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PROLOGUE

When I was eighteen or so I got to hear the poet Martin Espada read. I
went to the reading with another girl. We were new friends. As we crossed
Broadway, the distance between Barnard and Columbia, I listened to her
talk about where she was from, one of her many stories about the beauti-
ful Bay Area city that was the source of her father’s blues and her moth-
er’s kind of love. The poetry reading must have meant a lot to us that eve-
ning and there must have been a special discount (maybe a two-for-one)
because, as poor as we were, we each bought a book. She got Rebellion Is
the Circle of a Lover’s Hands, and 1, City of Coughing and Dead Radiators. We
waited in line so Espada could inscribe them, bless us with a few more
words. A few years later when she left New York, her son in her arms, she
gifted me her copy. (You can only take so much when you move.) Where
are those books now? They may be down to the rot of our Camden base-
ment, or hiding out in a Rubbermaid somewhere in my sister’s storage
container.

That evening, Martin Espada prefaced his reading of his poem “Who
Burns for the Perfection of Paper” with a story. Once, when he was a law
student, he held a legal pad, the long yellow pages made less unruly be-
cause they are bound at the top. And he remembered his own teenage
hands working the paper edges of what would become the bundle. When
he was sixteen he had worked at a factory where they made legal pads.



Glue secured it all, but it made his paper cuts burn and shout. Now he
dwelled in thought, of the assembly, the cuts, and the paperwork.

But maybe after all he didn’t preface his poem with a story? Maybe
it was just the poem. Either way, I remember it this way. I remember it
twice and in two voices, or between story and poetry.

I think of the story now. It is a couple of hours before sunrise. My
boyfriend is asleep next to me. I asked this prologue to come. I asked yes-
terday. Make me ready to write tomorrow, I said, almost aloud. I stood at
the kitchen window above a clean sink, my own children dealing in their
evening homework, notebooks, and math facts, and I almost prayed it.

A Pair of Hands Upturned and Burning

Puerto Rican rallies mother, father, poet, writer, abuelita, grandfather,
cousin, friend, titi, tio, sister, brother, daughter, you, beloved, son, neigh-
bor, self, singer, nobody, me, and so on. You can shout, whisper, sing, draw
out, or spit out some of these words when you read this list aloud. This
may be how it is chosen, how it is made in relation, how it agitates against
loss, is lost, or is what endures.

We arrived in Camden a handful of years after the 1971 riot, and af-
ter most of the storefronts in our neighborhood were permanently closed
to us, hung in what would seem like an eternity of wooden boards and
nails. My father trailed his brother, mother, and sisters. Eventually they
all moved away, but we stayed on. I suppose we watched as houses van-
ished too, first behind the telltale of wood and neighborhood tags, then
in fire, smoke, or wrecking ball. I grew to wonder about what remains,
the left-behind and haphazard shapes on a landscape, like empty lots and
vacants, and what might be pictured at and below the boards, all indica-
tions of life or life signs.

In the late summer of 1971 Puerto Rican people in Camden, New Jer-
sey, rallied when police beat a Puerto Rican man. Over the course of three
August days, people took to each other to grieve and protest in Camden.
The Puerto Rican man had been pulled over by two Camden police of-
ficers. They beat him brutally and murderously, because afterward he
was put on life support. He was reported to be in a coma and internally
poisoned by his own ruptured small bowel." When his life signs waned,
his family’s attorney (a man called Poplar) received a call from Camden’s
Mayor, Joseph Nardi: “He’s not dead, but everyone figured that in order
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not to throw fuel on the fire, we didn’t want him dead.” Poplar convinced
the Puerto Rican man’s wife to keep him on life support.?

The Puerto Rican man’s death was put on hold. He was kept on life
support in the hospital in order to abate what the city’s leaders imagined
as an impending riot. Such was the administrative attempt to slow his
death and control the movement and narrative of Camden’s insurgent
Puerto Rican political histories of 1971, which would constellate with other
antiracist and anticarceral rebellions across the country.’

He’s not dead,

but everyone figured that

in order not to throw fuel on the fire
we didn’t want him dead.

