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FOR MY UNCLEABE FREEDMAN,who owned one of the fi rst copies of Ulysses to reach New York
and who always said 

what he pleased
IN MEMORY
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 censor: to examine in order to suppress or 

delete anything considered objectionable

—Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary

 It’s hard being a person.

We all know that.

—from “Runaway Teen” by William Staff ord

At the age of ten, it thrilled me to learn that history had once 

been made in Mount Vernon, New York, the quiet, tree- lined suburban 

town where my parents had chosen to raise their family. Quiet it was, 

with an imposing Carnegie library, an annual Fourth of July parade, one 

ten- story “skyscraper,” and a place to grab a twenty- fi ve- cent slice a� er 

school among the highlights. Back in pre–Revolutionary War times, 

though— the 1730s to be exact— Mount Vernon had been the site of real 

fi reworks when a fearless news paper publisher and journalist named 

John Peter Zenger dared to expose the assorted crimes of New York 

Colony’s corrupt royal governor William Cosby, among them an attempt 

to fi x a local election in which Mount Vernon’s St. Paul’s Church played 

a pivotal role. Enraged by the bad press, the governor had jailed Zenger, 

claiming his fi ery verbal attacks were unlawful. At trial, the judge and 

jury disagreed with Cosby, and the charges against Zenger were dropped 

on the grounds that to publish the truth could never be a crime. In 1789, 

the Founding Fathers cited the Zenger case as they dra� ed the First 
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Amendment to the United States Constitution, a sweeping statement of 

principles that guaranteed citizens freedom of speech, of the press, and 

of religion and assembly, and the right to criticize their government. 

Ever since then, the First Amendment has stood as a shield protecting 

a wide swath of the basic rights that we as Americans enjoy, including 

the freedom to read and write whatever we please. As such, it has also 

served as a power ful safeguard against eff orts at censorship, including 

those aimed at books for children and teens.

I can still recall the pride with which my fourth- grade teacher spoke 

to us about the Zenger trial, the First Amendment, and their long- term 

consequences. � anks to the Founding Fathers’ foresight and wisdom, 

she said, Americans had won the battle for freedom of expression. Lucky 

us for being the heirs to that noble legacy!

As I later realized, the story of that battle was far more complex, and 

far from over; attempts to censor the printed (and spoken) word have 

been a recurring feature of American history. In 1821, the Massachusetts 

Supreme Judicial Court banned the sale of a spicy English novel called 

Fanny Hill as an imminent threat to public morality. In 1873, Congress ill as an imminent threat to public morality. In 1873, Congress 

passed the Comstock Act, which, by making it illegal to send printed 

items ranging from erotica to birth control manuals through the mail, 

eff ectively denied access to these materials to millions of readers. 

Anthony Comstock, the bombastic moralist whose New York Society 

for the Suppression of Vice had vigorously lobbied for the legislation, 

next took aim at a type of sensational adventure fi ction then attracting 

legions of teenage readers. Fans of “dime novels” purchased the spell-

binding paperbacks at newsstands with their own pocket money and 

could not get enough of them. Comstock, however, certain the books 
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were a corrupting infl uence, warned parents that, “[If] read before the 

intellect is quickened or judgment matured suffi  cient to show the harm 

of dwelling on these things, [then dime novels will] educate our youth in 

all the odious features of crime.” Once again turning the postal system to 

his advantage, he managed to have the publishers’ second- class- postage 

permits revoked, thereby sending their shipping costs skyrocketing. 

Comstock was a self- righteous bully on a mission to impose his own 

morals on everyone. Imagine what damage he might have done in the 

age of Twitter.

At the same time that Comstock was waging war against an entire 

genre of popular teen fi ction, one of America’s most highly regarded 

authors, Mark Twain, found himself in the censors’ crosshairs when 

the trustees of the Concord (Massachusetts) public library voted to ban 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn from its shelves. “Coarseness” of lan-

guage was the scornful complaint, along with the Olympian judgment 

that Twain’s book was “trash and suitable only for the slums.” � e author 

gamely shrugged off  the criticisms with the prediction that sales would 

soar on the news of the novel’s spectacular notoriety.

While Twain in the long run had nothing to fear from the censors, 

he lived to see Adventures of Huckleberry Finn banned at the Denver, 

Omaha, and Brooklyn public libraries, among others. His book remained 

a cultural lightning rod, not least because, in the guise of a picaresque 

adventure story told by a rascally teen ager, he had written a power ful 

meditation on racism in America. In later years, critics tended to miss 

this point altogether and to zero in on Twain’s repeated use of the word 

nigger instead as proof that the novel had in fact been written from a ger instead as proof that the novel had in fact been written from a 

racist point of view. Among the objectors, ironically, was the principal 
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of the Mark Twain Intermediate School, in Fairfax, Virginia, whose 

initial attempt to restrict student access to Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn was set aside in favor of a thoughtful plan to provide students with 

the historical context they would need to understand Twain’s exquisitely 

nuanced, funny- serious book.

In the long history of censorship, Anthony Comstock rates as a com-

parative latecomer. Two millennia before, the Greek philosopher Plato 

had boldly laid out the case for censorship as a legitimate exercise of 

government’s moral authority: “� e poet,” he declared, “shall compose 

nothing contrary to the ideas of the lawful, or just, or beautiful, or good, 

which are allowed in the state; nor shall he be permitted to communicate 

his compositions to any private individual, until he shall have shown 

them to the appointed censors and the guardians of the law, and they are 

satisfi ed with them.” Plato’s own teacher, Socrates, had been sentenced 

to death in democratic Athens for worshipping false gods and planting 

dangerous ideas in the minds of the city- state’s youth. By then, in the 

Roman Republic, high government offi  cials called censores— the origin 

of our term— not only conducted the census but were also charged 

with regulating the moral behavior of those they entered into the rolls. 

Citing early examples like these, historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. wrote 

that the persistence of censorship into our time should surprise no one: 

“� e instinct to suppress discomforting ideas,” Schlesinger observed, “is 

rooted deep in human nature. It is rooted above all in profound human 

propensities to faith and to fear.”

By the year I turned eight, two major instances of censorship of 

young people’s reading material had already occurred within my life-

time. First, in 1954, a psychiatrist named Fredric Wertham published 
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a popular study in which he blamed the rise of juvenile delinquency in 

America on the bad infl uence of horror comics like Tales from the Crypt. 

