Letter from Naomi Shihab Nye, Arab-American Poet:
To Any

Would-Be Terrorists

I am sorry I have to call you that, but I don't know how else to get your attention. [ hate that word. Do you know how hard some of
us have worked to get rid of that word, to deny its instant connection to the Middle East? And now look. Look what extra work we
have. Not enly did your colleagues kill thousands of innocent, international people in those buildings and scar their families forever,
they wounded a huge community of people in the Middle East, in the United States and all over the world. If that's what they wanted
to do, please know the mission was a terrible success, and you can stop now,

Because 1 feel a little closer to you than many Americans could possibly feel, or ever want to feel, I insist that you listen to me. Sit
down and listen. I know what kinds of foods you like. I would feed them to you if you were right here, because it is very very
important that you listen. I am humble in my country's pain and I am furious.

My Palestinian father became a refugee in 1948. He came to the United Siates as a college student. He is 74 years old now and still
homesick. He has planted fig trees. He has invited all the Ethiopians in his neighborhood to fill their little paper sacks with his figs. He
has written columns and stories saying the Arabs are not terrorists, he has worked all his life to defy that word. Arabs are businessmen
and students and kind neighbors. There is no one like him and there are thousands like him - gentle Arab daddies who make everyone
laugh around the dinner table, who have a hard time with headlines, who stand outside in the evenings with their hands in their
pockets staring toward the far horizon.

I am sorry if you did not have a father like that. I wish everyone could have a father like that.

My hard-working American mother has spent 50 years trying to convince her fellow teachers and choir mates not 10 believe
stereotypes about the Middle East. She always told them, there is a much larger story. If you knew the story, you would not jump to
conclusions from what you see in the news. But now look at the news. What a mess has been made. Sometimes I wish everyone could
have parents from different countries or ethnic groups so they would be forced to cross boundaries, to believe in mixtures, every day
of their lives. Because this is what the world calis us to do. WAKE UP!

The Palestinian grocer in my Mexican-American neighborhood paints pictures of the Palestinian flag on his empty cartons. He paints
trees and rivers. He gives his paintings away. He says, "Don't insult me” when I try to pay him for a lemonade. Arabs have always
been famous for their generosity. Remember? My half-Arab brother with an Arabic name looks more like an Arab than many full-
blooded Arabs do and he has to fly every week.

My Palestinian cousins in Texas have beautiful brown little boys. Many of them haven't gone to school yet. And now they have this
heavy word to carry in their backpacks along with the weight of their papers and books. I repeat, the mission was a terrible success.
But it was also a complete, total tragedy and I want you to think about a few things.

1. Many people, thousands of people, perhaps even millions of people, in the United States are very aware of the long unfaimess of
our country’s policies regarding Israel and Palestine. We talk about this all the time. It exhausts us and we keep talking. We write
letters to newspapers, to politicians, to each other. We speak out in public even when it is uncomfortable to do so, because that is our
responsibility. Many of these people aren't even Arabs. Many happen to be Jews who are equally troubled by the inequity. I promise
you this is true. Because I am Arab-American, people always express these views to me and I am amazed how many understand the
intricate situation and have strong, caring feelings for Arabs and Palestinians even when they don't have to. Think of them, please: All
those people who have been standing up for Arabs when they didn't have to. But as ordinary citizens we don't run the government and
don't get to make all our government's policies, which makes us sad sometimes. We believe in the power of the word and we keep
using it, even when it seems no one large enough is listening. That is one of the best things about this country: the free power of free
words. Maybe we take it for granted too much. Many of the people killed in the World Trade Center probably believed in a free
Palestine and were probably talking about it all the time.

But this tragedy could never help the Palestinians. Somehow, miraculously, if other people won't help them more, they are going to
have to help themselves. And it will be peace, not violence, that fixes things. You could ask any one of the kids in the Seeds of Peace
organization and they would tell you that, Do you ever talk to kids? Please, please, talk to more kids.
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The poetry of Naomi Shihab Nye

Blood

"A true Arab knows how to catch a fly in his hands,"
my father would say. And he'd prove it,

cupping the buzzer instantly

while the host with the swatter stared.

In the spring our palms peeled like snakes.

True Arabs believed watermelon could heal fifty ways.

I changed these to fit the occasion.

Years before, a girl knocked,

wanted to see the Arab.

| said we didn't have one.

After that. my father told me who he was.
"Shihab"--"shooting star"--

a good name, borrowed from the sky.

Once I said, "When we die, we give it back?”
He said that's what a true Arab would say.

Today the headlines clot in my blood.

A little Palestinian dangles a truck on the front page.
Homeless fig, this tragedy with a terrible root

is too big for us. What flag can we wave?

I wave the flag of stone and seed,

table mat stitched in blue.

[ call my father. we talk around the news,
It is too much for him.

neither of his two languages can reach it.

[ drive into the country to {ind sheep, cows,
to plead with the air:

Who calls anyone civilized?

Where can the crying heart graze?

What does a true Arab do now?

Two Countries

Skin remembers how long the years grow
when skin is not touched, a gray tunnel
of singleness, feather lost from the tail

of a bird, swirling onto a step,

swept away by someone who never saw
it was a feather. Skin ate, walked,

slept by itself, knew how to raise a
see-you-later hand. But skin felt

it was never seen, never known as

a land on the map, nose like a city,

hip like a city, gleaming dome of the mosque

and the hundred corridors of cinnamon and rope.

Skin had hope, that’s what skin does.

Heals over the scarred place, makes a road.

Love means you breathe in two countries.

And skin remembers-silk, spiny grass,

deep in the pocket that is skin’s secret own.

Even now, when skin is not alone,

it remembers being alone and thanks something larger
that there are travelers, that people go places

larger than themselves.



