English 1101Co: Composition I + Corequisite
New York City College of Technology, CUNY
Fall 2019
Professor: Dr. Caroline Hellman
Email: chellman@citytech.cuny.edu (email is best way to reach me) Phone: 718-260-4975
Office & Mailbox: Namm 503 Office Hours: Tuesdays 2:30-3:30pm & by appointment
Course Description
English 1101Co is a writing- intensive course designed to strengthen your composition skills.
Writing a variety of essays, in addition to a research paper, will help you develop skills such as
building an argument, adopting your writing for different needs and situations, interpreting and
responding to a text, incorporating secondary source material effectively, and mastering the
mechanics of quoting, citing, and documenting sources. The poems, short stories, essays, and
newspaper articles we will read together are focused on New York City and urban issues. We will be
reading pieces both for their inherent literary value and also as models of composition that you may
employ in your writing assignments. Reflecting on your own experiences alongside these texts will
ensure active discussion regarding communities, public space, urban art forms, education, class, race,
gender, crime, gentrification, and other topics of debate.
The “Co” in English 1101Co stands for corequisite, and means that alongside English 1101 we
dedicate time to strengthening reading and writing. We will focus on establishing vocabulary and
critical reading skills, scaffolded approaches to writing assignments, correct grammar and
punctuation, and positive habits for collegiate success, including note taking and study skills.
Enrollment Requirements: Prerequisite of 46-55 on the CUNY Assessment Test in Writing, and/or
46-54 on the ACCUPLACER Reading Test. Or grade of 'S' in 090W without writing proficiency
and/or grade of 'S' in 090R without reading proficiency.
Requirements
Paper #1 & Revision
20%
#2 & Revision
20%
#3
20%
Midterm Exam
10%
Final Exam
10%
Participation (homework, OpenLab posts, verbal contributions)
20%
 All reading assignments require additional work that we will go over together: looking up
vocabulary words; annotating (marking up) the text; summarizing; and responding. Often I
will ask you to post your (informal) responses on OpenLab. For each text you read in The
Place Where We Dwell, you will need to complete (in your notebook) the pre-reading and postreading questions.
Required Materials
 Noonan, But, & Scanlan, The Place Where We Dwell, 3rd edition. ISBN 1465228314. This text
is in the college bookstore and the library (on reserve).
 First-Year Companion (provided)
 Pocket Dictionary



Notebook or binder + folder dedicated to this class. The folder will house your portfolio
(collected writing).

Policies and Procedures
Participation
Respect for everyone in the room (not just the professor) is crucial. Cell phones
should be silent and invisible.
Late Work

All assignments are due on the date listed on the syllabus. Assignments turned in one
class period late will receive a reduction of one full-letter grade (B → C).
Assignments turned in more than one class period late will not be accepted.

Accessibility Statement
City Tech is committed to supporting the educational goals of enrolled students with
disabilities in the areas of enrollment, academic advisement, tutoring, assistive technologies
and testing accommodations. If you have or think you may have a disability, you may be
eligible for reasonable accommodations or academic adjustments as provided under
applicable federal, state and city laws. You may also request services for temporary
conditions or medical issues under certain circumstances. If you have questions about your
eligibility or would like to seek accommodation services or academic adjustments, please
contact the Center for Student Accessibility at 300 Jay Street, Library Building 237 (L-237),
phone 718-260-5143 or http://www.citytech.cuny.edu/accessibility/.
New York City College of Technology Policy on Academic Integrity
Students and all others who work with information, ideas, texts, images, music, inventions,
and other intellectual property owe their audience and sources accuracy and honesty in
using, crediting, and citing sources. As a community of intellectual and professional workers,
the College recognizes its responsibility for providing instruction in information literacy and
academic integrity, offering models of good practice, and responding vigilantly and
appropriately to infractions of academic integrity. Accordingly, academic dishonesty is
prohibited in The City University of New York and at New York City College of
Technology and is punishable by penalties, including failing grades, suspension, and
expulsion. The complete text of the College policy on Academic Integrity may be found in
the catalog.
Resources
There are several really important resources to support you beyond our classroom.
 Tutors
3 sessions are required. Bring a reading or a piece of writing to go over. 3 sessions = the minimum;
take advantage of this positive resource early and often, throughout the semester!
Location: Library Building 31 (LG 31)
Schedule: Monday & Wednesday 10-11am & 2-5pm (Tutor: Margo Goldstein); Tuesday 11am- 3pm
(Tutor: Margo Goldstein); Thursday: 11-3pm (Tutor: Leigh Gold)
 Peer Mentors
We will have a peer mentor assigned to our class who will stop by regularly and also be in touch via
email regarding useful college workshop opportunities (which will often feature pizza). More info
will be forthcoming!

 Advisors
The transition to college is challenging for everyone. It is helpful to periodically reflect on how you
are doing in your classes, and how your anticipated area of study (major) is progressing, as well as to
plan next steps. Academic advisors are able to help you navigate these paths. If you are in SEEK or
ASAP or have declared your major, you have an assigned advisor with whom to schedule
appointments. Others should seek out appointments with Dr. Julian Williams, Director of Liberal
Arts & Sciences, in Pearl 616.
Class Schedule
Unit 1: Education
8/27

Introduction. Syllabus overview. Bunn, “How to Read Like a Writer.” OpenLab overview and
registration. First-Year Companion exercise.

8/29

First-Year Companion exercise. Bunn, “How to Read Like a Writer.” Reading strategies: annotation.
Academic habits; self-regulated learning.

9/3

Chen, “New York’s Free Tuition Program”; NY Times Editorial Board, “We Are Applauding the
Gift”; CUNY Press Release “CUNY Again Dominates.” Reading strategies: annotating;
distinguishing main ideas from supporting details.

9/5

No class (Monday schedule)

9/10

Powell, “My American Journey” and Rahmani, “Chronicles of a Once-Pessimistic College
Freshman.” Reading strategies: understanding main ideas; thesis statements + supporting points;
identifying structural elements of writing and different genres; recognizing genres/ modes of writing

9/12

Santiago, “When I Was Puerto Rican.” Hobson, “The Caged Bird Prevails” (from City Tech Writer).
Reading & writing strategies: summarizing. Essay 1 discussion and brainstorming.

9/17

Education texts continued. Reading & writing strategies: they say/ I say (responding to texts). Essay
1 outline due.

9/19

Education texts continued. Reading & writing strategies: responding + supporting ideas with
examples; integrating quotes. Quote sandwich. Essay 1 drafting workshop (bring rough draft, ideas
for next steps, questions). What is a draft?

9/24

Essay 1 complete draft due (bring draft to class for peer response workshop). How can a piece of
writing be improved? What does it mean to revise? Revision components: argument, structure,
development, grammar, sentence structure. What does it mean to proofread?

Unit 2: Art, Time, and the City

9/26

Whitman, “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry.” Essay 1 Due. Attach peer response + draft w/ evident
revisions.

10/1

No class

10/3

Perdomo, “Where I’m From.” Whitehead, “The Colossus of New York.” Essay 1 return & revision
process discussion. Quote integration and summary review. Revision exercise.

10/8

No class

10/10 Correal, “Love and Black Lives.” Essay 1 revision and paragraph reflection on revision due.
10/15 Correal. Discussion of rhetorical analysis. Midterm discussion and practice. Review of summary and
use of supporting examples.
10/17 Essay 2 discussion & brainstorming. Midterm exam (practice for final exam).
10/22 Anastasio, “My Live in Graffiti.” Rhetorical analysis continued. Essay 2 outline due. Midterm return
and discussion.
10/24 Anastasio. Essay 2 drafting workshop (bring rough draft, ideas for next steps, questions).
10/29 Essay 2 complete draft due (bring draft to class for peer response workshop). Revision and
proofreading exercises. Essay 2 presentations. Midterm conferences (bring paragraph reflection).
Unit 3: Plural New York / Immigration and the American Dream
10/31 Essay 2 Due. Attach peer response + draft w/ evident revisions. Essay 2 presentations. “Master of
None” Parents episode.
11/5

Lazarus, “The New Colossus”; Shire, “Home” and video. Essay 2 return & revision process
discussion. Revision exercise.

