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Praise for In Full Color

“Finally, Rachel Doležal in her own voice and words shares her intriguing account and path of conscious self-definition, embodied in a life of activism. Hers is a meandering journey that evidences a genesis in a very tender age. Her rightful claim to an identity and heritage: Who can challenge its authenticity? The account of a full human, simply being herself, assists us all to see race for what it is, a highly toxic, very destructive and questionable means of defining a common humanity. Rachel forces us all to question what we have come to accept until now without critical engagement. She is undeniably no accidental activist.”

       — Bishop Clyde N.S. Ramalaine, author of Preach a Storm, Live a Tornado: A Theology of Preaching and a Khoisan, lifelong activist, and leading mind on building a race-free, just, and equitable society in post-Apartheid SA

“Rachel Doležal’s early life memoir is not simply a narrative of radical activism. It is full of physical textures and sensations—flat-tops, braided hair, oiled moisturized Black skin, Dashikis, and fluidity of sexual orientation—juxtaposed against some horrible domestic brutalities. It serves to critique the cultural straitjacket of traditionalist white ‘Protestant work ethic’ society. At this moment of alt-right reactionism, it punctures the fake nostalgia for an imagined pre-multiculturalism era of supposed purity and authenticity. Unsurprisingly, her willingness to find a home and cultural vocabulary in the black community makes Ms. Doležal a target for those advocates of continuing conservative orthodoxies and social hierarchies. That in itself should encourage us to be open to her account of her personal and social evolution and pleasures of différance.”

       — Gavin Lewis, Black British writer and academic

“The storm of vitriol Rachel received in the national spotlight was as cruel as it was undeserved. Her deep compassion for others shines through every chapter of her life and has clearly motivated her truly outstanding advocacy work.”

       — Gerald Hankerson, president of the NAACP Alaska Oregon Washington State

“US Census Bureau research suggests that millions of Americans change their racial self-identification from one census to the next. Here is the chance to learn about one person’s transition, with all the nuance that no media sound bite could ever capture. It’s an incredible story, from rural poverty in a white Montana town to historically black Howard University in Washington DC, spanning partnerships with African American activists and confrontations with white supremacists. And it’s absolutely necessary to know the whole story in order to understand the extraordinary racial journey that Rachel Doležal has made.”

       — Ann Morning, associate professor of sociology at New York University and author of The Nature of Race: How Scientists Think and Teach about Human Difference
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For Izaiah, Franklin, Langston, and Esther


                Well, son, I’ll tell you:

                Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.

                It’s had tacks in it,

                And splinters,

                And boards torn up,

                And places with no carpet on the floor—

                Bare.

—LANGSTON HUGHES              
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Foreword

I WAS BORN IN 1938 in Birmingham, Alabama, which was one of the most segregated cities in the country at the time. I have vivid memories of the city’s strict segregation laws and how they affected me as a child: being barred from “Whites-Only” restaurants, told to sit at the back of the bus, forced to drink from “Colored” water fountains, and obliged to step off the sidewalk to allow white people to pass.

When I was five, my father took me and my three-year-old brother to a theater that was open to Black people for just a single viewing each week—the late show on Thursday evenings—and we had no choice but to sit in the balcony. For every other show, the theater was reserved solely for white people. The show my father took me and my brother to ended so late the buses and trollies were no longer running, forcing us to walk home. My father chose the most direct route, which happened to go through a white neighborhood. He held our hands as we walked, and when a shadowy figure emerged from beneath a tree, I could feel my father’s grip grow tighter. Then came the ominous words:

“What you doing in this neighborhood, boy?!”

It was a white police officer. My father told us to look straight ahead and keep moving. We walked past the officer but could hear his steps gaining on us from behind. When the officer caught up to us in the light of a street lamp, he issued another challenge and grabbed my father’s left shoulder. My father let go of our hands. The officer raised his billy club to strike him.

Pow!

The sound reverberated down the street. The noise was shocking but not as much as the realization of who had delivered the blow: my father had slapped the policeman so hard I could see the imprint of his hand on the man’s face. The policeman fell to his knees. In the blink of an eye, my father pulled out his pocketknife, opened it, and held it to the man’s throat. “We’re on our way home from a picture show,” he calmly explained. “We aren’t bothering anyone. I don’t want any trouble, but if you harass us anymore, I’ll cut your throat.”

My father grabbed my brother’s hand and mine and swiftly led us away from the officer, who was still down on the ground. I half-expected a shot to ring out, but there was only the echo of our footsteps.

Because of that incident, we had to leave town, and we had to leave quickly. The next night, my father took us to the train station, where we caught the midnight train to Chicago—and safety. By so doing, we became part of the Great Migration, joining millions of other Blacks as they moved from the South to the North in search of better paying jobs (and fewer lynchings) throughout the twentieth century.

