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CONTEST RULES: email your answer to FamousBuses@TheRyder.com. The subject line should read “Bus Contest.” 
Winners will receive a pair of tickets to The Ryder Film Series where, if they are lucky, they will see a movie featuring one 
or more buses in supporting roles. If they are especially lucky, winners may also get a Bloomington Transit coloring book 
and other cool stuff. Be sure to include a mailing address with your entry. Employees of BT, The Ryder and their families 
or facsimiles thereof may not enter. New Jersey residents add a 15% surcharge.

Remember…Movies wouldn’t be Movies without Buses.

In No Country for Old Men, while riding the 
bus, Carla Jean (Kelly MacDonald) says she 
has just gotten a job at

A. Walmart
B. Target
C. The Drive In
D. The Diner

Answer to Last Week’s Question:  

The Joker is prone to uncontrollable 
laughter and that’s what he tells the 
passenger on the bus

In the Joker, Juaquin Phoenix hands a card to another passenger on the bus that says ... 

1. I have a gun. Give me all of your money. . . Just a joke.

2. When was the last time someone told you a good joke?

3. I have a condition causing sudden, frequent and uncontrollable laughter

4. BoJack Horseman isn’t really that funny

Answer to Last Week’s Question

In Jumanji The Next Level, Spencer is looking at pictures on the bus ride home.
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MASK UP
By Jeff  Mease
A Bloomington restaurateur urges us to do the right thing.

SPIKE LEE’S DA 5 BLOODS
By Tom Prasch
The country has changed, but the fi ve returning Vietnam vets in 
Spike Lee’s new movie may have survived the war but they cannot 
escape the ghosts of the past.

K-POP AND CULTURE WARS
By CedarBough T. Saeji 
For years, K-pop’s reception outside of Asia has exemplified how 
ethnic and cultural differences are exploited to drive wedges 
in society that preserve power for the current power holders. 
Recent events have radicalized K-pop fans. They have served 
noticed that they are a force to be reckoned with.

FINDING BEAUTY IN BULGARIA 
By Mason Cassady
Mason is often “surprised and delighted by countries with bad 
reputations” and Bulgaria has a bad reputation. While we’re on the 
subject, a word to the wise: never piss off  a monk. 

ECUADOR
By Jim Krause
Hiking through the Amazon rainforest and climbing the snow-
covered Andes.
 

AMBROSE BIERCE
By Jason Vest
Many a soldier has gone to war believing in a cause. Ambrose Bierce 
emerged from combat realizing that the enemy of man is not so 
much other men but war itself.

CRIMES OF THE NATIVE TONGUE
By Filiz Cicek
Former IU student Jewher Ilham has become an accidental advocate 
on the world stage for a father, a political prisoner in China.

THREE STORIES
By Colleen Wells
I’ve enjoyed the elderly population since my brownie troop 
visited a nursing home,” Colleen says. “As an adult, I’ve worked 
in various elder care settings. So in the age of Covid-19, when 
so many of our elderly, so many of the last of The Greatest 
Generation have died, some without seeing their loved ones, I’m 
compelled to share a few of these true stories.
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Back in mid-March I was having an early morning conver-
sation with a good friend at my offi ce. I sat with my back to 
an east window with the bright morning sun streaming in. 
I noticed that with every third sentence out of my mouth, 
small bits of spittle were spraying from my mouth and land-
ing on the coffee table in front of me. It occurred to me that 
this must happen frequently—and not just to me—but we 
don’t notice because we’re rarely in light bright enough to 
see it. Normal room light doesn’t show it, but we’ve all seen 
performers on stage under the bright lights and haven’t we 
seen how much spray comes out of their mouths? 

Honestly, I was a little shaken up by that realization, and 
with so little known about transmission, I thought of all the 
potential vectors that could happen in my business—the 
foodservice business. That week I asked all the managers 
around the One World Enterprises to get their staff to mask 
up, and everyone cooperated pretty much immediately. 
Masks were in tight supply at that point; we ordered hun-
dreds of bandannas online to hand out to staff.

So now 3 1/2 months later, our staff at Pizza X, at Lennies, 
at One World Catering and at Hive and at our Commissary 
and offi ce, have been masked up whenever we are working. 
I am confi dent that this protocol is protecting each other, 

protecting our customers and making a 
difference.

Our hundreds of staff have surely en-
countered thousands of people during 
these last months, and to our knowledge 
we’ve had one staff member fall sick to 
the virus--a cook in our kitchen at Hive, 
a busy kitchen where he worked full-
time in close quarters with other staff. 
The day he was diagnosed in late March, 
we immediately closed, and have only 
recently re-opened.  

Here’s the thing: that staff member was 
masked up, as were our other staff, and 
as far as we know, no other staff con-
tracted the virus. Apparently three of 
his family members all contra the virus 
at a family event. One of them didn’t 
make it. Our staff member nearly died 
after being in a coma for almost 3 
weeks, and he is a young man. 

I know we’ve done the right thing in 
requiring masks. It’s a thing that we can 
do to help protect each other. I’d urge 
our governments to mandate them in 
confi ned spaces and wherever possible in 
order to slow transmission. I realize it’s 
impossible to enforce, but should such 
a mandate even need an enforcement 
mechanism?  I don’t think so. Let’s try a 
little bit harder.
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Tom Prasch is chair of the History/Geography 
department at Washburn University. He has 
written about ten of Spike Lee’s movies for The 
Ryder, going all the way back to Do the Right 
Thing. He interviewed Lee when he came to 
Bloomington in 1993.

Da 5 BlooDs
The Case for 
reparaTions

spike lee’s

BY TOM PRASCH

i
One of the most interesting 
features of the New York 
Times’s online movie 
section is the series 
“Anatomy of a Scene,” in 
which the paper allows 

directors to talk through scenes of selected 
movies. Most directors use the feature to talk 
about director stuff, so, for example, Leigh 
Wannell describes the use of acting cues, 
special effects, and stunt doubles to create 
an encounter with an enemy we can’t see in 
Invisible Man, Noah Baumbach discusses the 
emotional work behind a scene in A Marriage 
Story, Martin Scorsese explains “It’s all about 
the looks” in explicating the way a scene in 
The Irishman unveils the layers of its plot. But 
Spike Lee, in an episode posted on 18 June, 
has something entirely different in mind for 
the forum. 

He chooses an especially powerful 
scene, the one in which Hanoi Hannah 
broadcasts—days after the event—news 
of the assassination of Martin Luther King 
and the riots spreading across U.S. cities, 
specifically calling out to “Black GIs.” The 
four-minute clip features some striking 



JULY 2020 9

directorial moves. As Hannah speaks, we see 
the five Bloods in split screen, jagged red lines 
separating each face, an effect that hearkens 
back to Vietnam-era movie posters (Wild Bunch, 
say, or something Hitchcockian for a film whose 
gold plot, Anthony Lane noted in New Yorker, 
echoes Hitchcock’s Charade). As we slide back 
to Hanoi Hannah at her microphone, the shot 
of her reading into the microphone is overlaid 
with images: the site of the assassination, King’s 
funeral, marches in the streets, military troops 
in the streets of the capitol, cities in flame. At 
one point, three images overlap: Hannah, the 
burning of American buildings, and Norman (or 
“Stormin’ Norman,” as the Bloods always call 
him, the group’s clear leader, “our Malcolm and 
Martin” as one of them later recalls; played by 
Chadwick Bozeman). Norman’s heroic stature 
is amplified, meanwhile, by other touches: 
always shot from below (all the other Bloods 
are shot straight on), the sun behind him to halo 
his head, his fanned-palm seat recalling Huey 
Newton’s chair in the iconic image of the Black 
Panther’s leader. 

Beyond the directorial flourishes, the 
sequence also stands at the emotional heart 
of the movie: the point at which the Bloods 
rise up in rage, hearing Hanoi Hannah’s 
announcement about King, giving voice to their 
anger: “Wrong fucking enemy”; “God damn 
white man gone too far”; “The Bible says an eye 
for an eye”; “We need to kill some crackers.” 
They are ready for full rebellion. But Norman, 
showing his leadership, his control, his deeper 
understanding, brings them back down, first 
by reasoning with them, then by interposing 
himself, then through a gesture of brotherhood, 
an extended fist. One after another, the others 
extend theirs (Paul, notably, a reluctant last), 
reasserting their brotherhood, and then, 
following Norman’s lead, vent their anger by 
screaming at the skies and firing into the air as 
the camera pulls back.

So there’s a lot of director’s stuff to talk 
about there, but Lee is interested in none of 

Comfort food, 
Creole attitude. 

www.the-uptown.com 
102 east kirkwood ave
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that.  Instead he offers a history lesson and 
a connection to the present. Lee recounts, 
after a few words from the radio broadcast: 
“That character you see is Hanoi Hannah, 
and that’s a real-life character. She was the 
voice of Radio Hanoi during the Vietnam 
War, and like Axis Sally and Tokyo Rose in 
World War II, their job was to play music that 
the American 
soldiers wanted 
to listen to. And 
in between the 
music, they 
would start with 
propaganda. 
And so this 
scene is when 
our five bloods 
are told over the 
radio two days 
after the fact 
that Dr. Martin 
Luther King was 
assassinated. 
And this scene 
is skillfully 
intercut with 
archival footage 
of many of 
those over 122 
cities that were 
aflame— Black 
folks enraged. 
We also deal 
with how the armed forces, the National 
Guard were sent out to quell the uprising— 
I’m not going to use the word ‘riot.’ I use the 
word ‘uprising.’” Lee lets Hanoi Hannah 
fill in some detail: “Negroes are only 11% of 
the US populations, but among troops here 
in Vietnam, you are 32%.” There’s an irony 
in the fact that it’s propaganda radio that 
supplies troops on the ground with basic 
truths.

And then Lee returns to the history, 

pausing now and then to let Norman say 
his piece: “A little known story is that, when 
the bloods, the Black soldiers in Vietnam 
heard that Dr. King had been assassinated, 
when they heard their brothers and sisters 
were burning down over 122 cities, they 
were very, you might say, hot.” He pauses, 
we hear Hanoi Hannah close: “Be safe.” Lee 

continues: “There 
almost was a civil 
war in Vietnam, 
where Black soldiers 
were getting ready 
to take up arms, 
and they would 
not be shooting 
at the Viet Cong.” 
We hear onscreen: 
“We need to kill 
some crackers.” Lee 
recounts: “I had 
four screenings of 
this film for Black 
and Puerto Rican 
Vietnam vets that 
were there. Each one 
of them confirmed 
this happened. 
Thank God it 
didn’t.” He falls 
silent as Norman 
declares: “I’m as 
mad as everybody. 
All us bloods got a 

right to be, but we Bloods don’t let nobody 
use our rage against us. We control our 
rage.” Lee: “But it was about to— to be the 
jump off for those Black soldiers.” Norman: 
“Stand down! That’s an order!” Lee: 
“Knowing they’re fighting an immoral war, 
knowing they have nothing against the Viet 
Cong.” Norman: “You’re gonna have to kill 
me.” They don’t.

And, as the scene plays out, Lee 
concludes: “But also knowing their brothers 

The first person that died for this 
country in a war— the American 
Revolutionary War— was a Black man, 
Crispus Attucks at the Boston Massacre. 
So you can make the case that we’ve 
been more patriotic than anybody. 
And even today, we’re still being shot 
down, choked to death, and people are 
marching all over the world, seeing the 
gruesome 8 plus minutes of our king, 
King Floyd’s life. And Black Lives do 
matter. Black Lives have to matter. 

spike lee
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and sisters are fighting for their justice, and 
that’s what this film is about— how we, as 
descendants of slaves, have fought for this 
country from day one. The first person that 
died for this country in a war— the American 
Revolutionary War— was a Black man, Crispus 
Attucks at the Boston Massacre. So you can 
make the case that we’ve been more patriotic 
than anybody. And even today, we’re still 
being shot down, choked to death, and people 
are marching all over the world, seeing the 
gruesome 8 plus minutes of our king, King 
Floyd’s life. And Black Lives do matter. Black 
Lives have to matter. That’s what this scene is 
about.” And that’s what the film is about, too.

hisTory lessons
The screenplay of Da 5 Bloods began its life 

as a very different sort of beast: as The Last Tour 
(2013), by Danny Bilson and the late Paul De 
Meo, an entirely-present-set adventure around 
recovered CIA gold, with a group of white 
veterans returning to recover the spoils. As 
Bilson told Entertainment Weekly: “As soon as we 
started messing with gold, we couldn’t help but 
think of The Treasure of Sierra Madre.” Lee picked 
up the script after Oliver Stone abandoned it, 
and he and co-writer Kevin Willmott (who also 
co-scripted Lee’s BlacKKKlansman [2018] and 
Chi-Raq [2015]) “flipped it,” as Lee told Lane 
Brown (Vulture). Or, as Willmott explained to 
Lonita Cook: “Spike and I rewrote the script. We 
blackified it,” centering the story on “vets fighting 
in an unpopular war for rights they didn’t 
have” (INKansasCity.com).  Lee and Willmott 
leave their signatures all over the rewrite, as in 
the classic Lee double-dolly shot (it comes near 
the end here, as it did in BlacKKKlansman), the 
referencing of Lee’s alma mater (Morehouse), 
or the shout-out to Willmott’s home town (sure, 
as the New York Times notes, there really was on 
Operation Junction City, but that’s only part of 
the story). More importantly, they recentered 
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the film with the casting of Black veterans, 
making the hitherto underrepresented Black 
experience of Vietnam key.

Lee and Willmott kept the gold plot—
even the comical recovery of the first gold 
brick is carried over from the original 
script—and the Treasure of Sierra Madre 
echoes (Lee and Willmott watched that film 
again before rewriting, and even borrowed 
its most famous “no stinking badges” line). 
But they added a second, more important 
mission for the returning vets: to recover 
the body of Norman, killed in action and 
left behind. Willmott tells Brown that 
they enhanced Norman’s role as well and 
added flashback sequences. On screen, 
the flashbacks are distinguished from the 
present by a shift in the film’s aspect ration 
(to something more 16 millimeter, more tv 
screen) and a more subdued palette (again 
hearkening to tv coverage of the war). 
Interestingly, the four surviving veterans are 
played by the same actors in the flashbacks. 
This was partly, as Lee concedes to Brown, 
a budgetary exigency: “Here’s the thing. I 
knew there was no way in hell I was going 
to get the budget that 
Martin Scorsese got 
[to de-age] De Niro, 

Pacino, and Pesci in The Irishman…. And I 
dislike when films get different actors to play 
younger versions of the main characters. 
Also, makeup prosthetics would’ve melted 
in the 100-degree heat.” But he justified it 
by arguing: “These guys are going back in 
time, but this is how they see themselves.” 
Willmott added, in his interview with Cook: 
“We wanted to exemplify how war never 
goes away—it ages with them. The trauma 
grows with you and that’s a dynamic unique 
to war.” Only Norman appears young in the 
flashbacks, preserved in his youth by death.

The result is, as Anthony Lane writes in 
the New Yorker, “a history lesson wrapped 
in an adventure, the caveat being that 
history is never done with it, and that we 
struggle to shrug it off our backs.” The 
history lesson begins with the film’s striking 
opening montage, in which Black voices of 
resistance from the era alternate with news 
footage of the war, of war protests, and of 
contemporaneous events (like the moon 
launch, the resignation speeches of LBJ and 
Nixon). Muhammed Ali speaks, in 1978: 
“My conscience won’t let me shoot some 

isiah WhiTloCk Jr., norm leWis, Clarke peTers, Delroy 
linDo, anD JonaThan maJors searCh for BurieD golD.
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brothers or some darker people or some poor 
hungry people in the mud for big, powerful 
America… They never called me ‘nigger.’ They 
never lynched me.” Malcolm X, in 1962, intones: 
“When you take twenty million Black people, 
and make them fight all your wars and pick all 
of your cotton and never give them any real 
recompense, sooner or later their allegiance 
toward you is going to wear thin.” Kwame 
Ture proclaims, in 1968: “America has declared 
war on Black people.” Angela Davis speaks in 
1969: “If the link up is not made between what’s 
happening in Vietnam and what’s happening 
here, we may very well face a period of full-
blown fascism very soon.” And Bobby Seale, 
in 1968, declares: “In the Civil War, 168,000 
Black men fought in the military service, and 
we were promised freedom, and we didn’t get 
it. In World War II, 850,000 Black men fought, 
and we were promised freedom, and we didn’t 
get it. Now here we go with the damn Vietnam 
War, and we still ain’t getting nothing but racist 
police brutality, et cetera.” The news footage 
brings the history lesson to a close with the 
fall of Saigon, the boat people’s flight, before 
the screen widens to present-day Ho Chi Minh 
City, to the site of the Bloods’ return. And, as 
their story unfolds, Lee does not hesitate to stir 
further history lessons into the mix: he drops 
still images of Black Medal of Honor winner 
Milton Olive and Crispus Attucks, who died at 
Bunker Hill, to cement later discussions of Black 
history. 
Lee uses similar tactics for political barbs. Paul 
(Delroy Lindo), one of the Bloods, confesses 
early on to having voted for Trump (he’ll 
break out his MAGA hat later). “Don’t tell me 
you voted for President Fake Bone Spurs!,” 
Otis (Clarke Peters) declares. As Otis goes 
on to mock him, saying “That was you! That 
grinning-ass Negro in the first row,” Lee drops 
in the famous clip of the lone Black behind 
Trump at a rally as he brags about “Blacks for 
Trump,” with a neon arrow flashing above him 
just to underline the point.
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But 
a 

secondary thick layer of referencing in Da 5 
Bloods connects it to film history. Part of this 
connects directly with the film’s emphasis 
on the Black experience of war, targeting 
previous films where only token Blacks 
figured. When Otis decries the “fugazi” 
Rambo movies and those of “that dude, 
Walker, Texas Ranger” (he means Chuck 
Norris’s trilogy of Missing in Action films), 
“out there trying to save some imaginary 
POWs,” Eddy (Norm Lewis) chimes in 
to gripe about “All them Holly-weird 
motherfuckers trying to go back and win the 
Vietnam War.” Otis laments: “I would be the 
first cat in line if there was a flick about a real 
hero, y’know, one of our blood, somebody 
like Milton Olive.” Cue history lesson.