11/7

Cole, facebook post & “Crime Scene at the Border.” Essay 2 revision and paragraph reflection on
revision due.

11/12 Cole continued. Essay 3 discussion & brainstorming.
11/14 Danticat, “New York Was Our City on the Hill”; Diaz, “The Money.” Essay 3 topic due. Identify
two secondary sources and bring to class. Contributing to a critical conversation; integrating and
responding to secondary sources. (Library research session date to be announced.)
11/19 Olivarez, selections from Citizen Illegal and 2019 LAF student video. Essay 3 summaries and
responses to secondary sources due.
11/21 Olivarez continued. Essay 3 outline due. Conferences.
11/26 “Brooklyn” film. Essay 3 drafting workshop (bring rough draft, ideas for next steps, questions).

11/28 Happy Wampanoag Day/ Thanksgiving (no class)
12/3

“Brooklyn” film and discussion continued. Essay 3 complete draft due (bring draft to class for peer
response workshop). Revision and proofreading exercises.

12/5

Essay 3 presentations.

12/10 Essay 3 presentations. Portfolio reflection discussion.
12/12 Final Exam preparation. Essay #3 due; complete portfolio+ portfolio reflection due. Conferences.
12/17 Final Exam. Portfolio return.

ESSAY ASSIGNMENTS
ESSAY 1: Education and Identity (3 pages)
You’ve read essays by Powell, Rahmani, and Hobson, all narratives about the writers’ experiences
with education (both inside and outside of a school setting). Now it’s time for you to write an
education narrative of your own. What is a particular event that had an impact on the way you view
education and school? Note that the essays we read include many specifics: the authors recall books
they read, interactions in class, conversations on city blocks. In your essay, you want to bring in
similar illustrations of scenes with a lot of details. Identify 3 main ideas, and separate each into its
own body paragraph. Develop and expand upon each idea with details (quotes, further explanation,
in-depth comparison). Incorporate at least 2 relevant references to one of the several education
pieces we read for class. In the course of your essay (perhaps the conclusion), consider how your
current educational endeavor (college) fits with the rest of your experience. Note that this
assignment should be honest; you are not being asked to praise the educational system or say it
transformed you in a positive way. You are being asked to think about how a particular aspect of
your educational experience (including outside of school) affected you.
ESSAY #2: Multimodal Neighborhood Portrait (4 pages + 5 min. presentation)
Part 1 (1 page): Poem-- Write a “Where I’m From” poem of your own.
Part 2 (3 pages): Sights and Sounds
In a city like New York, there are countless stories waiting to be discovered and disseminated. In her
article “Love and Black Lives,” Annie Correal unearths many layers of family history from a photo
album she finds on a New York street. In his essay “My Life in Graffiti,” Anastasio relates his
personal experience with art, the city, and growing up. Both “Love and Black Lives” and “My Life in
Graffiti” paint portraits of individuals and locations through both words and images (photographs).
Essay #2 is a multimodal investigation that asks you to do the same thing: to uncover a story about
a neighborhood using writing alongside other media.

Assemble an array of photos, sounds, and/or videos that are representative of the neighborhood
where you reside or any other neighborhood you’d like to profile. These can represent your own
personal experience or a range of experiences in the area. What is the story you are telling? What
ideas do you want to showcase? Which kinds of media best capture this story? Consider including
objects, voices, typical noises, street art (graffiti, mural, chalk drawing, memorial, poster, sign),
beloved or reviled landmarks, emblems of gentrification or disuse. The mix of visual and audio
elements is up to you; you may want to include more of one than the other, depending on your
needs.
You will want to figure out how to organize this information and the narrative you want to tell
about the neighborhood. Rough guideline: each image, sound, or video should be accompanied by a
paragraph of your own commentary that includes a description and explanation of significance.
After compiling this material, consider what info could belong in (and would be appropriate for)
your introduction and conclusion. The assignment asks you to determine what kind of writing is
best for this rhetorical situation.
Finally, you will need to include a rhetorical analysis of either Correal’s article or Anastasio’s essay,
along with supporting quotes that relate to your own writing. This material should be at least 300
words (~1 page) in length. You will want to consider where in the assignment it makes sense to
include this information.
On the day the essay is due, you should be prepared to discuss your findings in a 5 minute
presentation, with visuals. For your class presentation, the information should be presented in
PowerPoint slides with captions that include date and location along with a sentence or two of
analysis.
ESSAY 3: From the Classroom to the Community (4-5 pages+ 5-7 min. class presentation)
We read Teju Cole’s response to journalist Julia Le Duc’s photograph of a familial--and
international-- tragedy. As you know, writing is not only important in college but also in life; the only
way to make provoke change in any community, small or large, is to participate and express your
voice. Choose a current issue—local, national, or international-- about which you are passionate.
You may focus on a local New York issue (K-12 education; CUNY; gentrification in a particular
neighborhood, bike lanes, affordable housing, the state of the subway, monuments, LGBTQ spaces,
the parks system, etc) or one of national or international significance. Construct your own argument
about this issue in a 4-5 page paper that incorporates two secondary sources. We will go over
examples together. Sources must be cited in MLA format in the text and on a Works Cited page.
You may use a text from The Place Where We Dwell as long as it was not discussed in class.
A note about secondary sources:
After choosing your topic, write down YOUR OWN IDEAS before you consult secondary sources.
When you progress toward consulting secondary sources, try to summarize each source in a couple
of sentences, and see whether you agree OR disagree with the secondary source’s opinion. When
you incorporate the source into your paper, you should name the article title and the author, include
a couple of sentences of summary, and a quote. Then—and this is key—you should RESPOND to
the source with your own opinion on the author’s view. Is the author’s view accurate, or not? Why?
This is called entering the critical conversation. It’s important to respond to any secondary source
you’re citing because you want your own opinions to direct the paper.

No matter what, remember to AVOID PLAGIARISM. The ideas in your paper should be your
own; otherwise, it is not your paper! Any idea gleaned from another source MUST BE CITED.

READINGS

“New York’s Free-Tuition Program Will Help Traditional, but Not Typical, Student”
By David W. Chen April 11, 2017 The New York Times
The program to provide free tuition for students at New York State’s public colleges and universities
passed on Friday by the Legislature has been hailed as a breakthrough and a model for other states
that will change the lives of students at public colleges across the state.
The Excelsior Scholarship, as the program is called, is expected to cut the cost of a degree from a
four-year State University of New York college — now almost $83,000 for tuition, fees and room
and board — by about $26,000 for an eligible family making $100,000 a year. That is a substantial
reduction, but still means paying about $57,000 over four years.
And it was met with accolades from, among others, Hillary Clinton, who posted on Twitter: “Let’s
celebrate New York State getting something important done that we wanted to do nationally. A
great step for progressives.”
The program, which Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo made a legislative priority, will primarily benefit
traditional students, those who go to college straight from high school and earn their degrees on
time. The state’s college students, increasingly, are not like that. Many of them attend part time and
take extra years to earn their degrees, so Excelsior will not help them.
To qualify, students must attend school full time and be on track to graduate within two or four
years, depending on the degree they are seeking. But low-income students often must interrupt their
studies to work. At the state’s community colleges, more than 90 percent of students would not
qualify for free tuition based on those requirements. Even at its four-year colleges, 60 percent would
be ineligible.
Because Excelsior is what is known as a “last dollar” program that kicks in on top of other
scholarships and grants, its benefit to the poorest students would be limited. Tuition bills at the City
University of New York or SUNY — already among the lowest in the country, with two- and fouryear tuition roughly ranging between $4,350 and $6,470 — are often covered by Federal Pell grants

or state aid. What those students most need help with — living expenses, books and fees — will not
be covered by Excelsior.
D. Bruce Johnstone, a former SUNY chancellor, cautioned against raising expectations too much.
“It will help a slice of middle-class students, but it’s only a slice,” he said.
“If you’re really concerned about students who are not attending because of the reality or the
perception of unaffordability, this is not the way to help them,” he said. “This is going to cost
money, and it will make some parents happy, but I don’t see it moving the accessibility needle.”
After graduation, scholarship recipients must live and work in New York for as many years as they
received a tuition award. If they break that commitment, the tuition grant becomes a loan that must
be repaid.
Mr. Cuomo is expected to sign Excelsior into law on Wednesday at LaGuardia Community College
in Queens, part of the CUNY system, where he announced the plan in January accompanied by
Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont, who made free tuition at public colleges a cornerstone of his
presidential campaign.