The North served as a launch pad to a better life for me. When I was seventeen and living in Detroit, Michigan, I enlisted in the United States Marine Corps and went on to serve in Vietnam. After I returned to the States, I joined the San Diego Police Department, but found my true calling in academia. For nineteen years, I taught in public schools, community colleges, and as a guest lecturer, and that role brought me a great deal of happiness.

While I may have been able to flee the racial discrimination that was so common in Birmingham when I was a child, it continued to haunt me throughout my adult life. I did my best to combat racism with the most positive attitude I could muster given the circumstances. Tasked with this daily chore, I also came to appreciate others—Frederick Douglass, Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, and my father Albert Wilkerson Sr., to name a few—who, by their example and by the power of their convictions, fought racial bias and prejudice.

Rachel Doležal is also such a person.

I first met Rachel while she was serving as the education director of the Human Rights Education Institute (HREI) in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. Observing her teach children, I saw that she was inclusive and dynamic and a true advocate for every student who attended her programs. One of her duties was to educate people in North Idaho about the Black experience, and in the process she embraced her own African spirit in what was a very toxic part of the country. I saw this special spirit in Rachel in everything she did. It was obvious to me that she was an activist for humanity. I was impressed.

Largely because of Rachel, I became a volunteer at HREI and got to know her and her son Franklin and, later, her son Izaiah. As I grew close to her and she became like a daughter to me, I didn’t place a lot of emphasis on her ethnicity and I certainly didn’t spend any sleepless nights worrying about what her biological story was. She looked Black and her vibe felt Black, but that’s not what drew me to her. It was her work. What she was accomplishing was much more important to me than what color she was. Yes, I saw her as Black, but it wouldn’t have mattered to me if she were German or Swedish or Chinese. I simply accepted the way she presented herself to the world as a racial and social justice advocate, and, in addition, admired her amazing artistic talent.

In June 2015, the media “outed” Rachel as a white woman who was passing as Black, using a photograph of me and the fact that she called me Dad as some of their main pieces of evidence. Two reporters, one from the Spokesman-Review and one from People magazine, approached me and asked if I was Rachel’s biological father. I told them no but that I had lots of daughters.

“What do you mean?” they asked.

“There are several people who call me Dad who aren’t biologically my children because that’s how we do; it’s a cultural thing.”

They didn’t understand. I declined to do any more interviews after that.

That both of Rachel’s parents were white was news to me, but I was hardly upset about it. What upset me was that all the work she was doing was suddenly in jeopardy, as her parents, employers, and colleagues all rushed to throw her under the bus. I didn’t want any part of that. If this country had more people like Rachel who were concerned with doing good things for people and achieving equity for all, it would be a much better place to live and raise children.

In Full Color is not just an engaging look at one person’s journey of self-discovery but also an important tool that should be studied in classrooms and homes across the United States. It offers a unique opportunity to reflect on the complex social construct of race and racism in this country from the perspective of a young woman who has personally experienced their profound effects from both sides of the color line. Having been a national delegate for Barack Obama in Idaho in 2008 and 2012 and having worked in support of human rights and racial and social justice, I believe Rachel’s book will help cast a light on some of the most pressing and divisive issues that exist in this country today, namely social inequality and racial prejudice.

—Albert Wilkerson Jr.


Prologue

PEOPLE ALWAYS ASK ME what it was like living as a Black* woman. As if I no longer live that way. As if my Blackness were just a costume I put on to amuse myself or acquire some sort of benefits. As if what happened on June 10, 2015, altered my identity in any way.

I’ll admit to being thrown for a loop when the reporter from a local news channel in Spokane, Washington, who was interviewing me about the hate crimes that had been directed at me and my family, abruptly switched topics and asked, “Are you African American?” On the surface it was a simple question, but in reality it was incredibly complex. Yes, my biological parents were both white, but, after a lifetime spent developing my true identity, I knew that nothing about whiteness described who I was. At the same time, I felt it would have been an oversimplification to have simply said yes. After all, I didn’t identify as African American; I identified as Black. I also hadn’t been raised by Black parents in a Black community and understood how that might affect the perception of my Blackness. In fact, I grew up in a painfully white world, one I was happy to escape from when I left home for college, where my identity as a Black woman began to emerge. Forced into an awkward position by the reporter, I equivocated. When he pressed me, I ended the interview and walked away.

