Ota Benga Under My Mother’s Roof

A review of Ota Benga Under My Mother's Rodiy Carrie Allen McCray, an
introduction by Kevin Simmonds (Columbia: Univeysif South Carolina Press, 2012. 64
pp., ISBN 978-1611170856) by T. Anantha Vijayah afathavijayah@weebly.com),
Assistant Professor, Gandhigram Rural Institutegrded University.

In this book, Carrie Allen McCray brings back tfeliOta Benga, a Congolebébuti who
was brought to America for display in 1904 for ®ieLouis World Fair. In the process of
depicting the life Ota lived, Carrie creates a deuniscourse of the historical milieu that
Ota either witnessed or experienced. Carrie callatérmation from various sources as
well as inputs from her brother. She also simulbaiséy engages Ota Benga from a first
person and a third person perspective.

This book of poems was published one hundred yaties the historical incident of
transporting people from Africa to be exhibits e 1904 St. Louis World Fair and one of
them later was incarcerated in the zoo that foreaders to revisit the pain and poignancy
of the past from a different perspective. By opgnthe book with African lullabies,
teaching inFathers Carrie provides instances depicting the culturé Buman nature of
people in Congo. The exploitation of the peopleAfrica by the faraway exploiters is
depicted in Storm Warning and Dicotomy while théaiman nature is condensed in
“Where are the Hands?” The poems provide moreesfraaeaders’ imagination.

Bringing in African traditional songs and the sorafsthe African-American experience

the book provides credence to the texts and theithails who underwent such a poignant
experience. The poems present a bird’'s eye viethveokarly contact days and exploitation
of the African continent and its impact on the §ivef the Forest People, in particular,
slavery, loss of their peaceful life, culture, angloitation for rubber that turns red from

the blood of the people. It is after this portray2@drries singles out Ota in the book.

Carrie is careful in representing Ota as a human lzas taken pains to counter the
narratives that were depicted in the newspapetheotime. She portrays him as a forest
man, hence, the Ota who is unknown to the medievisaled in the poems. But the poems
are not able to bring out the perspective of Otagaeor why he chose to come back to
America. Details about his wife, second marriagfgldren were not included. Lack of
evidence and stories to this effect were not remlven by Dr. Verner who knows Ota’s
language and implies how insignificant he wideW York Time&906 Sep 18).

Carrie, with the help of her brother Hunter, porgraDta and his love for children,
storytelling, dance and exploring of forests aroMdjinia. The dramatically placed last
dance of Ota is a premonition of a frustrated imligl who commits suicide. In placing
Ota in a different perspective, Carrie revealsfthendations of many stereotypes and its
manifestations in real life.
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The assertion of Darwinism that promotes racism ttiedbirth of anthropology from this
skewed perspective are foregrounded and counterée ipoems. The depiction of the St.
Louis World Fair in 1904 and the housing of Otdhia Museum and later in Bronx zoo is
the zenith of racism.

The poems also help in grounding the facts thaewse foundational structures of racism.
The attempt to counter racism and the basics oiviDéam is presented by the poet from a
Christian and human perspective.

By intermingling first person and third person aginre, Carrie provides an authentic
description of events from simultaneously differpatspectives. Also the author contrasts
events and peoples’ perception of the same. Fearins, the Jim Crow Car was seen as
dirty filthy train cars for the transport of AfrinaAmericans, but Ota sees them as life
where there arvarm voices and laughterunlike the“people who pass without a word”

in the streets of Bronx.

The use of quote from Bible in Lamentations isunsing manner, and thus the quote is
used to portray the death of Ota. Culminating thekbwith a personal note reinforces that
there is a personal touch to the observation, amk relse could have written such a
personal elegy for Ota.

The poems are inter-textual constructs that largedyks on history that stirs the pan
human sensibilities Ota Benga undergoes. Carrienteouposits events and ideas for
foregrounding Ota. For instance: hunting eleplaanat antelope for food and hunting men
for an exhibit in the St. Louis World Fair was #mgtical, while Ota was bought as a slave,
he believes in thé&ewla (leader); and the absurdity of measuring the srsdicies of
humans is contrasted by following it up with theepo the real measure of a man; the
preconception that Africans cannot see the coltue ith the poem that follows “Blues
Man Answers”

Carrie is successful in bringing back the memonOtd, who is only a representative of
thousands of others, after nearly a century toAimerica’s and world’s centre stage. She
is forcing the present generation to take a sedookl at all that are being cherished as
“correct” by the society. What was deemed to berrect’ or appropriate then looks

abominable now. This demands a critical look atgresent day world.

It is thoughtful of the publisher to have includib@ introduction which relates to the real
time incidents in history. More poems could haverbéncluded on how Ota fared in
Carrie’s mother’s roof, as not many details ares@néed about Ota in Carrie’s home.

Post Script (on page 52 the date should be MaGh 216).
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