At LaGuardia Community College in January, Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo announced a proposal to make state
colleges tuition-free.
A few states, like Tennessee and Oregon, offer free tuition to high school graduates, primarily at
two-year public colleges. But New York would be the first to also cover four-year public colleges.
Without question, people who have reviewed the Excelsior program say it could aid thousands of
people by making college more affordable for middle-class families who make as much as $125,000
annually by 2019.
SUNY estimated that one-fifth of its undergraduates, or 80,000 students, would qualify for the
program, based on the numbers who attend full time and graduate within four years. The numbers
are smaller at CUNY, where 3,000 to 5,000 would qualify, or a small percentage of the total student
body.

Nancy L. Zimpher, SUNY’s departing chancellor, said the program’s emphasis on expanding
eligibility was “innovative” and could be a “breakthrough.” And despite some misgivings mentioned
by lawmakers and others, she said: “I have been impressed by the political will to be flexible and try
this on. I think we need to give this a shot.”
Sara Goldrick-Rab, a professor of higher education policy and sociology at Temple University, said
the emphasis on free tuition could encourage many people to apply.
But Dr. Goldrick-Rab, the author of the recent book “Paying the Price: College Costs, Financial
Aid, and the Betrayal of the American Dream,” called the provision that students must live and
work in New York a “poison pill” by limiting mobility, among other factors.
“I was fully supportive of this bill until I saw the final language,” she said.
At an event Monday, Mr. Cuomo and his budget director, Robert Mujica, who is also on CUNY’s
Board of Trustees, defended the requirement to live and work in New York and other aspects of the
scholarship, which is expected to cost $87 million in its first year, the 2017-18 school year, and $163
million by its third.
“The rationale is clear,” Mr. Cuomo said. “Why should New Yorkers pay for your college education,
and then you take off and you move to California? The concept of investing in you and your
education is that you’re going to stay here and be an asset to the state. if you don’t stay here, then go
to California and let them pay for your college education.”
In a conference call Tuesday, Mr. Mujica and Melissa DeRosa, Mr. Cuomo’s chief of staff, expressed
confidence that the program would increase graduation rates. And they played down the impact of
the requirement, noting that there are exceptions and that 85 percent to 90 percent of SUNY
students stay in New York after graduation.
“This is something we are proud of,” Ms. DeRosa said. “Anytime you do something big, there are
the naysayers who come out of the woodwork to criticize it.”
As to the program’s benefit for the lowest-income students, administration officials have long noted
that their tuition is already covered for the most part by state and federal aid, and that there are state
programs to help students cover other expenses. Mr. Cuomo has always emphasized that his plan is
designed to help middle-class families — from his news release announcing the proposal in January
to a post on Sunday on Medium, a blogging website. In that post, which heralded a deal with state
legislators, he wrote, “The Excelsior Scholarship will make college accessible to thousands of
working and middle-class students, and shows the difference that government can make.”
E. J. McMahon, founder and research director of the Empire Center for Public Policy, a fiscally
conservative watchdog group that has often criticized Mr. Cuomo, was skeptical. “From the start,
this thing showed every sign of having been hastily reverse-engineered from the governor’s desired
headline,” he said. “He’s gotten that headline — ‘First in the nation.’ Now we have to consider
details and confront the possible consequences.”

“We Are Applauding the ‘Gift’ of an Affordable Education. Something Has Gone Wrong.”
By The Editorial Board The New York Times May 20, 2019
Around the turn of the last century, the steel magnate Andrew Carnegie paid to build 1,689 libraries
across the United States. Many are still in use, celebrated as monumental works of philanthropy.
They should be seen as monuments to the failure of public policy. The United States could have
built a lot more libraries by taxing the incomes of Carnegie and his fellow Gilded Age plutocrats,
but, at the turn of the last century, there was no federal income tax.
Now history is repeating itself. A new generation of plutocrats has amassed great fortunes, in part
because the federal government has minimized the burden of taxation. Americans once again are
reduced to applauding acts of philanthropy necessitated by failures of policy.
Robert Smith, a wealthy financier, announced on Sunday during graduation ceremonies at
Morehouse College that he would repay the student loans taken by the 396 men in this year’s
graduating class. The promise, which may cost Mr. Smith up to $40 million, was an act of generosity
gratefully received by the new graduates of the historically black, all-male Atlanta college.
But their gratitude underscores the reality that hundreds of thousands of other members of the class
of 2019 will be carrying unrelieved burdens of debt as they begin their adult lives.
Recipients of bachelor’s degrees in 2016 who left school with debt owed an average of about
$30,301, according to the most recent federal data. Parents on average incurred another $33,291 in
debt.
The substitution of philanthropy for public policy is most glaring in the realm of health care, where
it has become appallingly common for Americans to beg friends and strangers for the money
necessary to pay for treatment. The fund-raising website GoFundMe estimates that it hosts about
250,000 fund-raisers for medical expenses each year. Over the past nine years, the site has processed
about $5 billion in donations — about a third of which went toward medical expenses. The site’s
chief executive has said that GoFundMe wasn’t developed as a substitute for health insurance, and
he regrets the necessity. “We shouldn’t be the solution to a complex set of systemic problems,” he
said. “They should be solved by the government working properly.”
The same dynamic is at work in higher education. Since 2001, a handful of elite institutions led by
Princeton University have committed to tap their endowments to provide funding for students to
graduate without loans. Last year, Michael Bloomberg pledged $1.8 billion to Johns Hopkins to
reduce the reliance of Hopkins students on borrowed money. But most American colleges, including
Morehouse, lack the resources to make such a commitment. This is not merely a problem for
students and their families. Economic growth requires an educated work force. Americans who
entered their working primes in the 1990s were far more likely to have college degrees than their
peers in other developed nations. Now the United States has fallen behind much of the developed
world — and one reason is that the average cost of obtaining a college degree is among the highest
for any developed nation.

The sea change at American public colleges and universities is particularly striking. Over the last
quarter century, average tuition rose by 85 percent, adjusting for inflation, while average state
spending measured on a per-student basis declined by roughly 5 percent.
A number of the Democratic candidates for president have proposed large increases in federal
funding for higher education to offset the rise of tuition costs and the decline of state funding.
The problem facing policymakers is not merely a lack of will, but also a lack of money. The federal
government collected 16.5 percent of the nation's economic output last year — well below the 17.4
percent average federal share over the last half century. The primary reason for the shortfall, of
course, is the steady reduction of income taxation. No one has benefited more from that trend than
financiers like Morehouse College’s 2019 graduation speaker.
Mr. Smith co-founded the private equity firm Vista Equity Partners, which invests in software
companies, and he has amassed his fortune thanks in part to a provision of federal tax law known as
the “carried interest loophole” — a provision he has publicly supported.
Private equity firms skim a percentage of the returns from the investments they manage. That
money is their compensation, but instead of being taxed as earned income, at a rate of up to 37
percent, it is taxed as investment income, at a rate of no more than 20 percent.
The loophole is projected to cost the government about $15.6 billion in lost revenue between 2016
and 2025. President Trump promised to close it during the 2016 campaign, and he promised to close
it as part of his 2017 tax bill. But he did not keep that promise. Instead, the White House and
congressional Republicans honored the wishes of the finance industry.
Closing that loophole would be a much better graduation present for the class of 2019.
An affordable college education should not require an act of largess. It should not require our
applause. It merely requires adequate public investment, funded by equitable taxation.

