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“THE WATSONS GO TO BIRMINGHAM” – 1963 
BY EDUARDO RICKS
You can watch this video on YouTube here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7JNFTSp6YZE
Introduction to Piece 
I work at Chick-fil-A (a great place to work, by the way). Chick-fil-A is where I discovered The Watsons. I went to work one day with this question in mind: “What is the funniest book I have ever read?” Puzzled by this question, I asked one of my girl co-workers at Chick-fil-A what the funniest book was she had ever read. Her answer was simple. It was very clear that the book she explained to me was the funniest book she had ever read –– The Watsons Go To Birmingham. 
The Watsons Go to Birmingham -1963 centers around the life of Kenneth Bernard Watson. Interestingly, the book actually ends on a dramatic note. If you have read Christopher Paul Curtis’ other books, you will notice Curtis makes an art out of writing dramatic books with humorous scenes peppered throughout. That may seem odd to you, but he is an excellent writer. Curtis, who is African American, writes in pictures; in other words, he writes in such a manner that the characters are clearly visible to the reader. The best aspect about Curtis’ writing ability is that Curtis’ humor does not consist of jokes. His funny stories are very close to reality. For example, I understand Kenneth’s father Daniel so well because my own father is just like Daniel. When Daniel tells a joke, he says it in a way that reminds me of how my dad would tell a joke, which obviously makes me laugh! The Watsons Go To Birmingham - 1963 connects its readers to the characters, which is what makes this book so special. That is a good reason why the book is a Newberry Honor. Authors like Curtis and other Newberry Medal recipients are good to use for an interpretation because they already took the time to bring their characters to life. All you have to do is act them out, which is what I did. 
I was actually surprised nobody had ever done Curtis as an HI before. (The only exception was a friend of mine who coincidentally did Curtis that same year.) I took advantage of one of the best parts of the book–– the first chapter. In this chapter, Kenneth (or “Kenny”) was told by his father to scrape the ice off the windows of his car with his older teenage brother, Byron. Kenny has a hunch that Byron was going to find some way to get out of scraping any of the windows. Then, the unexpected happens. Since Byron believes he is handsome, he decides to kiss his reflection on the outside rear-view mirror. Due to the extreme icy weather conditions, Byron gets his lips stuck on the mirror. The rest of the story deals with the parents arguing over what they should do with Byron’s situation. Kenny, like most younger brothers would do, suggests that Byron be ripped off the mirror. In the end, the mom rips 
Byron’s lips off the mirror. Unfortunately, Kenny winds up scraping the rest of the ice off the car windows. Kenny has his revenge when he tells a joke about Byron that makes everybody in the Watson family (except for poor Byron) die laughing. 
Interesting Things to Know 
The Watsons Go To Birmingham was a challenge. I had never done an HI before, so I figured I would do one for my last year of competition. Since I was in the league for almost five years, I knew exactly what to do. First, I cut the piece down to around fifteen to sixteen hundred words because I knew that would extend my time to around ten minutes. I was correct. Second, I developed my characters. This was relatively easy for me since Mrs. Watson was an impersonation of my mom; Mr. Watson was a mixture of President Obama and my dad; Byron was a bully-type version of my older brother; Joetta, Kenny’s little sister, was developed after watching a couple of YouTube videos of first graders; Kenny was modeled after a narrator’s voice I heard from the The Watsons Go To Birmingham – 1963 audio book. Finally, I choreographed the HI. 
This piece entered into the season very late. I competed with it the second to last week of March at Hammond, Louisiana. I actually have admit I was frightened to perform this humorous skit. Fortunately, after a couple rounds, I fell in love with it. I left that tournament a champion. The very next week was the Cleveland Tournament in Tennessee. I won that one, too. After my huge success, I figured that I would win the Regional Championship. I was wrong. I got second place but was very close to winning. Instead of pointing fingers at the judges and ignoring everything they said, I took in all the advice and constructive criticism I could get from all my judges. I practiced every day until the National Championship. I was desperate! I wanted to win! This was my last year and I wanted to make every second count. 
My mom confronted me just days before the tournament about a line in my speech. It was a part when Kenny referred to the Watson parents as “dirty dogs.” After much debate, I was convicted and eliminated the line from the piece. I think most of us can agree that parents should never be called names. That is why I got rid of it. I strongly believe that I was being tested on this one; to see if I was willing to cut something out that I was used to saying in my speech. It did not seem like a problem to me before in the past, but in reality, it was a problem. I am happy to say that I made the right decision. I am now a proud owner of a first place NCFCA trophy in Humorous Interpretation. 
Into the Interp 
Energy is a great element in Humorous Interpretation. Unfortunately, it can actually harm your speech. Like adding too much salt to your food, having too much energy in a speech can be a bad thing. I have seen Humorous Interpretations where the speakers would pace back and forth frantically across the 
room. It can be distracting to some and fine for others. However, judges can never feel the climax of an interpretation if the speaker is jumping “all over place.” That is not good. 
There are several techniques I have utilized in my Humorous Interpretation that I hope will help you with yours. 