I find this statement in an online newspaper archive. I sat with the
phrasing for some time, a long time, troubled. I think of a part of Rick
Barot’s poem “Tarp,” when he writes:

There is no tarp for that raging figure in the mind
that sits in a corner and shreds receipts

and newspapers. There is no tarp for dread,
whose only recourse is language

so approximate it hardly means what it

means:

He is not here. She is sick. She cannot remember
her name. He is old. He is ashamed.*

What does it mean to be pushed through accounting? To be figured as
fuel and fire? To become a remainder.

On either end of this equation is a “not” death, a want of not dead:

“He’s not dead . . . we didn’t want him dead.”

This is the administration of life and the logic of population control.
It is the other side of care for Puerto Ricans (in Camden), an administra-
tive figuration of need, and the order of our dispossession and disappear-
ance there’’

It may then have been unthinkable to say instead, “We wanted him
to live” The Puerto Rican man who was beaten on July 30, 1971, and kept
on life support through August 20 and reported dead on September 15 is
called by two names in newspaper reports: Rafael Rodriguez and Horacio
Jimenez. It is said that he gave the police a different name, a false name.
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The line between Rafael/Horacio holds this tension, gestures perhaps to-
ward how he tried to pass, cut, and slip interrogation, rally—all that he
was up against—before he was finally allowed to die. For me, that slip
continues to resonate and disturb the scene.

Rafael/Horacio was forty when he was killed. He had been driving
through Camden, coming back home for a visit, it is said, because he had
moved, lived elsewhere. Newspapers from that time describe the ensuing
three or four days of rebellion and fires in the city that followed the break-
down in talks between the mayor and Puerto Rican community leaders
and Rafael/Horacio’s death. Camden structures, homes, businesses, gath-
ering spots, and vacants were burned. Hundreds of people were arrested,
and this rebellion was, like Rafael/Horacio, called by at least two names:
the Camden Riots and the Puerto Rican Riots.®

A 2011 Courier Post newspaper retrospective on those four days includes
the voices of Camden residents who were present at City Hall during the
first rally against police brutality. The article describes a scene conjured
by a man named Delgado, whose memory of that night reaches toward
the making of an energy and a peoplehood, somewhere between a no-
where and a here: ““I remember that night, the people got energy from
nowhere. . . . These parking meters here, we pulled them up out of the
ground. That’s how mad we were. K-9 dogs and police in riot gear filtered
out of the building. The mob overturned police cars and shattered win-
dows. ‘People can only take so much, Delgado said. “That was the last
straw for Camden. “The people of Camden went to city hall to demon-
strate, he said. “They wanted justice. Nardi said he had no time for the
people, [but the] people wanted to say something.”

Shared feelings crowd and collect. They accompany, want, extend, and
claim. They may pass for other things—wanting to “say something” may
look like the mad pulling of a parking meter right up out of the ground,
the shattering of a window for what cannot be recovered. Delgado’s rep-
etition of “the people” of Camden pulls away from the reportage’s char-
acterization of a mob. It is the police who are in “riot gear,” a tactical per-
formance that sets the stage for and anticipates violence. The reportage
turns away from Delgado and narrates the scene of a riot, as cops filter
out of a building and the people become a mob, pulling and overturning
a landscape. Yet what does Delgado mean when he says, “the people got
energy from nowhere”? What is the generative promise and spatial power
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of and to the people? If nowhere is a site of energy, then the recollection’s
turn toward this landscape may indicate another generation, a making at
work. In this landscape a wrested parking meter is an uprooted signpost;
what was designated as a point of arrival becomes the sign of a moving
target (get back in your car), as the driver is accosted, is beaten, and dies,
in transit, both in and away from home, toward Camden. The article nar-
rates a Puerto Rican man who was off work that day and who was from
Camden. He is returning to the city, driving around on his day off. In the
media rendition of those hot, humid, and rainy days that stretched be-
tween July 31 and August 21 is an imagined transparency of possible events
(the will to riot, the will to destroy), not toward a collective movement
and an always in relation, but at a downfall, an unbecoming of a peo-
ple and a place. An excerpt of a statement released by the city’s director
of public safety at the time launches an attack against Camden’s Puerto
Ricans and is totally laden with this vision of unbecoming, of absolute
downfall: “The ruthless, despicable, cowardly and shameful conduct at-
tributed to that animalistic group of rationless two-legged beasts could
only be surpassed in nature and degree by the two-faced appalling actions
as represented by the representative negotiators busily disgracing their
name and culture while their cohorts unleashed their fury against an un-
willing police contingent situated at the scene.”’