Meanwhile, as we wait for that film to 
be made, Lee and Willmott reference the 
ones that have.  Beyond Stallone and Norris, 
the most obvious is Apocalypse Now, since 
the returning Bloods spend their first night 

back in-country dancing in a club called 
Apocalypse Now (“That’s a real club!” Lee 
told Jason Bailey of Vulture, but it’s also 
a movie reference). And when their boat 
begins to head upriver, it’s to the tune of 
Richard Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries,” 
which anyone who has seen Francis Ford 
Coppola’s film will recall. Lee borrows from 
Oliver Stone’s Platoon the tactics that make 
Norman seem larger than life, as well as, 
Bailey argues, the style of the firefights. Films 
about earlier wars get referenced as well. 
Bailey notes that Otis’s final words in the 
film, “Madness! Madness!,” are borrowed 
from Bridge over the River Kwai (which in 
turn, we can note, by resonating so clearly 
with Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, 
plays back into Apocalypse Now). Richard 
Brody in the New Yorker argues that Da 
5 Bloods “revisits and revises” Lee’s own 
earlier World War II drama The Miracle of St. 
Anna (2008), sharing with the earlier film 
an emphasis on Black soldier’s experience, 
a flashback structure, “a relationship with a 

a faTher, a son, anD a rope.
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local woman, enemy propaganda aimed at 
black American soldiers, hidden wartime 
treasure, and a stealthily offered handgun.” 
In summarizing Norman’s virtues, Otis 
includes an allusion to Gordon Parks’s Shaft: 
“He was a bad mother, shut your mouth.” 
Add to that the Treasure of Sierra Madre 
subtext. 

Because, 
beyond all the 
film references 
and history 
lessons, there’s 
that gold, the 
adventure story. 
As Otis explains: 
“Our platoon 
was ordered to 
find a CIA C-47 
plane that went 
down with a 
payroll for the 
native people, 
the Lahu…. 
Uncle Sam was 
paying them 
in gold bars 
for their help 
against the VC.” 
The Bloods 
had buried it to 
retrieve later, but napalming had destroyed 
their landmarks; a recent mudslide might 
have revealed the site. Like most tales of 
stolen gold, this one veers away from simple 
plans and ends mostly badly, amid spraying 
gunfire. 

The gold plot leads Otis back to his 
wartime love, Tiên (Lê Y Lan), who has 
moved up from prostitution to the export 
trade (and who introduces Otis to the 
daughter he didn’t know he had, Michon 
[Sandy Huong Pham]); she in turn knows a 
shady Frenchman, Desroches (Jean Reno), 
who can manage to get the gold out for a cut; 

no one is quite sure who can be trusted; the 
government, or maybe it’s the government 
but you remember the line about the badges, 
has an interest in not letting the gold go. 
“Gold does strange things to people,” Tiên 
warns Otis before they head out, and indeed 
it does. 

There are other complications as well; 
Paul’s son David 
(Jonathan Majors) 
has followed his 
father, either to 
watch out for him or 
to get a share of the 
gold. In addition, a 
subplot relates to the 
continued presence 
of LAMB, an NGO 
that searches for 
unexploded mines 
in the war-torn 
countryside, and 
that connects to a 
romantic subplot 
involving David 
and Hedy (Mélanie 
Thierry), a French 
woman carrying 
out her own form 
of atonement for 
her state’s role in 

Vietnamese history. The mine team works 
like Chekov’s gun: you don’t introduce a 
team searching for mines without promising 
explosions.

That mine subplot also points to another 
strand of story. Lee and Willmott are 
sensitive to the baggage carried by people on 
all sides of the Vietnam War. At Apocalypse 
Now (the nightclub), they encounter a 
young one-legged beggar, suggesting the 
continuing costs of war. Their guide, Vinh 
Tran (Johnny Trí Nguyen), shares the story 
of his father, who fought for the ARVN and 
then spent eighteen months in a Communist 

In the Civil War, 168,000 Black men 
fought in the military service, and we 
were promised freedom, and we didn’t 
get it. In World War II, 850,000 Black 
men fought, and we were promised 
freedom, and we didn’t get it. Now here 
we go with the damn Vietnam War, and 
we still ain’t getting nothing but racist 
police brutality, et cetera. 

BoBBy seale,  1968
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re-education center. Tiên shares her and 
her daughter’s story with Otis: “She was a 
bastard child of the enemy. I was a whore. 
Her father was a moi, the nigger. The white 
GI taught us that word…. We was too 
dirty to even clean the toilet. They call our 
beautiful daughter the cockroach.” 

But that backdrop is secondary to the 
experience of the Black GI. Hanoi Hannah 
tells them: “They kill them [the Blacks in 
American cities] while you fight against us, 
so far away from where you are needed.” 
Norman tells them: “War is about money. 
Money is about war. Every time I walk out 
of my front door, I see cops patrolling my 
neighborhood like it’s a police state, and 
I feel just how much I ain’t worth.” That 
heavy baggage carries forward through time. 
“I came back to confront the demons that 
haunted me and tortured you,” Paul tells his 
son in a letter to be delivered after his death.

loose Cannons
There are five Bloods, and each carries 

the weight of the war and its aftermath, each 
has his own demons to confront. But two 
matter most: Norman and Paul.  Norman is 
the vanquished hero, the last man the Bloods 
would have expected to be killed and left 
behind, and Paul is the tortured soul who 
cannot make peace with that past. 

Otis tries to explain to David what 
Norman’s magic meant to them, and to his 
father especially: “That brother was the 
best damn soldier that ever lived. Gave us 
something to believe. A direction. A purpose. 
He taught us about Black history … schooled 
us about the anti-Communist Kool-Aid they 
were selling. He was our Malcom and our 
Martin. He had a way of keeping us from 
going off.” And it is Norman who defines the 
terms of the buried gold, explicitly framing 
the seizure as reparations. He explains his 

plan to his comrades: “We bury it. For now. 
They ask, we say the VC got it. Later on, 
we come back and collect.” Paul interrupts: 
“You mean we rip it off.” Norman counters: 
We ain’t ripping off shit. Who feels like 
we’re ripping stuff off? We’re the very first 
people who died for this red, white, and 
blue. Yeah, that’s right. It was a soul brother. 
Crispus Attucks at the motherfucking Boston 
Massacre. We been dying for this country 
from the very get, hoping one day they’ll 
give us our rightful place. All they give us 
was a foot up our Black asses. Well, fuck that. 
I say the USA owe us. We built this bitch…. 
We repossess this gold for every single Black 
boot that never made it home. Every brother 
and sister stolen from Mother Africa to 
Jamestown, Virginia way back in 1619. We 
give this gold to our people.” “Reparations,” 
Paul declares, on board with the plan. 

But Paul, fifty years later, is something 
else again. The MAGA hat is the giveaway. 

Knowing what we do about the politics 
of Lee and Willmott—neither will even 
speak the name of Trump; Lee calls him 
Agent Orange, and Willmott labels him 
King Tang--we might expect this to be a 
disastrous choice, a recipe for ludicrous 
caricature. But A. O. Scott reminds us in his 
New York Times review that Lee’s “strength 
as a political filmmaker has always resided 
in his ability to bring contradictions to 
chaotic life rather than to resolve them in 
any ideologically coherent proposition…. 
Everyone knows what Spike Lee thinks of 
the current president, but everyone should 
also remember that Lee often shows an 
almost affectionate interest in characters 
whose views he finds abhorrent. (It’s a 
long list that encompasses John Turturro’s 
Pino in Do the Right Thing and the snarling 
white supremacist played by Paakkonen in 
BlacKKKlansman.) And Lee doesn’t treat Paul 
as a misguided reactionary. His pain is the 
motor and the moral of the story. He isn’t 
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the hero of the movie. He’s the reason to see 
it.” The MAGA hat is symptomatic, pointing 
to deeper unrest. And Lindo’s stunning, 
furious, brilliant performance cements the 
case.

So yes, Paul is the loosest of loose 
cannons. He mouths ludicrous Trump rants 
about immigrants and walls, relishes his 
political incorrectness. In country, he is the 
one Blood who cannot quite cope with the 
changed nation, cannot deal with Vietnamese 
civilians. During negotiations with the 
Frenchman Desroche, he cannot help but 
rant about the “goddamn USA saving your 
asses” when “Hitler had you by the snails.” 
It doesn’t help the negotiating process. He 
tells Otis after a night of drinking: “You got 
back to the world, you made that transition. 
Me, I’m all fucked up inside. I’m broken, 
man.” He has lost his wife, he hates his son, 
he never found his way to anything like 
“back home.”

The two central characters are also the 
most deeply interwoven. Otis tells David: 
“And let me tell you, out 
of all of us, your pops was 
closest to him [Norman]. 

Believed in Norman like a religion. I don’t 
think he believed in anything since.” No 
surprise, then, that “your pops was never the 
same after we lost Norman.” Indeed, Paul 
is literally haunted by him: “I see ghosts…. 
Stormin’ Norman comes to me almost every 
night.” 

When Paul breaks off from the rest to set 
off into the jungle on his own (yes, that’s a 
bad idea; Eddy even tells him so: “Listen, 
you crazy fuck, Norman wouldn’t want 
us to split up,” but he does anyway), he 
begins screaming at the sky (much as he 
did after King’s death) and shouting out a 
Psalm (“The Lord is my shepherd,” etc.), 
but his talk soon becomes a solitary ranting 
soliloquy, filmed in intense straight-at-
the-camera close-up. He rails against his 
fellow Bloods: “Their mind is weak, ain’t 
got no intellectual fortitude, ain’t as strong 
as Paul.” He rants against unseen powers: 
“I ain’t getting fucked again. They try to 
fuck me with that salt in the Vaseline.” He 
reveals more of his baggage: “Malignancy? 

spike lee,  lefT, on seT WiTh The CasT of Da 5 BlooDs.
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Shit, you made me malignant. This fucking 
place. Bathed me in that lymphoma Agent 
Orange herbicidal stew.” He declares his 
invincibility: “I choose when and how to 
die. You didn’t kill me in three tours, you 
sure the fuck can’t kill me now.” He talks to 
God: “I was asleep… God poked and woke 
me. I said, ‘God, God, why you waking my 
Black ass up?’ God said to me, ‘Paul, fuck 
them motherfuckers. Keep on keeping on.’ I 
said to God, ‘God, God, do what now?’ God 
raised his voice, didn’t yell, but put some 
bass in that heavenly voice, said to me, ‘Fuck 
the motherfuckers, Paul, they don’t know 
shit. Do your thing. Show you’re right.’” And 
Paul reveals his secret.

fair game
In Chi-Raq, Lee and Willmott showed 

how well they knew Greek comedy, riffing 
off Aristophanes. In Da 5 Bloods, they prove 
they know Greek tragedy as well. A fierce 
determinism governs the plotting of the film, 

a know-its-coming feel informs everything 
that comes. That should make all spoilers fair 
game; Greeks always knew the story before 
it started. But still, reviewers aren’t supposed 
to tell. So: 

The gold recovery does not go smoothly. 
We knew it was not going to go smoothly.

When a team is searching for unexploded 
mines, there will be mines exploding.

Negotiating with Desroches, everybody 
declares that they must trust each other. 
There is no place here for trust. 

Melvin’s end is foreshadowed by a throw-
away joke he tells early in the film. You’ll 
remember it when you see it.

And when Norman’s ghost tells Paul, 
“You have to come clean,” you know what 
comes next.  You know why it’s Paul that his 
ghost haunts.

In the film’s final moments, Lee nods both 
forwards (some of the reparations supply 
a Black Lives Matter group) and backward 
(we hear King telling a crowd, a year before 
he was shot, “America would never be free 
or saved from itself until the descendants of 
its slaves were loosed completely from the 
shackles they still wear”). And that past is 
still in our future.

sTiCk arounD Through The enD of 
The CreDiTs. There’s a Bonus sCene.
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Most people who spend time online, par-
ticularly on Twitter, end up running into 
fans of Korean popular music, K-pop. 
Fans share photos or short videos of their 
faves with quips like “anyway, stan LOO-
NA.” They may not sound like serious 
political activists, but recent events have 
made the news-watchers consider them in 
a new light.  
They fl ooded iWatch Dallas, the app set 

up by Texas law enforcement to prosecute 

protesters using citizen footage. K-pop fans 
presented the Dallas police department with 
their own citizen footage: thousands of vid-
eos of their favorite stars. Eventually, iWatch 
Dallas was forced to go off  line. Similar ap-
proaches rendered white nationalist hashtags 
useless for organizing. ARMY, the fans of the 

By CedarBough T. Saeji 

CedarBough T. Saeji is a visiting assistant pro-
fessor in the Department of East Asian Langage 
and Cultures at Indiana University

K-POP’S IMAGE IN THE 
AGE OF CULTURE WARSK-POP’S IMAGE IN THE 
AGE OF CULTURE WARS
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group BTS, fl exed and donated $1 million to 
Black Lives Matter causes in just 24 hours. 
And then there was Donald Trump’s Tul-

sa rally. Trump and his staff ers gleefully 
bragged about an event that might attract 
one million people. Meanwhile, K-pop fans 

issued a TikTok challenge: reserve tickets to 
the rally and then don’t show up. K-pop’s 
impact on the Tulsa turnout is uncertain but 
nevertheless, only 6200 Trump supporters 
attended; the stage set aside for the over-
fl ow crowd was empty and the rally was 
widely considered a disaster.  
In the wake of all this, K-pop fans sud-

denly fi nd themselves treated more seri-
ously than in the past.  

