?
“What time is it?”
“The verdict!” somebody said.
We all ran down a flight of stairs to the “red room,” a sitting room with a rather large television. We turned on the television. The man from the phone company, who had arrived just seconds before, joined us.
I sat next to Marcos on the couch. The man from the telephone company stood in the doorway. My heart started beating really fast, and it was hard to catch my breath. I surveyed the room through squinted eyes, as if squinting my eyes would protect me from seeing something I didn’t really want to see. It was like waiting for something nearly violent to happen.
FALL 1991
CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS
I was at Harvard on a fellowship.
Who could possibly forget Anita Hill weekend? We sat in front of our televisions watching an amazing parade. It’s difficult to believe that it was only one weekend, the event stayed so imprinted on many of our minds. I did not have a television and had to watch what I could in hallways and lobbies.
On the night of Clarence Thomas’s testimony, I was to have dinner with the preeminent teacher of voice for American actors. Her name is Kristin Linklater. She wrote a very important book called The Thinking Voice. She has trained many people in her technique and has disciples well placed in schools all over the country. Even as people teach a variety of techniques, it’s rare to find someone who did not cross the path of Kristin Linklater, her disciples, or the influence of the notion of a “thinking voice.”
At this time, I didn’t know her. I knew only of her eminence. I was prepared, and rather nervous about meeting “the master.” The plan had been to meet in a restaurant in Boston.
When I called to make last-minute arrangements, she was watching the Hill-Thomas hearings, and she said, “I can’t pull myself away from this. Let’s meet at my place, watch this, and then decide what to do for dinner.” My guess was that people were changing plans all over the country.
We watched the testimony. She was, of course, appalled by the entire display. Her ears were attuned to lies and truths. We were both screaming at the television, using all we had gathered over the years about authentic voice, true-seeming feelings, and grounded speaking.
We sat with our brows furrowed, and with our mouths hanging open. To some extent we were both like impatient teachers. She was the master, I was still in development. We were both appalled at the complete and total lack of authenticity.
All that I had learned about acting from my own work, and from watching my students since the seventies, came to bear as I watched for these intense hours. She, who was the eminence of voice, had a lot to say. What an amazing tutorial I had as we watched this political drama unfold.
“Oh—my—God!” became our descant. Often we would get as far as “Oh, my . . .” and something else would happen that would make us lose words completely. Perhaps we would simply slap our thighs or shake our heads.
Before our very eyes there was a wide display of patriarchal Washington, many of its members speaking to Anita Hill in condescending tones. One among them even inquired, with accusatory tones, why she was not eager to go out with Clarence Thomas. The presumed entitlement took our breath away—but not completely away. We certainly had enough breath to roar at the TV in unison, “Because she didn’t like him!”
“Oh—my—God!”
It was one of those moments when the truth of the matter comes pouring down from heaven. Men and women live in different universes. Washington and the rest of us live in different universes.
I was so amazed by what I had watched that the next morning I took the T across Boston to a discount center and bought a television, so as not to miss a moment. Friends of mine were visiting from out of town. We huddled around my small color TV and hung on every word. No one could decide what was true or not. It didn’t matter.
When the decision came down, many of us were stunned that Thomas was to be appointed after all. How could this be? I felt completely disconnected. Where does one go in such a civic moment? You would think there would be halls we could go to, even coffeehouses, someplace for us to talk. The pundits talked, and I suppose one could have called in to a talk show. But where could we go? Those of us who were not linked to any community organization or club? And how many of those clubs and organizations exist? Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we had civic organizations where we could go and talk about any manner of things in any town? Perhaps these could be as available as, say, AA meetings. I knew of a poetry reading being given in Cambridge by Adrienne Rich. Perhaps this could be the antidote to such an intense feeling of disconnectedness. That is where I went. There was no conversation. I just thought that the safest place to be was in the presence of a poet.