� e alarm Wertham sounded in his book Seduction of the Innocent

generated enough public concern to trigger a full- dress Senate inves-

tigation. Guided by fear of further government meddling, the comics 

publishers huddled among themselves and voluntarily came up with a 

plan to censor their own industry. � e Comics Code Authority satis-

fi ed the senators and dampened the creative spirits of comics artists and 

writers for years a� erward.

� en, four years later, Garth Williams’s picture book � e Rabbits’ 

Wedding stirred outrage in Alabama, drawing public condemnation ding stirred outrage in Alabama, drawing public condemnation 

in the state legislature and the press. Williams insisted his tale about 

two rabbits— one white, the other black— who fall in love and marry 

was nothing more than a tender love story for four- year- olds. But in 

the segregationist South, some readers interpreted the book as a sinis-

ter endorsement of interracial marriage. In response to the outcry, � e 

Rabbits’ Wedding was pulled from the Alabama State Library’s circulat-ding was pulled from the Alabama State Library’s circulat-

ing collection and the state librarian resigned her post.

By then, librarians had begun to see the protection of readers’ 

and writers’ First Amendment rights as fundamental to their mission. 

In 1967, the American Library Association took the historic step of 

establishing the Offi  ce for Intellectual Freedom (OIF) as a permanent 

fi rst line of defense against eff orts to limit public access to books and 

other library materials. Because in the United States nearly all censor-

ship attempts originate not with the government in Washington but 

rather with a challenge by a private individual or group at the local or 

state level, a reasonable, law- based, community- centered process for 
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resolving far- fl ung disputes over book access was urgently needed. � e 

OIF proceeded to propose guidelines for libraries and schools to use 

in developing such a process for their own locality, and to publish the

Intellectual Freedom Manual and other reference materials of value to ual and other reference materials of value to 

anyone facing a challenge.

Not all librarians understood their role in the same way. � e depic-

tion of a naked child in Maurice Sendak’s In the Night Kitchen, a 1971 

Caldecott Honor winner, prompted a staff  member at the Caldwell 

Parish (Louisiana) Library, according to a local press report that was 

reprinted in School Library Journal, to respond by “diapering the little 

boys [sic] with white tempera paint.” In a press release dated June 9, 1972, 

the publisher, Harper & Row, characterized the report as “representative 

of several . . . that have come out of public and school libraries through-

out the country.” � e release quoted in full a statement that Ursula 

Nordstrom, publisher of Harper Junior Books, had recently sent to 380 

librarians, authors, artists, academics, and fellow publishers in which 

she condemned the alteration of In the Night Kitchen and solicited their 

support. “At fi rst,” Nordstrom wrote, “the thought of librarians painting 

diapers or pants on the naked hero of Sendak’s book might seem amus-

ing, merely a harmless eccentricity on the part of some prim few. On 

reconsideration, however, this behavior should be recognized for what 

it is: an act of censorship by mutilation rather than by obvious sup-

pression.” Harper received a total of 425 endorsements of Nordstrom’s 

eloquent plea to “preserv[e] the First Amendment freedoms for every-

one involved in the processes of communicating ideas.”

In 1982, a sharp uptick in book challenges led booksellers to adopt 

an activist stance, too. � at year’s American Booksellers Association’s 
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annual trade show featured a prominent display of fi ve hundred chal-

lenged titles stacked high in a locked cage, with an overhead sign 

“warning” that some people considered the books “dangerous.” To raise 

public awareness, the booksellers teamed up with the OIF’s Judith Krug 

and the National Association of College Stores to launch Banned Books 

Week as an annual national observance.

To further inform the public, since 1990, the OIF has compiled an 

annual list of the year’s ten most frequently challenged books. Year a� er 

year, books for children and teens have dominated the OIF list, sharing 

space with a seemingly random assortment of other works, including 

Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, 

and the Bible. � e lists have the value of an attention- grabbing, public- 

awareness tool, but as the OIF has noted, they do not tell the whole 

story, due to the fact that the majority of book challenges each year are 

assumed to go unreported. A major reason for this underreporting is 

local book defenders’ fear of further infl aming an already emotionally 

charged situation. A recurring theme in the conversations that follow 

is the personal cost that librarians, teachers, and others who rise to the 

defense of a challenged book o� en pay for their eff orts: a cost measured 

in emotional stress, ostracism by opposing community members, and 

even loss of employment. � ese human costs tend to remain hidden 

from public view, as does the pressure (subtle or not) that a librarian or 

other defender who has withstood a challenge may feel the next time a 

potentially controversial book comes up for purchase, as well as the pres-

sure to self- censor (also subtle or not) that an author or publisher may 

experience, knowing that an earlier book prompted a trouble- ridden or 

painful incident.
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� e impulse to censor may indeed be too deeply ingrained in human 

nature to ever die out altogether, but the intensity with which it is acted 

upon ebbs and fl ows in sync with changes in society, especially a soci-

ety’s shi� ing hopes and fears. Judy Blume recalls the 1970s, the decade in 

which she published her fi rst fourteen smart, funny, daringly outspoken 

chapter books and novels, as a “good decade for writers and readers.” 

� en:

 Almost overnight, following the presidential election of 1980, 

the censors crawled out of the woodwork, organized and deter-

mined. . . . � ose who were most active in trying to ban books 

came from the “religious right” but the impulse spread like a 

contagious disease. Other parents, confused and uncertain, were 

happy to jump on the bandwagon. Book banning satisfi ed their 

need to feel in control of their children’s lives.

As eff orts to ban or remove books by Blume and others from school 

and library shelves accelerated, a landmark United States Supreme Court 

decision, Board of Education, Island Trees Union Free School District No. 

26 v. Pico (1982), amplifi ed school students’ First Amendment rights as 

readers. � e case centered on an attempt by a suburban New York school 

board to withdraw from its high school and junior high school library 

shelves eleven books that it considered objectionable. In a narrow 5–4 

decision, the high court ruled that the board did not have the right to 

deny students access to books merely because it disapproved of the ideas 

expressed in them.

