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Dad, God, and Joe Hill 

Joe Hill was the main contributor of The Little Red Songbook, a book of songs and poems 

passed through union halls and along railroad lines at the turn of the 20th century. Radical notions 

that aimed to unite members of the Industrial Workers of the World under a One Big Union. Hill 

is accredited with helping organize many of the strikes and picket lines that helped shaped the 

American union. With great reverence for Hill, my father calls him an “asshole but a true rebel” 

and will fervently refer to Hill as “the original punk”.   

Hill’s rebel songs gained him worldwide notoriety, but it was his arrest and subsequent 

trial that made him a legend. Infamously arrested for murder and sentenced to death with little 

evidence, to this day people are torn on whether Hill committed the crime or not. The murder of a 

retired, Mormon policeman in Salt Lake City. While he awaited his death by firing squad, Joe Hill 

wrote to many people. A collection of letters my father handed me when I was 17.  

 

Dear Friend and Fellow Worker, 

Well, Van, this is Sept. 4 which was supposed to be my last day on earth- but I am still 

wriggling my old lead pencil and I might live a long time yet, if I don’t die from 

“Beanasitis” (that’s a brand-new disease). 

Well, I was denied a new trial on account of them country men of yours, goin’ round 

smelling the end of guns and then sending telegrams about it. Well, I don’t wish them 

anything bad but- I hope they’ll all choke themselves with sauerkraut. 

-Joe Hill, 1914 
∞ 

My Dad led me down a rather typical literary path for a “punk with a conscience”. He 

called me that once after a sweaty late-night gig I played in Salt Lake City. It was that moment of 
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parental acknowledgement I had always longed for. That nod of approval that my friends got from 

their parents when they graduated medical or law school. I got mine in the back of a dive bar. His 

crooked smile and glossy eyes beamed proudly at me. Daddy’s little rebel girl. That path began 

with Joe Hill, but I imagine I was somewhere in between reading Dad’s recommendations of 

Marxist literature and Vonnegut where I first discovered a way to relate to him on a deeper level. 

Yet it was because of his own colorful stories, I was introduced to a man who lived a far more 

interesting life than I could have ever imagined.   

When I tell a story, I slouch on my couch and listen to the sound of my own voice. My dad 

dreamily looks out dingy windows and orates unbelievable tales over rolled cigarettes and cheap 

whiskey. Crudely remembering obscure details then names of even more obscure people and how 

or what they did with the most obscure of people. Albeit in the strangest of places. Cowboy poets. 

Timothy Leary. Arabian Princes. The mail lady. He would then tiresomely weave in anecdotes 

about Neil Armstrong. Serbian fugitives. Princess Diana. That one neighbor’s cousin. He has a 

story for them all. My father. It seemed hard to believe, like God or the tooth fairy.  

∞ 

No one is born a sinner. No, that is too far back to go into my story. Though an unwanted child 

born in the wake of a divorce between two drug addicts…sure sounds like an argument for 

someone “born a sinner” to me.   

I think children are inherently optimistic and that is why they want to believe in the tooth fairy 

and Santa Claus. Born with a small jaw and too many teeth, the tooth fairy didn’t come when 

they chiseled down at the bone, cutting away at my head so my teeth would grow in a straight 

line. My handsome orthodontist smiled his toothy grin to my susceptible, chesty mother.   

“You don’t want her to have shark mouth.”   
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They giggled despite the fear that surged through my little body. I think about those words a lot. 

All those times I couldn’t stop myself from saying something cruel to someone who didn’t 

deserve it. Shark mouth.  

The tooth fairy rejected me that bloody day, and I was no longer inherently optimistic. Still, I 

woke up expecting to find 50 cents under my pillow when I lost my teeth. Like how I expected 

full Christmas stockings even though I knew I was a brat.  

My much older, bully of a stepbrother forced me to watch our parents put presents under the tree 

when I was six or so. It wasn’t that I was disappointed Santa wasn’t real. I felt betrayed by my 

parents. It is with them where I allow too much disappointment to live.  

I was so upset that when I returned to school after Christmas break, I exposed the truth to 20 or 

so other children during show and tell.  

SANTA IS FAKE. THE TOOTH FAIRY IS FAKE. OUR PARENTS ARE LIARS. 

 I didn’t understand why they were crying. Digging their screwed-up, little faces into the colorful 

alphabet carpet. A side effect of my shark mouth I suppose… my blind viciousness. 

Unlike Santa, there seemed a lot more truth to Jesus but truthfully, I went to church because my 

friends went to church. I tried to shape myself to be more like them. That is what little girls do 

when they think other little girls are better than them. In all reality and while trying not to, little 

girls become more like their mothers. And indeed, I did. Even before the drugs and alcohol.  

