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Stories offer an extended opportunity to explore perspectives other than one’s own, and 
they also build a collective image of a nation’s history. Three of Christopher Paul Curtis’s more 
recent books offer culturally and historically disruptive images of Black childhood that challenge 
other representations In this paper, I draw on Birgit Neumann’s (2009) discussion of cultural and 
historic imagology in literature as shaping the rhetoric of a national character to discuss Curtis’s 
Elijah of Buxton (2007), The Madman of Piney Woods (2014), and The Journey of Little Charlie 
(2018), all told as first-person narratives.  
 

In Elijah of Buxton (2007), a Newbery honor book and winner of the Coretta Scott King 
award, Curtis crosses national borders as eleven-year-old Elijah, the first free child born in 
Canada to a community of escaped former slaves, travels to the United States to help a still-
enslaved family escape. In The Madman of Piney Woods (2014), set in 1901, Curtis explores 
cognitive borders as he presents two very different explanations for a set of events—one written 
in the voice of a black Canadian child, the other written in the voice of a white Irish immigrant 
child. In The Journey of Little Charlie (2018), Curtis, a black man raised in Michigan, challenges 
cultural borders as he writes in the voice—and dialect—of a poor, white child in pre-Civil War 
South Carolina. Further, Curtis disrupts notions of an appropriate tone in which to present stories 
involving racial conflict by incorporating sometimes outrageous humor in each story.  
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