Blume herself became an ardent spokesperson on behalf of freedom 
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of expression, o� en appearing at public events with Madeleine L’Engle, 

whose novel A Wrinkle in Time was sharply criticized by some readers 

for being too Christian (because of its references to Jesus and guardian 

angels), and by others for not being Christian enough (because it seemed 

to place Jesus on an equal footing with secular visionaries like Einstein 

and Beethoven and to validate witchcra� ). Activists like Blume and 

L’Engle found they did not have to act alone. In addition to the Offi  ce for 

Intellectual Freedom, other nonprofi t organizations such as the Freedom 

to Read Foundation, the National Coalition Against Censorship, PEN 

America Center, the Authors Guild, and the Comic Book Legal Defense 

Fund were there to provide both legal and moral support to authors, 

illustrators, librarians, teachers, and others whose First Amendment 

rights were under threat. � e added impact and resources of an institu-

tional response helped to level the playing fi eld during the 1980s, when 

book challenges increasingly took the form of concerted eff orts on the 

part of well- fi nanced organizations including the conservative Moral 

Majority and Eagle Forum. Since then, pro–First Amendment advocacy 

groups have only grown in importance as American society has become 

ever more fractious politically and the Internet and new media have 

dramatically expanded both the universe of censorable material and the 

arsenal of weapons at the disposal of objectors from across the political 

spectrum who are intent on imposing their views on others.

� e thirteen authors you are about to hear from have all published books 

that have been repeatedly targeted for removal or banning from school 

or library shelves. � e objectors’ concerns have tended to cluster around 

a small number of complex and emotionally fraught themes. Violence, 
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race, sexuality, and gender identity have been major fl ash points. “Lack 

of moral tone” and “coarseness of language”— “Calling Mark Twain!”—  

are also frequently cited, as are drug use, suicide, and irreverence about 

religion.

Book challengers o� en justify their actions in the name of protecting 

children from what they consider to be premature exposure to informa-

tion or knowledge of one kind or another. But people disagree about 

what protecting the young means as it relates to books. In fact, one of 

the most basic changes in books for young readers over the past half 

century has been a rethinking of this question, with most authors turn-

ing away from the goal of sheltering young people from a knowledge 

of the world’s dangers and toward the very diff erent (but not less car-

ing) goal of preparing the young to live in the world in which they fi nd 

themselves by forthrightly providing them with critical information and 

understanding. Maurice Sendak, Louise Fitzhugh, Robert Cormier, and 

Judy Blume are among the authors who led the way in creating books 

rooted in psychological realism and the assumption that young people 

are more knowing than the grown- up world has traditionally believed. 

However, with opinions so polarized about the underlying purpose of 

books for young readers, the likelihood of continued challenges and 

bans seems high.

Impassioned discussions about a controversial book— when they 

are discussions in which each side respects the rights of the other— 

are a healthy exercise of our First Amendment legacy. In the heat of a 

bitter book challenge, however, such good- faith dialogues do not always 

happen. In the interviews that follow, stories of an objector’s refusal to 

engage in a frank and open discussion are many, but so, too, are stories 
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of unsettled but thoughtful readers who were willing and able to change 

their minds.

Here, then, from thirteen accomplished authors for young people 

are fresh perspectives on why writers write their books in the way they 

choose, regardless of the consequences; and on what can happen to 

a book once the author lets go of it and it enters the public square of 

our country and world’s wildly divergent panoply of ideals, beliefs, and 

expectations.

Here, too, is a chance to examine at close range what it means when 

any person or group, however well intentioned, seeks to limit the writing 

or reading lives of others. Supreme Court justice Potter Stewart got to 

the heart of this question when he wrote:

 Censorship refl ects a society’s lack of confi dence in itself. It is a 

hallmark of an authoritarian regime. Long ago those who wrote 

our First Amendment charted a diff erent course. � ey believed a 

society can be truly strong only when it is truly free. . . . A book 

worthless to me may convey some value to my neighbor. In the 

free society to which our Constitution has committed us, it is for 

each to choose for himself.





 MATT DE LA PEÑABorn 1973, National City, California

Matt de la Peña grew up in a mixed- race family in Southern 

California, the son of a Mexican American father and a white mom. 

During childhood car trips to visit his Mexican relatives, he had his fi rst 

glimpses of the US- Mexican border and began to refl ect on its meaning 

and on what sometimes felt like his own divided life. In high school, de 

la Peña turned to writing poetry— secretly at fi rst while also making a 

more socially acceptable mark as a basketball player, or “half- Mexican 

hoop head,” as he later described himself. Poetry became a private back 

channel for connecting with his tangled legacy as a “Mexican white boy.”
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For de la Peña, as the fi rst member of his family to attend college, 

heading off  to the University of the Pacifi c initially felt like an incursion 

into alien territory. College life soon came to mean something quite dif-

ferent, however: the freedom to write poetry and fi ction in the open, 

and to do so with the realistic expectation of fi nding an appreciative 

audience. Being accepted in this way was a life- changing experience.

De la Peña never consciously set out to be a teen fi ction author, but 

he found himself drawn to telling stories about young people like the one 

he had once been: “self- defi ned nonreaders who spend all day reading 

the world.” He never planned to write controversial books, either. But 

his keenness to explore uncomfortable questions relating to class and 

race in America and to do so in a raw, culturally specifi c street vernacu-

lar, made some pushback all but inevitable. When the objections to his 

books came, they brought him into closer contact with his readers.

As de la Peña explains in our interview, turning to picture- book 

writing represented more to him than a break from the marathon eff ort 

required to cra�  a fully realized novel. It also marked his return to writ-

ing poetry. He received the 2016 Newbery Medal for Last Stop on Market 

Street, a picture book with illustrations by Christian Robinson that reads 

like a lyric poem.

De la Peña and I met as fellow speakers at the Bank Street College 

of Education’s 2016 conference titled “Who Are You to Say? Children’s 

Literature and the Censorship Conversation.” We recorded this conver-

sation in my downtown Brooklyn offi  ce three years later, not long before 

he moved back with his family to the Southern California city where he 

was born and has set so many of his stories.
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Leonard S. Marcus: In your books, you are interested in boundaries: 

the border that separates Mexico and the United States, the line 

between poetry and prose, the fi ne line between the person who is 

your friend and the one who might be your enemy.

Matt de la Peña: My dad’s family came from Mexico to live in 

California. � ey crossed the border and landed in San Diego just 

before he was born. I grew up right next to the Mexican border in 

what was considered a bad neighborhood. It fascinated me that 

people in San Diego would refer to us as poor, but the minute we 

crossed the border into Mexico to see my grandfather, we would be 

considered wealthy by the community there. I thought a lot about 

the fact that that arbitrary border seemed to change who I was 

depending on which side I was on.

My dad had several brothers and sisters, and his mother, my 

Mexican grandmother, was our matriarch. I remember one time 

when I was about twelve, she was with us as we were crossing back 

into the US, and there were these kids banging on our car window, 

trying to sell us gum. She looked at me and said, “Just so you know, 

Matt. We have Spanish in us, too. We’re not just Mexican.” It was a st

huge moment, as I realized she was ashamed of a part of her back-

ground. She was mostly referring to class.