I spent my adolescence being a Christian-of-convenience. A term I coined observing my 

mother’s relationship to God. As many people do, I went on pretending I was a better Christian 

than I really was. Pretending to believe in something the born sinner in me refused.  
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∞ 

My father spoke of Joe Hill the way other people in my family did Jesus, but my dad 

knew how to appeal to my interests. I think he could see how I had denied Christ and had all the 

other essential ingredients for a rebel… or I suppose a sinner depending on your relation to me. 

Strong opinions, shitty influences, decent taste in music. I’d like to think he could see the need 

for me to believe in something greater than myself. Something that could connect me to other 

people. Something that my Mormon and Presbyterian family thought I could have found in 

seminary or through a little prayer. It’s not like I didn’t try. I had read the bible already and went 

on a pilgrimage to France when I was 15. I found God shining through ancient stain glass 

windows. Through handsome Swedish boys, fresh baguettes, and silent candlelight vigils. 

However, within just two years I no longer believed in Jesus or God. Losing that divine 

faith made me question everything that anyone would tell me. Dad included. With his usual 

verbosity he spoke as if Joe Hill were a folk legend like Paul Bunyan. I was immediately 

skeptical until he handed me a collection of Joe Hill’s letters. It confirmed Hill was real, and his 

contribution to music and literature demanded the respect of the artist that I wanted to be. Hill 

appealed to the anti-establishment beliefs that my torn up Dead Kennedys shirt implied I 

believed in. He fulfilled my need to believe in something greater than myself. He appealed to the 

author, the drifter, the musician, and the minimalist in me that I didn’t know existed yet. He 

helped me cope with losing faith. Dad and Joe Hill.  

It’s kind of funny really, these myths and legends that people decide they want their kids 

to believe. I was just a kid. Just a teenager when I had found and lost God. When I found Joe 

Hill. So sure, I didn’t know much…but I knew that believing in God means that to some extent 

you believe you should be forgiven and learn to forgive.  
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It’s just not in my nature to believe in something that feels so untrue.  

∞ 

I am glad to hear that you manage to make both ends meet, in spite of the industrial deal, 

but there is no use being pessimistic in this glorious land of plenty. Self preservation is, or 

should be, the first law of nature. The animals, when in a natural state are showing us the 

way. When they are hungry they will always try to get something to eat or else they will die 

in the attempt. That’s natural, to starve to death is unnatural. 

-Joe Hill,1914 
∞ 

The artist in me clings onto the shitty memories that I tried to smother with years of alcoholism 

and good chronic. As if, remembering my trauma means that I can’t forgive God. Mom. Dad.  

Am I still the same godless little girl? 

We never meant to hurt each other, but we have. We could have learned from each other. We could 

have been more like Christ and pray, and hope, and forgive. I AM SORRY.  

When they look at me, I see the scars I left behind. Where I blindly tore at them with my shark 

mouth. I’ve spent a lot of time dulling my teeth down.  

Perhaps, I just grew tired of snapping my jaw at people. 

 Now, I can relate to my parents in a way that only rebels and storytellers can relate to each other. 

In a way that only addicts can relate to each other.  

But I was too young at the time, and addiction can quietly take away so much. It’s as if I turned 

around and they were gone. Not dead. Just gone. Like a moment in a dream. Slow yet jarring.  
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I leaned on my friends and this God who was supposed to make life easier. I prayed hard. Then I 

would go to church twice a week where I prayed harder. Then I went on my pilgrimage and prayed 

in new languages. I was very eager to be baptized so then my prayers could become even more 

righteous. What was I doing wrong? I was praying and yet something terrible happened to me. 

Something that God and Daddies should protect their little girls from. 

I was only 15 when I lost God in the back of a pickup truck in Salt Lake City. 

∞ 

I think some of you are making too much fuss about me anyway. I wish you would tell those 

who are writing poems about me that there is no poetry about my personality, I am just 

one of the rank and file- just a common Pacific Coast wharf-rat- that is all. I have always 

tried to be true to my friends and to my class. What any outsider may think about me is no 

concern of mine. 

-Joe Hill, 1914 
∞ 

I should thank my dad for handing me that book on Joe Hill when he did. There are many 

things that I should do. That is a whole other story, or maybe it is the end of this one. He didn’t 

know that reading the words of someone waiting to die would have such a substantial impact on 

me. He didn’t know that I had tried to kill myself and that God had left me… or I had left God 

depending on your relation to me. It didn’t take long for me to admire Joe Hill and how he felt 

accomplished in a way that someone like him could. To someone like us. He embraced his death 

sentence because his art was bigger than himself. He had truly changed the lives of many and 

dedicated himself to something he believed in. His One Big Union. He was a criminal. A hero. A 

martyr. A sinner.  
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∞ 

My will is easy to decide,  

For there is nothing to divide. 