After footage of this small segment of the interview found its way onto the internet and an article appeared in a local paper “outing” me as white, I became one of the hottest trending topics of the day every day for weeks. A handful of people expressed their support of me, but they were drowned out by all the shouting, as nearly everyone else on the planet was calling for my head on a platter. I understood why some people reacted negatively to the fragments of my story they’d seen in the news. As a longtime racial and social justice advocate, I knew there were certain lines that you simply didn’t cross if you wanted to be accepted by your community—whether it be white or Black—and crossing the color line was one of them. Because I’d been seen and treated as both white and Black, I was intimately familiar with the misgivings both communities had about people who stepped over this ever-shifting line. I also knew the historic consequences for doing so: shaming, isolation, even death. White people created the color line and the taboo for crossing it as a way to maintain the stranglehold on privilege they’ve always enjoyed, but due to the painful history surrounding it, many Black people had also grown adamant about enforcing it. If they weren’t allowed to cross the color line, at least they could take ownership of their side.

As such, if you dared to cross this boundary, as I have done, and were exposed, you were put in a no-win situation: white folk would see you as a traitor and a liar and never trust you again, and Black folk might see you as an infiltrator and an imposter and never trust you again. As severe as these repercussions were, they didn’t dissuade me from making this journey, for not doing so would have meant turning my back on what I see as my true identity and leaving those I loved most in a vulnerable position. If I’ve hurt anyone in the process, I sincerely apologize. That was never my intention.

To most people, the answer to the reporter’s question was binary—yes or no—but race has never been so easily defined. In a letter to Thomas Gray in 1815, Thomas Jefferson struggled to determine “what constituted a mulatto,” calling it “a Mathematical problem of the same class with those on the mixtures of different liquors or different metals.” In the 1896 case Plessy v. Ferguson, the U.S. Supreme Court attempted to clarify the existing racial classifications when it established the “one drop rule”—those with a single Black relative, no matter how distant, were considered Black, even if they appeared white—but this decision only muddled an already complicated issue. If someone who looked white could be considered Black because one of his sixteen great-great-grandparents was Black but a Black person with a white great-great-grandparent was still regarded as Black, what sort of clarity did this provide?

If scrutinizing people’s appearances can’t provide definitive proof of their racial identity, what does? How do you decide whether certain people are white or Black? What’s the determining factor? Is it their DNA? Is it their skin color? Is it how other people perceive them, or is it how they perceive themselves? Is it their heritage? Is it how they were raised, or is it how they currently live? Does how they feel about themselves play a role, and if so, how much? Does one of these questions provide the answer, or do all—or none—apply? And, finally, does the idea of separate human races have any sort of biological justification, or is it merely a creation of racism itself?

Adding further confusion, the definition of Blackness has not only shifted from decade to decade but also differs from person to person. For most, Blackness comprises much more than one’s physical appearance. It’s the culture you inhabit and the experiences you’ve lived. It’s philosophical, emotional, even spiritual. Was Michael Jackson Black? By the end of his life his skin was nearly white and many of his features had been altered in a way that made him look far less Black than he did as a boy, but nearly everyone would still respond to that question by saying, “Of course.” How about O.J. Simpson? With his brown skin and curly hair, he appeared Black, but the way he viewed himself suggested otherwise. When pressured to pull the race card, he reportedly once said, “I’m not Black. I’m O.J.,” an opinion seconded by a helicopter pilot for a film crew that filmed Simpson fleeing the police in his white Ford Bronco on June 17, 1994. “If O.J. Simpson were Black, that shit wouldn’t have happened,” she later told the documentary director Ezra Edelman when describing the LAPD’s atypical restraint that day. “He’d be on the ground getting clubbed.”

Yes, my parents weren’t Black, but that’s hardly the only way to define Blackness. The culture you gravitate toward and the worldview you adopt play equally large roles. As soon as I was able to make my exodus from the white world in which I was raised, I made a headlong dash toward the Black one, and in the process I gained enough personal agency to feel confident in defining myself that way.

That I identify as one race while the world insists I’m another underscores the psychological harm the concept of race inflicts. Being denied the right to one’s self-determination is a struggle I share with millions of other people. As our culture grows less homogenous, more and more people are finding themselves stuck in a racially ambiguous zone, unable (or not allowed) to identify with the limited available options. One of the few silver linings of the media firestorm that followed my “exposure” is that it sparked an international debate about race and racial identity. I didn’t set out to be a spokesperson for people stuck somewhere in the gray zone between Black and white, but after my own life was thrown into disarray because of this issue, I’m happy to share my whole story in the hope that it will bring about some much-needed change.

I became aware long ago that the way I identify is unique and knew I would need to talk about it eventually, but I hoped I could choose the time, the place, and, most importantly, the method. Unfortunately, when the footage of the reporter in Spokane asking me if I was African American went viral, whatever chance I might have had to introduce myself to the world on my own terms, while explaining the nuances of my identity, was taken from me.