CUNY Again Dominates Chronicle’s Public College Social Mobility Rankings (CUNY
Press Release) August 20, 2018
Nine senior colleges and two community colleges at The City University of New York dominated
the Chronicle of Higher Education’s rankings of public U.S. campuses with the greatest success in
lifting low-income students into the middle class. CUNY held nine of the top 15 spots on the senior
college list—including eight of the first 11—and two of the top five spots on the community college
list.
The Chronicle’s list was drawn from a widely-reported study of colleges’ impact on social mobility
by a team led by Stanford University economics professor Raj Chetty. The team’s 2017 study,
“Mobility Report Cards: The Role of Colleges in Intergenerational Mobility,” tracked students from
nearly every U.S. college, including nongraduates, and measured their subsequent earnings against
millions of anonymous tax filings and financial-aid records. The team of researchers looked to see

how well colleges helped students whose parents were in the bottom 20 percent of income levels
reach the top 20 percent for individual earnings.
“With social mobility increasingly used to determine which colleges are contributing most to the
American Dream, CUNY’s singular quality, affordability and diversity set it apart as perhaps the
most potent engine of economic advancement in the United States,” said Interim Chancellor Vita C.
Rabinowitz. “At CUNY, we take enormous pride in the University’s role in helping generations of
low-income, underserved and immigrant students succeed.”
CUNY’s social-mobility track record also factored in Money magazine’s ranking last week of six
CUNY senior campuses among the Best Colleges for Your Money 2018. Baruch College ranked
eighth overall and fifth among the 50 Best Public Colleges, according to Money, while Queens, John
Jay, Hunter, Lehman and Brooklyn Colleges also ranked among the top schools in the country.
The nine senior colleges in the Chronicle’s top 20 were Baruch College, No. 1; City College, No. 2;
Lehman College, No. 3; John Jay, No. 5; City Tech, No. 7; Brooklyn College, No. 8; Hunter College,
No. 10; Queens College, No. 11; and York College, No. 15.
The two community colleges on the Chronicle’s top five list were Borough of Manhattan
Community College, No. 3, and LaGuardia Community College, No. 5.
Almost half of CUNY’s students come from households earning less than $20,000 of income; at the
senior colleges nearly 40 percent came from such households, while at the community colleges, it
was nearly 53 percent.
The City University of New York is the nation’s leading urban public university. Founded in 1847,
CUNY counts 13 Nobel Prize and 23 MacArthur (“Genius”) grant winners among its alumni.
CUNY students, alumni and faculty have garnered scores of other prestigious honors over the years
in recognition of historic contributions to the advancement of the sciences, business, the arts and
myriad other fields. The University comprises 25 institutions: 11 senior colleges, seven community
colleges, William E. Macaulay Honors College at CUNY, CUNY Graduate Center, CUNY Graduate
School of Journalism, CUNY School of Labor and Urban Studies, CUNY School of Law, CUNY
School of Professional Studies and CUNY Graduate School of Public Health and Health Policy.
The University serves more than 275,000 degree-seeking students. CUNY offers online
baccalaureate and master’s degrees through the School of Professional Studies.

“Love and Black Lives, in Pictures Found on a Brooklyn Street”
By Annie Correal 4/27/17 The New York Times
One night six years ago, on a quiet side street in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, I came across a photo album
that had been put out with the trash. I lived around the corner, and I was walking home when I saw it
sitting beneath a streetlamp on Lincoln Place.
It looked handmade, with a wooden cover bound with a shoelace. But it had been tied up with twine, like
a bunch of old newspapers, and left atop a pile of recycling.

After hesitating a moment, I picked it up and took it home.
The pages were fragile, and they cracked when I turned them, as if the album hadn’t been opened in a
long time, but the photos were perfectly preserved. They seemed to chronicle the life of a black couple at
midcentury: a beautiful woman with a big smile and a man who looked serious, or was maybe just
camera-shy, and had served in World War II.
As I turned the pages, the scenery changed from country picnics to city streets and crowded dance halls in
what appeared to be Harlem, and the couple went from youth to middle age. Looking at the album, I was
struck by how joyful the photos were — and by the fact that as fabled as this era was, I had never seen a
black family’s own account of that time.
I wondered who these neighbors were, and who had thrown the album out.
For decades, this part of Crown Heights had been mostly black. When I arrived in the neighborhood,
several years before, I was one of the few nonblack residents on the block. The neighborhood was
changing, though; newcomers were arriving and longtime residents were moving out.
I went back to Lincoln Place, hoping to find the album’s owner; it had surely been thrown out by mistake.
Lincoln Place was the very image of old Brooklyn promoted by real estate agents. On other blocks, the
houses were carved up or crumbling. Or they had been torn down and replaced by big buildings with
spotlights and no-loitering signs. But on Lincoln Place, the stately rowhouses were still intact and well
loved. The block was preserved in amber.

Lincoln Place in the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn.
I knocked on doors and left my number, but I never heard from anyone. So I put the album on my
bookshelf. A few years later, my landlords got an offer they couldn’t refuse, and my short time in Crown
Heights was up. I stumbled upon the album while packing and pulled it off the shelf. Now I really had to
reckon with it.
Gentrification was transforming the neighborhood — soon there might be no one left who recognized the
world in these pictures. And the album was literally falling apart in my hands. If I was ever going to try to
get to the bottom of it, this was the time.
I decided to uncover its story. I thought it would be simple. But chasing the album would become
something of a journey, one that would take me far from present-day Brooklyn to the Jim Crow South,
from a remote island in the Pacific to the packed tenements of Harlem, before returning me to Lincoln
Place at another moment of great change.
Last spring, I began the search.
The photos were arranged on black blotter-paper pages with little mounting corners and Scotch tape that
had turned yellow with age. There were 167 pictures, and they covered both sides of the pages, as if to
save space. But the photos stopped about halfway through the album. The rest of it was blank.

I looked behind every photo, but there were only a few clues, handwritten notes like “From your old pal
Duke,” “Myself and Sylvia” or “Love to Etta Mae, From Dorothy.”
The name Etta Mae was written on three or four photos, and I began to suspect she was the woman who
appeared throughout the album. She had a full figure and elegant hands. She smoked. But I always
spotted her by her smile.

She was often with the same man. They were embracing, or they were in separate photos on the same
page. I guessed that he was her husband; on one photo, someone had written, “To my best friend’s
hubby.”

Carrying photocopies of a few pictures, I went back to Crown Heights.
I had been gone less than two years, but there were all sorts of changes. On Nostrand Avenue, a West
Indian market that had carried buckets of salt cod had closed. Where once the only coffee had come in
yellow cans of Bustelo, cafes served locally roasted espresso. There was a retro cocktail bar.
On Lincoln Place, a for-sale sign hung outside one house, and another was under renovation. There was a
Pilates studio. There were more young families now, and when I asked them about the album as they
swept the sidewalk or sat on their stoops, they apologized: They were new to the block and couldn’t help.
One evening, I was close to giving up when a young man in a garden apartment told me to talk to Jimmy,
the oldest guy on the block. He pointed to a red house a few doors down.
An old man answered the door. Yes, he said, he was Jimmy — James Burton. I showed him the
photocopied pictures, and he squinted. “That’s Mrs. Taylor,” he said. “Etta Mae.”

James Burton, outside his home on Lincoln Place.

The man in the pictures was her husband, Isaiah Taylor. Everyone called him Ike, Mr. Burton said. The
Taylors had lived on Lincoln Place forever. He pointed next door, at a white house with classical
molding.
When I returned to Lincoln Place a few days later with the whole album, Mr. Burton and his wife,
Lenore, were doing a puzzle at a card table. “You say you just found this album on the street?” she asked,
laughing. “I wouldn’t touch it. I’m amazed you would touch it.”
“Would you pick it up?” she asked her husband.
“Maybe,” he said.
They were in their late 80s. Ms. Burton had worked as a bookkeeper, and Mr. Burton had been a
chauffeur and a shipping clerk. They had lived on Lincoln Place since the early 1950s, and raised their
two daughters there.
The Taylors had been their neighbors and close friends, almost like family.
“In those days, we knew most everybody, and then they started disappearing and dying and moving
away,” Mr. Burton said. “Now I’m lucky if I know 10 people.”
We sat on the couch and opened the album. Pages had torn loose from the binding, and as we passed them
between us, black flakes fluttered to the floor.
“No, no,” Mr. Burton said, peering at the faces to see if he recognized anyone. “Etta and Ike. That’s all I
know is them two.”
Halfway through, we came to a page crowded with small pictures.
Mr. Burton paused.
“That looks like me,” he said, his voice a little louder. “Your mother, Uncle Fernando — that’s my
wedding.”