There are repeated criticisms levied 
at K-pop by the Western general pub-
lic. Last week I wrote an op-ed for the 
Washington Post; within an hour or 
two people started leaving comments 
lamenting how bad the music is. These 

comments ranged from calling it 
“…inauthentic, mostly mindless-
ly derivative of American hip-hop 
and rap [with] choreographed 
dance routines [reminiscent] of 
cheerleader competitions” to accu-
sations that it is “…soulless mi-
sogynistic non-melodic computer 
generated music.” One commenter 
went as far as to say that “[i]t’s not 
their fault but they live in a cheesy 
vapid disposable culture....” There 
are clear historical and cultural 
roots for this widespread panning 
of K-pop. 
As someone who teaches about 

Asia, I am hyper-vigilant to the 
ways that Asia as a whole or Korea 
more specifically is portrayed in 
Western media. The flattening of 
the diversity of huge swathes of 
the world into a series of stereo-
types is in stark contrast to what 
is taught in the Hamilton Lugar 
School of Global and International 
Affairs, and it has been enormous-
ly encouraging to see the ways that 
IU students challenge themselves 

to go deeper, learning foreign languages 
and enrolling in courses that explore in 
depth parts of the world their previous 
education had overlooked. However, 
beyond IU, this spring has seen a resur-
gence of xenophobia when Americans 
share narratives of “dirty” Chinese 
eating bats as the origin of the current 
COVID-19 pandemic or “Kung Flu.” Ig-
norance and xenophobia have manifest-

For generations, Western 
imperialism has taught other 
countries that the Western way 
is superior to their own local 
religions, customs, ways of dress, 
and the list goes on. America took 
it for granted that the rest of the 
world would watch Hollywood 
movies and listen to Western pop 
hits, never stopping to consider 
which local industries or arts 
were destabilized by the influx of 
Western products.
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ed in increased anti-Asian racism since 
the pandemic began, and this connects to 
the racist past treatment of Asian immi-
grants who were depicted as a “yellow 
peril” and victimized by laws restricting 
immigration and even travel.  
A diff erent stereotype that has long haunted 

Asian creative artists is that Asians are good 

at copying, but not at producing 
original output. This is seen in the 
comments above. There are a lot 
of problems with this idea, not 
the least of which is that Western 
imperialism for generations has 
taught other countries that the 
Western way is superior to their 
own local religions, customs, 
ways of dress, and the list goes 
on. America took it for granted 
that the rest of the world would 

watch Hollywood movies and listen to West-
ern pop hits—foreign audiences read subtitles 
or listened to voice actors dubbed tracks, but 
Western pop acts didn’t commonly re-record 
their hit songs in other languages. Western 
businesspeople never stopped to consider 
which local industries or arts were   destabi-

K-pop’s reception outside of Asia 
offers a window on how ethnic and 
cultural differences are exploited to 
drive wedges in society that preserve 
power for the current power holders.
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lized by the infl ux of Western products. 
At the end of the Korean War in 1953, Korea 

was poor and much of the infrastructure was 
in ruins. The 8th US Army, stationed in Korea, 
was one of the biggest sources of income in 
the country, and performers played Western 
covers for the soldiers on over 200 stages on 
bases and in camp towns around the country. 
At this time Korea’s annual exports were only 
$1 million per year, but the United Service 
Organization (responsible for entertainment 
programming for the US Army) distributed 
$80,000-$120,000 per month to the perform-
ers. Such entertainers were hired through a 
system of auditions that graded 
the performers, assigned them 
stages, and paid them based on 
this grade. Korean men were 
usually expected to be part of 
in-house bands that provided 
musical accompaniment, while 
women were at the front singing 
and dancing for the American 
GIs. I presume you can guess 
the most important assets wom-
en needed to succeed in this 
system. Entertainment agencies 
that managed the performers 
also trained them in English 
and stage manners. The artists 
were expected to learn the latest 
American hits by ear and were 
responsible for genres as varied 
as country, mambo, blues, swing 
jazz, rock, and soul. 
Simply stated, the explicit 

copying of Western popular 
music was shoved down the 
throats of the Korean perform-
ers as a matter of survival; 
creating skilled copies of West-
ern music became essential. 
They also adapted the music 
and made Korean versions for 

performance in Korean venues, and art-
ists from this system like Sin Junghyeon 
[Shin Joonghyun] penned their own orig-
inal hits in American musical genres like 
psychedelic rock. In this same period light 
industry manufacturing was taking off  in 
Korea, with factories preparing materials 
for the export to America based on Amer-
ican tastes and trends. America facilitated 
the dependence of the Korean economy 
on the US economy through special pro-
grams that allowed Korea to pay reduced 
tariff s for exports to the US until the 1980s 
– making the US the most important export 

D A N I E L L E - K AY. C O M
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market. Yet as soon as foreign-made prod-
ucts, particularly from Asia, were able to 
compete with the US product, an accusa-
tion was raised; the American product was 
the original while the foreign product was 
a clever copy. Economic necessity man-
dates that Koreans create products on an 
American model, but then Americans turn 
around and scold them for doing exactly 
that. Accusations of unoriginality, copy-
ing, or inauthenticity essentially ignore the 
economic and historical forces created by 
America. 
This is exactly the argument we see re-

peatedly raised about K-pop. In Korea, as 
K-pop developed and emerged in its cur-
rent form (1992 is usually considered the 
start of modern K-pop) people accepted—
desired—the many similarities to the pop-
ular music from America that had outsold 
Korean music until the 1980s. Local artists 
appealed to audiences by hybridizing and 
adapting the elements of American pop-
ular music that were most appreciated 
by Korean audiences. The standardized 

aspects of popular music created a 
feeling of familiarity for audiences, 
but the stylization as Korean artists 
threw out some of the conventions 
that have limited Western music, 
created a feeling of freshness and 
diff erence. K-pop came to be charac-
terized by captivating music videos 
with an emphasis on visual aesthetics. 
When YouTube emerged the Korean 
music industry quickly embraced the 
platform to demonstrate the combina-
tion of choreography, sets, attractive 
stars, and catchy music that remain 
hallmarks of the industry. The highly 
appealing fi nal product was created 
with an export audience in mind and 
quickly found success, as neighboring 
countries described the popularity of 

Korean cultural products as a wave. After 
repeated attempts to succeed beyond East 
and Southeast Asia, K-pop has only recent-
ly   seen true acclaim with the enormous 
popularity of BTS and accompanying name 
recognition and success for other Korean 
acts such as Blackpink, EXO, Mamamoo, 
Monsta X, NCT, and SuperM. 
Yet the barriers erected in the West that 

seek to hobble the K-pop industry are still 
in place (similar barriers try to confi ne 
Asian fi lm success to martial arts pictures 
and block out Bollywood entirely). K-pop 
has leaped those barriers primarily be-
cause of Korea’s adept and speedy adap-
tation to the advantages of the internet, 
and now the impressive amplifi cation by 
fans. The American old-guard continues 
to defend mainstream television and radio 
from such foreign “invasion” while justi-
fying gate-keeping with quips about being 
inauthentic, sometimes adding a confusing 
desire for the music to fulfi ll some exotic 
Asian stereotype (in fact Korean hip-hop, 
in particular, has taken to strategic deploy-

Economic necessity mandates 
that Koreans create products on 
an American model, but then 
Americans turn around and 
criticize them for doing exactly 
that. Accusations of unoriginality, 
copying, or inauthenticity essentially 
ignore the economic and historical 
forces created by the U.S.
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ment of visual elements from Korean tradi-
tion, as I write in a forthcoming article), or 
deploying the language of toxic masculinity 
to deride the male stars for self-presenta-
tion some call feminine (this is the topic of 
another co-authored forthcoming article). 
Looking closely at how K-pop has been 

received outside of Asia gives its audience 
another window on how racism and ethnic 
or cultural diff erences are exploited to drive 
wedges in society that preserve power for 
the current power holders. This partially 
explains K-pop’s large BIPOC fandom, who 
may feel fellowship with the ways Ameri-
can hegemonic power acts against K-pop, 
just as systemic racism acts against them. 
Ultimately, online K-pop fandom spaces, 
particularly those where English-speaking 
American fans congregate, seem to be an-
other loci of education, conversation, and 

even activism as globally conscious fans 
from all backgrounds observe political lead-
ers wielding terms like “Chinese Virus” and 
“Kung Flu” while protestors chant “I can’t 
breathe” as they carry signs proclaiming 
#WhiteSilenceisViolence, #DefundthePo-
lice, and #BlackLivesMatter. 

CedarBough T. Saeji will be teaching Ko-
rean Popular Culture and Modern Korean 
History this fall for the IU Department of 
East Asian Languages and Cultures. 

References for deeper reading:
 Maliangkay, Roald. “Supporting Our Boys: 

American Military Entertainment and Kore-
an Pop Music in the 1950s and Early 1960s.” 
In Korean Pop Music: Riding the Wave, ed-
ited by Keith Howard. 21-33. Kent: Global 
Oriental, 2006.

BTS’s fans raised $1million in 24 
hours for Black Lives Matter causes.
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Bulgaria is considered 
the most corrupt 

member state of the 
European Union.  

So I went to Bulgaria. 

F I N D I N G  B E A U T Y  I N  

Bulgaria

EXPLORING AN 
OVERLOOKED 
COUNTRY IN EUROPE 
Story & Photos by 
Mason Cassady
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It was the spring of 2019. I was 
teaching an English writing class at a 
school in Tanzania and I had a few weeks 
of vacation so I thought Eastern Europe 
would be the perfect destination for a 
break from life on the Mother Continent. 

I landed at midnight in Sofia, the 
capital of Bulgaria. I had a bed reserved 
in a dormitory at a hostel. I found a 
taxi from the airport and went on my 
way to the city center. After the long 
haul from East Africa, I checked in 
and immediately fell fast asleep. 

I was surprised on my 
first morning by the lively 
crowd of travelers at the 
hostel. The proximity of 
curious travelers gave 
me the impression that 
there might be more than 
corruption in this lesser 
traveled country of Europe 
so I was eager to explore. 

Bulgaria is a long way 
from the large crowds that 
romp through the main 
destinations of European 
tourism (Paris, Venice, 
Barcelona, Rome). With 
drastically lower prices 
and fewer tourists, this 
small country about the 
size of Ohio still has loads 
of interesting things to 
soak up in terms of history, 
geography, and cuisine. In 
fact, humans have lived 
in the Bulgarian city of 
Plovdiv continuously since 
6000 BC, making it one 
of the oldest — if not the 
oldest — cities in Europe. 
The country is layered 
with mountains, rivers 
and lakes, and the people 

Although it’s just the 
size of Ohio, Bulgaria 

still has lots to soak 
up in terms of history, 

geography, and cuisine.

http://www.swattersdesign.com
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are seemingly wonderful, outside of those 
who landed Bulgaria at the top of the 
European Corruption Perceptions Index. 

Martenitsa on Mount Vitosha 
In eyesight from Sofia on a clear day, and 

just a short tram ride away, sits a mountain 
called Vitosha. The crisp air of spring at 
elevation and a chance to see snow were 
first on my list of traveling pursuits, so I 
left the hostel to climb the mountain. As I 
hiked up, I began to see the remnants of a 
cultural tradition that occurs every spring 
in Bulgaria: Martenitsa.   Martenitsa are 
small ornaments made of red 
and white yarn that double as 
bracelets, and often include 
two tiny dolls. The maker of 
each bracelet gives it as a gift 
to family and friends. They are 
worn from  Baba Marta  Day 
(March First) until the wearer 
sees their first stork, swallow or 
blossoming tree (end of March) 
of the spring. At that point, the 
wearer of the bracelet ties it to a 

tree branch. In folklore, the name Baba Marta 
evokes Grandma March, a grumpy old lady 
whose moods swing rapidly. By wearing the 
bracelet, the wearer is asking Baba Marta for 
mercy and the arrival of an early spring.

After a few hours of hiking, I had found 
the snow I was seeking and returned to 
Sofia for a couple days to explore the city 
on foot. Various religions have found home 
in Sofia throughout history so the beauty 
of cathedrals, mosques and synagogues 
are plentiful throughout the city. 

Easter with Monks 
From Sofia, I took a bus southeast 

toward Plovdiv. The owner of a hostel 
named Ginger told me about a hike from 
a fortress to a monastery. He informed me 
that a room at the monastery was only 10 
Bulgarian Lev (about $5) and dinner was 3 
Lev so I said what the heck — a hike, cheap 
accommodation and a chance to chum 
it up with some monks… sign me up! 

I hiked for about 5 hours from Asen’s 
Fortress on a trail overlooking a river with 
mountains in all directions to arrive at 
the Bachkovo Monastery. This particular 
monastery is a unique combination of 
Byzantine, Georgian and Bulgarian cultures. 
I soon realized that I hadn’t given proper 
consideration to the somberness of the whole 
Eastern Orthodox religion thing, which made 
me feel a bit out of place. A nun originally 
from Russia, who spoke  “very vittle English”  

Traveling is occasionally like 
dumpster diving. Find a place 

that has a dumpy reputation 
and jump right in to see what 

treasures can be found. 

A Martenitsa bracelet hangs from a tree
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showed me to my room.  
Talk about atmosphere: 

my room was in a building 
with hallways that felt like 
those of the hotel in  The 
Shining   and the setting was 
mountainous and isolated, 
which added to the Stephen 
King vibe. I seemed to be the 
only guest at the Bachkovo, 
which made for a trifecta of 
Shining-like features, and 
when I thought of the night 
ahead a chill ran along my 
spine. The nun told me that I 
was to be part of the evening 
mass at 18:00 and after that, 
dinner would be served 
promptly in the refectory. 

When it comes to religion, 
I have more questions than 
answers. Nevertheless, I 
was fascinated by the mass 
ceremony and the ornate 
artwork of the church. The 
monks of this order wear 
black robes and have massive 
beards. Beards so grand 
they make hipster beards 
in America look like peach 
fuzz. You can practically 
count the years of solitude 
and monasticism in the thick 
grey bush that covers their 
faces, necks and chests. 

The lead monk (for lack 
of the proper title) walked 
with this epic cane and wore 
a crown, with all sorts of 
bling on it. There were a 
lot of songs and reciting of 
religious scripture, mixed 
with various hand motions, 
movements, and lighting of 
candles. Not only was there 
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a language barrier but also a theological 
one, so I just stood there awkwardly and 
observed the rituals as they happened. 

After the service, we went to the 
refectory for supper. The lead monk sat at 
the head of this massive table made from 

stone, probably 20 feet in length. One 
of the lower-in-rank monks read some 
scriptures while we all ate in silence. The 
fare was great: roasted potatoes, a single 
pickled red pepper filled with Bulgarian 
feta, bean soup, three olives, bread and 
juice. The small portion was insufficient 
for the appetite I gained from hiking all 
day (and my Americanism) but I kept that 
grumble to myself (never piss off a monk, 
especially when a guest at their house). 

The head monk looked over to me in a 
hospitable way and asked me where I came 
from. Since I spoke basically no Bulgarian, 
I just looked at him like a ventriloquist’s 
dummy without a ventriloquist; the Russian 
nun answered, 
America, for me. 
The guy sitting 
next to me peered 
into my eyes in 
what seemed 
to be surprise, 
saying “ahhh 
Americaaaah” 
with a smile as 
he tilted his head 
back to get a better 
glimpse of me. He then guessed I was from 
Massachusetts but I told him Indiana and 
he quickly fired back with Indianapolis. I 

was impressed. I sent a smile his way as to 
say:  you know your stuff  . Usually when I 
tell people abroad that I’m from Indiana, 
the response is “India?” with a look of 
bewilderment due to my pale white skin. 
Some know the Pacers, others know the 

Indy 500 and often from the 
older crowd, I hear an Indiana 
Jones reference. Once a middle-
aged man from the Czech 
Republic sang the opening verse 
to “Indiana Wants Me,” a top-
ten record from 1970. I usually 
just say Indiana is somewhere 

between New York and Los Angeles and 
it’s practically just a bunch of corn. 

The next day, I joined for the morning 
mass but dipped out fairly quickly. One 
night wasn’t enough to get me to stick 
around for the entire Sunday morning 
service. Onward I went, south to the 

Never piss off a monk. 

The Bachkovo Monastery in Southern Bulgaria

Rhodope mountains to a village named Devin. 
Hot Springs in a Bulgarian Mountain Town 
The Rhodope mountains are home to many 

Pomaks people, an ethnic-religious minority 
also known as Bulgarian Muslims. As I passed 
through villages in the Rhodope mountains, I 
began to see more and more mosques, a sure 
sign that Pomak people lived in the area. 

When I arrived at the small hotel in Devin, 
I was greeted by the owner, a woman named 
Dimka. She was in her 70’s, short and strapped 
with a smile that could knock your socks off. 
Once again, I found myself to be the only guest 
at the establishment but this time, nothing 
resembled  The Shining  . Before I could even get 
settled, Dimka commanded me to open Google 
Translate on my smartphone so that we could 
begin talking about tourist activities in the area. 
She recommended a nearby hot spring, called 
a taxi and within one hour, I was relaxing in 
warm mineral waters from the mountains. After 
this first encounter, I was ready to give Dimka 
and her hotel 5-stars on Tripadvisor. Later that 
night, Dimka knocked on the door to my room, 
and said  “Rakia! Salad! Up!” while pointing 
to the ceiling. At first I was confused, and then 
it clicked that she was inviting me to enjoy 
homemade rakia (a strong and popular type of 
fruit brandy in the Balkans), a bowl of salad and 
her company. No, was simply not an option, to 
this invitation; Dimka and I enjoyed an evening 
of talking through Google Translate while 
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a Bulgarian soap opera played on a tiny 
television in the background. At one point, 
Dimka spoke into the phone and out came 
the words “Sexy Devil Scooter Guru,” which 
was greater cause for confusion. Maybe this 
was the name of a Bulgarian pop band? Or 
maybe I was drunk off rakia and not seeing 
clearly? It turned out to be an error charged 
to Google, which was a relief because, well, 
how do you respond to Sexy Devil Scooter 
Guru from a 70-year old Bulgarian lady? 

The time I allotted for Devin came to 
an end. I was happily filled with rakia and 
greens, relaxed by mountain hot springs 
and glad to have had a wonderful host in 
Dimka. I hopped on a train and went off 
to go explore another area of the country. 

Hiking with Plamen and Plamen 
My last stop on my Bulgarian tour was a 

small town named Karlovo, at the southern 
edge of the Central Balkan mountain range. 
The town is the definition of pleasant: 
cobbled streets filled with trees, lots of 
cafes and parks and a nice central plaza. 
To make things better, within 10 minutes 
of walking, one can begin a steep trek 
into the mountains, which was the main 

attraction for me. 
Karlovo is the 

birthplace of Vasil 
Levski,  the  national 
hero of Bulgaria for 
his leadership in the 
liberation from Ottoman 
rule. While abroad in his 
younger years, Levski 
acquired that name; 
in English it translates 
to  “Lionlike.”  Levski 

was successful in creating the ideology 
and strategy for liberation from the 
Ottomans; eventually however, he 
was captured by Ottoman authorities 
and executed by hanging in Sofia. 

Today, monuments, paintings, and other 
dedications can be found all through 
Bulgaria to honor this revolutionary figure. 

