On the Amtrak from Boston to New York City (Sherman Alexie)

The white woman across the aisle from me says “Look,

look at all the history, that house

on the hill there is over two hundred years old,”

as she points out the window past me

into what she has been taught. I have learned

little more about American history during my few days

back East than what I expected and far less

of what we should all know of the tribal stories

whose architecture is 15,000 years older

than the corners of the house that sits

museumed on the hill. “Walden Pond,”

the woman on the train asks, “Did you see Walden Pond?”

and I don’t have a cruel enough heart to break

her own by telling her there are five Walden Ponds

on my little reservation out West

and at least a hundred more surrounding Spokane,

the city I pretend to call my home. “Listen,”

I could have told her. “I don’t give a damn*

about Walden. I know the Indians were living stories

around that pond before Walden’s grandparents were born

and before his grandparents’ grandparents were born.

I’m tired of hearing about Don Henley saving it, too,

because that’s redundant. If Don Henley’s brothers and sisters

and mothers and father hadn’t come here in the first place

then nothing would need to be saved.”

But I didn’t say a word to the woman about Walden

Pond because she smiled so much and seemed delighted

that I thought to bring her an orange juice

back from the food car. I respect elders

of every color. All I really did was eat

my tasteless sandwich, drink my Diet Pepsi

and nod my head whenever the woman pointed out

another little piece of her country’s history

while I, as all Indians have done

since this war began, made plans

for what I would do and say the next time

somebody from the enemy thought I was one of their own.

Pre-reading - Background/Historical Context

Who is Don Henley?

What is Walden Pond?

Directions:  Decide how well you know each of the words below by checking  your knowledge for each.
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	Word
	Can Define/Use It
	Heard It/Seen It
	Don’t Know

	redundant (adj.)
	
	
	

	reservation (n.)
	
	
	

	to oppose (v.)
	
	
	

	delighted (adj.)
	
	
	

	allusion (n.)
	
	
	

	irony (n.)
	
	
	

	genre (n.)
	
	
	

	theme (n.)
	
	
	

	evidence (n.)
	
	
	

	history (n.)
	
	
	

	identity (n.)
	
	
	

	enemy (n.)
	
	
	


Please define each word that you have Heard/Seen or that you Don’t Know and record the definitions in your notebook.
Critical Comprehension Questions
1. Why does the speaker use the word/phrase “war” and “since it began” and “the next time” in the last stanza? What is he trying to infer here?

2. Who is the enemy? Why would the speaker offer her orange juice if she were truly an enemy? 

3. What does using the article (determiner) “the” do to this word enemy?

4. Why does the speaker emphasize the color of the woman’s skin? Suppose she was of a different ethnicity. Would this have made a difference in the poems’ overall message?

5. As you read the first line of the second stanza, how does the author feel about the history lessons the woman had been previously taught?
a. Why does the speaker exclude himself from this history?
6. What does the phrase, “living stories around that pond” mean?

7. Why didn’t the speaker say anything to the woman about how he really felt?

a. “As you read this section, look for clues that would tell you how the author might feel/think about (topic/character’s name) (stanza’s 6-7).

Literary Text

1. What is the issue/theme?  What problem is being solved here? What life-lesson or moral is proposed, reinforced, or questioned?  (State the issue/theme as a question about the topic that the author is seeking to answer.) 

Some Americans are ignorant to the complete history of the country. How can a person claim to know a land’s history when it was someone else’s land before them? 
2. What is the author’s proposed solution to the problem, the answer to the question? 

Stayed quiet (but by doing so he suppresses his history also).
3.  What is the most important information that supports the author’s   conclusion?  (Identify the places in the narrative or the character’s experiences the author is using to make her/his point.) 

4.  Who is the intended audience for this text? (State where, when, why, and for whom was the text first published) 

5.  Given the answers to questions 1-3, what was/is the author’s purpose for writing this text? (State as accurately as possible the author’s purpose for writing the article.)

6. What assumptions and values does the author seem to have that motivate him or her to make the argument?
7.  Why does the author think this issue/problem/theme is important?  Why should I/you/we care about this issue/problem/theme?

8.  If the author’s point of view/solution were to be accepted and implemented by society, what would the consequences be?  Who would gain?  Who would be disadvantaged?
Literary Précis Format 

Sentence #1:

In the ______________, __________________, by _____________________ (date),


       (Genre)
                 (Title)


(Author)

The protagonist(s) ____________________ discovers that _______________________.




(Main character)


      (Main idea/theme)

Sentence #2:

Told in _______________point-of-view, the author supports ________ theme by 


   (1st, 2nd or 3rd)




   (Pronoun)

describing the setting of _________________________________, establishing the 





           (Setting (s))

major conflict of ____________________________________, and incorporating the  




                    (Major conflict)

literary device(s) of ____________________________.



                      (Literary device)

Sentence #3:

________________________’s purpose is to ___________________________ in order 

     (Author’s Last name)                                             (Author’s purpose)

to ____________________________________________________________________.

                                                   (Intended reason for theme)

Sentence #4:

_______________ creates a mood of _________________________ for an audience of 

        (Pronoun)                                           (Mood throughout story)

________________________________________________.


               (Intended audience) 