LSM: How well did you know Spanish then?

MDLP: I grew up around Spanish and could understand most of what 

was being said, but my Spanish was never good enough for me to 

speak the language. Back then, a lot of Mexican fathers didn’t want 

their kids to speak Spanish. We were to be “American.” I guess my 



YOU CAN’T SAY THAT4

dad’s biggest regret right now is that he didn’t teach his kids 

Spanish. He was always a very quiet man, so even if he hadn’t 

discouraged us, we probably wouldn’t have become Spanish 

speakers. I’ve heard somewhere that you end up speaking the 

language of your mother. For me that fi ts, because my mom was 

with us the whole time. She was the one talking to us, tucking us 

in, reading us stories. My dad was out working, and when he 

came home, he was very quiet because he was tired from having 

worked so hard.

LSM: Were you, like your character Danny in your second novel Mexican 

WhiteBoy, driven into silence because of your limited Spanish?oyoy

MDLP: Yes, Danny came out of my personal experience. My mom 

had no family, so the only family we knew was the Mexican side. 

Because I was the lightest of all my family members, I felt “less 

than” in some ways in relation to my cousins and uncles. And yet 

my grandmother saw me as the “chosen one”—  because I was the 

lightest.

� ere was so much complexity around skin color and about 

where you fi t along the Mexican American spectrum. When I 

wrote Mexican WhiteBoy, the greatest mistake I made in the fi rst 

dra�  was judging Danny by saying in eff ect, “You’re not Mexican 

enough. You didn’t fully embrace who you are and respect your 

family.” When I reread the fi rst dra� , I thought, Why isn’t this 

working?— and I realized that it wasn’t my job to judge Danny. I 

had to pull back and let readers have space to decide about Danny 

for themselves.
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LSM: Danny feels guilty about being better educated than the people 

around him. Like him, you were the fi rst member of your family to 

go to college.

MDLP: My family thought it was a great thing that I was going to col-

lege. When I got there, though, I was shocked by how much guilt I 

felt. You know, real life is still happening back home, and I’m going 

off  to fraternity parties and to basketball games surrounded by 

cheering fans. But for the fi rst time in my life, I also felt recognized 

not just as a member of my family but as me. I asked myself, Why 

am I feeling like a sell- out for succeeding? I was at a private college g?

where I was confronted for the fi rst time by extreme wealth— kids 

driving Mercedes on campus! I asked myself, What do I think of 

this? How do I deal with this? I had a very complicated reaction, is?

which I later explored in Mexican WhiteBoy. On the basketball 

team, we were all from poor families, so I was lucky because I had 

the basketball community as well as college counselors to support 

me, and within six months I had begun to feel that being at college 

was an amazing thing.

LSM: What kind of a child were you?

MDLP: Quiet, introspective. Quiet like my dad. I always describe my 

dad as an “artist with no art,” because he saw the world slant but 

had no way to express it. Art was the furthest thing from his mind 

as he worked at low- level jobs to help us survive.

I was also a basketball nerd. Summers, I would play basketball 

sunup to sundown. I studied the world of pickup basketball, which 

provided me with almost another family. My fi rst book, Ball Don’t 
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Lie, is really about a nontraditional family. Here are these guys. 

� ey’re selling drugs. � ey’re working at gas stations. But they’re 

my family while we’re playing together all summer. Maybe they 

aren’t the “best” people to learn from, but you do learn about a 

certain part of the world that way.

LSM: Uno’s father, Senior [in Ball Don’t Lie], is such an incredible talker. 

I suppose you could say that his wild monologues are his art.

MDLP: I love that character. I’m fascinated by parental fi gures who say 

things that are wrong but present them in a wise way. When I was 

writing about Senior, I thought, What’s more important: A dad who 

has all the correct answers or a dad who is there for his son, a dad 

who is present?

LSM: Were you a reader as a child?

MDLP: No. � ere were just a few books I liked. One was Sandra 

Cisneros’s � e House on Mango Street, which I read probably 

fi � een times. I was reluctant to explore most other books. When 

we read � e Catcher in the Rye in high school, I couldn’t connect 

with it. I remember thinking, Why is this rich kid whining? I read g?

Catcher many years later and found so much more in it. I was the 

chip- on- the- shoulder kid, and I rejected any book about what 

upper- class life was like. Looking back, I think I wore poverty as a 

badge of honor.

LSM: Like you, your character Miguel in We Are Here changes his mind 

about Catcher in the Rye.
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MDLP: He did it a lot quicker than I did!

LSM: Why are you so drawn to writing about teen characters?

MDLP: I read some Walter Dean Myers and Gary Soto when I was 

young, and I remember thinking then that there was something 

special about the coming- of- age moment. When I was getting an 

MFA in a program for writers of adult fi ction, I was already writing 

in the teen voice, even though I had never heard of YA as a genre. 

It was only when my fi rst book was bought by a publisher as a YA

novel that I realized I was writing YA.

LSM: How does writing a picture book compare with writing a novel?

MDLP: Turning to picture books was like going home, because all 

through high school, I had been writing poetry, and a picture- 

book text is like a poem in many ways. I was writing poems about 

being biracial, poems about Mexico and about my family, and I 

would show them to no one, because I didn’t think that writing 

poetry was what a boy was supposed to be doing. I kept it quiet! 

One of the benefi ts of going to college is that you fi nd a commu-

nity that is more welcoming to your being a sensitive thinker. I had 

professors at college who were hungry for the poetry I was writing. 

Now when I write a picture book, it’s like going back to that good 

time, when I was fi rst moved to express myself.

LSM: Mexican WhiteBoy got caught up in controversy in Tucson, oy

Arizona, in 2012. What happened there?

MDLP: It started with an email from a girl who wrote, “I love your 
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book. You should come to my high school.” She was a Mexican girl, 

as I could tell by her name. I forgot about this, but then the girl’s 

school librarian invited me to visit the school and worked out all 

the arrangements. Next, an email came from a teacher at the same 

school, who said that my book had just been banned from their 

school and asked what she could do about it. I thought, Whoa! I a!

had never had a book banned and did not really know what that 

meant. I had no idea what to do. At fi rst, I just wrote back and said 

I was sorry to hear about it. � en I received a rundown of exactly 

what was happening. � e  Mexican American Studies Program in 

the Tucson public school system was being challenged by people in 

power in Tucson. � e immediate reason for this was that some-

body from the program had made the statement at a Mexican 

American event that “Republicans hate Mexicans.” 

