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Introduction to the 2022 Edition


For writers, looking back on our early work is a precarious business. There’s trepidation, always, for the landmines of naivete we’ll step on, along with bursts of relief for a few nice turns of beginner’s luck. But beyond the writing, what looms large is the younger self staring back at us. In reintroducing this book three decades after its first release, I’ve had to sit down and break bread with a woman in her twenties, barely more than a girl, with a passion for writing she had always pursued very privately. At that age I was still nowhere near ready to declare myself a writer, but I did share a few poems with friends, who encouraged me to brave open mic readings, or even submissions. At what point, though, does youthful writing reach publishable maturity, and how can the writer know? It’s usual to look at craft as the defining essential, but my instincts told me something else: a writer needs skill, yes, but also knowledge. I couldn’t see imposing myself on readers unless I had something useful to tell them. Up to that point in life, I really hadn’t. My childhood, strange and dappled as it was, felt like a murky pool without much context or ethical clarity. That was about to change. This collection of poetry, written mostly in the early 1980s, I pushed into the world as my first adult work.


I’d moved to Tucson, Arizona, as a new college graduate with empty pockets and vague plans, unprepared for the revelations that would soon ink themselves onto my psyche. In my original introduction to this book (published in 1992) I put it this way: “I came to the Southwest expecting cactus, wide open spaces, and adventure. I found, instead, another whole America. Not picture postcards, or anything resembling what I’d previously supposed to be American culture. Arizona was cactus all right, and purple mountains’ majesty, but this desert that burned with raw beauty had a great fence built across it, attempting to divide north from south. I’d stumbled on a borderland where people perished of heat by day and cold hostility by night.”


I was learning to call this prickly landscape my new home, paying the dues of young adulthood in all the ordinary ways of love and loss, poverty and menial jobs. But I met some people who were not ordinary. They ran an underground railroad, providing sanctuary to hundreds of Latin American refugees who faced death in their own countries but were legally barred from ours. They understood that what’s legal and what’s morally right are sometimes at odds. Beyond just knowing, they acted, risking their own safety because they couldn’t live with the immoral choice of allowing innocents to die. I found I agreed, and soon was sharing my home with refugees, listening to stories of terrors they’d fled. I was stunned to learn that the brutal regimes in their countries—El Salvador, Guatemala, Chile—were supported and armed by my government. Our taxes helped train and fund the armies that strafed, tortured, raped, and murdered civilians. And our taxes paid the border patrols that stopped these war-weary families, turning them back to fates that really could be worse than death.


I wasn’t prepared for the knowledge of what one nation will do to another. Knowledge arrived, regardless. I saw things I couldn’t unsee, heard anguished or sometimes eerily detached accounts of what these women and men and children had endured. I fit the pieces together, understanding my own complex position in the brutality that was forcing South and Central American and Mexican people onto this road, to shelter in my house for a while, then furtively move on. I’d used the word “American” all my life without thinking about these other Americans. The national myth I’d signed on to was a hypocrisy. Now that two-edged blade cut deep, slicing off layers of complacency, starting to shape the citizen and artist I wanted to become. I learned that every story has more than one side, and that the real crux of the matter might be the one you haven’t heard yet. I saw how truths that sit comfortably and righteously in one place can be utterly wrong in another. I learned Spanish. I learned to be still and listen.


If I ever hoped to say something useful, it dawned on me that I should start learning there and then: that the American proverb has many angles, can be told in other languages. That injustice doesn’t disappear just because you look away. That unspeakable things can be survived, and should be survived, because sometimes there is joy on the other side. I learned all these truths from people who had lived them. Some of them became my friends, some disappeared into places I’ll never know. One became the translator of this book.


The poems collected here, whatever other stories they may tell, are the record of an emerging adulthood. My unsettling political education helped precipitate my emotional coming of age. The book’s first two sections, “The House Divided” and “The Visitors,” engrave individual lives onto a freshly drawn map. “The Lost” confesses to the hopeless depths of the world’s brokenness, balanced by other poems in “The Believers” and “The Patriots” bearing witness to love, solidarity, and redemption. A handful of poems I wrote in the ’90s, as a mother of young children, were added to a subsequent printing, completing this small cosmos.


Some of the writing refers to political events that now feel historically distant. The people’s rebellions against US-backed dictatorships in El Salvador, Nicaragua and Guatemala have all run their courses to different ends, varying from compromised improvement to tragic disappointment. Fledgling human-rights organizations in the US survived massive, intimidating government surveillance during the Reagan years (mine was one of the many phones tapped), and matured into a layered modern movement reaching from immigrant support into broader issues of economic, gender, and racial justice. The covert US operations supporting trade-friendly dictatorships in Latin America eventually moved to other continents, and were supplanted by the biggest game changer of all: NAFTA. With the stroke of a pen, cheap US-grown corn—subsidized with our taxes—was allowed to flood Mexico, immediately bankrupting some two million Mexican farmers and displacing whole populations. In the US, simultaneously (and not coincidentally), anti-immigrant rhetoric rose to fever pitch. With little discussion of cause and effect, we’ve fallen into a hyperbolic cultural shouting match: the bludgeon of xenophobia versus heartbreaking images of immigrant children in cages. And underneath all the noise it’s still lying right there, that ugly, double-edged American sword. Our own tax dollars are helping to push people north to our border and also building walls to turn them back.


In the years since this book was first published, I’ve become a different writer in a different world. But I’m struck by what hasn’t changed. The ice-water shock of unapologetic racism recorded in “What the Janitor Heard in the Elevator” still delivers the same shudder. The routine humiliations described in “Street Scenes” are the #MeToo moments of yesterday, today and tomorrow. Loss remains an indelible qualifier of life, and so does hope. I stand behind these decades-old poems, because I still believe what I wrote then, to introduce them: that wars are everywhere, little or large, and every life contains its own world of clamor and glory. My home is far from the border now, but I still live among people who are running for their lives and people who rest easy with privilege. And others who work hard to find a place of honest living in between. My way of finding that place is to write one. This is my testament to two Americas, and the places I’ve found, or made, or dreamed in between.


Barbara Kingsolver, 
January 2021
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“Each poem is a true story; with some | was moved to tears.”
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