Camden’s Mayor Nardi imposed a state of emergency that closed the
city and imposed a curfew to restrict outdoor movements between 8:00
p-m. and 7:00 a.m. Routes into the city were closed. Alcohol and gasoline
sales were suspended, as they, too, were imagined as “fueling” the col-
lective body. The curfew that closed the city was also an act of (preemp-
tive) mass criminalization thinly disguised as care and protection. Cur-
few shut folks inside and deprived them of the consolation of each other
and their many forms of nighttime movements. The curfew attempted to
stop for three consecutive days any reunion with the cover of night, that
which necessitates and makes home for all forms of life and strides. The
curfew attempted to still Camden’s community force, the many Puerto
Rican and African American people who worked regularly and il/legibly
both with and against the prevailing democratic order to effect change
in their communities, to push and shift the world.® Of course, people did
not obey: ““The whole problem lies with the mayor, Mario Rodriguez,
former Camden City councilman who now is a commissioner for the
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State Division of Civil Rights, claimed. ‘He kept those people waiting for
10 hours. He kept them waiting in the heat and in the rain. He avoided

2999

sitting down with them.

Sometimes in the Camden summertime it is finally cool enough to be
outside at nightfall. Sitting outdoors with the shapes of trees and things,
or at the threshold of a porch, your bit of sky may be wrapped in trees
and the sounds of a neighborhood breathing together, however quickly.
What comfort in that necessary night walk, even if it’s just to the end
of the block or around the corner, the air outside against the full heat of
the indoors. No air conditioner. Broken back doors nailed shut, all the
downstairs windows barred—you’ve got to get outside. To think, act, and
move. Just here and just in this way. If the solution and grieving come
this way, at the electric charge of activity, movement, stroll, pull, and
run, and if it can arrive in place, in that movement between you and this
ground and piece of atmosphere, at that corner, between these houses,
that generative public where we leave a bit of ourselves and our mark for
the next one who comes along. When all of nature isn’t the “property of
man,” but rather the space where we come to be, walk, and think as a part
of it all.'® To exist this way at a state of emergency, against curfew and iso-
lation, against the nightly transformations of an entire city into a jail or
prison cell, is kind of impossible. At the state of emergency, the coming
night itself inaugurates an open-air prison, a controlled atmosphere. At
the logic of the curfew, all of Camden’s skies were bullet ridden, lit up by
smoke and fire, and so all of the night and its seasonal and cyclical chore-
ographies were suspended. It amounted to people being kept apart when
they really needed to be together, and the only place where we can all be
together is outside.

Who Burns for the Perfection of Paper

The Walt Whitman House in Camden did not burn that summer. Not
necessarily because people wanted to spare Whitman’s old house or honor
the poet’s legacy (in the city), but rather because the curator at the time,
Eleanor Ray, an African American woman who grew up right next door,
came outside and told people to keep it moving. In this way, she is said
to have held off the fires and ushered along the people outdoors." Ray’s
thirty-five-year tenure at the Walt Whitman House started in 1955 and
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she was told, “Because the neighborhood (located just south of Broad-
way) was changing, they wanted a Black person to be custodian”? Ray
began to see the house as “an extension of me.” Reports of Ray’s presence
outdoors that August of 1971 describe her as protective, both sitting on
the porch and sitting on the porch with a broom. The three days of re-
bellion are called a “rampage,” “tide,” “disorders”: “When Puerto Ricans
and blacks went on a rampage here last August, Mrs. Eleanor Ray sat pro-
tectively on the stoop of poet of democracy Walt Whitman’s old home.
The disorders, in protest against the alleged beating by two policemen of
a Puerto Rican—he later died—led to about a million dollars’ worth of
damage. The tide came to within two doors of the Whitman house at 330
Mickle Boulevard before receding””

