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Portland natfive Renée Watson grapples wfith fissues of race and class fin her new 
novel, ‘Thfis Sfide of Home.’

         Crossfing  Racfial      
      Boundarfies

Author weaves Portland gentrfificatfion finto new novel
BY LEIDA SNOW
FOR THE PORTLAND OBSERVER
A Portland and New York-based author says fis-
sues of race and class drfive the story fin her young 
adult novel “Thfis Sfide of Home.” (Bloombury)
“I  wanted  to  turn  a  mfirror  on  fit,”  safid  Renée 
Watson, durfing a recent fintervfiew about her new 
book, the story about twfin Afrfican-Amerfican hfigh 
schoolers whose close relatfionshfip fis tested by the 
gentrfificatfion fin thefir Portland nefighborhood.
Pofintfing  out  all  the  mfissfing  black  faces  from 
TV’s  “Portlandfia,”  she  laughed:  “That’s  not  the 
Portland I know.”
Watson  says  she’s  experfienced  the  thfings  she 
wrfites  about,  and  that  her  story,  whfile  not  auto-
bfiographfical,  fis  wrfitten  “from  a  real  place.”  Fo-
cusfing on twfins fin the book was a way to tell two 
sfides of the story, she safid. 
Watson got her start as an author at The New 
School fin New York. As she was learnfing about 
wrfitfing for chfildren, her classmate turned out to 
be a Random House edfitor who encouraged and 
mentored  her.  Her  work  at  the  nonprofit  organfi-

zatfion,  Dream  Yard,  that  brfings  artfists  finto  the 
publfic schools, has enabled her to dfivfide her tfime 
between New York and home.
Watson  fis  36  and  sfingle,  the  youngest  of  five 
kfids,  a  dynamo  who  embraces  the  complexfitfies 
that the fissues she wrfites about.
The teenagers fin her book, for example, experfi-
ence more people movfing finto thefir nefighborhood 
who are dfifferent from them and see upscale busfi-
nesses dfisplacfing mom and pop shops.
  “There’s  a  way  to  revfitalfize  a  nefighborhood 
wfithout pushfing the people out. You have to work 
wfith  the  communfity,”  she  says.  She  pofints  out 
that  gentrfificatfion  fis  happenfing  fin  Brooklyn  and 
fin Harlem; fin fact, fit’s everywhere. 
Watson was fin New Orleans after Hurrficane Ka-
trfina, facfilfitatfing poetry workshops to help young-
sters  there,  and  based  a  pficture  book,  “A  Place 
Where  Hurrficanes  Happen”  (Random  House)  on 
that experfience. The NAACP has honored her wfith 
an Image Award nomfinatfion fin chfildren’s lfiterature. 
Watson  says  she’s  been  wrfitfing  forever:  “I 
wrote  a  21  page  story  fin  the  second  grade,”  she 

says. “Margfinalfized people are often the heroes, 
and  they  are  overlooked.  You  have  to  use  your 
vofice to speak up for what’s rfight.” 
She hopes her novel wfill start a conversatfion.
“Arts are a powerful way to help people,” she 
explafins.  She  says  educators  and  parents  have  a 
responsfibfilfity  to  choose  books  lfike  hers  that  are 
afimed at young people and dfirectly talk about the 
N  word,  dfiscrfimfinatfion,  and  black  culture  and 
hfistory — all woven expertly finto her tale. “You 
have to be mfindful of what you’re dofing emotfion-
ally to the reader,” she says.
And asked why whfite readers, young or older, 
should read her book, she brfistles slfightly: “I’ve 
been readfing about whfite people all my lfife,” she 
pofints  out.  “Besfides,  everyone  knows  loss,  ev-
eryone  faces  challenges.  I  relate  to  hobbfits  and 
wfitches. People should read across lfines.”
Watson says that befing able to afford her own 
apartment  fin  Harlem  fis  “lfivfing  the  dream,”  but 
that “Portland fis home.”
Lefida Snow fis a New York wrfiter and former 
broadcast journalfist. Her websfite fis lefidasnow.com