Soon into my trek into the mountains, I 
met a father and son, Plamen and… Plamen. 
They laughed when they told me that, and 
said it is a very common name in Bulgaria. 
Plamen senior spoke no English and knew 
those mountains like the rugged palms of 
his big burly hands. Plamen junior was in 
his early thirties, very fluent in English, 
lived in Sofia but worked remotely for a tech 
company based in London. No rugged palms 
on his hands. As our conversation took a 
good pace, our walking speed matched 
so we decided to hike together en route to 
a mountain hut, named… Vasil Levski. 

As we gained elevation, the forest and 
scenery changed in makeup. Spring green 
was abounding, an utterly fresh creek 
followed the trail, beautiful large stones 
made up the creek bed, birds chirped 
and we all felt the serenity of nature 
as a backdrop to our conversations. 

As daylight began to darken, we found 
ourselves at the doors of the mountain hut. 
Since it was a relatively slow season, the hut 
hadn’t much food to offer outside of a liver 

Asen’s Fortress (and the art inside) on a rocky ridge
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soup (which variety of liver is a mystery to 
me). Between the Plamens and I, we had 
enough bread, cheese, meats and spreads to 
hold us over to the morning and the days 
hike to follow. The next day, we continued 
up the mountain in hopes of reaching Botev 
peak at 2,400 meters. At around the 2,000 
meter mark, the ground was covered in 
snow and I didn’t have the proper gear to 
carry on comfortably. As the two 
Plamen men laced up their snow 
boots, we said our goodbyes as 
they carried forward and I turned 
around to hike back to Karlovo. 

A New Destination for Tourism? 
For me, traveling in my twenties 

was occasionally like dumpster 
diving. I found a place that had 
a sort of dumpy reputation and 
I jumped right in to see what 
treasures could be found. I was 
often surprised and delighted by 
countries with bad reputations. The 
people were welcoming, the food 

was delicious, the lines for 
sightseeing were short, and 
prices were very low. All the 
makings for a playground of 
delight for a young traveler. 

I don’t imagine that 
will be the case forever 
with Bulgaria. It seems 
the wave of tourism in 
Europe is slowly blowing 
southeastward and 
northeastward, toward 
both Balkan and Baltic 
states as the popular 
destinations become more 
crowded and expensive. 

Often when tourism takes 
over, out goes those gentle 
interactions with local people 
like Plamen and Plamen. 
Dimka’s smile might start 

to wane. And the monks might close off the 
monastery due to an unmanageable influx 
of young heathenous travelers like myself. 
My hope is that tourism won’t tarnish the 
people, the culture, or the environment 
of Bulgaria as the word gets out. 

The monks wore black robes 
and had massive beards. 
Beards so grand they make 
hipster beards in America 
look like peach fuzz. You can 
practically count the years of 
solitude and monasticism in 
the thick grey bush that covers 
their faces, necks and chests.

A typical car in Bulgaria
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Jim Krause is a photographer, documentary 
producer, and also an instructor for the Media 
School at Indiana University.  Jim teaches video 
production, animation, and TV studio production. 
When not working, he enjoys running, hiking, 
paddling, and sailing. He composes music and 
plays guitar in a duo with his wife, a cellist. In the 
summer months they live aboard their sailboat and 
sail in the Great Lakes and Pacific Northwest.

[Author’s note: The Covid-19 pandemic 
has been especially cruel to South America. In 
Ecuador, large cities such as Guayaquil and 
Quito were hit hard. When I visited last year, the 
virus had not yet found its way to the country, up 
into the Andes, and into the deep reaches of the 
Amazon. It was a happier time.]

At 16,000 feet,  
we were short of breath, taking small 
steps as we inched our way up the 
mountainside. Two students had 
succumbed to altitude sickness and were 
safely resting in the lodge somewhere 
below. The rest of us continued our 
slow progress, up the side of Mount 
Chimborazo.

Ecuador is a land of extreme 
topography and climate. From the snow-
covered peaks of the Andes to the volcanic 
islands of the Galapagos, Ecuador is 
home to a diverse range of habitats and 
species found nowhere else on our planet. 
While I’d read some Darwin, watched 
documentaries on the Galapagos Islands, 

Exuberance
Ecuadorin

Trekking through the Amazon rainforest and 
climbing the snow-topped Andes

Story & Photos by Jim Krause 
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and daydreamed about hiking the Andes, the 
idea of traveling to Ecuador was so remote, it 
wasn’t even on my bucket list. But last May, I 
had the good fortune to lead a field experience 
course and take 10 Media School students to 
Ecuador. We traveled to Quito, trekked through 
the Andes, climbed up volcanoes, and explored 
the Galapagos Islands.  What follows is a brief 
snapshot of our adventures.

Before leaving we took two weeks preparing 
and learning about where we were going. 
Students would be writing stories, creating 
mini-documentaries, and posting blogs. 
I wanted to make sure that we would be 
more than tourists and prepared not just for 
the altitude and climate, but oriented to its 
geography, culture, and biology.

Located in the northwestern portion of 
South America, Ecuador sits on its namesake, 
the equator. Due to its equatorial location, the 
country doesn’t experience four seasons like 
we do in the northern hemisphere. There is 
always close to 12 hours of daylight and 12 
hours of night. While some might think that 
the location on the equator would bring about 
warmer climates, the weather and temperature 
vary greatly throughout the different regions 
of Ecuador, mainly dependent on the elevation. 
This is why in the Andes, there are glaciers at 
the equator.

Ecuador has four different geographic 
regions, each with its own unique climate, 
topography, flora, fauna, and culture. The 
Andes, locally known as the Highlands contains 
a series of snowcapped peaks and Ecuador’s 
highest mountain, Mount Chimborazo. To the 
east is the Amazon, which contains a huge 
expanse of ever dwindling rainforest. West 
of the Andes is the Coast, rich in farming 
and fisheries- and far out to the west in the 
Pacific Ocean, are the Galapagos Islands. It 
was this volcanic archipelago that caught the 
eye of naturalist Charles Darwin and became 
instrumental in his theory of evolution.

We were on our way to travel through two of 
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the four regions: the Andes 
and the Galapagos. After 
lectures from geologists 

and biologists, snorkel training, practice 
productions, and a final gear check- we were 
as ready as we could be.

From Indianapolis, we flew to Quito, the 
capital of Ecuador. It was the first time any 
of us had been there. At 9,350 feet, it’s one of 
the highest national capitals in the world. We 
were eager to explore the landscape, but at 
such a high elevation, we had to go slow and 
take a few days to acclimate to the altitude. 
This was the perfect opportunity to take in 
the city of Quito.

Quito
Quito is a huge sprawling city with 

many different ethnic groups and the hub 
of the country’s government. We traveled 
to Independence Square, right next to the 
Presidential Palace (Carondelet Palace). This 
historic area is a UNESCO World Heritage 
site, dating back to the 1500s, built on the 
ruins of an ancient Inca City. Independence 
Square is surrounded by beautiful white 
buildings built in the Spanish-colonial style 
of architecture. It was bustling with locals, 
tourists, and vendors. There were people 
selling food, trinkets, art, salvation, and a 
few grifters and pickpockets. We’d been 
warned about street thieves and took care 
to keep our cell phones and wallets safely 

tucked away.
We visited museums and 

tried to comprehend the 
breadth of ancient artifacts 
and modern art, which 
drew upon indigenous, 
Inca, Spanish and European 
influences. 

Quito’s parks were 
impressive. Some had 
large public art pieces and 

stunning vistas. Others provided a place for 
sports and had soccer fields, running tracks, 
pools, playgrounds, and skateboard and trick 
biking areas. They looked a lot like our own 
parks- but with incredible views, a benefit 
from being perched high up in the Andes.

We visited La Marsical, a covered 
outdoor street market, where vendors sold 
hand crafted goods--mainly to tourists. 
Narrow aisles were lined with floor-to-
ceiling displays of alpaca sweaters and 
gloves, jewelry, purses, coffee, chocolate, 
and coco leaves. We interviewed some of the 
vendors. All were immigrants from nearby 
countries--hired help from out of town. 
They were manning booths whose owners 
were somewhere else with more important 
matters to attend to. They’d come to Quito in 
search of a better life, a familiar refrain. 

My favorite stop in Quito was a huge 
indoor food market (Mercado Iñaquito), 
which catered to locals. The amount of fresh 
produce was larger than anything I’ve ever 
seen. There were acres of produce stands 
with familiar fruits and vegetables but many 
which were new to me, such as pitahaya, tree 
tomato, and mora. There were restaurants 
and shops with freshly butchered pigs, cows, 
and chickens. There was even a chapel; on 
the whole, Ecuador is a pious culture. If I 
lived in Quito, I’d do my shopping here. 
The people were warm and didn’t mind 
our cameras and questions. While I waited 
outside the market for my students to finish 

A parade of three-foot waves 
rolled in from the Pacific. We 
passed iguanas, who ignored us 
while crabs and salamanders 
scampered out of our way.
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shooting interviews, an older lady sat down 
beside me. We couldn’t speak each other’s 
language but conversed through gestures 
and expressions, instantly becoming friends. 
When her husband arrived, we both helped 
her up and she gave me a heartfelt hug. I was 
moved by this intimate connection created with 
someone I’d just met.

Quito looks a lot like our large cities. There’s 
construction, many people, and lots of traffic. 
Unlike the US and many European cities, 
pedestrians must be cautious at intersections 
as cars won’t normally yield to people in 
crosswalks. We didn’t see many homeless 
people but did see lots of stray dogs. The street 
dogs of Ecuador became a common sight 
throughout our travels.

In one area of town I couldn’t help but 
note that there were no garbage cans. I asked 
our guide about this and learned that Quito 
and many parts of Ecuador were struggling 
with basic infrastructure issues. Some areas 
have no trash pickup leaving residents to 
fend for themselves. Our guide said that her 
neighborhood formed their own trash and 
recycling co-ops and also started a community 
garden.

We loved our time in Quito, but it was time 
to move farther up into the Andes. We boarded 
a bus and headed up into the Highlands, 
home of the mighty Chimborazo and Cotopaxi 
volcanoes.

The Andes 
The Andes are the longest mountain range 

åin the world, stretching the entire length of the 
continent, from the tip of Argentina 4500 miles 
up to Venezuela where they disappear into 
the Caribbean. The Andean region of Ecuador, 
known as the Highlands, is where we were to 
spend the next five days.

Formation of the Andes began ten to six 
million years ago through tectonic activity-
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-and they are still growing. Earthquakes 
and volcanic eruptions are commonplace. 
On our drive up into the highlands we 
drove by volcano evacuation road signs 
and saw Pichincha, an active stratovolcano 
spewing gray smoke off in the distance. 
(Stratovolcanoes are cone-shaped, built up 
over layers of hardened lava, pumice, and 
ash.)

South America sits on 
the aptly named South 
American plate. Just west 
under the Pacific is the 
Nazca Plate, which is being 
pushed underneath the 
South American Plate in a 
process called subduction. 
The solid uppermost mantle 
and oceanic crust of the 
Nazca Plate are being driven 
towards the South American 
plate at speeds of three to five 
centimeters per year. This is 
quick in terms of geology. 
As the Nazca plate is driven 
underneath the South American plate, its 
crust is forced upwards, resulting in the 
formation of the Andes Mountains.

We were on our way to visit two 

of Ecuador’s iconic and snow-capped 
volcanoes: Mount Chimborazo and Mount 
Cotopaxi. As we drove higher along the 
winding road, we saw farm after farm 
and realized that the Andes are more than 
mountains and volcanoes. Tucked below the 
glaciated peaks are verdant foothills dotted 
with farms, small communities, and villages. 
We arrived at a small remote Achignan 

village, where we met our local 
guide, Maria de Chimborazo.

Maria had piercing eyes, 
long dark hair, and seemed 
to carry a mystical air about 
her. She sang a song of the 
mountains to us as we drove 
high up onto the paramo, 
a treeless plateau over an 
expanse of volcanic soil. Our 
destination was a Polylepis 
Forest, a type of high-altitude 
forest found only in the Andes 
at elevations around 13,000 feet. 

Maria led us through fog and rain into what 
looked like a fairytale forest. There were red, 
twisted trees growing at odd angles, a result 
of the harsh conditions and high altitude.

As we drove higher along the 
winding road, we realized 
that the Andes are more than 
mountains and volcanoes. 
Tucked below the glaciated 
peaks are verdant foothills 
dotted with farms, small 
communities, and villages.

Polylepis 
Forest

We were tired but exhilarated and marveled 
at the barren and rugged landscape. But the day 
was getting long and two of our travelers were 
nauseous and dizzy from the high elevation. 
We retreated back to a small lodge in the village 
and built a fire to ward off the cold. It was the 
first time for most of my students to be out of 
the country or in such a remote and isolated 
location. It was vastly different from the hustle 
and bustle of Quito the day before, and far 
removed from their dorms and apartments back 
home.

After a rest we hiked down to the village 
center where the residents had prepared dinner 
for us. They seemed genuinely pleased to host 
us and have reason to celebrate. After dinner, 
they treated us to traditional songs and later 
invited us to dance with them. We were touched 
by the villagers’ warmth and generosity.

Our bus followed 
switchbacks through 
the vast expanse of 
cloud forests. On one 
side was a thick wall of 
overgrowth we could 
practically reach out 
and touch, and on the 
other a sheer drop-off. 
Our driver appeared 
calm as he negotiated 
hairpin turns, but I 
was next to him and 
he was sweating.
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Chimborazo
Chimborazo is a stratovolcano, 

and the highest mountain in 
Ecuador and a national park. Its 
snow-covered peak is 20,548 feet 
above sea level--and we were 
getting a chance to see it up close.

Our bus bounced along a 
washboard road over the alpine 
tundra. We passed wild packs of 
vicunas (wild cousins of llamas) 
and took in a landscape like 
something from another planet. 
As we ascended, the barren terrain 
became covered with snow and glacial 
debris. 

We arrived at the Carrel Refuge, which is 
around 15,800 feet above sea level. Our plan 
was to hike from there up to the Edward 
Whymper Refuge. But the altitude sickness 
of two of our travelers was getting worse. 
We arranged a taxi to take them back down 
to Quito but the driver wouldn’t arrive for 
hours. In the meantime, the rest were eager 
to hike up the mountain, capture video, 
and take photos. After making sure our 
companions were cared for, we started out. 
Right after leaving the refuge, we paused 
at the Simon Bolivar Monument, a sobering 
memorial to climbers who had perished on 
the mountain. We had to take it slow as the 
climb is steep and the air is thin. We topped 
out at the Edward Whymper Refuge, at 
about 16,400 feet. It was the highest elevation 
any of us had ever climbed. The experience 
was exhilarating, and the view was amazing.

Like many high Andean peaks, Mount 
Chimborazo is covered with glaciers year-
round. Millions of people from the Andes 
all the way to the coast, rely on glacial 
meltwater as their primary source of water. 
In recent years, temperatures have risen. A 
2018 report by Unesco and the Grid Arendal 
Foundation projects that South America 

will experience significant losses in glacial 
volume by the end of the century. Studies 
predict that the volume of tropical glaciers 
such as those in Ecuador, will decrease most 
dramatically, between 78 and 97 percent. 

As we hiked back down the mountain, 
numerous rivulets had formed, which had 
just earlier been covered with snow. Were 
we witnessing climate change in action 
or just the effects of the afternoon sun? I 
pondered this as we hiked back down the 
mountainside.

Cotopaxi
We traveled by bus to Cotopaxi, another 

iconic Ecuadorian volcano. It’s an active 
stratovolcano, Ecuador’s second highest 
mountain and the heart of Cotopaxi National 
Park. Its last eruption was in 2015. On the 
way, we stopped to examine the remains 
of a lahar, where the last eruption caused 
a mixture of mud, water, and rock to flow 
down the riverbed. Lahars can be quite 
violent and deadlier than lava flows.

Cotopaxi is surrounded by an expansive 
grass-covered plateau with herds of wild 
horses, wildflowers, and beautiful views 
of the mountain. Looking across the 

Chimborazo
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Chimborazo

plateau, I took in the mountain, which rises 
majestically from the tundra and tapers 
to a striking, snowcapped peak. Cotopaxi 
embodies the magnificence of the Andes 
and in some ways the essence of Ecuador. 
Cotopaxi has been covered with snow for 
thousands of years and is prominently 
featured in posters, magazine and on 
stamps. I felt lucky to see it in its full glory. 
If scientists’ projections are true, in the near 
future the snow will have all melted.

Maquipucuna,  
a Treehouse in the Cloud Forest

Ecuador is home to a vast expanse 
of rainforests but our next stop was 
Maquipucuna, a cloud forest reserve. Cloud 
forests are high-elevation rainforests. 

