
MOTHERHOOD 

by Margaret Randall 

Across my childhood America 
there were statues of The Pioneer Mother 
I t h i n k they must have been almost i d e n t i c a l 
in every town over 30,000 
my adolescent 1950s 
remembering my Albuquerque New Mexico 
and in the c i t i e s they were e s p e c i a l l y hidden 
that s l i g h t embarrassment 
in some small park or nondescript square 
we l l away from the puJsing downtown 
the t h r i v i n g l a k e s i d e or stadium 
you know, ne i t h e r shantytown nor business d i s t r i c t , 
j u s t there 

The forward leaning woman with her bonnet 
and the young c h i l d in her arms 
the c h i l d was probably a son 
long pioneer s k i r t s w i r l i n g stone about her ankles 
was she 20, 30 or kOl 
A stone basket on her arm or a stone bundle 
the hands were large 
work hands, hands that b u i l t a nation 
a l l w h i l e keeping in a s u i t a b l e background 
and the grey stone eyes s l i g h t l y r a i s e d 
f i x e d on something way o f f there 
c a l l e d god or hope or maybe j u s t the next day 

I used to want to stand and look at that woman 
for hours. 
I never d i d . 
My parents dispensed with i t as bad s c u l p t u r e . 
In our h i s t o r y books the pioneer mother 
the pioneer woman was f l a t page a f t e r f l a t page 
she came to America to the new land 
in a s a i l i n g vessel s a l t pork and s l o p i n g decks 
r i d ing the waves. 
If she l i v e d she was already a heroine, 
the rest was a c o l l e c t i o n of phrases repeated 



and we repeated them d u t i f u l l y : 
she-working-the-land-wi th-her-man-
reared-her-ch i1dren-fought-off-savage-i nd ians-
was-god-fear ing-man-fear ing-and-good , 
and those who weren't 
were not i n the books. 

It was years before I chipped that p i c t u r e away 
cleaned i t w i t h the help of s i s t e r s 
found the Indian women beneath the education 
they put on us, 
understood the women who came to buy t h e i r freedom 
and remained enslaved, 
understood the women who asked questions 
who weren't in the books 
the Iroquois c o u n c i l women 
or General H a r r i e t Tubman. 
Sojourner whose whole arm 
not j u s t her hand 
but her arm was centuries of work, 
and she stood up and sa i d 
Look at t h i s arm of mine . . . ! 

This arm of minel 
I t ' s not only the h i s t o r y they took from us, 
women of the m i l l s , great t e x t i l e s t r i k e r s 
erased w i t h a madison avenue sweep of the IBM, 
and presses keep r o l l i n g 
and out come the raped showgirls the murdered actresses 
what s e l I s 
always what s e l 1 s , 
and a m i l l i o n red s a t i n hearts 
and v a l e n t i n e box the mother's day card 
the flowers the pressed flowers the corsages 
a m i l l i o n five-pound boxes 
$7-95 or one f o r every budget 
and the mother becomes the $7-95 mother 
or the $2.29 mother i f that's a l l you have 
and i f you don't know how to say i t p r e t t y 
hallmark w i l l say i t f o r you 



in a thousand d i f f e r e n t verses where w i f e rhymes w i t h l i f e 
and Sojourner i s n ' t there 
not anywhere 
and n e i t h e r are the m i l l i o n Indian women 
the f a c t o r y g i r l s the machine operators 
the c u t t e r s the walkers the runners 

Deep among the sequins or in the red v e l v e t 
the w a i t r e s s becomes marilyn monroe 
and marilyn munroe becomes mari l y n monroe to the tenth degree 
the peoples of other lands 
and our r e l a t i o n s h i p to them, 
i t ' s the exact sciences too 
the pure ones 
they cut and rearrange f o r us: 
math abstracted from l i v i n g , 
the physics of s u r v i v a l , our chemical components, 
the geography of our minds. 

Studying and i m i t a t i n g those mothers 
we worked hard 
so our own would be j u s t l i k e the one next door 
we r e j e c t e d even her t i m i d unsure gropings 
so we could be f u l l y c e r t a i n l y and d e f i n i t i v e l y 
j u s t l i k e the g i r l across the s t r e e t 
no f a t t e r no thinner 
i d e n t i c a l l y dressed and scented 
t a l k i n g about the same things 
and with the same expectations 
the r i g h t k i s s a hope chest patterned s i l v e r 
a s i n g l e strand of p e a r l s 
the set diamond the p l a i n gold band 
and the white dress that would cover i t a l l . 
I mean a l l the doubts, anything l e f t unsaid 
anything at a l l that didn't f i t in 



or grow unwieldy, too l a r g e , showed, 
came out when i t shouldn't. Couldn't. 
The r i g h t dress the r i g h t man the r i g h t job ( h i s ) 
and on to c h i l d r e n ! 
We too 
can be, must be 
mothers I 

