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Unpack the Story
Use these questions to guide students through a close rereading of the book. By examining the text carefully, 
students develop a broader vocabulary, gain a deeper understanding of the story, and discover more about the 
craft of writing. 

WOW Words

The day was bright and sunny as most May days tend to be
In the hills of Appalachia down in Knoxville, Tennessee

What do we know about the setting from just the first page of the story? It was May. It was a sunny day. The 
story takes place in Knoxville, Tennessee.

 Help students locate Knoxville on a map. What physical feature on the map relates to the 
word Appalachia? the Appalachian Mountains.

What is meant by “the hills of Appalachia” in the second line? Appalachia is the name of the area in and 
around the Appalachian Mountains. Knoxville is in this region. The smaller mountains at the edges of a moun-
tain range are called foothills.

Appalachia	       brayed	         taunted	 mirth	
	
erroneous	        hoisted	         retreated         sullen

WOW Words
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WOW Words

WOW Words

A dozen men put on their suits and quickly took their places
In white robes and those tall and pointed hoods that hid their faces. 
Their feet fell down in rhythm as they started their parade
They raised their fists into the air, they bellowed and they brayed

What do you notice right away about the way the men were dressed? They were wearing hoods covering 
their faces. They were dressed in white.

The author says that the men “put on their suits.” How were these “suits” different from the types of suits 
you normally think of men as wearing? These weren’t business suits. They were more like costumes. They were 
wearing gowns and hoods that covered their faces.

What do you know about these white hoods and robes the men were wearing? They are the types of outfits 
often worn by members of the Ku Klux Klan. 

Why would someone wear a hood that hides his or her face? They don’t want to be recognized or they want 
to seem more frightening.

What words or phrases in this stanza tell us what the men were doing on that street? They were taking part 
in a parade. We know they were marching because their feet fell down in rhythm. They were also making lots of 
noise because they bellowed and they brayed. 

A donkey brays. Why might the author have chosen to use the word brayed? A donkey is 
often seen as a silly animal. The author might have wanted to give a clue that he thinks the men were acting in a 
silly manner.

They loved to stir the people up, they loved when they were taunted
They didn’t mind the anger, it’s exactly what they wanted

The author used the phrase stir the people up. What other words or phrases mean the same thing? get 
people excited, make people notice, make people angry.

What clues in the text help to explain the meaning of taunted? The author says that people 
could be stirred up and angry. The people in the crowd might yell at the marchers. 

Why might the marchers have wanted to make the people in the crowd angry?  An angry reaction might 
mean that people were paying attention to them.
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As they came around the corner, sure enough the people roared
But they couldn’t quite believe their ears, it seemed to be support! 
Had Knoxville finally seen the light? Were people coming ‘round?
The men thought for a moment that they’d found their kind of town.

What noise did the men expect to hear? They expected angry noises and taunts.

What evidence in the text supports the idea that the men heard what they expected to hear? The author 
says sure enough the people roared. The men expected to hear the crowd get loud.

What evidence in the text supports the idea that the men did not get the reaction they expected? The men 
thought the crowd would be angry, but the crowd seemed to be supportive.

How would you describe a town that was “their kind of town?” A town that supported the views of the Ku 
Klux Klan would be racially intolerant.

But then they turned their eyes to where the cheering had its source
As one their shoulders crumpled when they saw the mighty force

What phrase does the author use to describe the reaction of the men in the white robes when they saw the 
source of the cheering? “their shoulders crumpled”

What one word could you use to describe their reaction? Disappointed; saddened; deflated 
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The crowd had painted faces and some had tacky clothes
Their hair and hats outrageous, each had a bright red nose
The clowns had come in numbers to enjoy the grand parade
They laughed and danced that other clowns had come to town that day

How did the people in the crowd look different from a regular crowd who might be watching a parade? 
They were dressed like clowns with funny hats and clothes, painted faces, unusual hair, and red noses.

Clowns are common at a parade. What makes these clowns unusual? They were in the crowd rather than 
taking part in the parade.

In the last line, what is does the author mean by “other clowns” in town? The author is saying that the 
people in the robes and hoods are foolish or silly, like clowns.

Do you think the clowns were really happy when they “laughed and danced” at the sight of the men in 
robes? No, the clowns were prepared to meet the marchers by using humor in response to the marchers’ message 
of intolerance.
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What Really Happened

On May 26, 2007 members of a white supremacist groups went to Knoxville, Tennessee to hold a rally in 
a public park there. They held signs that insulted not only African-Americans, but Jews as well. One sign 
had a picture of a noose, with the words “insert neck here” written beside it. As is usually the case at such 
racist rallies, the counter-protesters outnumbered the racists by far. In this case, though, they didn’t try 
to shout them down. They didn’t meet anger with more anger. Rather, the local activists met hatred with 
humor. The Coup Clutz Clowns had prepared carefully for the day, rehearsed, and brought plenty of 
props and costumes. All of the ‘misunderstandings’ that the clowns in the poem chant were actually part 
of that day’s shenanigans, and there were others, too. 

I took some artistic license in the poem in at least a couple of ways—notably, the supremacists were not 
wearing robes and were not only Klansmen, but Neo-Nazis as well. Klan robes are visual shorthand to
represent those beliefs and values, though, and it seemed like the best vehicle to tell the story. 

Beyond mere Facts, though, there is Truth in this story, and I’m happy to share it with you. That Truth, 
it seems to me, is that there are more than two ways to respond to aggression. ‘Fight or flight’ responses 
are natural. It is understandable to think they are the only two options. The best option, though, is often 
a ‘third way.’ A third way must be creative enough to find ways to disarm hatred without either retreating 
or yielding to aggression and hatred ourselves. If we can do this, we often find that unpredictable positive 
outcomes suddenly become possible. 

In this case, the racist group did not get what they wanted. No one got worked up about their threats 
and machismo. The counter-protesters simply refused to take such foolishness seriously. The hate group 
had reserved the square for several hours that day, but they gave up and left an hour and a half early, 
apparently not knowing how to respond. It is true that the only arrest that day was of one of the leaders 
of the white supremacists, who rushed at the clowns. It is also true that the police offered the clowns an 
escort after the Klan and Neo-Nazis left. 

I wouldn’t suggest that clown actions are always the way to respond to such events, though it worked that 
day. What is needed is creativity, solidarity and a refusal to become that which we abhor. As Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. said, “Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out 
hate; only love can do that.”

Of all the exciting things that have happened to this book and because of it, there is one that stands out. 
A few months after White Flour was released, another white supremacist march very similar to the one in 
Knoxville took place in Charlotte, North Carolina. A different group of clowns showed up this time, and 
they, too, were successful in shifting the mood of the event, countering hatred with humor. Their real-life 
strategies were inspired by White Flour.   Here’s to those who march on,

David LaMotte
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There is a free video version of White Flour available at www.whiteflourbook.com, 
as well as bulk order book purchase deals for teachers and information regarding how 
you could have David LaMotte as a guest in your classroom, either in person or via 
video link. 

For more information, 
please visit whiteflourbook.com 

or call Lower Dryad Music at (919) 923-8494.
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