In another article about the uprising, Eleanor Ray is pictured seated
outside on the steps with a broomstick held across her lap. The caption
reads, “A Broomstick against a Riot . . . Custodian Protected Walt Whit-
man’s Home.” Her body faces the camera, but she peers off to the side and
into the distance, as if she is watching someone outside the frame. She
holds the broom like a shotgun across her lap, but also like someone who
is going to sweep the stoop. It strikes me that this hold is the same, and I
rethink what she might have meant when she said this house is “an exten-
sion of me.” Five years earlier, in 1966, Ray remarked that the house had
hosted just three visitors one week and none the next: “Not many people
know about the home and it’s been so hot. . . ”* She posits the heat as
keeping people at bay.

From inside this little house, Walt Whitman would often ask, or his
friend and interlocutor Horace Traubel would ask him, after the weather.
The heat. Traubel described August 23, 1891, this way: “Spent about
five minutes with W. Sultriest day of the year. The whole community a
growl”” Whitman asks Traubel whether it is as hot in Philadelphia as
it is in Camden. Horace says yes, maybe even hotter. Traubel describes
Whitman as fanning himself, passing a whole day sitting and fanning and
dozing in the heat of his bedroom. Those days Whitman kept his bed-
room windows mostly closed or only partially open. Whitman remarks
that he likes ventilation. Their different perspectives on how open a win-
dow must be to be “open” and to circulate the air is amusing.'® [ wonder
whether Whitman’s mess, his piles of papers and things scattered around
the floor, were part of the reason he kept just one window open.” Imag-
ine the papers flying around the room in a gust or the rains coming in. He
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couldn’t walk very well by this time. He was old and infirm, and too much
of the wind may have moved his stuff around more than he liked or per-
haps chilled him more than he liked. Whitman had been a walker. Some-
times it seems as if Leaves of Grass is a walk."® Of the heat, Whitman com-
plained often, and yet he said too: “But this cool weather don’t entirely
satisfy me. It is important for my best condition that the pores should
be kept open—that I should exude freely—throw off —shake away—have
good operations of the skin. And I find I do not, as the days get cool. The
heat brought its own troubles, I know—I was feeble under it—it sapped
me of some strength—but after all gave me a sense of liberty.””

That this heat should be in Camden, where he felt free and was open
at the pores, delights me and also helps me to understand summertime
nights and (body) heat in Camden and what liberty means in Camden: to
“exude freely” and to feel “feeble” and “sapped.” When Camden is made
at its African American and Puerto Rican histories and Black freedom
movements, that is, to exude freely, to throw off, to shake away—like the
fights for just housing for the poor, for a life, and against police brutality.
At political protests that wrest property from land/scape and the riot-
ous energy and sociality of a gathering is the energy and peoplehood of
sapped, feeble, and willing bodies, a collective sensing its liberty.

To deal with the heat, Whitman often assumed different positions
and states of dress, seated just at the top of the stairs or by a window or
with head in hands. He asked his friend Horace about the meaning of
heat one evening: “W. in his room—not reading—thought the light was
up—head resting on hands, elbow on arm of the chair. Room hot—air
pretty bad—he conscious of it, said, ‘This heat today—what does it mean?
It seems to me as bad a spell as any yet. But he keeps two windows out of
three closed, which is one cause of the oppressive air”*°

Whitman asks, “This heat today—what does it mean?” Perhaps he
was referring to a quality, a kind of thought or meaning made in that
heat. What does heat mean? What does summertime heat in Camden
mean? On August 25, 1891, two days after Traubel described the Camden
heat and the whole community as a “growl,” Whitman and Traubel over-
heard a Black person laughing just outside Whitman’s window:

We heard the hearty laugh of a negro out on the street. Warrie re-
marked, “I do believe the niggers are the happiest people on the earth.”
W. saying at once, “That’s because they’re so damned vacant.” I laugh-

8 Prologue



ingly interposed, “That would be a bad thing to tell an anti-slavery
man.” He taking it up in this way, “It would—it was a bad thing. But
I used to say it, though it always raised a storm. That was one of the
points on which O’Connor and I always agreed. Charles Eldridge,
however, not. That the horror of slavery was not in what it did for the
nigger but in what it produced of the whites. For we quite clearly saw
that the white South, if the thing continued, would go to the devil—
could not save themselves. What slaveholding people can? Not, of
course, because I could be cruel to the nigger or to any of the animals—
to a horse, dog, cat, anything—especially me—for my dear daddy was
remarkable everywhere he went for his kindness to the dumb beasts.
A fine trait I hope I inherited —which I believe I did”*

Like the public safety officer whose 1971 statement likens Camden’s
Puerto Ricans to “two-legged beasts,” Whitman overhears, storms, and
corrals the sounds of free Black life in an awful taxonomy set to realign self-
making freedom movements to slur, to slump, to a damnable vacancy.?
The two patrolmen who beat and killed Rafael/Horacio in this way on
July 30, 1971, in Camden were suspended, but they were ultimately ac-
quitted of manslaughter, and each continued to work for the Cam-
den Police through many more seasons and summers. Rafael/Horacio’s
father filed a lawsuit. According to newspaper reports, when word came
that his son’s death would be settled for $15,000, the father, a merchant
marine, was away at sea. The settlement offer arrived some five years after
his son’s death.”

In the narrative of Camden’s political histories, of this uprising as riot
and economic ruination, the son’s death figures centrally. Just $5,000 of
the monetary settlement came from the city; the rest, from its insurance
agency, the Insurance Company of North America.** Rafael/Horacio was
kept alive on life support, made to live, in the days between July 31, August
21, and September 15, in order to stall what was imagined as a potential
escalation of violence. That the insurance settlement would be used to
cover hospital bills is staggering in this sense. That his body appears and
is tethered to Camden’s imagined breach and indebted to what thereafter
is figured as the city’s perpetual loss or recovery seems incommensurable.

A spider cast a line below the porch railing. Gray bundles are holding the
shape and pattern of her eggs. I trip down the steps. I grip the railing and
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poke her deposits, the silk sac tucked just below. It sticks to my fingers.
There is a summer wind in the trees today. There is wind in the house. It
comes in through the open windows. When the house is lost to us, bro-
ken, opened, vacant, or burned, it comes in everywhere and moves be-
tween treetops, and streets, and our empty rooms. The spider’s lines will
move this way, too, on the wind.

The slope of the floor, the angle of the wall, a busted bedroom window
plugged up with a white crew sock. One of dad’s lost socks! Watching the
fire, keeping time with it. The climb, lick, frenzy, crack, and explosions.
This bedroom had been my father’s mother’s, my abuelita’s, too. She'd
given us her house. She’d strung a line of small cast-iron bells from one
of the two bedroom windows. Left them when she moved away. The bells
would sound if someone who'd climbed up the porch rails and made their
way onto the roof tried to get in through the window, to come into the
house sideways. I take down the bells, untie all the knots, and replace the
string. They are hanging at my window now, a different window in an-
other house, next to a soft pouch on a string where I stashed a bit of my
daughter’s umbilical cord. I don’t know why these bits of skin, cloth, and
metal matter, but they hang and stake out the window.

The wood holds the burn. A summer at the steps, between a wooden
porch, glass windows, metal bars and rails. No indentations there; every-
thing is so light. Maybe you are looking out the busted window, and you
finally get what you like about this city. All the kids are walking home
and playing their way outside. The shape of the houses, the mix and turn
of lots and vacants. Maybe this looks ugly to a lot of people. Maybe it is
ugly. But you start to feel a lot of love for what you are seeing, and a gen-
eral sense of peace. Memory is strung together like this, at kinship with a
landscape and a people, the exhaust of a corner or a day.
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