I was hooked. Now that I had names, I enlisted a researcher at The New York Times, Susan C. Beachy,
and she pulled documents for Etta Mae Taylor: census records; birth, death and marriage certificates; old
phone books; newspaper clippings.
Etta Mae didn’t have children. Her siblings had all died. But she had relatives scattered across the
country.
The Burtons remembered a niece from North Carolina, and the researcher found someone in Raleigh
named Joann Barnes. She was now in her 70s. For months, the only other thing I knew about her was that
she didn’t pick up her phone.
I didn’t blame her. “Hello,” I would say when I left voice mail messages, “I’m calling about a photo
album that may have belonged to your family.” Even as I said it, I knew it sounded like a scam.
I tried her relatives, calling, sending emails and friendly Facebook messages, but always with the same
result: silence.
The documents, at least, gave me the beginnings of Etta Mae’s story.

Etta Mae Barnes was born on July 28, 1918, in Wilson, N.C., which once called itself the world’s greatest
bright-leaf tobacco market. When Ms. Taylor was young, it was a boomtown. Thousands of AfricanAmerican families had migrated to Wilson from the countryside to pick tobacco on farms and hang it in
big warehouses downtown.
The first pages in the album seemed to be of Wilson; several photos had stamps from photographers’
studios there. There were portraits of women in flouncy dresses, babies, a boy with a dog, a group in
straw hats in a field.
In two portraits placed side by side, a middle-aged couple posed by a flowering bush, in front of a
clapboard house. I wondered if they were Etta Mae’s parents.
Etta Mae’s mother, Anna Bell Green Barnes, was born in Virginia and worked as a hanger at a tobacco
company, the documents revealed. Her father, James Frank Barnes, was a grocery store clerk. His family
went back generations in Wilson County.
Etta Mae was one of six. When she was still a child, her oldest brother, Charles, boarded the train that
passed through Wilson and became part of what we now call the Great Migration, the exodus of millions
of black Southerners from the Jim Crow South. Judging from the album, many of Etta Mae’s relatives had
gone north; I could tell them apart from their country kin by their suits and furs.

Etta Mae left school after seventh grade and went to work as a housekeeper in a private home, according
to the 1940 census. That year, 10 other people were living at the Barneses’, including an aunt; an adopted
daughter; Etta Mae’s sister Mildred; Mildred’s husband, Jack Artis; and their baby, Charles.

In 1940, Etta Mae left her crowded home. But she didn’t go north just yet. She went to Suffolk, Va.,
where, according to her marriage license, she wed Isaiah Taylor on the day after her 22nd birthday.
Ike Taylor was three years younger than Etta Mae, and when they married, he had recently graduated
from high school and was working as a deliveryman. His father was a cook. His mother worked at a
peanut processing plant.
Suffolk, like Wilson, was segregated, unofficially divided by the railroad tracks. On one side, a sizable
black community had grown, drawn by jobs in the factories of peanut producers like Planters.
The Taylors’ wedding announcement in a local paper said, “The couple will reside here.” But in 1941, the
United States entered World War II, and farm work had grown scarce amid an agriculture crisis.
Hundreds of thousands of black Southerners rushed to enlist, and Ike was one of them.

There were about a dozen photographs from the war in the album, loose snapshots tucked in the back.
They showed black soldiers amid spindly trees and what looked like Japanese shrines.
Ike was an army truck commander in the 510th Port Battalion and rose to the rank of master sergeant,
according to his military records. His unit was stationed on Tinian, an island in the Pacific that the United
States captured from the Japanese, where the armed forces built a huge air base. (It was from Tinian that
the Enola Gay took off for Hiroshima.)
Today, most of the men in Ike’s unit would be approaching 100, if they were alive at all, and I had given
up on getting a firsthand account, when I found a videotaped interview with a member of the 510th in the
Library of Congress.
James W. Taylor (no relation to Ike) died in 2014. In the video, he described their time in the army. The
armed forces were still segregated, and there were almost no black combat units until troops thinned at the
end of the war; black soldiers were instead relegated to labor and service units. Their battalion unloaded
ammunition from ships and provided transport.
On Tinian, they lived apart from the white soldiers. They slept in tents in a separate camp, ate separately
and drank from water tanks that they filled, separately, from a mountain spring.

These men may have enlisted in the army to escape Jim Crow, but instead they found themselves on a
tropical island in the Pacific that had become a replica of the segregated South.

This was where records trailed off. To go any further, I needed a guide.
One night in the fall, I found one. I got a Facebook message from someone in Wilson named Craig
Barnes Jr., whom I had written to months before. “Sorry, I’m just seeing this now,” he said. “Do you still
have that photo?”
I replied immediately with a smiley face. “I have the entire album!”
Over the phone, Mr. Barnes, 25, said that he was related to Etta Mae, but that he didn’t know much about
her; the person to talk to was his grandmother, Joann Barnes — the woman in Raleigh who hadn’t taken
my calls. He promised to set up a conversation, but weeks went by. When we finally spoke, he had bad
news: She wasn’t answering the phone.
But that was all I had. So a week later, I boarded a flight for Raleigh, the album in my bag.
I met up with a photographer and we drove to the last listed address for Ms. Barnes: a retirement complex
in a low-slung apartment building surrounded by trees.
I was unsure if she even lived there, much less how she would feel about my visit, and as we approached,
I felt nervous for the first time. I had come all this way, and though I thought the album was important,
maybe I was just intruding.
I pressed the buzzer and identified myself over the intercom as a reporter from New York. After a long
moment, a woman’s voice crackled through the speaker.
“All right,” she said. “I’ll buzz you in, dear.”
As we walked down the hall toward her apartment, Ms. Barnes stepped out from her door, as if she
planned to give us only a minute. She had short gray hair and wore a floral-print blouse.

“Are you a relative of Etta Mae Taylor?” I asked.
“Yes, I was her niece,” she said.
I explained, quickly, how I had met the Burtons, that they had told me Etta Mae’s name and that I should
look for her niece.
“O.K.,” she said.
“And, well,” I said, “basically, I found this on the street.”
I held out the album.
She gave a surprised laugh. I laughed too, with relief.
“You know, it kind of makes you leery,” Ms. Barnes said. She had gotten my messages, and her
grandson’s, but she was skeptical because she had never seen her aunt’s photo album.
She invited us in. Her apartment was small and neat. She had been cleaning, and after she washed her
hands, we sat down. She was from Wilson, she said, but she left when she was young and spent nearly 30
years in New York, where she was a visiting nurse.

Joann Barnes, Etta Mae’s niece. Credit Left: Eamon Queeney for The New York Times
She opened the album.
“Oh, my goodness,” she said. “These are from way back.”
She spotted her grandparents — Etta Mae’s parents — in front of the clapboard house in Wilson where
she, too, had grown up. There, in the yard, they played horseshoes and caught pigeons.
She named her aunts and uncles and cousins. “And that’s me,” she said, touching a photo of a little girl.
“I always liked this picture. I believe my father made this skirt. He used to make clothes for me when I
was small. And I always had those big bows.”
She shook her head and smiled.
“Little knock knees,” she said.

Wilson was about an hour’s drive east. The downtown was deserted, the brick warehouses the only
remnant of the tobacco era. Across the tracks, the house where Etta Mae grew up had been torn down. In
the empty lot where it once stood, there was no trace of the family that had become so real to me. A
pickup was parked in the overgrown grass.
Most of Etta Mae’s family had left Wilson and scattered, but Craig Barnes Jr. was still there. We met up
at an Applebee’s off the highway. I thanked him for writing to me and handed him the album.
As he turned the pages, I said I had never seen a black family’s photos from this era. He said he hadn’t
either.
“The lifestyle they’re living looks amazing,” he said.