We’d stopped back in Quito to regroup 
and collect our two travelers who’d 
experienced altitude sickness and were now 
traveling through lush mountains. Our bus 
wound through a mix of deforested hills, 
now farmland and thick jungle. Patches of 
clouds shrouded the mountains and each 
turn offered a new surprise. We turned onto 
a side road, which followed switchbacks up 

Cotopaxi
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a mountainside. On one side was a thick wall 
of overgrowth we could practically reach out 
and touch, and on the other a sheer drop-off. 
Our driver appeared calm, but I was next to 
him and he was sweating. We had to stop 
the bus a few times and get everyone off in 
order to negotiate hairpin turns. This was to 
lighten the weight and maximize clearance, 
and also to ensure we didn’t all tumble 
down the mountainside. When the road 
finally became impassable, we’d reached 
the Maquipucuna Lodge.  Tucked in the 
jungle perched over a roaring river, the huge 
open structure looked to me like Peter Pan’s 
treehouse from Never Never Land.

The reserve is home to jaguars, 
spectacled bears, and anteaters, but 
we didn’t see a single one. We did see 
toucans, hummingbirds and striking 
moths and butterflies. The students loved 
the opportunity to swing in a hammock, 
relax, and swim in the Umachaca River, 
which roared past the lodge. While we 
interviewed the guides and captured footage, 
Maquipucuna felt more like a well-earned 
holiday. 

Our adventures in Quito, the Andes, and 
the cloud forests were remarkable, but one 
last stop was waiting for us, the Galapagos 
Islands. It was the place I was most looking 
forward to.

The Galapagos 
Islands

From Quito, we flew 800 miles west over 
the pacific to San Cristobal Island, where 
Darwin first made landfall. Inspectors 
screened passengers for foreign vegetables, 
seeds, fruits, and animals, which could 
wreak havoc on the protected environment. 
There’s a history of people intentionally 
or accidentally bringing in non-native 
species, resulting in unfortunate outcomes. 
Goats introduced in the 1850s ate the same 
cacti that the native tortoises relied on and 
blackberries brought in as a crop in the 1970s 
overtook hillsides crowding out the islands’ 
endemic plants.

We checked into our hotel, a stone’s throw 
from the town harbor. Sea lions had taken 
over the town’s beach and like drunks, could 
be found dozing on sidewalks and benches. 
After an orientation at the Galapagos Science 
Center we hiked up to Frigate Bird Hill, 
which overlooked Darwin Cove. Ascending 
these hills proved to be remarkably easy 
after climbing mountains in the thin air of 
the Andes. Leaning over the rail, we looked 
out over Darwin Cove, a hundred or so feet 
below us and watched frigate birds circle 
effortlessly in the updrafts. 

The next day we packed snorkel gear and 
headed to Loberia, a cove on the southwest 
side of the island. This was the first time we 
got to experience the shoreline and dip our 
toes into the ocean. The half-mile trail skirted 
the seaside, meandering between jagged 
black volcanic rock and stretches of course 
sand and pebbles. A parade of three-foot 
waves rolled in from the Pacific. We passed 
iguanas, who ignored us while crabs and 
salamanders scampered out of our way.

We had the cove to ourselves, excluding 
the sea lions basking on the sand and playing 
in the water. We snorkeled, took photos, and 

Maquipucuna
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practiced shooting underwater footage with 
our GoPros. We’d been instructed to stay six 
feet away from all wildlife, which had no 
fear of humans (social distancing). However, 
the sea lions hadn’t gotten the memo. They 
would come up and flop down beside us 
in the sand. (A few might’ve preferred our 
beach towels to the sand.) They took delight 
in swimming past us in the water and struck 
me as joyful aquatic dogs.

Ecotourism
I’d read of the harmful impacts of rising 

ecotourism and the challenges facing the 
Galapagos National Park, tasked with 
managing, conserving and maintaining the 
islands’ biodiversity. While I was constantly 
surveying the coast for signs of trash and 
waste from cruise ships, I was pleased we 
couldn’t get the shot I’d envisioned, which 
was of a plastic bottle in the sand and an 
iguana in the background. While I can’t 
speak for the other islands, the coastline 
around San Cristobal was pristine.

The next day we took a boat to Isla Lobos 
to snorkel along the coast and hike over a 
landscape of volcanic debris. We walked over 
thin shards, which were once molten lava. 
Along the shoreline we watched blue-footed 
boobies engrossed in their mating rituals. 
The males would do a dance with their feet 
that was both graceful and silly. An endless 
parade of frigate birds circled overhead 
while a few roosting in shrubs puffed out red 
pouches. I wasn’t enamored by the frigate 
birds. They appealed to me as much as 
vultures, but they sure can fly. We motored 
out to Kicker Rock for our last snorkel. Its 
huge vertical walls jut out of the ocean like 
remnants of a grand monument, which is 
in essence what it is, the remains of a four-
million-year-old volcanic cone. We battled 
six-foot swells but were treated to colorful 

fish, rays, sea turtles, and hammerhead 
sharks.

Illegal fishing and poaching have 
drastically reduced the number of sharks and 
sea cucumbers. Our captain and guide used 
to be a fisherman and admitted that many 
in the trade used to fish illegally. But now 
he was gainfully employed as a tour guide 
with no need to fish anymore. A similar 
story was told by a few of our other guides. 
The growth of ecotourism has ultimately 
benefited the Galapagos Islands. Entrance 
fees go towards maintaining the park, caring 
for its inhabitants, and employing its guides, 
who are all natives, born and raised on the 
islands. Without tourism, there would be no 
source of funding for the park or protection 
of its wildlife.

Our last stop in the Galapagos Islands 
was a small sandy cove with gentle one-
foot waves rolling in over the beach. There 
were no more interviews to be captured 
and no more photos to be taken. We waded 
into the water and swam amidst the turtles 
and sea lions. I watched my students laugh 
and play in the waves, and several times 
noticed one or two stop what they were 
doing, and simply gaze out to sea. Taking 
in the view, wind, and the sound of the 
waves and exuberant barks of the sea lions, I 
contemplated the significance this place and 
the good fortune we all had to experience it.

Sea lions had taken 
over the town’s beach 

and could be found 
dozing on sidewalks 

and benches.
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For at least two generations after 
the Civil War, if the Fourth of July fell 
on or near a Saturday or Sunday, it 
was an especially joyous occasion 
for Unionists everywhere. It wasn’t 
just an opportunity for a days-long 
revel celebrating 1776’s Declaration 
of Independence. It was also a 
chance to commemorate the holiday 
weekend in the summer of 1863 that 
marked the beginning of the end for 

the Confederate States of America. 
Between Friday, July 1, and Sunday, 

July 3, 1863, Federal troops under 
General George Meade decisively 
checked the Confederate invasion 
of the North, sending Robert E Lee 
packing south towards home - and his 
destiny of surrender at Appomattox 
Court House two year hence. On 
Monday, July 4, 1863, General Ulysses 
S Grant effectively cut the geographic 

By Jason Vest

“Bivouac of the Dead,” 
Ambrose Bierce, 1903

O F  B A T T L E F I E L D S  P H Y S I C A L  A N D  C U LT U R A L :

[editor’s note: Jason’s extensive endnotes are well worth 
reading; they appear on pages 50 and 51] 
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Confederacy in half, triumphantly ending 
the siege of Vicksburg, Mississippi – 
and, in beginning the city’s occupation 
with regiments of free Black soldiers 
from the just-formed United States 
Colored Troops, further reminding the 
South that slavery was in fact over, and 
equality was, if briefly,  ascendant. 

Much to commemorate in celebration, 
to be sure. But for some Civil War 
veterans, any regional or ideological 
convictions they started with would, if 
not be replaced, at least uncomfortably 
coexist, with memories of universal 
battlefield horrors that would haunt 
them for life. Some sought 
catharsis in writing.   None 
did it quite as brilliantly – or 
darkly - as Ambrose Bierce. 

Getting his start in 
the newspaper business 
as a printer’s devil for a 
newspaper in Warsaw, 
Indiana, it can be said that 
Ambrose Bierce (1842-
19141) was literally up to his 
elbows in ink for almost 
all his life.  Prolific satirist, 
journalist, poet and short 
story writer, Bierce came 
by his appellation “Bitter” 
honestly: A Union officer 

in the 9th Regiment of the 
Indiana Volunteers who 
survived the carnage of 
Shiloh and lesser battles 
and a near-fatal wound 
at Kennesaw Mountain, 
Bierce’s experiences – first 
as soldier, later as San 
Francisco and Washington, 
DC-based newspaperman
- shaped the brilliantly
astringent tenor of his
writing, in prose and

poetry.  A precursor to H.L. Mencken2 
in satire, wit, and linguistic parsing; 
and a progenitor of H.P. Lovecraft3 in 
horror; Bierce’s Tales of Soldiers and 
Civilians and The Devil’s Dictionary 
continue to inspire dark hearts and stoke 
dyspeptic temperaments everywhere.

In this 1903 piece, Bierce quotes 
from Willian Cullen Bryant’s 1831 
poem, “June.” Bierce’s title, however, 
is actually borrowed from Theodore 
O’Hara’s 1847 poem of the same name, 
written in homage to U.S. casualties 
(specifically, Kentuckians) of the 
Mexican-American War of 1846-1848. 

Ambrose Bierce emerged 
from combat realizing that 
the enemy of man is not so 
much other men but war 
itself, as aided and abetted by 
jingoism and its trappings.
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Passages from O’Hara’s poem also adorn 
the McClellan Gate at Arlington National 
Cemetery4 - but without attribution 
to O’Hara. Though appreciative of 
O’Hara’s words, the cemetery’s creator, 
Major General Montgomery C. Meigs, 
most decidedly did not appreciate 
O’Hara’s later soldiering under the 
Confederate standard. (Lest one forget, 
America’s premier military cemetery 
owes its creation to Meigs’ desire to 
make Robert E Lee’s Arlington House 
estate uninhabitable - a perpetual 
reminder to Lee and the Confederate 
leadership of the cost in blood for their 
treasonous ways, an exercise of notions 
whose sanguinary tab 
included Meigs’ own 
son, killed in action for 
the Union in 1864.)

It also bears reminder 
that, for at least a 
generation after the Civil 
War, public sentiment 
firmly supported Meigs’ 
order barring ex-
Confederate families 
from laying wreaths at 
Arlington’s handful of 
inadvertent Confederate 
interments. (A number of 
Confederate cadre were 
accidentally included 
amongst the mass-
buried Union cadre on the 
grounds of Lee’s Arlington 
House.) In the waning days 
of the Civil War, Southern 
elites who’d cadged the 
backwoods practice 
of annually strewing 
ancestral graves with 
flowers started extending 
the practice to recent 

Union as well as Confederate dead, thus 
institutionalizing what was then known 
as Decoration Day. Whether a genuinely 
chivalrous practice or the last gasp of 
a baronial culture gone curdled over a 
century of fantastical insulation, the idea 
was popular enough that the Grand Army 
of the Republic – the American Legion 
of its day for Union veterans – gave the 
holiday its imprimatur in 1868, perhaps 
less as a bow to notions of national 
reconciliation and more as a reminder 
that holiday, official or unofficial, were 
decided by those who fought under the 
U.S., not C.S., standard. (It would not be 
until 1967 that Decoration Day would 

Ambrose 
Bierce
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Ambrose 
Bierce

officially become the 
federal holiday we now 
know as Memorial Day.)

But by 1903, when 
Bierce wrote “The Bivouac 
of the Dead,” the South 
was making ominous 
progress in a sort of 
asymmetric cultural 
warfare, ironically having 
become a beneficiary 
of a “new” America as 
defined by States United 
in Empire. The Southern 
Historical Society (SHS) 
to which Bierce refers in 
“Bivouac” was the creation 
of Dabney Herndon 
Maury, a recalcitrant 
Confederate general 
who would lead the SHS 
in a protracted battle 
to recast Confederate 
bellicosity in the service 
of preserving its racist 
slave-based economy 
as a noble “Lost Cause” 
fought on loftier principles. 
Among the targets of 
the SHS and its ally, the 
United Confederate 
Veterans (UCV), in this 
culture war: Arlington 
National Cemetery. 

In the years after 
Meigs death, the SHS 
and UCV not only 
cajoled Congress into 
disinterring and reinterring 
Arlington’s mass-buried 
Confederate dead in a 
new, separate section of 
Arlington (headstones 
with Confederate symbols 
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provided at government expense) 
and allowing future Confederate 
burials with full military honors, but 
also authorizing the installation of a 
dedicated freestanding Confederate 
memorial5. This part of the crusade for 
the Lost Cause was also well-served 
by the fact that United States military 
forces  - now representing the entire 
American nation, North and South, 

reunited in imperial prerogative  - had 
triumphed in the Spanish-American 
War of 1898, and were subsequently 
toiling in the service of race-based 
subjugation and administration of 
America’s new imperial holdings, the 
Philippines, Cuba and Puerto Rico.6

No fan of war generally or the Lost 
Cause specifically7, Bierce was a cynic 
with a very low opinion of humanity. 
“Biovouac” is an atypical, nuanced 
Bierce piece. Deftly dispensing with 
Lost Cause buncombe while affirming 
the humanistic value that if causes 
don’t deserve monuments, soldiers 
at least deserve marked graves, 
it’s arguably Bierce at his most 
uncharacteristically gentle and genteel.

Away up in the heart of the Allegheny mountains, 
in Pocahontas county, West Virginia, is a beautiful 
little valley through which flows the east fork of the 
Greenbrier River. At a point where the valley road 
intersects the old Staunton and Parkersburg turnpike, 
a famous thoroughfare in its day, is a post office in 
a farmhouse. The name of the place is Travelers’ 
Repose, for it was once a tavern. Crowning some 
low hills within a stone’s throw of the house are 
long lines of old Confederate fortifications, skillfully 
designed and so well “preserved” that an hour’s 

work by a brigade would put them into 
serviceable shape for the next civil war. 

This place had its battle—what was 
called a battle in the “green and salad days” 
of the great rebellion. A brigade of Federal 
troops, the writer’s regiment among them, 
came over Cheat Mountain, fifteen miles 
to the westward, and, stringing its lines 
across the little valley, felt the enemy all 
day; and the enemy did a little feeling, 
too. There was a great cannonading, 
which killed about a dozen on each side; 
then, finding the place too strong for 
assault, the Federals called the affair a 
reconnaissance in force, and burying their 
dead withdrew to the more comfortable 

place whence they had come. Those dead now lie 
in a beautiful national cemetery at Grafton, duly 
registered, so far as identified, and companioned by 
other Federal dead gathered from the several camps 
and battlefields of West Virginia. The fallen soldier 
(the word “hero” appears to be a later invention) 
has such humble honors as it is possible to give.

His part in all the pomp that fills
The circuit of the Summer hills
Is that his grave is green

True, more than half of the green graves in the 
Grafton cemetery are marked “Unknown,” and 
sometimes one thinks of the contradiction involved 
in “honoring the memory” of him of whom no 
memory remains to honor; but attempt seems to do 
no great harm to the living, even to the logical.

A few hundred yards to the rear of the old 
Confederate earthworks is a wooded hill. Years 
ago it was not wooded. Here, among the trees 

In these forgotten graves 
rest the Confederate 
dead. They had little in 
common with the political 
madmen who persuaded 
them to their doom.
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and in the undergrowth, are rows of shallow 
depressions, discoverable by removing the 
accumulated forest leaves. From some of them 
may be taken (and reverently replaced) small slabs 
of the split stone of the country, with rude and 
reticent inscriptions by comrades. I found only one 
with a date, only one with full names of man and 
regiment. The entire number found was eight.

In these forgotten graves rest the Confederate 
dead—between eighty and one 
hundred, as nearly as can be made 
out. Some fell in the “battle.” The 
majority died of disease. Two, 
only two, have apparently been 
disinterred for reburial at their 
homes. So neglected and obscure in 
this campo santo that only he upon 
whose farm it is –the aged 
postmaster of Travelers’ Repose—
appears to know about it. Men 
living within a mile have never 
heard of it. Yet other men must 
be still living who assisted to lay 
these Southern soldiers where they 
are, and could identify some of 
the graves. Is there a man, North 
or South, who would begrudge the 
expense of giving to these fallen 
brothers the tribute of green graves? 
One would rather not think so. True, 
there are several hundreds of such 
places still discoverable in the track 
of the great war. All the stronger is 
the dumb-demand – the silent plea 
of these fallen brothers to what 
is “likest God within the soul.”

