
 

ONLINE RESOURCES 
 
Sherman Alexie's Official Website 
www.fallsapart.org 
Biography, links to interviews and excerpts, and other information about Alexie's work. 
 
Web English Teacher: Sherman Alexie 
http://www.webenglishteacher.com/alexie.html 
A collection of online links and resources, including some lesson plans. 
 
"Morning Edition" Interview: 
http://www.npr.org/templates/player/mediaPlayer.html?action=1&t=1&islist=false&id=1397737&m=
1399931 
 
Colbert Report Interview: 
http://www.colbertnation.com/the-colbert-report-videos/257719/december-01-2009/sherman-alexie 
 
Collection of Historical Maps: http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/histus.html 
Native Tribes, East: http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/united_states/early_indian_east.jpg 
Native Tribes, West: http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/united_states/early_indian_west.jpg 
 
Digital Collections @ The University of Washington: American Indians of the Pacific 
Northwest 
http://content.lib.washington.edu/aipnw/index.html 
An enormous collection of primary source documents and photographs, including thousands 
relating directly to the Spokane tribe. 
 
Spokane Tribe Website: 
http://www.spokanetribe.com/index.php 
http://www.spokanetribe.com/page.php?code=reservation 
A small and informative website about the current location and situation of the Spokane. 
 
Extended Timeline of American Indian History: 
http://facstaff.uww.edu/guliga/uwec/american_indian_history_timeline.htm 
A longer, more comprehensive version of the timeline provided with the introductory lesson. 
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PRINT RESOURCES 

 
“Off the Rez”  
Review for The New York Times Book Review by Bruce Barcott - Published November 11th, 2007 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/11/11/books/review/Barcott3-t.html 
 
Arnold Spirit Jr. is the geekiest Indian on the Spokane Reservation. He wears chunky, lopsided 
glasses. His head and body look like Sputnik on a toothpick. When he doesn‟t stutter, he lisps. 
Arnold is a 14-year-old high school freshman. When he goes outside he gets teased and beaten, 
so he spends a lot of time in his room drawing cartoons. “I think the world is a series of broken 
dams and floods,” he says, “and my cartoons are tiny little lifeboats.” 
 
If that line has an unexpected poetry to it, that‟s because it was written by a poet. Arnold‟s creator, 
Sherman Alexie, grew up on the Spokane Reservation in tiny Wellpinit, Wash., and made his name 
as a poet before expanding into short stories, novels, screenplays, film directing and stand-up 
comedy.  
 
“The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian” is Alexie‟s first foray into the young adult genre, 
and it took him only one book to master the form. Recently nominated for a National Book Award, 
this is a gem of a book. I keep flipping back to re-read the best scenes and linger over Ellen 
Forney‟s cartoons. 
 
To say that life is hard on the Spokane rez doesn‟t begin to touch it. “My parents came from poor 
people who came from poor people who came from poor people,” Arnold explains, “all the way 
back to the very first poor people.” The kid was born with 10 too many teeth, so he gets them 
pulled — all in a single day, because the Indian Health Service pays for major dental work only 
once a year. When Arnold cracks open his geometry textbook, he finds his mother‟s name written 
on the flyleaf. “My school and my tribe are so poor and sad that we have to study from the same 
dang books our parents studied from,” Arnold says. “That is absolutely the saddest thing in the 
world.” 
 
Enraged, Arnold beans his geometry teacher with the book and gets suspended from school. The 
targeted teacher, Mr. P., visits Arnold at home and gives him a piece of advice: Get out. Mr. P. has 
seen too many promising students — like Arnold‟s sister, Mary Runs Away — fade year by year, 
beaten down by poverty and hopelessness. “The only thing you kids are being taught is how to 
give up,” Mr. P. says. 
 
“The Absolutely True Diary” tracks Arnold‟s year of getting out. He transfers to Reardan High, 22 
miles away, a gleaming campus full of wealthy white kids, with a computer room and chemistry 
labs. He‟s the only Indian — if you don‟t count the school mascot. Early on, Arnold fears being 
beaten up by the jocks. “I was afraid those monsters were going to kill me,” he says. “And I don‟t 
mean „kill‟ as in „metaphor.‟ I mean „kill‟ as in „beat me to death.‟” (The comedian in Alexie pops up 
as often as the poet.) Arnold‟s toughness soon earns him their respect, though, as well as a spot 
on the varsity basketball team. 
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What he can‟t win back is the love of his neighbors at home. On the rez he‟s considered a traitor. 
His best friend punches him in the face. When Reardan plays Wellpinit High in basketball, the 
Indians rain so much abuse on Arnold that a race riot nearly breaks out. Triumph and grief come in 
equal measure. Arnold figures out that he‟s smarter than most of the white kids, and wins the heart 
of a white girl named Penelope. (“What was my secret?” he says. “If you want to get all biological, 
then you‟d have to say that I was an exciting addition to the Reardan gene pool.”) Meanwhile, his 
father‟s best friend is shot and killed, and his sister dies in a trailer fire. “I‟m 14 years old, and I‟ve 
been to 42 funerals,” Arnold says. “That‟s really the biggest difference between Indians and white 
people.” 
 
For 15 years now, Sherman Alexie has explored the struggle to survive between the grinding 
plates of the Indian and white worlds. He‟s done it through various characters and genres, but “The 
Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian” may be his best work yet. Working in the voice of a 
14-year-old forces Alexie to strip everything down to action and emotion, so that reading becomes 
more like listening to your smart, funny best friend recount his day while waiting after school for a 
ride home. 
Which, by the way, Arnold doesn‟t have. Unless his folks get lucky and come up with some gas 
money.  
 
Bruce Barcott is a contributing editor at Outside magazine. His book “The Last Flight of the Scarlet 
Macaw” will be published next year. 

 
 


