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About the Book

"Each afternoon now, when I have finished my work, memory beckons me into the street, insists 

that I walk with her in the snow."

Wedged between a race track and a busy highway, South Park is the dreariest section of the Northern California town of 

Santa Rosa. The inhabitants?American Indians, blacks, and Mexicans?are worn down, cast aside by a society 

embarrassed by or simply indifferent to the poverty and the family struggles passed down from generation to generation. 

The Indians?Waterplace Pomo, a tribe so small that the Bureau of Indian Affairs does not recognize it?have a special 

connection to Santa Rosa. The town is named after their common ancestor, a woman abducted and raped by a Mexican 

general during the early years of California history, when soldiers vied for Indian lands and missionaries laid claim to 

their souls. But it is "the second Rosa," the daughter of this ill-matched pair, who lives on in the myths the Pomos of 

South Park share with one another. A proud, beautiful woman, the second Rosa fled her father's oppressive household 

and with two different Indian men conceived the children who became the new roots of the tribe. Members of the 

regenerated tribe found work on the dairy farms and in the orchards and canneries established by white settlers on 

ancient tribal lands and made their homes on a desolate reservation. The barely formed community, however, soon 

collapsed and eventually made their way to South Park's grim streets. There, in the last years of a century marked by 

dislocation and despair, long-remembered stories are retold, long-buried secrets revealed, and forgotten bonds of love 

and forgiveness re-established.

In Watermelon Nights, Greg Sarris weaves the voices of three Pomos?twenty-year-old Johnny Severe, his grandmother, 

Elba, and his mother, Iris?into a vivid tapestry. As he recounts the harsh history, as well as the rich traditions, myths, and 

dreams of the Pomos, Sarris illuminates the prejudices and misunderstandings that exist not only between Indians and 

whites, but within the tribe itself. Johnny, involved in efforts to gain federal recognition for the tribe, comes face to face 

with these undercurrents as he gathers genealogies from his neighbors. Even Johnny's beloved grandmother, an 

/node/77082#
https://admin.readinggroupguides.com/authors/greg-sarris


inveterate storyteller, falls silent when his questions probe too deeply.

Johnny has lived with Elba since the age of fourteen, forging a bond with her far stronger than the one he has with his 

mother, who has made a place for herself in the white world as an employee at the J. C. Penney in Santa Rosa. Like 

Elba, Johnny has the ability to see "a lot of things in this world special." His visions, which enable him to discern 

illnesses and predict behavior, connect him not only to his grandmother, but to generations of tribal visionaries and 

healers. The possibility of using his gift to escape South Park and pursue a career in legitimate retailing starts to intrigue 

him when Felix, a newcomer to the community, turns his world upside down. Seduced by Felix's easy-going charm and 

privy to his most intimate stories, Johnny is confident that they can help themselves and their tribe overcome the sins of 

the past. When Felix ultimately betrays him, the lessons of his grandmother's stories finally become clear. But these 

despairing stories echoing in his head are only part of the legacy Johnny takes with him as he leaves South Park. The 

night before his departure, a watermelon-eating festival transforms the neighborhood and the chorus of bitter voices is 

drowned out by words of kindness. They are, Johnny realizes, the songs of magic and love that have held the community 

together forever.

Elba has learned the importance of her tribe's oral tradition from Old Uncle, a legendary healer. An orphan raised on the 

reservation during the Great Depression, Elba was sold into marriage at eleven and survived five years, two 

miscarriages, and four stillborn babies before returning to the reservation to join her old friends at a hobo camp where 

they earn meager rewards for sexual favors. The birth of a son fathered by a kind, loving Filipino laborer brings Elba the 

first genuine happiness she has known since childhood; his death in a fire sends her spiraling into alcoholism. Ostracized 

by the self-righteous tribal elders and shattered by a horrific rape at a local bar that leaves her pregnant with an unknown 

white man's child, Elba sets out on the road to Santa Rosa where she eventually earns enough as a maid to buy a small 

house and works to preserve her ancestral culture and spiritual beliefs.