Craig Barnes Jr., a great-grandnephew of Etta Mae. Credit Eamon Queeney for The New York Times
In Etta Mae’s day, the magic of Harlem reached the South through newspapers, relatives’ letters and the
radio, and in the 1940s, another wave of Southern migrants moved to New York, drawn by Cab Calloway
and Duke Ellington as much as by the promise of factory jobs.
“New York was the place to be,” Ms. Barnes said.
While Ike was in the Pacific, Etta Mae joined her sister Mildred and her husband, along with her brother
Charles, in Harlem, and the sisters found jobs pressing drapes at a factory in the garment district. “They
were pressers,” Ms. Barnes said. “That was kind of the going job at the time.”
When the war was over, Ike and Etta Mae were reunited in New York. On weekends, they would go
dancing — at small clubs and at the blocklong Savoy Ballroom on Lenox Avenue, where thousands of
couples did the jitterbug.
From the time she was little, Ms. Barnes would take the train every year to visit the Taylors. “I was a
Southern girl; I used to go every summer with my grandmother,” she said. “When I would see them
dressed up, it was exciting. Like these were some movie stars or something.”
Of her two aunts, Ms. Barnes said, Etta Mae was the serious one. “Mae thought she was the boss. She
always thought she was smarter than everybody else. She was always saying, ‘Sister, you shouldn’t do
that; Sister, you should.’”
But she loved to dance, Ms. Barnes said. “And she could sing, too.”

The photos speak to the glamour of life in Harlem, but they barely hint at its struggles. Housing
discrimination largely confined black people to Harlem, and in the 1940s, as more Southern migrants
surged into the city, its blocks became some of the most densely populated in the world. Landlords
charged high rents and let their buildings fall into ruin. They knew their tenants had nowhere else to go.
After riots broke out in 1943, Langston Hughes wrote of Harlemites’ poverty and frustration: “Some of
them don’t try anymore. Slum-shocked, I reckon.”
Etta Mae and her sister lived in a packed tenement on West 116th Street. Their brother Charles, who in
the album looks dashing in a dark suit with a pocket square, worked as a deliveryman for a florist, and
shared his apartment on 131st Street with his wife and seven lodgers from the South.
In the middle of the album was a series of oversize portraits of couples gathered around bottle-strewn
tables in night clubs. I couldn’t figure out where they were taken until a clue cropped up in an old
newspaper: Ike was listed among the members of the Eight Chaps Social Club, a men’s club composed of
Suffolkians that was hosting a dance in Harlem.
Seven of the Chaps were dead now, but the eighth picked up the phone.

“Isaiah Taylor?” Walter Howell, 95, said. Of course he remembered him. “Good buddy of mine.”
He told me the photos were, indeed, from the club’s dances. They look glamorous, but all of the Chaps,
Mr. Howell said, had blue-collar jobs. He had worked in a fur-dressing plant preparing minks and sables.
Then he answered a question that hadn’t occurred to me, which was why the Taylors had such a dazzling
record of their social life. The reason was that one member of the club, Jesse Williams, was a professional
photographer.

Craig Steven Wilder, a historian at M.I.T., told me that for Southern migrants far from home, men’s clubs
like the Eight Chaps “become their new kinship networks.”
“That informal network is how you access news about where you can move,” Professor Wilder said,
“where black people are moving and welcome.”
In 1950, the population of Central Harlem reached its peak, and African-Americans began to inch their
way into other boroughs. The Eight Chaps scattered. Etta Mae and Ike, of course, went to Brooklyn.
Crown Heights was predominantly white at the time. And when Etta Mae and Ike moved to Lincoln Place
around 1950, renting a room from a black hairdresser named Lucille Stewart, they became some of the
first black residents on the block.
The Burtons, the neighbors whose wedding photos were in the album, came soon after. “We were about
the second blacks on the block,” Lenore Burton said.
Ms. Burton’s parents, Clara and Cannon Harper, moved into the white house with the classical molding,
with their daughter Jackie. After they got married, the Burtons bought the red house next door.
Etta Mae and Ike soon moved into the third floor of the Harpers’ white house, and the two households
became like one.

Etta Mae’s album captures their communal life: They shared meals, gave each other haircuts, gathered in
the kitchen in their bathrobes.
Ms. Burton’s sister, Jackie Jones, still lives in the white house that she grew up in and eventually
inherited from her parents. On one of my visits to the Burtons’, she appeared, magically, in their living
room: Back in the 1950s, they had installed a door between their homes. “All the families were
intertwined more or less, though they weren’t blood relations,” Ms. Jones, 89, said.
The picture the Burtons painted of the 1950s was a happy one. And it took me a moment to step back and
see the obvious: During this time, as black people arrived on Lincoln Place, white families were leaving.

Isabel Wilkerson, the author of “The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great
Migration,” said the timing was not a coincidence. “Fear led many white residents to flee,” she said.
“Neighborhoods began to open up because white people were so fearful that they would sell at a loss.”
It was a sign of what was coming. In the next decades, hundreds of thousands of white families would
leave the city, and black families would move into their homes, a phenomenon that came to be known as
white flight.
In 1950, the Taylors’ census tract was 95 percent white. By 1970, it was 87 percent black. White flight is
often associated with the poverty and crime that plagued New York City in the later decades of the 20th
century, and conjures images of muggings, abandoned buildings and urban blight.
But these photos too were images of the white-flight era: People posing beside a 1950s television console,
a man at a piano, a sunny picnic.

In 1956, the new homeowners formed the Lincoln Civic Block Association, which still exists. “There was
a Pokeno circle, a poker circle,” Mr. Burton said. “You’d go from house to house. Nobody had a lock on
the door. Our house was never locked. You’d look up, and there’d be cousin so-and-so.”
The Burtons pointed out a few houses on Lincoln Place where old-timers still lived. A neighbor, Marilyn
LeGall, 72, grew up visiting her aunt and uncle on Lincoln Place. “You played stickball, you jumped
rope,” she said. “Everyone looked after the other.”
That was life on Lincoln Place, said Arthur Bates Jr., 56, who grew up on the block. “It was a real
neighborhood, and a black experience no one talks about, because it wasn’t filled with drugs and it wasn’t
filled with poverty,” Mr. Bates said. “It was public schools, it was playing ball, it was playing music.”
Now, he added, everyone was discovering brownstone Brooklyn. “It’s been sitting here, like so many
aspects of our lives. People say, ‘It’s dripping with original details.’ Who do you think maintained it?
Where were you?”
Etta Mae and Ike settled down on Lincoln Place after a decade of war and uncertainty and living in
cramped quarters in Harlem.
Etta Mae kept working in the garment district. She went bargain hunting on Flatbush Avenue for outfits
and nice furniture for their apartment. She joined a book club.
Ike got dogs — and cars. “A blue Chevy,” Mr. Burton recalled.

On the weekends, they would go to their dances, and Mildred came over. They drank cocktails and
listened to records. “They were good-times folks,” Ms. Jones said. “You could come and sit and drink and
smoke and laugh. They loved to laugh.”
They traveled, driving south to see one of Ike’s sisters in Washington, and to their hometowns. In the
1960s, they went on cruises.

New York gave them a good life. And if it was lived in the shadow of white flight, it was a life they never
could have had in the South.
Ike’s niece, Brenda Oliver, 67, remembered her aunt arriving in Virginia wearing pretty clothes, smelling
good. Ms. Oliver’s mother was a maid. “My mom lived in a house with a coal stove. She was so
impressed that her siblings had gotten out of the South and made a life for themselves.”
In their later years, Ike and Etta Mae look content. In one photo, they stand beside each other, she in a
dress, he in a suit. She is giving him a knowing little smile. His arm is around her shoulder. It is the last
photo of the two of them together.
On Aug. 5, 1971, Ike died of cancer. He was 50.
After he died, Etta Mae stopped keeping the album. That was why half of the pages were blank.
Etta Mae stayed on Lincoln Place. She took care of children for working couples, recalled the Burtons’
daughter, Carol Burton, 58. Etta Mae got books in the mail, never putting them on the shelf until they
were read. She went to church every Sunday, at Berean Baptist nearby. She took in relatives once or
twice, for brief spells, but otherwise lived alone.
I found former residents of Lincoln Place. They remembered Etta Mae, but not as the young woman in the
album. “She was always an old lady,” Sherrie Tanner Hammonds, 47, said. She grew up on the block

with her grandmother, Ms. Stewart, the hairdresser, and now lives in Rochester. “She always had a small
dog. She had a little set schedule. She would walk morning and night.”
“Rain or shine,” said Constance P. Jermin, 83, who left Lincoln Place for Georgia in 2002. “She was very
deliberate and devoted. And she always greeted everyone. Always with a big smile.”