A� er that, the books that were being taught as part of the 

program became caught up in a political struggle. Republicans 

with the power to do so proceeded to dismantle the program and 

banned the books associated with it from the public schools. � e 

symbolism of what followed was pretty power ful. In one school-

room where the students were reading Mexican WhiteBoy, the 

superintendent’s staff  came into the classroom and literally took 

the kids’ copies of my book out of their hands, put the books in 

a  box labeled banned, and took them down to the basement. I 

remember hearing about this and thinking, Oh, my God! � e idea d!

of the program, which had been highly eff ective, was to motivate 

Mexican children to learn by giving them books to read by people 

with last names like their own and featuring characters like them. 
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A book in which I had explored my own identity had now become 

part of this political back- and- forth.

I did end up visiting that high school, and when I got there, 

I saw that the closing of the program had actually further moti-

vated the Mexican American kids. � ey had begun to fi ght for the 

program. At one point, they had even chained themselves to some 

desks in city hall. � ey were activists now.

� at visit, which the savvy school librarian had managed to 

arrange without the superintendent or the principal knowing 

about it, was the most power ful experience I have ever had as an 

author. We talked before about my not having felt Mexican enough 

as a kid, and here I was, going to speak to the kids at a school that 

had had my book taken away from them because it was about 

being Mexican American. � e students and I huddled together. It 

was as profound an experience for me as it was for them.

A reporter from the New York Times who had heard about 

the controversy had come along with me to Tucson. Some of the 

students joined us for dinner the night before the event. I loved 

watching these supposedly “at- risk” kids being interviewed by the 

New York Times and sharing a taco. It was all pretty amazing.

LSM: � e Mexican American Studies Program was eventually reinstated, 

wasn’t it?

MDLP: Yes, but at fi rst it was reinstated in a way that was totally unsat-

isfactory. � ey allowed the program to resume but would not give 

course credit to the students who enrolled in it. � at meant that 

students would have to take a second literature course as well. 
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Considering that these students were already struggling, it was 

unlikely they would want to do so. In 2019, the program had its 

accreditation restored. It took a long time.

LSM: How did the Tucson experience aff ect you?

MDLP: It made me understand the power of literature. It made me real-

ize that a book is bigger than a book. A book can be in more places 

than I can ever be. Who knows what impact it might have?

LSM: What do you suppose motivates people like those who tried to shut 

down Tucson’s Mexican American Studies Program and who chal-

lenge and ban other books for young readers?

MDLP: I imagine it’s a combination of fear, concern for self- preservation, 

and o� en a loving impulse to protect their children. Obviously, 

most of the time I think that impulse is misguided.

LSM: How do you go about imagining your characters?

MDLP: � e characters come fi rst but without necessarily my knowing 

much of anything about them. For example, with We Were Here, 

I thought, Here’s Miguel and here’s Rondell, like George and Lennie 

from John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men. But I didn’t even know at 

fi rst that Miguel and Rondell were going to break out of the group 

home where they were living. I had worked in a group home for a 

couple of years, and I knew I would write a book about that experi-

ence someday. Another character in the book, Mong, came out of 

nowhere. I had thought he would just be another one of the kids in 
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the group home, when all of a sudden Mong became the catalyst 

for them all to run away.

LSM: I love that Miguel and the other runaways go right up to the 

Mexican border but at the last minute decide not to cross it.

MDLP: I knew I wanted Miguel to get up to the border. When he does 

get there, he sees a boy on the other side who’s just like him, and he 

asks himself the same question I once asked myself: Why does that 

boy have so many fewer opportunities on his side of the border than I 

do on mine? I wanted him to have that epiphany.e?

LSM: Why did you decide that Mong would walk into the ocean and end 

his own life?

MDLP: � at was a heavy moment. I think of these three boys who had 

lost the right to control their lives and who wanted to reclaim 

some sort of control. Mong is very ill, so for him control means, 

If I’m going to go, I want to be able to say when I go. For Rondell, 

control has to do with religion. He wants to make sure that God 

can see him. Miguel just wants his mother to see him again. It was 

fun to watch them try to regain control over their lives, each in his 

own way.

Mong is a more peripheral character, and for most of the story, 

we know him through Miguel. But in the scene before he disap-

pears, he talks about himself in a way that feels like he is talking 

directly to the reader. He is saying, � is is who I am. Cormac 

McCarthy is my favorite writer. I read a couple of paragraphs from 
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his novel Suttree every day before I write. What he’s really good at 

doing is introducing you to a character right before he passes or 

disappears. As the reader, you feel that you are meeting that char-

acter before it’s too late. And that’s how it is with Mong.

LSM: Mong starts out being such an appalling person, a violent kid 

capable of tearing other people apart. Later, though, he becomes a 

genuinely sympathetic character.

MDLP: He’s a refl ection of the way I saw the kids at the group home. 

You meet these kids who grew up in places where they had to put 

up a front and assert themselves to other boys and men in order 

to get respect. Once they had that respect, then maybe they could 

reveal their humanity.

For kids like that, sometimes language is no longer about the 

meaning of the words. It’s just about aggression. Sometimes real 

violence happens when they don’t have the language to express 

how they feel. But the reverse can also happen. In � e House on 

Mango Street, there is a vignette called “Darius & the Clouds.” 

It’s about this grubby kid. He’s the mess- up, the kind of kid who, 

as Sandra Cisneros says, would touch a rat with a stick and chase 

girls with it. Suddenly, though, Darius looks up at the sky and 

says to his friends, “You all see that cloud, that fat one there? . . . 

� at one next to the one that look like popcorn. . . . � at’s God.” 

It’s a moment of poetry. Sandra Cisneros gave him poetry. 

I think that’s so beautiful, and it was a hugely infl uential 

moment for me.
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LSM: � e freewheeling philosophical conversations between Miguel and 

Rondell in We Were Here and between Danny and Uno in Mexican 

WhiteBoy remind me of those inoy  Adventures of Huckleberry Finn

as Huck and Jim make their way down the river on their ra� . Has 

Mark Twain meant a lot to you as a writer?

MDLP: Absolutely. Especially for his voice. � e fact that he owns the 

vernacular. It feels so free.

LSM: In Mexican WhiteBoy, you say thank you to some people for help oyoy

with the dialect. Why did you need that help?