FALL 1995
THERESA FENWICK HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
As the moments ticked away in the red room, I grabbed on to Marcos as if I were in a horror movie. Lance Ito had forbidden noises of any kind in the courtroom. We watched every gesture. Of OJ, of Cochran, whom I had once interviewed—every blink of every eye. The public spectacle.
As the nation waited, what was it that they wanted? OJ to hang? To hear him confess? To have him repent? As on the scaffold? Most people would say they wanted justice done, but justice being done has become such a spectacle. Democracy and the justice system are owned by television ratings.
I flashed back to a dinner I had in Beverly Hills with a woman who had helped OJ select his “spring palette.” Here was a man who may have been on his way to the gallows, selecting the color of his suits. Everything was so overdetermined, everything was based on a guess about “our gaze”—what we would be watching, and how we would feel about what we watched. The jury vote was really supposed to be a sequestered affair, but no one believed it was. There’s no privacy in our culture.
I had gone to Los Angeles several months before the trial started. I was given a tour of the media villages being created in and around the courthouse. My guide walked me around a parking lot that was showing the earliest signs of what it was going to become. A few trailers were already there, and equipment from the networks was being piled into them. Then she took me across to the courthouse, and upstairs to a floor that had once had offices. I had visited it when I attended the so-called Rodney King trial—the federal trial that President Bush had ordered after the first trial had brought back all not-guilty verdicts on the cops, and a subsequent riot. The entire floor was in the process of being turned into media central. There were wires and boxes everywhere.
“There’s no going back now,” she said. And this was months before the coverage started. I did not want it to be true. This structure of exposition is now ready for any event—whether the event warrants it or not—and it’s so huge that it kills the character of the event. It promises to bring us closer, but, like overbearing parents, it alienates us from the event. It’s like a huge scaffold.
In 1996, when I went to the Republican convention, pundit Jeff Greenfield took me for a walk along a row of trailers that were all electrical wires, machines, and manners of connection. There looked to be enough wiring and enough whirring of electricity to hook the convention to the moon. Yet the Republican convention was so overhooked, it unhooked itself from the public’s interest. All the wattage in the world doesn’t make us watch if we’re not already connected.
And to think that Thomas Edison had gone to my host’s great-grandfather to ask him to make lightbulbs.
The verdict was announced. Johnnie Cochran wimpered, just for a split second. He covered his mouth like a Cub Scout and had to stop himself from cheering, it seemed. And then the sobbing started. It was Kim Goldman, Ron Goldman’s sister.
No one among us screamed out for joy, even though our group, with two blacks, one Latino, statistically would have been expected to do so. The verdict was like the Winslow Homer painting of soldiers coming home after the Civil War. All three of us likely had less than cozy relationships with police. Nonetheless, there was something like a deflated balloon about the atmosphere in the room. The press had built a huge scaffold. I don’t think they’d built a scaffold like that in a long time, if ever. The scaffold, in the middle of the square. All around America, instant community was created around those few moments.
“Well, we’ll never know,” one among us said.
How could that be? That we would never know? Wasn’t all that exposure, all that talk, all that information, all those testimonies, all of the articles, all of the money, all of the commentators, every kind of expert, the birth of the expert on the air from USC, UCLA, everywhere else, all of this expertise, wasn’t it about knowing? How could we not know? “We’ll never know.” My colleague at Stanford, a biologist named Marcus Felman, warned me several years ago that there is no proof that knowledge would make us a better species, that is to say, no proof that knowledge in and of itself will save us from extinction. There’s a lot of money spent, a lot of time spent, a lot of smart and talented people giving over their talents to this enterprise of all news all the time, of telling us all . . . and . . . we’ll never know? Evidence wasn’t enough? There wasn’t enough evidence? Well then, why were so many hours spent?
The man from the phone company stood at the door, shaking his head.
“What do you think of this?” I asked him.
“Look like if you got the money you get away wid anyting. If he didn’t have dat money he wouldn’t have gotten away wid it.”