James Burton and his wife, Lenore, last year. Credit Benjamin Norman for The New York Times
For a few years, Etta Mae and I shared the block. Our bedroom windows looked out on the same
backyards, and every day, she must have walked past my house, though I can’t recall if I ever actually
saw her.
When she could no longer get around, Ms. Jones, her landlady, took care of her. “She was feisty,” said
Ms. Jones, who said she never raised her rent from $200. “She was good until the end.”
The end was swift. In 2010, Etta Mae fell and went to the hospital, and from there, to a nursing home in
East New York, Brooklyn. She died there, five long miles from Lincoln Place, on June 4, 2011. She was
92.
She is buried next to her husband at Long Island National Cemetery, a veterans’ graveyard in
Farmingdale, N.Y. They share a single headstone, their names on either side.
Etta Mae’s funeral program ends, “Etta lived a full life.” It was all in the album: the Great Migration,
Harlem at its most chaotic and crowded, the transformation of Brooklyn.
For her neighbors on Lincoln Place, Etta Mae’s album brought back happy memories of their first years
on the block, but it did not stop the clock from ticking. In October, Lenore Burton died. Her widower,
James Burton, plans to stay in their home on Lincoln Place.
For Etta Mae’s family, the album helped fill the void left by relatives who moved to the North. They let
me hold onto the album until the publication of this article.

I had one last question: How did the album end up on the curb?
After her aunt died, Joann Barnes came from Raleigh to arrange the funeral in Brooklyn. She hadn’t been
to Lincoln Place in years and was surprised by how little her aunt’s home had changed. She had moved
into the back rooms and left the rest untouched.
Everything was from the 1950s — the kitchen sink and cabinets, the furniture in the living room, which
was covered in plastic. In Ike’s old office, there was a record player, hundreds of records, and a shelf with
glasses and little stirrers, the remnants of his bar.
The closets were stuffed with linens and old clothes. When she went to dry her hands after washing them
in the bathroom, the hand towel was so old it split in two. She was tired from the funeral, and
overwhelmed. She just wanted to get home.
She packed up some wedding dishes for her sister, a few pots and pans. For herself, she took some change
from a drawer. “A silver dollar, some old coins,” she said. “That’s just me. I have my memory of her and
our trips and what we did together. I’m not a keeper.”
As she got ready to go, Ms. Jones came in. “She asked me if I was coming back,” Ms. Barnes said, “and I
said no. ‘Open the doors and let the neighbors come and take what they want. Just open it up.’”
In the weeks afterward, Ms. Jones worked her way through the apartment. She bagged up the clothes. She
pulled the records off the shelf. She boxed up Etta Mae’s books. When she found the album, she tied it up
with twine. And one evening, before the trucks came to pick up the recycling, she carried it outside with a
few boxes and left it on the curb.
A few minutes, or a few hours, passed. Then, just as Etta Mae had walked past my house so many times
before, I walked by hers, picked up her album and carried it home.

Warsan Shire, “Conversations About Home (at the Deportation Centre)” (2012)
no one leaves home unless
home is the mouth of a shark.
you only run for the border
when you see the whole city
running as well.
your neighbours running faster
than you, the boy you went to school with
who kissed you dizzy behind
the old tin factory is
holding a gun bigger than his body,
you only leave home
when home won't let you stay.
no one would leave home unless home
chased you, fire under feet,
hot blood in your belly.
it's not something you ever thought about
doing, and so when you did you carried the anthem under your breath,
waiting until the airport toilet
to tear up the passport and swallow,
each mouthful of paper making it clear that
you would not be going back.
you have to understand,
no one puts their children in a boat
unless the water is safer than the land.
who would choose to spend days
and nights in the stomach of a truck
unless the miles travelled
meant something more than journey.
no one would choose to crawl under fences,
be beaten until your shadow leaves you,
raped, then drowned, forced to the bottom of
the boat because you are darker, be sold,
starved, shot at the border like a sick animal,
be pitied, lose your name, lose your family,
make a refugee camp a home for a year or two or ten,

stripped and searched, find prison everywhere
and if you survive and you are greeted on the other side
with go home blacks, refugees
dirty immigrants, asylum seekers
sucking our country dry of milk,
dark, with their hands out
smell strange, savage look what they've done to their own countries,
what will they do to ours?
the dirty looks in the street
softer than a limb torn off,
the indignity of everyday life
more tender than fourteen men who
look like your father, between
your legs, insults easier to swallow
than rubble, than your child's body
in pieces - for now, forget about pride
your survival is more important.
i want to go home, but home is the mouth of a shark
home is the barrel of the gun
and no one would leave home
unless home chased you to the shore
unless home tells you to
leave what you could not behind,
even if it was human.
no one leaves home until home
is a damp voice in your ear saying
leave, run now, i don't know what
i've become.
but i know that anywhere
is safer than here.

Teju Cole, facebook post, June 26, 2019, 3:42pm
Óscar Alberto Martínez Ramírez, 25, died in Texas on Sunday, drowned in the Rio Grande, along
with his two-year-old daughter. A young family from El Salvador. Óscar’s wife and Valeria’s mother
Tania, on the Mexico side, helplessly watched the water sweep them away.
Óscar and Valeria were found on Monday. Yesterday, Tuesday, a disturbing photo of their bodies,
face down in shallow water, was published in most of the major American newspapers. This
morning, a prominent radio program—a show you’ve all heard of—reached out to me for an

interview about the photograph. I’m a photography critic, I’ve written extensively on photography,
violence, spectatorship, and political ethics. These are things worth thinking about, and their
meanings are never settled.
There would be a pre-interview, and then the conversation with the host. On the pre-interview, with
the show’s producer, I talked about the general meaning of such images, and gave a sense of what
my thinking was on this particular photograph. If you know me, you know how I am. The sentences
were candid without being strident, and I’d done my research like I always do. It was nothing out of
the ordinary for me, other than some pregnant pauses to articulate myself better. And I knew,
having had a trial run, I’d be more cogent on the radio broadcast, which wouldn’t be live anyway.
I’ve done a lot of radio, I know the drill. During the pre-interview with the producer though, I was
already uneasy. I could sense she was after something else, something less spicy.
About forty five minutes later, just before the time I was to have gone on record with the host, the
producer wrote to me to say I wouldn’t be interviewed after all. The editor had “decided on a
different angle.”
I’m actually mad. I didn’t expect to be mad, but I’m mad. And I know the perils of being mad
online, but I'm still mad. And I know that being mad comes with the risk of self-regard, but I'm still
mad. Because what's at stake here is real. Thing is y’all ain’t serious. Y’all ain’t ready. You just wanted
a well-spoken photography critic to say not a whole lot. You wanted someone with pedigree to
confirm what you already thought. You wanted commentary that didn’t accidentally discomfit
anyone. (How many times in how many ways is this scenario, this preference for mildness over
truth, replicated all across this country?) Y'all wanted that complacent consensus to go on ad
infinitum. But that’s not how thinking works, and that’s not what I’m here to serve. Never ever ever
ever.
Now you’ve made me interrupt a family reunion. I was sitting here minding my own business eating
fried plantain and playing billiards with my nephews when you asked me for my opinion. I’m so
mad. Now I’m going to do some more thinking and write about this image. I, too, have decided on a
different angle. Always already on a different angle.
May the souls of Óscar, Valeria, and the countless others we’ve failed, rest in peace; and may their
grieving families be comforted.
[Two weeks later, anger went into prose.]

“A Crime Scene at the Border” By Teju Cole
The New York Times July 10, 2019
On Tuesday, June 25, Rosa Ramírez was filmed at home in San Martín, El Salvador. Ramírez stands
by a doorway in a small interior. She is distraught, and her large brown eyes glisten in the glare of
camera lights.