First, the amount of energy and choreography should be proportional to the plot’s dramatic arc within a book. Just to make sure we are on the right page, let me give you a summary of what a dramatic arc is. Gustav Freytag, a German novelist, said that there were five parts to a plot, collectively referred to as the dramatic arc: 
Exposition - an explanation of an idea or theory

Rising action – the plot begins to intensify because of a conflict
Climax – the height of the plot where there is a turning point in the book 
Falling action – the plot unravels and the plot’s intensity decreases 
Dénouement - final resolution or clarification of the plot, and then the end 
Every plot goes up, and then goes down. When the plot begins to intensify, so should your energy and choreography. When I performed The Watsons Go To Birmingham, I started off easy-going. As the plot intensified, so did my energy and choreography. The climax to this first chapter was when the mom ripped Byron’s lips off the mirror. That is when I got really crazy. I constantly flipped back and forth from Byron with his lips stuck on the mirror to the Mom shaking and bopping Byron’s head until she finally ripped him off the mirror. At that point, the plot’s intensity began to decrease. As a result, my energy and choreography decreased. 
The next technique that works for all interpretations is what I would like to call “popping.” Many competitors jump two feet each time they turn into a new character. Competitors will stand at one spot of a room for one character and then slip into another position several feet away to tell the audience they have changed into another character. This wastes time and energy and it is unnecessary. I have seen professional competitors switch to at least five different characters in one spot without even moving their feet. Whenever professionals change characters, it looks like they are popping. That is why I like to call this technique “popping.” 
Popping – a fast change into a character without unnecessary movements

It was not until after three minutes into The Watsons Go To Birmingham when I finally moved from my starting position. The following is an excerpt from the first three minutes of my performance. 
Kenny: Dad was in trouble. We all looked over at Dad. He just shook his head. 
Dad: “Wilona ... ” 
Mom: “I knew I should have listened to Moses Henderson!” 
Dad: “Oh not that sorry story. You have got to let me tell about what happened with him.” 
Mom: “There’s not a whole lot to tell. But if you do tell it, make sure you get all the facts right.” 
Dad: “Kids, I almost wasn’t your father. You guys came real close to having a clown for a daddy named Hambone Henderson. . . .” 
Mom: “Daniel Watson, you stop right there. You’re the one who started that ‘Hambone’ nonsense. Before that everyone called him his name, Moses.” 
Dad: “But the name stuck, did not it? Hambone Henderson. Called him that because the boy had a head shaped just like a hambone, had more knots and bumps on his head than a dinosaur. So as you guys sit here giving me these dirty looks because it is a little chilly outside ask yourselves if you’d rather be a little cool or go through life being known as the Hambonettes.” 
Kenny: Me and Joey cracked up, Byron kind of chuckled and Momma put her hand over her mouth. 
This scene had three characters. To avoid unnecessary movements, I simply popped from Kenny to Dad, from Dad to Mom, from Mom to Dad, etc. Again, I did this without pacing. This is a very hard thing to learn. It takes a lot of practice. Fortunately, I learned from the best. My Duo partner that year, Anthony Matzke, a master in the art of “popping,” taught me several ways how to do it. I also watched a lot of YouTube videos of humorous interpers in the National Forensic League (NFL), many of whom are considered professionals at the art of popping. After watching others, I practiced this art. Soon, I finally developed this great skill! I would strongly consider my readers to visit YouTube and watch these NFL performers, so you can get a visual on this incredible technique. It sure helped me out! 
Taming your energy takes a lot of practice. Energy is not the only component to excellent humor, however. There is the art of silence. Silence gives a chance for your facial expression to tell the story, rather than the lines you are quoting. If you do not understand, do not fear. I shall give you an example! The following scene is when Kenny discovers that Byron’s lips are stuck to the mirror. 
Kenny: “I moved closer and when I got right next to him I could see boogers running out his nose and tears running down his cheeks. These were big juicy crybaby tears! I moved closer. I couldn’t believe my eyes! Byron’s mouth was frozen on the mirror!” – (Silence) – “I could have done a lot of stuff to him. He’d have tortured me for a couple days before he got help. Not me, though. I ran through the front door.”
Here is how I used the art of silence. When Byron’s kissing problem was revealed to Kenny, I discontinued my lines and was silent. I acted surprised, and then I started smiling. During the silence, I made sure my reaction to Byron’s little accident was visible for all my audience to see. I wanted to tell my audience with my facial expressions that I was happy to see mean-old-Byron get his lips stuck on the mirror. This added extra humor to the speech. I remember competing in one round where my audience laughed so hard that the intentional pause lasted for a good ten seconds. Success! 
Silence is an art that must be learned. You have to understand that silence can only be used at opportune moments. Stopping at random parts of a speech can be awkward, especially if there is no facial reaction. Also, using too much of silence can harm a speech. Silence is much like fire. It can keep you warm, but you do not want to get too close to it. 
As you can tell, there are a lot of nuts and bolts that go into these interpretations. Humorous Interpretation is, without a doubt, one of the toughest events in competitive forensics. Relying on punch lines will not get you anywhere. The techniques found in this book will help you to compete beyond the jokes. Winners are the ones who breathe life into their speech. Winners are the ones who take their viewers to another world and make them forget where they are. It is the realness of the characters that makes people laugh, not the jokes. Some people may choose funny columns for an HI. Believe me, columns never work because there are no characters for the audience to connect with. Finding pieces like The Watsons Go To Birmingham – 1963 are so good because you let the characters tell their story to your audience. 
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