He looked as if he were at a loss. Segrario wasn’t happy with the verdict either. What was it that we wanted? Did we want blood drawn? I wonder. Is there something deep inside of human beings that longs for the scaffold in the middle of the square, where the body is displayed and tortured? Was this what the media were banking on when they built their structures of display? They could never really follow through. Supposedly, we were anticipating truth. On the other hand, we didn’t think it was possible.
The two-hundred-year-old cherry tree was being buzz-sawed outside as the four of us talked about the fairs and unfairs of the OJ verdict. We all felt disconnected from the justice system. I was grateful that this time, unlike when the Anita Hill–Thomas hearing came to a close with news of Thomas’s appointment, I was in the company of others. At the time the verdict came down, that day I arrived in Washington—did I think that the OJ verdict had anything to do with the president of the United States? No. But I didn’t know at the time that a scaffold would also be built for the president.
When the president was finally acquitted, two days before Valentine’s Day 1999, the nation did not hold its breath. When I had gone to see the House take their impeachment vote, near Christmas 1998, it was anticlimactic. People roamed around the gallery, chatting as though it were just another day. “Order” was called constantly, to no avail. And as for the rest of the nation, it was Christmas shopping, disconnected from it all.
The phone man asked: “You want how many lines?”
“She needs four,” Marcos called out.
“Four?”
“Two phone lines, one for fax, one for e-mail.”
He headed into the bedroom. The phone man’s job was to connect me, and everybody else, up to the world. All communication is possible.
Television, the Internet, all of the descendants of the lightbulb, and the telephone promise to connect us up like we’ve never been connected before. Yet connection is much more than spectatorship.
It seems that, since the OJ trial, the courtroom has become ever more present in our lives. The courtroom and the media stand as the places where we resolve our differences—in public. Are the courts, together with the media, a collaborative scaffold building? Isn’t there some way other than to immediately head to court that we can work out differences? It gets more and more difficult to negotiate fairness without the aid of the legal system.
“Do you want two lines in the bedroom, or one?”
“Uh . . .” I headed down the steps. On the way down, I heard a crash.
“Oh no.” (Marcos.)
There was a long pause, in which I could hear the saw outside, still hacking away at the two-hundred-year-old cherry tree. I stopped dead in my tracks on the steps. Marcos came out.
“We broke a mirror,” he said. “We” was kind, because it was actually the man from the phone company who, while moving a dresser to look for a phone jack, caused a mirror to fall.
“Has this mirror been here since 1826 too?” Marcos continued.
“If it’s an antique, we’re dead,” I mumbled. I hadn’t even met my hosts yet, and I had bad news to report.
“Seven years bad luck,” Marcos called.
By now the phone man was ready with an energetically stated alibi: the mirror was shaky in the first place—it wasn’t his fault, it was the mirror’s. The truth is always mitigated.
What a way to start a journey into the jungle of Washington. The OJ verdict, a saw whirring outside as the two-hundred-year-old cherry tree, dead, dead on the inside, hit the ground, and “we” broke a mirror.
H E L E N  T H O M A S
WHITE HOUSE PRESS CORPS
“Little Match Girl”
My interest in secrets?
You mean why I have been uh
so nosy?
All I know
is
when I was five years old
a lovely woman came to visit our home.
She was a sort of distant relative
very beautiful clothes on and I kept asking her all these questions
and she
turned to me and she said “You’re so inquisitive”
and I ran to my sister and said
“What does inquisitive mean?”
And I was just, ya know.
So my nosiness has always been—
I have a curiosity
and uh
it could be called nosiness.
I like to think, I like to know a lot of things.
I like to know everything I could possibly know.
I don’t like secrecy.
I think it could be detrimental to democracy
and I don’t think we should have secrecies
except for maybe the extreme
national security propositions
but otherwise I think we should have an open society and I don’t believe in secrecy at all.
I think secrecy is uh
I think it’s very hurtful to the American people.