They were honest and 
courageous foemen, having little 
in common with the political 
madmen who persuaded them to 
their doom and the literary bearers 
of false witness in the aftertime. 
They did not live through the period 
of honorable strife into the period 
of vilification—did not pass from 
the Iron Age to the brazen—from 
the era of the sword to that of the 
tongue and pen. Among them is 

no member of the Southern Historical Society. Their 
valor was not the fury of the non-combatant; they 
have no voice in the thunder of the civilians and 
the shouting. Not by them are impaired the dignity 
and infinite pathos of the Lost Cause. Give them, 
these blameless gentlemen, their rightful part in all 
the pomp that fills the circuit of the summer hills.
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Endnotes
1 The exact circumstances of Bierce’s death are unknown; having departed the District of Columbia ostensibly 

for another Civil War battlefield walkabout in 1913, Bierce reportedly  ended up in Mexico with Pancho 
Villa, in one version of the tale of his mysterious end disappearing while with Villa in Chihuahua, 

in another ending up with his back to wall and ventilated by a Villa firing squad, the Mexicans 
having tired of the irascible Yankee. Such is the version envisioned in 1989’s Old Gringo, a 

underrated film largely panned but with Gregory Peck providing a masterful rendering 
of Bierce at the apotheosis of his effervescent acidity. A less accurate but perhaps more 

fun sketch of Bierce on screen is one that never made it into theaters but still enjoys a 
robust cult following, courtesy the pen of legendary indie writer/director/
producer Robert Rodriguez: In conceiving the story for The Hangman’s Daughter, 
the third installment in the From Dusk Till Dawn franchise, Rodriguez considered 
the predecessor to the first movie’s infamous Titty Twister bar as it might have 
been in 1913 - with iconic Rodriquez/Tarantino stock player Michael Parks
(Texas Ranger Earl McGraw in From Dusk Till Dawn, Grindhouse and the 
Kill Bill films) essentially playing “Ambrose Bierce, Vampire Haranguer,” 

and proffering a novel interpretation of Bierce’s mysterious fate. 

2 On his way down while Mencken was on his way up, the two 
iconoclasts actually met at the 1911 funeral of a mutual friend. Recalling 

the event 26 years later, Mencken remembered Bierce’s “long series of 
gruesome but highly amusing witticisms” drenched in cynicism at which 

even Mencken marveled, further bulwarked by Bierce’s tales “of crematories 
that had caught fire and singed the mourners, of dead bibuli whose mortal 

remains had exploded, of widows guarding fires all night to make sure 
that their dead husbands did not escape.” Hence contribution to Mencken’s 

view that Bierce was “the only genuine wit America has produced.”

3 Viewers of the first season of HBO’s True Detective who happened 
to be familiar with Bierce and Lovecraft could not help but at least smile 

at mentions of “Carcosa,” if not obsess over how to interpret the clue.

4 Given that George McClellan at first by default and later by design sought to undermine Lincoln’s 
leadership, it’s somewhat remarkable McClellan got a memorial gate at Arlington at all. His other failings 
notwithstanding, his superb training of the Union army was an undeniable accomplishment; but lest the 

general-turned-Democratic politician who lost the 1864 election to his former commander-in-chief ever 
forget by whose graces his Arlington monument stood, the staunch Unionist and Lincoln man Meigs 

emblazoned his own name, rather than McClellan’s, on both of the arch’s east-facing columns.
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Sculpted by unrepentant Confederate Moses Jacob Ezekiel and unveiled in 1914, no less than 22 of Ezekiel’s 
descendants signed an August 20, 2017, open letter in the Washington Post asking for the removal of 

their ancestor’s handiwork. “Like most such monuments, this statue intended to rewrite history 
to justify the Confederacy and the subsequent racist Jim Crow laws” they wrote. “It glorifies 

the fight to own human beings, and, in its portrayal of African Americans, implies their 
collusion. As proud as our family may be of Moses’s artistic prowess, we — some 

twenty Ezekiels — say remove that statue. Take it out of its honored spot in Arlington 
National Cemetery and put it in a museum that makes clear its oppressive history.”

Along with his fellow members of the Anti-Imperialist League – which 
included more than a few ex-Confederates opposed to Empire over 
Republic, and the potential for millions of far-flung, dark-skinned people 
to become voting American citizens - Bierce looked on with disgust at 
what he termed “the Yanko-Spanko War,” grimly observing, “We shall 
have in our new dependency a permanent training school to take the 
place of the one so long supplied by the Indians. Having taken a few sips 
of the wine of conquest and glory, we like the taste and want more…
The entire business of being a nation is as innocent of morality as that 
of a thief or a pirate.” Nearly a quarter-million dead Filipinos and 5,0000 
dead Americans later in the service of “securing” the new U.S. Territory 

of the Philippines, as America’s zeal for the imperial grew, so, too, did 
Bierce’s infamous bitterness as he entered the last decade of his life.

Like many a soldier who has gone to war a true believer in a cause – such was the 
abolitionist zeal of Bierce’s family that his uncle Lucius supplied John Brown with the 

broadswords he and his sons used to hack pro-slavery Kansans to death at Pottawatomie 
Creek in 1855 – though proud to be on the right side of history, Bierce emerged from combat 

realizing that the enemy of man is not so much other men but war itself, as aided and abetted by 
jingoism and its trappings. Defining “flag” in The Devil’s Dictionary as “a colored rag borne above troops and 
hoisted on forts and ships. It appears to serve the same purpose as certain signs that one sees and vacant lots in 
London – ‘Rubbish may be shot here.’,” Bierce nonetheless had no problem with the U.S. Government returning 
captured Confederate flags to their states, poetically noting in 1905 that how the standards came to be in the 
position of magnanimous remission mattered far more than the what of their return:  “Give back the foolish flags 
whose bearers fell/Too valiant to forsake them./Is it presumptuous, this counsel? Well/I helped to take them.”
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(8:45 am, Beijing Capital International Airport, February 2, 2013) 
Jewher Ilham and her father, Professor Ilham 
Tohti, were at the Beijing Capital Internation-
al Airport waiting to board a fl ight to Chicago 
when suddenly Chinese authorities descend-
ed on them. They were apprehended before 
they could board, held in separate rooms and 
interrogated. It was the last time they would 
see each other.

Ilham Tohti was a Uyghur economist and aca-
demic freedom advocate. His scholarly writings 
and human rights activities, concerned with 
the oppression of the Uyghurs in China, had 
garnered the attention of Chinese government 

By Filiz Cicek

A human rights demonstrator in 
Washington, D.C. protesting China’s 
oppression of the Uyghurs.
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offi  cials. He was arrested at the airport. Had he 
been allowed to board, he would have eventu-
ally arrived in Bloomington where he would 
have been teaching as a visiting scholar. 
Jewher ilham was 18 years old. Professor 

Tohti wanted his daughter to go to school, 
study hard, and lead a happy life as a teen-
aged high school student in Beijing. Now 
he was asking her to go to the U.S. without 
him. “I would rather you sweep the streets of 
the United States,” he told her as he pushed 
her out of the interrogation room, Chinese 
authorities closely watching. “Look around 
you,” he said. “Look what life here is like. Go 
to the U.S. and don’t come back.”  

STRANGER IN A 
STRANGE LAND
Jewher reluctantly boarded the plane. She 
could fl y to the U.S., but would have to leave 
her father behind in police custody.   
Things didn’t get any better at O’Hare. She 

didn’t know anyone. Moments after her 
plane touched down and she cleared security, 
Jewher was escorted to a small room by an 
immigration offi  cer where she was held for 
two hours before seeing anyone. She hadn’t 
eaten in over 16 hours. (Pork was the only 
food off ered on the plane, nothing halal other 
than water.) Jewher was then led to another 
room and questioned.  
She spoke little English and no one at the 

airport spoke Uyghur or Chinese. They bom-
barded her with questions she didn’t under-
stand. Eventually she did comprehend the 
words “you have to go back to China.” All 
she had was a J2-visa. Without her father she 
was classifi ed as an illegal immigrant.
They asked her if there was someone she 

could call in China to help her return. Her 
old Nokia phone didn’t work internationally 
but, in the process, she discovered a crum-
pled piece of paper in her pocket that she had 
almost tossed away. It had the name Elliot 
Sperling and a phone number. Her father had 
slipped it into her pocket as he was being 
taken away by airport police. She handed the 
paper to the immigration offi  cers, and they 
tracked down Elliot Sperling. He turned out 
to be a scholar at IU who had invited her fa-
ther to come to the U.S. 

“Uncle Elliot,” as she would come to call 
him, came to the rescue. Having worked with 
the government as a consultant from time 
to time, Elliot was able to pull strings an get 
permission for Jewher to remain in the States 
temporarily. She fl ew to Indianapolis; they 
had not met each other but Elliot greeted her 
speaking Chinese which “was such a relief af-
ter being questioned by the US authorities in 
English for hours” said Jewher. 

To become an accidental 
advocate on the world stage 
for a father who is a political 
prisoner – and, by extension, 
for your entire people as well 
– is no easy task for anyone 
in the best of circumstances. 
For a teenage girl suddenly 
ripped from family moorings 
half-a-world away, unversed 
in any cultures or languages 
beyond her own, it might 
have been nearly impossible.
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Elliot brought Jewher home to Bloomington 
and gave her his daughter’s empty room 
where she would stay for one month before 
settling into a dorm. Jewher’s fi rst months 
in Bloomington were diffi  cult. Assuming the 
role of a parent, Elliot cooked for her, and 
taught her how to do laundry and dishes 
since she had never seen a dishwasher nor 
a dryer. She wasn’t used to eating uncooked 
food, consequently Jewher hated the healthy 
salads Elliot prepared.  She liked Elliot but 

she disliked Bloom-
ington, cut off  from 
everyone she knew, 
having to start over. 
But she followed 
her father’s advice 
and stayed put. 
Uncle Elliot drove 

her to and from 
Indianapolis every 
month, for two 
years, in order to 
extend her grant 
of parole for an-
other month. He 
even drove her to 
Canada via Detroit 
and back within 24 
hours so that she 
could be eligible 
for an F1 student 
visa. She eventu-
ally entered IU’s 
Intensive English 
Program.

This marked the 
beginning of Jewher 
Ilham’s career as a 

political activist. Although forbidden to do so 
in China, individuals and their communities 
are forced by circumstances to resist oppressive 
and unjust conditions. One driving force is the 
economic circumstances under which people 
fi nd themselves. “There is a survivalist men-
tality in China which drives people to make 
money above all else, for themselves and their 
off spring,” Jewher told me. She was therefore 
surprised to learn that some Americans were 
willing to speak up for others. “I was very sur-
prised to see that there were people studying 
foreign languages and cultures.  When I lived in 
China, I wasn’t even able to study in my native 
language, Uyghur,” she said. “I met faculty and 

Ilham Tohti, left, and Elliot Sperling in 
August 2012. 
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students in Bloomington who were studying 
Tibetan and Uyghur. Professor Gardner Boving-
don spoke better Uyghur than I. And they were 
choosing to be activists.”
Meanwhile, her father was placed under 

house arrest. He and Jewher spoke via Skype 
daily, advising her on everything from what 
classes to take to what clothes to wear. And 
Elliot introduced Jewher to professor Gulni-
sa Nazarova who became a mother fi gure. 
Nazarova, a Uyghur from Uzbekistan, would 
cook Uyghur food for Jewher as well as 
teaching her Uyghur. Being born and raised 
in Beijing, Jewher didn’t know her native 
tongue beyond basic daily 
words. At IU Bloomington she 
would study her native tongue, 
Uyghur, and Islam, the chosen 
religion of her people since the 
15th century. 
All the while, Jewher togeth-

er with Sperling and scores of 
others, would spend the better 
part of a decade futilely trying 
to bring Jewher’s father to In-
diana. Tohti encouraged her 
to create social media profi les, 
which would help if he were 
once again imprisoned. “Daddy 
has many friends all over the 
world who might be helpful,” he 
would say. She didn’t like social 
media; the idea of others pok-
ing into your private life didn’t 
appeal to Jewher. 
Tohti’s fears were not unfound-

ed. He had been detained in 
2009 during the ethnic rioting 
that took place in Ürümqi, the 
capital of Xinjiang. In 2014, he 
was once again imprisoned. 
Since that day, Jewher has not 
seen her father. Had he been 
permitted to fl y to the U.S. with 

his daughter, his journey might have echoed 
one taken decades earlier from China to 
Bloomington by another Asian dissident sim-
ilarly viewed as hostile by the Chinese gov-
ernment: Thubten Norbu, the elder brother 
of the Dalai Lama. Sperling, who had studied 
with Professor Norbu at Indiana University 
and eventually became the Director of the Ti-
betan Studies at the Central Eurasian Studies 
Department at IU, now found himself in the 
center of both the Tibetan and Uyghur strug-
gles against Chinese oppression. He began 
mentoring Jewher to advocate for her father 
as well as her people. 
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Jewher Ilham, daughter of imprisoned 
Uyghur scholar Ilham Tohti, speaks 
during the Sakharov Prize ceremony at 
the European Parliament, in Strasbourg, 
France, Dec. 18, 2019. AP Photo.

Elliot Sperling passed away in 2017 due to a 
heart failure. Ilham Tohti is now condemned 
to a life sentence by the Chinese in the Uy-
ghur homeland of East Turkestan. 
Tohti, in recent years, became the recipi-

ent of prestigious awards as varied as the 
PEN/TK and Sakharov. His entire native 
Uyghur region is now all but occupied and 
being culturally cleansed by the Chinese 
state. But Jewher and millions of other 

sympathizers with her father and the Uy-
ghur cause show no signs of giving up the 
fi ght for his release. They continue to speak 
out for Uyghur rights and to push back for 
freedom from the Chinese boot.
 

AN 
ACCIDENTAL 
ADVOCATE
I fi rst met the mature-beyond-her-years 
Jewher Ilham at Sperling’s apartment in the 
Jackson Heights section of Queens in 2015. A 
native of the city and a one-time cab driver 
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there, Sperling was busy conducting his life 
from the Big Apple after his early retirement 
from IU. No longer in need of a rescue, but 
now, with Uncle Elliot’s collaborative coun-
sel, Jewher devoted herself fully to freeing 
her father from prison. Before every import-
ant event Jewher would come to New York to 
see Sperling. She hardly noticed me. She was 
busy, anxiously preparing a speech she was 
to deliver to the European Parliament calling 
for the release of her father and an end to the 
oppression of the Uyghur people in north-
western China.
At the time, Professor Tohti was on trial 

in China, accused of being a 
“separatist.”  In reality, his was 
a voice of moderation, trying 
to bridge the gap between the 
Uyghur people and the Han 
Chinese.  Not known for con-
sidering nuance when it comes 
to its internally expansive pro-
grams of moving Han Chinese 
into historically non-Chinese 
enclaves, the Chinese Commu-
nist Party considered Tohti’s 
real crime as being a bright and 
articulate Uyghur. The Uy-
ghurs are the predominantly 
Turkic-speaking Muslim ethnic 
group whose historic homeland 
of East Turkestan represents the 
Chinese government’s latest 
case study in intranational gen-
trifi cation-through-oppression. 
The Uyghur homeland takes up 
one-sixth of China’s landmass 
and borders eight countries 
including Pakistan, Kazakhstan 
and Kyrgyzstan, the province 
of Xinjiang as the Chinese call 
it. For these reasons, this ethnic 
homeland is obviously desir-
able for strategic external and 

internal reasons: it can serve as both a buff er 
province and space for China’s ethnic major-
ity Han to internally colonize and to use its 
natural resources of oil, gas, and gold.
Sperling had been preparing his own speech 

to advocate for Tohti at the European Union 
Human Rights Commission for his release, 
while helping Jewher with hers. To an extent, 
Sperling felt personally responsible for the 
Ilhams’ woes: It had been he who had invited 
Tohti to spend a year as a visiting professor 
at IU and was waiting for him and Jewher 
to arrive, only to discover Jewher alone and 
exhausted, and bearing news of her father’s 
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sudden seizure at the Beijing airport. 
He was also heartbroken and angry – fu-

rious, in fact -- that Indiana University 
didn’t raise strong-enough objections about 
Tohti’s treatment with the Chinese gov-
ernment, “not even to make a statement of 
condemnation regarding an invited visiting 
scholar’s subsequent imprisonment for life 
on ludicrous charges ratifi ed in a farcical 
proceeding” he told me in frustration. Per-
haps “the university didn’t want to lose the 
money that many Chinese students, who 
were by now the largest groups of inter-
national students” were bringing to IU, he 
refl ected. He now wanted to put his anger 
to good use by traveling to Europe to give 
talks and lectures to raise awareness about 
the plight of both the Tibetans and the Uy-
ghurs who live under Chinese rule.
But it was clear that whatever Sperling 

might be able to accomplish on his own, the 

most eff ective potential public ambassador 
for Tohti’s release and the Uyghur cause was 
Jewher. To become an accidental advocate on 
the world stage for a father who is a political 
prisoner – and, by extension, for your entire 
people as well -- is no easy task for anyone 
in the best of circumstances. For a teenage 
girl suddenly ripped from family moorings 
half-a-world away, unversed in any cultures 
or languages beyond her own, it might have 
been nearly impossible. But as he did with so 
many others, Sperling tweezed latent courage 
and knowledge out of Jewher, providing all 
the patience and support one could expect 

Jewher Ilham testifying before U.S. 
offi  cials about her father’s arrest, 
April 2014.