Do I regret the way the interview ended (and, as a consequence, the way my story was presented to the world)? Of course. But, as you’ll see, the evolution of my identity was far too nuanced—and, frankly, private—to describe to a stranger. How can you explain in a brief conversation on the street a transformation that occurred over the course of a lifetime? You can’t. To truly understand someone, you need to hear their whole story.

[image: ]

*  Like numerous linguists and academics, I believe “Black” should always be capitalized when referring to culture or ethnicity. Not everyone agrees. Other than Ebony and Essence, two magazines that cater to a mostly Black audience, most major publications have refused to make this adjustment. To my mind, “black” describes a color, while “Black,” like “Asian” or “Hispanic,” denotes a group of people.

           I don’t capitalize “white” because white Americans don’t comprise a single ethnic group and rarely describe themselves this way, preferring labels like “Italian American” or “Scotch Irish.”


Chapter One

Delivered by Jesus

WE DON’T GET TO CHOOSE OUR PARENTS.

Mine—Larry and Ruthanne Doležal—met while petitioning the high school principal in Libby, Montana, to set aside a place on campus for students to pray during their lunch breaks. Larry had become a fundamentalist Christian after jumping into a van full of Christ-loving hippies heading west. The van took him from his childhood home in Montana to a commune in Seattle, where he walked the streets and tried to convince others to love the Lord as much as he did. Ruthanne’s religious fanaticism was passed down to her directly from her grandfather, the pastor of an Assembly of God church in Nampa, Idaho. Ruthanne’s brother, my Uncle Ben, had a “prayer van” with “Supernatural House Calls” painted on the side, which he and his wife used to cruise around northwestern Montana while attempting to heal the sick and, in some cases, raise the dead through spiritual warfare. In short, my family was overflowing with what people in the mid-seventies called “Jesus freaks.”

After getting married, my parents bought twenty-three acres of land just west of Troy, Montana, on the side of a mountain, with a view of the Kootenai River meandering through the valley below. While they were clearing the land and building the house I grew up in, they lived in a teepee made from wooden poles Larry had fashioned from trees he’d felled and canvas Ruthanne had stitched with an 1870s treadle sewing machine. Whether they were still living in it (or in a house under construction) at the time of my birth remains a topic of debate in my family, but, either way, my childhood environment was very nearly the definition of rustic.

As part of their Christian fundamentalism, Larry and Ruthanne were Young Earth Creationists, a group that believes the earth and all living things on it were created by God over a six-day period between six thousand and ten thousand years ago, that dinosaurs were among the creatures on Noah’s ark, and that all of us are descended from Adam and Eve. Larry and Ruthanne also believed that since Adam and Eve didn’t have an obstetrician or midwife, they didn’t need one either. Just as he’d done with my brother Josh, who was born two years before I was, Larry took it upon himself to deliver me, on November 12, 1977, without any medical personnel or assistance on hand; as a result, Ruthanne almost died from excess hemorrhaging. On my birth certificate, Jesus Christ is listed as the attendant to my birth.

I would continually be reminded throughout my childhood just how difficult my delivery had been for my mother. That I’d nearly killed her weighed me down with a sense of guilt I could never fully shed. Compared to mine, Josh’s birth had been a piece of cake—or so I was told. It quickly became clear to me that in our family, Josh was the blessed child, while I was the cursed one.

This distinction even made itself known in my name. Many readers of the Bible only see Rachel’s virtuous aspects. She was beautiful, beloved by her husband Jacob, and blessed to have two children, Joseph and Benjamin, who were ancestors of the twelve tribes of Israel. But Rachel was also a human illustration of the consequences of sin. Angry at her father Laban for tricking her husband into marrying her sister—like many aspects of the Old Testament, it’s complicated—Rachel stole her father’s teraphim (idols that represented household deities and served as a form of title deed), hid them in saddlebags inside her tent, then took a seat on top of the bags. When Laban came looking for the teraphim, Rachel lied and said she couldn’t stand up because she was menstruating. Meanwhile, ignorant of the fact that his wife had taken the idols, Jacob issued a curse on whoever was in possession of them. Rachel died in childbirth soon afterward.

Oh, the Bible and its curses! One of the best known occurs in Genesis 9 and involves Noah, his son Ham, and a very drunken night. After Ham visits his father’s tent and finds him highly intoxicated and completely naked, Ham tells his brothers Shem and Japheth, who cover their father with a garment while averting their eyes. Noah responded by condemning Ham’s son Canaan to a life as “a servant of servants.” Most curses in the Bible are generational, which means Noah was censuring all of Ham and Canaan’s descendants as well. Although race is never mentioned in the passage, an error in translation—some interpreted “Ham” to mean “dark” or “black”—engendered the idea that Noah had cursed all Black people, and by the eighteenth century this interpretation was being used to justify racism and slavery in the United States. The idea that Black people are victims of the so-called Curse of Ham, that they actually deserve to be treated poorly, remains embedded in our collective psyche to this very day.

