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Talk About Literature in Kansas is a program for every Kansan who loves to read and discuss good books.  For more information about TALK and other programs for libraries, museums, and non-profit groups, contact 

www.humanitieskansas.org

Between Fences


Fences can either keep us out, or in.  “Good fences make good neighbors,” Robert Frost famously declared in his poem “Mending Wall,” but not all fences do.  In the same poem, Frost notes nature’s own resistance to man-made boundaries:  “Something there is that doesn’t love a wall.”  Fences mark our territory, define our boundaries, limit our movement, and convey our sense of property.  We define ourselves and our space with fences.  Metaphorically, fences can mark different states of being – ins and outs, the included and excluded, the sacred and taboo, and even life and death.  There must be some kind of enclosure for there to be a need for “pearly gates.”


Throughout history, fences have defined human accomplishments and claims.  Building fences is one of the defining acts of civilization, establishing the boundaries between civilization and barbarism.  The fencing off of property with barbed wire transformed the economies and the ecologies of the Great Plains in the nineteenth century.  The most familiar single episode in the classic American tale of boyhood, Tom Sawyer, is the whitewashing of a fence.  The white picket fence has become the symbol of postwar American suburbia. 

Farewell to Manzanar by Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston and James D. Houston (1973)

After the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor brought the United States into World War II, the U.S. government, distrusting the loyalties of Japanese Americans, relocated large numbers of West Coast Japanese Americans to internment camps in the nation’s interior.  Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston was seven when her father, a Japanese fisherman working off the coast of Long Beach, California, was arrested on suspicion of espionage.  Her family was relocated to the fenced internment compound of Manzanar in California.  In this memoir, she recalls life in the camp from a child’s point of view, from dining to schooling to cultivating the land.  In the closing chapters, she recounts her re-entry into American life with the closing of the camps and her return to the Manzanar site in 1972.  203 pp.

Fences by August Wilson (1985)

Fences are thickly scattered through the course of August Wilson’s Pulitzer Prize-winning drama.  Troy is building a fence in his backyard and trying to get his son Cory to help out with its construction; for Troy, an old baseball player, the fence marks the boundary for hitting a home run.  Metaphorically, a fence also marks the racial restrictions that kept Troy from the big leagues in baseball.  Finally, fence images demarcate Troy’s struggle with his own mortality.  The playwright August Wilson spent his career as a playwright detailing the lives of African Americans in Pittsburgh over the course of the twentieth century, covering a decade or so in each of his plays.  Fences is set in the period 1957-65.  101 pp.

The Tortilla Curtain by T. C. Boyle (1995)

In this novel, Boyle juxtaposes two couple’s lives in Los Angeles’s Topanga Canyon:  Delaney and Kyra Mossbacher, a stay-at-home environmental writer and his realtor wife, live in the privileged security of a gated community; Cándido and Américo Rincón, in contrast, are illegal Mexican immigrants camping out in the wilds of Topanga Canyon and picking up short-term work at the street labor markets.  Boyle’s plot brings the two families into tragic collision while exposing core issues of class divides, problems of illegal Mexican immigration, and environmental degradation in concentrated urban areas of California.  T. C. Boyle is the prolific author of ten novels and several volumes of short stories (for details, and the author’s own blog, see his personal website at www.tcboyle.com).  As the United States plans to build hundreds of miles of fence along the Mexican border, his novel has never been more timely.  355 pp.

The Wire-Cutters by Mollie E. Moore Davis (1899)

In his introduction to this edition of Davis’s novel, Lou Halsell Rodenberger makes the case for The Wire-Cutters as the first Western, with Davis beating to the draw Owen Wister’s The Virginian, to which that “first” title usually is given, by three years.  Whatever the merits of the novel for its pioneering of the genre, it certainly has all that the reader of a classic Western expects:  cowboys and duels and outlaws framed against the broad canvas of the struggle to survive on the frontier, with all the melodramatic trappings (hidden parentage, revealing birthmarks, romance plot, climactic trial scene) so loved by nineteenth-century writers and readers.  The historical setting for the novel is the Texas Wire-Cutting War of the 1880s, when the fencing off of the open plains set smallholders struggling to maintain access to water and roads against the rich large-tract owners determined to fence off their property.  373 pp.
Suggestions for Further Reading
Bernard Bailyn, “The Battle of Bunker Hill,” essay for the exhibition The Decisive Day Has Come at www.masshist.org/bh/essay.html.
Winston Churchill, “The Iron Curtain Speech” (1946) at www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/churchill-iron.html.