Sometimes i t didn't work j u s t that way 
1 ike f o r P a t r i c i a 
whose mother smiled and smiled and went away one 
went to the h o s p i t a l 
and came back in an empty s u i t c a s e 
c a r r i e d by her s i l e n t f a t h e r 
who wouldn 1t say 
couldn't say t i l l a f t e r i t happened 
YOUR MOTHER DIED OF CANCER 
i t was too hard 
so of course there were exceptions 
and P a t r i c i a became her own mother 
played the r o l e 
cared f o r and closed her l i p s 
opened her eyes 
wide 
wished alone and made d e c i s i o n s 
approved the new mother f i n a l l y 
and went on her own marked way 

Cancer, a mother's disease 
in h i g h l y developed USA 
when i t didn't k i l l i t carved a future 
i n d i v i s i b l e middle c l a s s ways and means, 
l i k e the bourgeois heart a t t a c k 
or working c l a s s TB, 
eyes turned away, closed words, 
1 ike your mother Robert 
who developed bravery as a weapon, 
or my own whose womanhood 
— n o t motherhood but womanhood--
grappled around i t s e l f that t e r r i b l e word 



smelling of the s o c i e t y i t breeds 
and bred by i t 
to be whispered to be feared 
to be held as deadweight and evidence 
supplying committees foundations and research grants 
sported by f i r s t l a d i e s now 
c h a r i t i e s and a tabulated madness 

For even a mother's madness 
is e l e c t r o n i c a l l y counted 
r e g i s t e r e d and shelved 
hero comes another may tenth and another 
the beauty p a r l o r s are f i l l e d 
there a re p i l l s now 
science keeps moving ahead 
development i s a wonderful t h i n g 
there are p i l l s that a l l but stop time 
push h i s t o r y back on i t s e l f 
you stay young forever and ever 
and youth is everything 
everything, do you hear, everything! 

Not a l i n e nor a w r i n k l e 
I've never seen my own mother 
with one grey h a i r on her head 
t i l l the w a l l s f a l l around you 
and you emerge, parchment, 
one t e r r i f y i n g f i n a l moment 
1 ike S h a n g r i - l a , 
the face that has always been p e r f e c t 
1 i fted and smooth 
screaming into a web of l i n e s 
a matrix, a map 
that says years, a l i f e t i m e , 
the f i n a l admission of having l i v e d . 

And I think of that L a t i n American mother 
Carmen of the narrow h i l l s 
going up and up 
the people in weather patched shacks 



Carmen of the s o f t eyes 
her hands have worked as hard as any 
her son in pr i s o n in e x i l e in distan c e 
and the weight of every day 
l i k e f i n d i n g and making 
j u s t what holds them together 
j u s t what feeds them 
j u s t b a r e l y , the f a m i l y , 
and I remember her s o f t smile breaking 
the t ears coming j u s t once as she s a i d 
No. No, l e t him stay where he i s . 
I love him but I don't want him back 
fo r here i t ' s j u s t s t r u g g l e 
the fear a 11 the time 
p r i s o n again 
l e t him stay where freedom is 
where h i s c h i l d r e n too w i l l be f r e e . 

My p e l v i c bones move apart now 
they spread 
as I take my own motherhood in my hands 
hold i t and look at i t 
t a l k i n g to t h i s person, t h i s woman, 
as i f i t were me. Yes. 
Feel the l i f e creeping back to my f l e s h 
i n t o my bones 
my hips widen, acknowledge 
Gregory 
then Sarah 
Ximena of the wise eyes 
1 i t t l e Anna 

remembering the wet rush of that moment 
remembering i t in eyes and hands 
moving w i t h i t , standing up, 
t h i s i s my own arm, 
and then l e a r n i n g slowly 
that motherhood i s never that moment, 
g i v i n g b i r t h i s only the b e a u t i f u l explosion, 
the beginning, 



the g i v i n g and taking i s every day 
as what comes from you 
grows and moves away 

And you learn to l e t him go l e t her go 
give and take and give 
as the di s t a n c e widens 
and you t r y to put the real world i n that space 
the whole s t r u g g l e 
love that's as hard as the stone bonnet 
as rough as that heaving sea 
as f u l l as the empty s u i t c a s e 
as common as the red s a t i n heart 
as b i g as the low e l l s t r i k e r s 
as strong as her arm 
my arm 
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