MDLP: I needed lots of help. � e dialect is very specifi c to Southern 

California. Spanish slang in San Diego is diff erent from Spanish 

slang in Texas. Both are way diff erent from Spanish slang in New 

York. If you took a Dominican from New York and set him down 

in my neighborhood in San Diego, he’d understand the basic 

premise of what was being said but not the specifi cs. So two people 

I had gone to high school with and my dad all helped me get the 

slang right. It’s a mix of hip- hop urban and Spanglish. It’s the lan-

guage of my childhood.

LSM: James Joyce said, “In the particular is contained the universal.” Is 

that why it was so important to you to get the slang right?

MDLP: A hundred percent! I had a huge epiphany when I was in grad 

school. � ere was a fi � y- year- old man in my writing class named 

Fernando. Before he got to our program, he had had a whole other 

life as a bus driver in Mexico City. We would go with him to this 
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bar and be sitting there, drinking, and he would have us in the 

palm of his hands with his amazing stories about driving a bus 

in Mexico. Who got on and who got off  the bus. Fights that took 

place. He was such a genius about pacing. He’d bring us right to 

the point of demanding, “Well, so, then what happened?” and he’d 

sit back, take a long sip from his drink, and shake his head as if he 

was thinking about it himself. We’d go, “Jesus Christ, tell us what 

happened!”

� en he’d bring a story he had written to class, and it would 

suck. Every time. We would think, What’s wrong with this guy?

� e best storyteller. Why can’t he write a story? � en one day the y?

professor said, “Fernando, why is there no Spanish in this story?” 

Fernando said, “Oh, sir, I didn’t think it was legal in America.” 

“Come on,” our teacher said back. “Any time you hear Spanish as 

you are writing, include it in the scene.” � e next story he turned 

in was just like sitting with him in the bar.

LSM: Since we are talking about cultural authenticity in books, what 

do you think about Own Voices, the idea that writers should not 

attempt to portray the experiences of characters who are from out-

side their own cultural or social group?

MDLP: I’m an advocate for Own Voices, but right now the conversa-

tion seems too black- and- white. How far do we take it? Someone 

could even say that you have to have been in a group home to write 

about a group home— not just as a counselor but as a resident. And 

I think we have to acknowledge that, within Own Voices, authors 

are sometimes fringe members of their group. I look at myself. I’m 
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writing about the Mexican community, the border community, the 

mixed- race community. But I’ve always felt like a fringe member 

of it. Maybe my studying it and writing about it is my way of being 

more a part of it. Being on the fringes can be a good place to report 

from.

LSM: Have any of your other books encountered trouble?

MDLP: Of all my books, Last Stop on Market Street has received the et

most criticism— not formal challenges but a lot of email com-

plaints. It’s because of the language. I don’t always use “proper” 

English, and some teachers of younger children have said, “We 

spend all this time trying to teach our young people how to speak 

correctly, and here’s this book that has a wide reach and is showing 

them how to speak incorrectly.” If you think about it, that’s a coded 

racist response. I also think it shows that we don’t give kids enough 

credit for understanding what is sometimes called code switching. 

� at is, when that little boy is with his grandmother, he’s in the 

safest place in the world, so he’s going to speak the language of his 

grandmother. But I bet that when he goes to school, he’s going to 

know the diff erence and speak the language of school.

In another picture book, Love, there was a suggestion of alco-

holism in a scene in which two parents have been arguing, and a 

major bookstore chain said it would not carry the book unless we 

removed the reference. � ey said people in middle America would 

go into the store, see a picture book titled Love, and have certain 

positive expectations about the book. My publisher and I chose to 

keep the reference in anyway, and a� er Love did well with the indie 
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booksellers, the big chain store came back with a substantial order, 

too. I was so surprised by all this, because I would have thought 

that if winning the Newbery Medal did anything for a writer, it 

would be to give his or her future books the benefi t of the doubt, 

to give a chance to a book in which the author had taken a risk. I 

was also hurt by the chain store people’s initial reaction, because 

I thought, How many children have an alcoholic parent and know 

fi rsthand about parents who argue? We talk so much about racial 

diversity in the children’s book industry. But we’re not talking at 

all about emotional diversity and class diversity, which are just as 

important.

When I was writing only YA fi ction, I was just this guy operat-

ing from the sidelines, writing quiet urban stories like We Were 

Here. I was perfectly content, because I’d never had money in my 

life. � en the Newbery happened, and I found I had been placed 

in this new position. It made me think again about the stories I 

was putting into the world. It made it possible to take more risks. 

For instance, right now I am writing a picture book about a kid 

going to visit a parent in prison. � at’s not a very commercial idea. 

But I know that because I’m writing it, and Christian Robinson is 

going to illustrate it, it will get out there. In Carmela Full of Wishes, 

I wanted to explore a mixed- status family in which one person in 

the family is undocumented. Would this have been a commercial 

strategy when I was just this guy writing on the fringes? Books like 

these probably wouldn’t even have gotten published. But now I can 

publish them, and that is what I want to put into the world.



As a graduate student enrolled at the Bank Street College of 

Education, in New York City, Robie H. Harris set out to become the 

kind of progressive teacher she had known and loved as a child growing 

up in Buff alo: a teacher who treated all young people with the utmost 

respect, paid close attention to the many ways that children change and 

grow from year to year, and understood that teaching is itself a process 

of continuous learning.

Bank Street has had a long tradition as an incubator for innovative 

teaching methods and as a proving ground for the creation of child- 

centered picture books, play materials, and educational media. It was 

ROBIE H. HARRISBorn 1940, Buffalo, New York
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as a student during the 1930s at Bank Street’s Cooperative School for 

Student Teachers that Margaret Wise Brown, the author of Goodnight 

Moon, found her voice as a writer for children of the youngest ages. 

Twenty years later, a self- taught fl edgling illustrator named Maurice 

Sendak spent time at Bank Street, too, strengthening his writing skills 

and sketching the nursery- school children for such picture books as A 

Hole Is to Dig and A Very Special House.

During Harris’s Bank Street years, the school involved itself in the 

civil rights movement and in landmark eff orts to improve the quality 

of children’s television. Harris took part in both of these initiatives. 

Although she still had not decided to become a children’s book author, 

more and more of her experiences were coaxing her in that direction, 

not least the admiration she felt for her cousin and close friend Elizabeth 

Levy, whose career in writing for children had begun to take off . In 1977, 

Harris got her feet wet as the coauthor with Levy of a nonfi ction book 

called Before You Were � ree: How You Began to Walk, Talk, Explore, and 

Have Feelings. Four years later, she took her fi rst solo turn as the author 

of I Hate Kisses and began tentatively to think of herself as a writer. � en, 

in 1994, Harris’s fi � h children’s book changed her life. 