I don’t think it’s necessary.
I think it’s fantastic to have the privilege of covering the White House because this is where it all happens in terms of our country, in terms of the world.
We’re the only superpower in the world.
We are the leaders of the world, and so I
I am able to see someone operating
And this office is the center.
You know, so when you’re watching them, you feel very lucky.
Watching history every day in the making.
I mean I don’t, I’m not personally affected by it because I always consider myself the match girl with her nose against the windowpane.
And, and I’m an outsider and I want to be that way.
And I’m an observer.
I’m not part of the inside.

C U L T U R E  S H O C K
GETTING READY FOR
THE JOURNEY
ANY ANTHROPOLOGIST HAS RULES, LESSONS, SURVIVAL TECHNIQUES for moving where you don’t normally move, in fact, moving where you don’t belong. The need for a sense of smell, the need for a sense of humor—whether in a “rough” neighborhood or in finer circles. These are the kinds of things I have been told in the past. I try to take lessons and apply them wherever I am going. I try to pinpoint what sorts of transformations I need in order to “cross the lines.” I normally take advice wherever I can, and try to follow it. I had to take information from all sources to get ready for Washington.
As I sat forward at a visiting-room table inside a prison near Washington, a compulsive thief taught me how to dress and fit into a “street environment”: “To be honest, in an all-black neighborhood, a lot of people may not know that you’re [black]. Maybe you need to change your lipstick to a darker color, like plum.”
Later, in a tony restaurant, an anonymous Washington insider advised me, “It’s a very tight, Wasp environment, it is a very tubular, closed environment. Your costume designer is going to have to go really to Pappagallo! It’s as if they got their stuff at um, at um Loehmann’s.”
I figured what the prisoner had to say would be helpful in establishment Washington too. A little plum lipstick, a little Loehmann’s. I wore the same outfits to visit the prison outside Washington as I wore to visit the White House.
COMPOSING LESSONS LEARNED FROM PAST 
INCIDENTS OF CROSSING LINES AND 
WEATHERING CULTURE SHOCK, 1959–2000
I am constantly in a state of being, to borrow a phrase from the cultural theorist Homi Bhabha, “almost, but not quite.” It’s actually not a bad state to be in. It might just be the best state in which to find oneself during the twenty-first century, as our culture wars continue and identity politics moves into its next phase. At such a time as this, it would be useful, I think, to have at least a cadre of people who were willing to move between cultural lines and across social strata. Globalism will require it, so we may as well practice our moves.
I am prepared for difference, live in difference. My pursuit of American character is, basically, a pursuit of difference. Character lives in that which is unique. What is unique about America is the extent to which it does, from time to time, pull off being a merged culture. Finding American character is a process of looking at fragments, of looking at the unmerged. One has to do the footwork, one has to move from place to place, one has to stand outside. It’s not easy, and the danger is that, when you stand outside, you could end up undocumented.
When I visited Thomas Jefferson’s home and farm, Monticello, I went on a tour of the site of the slave quarters, which is currently part of an archaeological dig. The archaeologist was named John Meeks. I asked him what the difference would be if an archaeologist, five centuries from now, did a further dig of Jefferson’s house and the slave site. He said, “There’s going to be no guesswork when you run into the walls of [Jefferson’s house]. It’s a very substantial house type. Here [at the slave site] we have to really coax the evidence. We have nothing that marks the outside of the house. Just nails, and all outside. Which goes to what we know about slave housing. The activity took place outside the house, not inside.”
The most comfortable place to live is inside of what I call one’s safe house of identity. I have observed that this is where most people live. Even if they leave a previous identity to enter another identity of choice, they often end up in another safe house, and leave behind any ambiguity that met them as they went from one house to the other. I tend to be more interested in the unsettled part of us.
I am continually leaving safe houses of identity. When you leave the house of what is familiar to you—your family, your race, your social class, your nation, your professional area of expertise—it is not likely that you will
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