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Junior year abroad, 1980: | am an American in Madrid. More specifically, | am a black
American in Galerias Preciados, a downtown department store. | don't shop, however, for
very long. In typical tourist fashion | am all over Spain's most cosmopolitan city. | traverse
the Retiro, an elegant, formal garden with a lagoon. | make my way to the ancient Plaza
Mayor, then stroll along the Rastro, the Orchard Street of Madrid, lined with peddlers of
baubles and trifles.

While | observe the city, | am also observed, at every venue, at every moment. In a land
where the only blacks are the occasional tourist or African street vendor, | become an
instant celebrity. In cafes, on store escalators and while strolling along the narrow,
cobblestoned streets of old Madrid, heads cock, necks crane, eyes widen and the pace of
life slows whenever | happen by.

At a university reception one afternoon, students and professors make the round of
Americans but seem especially eager to shake my hand. Itis as good a pretext as any for a
closer look. For one hanger-on, however, a simple "How do you do?" does not suffice.
"May | touch your hair?" he asks, awe-struck, his eyes set on my Afro. The deed done, he
pulls his hand away with a gasp. "Es una maravilla!" he exclaims. My hair was thus
pronounced a marvel - a compliment of sorts, although | was left feeling something less
than marvelous.

It was the first of a series of encounters with Madrilenos who were astonished to see the
likes of me. Throughout the semester, throughout the city, | was an attraction to be
scrutinized, the subject of many an agitated conversation whispered behind cupped
hands.

A Chinese-American friend once recounted to me her adventures in Ecuador, where her
appearance regularly fascinated the people there, although, like many of them, she had
broad facial features and gleaming black hair. Another friend told of his experience in
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Skin color itself often draws no comment at all, perhaps because it seems rather self-
evident. Peter, however, a physics student at a West German university, was eager to
determine what made my skin so much darker than his. With logic characteristic of his
metier, he surmised that little cells of pigment lay just below the skin's surface. A deeper
shade of brown could be achieved, he suggested, by squeezing the skin - he experimented
on my arm - in effect, concentrating the melanin. For both Rocio and Peter, the physical
reality of blackness was easy to comprehend. Explanations of race prove a bit more
unwieldy, however, when | am asked what it is like to be a member of a minority in America
or whether all the things one hears about Harlem are true. Still, | am never annoyed by
guestions about race, except when someone asks where | come from, and am greeted with
looks of incredulity when | say that | am American or that | come from New York. "I never
think of a New Yorker as being black™ is a frequent comment. A wilier one is the question
asked by the true skeptics: "Well, then, where do your parents come from?"
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