It’s Perfectly Normal: Changing Bodies, Growing Up, Sex, and 

Sexual Health soon became widely known as a thoughtful, thoroughly 

researched young readers’ guide to human sexuality— a topic that many 

parents felt uncomfortable discussing with their children. In print for 

more than twenty- fi ve years, it has been translated into thirty languages 

and revised four times to refl ect changing ideas about sexual identity and 

the way we talk about it. It also became one of the most frequently chal-

lenged books in recent history. In 2005, It’s Perfectly Normal topped the al topped the 
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American Library Association’s list of most frequently challenged books 

of the year and has made the Top Ten list many times since.

� e heated response to the book— and to several of the more than 

twenty- fi ve others by Harris that followed— thrust her into a highly 

visible public role as an advocate for freedom of expression as guaran-

teed in the First Amendment. When asked once why she continues to 

write books that stir up so much controversy, Harris replied, “How can 

we hold back writing about power ful feelings, or not include certain 

information children crave and have the right to know, simply because 

we are afraid?”

I had reviewed a number of Harris’s books when we fi nally met sev-

eral years ago at a writers’ conference in Los Angeles. We recorded this 

interview at her apartment overlooking New York’s Central Park and 

completed it with follow- up email exchanges.

Leonard S. Marcus: What is the fi rst book you remember caring about 

as a child?

Robie H. Harris: It was � e Tall Book of Fairy Tales [by Eleanor 

Graham Vance, illustrated by William Sharp]. I not only loved 

hearing my mother and my father read it to me, but I took that 

book to bed with me every night because I loved the stories it told. 

� at book was my security blanket and lulled me to sleep for a 

number of months.

LSM: Were other books important to you then?

RHH: Yes, I had two sets of shelves in my bedroom: one with dolls in 
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costume from around the world and the other with books. My 

parents and brother were readers, so books were a part of our 

everyday life at home.

� is was in Buff alo, New York. Starting in kinder garten, I 

went to a progressive school where writing was emphasized. From 

kinder garten through eighth grade, the fi rst fi � een minutes of 

every day were devoted to writing. Even in kinder garten, every 

morning each one of us dictated a story to our teachers, who wrote 

them down for us, and then we created the art for our stories— 

proof that I wrote my fi rst book in kinder garten! I felt a sense of 

accomplishment when I fi nished making the cover for each book, 

and I pretended to read each book to myself despite the fact that I 

could not read yet.

LSM: Once you could read, were you especially drawn to nonfi ction?

RHH: � e only nonfi ction book I can recall from that time in my life ly

was Book of Marvels. We lived near Niagara Falls, which my family 

visited o� en. It was and is a marvel in every way. It was featured 

along with the Grand Canyon, the Acropolis, and other marvels 

around the world. � is book brought the world to me. I became a 

nonfi ction writer not because of what I read as a child but because 

I have always thought the best way to inform children is to tell 

them a good story. In my books for kids on sexual health, such 

as It’s Perfectly Normal, I created two characters: Bird and Bee. 

� eir voices represent the voices of kids. � eir conversations show 

diff erent possible reactions to the same facts and information in 



21ROBIE H. HARRIS 

these books. In the Let’s Talk About You and Me books for younger 

children, I tell the story through the conversations of two siblings, 

Nellie and Gus. � ese characters allow children to identify with 

the actual feelings kids have about the topics I am writing about. 

On classroom visits, young children have told me that when they 

“hear” Nellie and Gus, they have feelings such as “Oh, this is me! 

� is is how I feel— or don’t feel. Phew, my feelings are perfectly n’t

normal.” My goal is to draw kids into the information in my 

books— information I believe will fascinate and interest them and 

hopefully help them make better decisions for themselves and 

their friends as they are growing up.

LSM: Tell me more about your fi rst school.

RHH: I’m still in touch with a few of my classmates from that school. 

We talk about how we loved our time there because the teachers 

were so supportive of our ideas and always prompting us to think 

for ourselves by asking us questions. In fourth grade, we made vol-

canoes, which was fun because the goal was to make them explode. 

When mine didn’t work on my fi rst try, the teacher pressed me 

to fi gure out what had gone wrong. Soon, I was able to make my 

volcano explode just fi ne, and by then I understood why real volca-

noes explode, too. It was a great way to study science.

A lot of the kids in my neighborhood went to the same school, 

so we would walk there together every morning and ride bikes 

together a� er school. We were a community— a community of 

learners who had free time together before and a� er school to play, 



YOU CAN’T SAY THAT22

to think, talk, agree, disagree, and argue. � ese are the same kinds 

of productive conversations that I still have with my friends and 

my editors, illustrators, and designers today.

LSM: You must have passed through puberty together, too. How did the 

school handle that?

RHH: Sex education was le�  to our parents. I grew up in a family in 

which science, information, and facts were thought of as fascinat-

ing and my right to have. My father was a radiologist, and when-

ever I visited his offi  ce, he would say, “Take a look at this.” Once, 

he showed me a series of X- rays of a fetus so that I could see what 

a fetus looked like during its various stages of development. I was 

fascinated. My mother had studied biology, worked her way up 

in a lab at Children’s Hospital in Buff alo, and would have become 

the lab’s director had she not become pregnant— and been fi red 

immediately. Because I had been given so much information about 

sexuality by my parents, I became an explainer to my friends.

In addition to telling me the facts about the science of sexual 

reproduction, my parents taught me that there was nothing about 

sex to be ashamed of. I don’t know if they called it “amazing,” but 

that was how they talked about sexuality. “Bodies can do this! Isn’t 

that fascinating?” � ey also stressed that I had to know what was 

going on with my body so that I could stay healthy and safe.

LSM: How old were you when your parents fi rst talked about sexuality 

with you?

RHH: I asked my mother about that once. She said she fi rst talked to 
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me as soon as I asked the question “Where do babies come from?” 

I was four or fi ve.

LSM: How did you imagine your future then and in the years that 

followed?

RHH: My mother and father always said my brother and I were to give 

back to people who were less fortunate than ourselves. My father 

o� en treated patients who were unable to pay him, and my mother 

did volunteer work in the community. To my parents, “giving 

back” meant that my brother was expected to become a doctor, 

which he did do, and I would become a teacher. I never questioned 

this. I edited my high school news paper and college yearbook, and 

in college I majored in English literature. But I was not yet think-

ing of a career as a writer, let alone a writer for children.