JULY 2020 63

from as humanistic a fi gure as Sperling. His capac-
ity for intuition, empathy and social justice all but 
inspired Jewher to become the newest indefatigable 
ethnic-minority David to the culture-cleansing Goli-
ath that is the Chinese government. 
There are also her younger half-siblings and step-

mother, whom she felt responsible to support while 
studying and advocating for her father’s release. 
Her stepmother spoke only Uyghur, which made it 
hard to secure a job back in China, especially as the 
spouse of a political prisoner. The Chinese “favored 
the Han Chinese as the master/model race,” Jewher 
felt. And while some Chinese speak out against the 
social and racial hierarchy, most Han Chinese seem 
to be unaware, or as widely thought, have accepted 
a good life in exchange for the Communist Party’s 
right to rule by dictate since the Tiananmen Massa-
cre.  Today, this seems to be the case with most Chi-
nese when it comes to the surveillance of the Chi-
nese people themselves. There is a new social credit 
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While some Chinese 
speak out against 
the social and racial 
hierarchy, most Han 
Chinese seem to be 
unaware, or as widely 
thought, to have 
accepted a good life 
in exchange for the 
Communist Party’s 
right to rule by dictate 
since the Tiananmen 
Massacre.



64 RYDER

system that monitors all citizens digitally 
and calculates their scores and behaviors. For 
example, if a citizen buys one too many beers, 
his/her points will go down, and s/he might 
be denied renting a car or a hotel room. 
Those who know and are willing to speak 

out against the mistreatment of Uyghurs in 
the “re-education camps,” as the Chinese 
government unabashedly calls them, neces-
sarily do so anonymously, out of well-found-
ed fears of being hauled in for questioning 

and worse. Just because someone is outside 
of China advocating for the Uyghurs doesn’t 
mean that person is beyond the Chinese 
state’s reach.  Chinese state security pays 
close attention to the activities of Uyghur 
activists and their allies in 26 countries that 
China considers particularly sensitive. In the 
US, for example, Chinese often show up to 
Uyghur-oriented talks and seminars with no 
purpose except disruption, according to Mus-
tafa Aksu, a recent IU graduate and Uyghur 
human rights activist. 
Uyghurs today live under an intense sur-
veillance system in their cities, streets, and 
homes in their native land. There are cameras 
installed in every block, with check points 
ordering Uyghur residents to report their 

Human Rights activists in Washington DC 
demanding the release of millions of Uyghurs 
in Chinese encampments on June, 2019.
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coming-and-goings.  Professor 
Sandrine Catris, an IU gradu-
ate who is currently a  faculty 
member at Augusta Universi-
ty, Department of History, has 
been conducting research in the 
region on Uyghur history and 
culture for over a decade. He 
explained how the Uyghurs are 
monitored via face recognition 
devices installed in their streets 
and parks. Inside their homes, 
they are forced to “host” a 
“guest” from the Chinese gov-
ernment, who is there to help 
assimilate the Uyghurs into the 
“ideal” Chinese culture. They 
are required to use smart phones 
which are collected and moni-
tored regularly for their content. 
And, their children at schools 
are now taught in Mandarin 
only and their DNA is collected. 
Uyghurs are forbidden to 

practice their religion and are 
monitored with prayer tracking 
codes. Most mosques have been 
destroyed or shut, and the ones 
that are still standing are empty 
for one simple reason:  people 
are simply too afraid to enter 
them. Anyone who is suspected 
of resisting the communist gov-
ernment’s rules is sent to a con-
centration camp. These camps 
are estimated to hold one-to-
three million Uyghur people.  
There, Uyghurs are indoctrinat-
ed with communist propaganda 
and experimented upon with 
digital technology. This technol-
ogy then is marketed as a proto-
type to be used by other govern-
ment and intelligence agencies, 
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according to recent reports. 
Many Uyghurs living outside of China 

haven’t heard from their families, and/or 
cannot speak with them freely for fear of 
landing them in the concentration camps. It 
has been almost two years since Aksu – the 
former IU student and activist now work-
ing for the Uyghur Human Rights Council 
-- last spoke to his family. Most cannot be 
reached, or do not answer or simply hang 
up after a few words. And some of those 
who go back to look for their loved ones 
have themselves disappeared. Those who 
are lucky enough to come out of the con-
centration camps alive tell terrible tales of 
torture and brainwashing sessions. 
At fi rst China denied the existence of the 

camps, but now claim that they are “reeduca-
tion” facilities and vocational schools to help 
better the lives of Uyghurs. The truth ap-
pears to be rather more banal: they perform 
self-serving domination of a group of people. 
This is often done through “othering” -- iden-
tifying them as alien --  in order to isolate, 
control, and exploit both the human and the 

Jewher Ilham, accompanied by Professor 
Sperling (on the right), receiving Martin 
Ennals Human Rights Award from the UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid 
Ra’ad Al Hussein on behalf of her father 
Ilham Tohti on  October 10, 2016.
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natural resources, and this is 
as old as human history. At the 
moment it is the Uyghurs who 
are the “others” with their rich 
land which holds much-needed 
natural resources for the Chinese 
populace. 
To withstand such relentless 

political pressure is no easy task. 
Organizations and governments 
have retracted their supportive 
statements and become silent 
under Chinese pressure, Jewher 
laments. In 2015 she published 
a book recounting her experi-
ences: Jewher Ilham: A Uyghurs 
Fight to Free Her Father (Uni-
versity of New Orleans Press). 
Although Tohti was nominated 
for both the Nobel Peace Prize 
and for the Sakharov Prize for 
Freedom of Thought by the Eu-
ropean Parliament fi rst in 2013, 
he did not receive the awards, 
at that time, most likely due to 
the pressure from the Chinese 
government. The Sakharov prize 
was fi nally awarded to Tohti 
in 2019, in no small part due to 
Jewher’s and Professor Sper-
ling’s eff orts. 
“I struggled often with deci-

sions and statements regarding 
my father and freedoms of my 
people, because I was and am 
not allowed to communicate 
with my father,” she recalled. 
“So, it is not always easy to 
know what he would think or 
say, what comments he would 
make about the current situation 
in China regarding the govern-
ment treatment of Uyghurs, or 
himself in prison.”
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CAPITAL C, 
lower case c
Although Sperling spent most of his life 

studying, researching, and advocating for 
Tibet and the Tibetan people, during his 
later years, he found himself crisscrossing 
the world to bring attention to the plight of 
the Uyghurs. It was as if decades of work on 
Tibet had made him destined to take on the 
Chinese government over the Uyghurs as 
well. In 2014, he was denied entry to China at 
the Beijing airport. Although he wasn’t told 
why, he believed it was on account of Tohti, 
which left him feeling somewhat bemused. 
“I always thought I would be banned from 
China because of my Tibetan research,” he 
refl ected, “but alas no! It was my friendship 
with Tohti that got me banned.” 
He had gone to India fi rst, as a young hippie 

in the 70s, as many did then, through Istan-
bul, deciding to study Tibetan culture as a re-
sult.  He was a student of Professor Thubten 
Norbu and had taken over the chairmanship 
after his passing. Professor Norbu was a 
freedom fi ghter and an activist who had tried 
to “throw off  the Chinese yoke from Tibet” 
with (largely unsuccessful) covert CIA oper-
ations. He openly disagreed with his brother, 
the Dalai Lama, and went on to do many 
freedom walks, calling for an end to Chinese 
occupation of his homeland.  The Dalai Lama, 
on the other hand, would not advocate any 
action that “would harm an average Chinese 
person,” since that would be against his Bud-
dhist teachings.  
Sperling sided with his mentor, the professor. 

They had the same goals, but diff erent ap-
proaches to the Tibetan struggle for freedom.  
I fi rst met Professor Sperling at the Runcible 
Spoon twenty-some years ago. He was the 

department head at IU’s Central Eurasian 
Studies (CEUS) program when I was a grad-
uate student in the early 2000s -- the same 
time that Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s children were studying at IU.  He 
was a great comfort to me then; helping me 
navigate academia’s political dynamics and 
bureaucracy at the time. 

The Dalai Lama’s visit to Bloomington in 
2010 brought Elliot and me together briefl y 
once again. There were 17 of us at Tibetan 
Mongolian Buddhist Cultural center for a 
private meeting. I watched the Dalai Lama 
march over to Elliot to discuss passionate-
ly yet another critical article he had written 
about the failings of China policy. In the years 
that followed, Elliot and I continued to con-
fi de in each other from time to time via email, 
from diff erent cities and countries, as our 
divergent paths took us through life.
A few years later in 2015, I would end up 

briefl y living with him in New York; in his 
apartment fi lled with books from fl oor to 
ceiling. There, I saw fi rsthand the deep level 
of caring and commitment Elliot had towards 
his fellow human beings. Those feelings in-
formed what he was against as much as what 
he was for, and something he was most defi -
nitely not for was communism in any form – 
capital C, lower case c, euro, Mao, you name 
it. He was opposed to communism not based 
on the study of nuanced diff erences in polit-
ical regimes the world over, but simply due 
to the Chinese Communist Party’s treatment 
fi rst of the Tibetans, later of the Uyghurs. 
Having recently met numerous journalists, 

artists and intellectuals, at fi lm festivals in 
Istanbul, Cannes, and Berlin, I off ered to 
help spread the word about Ilham Tohti’s 
dire situation. 
The Tibetan struggle has been prominent in 

the collective consciousness for some time 
now. Most people in the West know and ad-
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mire The Dalai Lama and his Tibetan cause. 
Uyghurs, on the other hand, do not have such 
a public fi gure to make them heard and visi-
ble, owing in part to the draconian, preemp-
tive prerogatives of Chinese authoritarianism.  
I asked Jewher if she knew who the Dalai 

Lama was when she was growing up in 
Xinjiang, and if Tibetans and Uyghurs had 
ever collaborated since they both struggled 
for freedom under Chinese rule. She said 
no. “In schools we were taught that the Da-
lai Lama was a bad man, an imposter, may-
be even an oppressor of Tibetans through 
religion. Everyone knows who he is in Chi-
na, but no one mentions his name; instead 
people refer to him as “you know who”. 
Like Voldemort in Harry Potter.” 
Jewher had connected the dots between 

the Tibetan and Uyghur struggle against the 
same Chinese government, but she remains 
a lone activist: “I don’t even collaborate with 
Uyghurs. I work alone. I met some Tibetans 
during human rights events. It is very dif-

fi cult to do collaborative work for me. I am 
focusing on freeing my father and my people. 
And I have to be very careful about whom I 
talk to and with whom I appear. This way if I 
make a mistake, it is my fault not others.” She 
then described how taking a seemingly inno-
cent photo with well-wishers and sympathiz-
ers can quickly turn into political controver-
sy.  She has stopped using Facebook for this 
reason. She mainly sticks to Twitter “because 
it is more professional and more useful than 
Instagram.”  Currently she has a video link 
for crowdfunding to raise money for a docu-
mentary titled Statics & Noise Pitch to raise 
awareness about the plight of her father and 
her people. (https://www.gofundme.com/f/
static-and-noise)
 

A NEW 
PURPOSE
 

The last time I saw Jewher feeling joyful and 
free was when she was dancing. Dance, par-
ticularly Uyghur folk dance, was her true 
passion. She looked inspired on stage, mov-
ing with allegiance and grace to the rhythm 
of the music. That is what she would have 
liked to have done more of, had circumstanc-
es been diff erent. Instead she studied political 
science, Arabic, and Central Eurasian Studies 
to better arm herself with knowledge to fi ght 
the good fi ght, however challenging. 
“My dad can sacrifi ce his life for the entire 

Uyghur, why can’t I sacrifi ce myself for him?” 
she would say. When her father was award-
ed the European Parliament’s 2019 Sakharov 
Prize for Freedom of Thought for promoting 
“dialogue and mutual understanding” be-
tween the Uyghur and other Chinese people, 
she went to accept it on his behalf. Speaking 
next to a symbolic empty chair, she noted, 

Uyghurs are forbidden 
to practice their religion 
and are monitored with 
prayer tracking codes. 
Most mosques have been 
destroyed or shut, and the 
ones that are still standing 
are empty for one simple 
reason:  people are simply 
too afraid to enter them.
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“To be honest with you, I do not know where 
my father is. 2017 was the last time my family 
received word about him.” 
The last time I saw Jewher was in Decem-

ber 2019. Congress had just passed the bi-
partisan Uyghur Human Rights Policy Act 
(S.178) sponsored by  Senators Marco Ru-
bio (R-FL) and Bob Menendez (D-NJ), and 
Jewher was on television discussing it with 
Donald Trump. “The bill is an important 
step,” Rubio said, “in countering the total-
itarian Chinese government’s widespread 
and horrifi c human rights abuses in Xinji-
ang Uyghur Autonomous Region, including 
the mass internment of more than one mil-
lion Uyghurs and other predominantly eth-
nic Turkic Muslims, as well as Beijing’s in-
timidation and threats against U.S. citizens 

and legal permanent residents on American 
soil.”  Jewher had met with Trump three 
times that year. (https://www.youtube.
com/watch?time_continue=738&v=G3fpm-
FJTMes&feature=emb_logo)
The fi rst time she was invited to White 

House was with 26 other victims of religious 
persecution from various countries, including 
her and three others from China.  She only 
had “40 seconds to advocate for her father 
and for the Uyghur cause.” The second time 
was at the UN General assembly where she 
was invited as a speaker. Trump was also 
attending and addressed the Uyghur issue. 
And the third time was at the White House 
again, during the National Prayer breakfast. 
Although John Bolton’s recent revelations 
raised some doubts about the president’s sin-
cerity, the bill was signed by Trump into law 
on June 17, 2020. 
When the ripple eff ects of the U.S. bill reach 

the concentration camps in China remains 
to be seen.  And the Uyghurs’ struggle to be 
free continues. With one father in jail and the 
other father fi gure passed away, Jewher car-
ries on, shouldering the task thrust upon her 
with great zeal, courage, and grace. There are 
others now joining her, in her new home in 
Washington DC. For now, Jewher is working 
‘round the clock to free her father and bring 
attention to the plight of the Uyghur people. 
“My new purpose in life is to release my 
dad,” she says.  
From the walls of Jericho to Berlin, oppres-

sion has always created its own opposition. 
Jails have never succeeded in imprisoning 
human thought. By banning native tongues, 
customs, and rituals of Tibetans and Uy-
ghurs, the Chinese hope to achieve assimi-
lation. And it is in the heart of this ongoing 
cultural genocide where professor Tohti sits, 
calling for a cultural understanding and di-
alogue among the peoples of China -- a one-
man opposition with a website in his native 

“In schools we were 
taught that the Dalai 
Lama was a bad man, an 
imposter, maybe even 
an oppressor of Tibetans 
through religion. Everyone 
knows who he is in China, 
but no one mentions his 
name; instead people 
refer to him as “you know 
who”. Like Voldemort in 
Harry Potter.”
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language. “My father tried to build peace and 
prevent hate” Jewher contends. And with 
over a million Uyghurs in jail, “the Chinese 
government has sown more seeds of hate 
than ever before, fermenting a bigger crisis, 
forcing us to become activists,” she explains. 
Regardless of its content, the very existence of 
the site Uyghur Online was an aff ront to the 
Chinese. The word is indeed mightier than 
the sword and so far, the word has spread 
over from the Uyghur land all the way to the 
Hoosier land of cornfi elds and on to Wash-

ington DC where she is currently promoting 
her father’s and people’s causes. 
Jewher received not only her degree in Po-

litical Science from IU, but also lessons of 
experience, wisdom, and spiritual resilience 
distilled from various domestic and foreign 
expats in Bloomington. They have helped 
make this small city an unlikely-but-resonant 
venerable staging ground for righteous strug-
gles against authoritarian regimes.  If the 
young represent our best hope for the future 
then -- courtesy of the spirits of Elliot Sper-
ling and Thubten Norbu -- Jewher Ilham may 
represent the best that Bloomington has to 
off er the global community.