“The last message he sent me was Saturday. He said, ‘Mama, I love you.’ He said, ‘Take care of
yourselves because we are fine here.’ ”
Her face is puffy from weeping. “When I read that message, I don’t know, it made me want to cry
because I saw it as a sort of goodbye.”
He lies face down in water, his black shirt more than halfway hiked up his back. A toddler, also
face down, is tangled up in his shirt. They lie side by side, her arm draped across his neck. He wears
black shorts. On her, red pants pulled up past the calves, the telltale bulge of diapers, tiny shoes.
Blue beer cans bob in gray-green water around them. The rushes on the riverbank grow profusely.
The photo, which shows Ramírez’s son, Óscar Alberto Martínez Ramírez, and his daughter, Valeria,
was taken by the Mexican photojournalist Julia Le Duc. Martínez and Valeria had traveled from El
Salvador and had been in Mexico a couple of months. Disheartened by a torturous asylum process,
they tried to swim across the Rio Grande from Matamoros to Brownsville, Tex. Both drowned.
Martínez was 25, Valeria nearly 2.
In the video, shot three days later, Rosa Ramírez speaks as one for whom all hope is gone. On
Saturday, she was reading a message from her son. By Tuesday, the cameramen recording, she had
herself become news.
Martínez and Valeria are two of the hundreds of people who will die on the United States-Mexico
border this year. They are two of the thousands who have died in the past decade in awful
circumstances. On the border, people have died alone or with others, in the desert or in water, of
exhaustion or of thirst, shot with bullets or attacked by wild animals.
When The Associated Press distributed the photograph around the world, it did so within the
conventions of news reporting: Something happened somewhere, someone photographed it, the
image was picked up by a news agency, and it went out to the international press. This photograph
was published in the pages of The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Guardian, The Wall Street
Journal and countless others. In news reports and opinion columns, it was lauded as an act of
witness, and the hope was widely expressed that it might activate the conscience of the American
government and spur a change on the border.
Brutal images easily elicit sympathy. But as Susan Sontag noted in “Regarding the Pain of Others,”
“Our sympathy proclaims our innocence as well as our impotence.” It is true that a very few images
of suffering have catalyzed changes in policy. But it is equally true that terrible images are published
all the time, thousands of them each year, and a vast majority change policy not one iota. There have
been truly astonishing (and sickening) photos from Gaza, Lampedusa, Yemen, Kashmir. But
governments, in spite of an abundance of memorable photographs, regularly fail to honor the
legitimate claims made before them by persons seeking safety and dignity.
Perhaps too much is made of individual photographs. What if we had, for each incident, not one
photograph, but a hundred? What if we had photographs taken across the span of time showing not
just what happened in Matamoros in June 2019 but what led to it? Would we be able to hold on to
our innocence?

In the 1980s, Presidents Ronald Reagan and George H.W. Bush supported El Salvador’s military-led
government in a civil war against various leftist groups. The government’s atrocities have been well
documented, and tens of thousands of Salvadorans died. Hundreds of thousands more fled to the
United States. In the mid-’90s, President Bill Clinton allowed the “temporary protected status” of
Salvadoran refugees to expire after the end of the civil war there, and many of those who were
forced to go back formed or joined the gangs at the core of the current violence in that country. In
June 2014, President Barack Obama declared that Border Patrol agents “already apprehend and
deport hundreds of thousands of undocumented immigrants every year.” In 2017, dozens of
suspected gang members were illegally executed by United States-funded Salvadoran security forces.
In January 2018, the Trump administration announced its intention to end temporary protected
status for nearly 200,000 people from El Salvador who were in the United States after a series of
devastating earthquakes there in 2001. This would cut off the ability of those people to support poor
relatives back home, threatening further injury to an already wounded Salvadoran economy. In April
of the same year, Border Patrol agents began implementing a “metering” policy that slowed the
processing of asylum claims at the United States-Mexico border to a trickle, creating a huge backlog.
In June 2019, the United States vowed to provide no further aid to Guatemala, Honduras and El
Salvador until they reduced the migration of their nationals to the United States — a cruel and
counterproductive measure.
How would such a relentless catalog of inhumane policy be photographed? Momentous political
decisions, often made by men in suits in quiet, evenly lit rooms, do not tend to generate visual
drama. The photographs might only show someone signing a document or in the middle of a
speech. They might show a president, a member of Congress, a Border Patrol agent, a lobbyist, a
judge, a citizen at a political rally or in a voting booth.
What if these photographs, in all their bureaucratic banality, were presented alongside the
photograph of two drowned people? It would be a strange juxtaposition, a strangeness out of which
some vital truth might be articulated. And what if the photograph with the dead bodies was omitted
entirely and only the policies that led to the deaths were shown? Would we still be shocked and
saddened? Or do we need the spectacle of corpses to make the story real?
The media’s defense of the publication of Le Duc’s photograph was familiar: that it is the job of
the press to disseminate the truth, no matter how bitter, and that by showing the bitterest truth,
some justice might be done. But a photograph of a dead child on the United States-Mexico border is
not, by itself, the bitterest truth. A bitterer truth might be to convey that what we are looking at is
not an accident: It is a crime.
The bitterest truth might be to show that the crime was committed by the viewers of the
photograph — that this is not news from some remote and unconnected reality but that it is rather
something you have done, not personally but as a member of the larger collective. It is you who have
undermined their democracy, you who have devastated their economy, you who have denied their
claim to asylum. These are not strangers requesting a favor. They are people you already know,
confronting you with your misdeeds.
That is not how such images are typically presented or understood. So, what happens if evidence of
your crimes is presented to you over and over again but you do not accept culpability? What

happens is that your assessment of this evidence becomes ever more disingenuous. It’s a pity, you
say. It’s unfortunate, outrageous, heartbreaking. You make these declarations — which are partly
true but mostly false — and life goes on.
But what also happens is that the images enter an aesthetic realm, detached from the human pain
from which they emerged. It is too easy to forget Rosa Ramírez standing in her home, mourning as
many of us would, and it is too easy to remember the striking photo of her dead son and
granddaughter. The publication of such images is often followed by speculation about which among
them is likely to win prizes. In certain cases, the photographer of the spectacularly terrible image is
immediately congratulated by his or her peers, for some glory is surely on its way: a Pulitzer Prize
perhaps, or a World Press Photo award.
And this slope slips down to that ever-louder demographic that exults in making America great
again, among whom the brutal images do more direct work. The images show foreigners getting
what they deserve and, far from being an indictment, they portray a natural order. “Reality is don’t
be illegal,” as one commenter on the Times site puts it. “The bad judgment of the father in
attempting to swim a river with a toddler on his back is his responsibility,” another suggests.
The weak and the disesteemed should suffer, and indeed they suffer. They should die, and indeed
they die. The world is what it is. Not only is it easy to bear other people’s misfortune, but their very
suffering confirms that they are undeserving of mercy.
Photographs of extreme suffering will continue to be published; few publications will pass up the
opportunity to feature a memorable image. If the past is any guide, they will be published in a way
that does not particularly challenge those who wield the power of life and death over others. For
instance, describing its decision to publish Le Duc’s photograph, The Times said it was careful not
to make a “political statement” or convey “a position on the issue of immigration.”
Nor is it likely that the asymmetry between those whose pain is turned into news and those who
“consume” the news can be corrected. There are powerful, almost incontrovertible, codes of
decorum maintained by and for people who are thought of as white, or who have been invited to
participate in whiteness. The racial disparity in published photographs of traumatized bodies is by
now a recurring, and almost tedious, question. Media organizations have standard (and often
grouchy) ripostes to the question each time it arises, usually involving an appeal to newsworthiness.
And yet, newsworthiness rarely brings destroyed white bodies to the front page of the newspaper.
The questions we need to ask now are more urgent and more discomfiting. What sort of person
needs to see such photographs in order to know what they should already know? Who are we if we
need to look at ever more brutal images in order to feel something? What will be brutal enough?
These photographs are mirrors, not windows. We look into them, and what they reflect back to us is
something monstrous and hard to reconcile with our notion of ourselves. We look, and look, and
then — sated with looking, secure in our reactions, perennially missing the point — we put them
away.

