
 
  

The Orange Bears  
Kenneth Patchen  

The Orange bears with soft friendly eyes 
Who played with me when I was ten, 
Christ, before I'd left home they'd had 
Their paws smashed in the rolls, their backs 
Seared by hot slag, their soft trusting 
Bellies kicked in, their tongues ripped 
Out, and I went down through the woods 
To the smelly crick with Whitman 
In the Haldeman-Julius edition, 
And I just sat there worrying my thumbnail 
Into the cover---What did he know about 
Orange bears with their coats all stunk up with 
soft coal 
And the National Guard coming over 
From Wheeling to stand in front of the 
millgates 
With drawn bayonets jeering at the strikers? 
 
I remember you would put daisies 
On the windowsill at night and in 
The morning they'd be so covered with soot 
You couldn't tell what they were anymore. 
 
A hell of a fat chance my orange bears had! 
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Signs
Holistically, this poem is a memory of childhood, with the speaker of the poem describing his sympathy for the "orange bears" who were injured by machinery and fights, and who were threatened by the National Guard.  He doesn't think these "orange bears" had much of a chance to fight back against the machines, the National Guard, or the persistent soot of the mills.

Signs
References to  "rolls," "hot slag," "sofr coal," "millgates," and "soot" suggest that the poem is set in an industrial town.  "Slag," specifically, suggests steel mills.

Signs
The reference to "Whitman in the Haldeman-Julius edition" sounds very literary, but the speaker says that he didn't read the book but just sat thinking about the "orange bears" beside the "smelly crick."  

Signs
The National Guard was regularly called in to keep order during steel strikes.  In several cases, they killed workers and their family members.

Signs
It's not clear who "you" is, but the image of soot covering the windowsill every day is common in steel towns, where many people viewed the daily deposits of soot as a sign of prosperity.  

Structure
The phrase "I remember" emphasizes that this poem takes the form of a memory.  It describes a period in the speakers' life, not a specific incident.

Structure
This last line serves as a sort of commentary on the whole poem.  It isn't part of the memory but rather an analysis of the situation.

Structure
The images get progressively more realistic and violent here, moving from the childlike image of "bears with soft friendly eyes" to the conclusion of the paragraph with the National Guard wielding bayonets and jeering.  This moves us from a kind of innocence towards a more critical and harsh understanding of what was happening.

Intent
Follow this link for a general biographical note on Patchen.

Patchen wrote a number of poems about the steel mills in the Mahoning Valley, and that context helps us understand that one way of interpreting the image of the "orange bears" is as steelworkers -- large men in orange jackets, with their hands in large protective mittens, making them look like bears.

Intent
This poem clearly presents the steelworkers sympathetically, siding with them and presenting them as underdogs.  Patchen seems to have intended to create sympathy, but also to present his experience of growing up in a mill town -- to suggest danger of the work and a sense of sadness about the workers.  

Use
Like most poems, "The Orange Bears" was used by readers as a source of entertainment and enrichment.  Readers would have encountered the poem in a literary magazine or simply within the pages of one of Patchen's books.  The readers were probably not steelworkers, nor were they from the Mahoning Valley.  They were more likely intellectuals and artists from other parts of the US.  They would have read the poem because they were interested in poetry and paid most attention to its language, imagery, form, and style.

Memory
As a reader, I bring to this poem my own knowledge and curiosity about working-class life in the Youngstown area in the twentieth century.  So I'm familiar with the language and imagery of steelwork, the historic references to the National Guard, and the image of the soot-covered windowsill.  On the other hand, I don't have a personal, family connection, so I may respond more intellectually than some readers would.



Memory
I have a lot of background in poetry, including the idea that the language in poetry is often figurative -- so I assume that when Patchen refers to the "orange bears," he doesn't mean this literally.  I'm also comfortable with the shifts between the three stanzas as the speaker changes focus and tone.  I don't worry about who "you" is; instead, I focus on the ideas that Patchen is presenting.

SLL
To read my analysis of this poem, click on the icons below.  Each different color and style of icon represents a different element in the Text Analysis Rubric.  