That I, too, was somehow cursed was imparted to me before I could even speak. I’d nearly killed Ruthanne as she’d labored to deliver me. That my hair at birth was almost black and my skin was much darker than my parents’ and my brother’s was a great source of anxiety for Larry and Ruthanne and added to the notion that I was the lesser child in the family. As a child, I cried all the time, earning me the nicknames “The Blue Boo Hoo” (during a winter in which I primarily wore a blue coat) and “The Green Grouch” (different winter, different coat). In the rare moments I wasn’t crying, I was running, moving, and dancing, which, because I was female and being raised in a stoic Christian household, were equated with sinning. I was told that if I continued to act that way—living by the dictates of my “carnal nature”—I would go to Hell.

Whenever I misbehaved as a child, Larry and Ruthanne reminded me of an incident that occurred when I was eighteen months old. Left unsupervised in the house, I fell down the stairs that led to the unfinished basement and landed on the concrete floor at the bottom, breaking my collarbone and several vertebrae in my neck. Most parents would have rushed me to the nearest hospital with tears in their eyes. How did Larry and Ruthanne respond? They prayed over me and took me to a “natural doctor,” who put my arm in a sling and advised me to rest up. No X-rays were taken, no pain medications administered. My neck proceeded to grow straight instead of in a natural curve, as bone spurs fused some of my injured vertebrae together. I’ve lived with chronic neck pain ever since.

Whenever I complained about the injury when I was growing up, Larry and Ruthanne told me the pain I was experiencing was God’s way of punishing “stiff-necked” people, an allusion to the wayward nature of oxen, which were the most important domesticated animals when the Bible was written. Relying on these animals to plow their fields, farmers used “goads,” long sticks with pointed ends, to get them to speed up or turn. Despite being repeatedly and painfully stabbed, some oxen refused to obey, and, as a consequence, these obstinate animals were labeled “hard of neck” or “stiff-necked.”

To Larry and Ruthanne, my neck pain wasn’t a consequence of their negligence (apparently, it was my fault as a one-year-old that I’d fallen down the stairs because they’d instructed me to avoid doing just that) or even an actual physical injury; it was a reminder that I was too obstinate and willful for my own good and a clear indication that I needed to submit to the will of God. That I should feel guilty for acting in a way that felt most natural to me would remain a constant theme throughout my life.


Chapter Two

Escaping to Africa (in My Head)

AS A LITTLE GIRL, my skin was pale, my hair blonde, and my face full of freckles. While I may have looked like Laura Ingalls Wilder, that’s not how I felt. I loved drawing pictures of myself when I was young, and whenever it came time to shade in the skin, I usually picked a brown crayon rather than a peach one. Peach simply didn’t resonate with me. I felt like brown suited me better and was prettier. I could see that my skin was light, but my perception of myself wasn’t limited to what my eyes could take in.

The way I saw myself was instinctual, coming from some place deep inside of me. Living in the mountains of northwest Montana, we were about as far away from Black America as you can get and still be in the United States. The population of the nearest town, Troy, was approximately three thousand, and approximately three thousand of those people were white. We didn’t have a television in our house when I was growing up, so I couldn’t familiarize myself with Black culture that way. I didn’t even know Good Times, Sanford and Son, or The Jeffersons existed until I went to college.

I no longer have all the portraits I made of myself during my childhood, but in one that I’ve managed to hold onto, I drew myself as a brown-skinned girl with black curly braids. Beyond the color of my skin, what’s most notable in retrospect is the cheerful tone of the picture. The sun is shining. Flowers are blooming. Bees are flitting about. And the little girl standing there beside them—me—is smiling.

This was rarely the case during my childhood. I was a naturally artistic and imaginative little girl, always painting and drawing, but Larry and Ruthanne didn’t condone creativity or spontaneity in their household. I was constantly getting punished for expressing myself. “If you’re having fun, you’re sinning” was the message my parents drilled into my head at a very young age. Taught that my natural behavior was somehow wrong, I learned to censor and repress myself, and cried myself to sleep nearly every single night during my tween and teen years, with my face jammed into a pillow so nobody would hear.