Jewher Ilham performing a dance piece she 
choreographed for the Silk Road Ensemble 
event at Indiana University, in 2018.
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I’ve enjoyed the elderly population since 
my brownie troop visited a nursing home.
As an adult, I’ve worked in various elder 

care settings such as hospice and in-home 
care, retirement and nursing homes. Most of 
these have been paid positions, some volun-
teer. I currently work in activities in a skilled 
care retirement community. 
Over the years, I’ve written essays about 

my experiences. Through doing this, I 
document the gifts of wisdom, empathy 
and compassion I’ve gained from spend-
ing time with seniors.
Some people do not resonate with this 

population. I see individuals with families 
who do not visit. Or I see young people 
frightened to go into care facilities. I un-
derstand that because as I age, I recognize 
I could end up needing care. It’s an intimi-
dating thought.
So in the age of Covid-19, when so many of 

our elderly, so many of the last of The Great-
est Generation have died, some without see-
ing their loved ones, I’m compelled to share 
a few of these true stories. 
(All names, locations and distinguishing 

characteristics have been changed to protect 
the identities of individuals in the essays. )

BREAD
Normally I drive the fourteen-seat bus 

on our grocery outings, but the brakes are 
failing so today I am taking the retirement 
home residents in the mini-van. Bi-Lo is our 
destination. It’s a store in close proximity so 
we can take multiple trips to accommodate 
all of them if needed. Usually we visit Kro-
ger which is a longer drive. In a lot of ways, 

the elderly people I work with in our small 
South Carolina town are like school chil-
dren. For example, they can struggle with 
changes in their daily routines.
A small group of them gather on the long 

southern porch fl anked with white columns 
several minutes before it’s time to go. They 
check their watches and scout around. Typ-
ically I drop ten of them off  to shop for an 
hour and they line up at the bus when fi n-
ished. There can be as many as thirty paper 
bags to mark with names and room num-
bers. Getting them buckled in safely and 
making space for the bags amongst walkers, 
canes, and motorized wheelchairs is a chore. 
The trip today will be a cinch. 
One of the perks of the grocery trip is pick-

ing up a few things for myself while the 
citizens of our retirement community shop.
I am ringing up my groceries at the au-

tomated check-out area when Ms. Lentz, 
pushes her cart to the teller behind me. She 
has never used the automatic check-out. 
I pause in my own transaction to assist 
her at the station next to me. As soon as 
I swipe her bread across the scanner she 
yells, “God-Dammit!” Her hands clench 
into fi sts, her face turns tomato red. Ms. 
Lentz’s white hair is rolled at the top like 
Nurse Ratchet in One Flew over the Cuck-
oo’s Nest. She shakes her hair and glasses 
askew. A tiny woman with stooped shoul-
ders, as she rages at the ceiling while con-
tinuing with a litany of curse words, she no 
longer seems diminutive. 
My own neglected transaction informs 

me in robot-speak to “please place the item 
in the bag.” The people lined up behind 
us watch the scene unfold. I don’t know 
whether Mrs. Lentz is having some sort of 
a spell or just having a bad day, but I try to 
calm her with a reassuring voice.
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The Great 
Depression has left an 
imprint on the people 
we serve at the care 
home.  When we put 
candy or cookies in 

the lobby, the goodies 
are quickly slipped 
into pockets to be 
put with the other 

stashes of food items 
in their rooms. When 
they win at Bingo, 

they receive quarters, 
palming them like 
3-karat diamonds.

“What’s going on?” I ask.
“This bread rang up more than it was 

marked,” she hollers.
“Oh. Well that’s not good,” I say.
I take the bread to the clerk overseeing the 

machines. She re-rings the purchase as the 
advertised price which saves her fi fteen 
cents, and I fi nish my transaction. Despite 
the correction, Ms. Lentz cannot be con-
soled. “This place is a clip-joint. I’m never 
coming back here again!”
As we leave the store she inhales deeply; 

then, like a toddler losing the fi ght to take a 
nap,  Ms. Lentz slows her tirade, but keeps 
grumbling, “This place is a clip-joint!” 
Everyone is inside the van and I start the 

engine. I overhear Ms. Stockwell tell Ms. 
Lentz what she thought of the store.
“I found everything I needed.”
“Well, I thought it was terrible. It was a 

bloody clip-joint.” 
Several weeks pass and Ms. Lentz doesn’t 

go on the grocery trip even though the 
bus is fi xed and we’re back to our normal 
routine.
I begin to wonder what it must be like for 

the residents to monitor their pennies so 
closely. The majority of elderly people want 
to keep on living like the rest of us, only 
they have the burden of a fi xed income. As 
is the case with Ms. Lentz who is in her late 
eighties, there is no possibility to get even a 
part-time job.
The Great Depression has left an imprint 

on the people we serve at the care home. In 
the public bathrooms there are signs read-
ing, “Please don’t remove the rolls of toilet 
paper.” When we put candy or cookies in 
the lobby, the goodies are quickly slipped 
into pockets to be put with the other stashes 
of food items in their rooms. Many of them 
don’t eat all their lunch, instead fi lling up 
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on salads and saving the mashed potatoes, 
meat, and bread for later. And when they 
win at Bingo, they receive quarters, palming 
them like 3-karat diamonds. 
Weeks pass, and to my surprise, Ms. Lentz 

boards the bus for Kroger. I thought may-
be the clip-joint experience had turned her 
away from grocery shopping all together.
“You look familiar,” she says, making me 

realize she’s forgotten me. 
Ms. Lentz is the fi rst one to fi nish shop-

ping. As I reach for her bag she says, “I 
couldn’t fi nd those Little Debbie cookies I 
like so much.”
“I’ll go look for you,” I off er.
“Oh, would you? They’re the little choc-

olate sandwich ones with the swirls. You 
know which ones I mean.” I do know what 
she means. My sons won’t even eat those 
cookies. She hands me two dollars.
When I return with her cookies, she is 

surprised to see change. I got her the senior 
citizen discount.
She beams at me and chucks me under 

the chin.
“You do a good job.” 
Then she opens the box and hands me 

a cookie. The little cellophane wrapper 
crunches in my hands as I accept the gift.
“Thank you. I’ll enjoy it later,” I say, placing 

it inside my purse.

SMALL TALK
I enter the nondescript, L-shaped nursing 

home and make my way through the lob-
by with its gleaming faux-wood fl oors and 
down a hallway where the stench of urine 

and bleach hits me. I round a corner to 
92-year-old Rosalyn’s room. An aide recog-
nizes me, as she rattles open the doors of the 
rolling metal cart fi lled with breakfast trays.
“One down!” she shouts, knowing I’ll soon 

be feeding Rosalyn. Feeding her helps light-
en the staff ’s workload, but that’s not why 
I’m here. I’m a hospice volunteer, trying 
to make a small diff erence in the last leg 
of Rosalyn’s journey. I search the breakfast 
cart for her tray.
Rosalyn lies curled in a fetal position, her 

eyes vacant. A pile of white hair is gathered 
in a ponytail at the top of her head.
Weighing all of about 80 pounds, she has 

bedsores and her little fi ngers are contracted 
inward like bird claws. I place the food tray 
on the bedside table and seek assistance in 
helping get her set up. When I ask her nurse 
for help positioning her so she’s comfortable 
eating, she replies, “I don’t think she’s go-
ing to get comfortable.” The sarcasm in her 
voice isn’t lost on me. The nurse summons 
two aides. The attendants hoist her up and 
prop some pillows behind her head. They 
work in unison and don’t speak to Rosalyn 
as they fashion her into an upright position.
When they leave I turn to the fragile wom-

an and ask her if she’s hungry. Rosalyn is 
non-verbal. I lift the plastic lid covering her 
meal. Two mixtures of pureed food lie in 
round globs on the plate. One is the color of 
oatmeal, the other gray.
Raising the spoon to her mouth, some of the 

food dribbles down her chin. I wipe it off . Af-
ter two more spoonfuls I think she might be 
thirsty. “Are you ready for a drink?” I ask be-
fore placing the straw from the carton of milk 
to her lips. I monitor her tiny sips, careful to 
make sure she is getting liquid and not air.
“Designing Women” is on the TV. I can hear 

the clatter of trays down the hall. Rosalyn 
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belches. It takes me forty-fi ve minutes to 
feed her. I don’t know if I am spooning food 
into her mouth too fast or too slow.
She looks so tiny, her thin shoulders jutting 

out like chicken wings. 
Rosalyn wears a patch that releases pain med-

ication but since she can’t talk, I wonder how 
her caretakers know what dosage to give her. 
On the wall by the window there is a small 

bulletin board with cards addressed to 
“grandma” and various pictures of adults 
and children. “Are these your children and 
grandchildren?” I ask. Rosalyn attempts 
to speak, making guttural noises. Her eyes 
widen.  But the conversation can go no fur-
ther and I’m left to wonder about the life she 
had before it became reduced to pain patch-
es and pureed food. 
At dinner that evening my husband and 

sons relay events from their day.
“Mekisha asked me three times if she could 

go to her locker,” says Rick, who is a math 
teacher at a local high school. His students 
adore him, but not enough to always want to 
stay in the room for the whole class period.
“Why?” asks Yakob, our youngest son.
“I don’t know, but I fi nally let her.” 
As we make small talk I listen intently, 

studying the faces of my family aglow in the 
light from the candles I set out.

SUNSHINE 
IN HER SOUL
Ms. Robar wears a cross on a simple chain 

and often says, “I love you. God bless you.”  

On the wall there is a 
small bulletin board 

with cards addressed 
to “grandma” and 
various pictures 

of adults and 
children. “Are these 
your children and 
grandchildren?” I 

ask. Rosalyn attempts 
to speak, making 

guttural noises. Her 
eyes widen.  But the 
conversation can go 
no further and I’m 

left to wonder about 
the life she had before 

it became reduced 
to pain patches and 

pureed food.
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In the afternoon she likes to have a cigarette 
on the porch. I learn that she lived with 
her brother before moving into the assisted 
living facility where I work. She used to be a 
nun.
Ms. Robar pushes her walker purpose-

fully to the sitting area for current events. 
She parks it by the end of the couch. Her 
walker is collapsible with a seat in between 
the sides that lifts up. Underneath is a bas-
ket where she keeps her Bible. She plops 
down in the chair next to me, adjusting her 
navy-blue scooped-neck shirt over her big 
belly. She has short, salt and pepper hair and 
sports large, black glasses. They remind me 
of the ones Buddy Holly wore. 
 “Hi, Ms. Robar,” I say, collecting my maga-

zines and newspapers into a pile. 
“Good morning, Colleen. How are you?
“Great. How are you liking it here?”
“I love it. Everyone is so nice. Thank you 

for asking.” 
When I come to work I look forward to her 

enthusiasm, as not all of the residents are 
exactly bubbly in the mornings. She loves 
coff ee and enjoys going to the coff ee shop 
down the street. 
She is quick to answer trivia questions. Most 

of the other residents are slower, except Mrs. 
Quinn who knows everything, but repeats 
herself often like a skipping record. She has 
told me probably fi fty times already this 
morning her son is a heart surgeon. 
One afternoon when it’s time for our out-

ing, I fi nd Ms. Robar lying in bed crying. 
Her eyelids are red, her hair a greasy mess. 
“My brother’s cat died,” she says. 
“I’m sorry,” I tell her.
“I’m sorry for crying so much,” she says.
“That’s okay. It’s sad.”
“The doctor said he needs to adjust my 

medication. I have bipolar disorder.”

“You take care of yourself,” I reply. “Maybe 
we can get coff ee next Thursday.”
“Oh, I’d like that,” she says. “Will you pray 

for my brother?”
“I’ll pray for both of you,” I tell her, notic-

ing the silver crucifi x hanging on the other-
wise stark white wall above her bed.
I hesitate before leaving. I want to let her 

know I have bipolar disorder too, and that 
when things get stressful or tragedy strikes, 
I empathize with the process of getting meds 
tweaked, but Ms. Robar likes to talk and soon 
all of the residents and staff  would know. 
Instead I say, “I was really sad when my 

dog died.”
“Oh, I love you. God bless you.”
The following week Ms. Robar is feeling 

better and we go for coff ee. Steam rises from 
our mugs and she shares the story of a time 
when she was manic. “I had to go to the hos-
pital. I was running around telling everyone 
I loved the sunshine in their souls.”
I take a sip of my coff ee.
“And you know…” She pauses in thought. 

“Not everyone wants to hear that.”
The times I have been manic I was prone 

to recognizing the light in people too. There 
is no such thing as an enemy; I had only 
friends. Once I invited myself to go deep-sea 
fi shing with a group of strangers in Florida, 
thinking after we returned to the dock that 
we were all besties.
When we return to the home, Ms. Robar 

kisses my cheek. I try not to look at the 
crumbs on the corner of her mouth or the 
black hairs sprouting from her chin.
A few weeks pass and suddenly it seems 

like overnight that Ms. Robar starts declin-
ing. Returning to work on a Monday, I run 
into Mrs. Quinn in the lobby. “Ms. Robar is 
moving to a nursing home,” she says. Before 
I can respond she continues talking, saying, 
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“Did you know my son is a heart surgeon?” 
“That’s great,” I reply, feeling a loss over 

the news. “You must be really proud.”
I visit Ms. Robar two weeks later at the 

nursing home. When she sees me, she 
beams. “Hi, Colleen!” 
“Hello! I brought you something.”  I hand 

her a small tube of lavender lotion and 
a coin with an angel embossed on it. She 
thanks me for the gifts, placing them in the 
side pocket of her wheelchair. She looks 
tired and her coloring is ashy. Ms. Robar 
doesn’t off er any kisses. A ray of afternoon 
sunlight fi lls the visiting room, illuminating 
dust particles. 
The activity director walks in and introduc-

es himself. He squeezes her shoulder, say-
ing, “She’s like a breath of fresh air around 
here. You really enjoy singing the hymns, 
don’t you Ms. Robar?”
“I do,” she says.
 I smile. In addition to our shared diagno-

sis and our love of coff ee, we both grew up 
rooted in a Catholic tradition. The familiari-
ty of church songs is comforting. 

Religiosity can be a common accompa-
niment in mania. My psychiatrist told me 
once she met three Jesus’ in one day.  I once 
attended mass while manic. It was a huge, 
elaborate contemporary church near Nash-
ville, TN. I became overly intrigued with 
the interim priest. Father Bali was from 
India. The church was named something like 
“Holy Family” which is unfortunate be-
cause the plot my broken mind had already 
hatched was that our sons were prophets 
and the name fi t well with the delusion. 
There was a blaze of guitars on stage at the 
church that night. 
But I don’t remember which hymns we sang.

I want to let her 
know I have bipolar 

disorder too, and 
that when things get 
stressful or tragedy 
strikes, I empathize 
with the process 
of getting meds 

tweaked. 

Instead I say, “I was 
really sad when my 

dog died.”
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DREAMING OF A DANCE PARTY

by Mason Cassady
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Two Hands , Two Poems 
By Gary Schoichet

MY HANDS 
I hate washing my hands 

every time I go out and come back. 
Wash them with too hot water 

then lotion them 
still they are chapped and dry.
My hands are as old as I am.

When my aunt was 100 
she complained about her skin hurting 

it was so thin 
I get it Ruthie.

I hate that every time I sneeze or cough 
I say out loud, “Is this it?” 

I hate that I don’t see light at the end of this tunnel. 

I hate that Donald Trump will not pay for the blood on his hands.

INSIDE IS  THE N EW OUTSIDE
Inside is the new outside.

Outside is an infrequent treat.

Inside my head 
thoughts and feelings 

mix with 30-minute activities. 

I try to deaden feelings 
because comprehending 120,000 dead is impossible.

How to understand what we are coming to is impossible.

The virus attacks by class 
and by race 

because our system says “take them.” 
When you are at risk without the virus 

with the virus you are in deep shit. 
Cull the poor 

the black and brown 
the old

throw in the sick of all classes.

This too runs inside my head: nothing will be the same.
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Black Lives Matter. We will say it again: Black. Lives. Matter. If you have not repeated these words aloud 
over the past few weeks, we implore you to do so and to do so often. Say these words aloud to yourselves, 
to your families, to your friends, to your co-workers, to your supervisor, to your neighbors, and in public. 
These words also gain power when shouted at the top of your lungs, fully embraced.

We stand in solidarity with Black communities and condemn the institutional and systemic racism 
and abhorrent brutality in� icted upon Black mothers, Black fathers, Black sons, and Black daughters
for more than 400 years.

Enough.

We stand in solidarity with Black communities in uplifting the urgent call for action to dismantle 
the cruel systems and ideologies which have oppressed Black lives for far too long. 
Black Lives Matter. Black Stories Matter. Black Voices Matter.

We must all take deliberate, immediate, and sustained action to dismantle systemic and institutional racism. 
Indiana University Cinema has always been committed to inclusion and equity, but we need to do more. 

Indiana University’s motto is Lux et Veritas, meaning LIGHT AND TRUTH. 

Now is a time for TRUTH—the recognition institutional and systemic racism exists and has � ourished far too long.

Now is a time for LIGHT—the illumination of the work we must all undertake in demanding and working to create 
a more just, equitable, inclusive, and empathetic society.

We are taking action and are committed to continuing this work in the weeks and months ahead. 

Please visit cinema.indiana.edu for more information.

BLACK LIVES MATTER. 
BLACK STORIES MATTER. 
BLACK VOICES MATTER.
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TRANSFORMATIVE CINEM ATIC E XPERIENCES ACCESSIBLE FOR ALL            |            CINEMA .INDIANA .EDU            |            1213 E. 7TH ST., BLOOMINGTON IN, 4 7405            |            812 .856.CINE

The International Arthouse Film 
Series is co-sponsored by the 

Ryder Film Series 
and IU Cinema.

This fall, we plan to present a mix of virtual screening programs to include new releases, conversations with 
� lmmaker friends, classic � lm favorites, and much more. Many of these will be completely free to experience and 
have interactive Q&A sessions to o� er some form of communal � lm experience. Although we are not planning 

in-person events at this time, we will be re-evaluating our ability to have in-person events closer to the 
commencement of the academic year and repeatedly throughout the semester. 

Sign up for IU Cinema's weekly email, follow us on social media, or visit cinema.indiana.edu for weekly updates. 

WE MISS YOU!
WE HOPE YOU ARE STAYING HEALTHY & SAFE

IU Cinema vows to come back stronger and more engaged than ever as your accessible place 
to engage, build community, and be inspired, entertained, and even transformed.

We will be here for you.