Epic of Gilgamesh, Tablet 1 (for the walls of Uruk).

Robert Frost, “Mending Wall,” in Collected Poems, Prose and Plays (Library of America, 1995).

“The Great Wall of China” at www.crystalinks.com/chinawall.html (for debate about seeing the Great Wall from space).

Homer, Odyssey, Book IV (for the Trojan horse story). 

Livy, History of Rome, I.7 (for the Romulus and Remus story).

Erich Maria Remarque, All Quiet on the Western Front (1928) for the classic account of World War I trench warfare.  For more, see the “Trenches on the Web” collection of primary sources on World War I at www.worldwar1.com/reflib.htm .

The Rig Veda, tr. Ralph Griffiths, at www.sacred-texts.com/hin/rigveda/ (for tales of Indra).

“Taking of the Bastille” (contemporary color print) at http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/45/.   Or see Jacques Leon Godechet, The Taking of the Bastille (1970), esp. the contemporary sources collected in the appendices.

Lord Alfred Tennyson, “Crossing the Bar,” in Christopher Ricks, ed., Poems of Tennyson (1987).
Mark Twain, Tom Sawyer (1876).

Peter Wyden, Wall:  The Inside Story of Divided Berlin (1989) or, for a novelistic interpretation, Peter Schneider’s The Wall Jumper:  A Berlin Story (1984).

On the fencing of the plains:


•
see the website devoted to “The Rise of Barbed Wire and Its Transformation of the American 



Frontier” at http://xroads.virginia.edu/~class/am485_98/cook/wire.htm, OR


•
the teacher’s resources on the Texas Fence Cutting War collected at 



www.museumonmainstreet.org/admin/fences_admin/fences_local/



Fences_Don’t_Fence_Me_In_Lesson.pdf.

Or the homepages of either of the nation’s two barbed wire museums:  


•
in McLean, Texas at www.barbwiremuseum.com OR


•
in LaCrosse, Kansas at www.rushcounty.org/BarbedWireMuseum.

More Reading
Susan Allport and David Howell, Sermons in Stone:  The Stone Walls of New England and New York (1994).
Bill Bigelow, The Line Between Us:  Teaching about the Border and Mexican Immigration (2006).
Jackson Bryer and Mary Hartig, eds., Conversations with August Wilson (2006).

Barbara Cox, The Wire Cutting War of Brown County, Texas:  1883-1888 (1991).

William Cronon, Changes in the Land:  Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England (1988).
Mary Matsuda Gruenewald, Looking Like the Enemy:  My Story of Imprisonment in Japanese American Internment Camps (2005).
Erica Harth, Last Witnesses:  Reflections on the Wartime Internment of Japanese Americans (2003).
Laurence Herzog, From Aztec to High Tech:  Architecture and Landscape across the Mexico-United States Border (2001).
Lawson Fusao Inada, ed., Only What We Could Carry:  The Japanese American Internment Experience (2000).
Alan Krell, Devil’s Rope:  A Cultural History of Barbed Wire (2004).

Henry D. McCallum and Frances T. McCallum, The Wire That Fenced the West (1965).

Alice Yang Murray, What Did the Internment of Japanese Americans Mean? (2000).Olivier Razac, Barbed Wire:  A Political History (2002).

Mary Ellen Snodgrass, August Wilson:  A Literary Companion (2004).

Robert Thorson, Stone by Stone:  The Magnificent History in New England’s Stone Walls (2004).
