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Overcoming Obstacles

Incident*: Baltimore

                           Countee Cullen
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Countee Cullen (1903-1946) was a leading poet in the Harlem Renaissance, a movement of African-American writers in the 1920s in New York City. A brilliant* student, he became a high school English teacher. 
NOTE TO PUPILS: “Nigger” is the most insulting and offensive word one can call an African-American person. 
Once riding in old Baltimore,

   Heart-filled, head-filled with glee,*           happiness
I saw a Baltimorean

   Keep looking straight at me.

Now I was eight and very small,

   And he was no whit* bigger,                     not a bit

And so I smiled, but he poked

   His tongue,* and called me, "Nigger.”     stuck out his tongue 
I saw the whole of Baltimore

   From May until December;

Of all the things that happened there

   That's all that I remember.
Understanding the Poem

1. Who is the speaker?

2. How old was the speaker when the 'incident' happened?  

3. Which words tell us how the speaker feels at the beginning of the bus ride? 
4. What three things happen to the speaker on the bus?

5. For how long was the speaker in Baltimore?

6. What does the speaker remember from the visit to Baltimore?

Thinking It Through

1. How did the speaker feel after the white boy stuck his tongue out at him/her? 

2. Why is this incident the only thing that the speaker tells us about the visit to Baltimore? 

3. The “incident” referred to in the title of the poem is made up of two gestures* and one word. What are they? Which do you think had the most powerful effect on the speaker and why? 

4. If, in the future, the speaker has a similar experience, how do you think he/she can 
      overcome this obstacle? 
Expanding Knowledge
TURNING POINT or CLIMAX – the moment in a work of literature at which there is a clear change in the course of events. In “Incident: Baltimore” the poem can be divided into two parts:

a. the speaker enjoys the bus ride and smiles at another child.

b. the speaker is terribly hurt by the white boy's reaction.  

          The TURNING POINT or CLIMAX occurs at the moment the white boy sticks out his tongue

          and says, "Nigger".

CONFLICT – the struggle or fight between opposite forces.

a. between two people

b. between a person and society 

c. between a person and the environment (nature, supernatural* powers)

d. between a person and his inner feelings – the inability to decide

Decide what type of conflict there is in the following examples: (a, b, c, or d)

i. the speaker of "Incident: Baltimore" and the white child on the bus ________

ii. the speaker of "Incident: Baltimore" and the white racist society in the

           American south.___________

iii. Susan Hampshire and the lions  ___________

iv. Nigel Davenport, Susan's co-star, wants to be brave with the lions, but
 inside he is too afraid.   __________
Follow Up

  Choose one

1. Write a letter to a friend as if you were the speaker in "Incident: Baltimore" and 

       tell what happened during the bus ride and how you now feel.

2. In Susan Hampshire's AUTOBIOGRAPHY, she tells us that she wrote a large L on the palm of her left hand and a large R on the palm of her right hand.   How do you think she would have felt if her co*-workers had discovered this?  How would she have explained this to them?   

3. In "Incident: Baltimore" a young child experiences prejudice* for the first time and it has a powerful effect on him/her.  Unfortunately, the world is filled with such situations.  Give an example of an act of prejudice in the world today.  What could be done to change the situation?