My kind don’t need to fuss and moan- 

“Moss does not cling to a rolling stone.” 

My body? Ah, If I could choose, 

I would to ashes it reduce, 

And let the merry breezes blow 

My dust to where some flowers grow. 

Perhaps some fading flower then 

Would come to life and bloom again. 

This is my last and final will. 

Good luck to all of you. 

Joe Hill’s Last Will. 

-Written in his cell on the eve of his execution on November 18th, 1915 

  ∞ 

My father talked about Joe Hill in a way I had never heard before. In a way that someone 

would explain God to a person who didn’t know what faith meant. He was disappointed that the 

pretty, blonde nurse had somehow gone through her twenty-some years not understanding why 

someone like Joe Hill could be important to someone like him. To someone like us. Sitting their 

awkwardly as she anxiously twisted her CTR ring. Eight hours we sat there, tubes and bags 

dangling at his side. 
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 In between wet coughs, he hid real emotions behind his usual stories. Tales that made the 

handful of other people in the bright, sterile room noticeably uncomfortable. Had their daddies not 

told them about taking LSD with Hell’s Angels or accidently taking heroin for their first time? He 

has a story for them all. My father. I laughed at the mounting tension in the room. Smiling that 

crooked smile that I inherited from my Daddy.  

Since his diagnosis, he acts as if finding the tennis-ball sized tumor between his heart and 

his lung finally gave him permission to do and say whatever he wants. The irony brings me joy in 

a time where it feels like there is little joy to be had. Luckily, a chemo ward is a place where I 

imagine people could get away with saying just about anything. 

I wonder what I would talk about if I knew my death was coming.  Dad? God? Joe Hill? 

∞ 

A little girl with her father stayed, in a cabin across the sea,  

Her mother dear in the cold grave lay; with her father she’d always be- 

But then one day the great war broke out and the father was told to go.  

The little girl pleaded- her father she needed.  

She begged, cried, and pleaded so:   

 Don’t take my papa away from me, don’t leave me there all alone.  

 He has cared for me so tenderly, ever since mother was gone.  

 Nobody ever like him can be, no one can, so with me play.  

 Don’t take my papa away from me; please don’t take papa away.  

Her tender pleadings were all in vain, and her father went to the war.  

He’ll never kiss her good night again, for he fell ‘mid the cannon’s roar.  

Greater soldier was never born, but his brave heart was pierced one day. 
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And as he was dying, he heard someone crying,  

A girl’s voice from far away:  

 Don’t take my papa away from me, please don’t take papa away.  
- Joe Hill, 1915 

∞ 

I was attempting to tuck my stepdaughter into bed and hoping that she wouldn’t have another night 

where she literally bounces off the walls. I was so tired.  

I have been tired since I heard my father was dying.  

I am irritable and the kids know all too well that I am short-tempered. I snap at them over the 

littlest of things. It’s my biggest regret as a parent.  

Perhaps, as a person in general…My shark mouth.  

I closed her door, despite her kicking and screaming. Despite her snapping and pleading. 

When she acts like this, I picture myself at her age and think, “This is what karma feels like.”  

I returned to the couch where I do so much of my storytelling. I took a deep breath as I saw the 

unanswered messages on my phone. The news has gotten out that my father is sick. Cousins. 

Friends. Strangers. Reaching out with prayers and well wishes. The sweet cliché things we tell 

people when we have nothing else to say but are obligated to say something. 

No, not everyone. A man I don’t remember has stories that Dad never told me. Stories about a 

fierce little girl that he loves. Stories of a daughter who knows too much about death and yet still 

lives a whole lot of life. Stories of a Christian turned sharp-tongued punk rocker.  

Stories of his little rebel girl.  
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Without thinking and like the Christian-of-convenience I had tried not to become; I began to pray 

for the first time in almost twenty years.  Don’t take my papa away from me. 

All the shoulds. All the perhaps. It doesn’t matter anymore.  

Only being Daddy’s little girl matters anymore.  

I had been crying and praying for nearly two hours. So, I knew my shark pup was asleep.  

I tiptoed into her room and slowly lifted the corner of her pillow and grabbed the Ziploc baggie 

containing her lower right, lateral incisor.  

I put her tooth in my pocket and replaced it with a dollar bill that I had found in the dryer.   

It’s kind of funny really, these myths and legends that people decide they want their kids to believe. 

 