My mother died suddenly in October of my senior year of 

college, a traumatic loss for me. � is is probably why a lot of my 

picture books are about separation. A� er college, I moved to New 

York City. My fi rst job was writing reports for the United Nations. 

I was going to apply to Teachers’ College, Columbia University, 

when a friend told me that there was a progressive graduate school 

for teachers in Greenwich Village called Bank Street. I had never 

heard of it, but my friend said, “You’ve got to go to this place.” I 

decided to see for myself and spent a whole day with one of the 

founders, Charlotte Winsor. At the end of that day, she said to 

me, “You’re coming to Bank Street!” And I said, “Yes!” It was such 

a good fi t, its view of learning so much like that of my school in 

Buff alo.



YOU CAN’T SAY THAT24

LSM: What were your studies like there?

RHH: � e best course I took was Observing and Recording the 

Behaviors of Young Children. Each week we would observe a 

child for a two- hour stint and write down every movement, emo-

tion, and word that child uttered. What was most power ful to me 

were the children’s words. Today, observing and recording is still 

a power ful tool for my writing. Kids’ words— and actions and 

emotions too— fuel the work I do and o� en fi nd their way into my 

books.

Sometimes those words have resulted in one of my books 

being challenged or banned. For instance, many young children 

use the word “hate” or say “I hate you!” in conversation. And there 

are adults who believe that no child should ever say those words 

because they are “bad words,” and saying them makes a child 

“bad,” too. I remember times when my children were very young 

and got so angry that they said those very words to me. Each time, 

I felt like an arrow had pieced my heart. But then I would think, 

� ey’re not being bad. � ey’re just angry with me. � ey love me, and 

they know I love them and will never leave them. So I’m not going 

to punish them, but I am going to talk with them about how their 

words made me feel so that they understand well that whatever they 

say has consequences. I wrote about this in my picture book � e 

Day Leo Said I Hate You! in which the young child in the story u!

says “I hate you!” to his mother. On the next page, Leo wishes he 

could stuff  the words “I hate you” right back in his mouth, but it 

was too late. � is refl ects the fact that emotionally healthy kids 

know when they have crossed a line and may, and o� en do, feel 
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terrible about what they have just said. It’s from experiences like 

these that children learn what they can and cannot say. Note that 

this is not censorship. It’s learning to have respect and empathy for 

others and how to live in a civil society. Our society is becoming 

more and more uncivil these days, and I am very disturbed about 

that. But it’s not because one child says “I hate you” to a parent or 

someone else. We need to help our children become civil. � at’s 

what growing up should be all about. I wrote about this again in 

my nonfi ction picture book Who We Are!: “Saying mean things to 

a person, calling someone a bad name, or laughing at or teasing 

that person can make that person feel very sad or even very mad.”

� ere have been informal complaints about this kind of thing 

in my books, which, while not formal challenges, can result in 

schools or parents deciding not to buy a book. Or this can result 

in a formal complaint that leads to a book being taken out of the 

library— banned.

LSM: A� er you completed your graduate studies at Bank Street, did you 

begin teaching right away?

RHH: Bank Street hired me as an assistant teacher. I was to work for a 

third of the year with sixth graders, a third with third graders, and 

a third with the four- year- olds. It was a wonderful way to start— or 

would have been but for the fact that three weeks into the school 

year, a newly hired teacher turned out to be an absolute disaster, 

and the school’s director came to me and said, “You’re the teacher 

now! You are taking over the six- sevens class,” the equivalent of 

fi rst grade. I was clueless about so many things and had to learn 
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fast. But almost every day, one of the founders or senior faculty 

would observe my teaching, and at the end of the day we’d discuss 

what had gone well and think out loud together about a remedy for 

what hadn’t. Over time, I became a better teacher.

A� er that very intense fi rst experience, I returned to Buff alo 

for a year to teach at a public school. But I came back to Bank 

Street when their Head Start program, one of the fi rst thirteen in 

the nation, was about to begin. I wanted to be a part of it, and I 

was put in charge of two programs: one for the parents, who were 

mostly teen agers; and the a� er- school program for the siblings of 

the Head Start kids. On the second a� ernoon with the kids, who 

were kindergartners through fourth graders, I said to them, “Let’s 

go up on the roof.”

� is was something we routinely did with the Bank Street 

preschool kids as a way of introducing them to their neighbor-

hood. Up on the roof, we could see the Hudson River, the Empire 

State Building, and more. Some even spotted the buildings they 

lived in. It was a view of New York City, their home, that they had 

never before had. When the kids pointed to the river, I said, “We 

can go down to the river. We can take a trip there.” � eir parents 

were caring but beyond overstressed: very low income, mostly 

single, and with little or no support. So it was not surprising that 

they had never taken their children on a trip like that. When I 

made this suggestion, the kids pushed back hard. � ey said, “We 

can’t go down to the river.” “Why not?” I asked. “Everybody who n’t

goes down there dies.” “People push you into the river.” “People get 

killed.” “I can’t swim. I’d drown.” � ey had one fearful idea a� er 
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another. I just listened, took notes, and thought, I’m not going to 

take them down to the river— yet.

LSM: How did you respond to their fears?

RHH: Around that time, I attended a lecture at Bank Street about 

photo graphy and fi lm that gave me an idea. What if I could give 

these kids cameras? Would that entice them to go out? Maybe 

the camera would act as a protective shield between them and a 

world they perceived as scary, and which in some ways really was

scary. I thought that having cameras might make going out into 

their neighborhood fun and enable them to “see” that some of the 

things they feared weren’t scary a� er all. I wrote a brief proposal 

and was funded to get Super 8 movie cameras for each kid, all the 

fi lm we wanted, and the help of a wonderful fi lmmaker, Philip 

Courter. � at’s how I got the kids out on the street and eventually 

down to the river. I told them, “You can fi lm anything that interests ing

you.” We would take walks around the neighborhood in whichever 

direction they chose. I did not impose any structure on them. � ey 

were free— uncensored. I named the fi lm that came out of those 

walks Child’s Eye View.

LSM: Tell me more about the fi lm and the experience of making it.

RHH: At fi rst, the children fi lmed themselves and their friends. � en 

they began to fi lm things such as sides of beef hanging on a 

hook at a meat market, especially the blood dripping from the 

beef; a drunken man, whom one child identifi ed as “my uncle”; a 

person asking for money, named as “a bum” by one child; an open 