Besides, who had the energy to smile? As soon as we were physically able to, Josh and I were required to work right alongside Larry and Ruthanne, who, like many other back-to-the-landers of that era, practiced a subsistence lifestyle that kept them laboring from dawn to dusk. In the summer, we cleared brush, pruned our fruit trees and raspberry canes, excavated dandelion roots from our yard, and dried mint leaves to be used in tea bags. In the fall, we harvested vegetables from the garden and fruit from the orchard, shelled peas, pickled cucumbers and beets, cut corn off the cob and stored it in the freezer, canned green beans and peaches and applesauce, made all sorts of jams and preserves, stored root vegetables and apples in the cellar, and shot and butchered enough elk and deer to fill our freezer. In the winter, we shelled nuts from our English walnut tree, sewed, knitted, and turned the wool we’d gotten from Bill and Ruth Wagoner’s sheep farm—and sometimes our dog’s fur—into yarn with our foot-pedaled spinning wheel.

It was Ruth Wagoner who taught me how to make cheese. After apprenticing at her house once a week for a year, I starting making fresh and aged goat cheeses of every variety. I saved up my own money so I could buy wax to make cheddar and Gouda. I also learned to make homemade yogurt, an elaborate process that takes an entire day. Making bread was an equally labor-intensive activity. With the goal of producing at least one loaf every other day, we were always in the process of kneading, proofing, or baking dough. Just ensuring that we had enough food on the table was incredibly grueling work, and it never ended.

I was so young when I started working in the kitchen I had to stand on a chair just to reach the counter. We didn’t have a dishwasher, so Josh and I were tasked with washing and drying all the dishes after every meal. The stakes were high. If we broke any dishes, we’d get a beating. The sort of meticulousness that was expected of us carried over to all the other household chores we were required to do: cleaning the slats of our closets’ louvered doors with a washcloth wrapped around a butter knife, dusting the individual leaves of our houseplants, and scrubbing the toilet and tub until they sparkled.

The gardens were my special domain. We had two of them, and they were massive. I spent countless hours there as a child, planting seeds in the spring and weeding and watering them throughout the summer. I actually enjoyed these tasks because, separated from the rest of my family, they allowed me to escape into my own imaginary world. Hidden from view by tall stalks of corn in what we called the “long garden,” I’d stir the water from the hose into the earth with a stick and make thin, soupy mud, which I would then rub on my hands, arms, feet, and legs, as if applying a lotion. Covered in this way, I would pretend to be a dark-skinned princess in the Sahara Desert or one of the Bantu women living in the Congo I’d read about in copies of National Geographic, which Grandma Doležal gave us a subscription to for Christmas one year. In my fantasy, Larry and Ruthanne had kidnapped me, brought me to the United States, and were now raising me against my will in a foreign land. Back home in Africa, I’d possessed the ability to control the weather, but here in Montana my special power didn’t work.

Imagining I was a different person living in a different place was one of the few ways—drawing was another—that I could escape the oppressive environment I was raised in, and I would stay in this fantasy world as long as I possibly could. It was never long enough. When I was finished watering the garden, I would hurriedly rinse the mud off my arms and legs with the same sense of urgency I had when hiding the portraits of the brown-skinned girl I liked to draw, because revealing her—even in my artwork or playtime—could get me punished. Even at this young age, I knew that my instinct that “Black is Beautiful” was not a widely shared sentiment. When it came to talking about skin color—mine or anyone else’s—I learned to keep my mouth shut.

I would soon come to accept that I hadn’t actually been kidnapped and taken from Africa and that I wouldn’t be free of my family anytime soon, but the feeling that I was somehow different from them persisted. I felt Black and saw myself as Black, and only later learned that the idea that Blackness was beautiful went against the grain of everything that was being taught in popular culture at the time, with Black people being portrayed in movies and on television as street hustlers and gangsters, and Africa depicted in the news as a place riddled with debt, disease, and famine. In this one way, the isolation I experienced while living on the side of that mountain in Montana actually benefited me, as it sheltered me from this sort of propaganda. Without television and newspapers to stress the perceived superiority of whiteness over Blackness, I was left to rely on my own feelings.

As a result of constantly having to censor myself when I was growing up, I was a very unhappy child. The only person who seemed to understand what I was going through was my Aunt Becky, who, apparently realizing my preferences, gave me Black Raggedy Ann and Andy dolls for Christmas one year. An excellent seamstress, she made them herself because dolls that looked Black (or, for that matter, any ethnicity beyond white) were in short supply—if they could be found at all.

Given my confusion about my family and my own identity, it was almost a relief when I was told that I would be going to kindergarten at the public elementary school in Troy. Any hope that I’d fit in better there than at home quickly dissipated, when I arrived at school in my homemade clothes, with buttons carved from elk antlers and a sweater made from dog hair. The difference between me and my classmates was reinforced when they pulled out their bags of Doritos and cans of Coke at lunchtime, while I sat alone in a corner with a sandwich made out homemade bread and elk tongue and a thermos full of raw apple juice.