Elba's daughter, Iris, has little patience for her mother's interest in songs and visions. Smart, pretty, and eager to be 

accepted by the white world, she forms a fast friendship with Anna, another Indian, and together they defy Santa Rosa's 

long-standing social rules by going out with two well-to-do students from the local junior college. Anna, carried away by 

romantic fantasies, ignores a lifetime of stories about why white men seek out Indian girls and pays a dreadful price. 

Shocked and unsettled by Anna's experience, Iris tries to bridge the gap between her and her mother. In the end, her own 

son, forced to choose between his heritage and his future, reveals the true consequences of her renunciation of her roots: 

"He told me how I am one of the lost generation, that all my problems have to do with my being lost between two 

cultures, white and red."

As the story of the tribe unfolds in Watermelon Nights, the narrators' points of view play against one another, creating a 

compelling, finely nuanced portrait of the problems of cultural identity and assimilation at the heart of Native American 

history. As Patrick Sullivan wrote in The Sonoma County Independent, "Watermelon Nights has no easy answers to 

offer. But Sarris gives us something better?a powerful novel about deeply complicated human beings. It's easy to say 

that we live on Indian land. Sarris tells us what that means."

Sarris first introduced South Park and its inhabitants in Grand Avenue, a collection of linked stories that includes 

narrations by some of the characters in Watermelon Nights, their children, and their grandchildren. Hailed by Michael 

Dorris as "one of the very best works of fiction by and about Native Americans [and] one the most important, 

imaginative books of the year," Grand Avenue portrays with poignancy and humor the lives of yearning teenagers, jilted 



lovers, struggling parents, and elderly healers. Enchanted by a crippled old horse who magically responds to her touch 

and voice, a young girl performs a desperate act in a futile attempt to save him from the slaughter house. A mother, 

comforting her cancer-stricken child with stories of her ancestors, wonders if the ancient curse the tales speak of has 

come to claim them both. A teenage boy, goaded into entering a forbidden place, witnesses a scene that destroys his 

innocence. A father tries to make contact with the son he never acknowledged and finds himself caught in a 

neighborhood scandal.

The older generation, survivors of years of turmoil and betrayals, talk of the choices and the compromises they have 

made. Old Uncle has forsaken ancient teachings and now teaches a Bible class for Indians at the local YMCA. Others 

hold fast to the traditions of the tribe. Nellie, Elba's childhood friend, continues to weave baskets and to practice healing 

rites that still work wonders. Perhaps the greatest miracle in Nellie's life is Alice, a teen-aged neighbor who asks for 

lessons in |basket-weaving. As they work together at her kitchen table, Nellie passes on to Alice the secret that has 

sustained countless generations: "Talk. It's important to talk. . . Stories, the true stories, that's what we need to hear. We 

got to get it out. The true stories can help us."

Discussion Guide

1. Watermelon Nights shifts between the rural reservation of the past and the urban streets of contemporary Santa Rosa. 

Are the Pomos more cohesive as a tribe when they live on their own land? Is it easier for them to maintain a traditional 

life in isolation? Does their dependence on white employers and government assistance, whether on the reservation or in 

town, inevitably undermine their attempts to preserve the Indian way of life?

2. Why is Johnny Severe, who is "hardly quarter Indian," so eager to organize the Pomo tribe? Why does he think 

"official" recognition will make a difference in his life? How have his grandmother's stories influenced his decision to 

help revitalize the tribe and its traditions? What role does his mother's renunciation of the Indian community play in his 

attachment to tribal culture?

3. Does Felix's boast that he is "full Indian" reflect genuine pride or is it a way of ingratiating himself with Johnny and 

the others involved in organizing the tribe because, as Johnny muses, "now with everyone wanting to be full blood and 

all, nobody wants to claim relations that ain't Indian"? What convinces Johnny to let go of his uneasy feelings about 

Felix and embrace his friendship? What parallels does he see in their lives? Does their attraction to each other evolve 

naturally, or does Felix manipulate the course of their friendship? Why does Felix turn on Johnny so viciously?