Adding to my dismay, I was met by a sea of white faces. There wasn’t a single Black student in my class—or the entire school for that matter—and it didn’t take long before I felt just as out of place there as I did at home.


Chapter Three

Oatmeal

THE ORIGINS OF JUST ABOUT EVERYTHING my family ate could be traced to the mountain we lived on. All the vegetables and herbs we consumed came from our gardens, all the fruit from our orchard, all our meat from the woods and meadows that surrounded us. To make bread, we bought wheat in bulk, stored it in a fifty-gallon Rubbermaid garbage can, and used a hand-cranked grinder to make flour. We purchased five-gallon buckets of alfalfa honey from the local beekeeper, Ray Chaffee. For dairy products, we relied on Art Olds, who sold us one-gallon jars of milk with several inches of cream on top. As a result of our parents’ desire to live off the land, Josh and I treasured anything that came in a package and was purchased in a grocery store, as they made us feel like we were actual members of the twentieth-century world.

Larry had grown up with a mother who hated cooking, so instead of pancakes and eggs she raised her kids on breakfast cereals and orange juice from concentrate. Whether it was from habit or nostalgia, cereal remained Larry’s breakfast of choice well into his adulthood, which delighted me and Josh because it was one of the few store-bought luxuries allowed in our household. It would be difficult to find two kids who got more pleasure from eating Rice Krispies and Cheerios.

So it was with particular sadness that I sat down at the dining room table one morning toward the end of first grade and discovered that my usual bowl of cold cereal had been replaced with a bowl of hot oatmeal. Ruthanne had made the oatmeal using organic whole oats she’d purchased from the local food co-op, the kind that came with the occasional husk still attached to the grains, so it promised to be healthy, but I couldn’t stand it. Its consistency reminded me of mucus with fish eyeballs mixed in (raisins had been cooked into it), and there was way too much of it. This combination did not bode well for me.

Every meal in our household followed the same script. Before it started, Larry would say grace and read a passage from his Bible with the elk-hide cover that Ruthanne had sewed into the binding, and we weren’t allowed to start eating until he was done reading. Josh and I also weren’t allowed to serve ourselves; rather, we were given a portion of whatever food was being served and were required to eat it all. Even if there were only a few crumbs left on our plates, Larry would scrape them into one last bite and make us eat it.

The overly generous bowl of oatmeal sitting in the blue stoneware bowl in front of me seemed like a mountain I could not climb. No matter how small of a bite I took, I gagged.

“I can’t eat it all, Papa.”

“You have to. Now hurry up, or you’ll miss the bus,” Larry warned me.

This was no idle threat. If I missed the school bus, I would have to walk to school, a two-and-a-half-mile journey Josh once had to make in the snow while carrying his French horn. I was only seven, so that walk would have taken me hours. Determined to finish the oatmeal and get to the bus on time, I fit as much of it as I could onto my spoon and downed it in one quick bite, but the slimy gruel made me feel nauseous and I ran to the bathroom and threw up in the toilet.

When I returned to the table, Larry told me I would get three spankings on the bare bottom if I left the table again or didn’t finish my oatmeal. In our household this was the standard punishment for even the smallest offenses, from getting bad grades at school to forgetting to do our chores. For larger offenses, the number of spankings could push into the double digits.

The spankings were administered in an almost ritualistic fashion. We had to march into Larry and Ruthanne’s bedroom, pull our pants and underwear down, and bend over and touch our toes while Larry smacked us with a wooden paddle that had a picture of a deer with a bear standing behind it and the words, “For the cute little dear with the bear behind.” Adding to my terror, an actual bear—albeit one that Larry had killed and a local taxidermist had preserved—stood watch from where it now served as an ornamental blanket on top of the bed, its marble eyes staring right through me, its mouth frozen in an intimidating snarl. If our fingers ever left our toes while we were being spanked, it meant extra lashes.

This was what I had to look forward to if I failed to eat all the oatmeal in my bowl, and yet I still couldn’t do it. Picking around the oats, I attempted to eat the raisins first but couldn’t stop myself from gagging. When I tried again, I threw up in my bowl.

“That’s what you get for being stubborn,” Larry said.

Our household’s primary disciplinarian, he saw my refusal to finish my breakfast as a defiance of his authority. He made it clear that my having vomited changed nothing; I was still expected to eat everything in my bowl. I felt even more nauseous than I had before, as I stared at the vomit intermixed with the oatmeal. Neither Larry nor Ruthanne was very big. In fact, they were tiny. He was only five foot four, she an even five foot. But when it came to intimidating me, the paddle made up for their lack of size. Motivated by the fear of being beaten, I managed to choke down two small bites of the gruel before I broke down and cried.