4. Early in the novel, Johnny says "Indians are a mean, unhappy bunch," and the raucous tribal meeting, as well as the 

attack on Johnny, quickly become forums for expressing the resentments, jealousies, and hatreds that simmer within the 

tribe. Does Elba's narrative, revealing the horrors of the past and the indignities suffered by the tribe, make you more 

sympathetic to the Bill sisters, Zelda and Billyrene Toms, and other members of her generation? How have their 

experiences shaped the lives and beliefs of Johnny's generation? Discuss the different ways Johnny, Tony, Edward, 

Francis, Raymond, and Alice choose to deal with their heritage. What events and memories of her own past help Elba 

maintain her equanimity and her hopefulness about the present and future?

5. What does Iris's success in the spelling bee represent to her? To Elba? Do you think Elba would have supported Iris's 

"revenge" had she known about it? Does Iris's defiant act bring her the satisfaction she sought? How do these events 



shape her opinions about white society? Do they justify her initial coldness toward Patrick years later or is she herself 

guilty of bigotry?

6. After Iris witnesses the terrible scene at the Roundhouse on the old reservation and learns about what happened 

between Anna and Mike Bauer, why does Elba say "You don't see nothing . . . I think I done wrong with you . . . Maybe 

I should've let you starve like the rest of us."? Do you think Elba should have tried to help Iris feel more comfortable 

within the community? Was leaving South Park the only choice Iris had?

7. Despite her success in creating a comfortable life in San Francisco, several reviewers suggest that Iris is the most 

tragic figure in Watermelon Nights. In view of the heart-breaking events of Elba's life and Johnny's chilling encounter 

with tribal prejudices, why do you think they reached that conclusion? Do you think that Iris's loss of identity and a 

sense of belonging is more devastating than the physical and emotional trials of the other characters?

8. The destructive impact of white racism on Indians and their culture runs throughout Watermelon Nights. Do you think 

this is an accurate version of history? How do the attitudes of the white community affect the Pomos' image of 

themselves? Of other minority groups? Is Felix right when he says "We're at the bottom of the barrel, man, and nobody 

wants nobody to get out. It'll make everybody confused because it we're not all at the bottom of the bucket then who are 

we?"

9. Many of the stories in Grand Avenue, as well as two parts of Watermelon Nights, are narrated by women. Does this 

affect the tone of the stories and the "facts" they reveal? In general, do you think women assume more responsibility for 

maintaining traditions and shaping cultural identities? Does this differ from culture to culture, and if so, why?

10. Elba's aunt, Chum, and her friend, Nellie Copaz (whose life is depicted in detail in several stories in Grand Avenue), 

are both expert basket-weavers, a skill the Pomo are known for. How is this craft symbolic of their roles within the 

community? What significance does Elba's garden have? How does the care she lavishes on it and the effect its beauty 

has on other people reflect her approach to life?

11. In "The Water Place," a story in Grand Avenue, an old woman sums up the story of the Pomos with these words: 

"Look at what the Spanish did, then the Mexicans, then the Americans. All of them, they took our land, locked us up. 

Then look at what we go and do to one another." Discuss how this stark viewpoint applies to the events and interactions 

of the characters in Watermelon Nights. To what extent do the exclusionary actions and prejudices within the tribe 

determine the fates of Johnny, Elba, and Iris?

12. In what ways does Sarris's chronicle of Native American history and life complement or contrast with works by 

Louise Erdrich, Leslie Silko, Sherman Alexis, and other American Indian writers? How do his portraits of the Pomo 

compare to stories you have read about other groups marginalized by society?for example, John Steinbeck's The Grapes 

of Wrath and Cannery Row, novels and memoirs by African Americans like Claude Brown, Richard Wright, and James 

Baldwin, or the works of contemporary Latino writers?
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