“She’s going to miss the bus,” Larry said to Ruthanne. “Put her bowl in the fridge. She can finish eating it when she gets home. She’s not to get dinner or any other food until she’s eaten everything in the bowl.”

School provided only a short reprieve. When I got home, I found my bowl from the morning sitting on the dining table directly in front of my chair. The oatmeal and vomit had congealed and was cold from being in the fridge all day. Forbidden from getting up from my chair until I’d eaten it all, I sat at the table nudging the gray matter with my spoon until it was nearly time to go to bed. Taking one tiny bite at a time, I chipped away at the disgusting mound of oatmeal and vomit for more than three hours, with tears streaming down my face the entire time. But even after I believed I had finished it, once Larry inspected the bowl, he determined that there was one more bite left, which he scraped together and spoon-fed me.

The horror of that experience carried over to the following morning, when it was announced that in the future we would be having oatmeal for breakfast twice a week to ensure that I overcame my aversion to it. In the Doležal household, discipline and obedience were to be learned no matter what the cost.


Chapter Four

Drowned by Religion

WHEN I WAS NINE, I was baptized in the Kootenai River, committing my life to Jesus. I walked into the ice-cold water in my jeans, and when I emerged with my teeth chattering I was greeted by the sound of tambourines and voices breaking into song. Ruthanne wrapped me in a blanket and tearfully told me how proud she and Larry were of me for renouncing my old life of sin and embracing a new life in the name of Jesus Christ. As dramatic as the experience felt at the time, it didn’t change my life all that much, given that Christianity had always been like breathing in our household.

I brought my newly invigorated appreciation of religion with me to school, where, with Bible in hand, I tried to peddle the Gospel to anyone who’d listen. I was on a mission to save souls before the apocalypse and the Second Coming of the Lord, but my pagan classmates were far more interested in playing Dungeons & Dragons and messing around with Ouija boards. They teased me that I would end up marrying a priest and dying a virgin.

As pious as I was, I couldn’t come close to replicating Ruthanne’s religious devotion, as she became increasingly obsessed with the pro-life movement. She made us watch the anti-abortion film The Silent Scream every year following its 1984 release, one of only two exceptions to the household ban on television. (Larry’s insistence on watching baseball’s World Series each fall was the other.) We had to rent a TV/VCR combo for these viewing parties. The “educational film” was only twenty-nine minutes long, but it contained enough horrific images—babies’ arms and legs being torn off, their bodies dumped in garbage bags behind abortion clinics—to give me nightmares for weeks afterward. Three decades have passed, and I still can’t get the sound of one of the fetuses in the film apparently screaming in agony—hence the film’s title—out of my head.

As far as Ruthanne was concerned, Josh and I were survivors of “a silent holocaust” because we were born after the Supreme Court ruled in favor of a woman’s right to have an abortion in the historic 1973 Roe v. Wade decision. She also believed that Justice Harry Blackmun, who wrote the majority opinion for that case, was the devil, and that anyone who killed a doctor who performed abortions was a hero for—note the convoluted logic and hypocrisy—saving lives. She even traveled to Washington, DC, one year to take part in the March for Life, the anti-abortion rally that takes place every year on the anniversary of Roe v. Wade. It’s the only trip I can remember her ever taking by herself.

Josh got caught up in our household’s anti-abortion crusade as well. In middle school, he was tasked with debating students who took the pro-choice side of the argument. To help him illustrate his point, Ruthanne and I made stick figures out of paper, which expanded to form a long chain. Josh taped these to the wall in the classroom where the debate was held. Each stick figure represented ten thousand American fatalities suffered in a war. There were three stick figures for the American Revolution, sixty-two for the Civil War, twelve for World War I, forty-one for World War II, and six for the Vietnam War. Then in a moment of triumph toward the end of the debate, Josh marched around the room, unraveling a paper chain of stick figures holding hands that was so long it seemed to have no end. This represented all the “babies” that had been aborted in what Ruthanne referred to as the “War on the Unborn.” Game, set, and match, as far as the Doležals were concerned.

As fanatical as this viewpoint seems to me now, it felt perfectly normal when I was growing up because we only socialized with people who shared the same opinions. One of them was Fabian Uzoh. We often saw him at church on Sundays, and from time to time he would come to our house afterward to eat lunch. He was especially fond of the habañero peppers we grew in our garden, which, combined with our homemade meals, reminded him of the food he’d eaten while growing up in Nigeria. Even though I was now ten years old, Fabian was the first Black person I’d
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