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INTRODUCTION

MY FATHER DIED shortly before we began putting this reader together. He was 97 and a half years old when he passed, and for most of his time on Earth he was telling stories. His stories were rich and warm and wickedly funny, and they certainly were a form of sustenance to me. But they also left me always wanting more, so I went looking to our literature and history. And I found a treasure trove.

When I entered the field of Afro-American Studies, as it was called then, there were a few trailblazers showing us the way—for instance, Charles T. Davis, John Blassingame, and John Hope Franklin, to name but three. But we were working within a larger culture that could not comprehend a literary history for a people who, for much of their time in this country, not only had been denied literacy but also had been deemed unworthy of it. What our teachers found, and what we continued to unearth under their instruction, was a long and complex history of writing, reading, and representation. Black men and black women have imitated, manipulated, complicated, and created forms of literary expression (oral or written) that were sufficient to tell their own stories—stories of individuals and stories of a people—for most of the five centuries we have been in this country.

As workers in this “new” field, we devoted ourselves not only to understanding the substance of these stories but also to enumerating and theorizing their formal elements. We were interested in what the stories meant, of course, but also in how they were constructed. By establishing the consciousness that went into making these works, we were able to talk about African American consciousness itself, about the multitude of ways in which blacks have reflected on their own lives and the lives of others. Black writing did not just happen; it was not simply a spontaneous and disorganized profusion of words and images. Rather, it was an art that displayed the same craft, skill, and method as Shakespeare, romantic poetry, the novel, or any other literary form that has been pronounced canonical and, more to the point, legitimate. It has been my great honor as a member of the literary critical  profession to help bring these stories to public view. There is certainly a thrill of discovery in finding a buried manuscript, but there is an even more profound thrill in seeing that manuscript on a high school syllabus.

For my entire reading and writing life, I have been driven mainly by two questions: Where are we?, and How did we get here? These are the questions that unite all of the pieces contained in this reader. Implicit in both of those questions is, of course, Where are we going? But as a scholar of literature and of history, I have not been in the habit of predicting. A reader of this type may gesture toward the future by suggesting continuums, but it necessarily looks back. It shines a light—sometimes loving, sometimes harsh—on one’s body of existing work.

The selections that make up this reader display the common threads that have bound together even the most disparate-seeming pieces of my writing. The chapter from The Signifying Monkey, for instance, traffics in the jargon of literary theory whereas an essay like “Family Matters” for The New Yorker takes a belletristic tone. But however different the sounds of the pieces may be, and whether I was writing about the African origins of literary signification or the narrative history of my family, I have been deeply concerned with and devoted to tracing roots.

Over the course of my career, I have moved from exploring the roots of our literature to exploring the literal roots of our people. Rather than interpreting our lives by deconstructing literary texts, I now more often attempt to reconstruct our past by interpreting genealogical and historical documents. But the same impulses are still there. I’m still fascinated by the stories that get told and how those stories are told. This love of stories is something I learned at home; it is, indeed, something that makes any place I am a home. I am proud to be a part of this African American literary and historical genealogy, and though, as I said, I am not in the habit of predicting the future, I imagine a rich and colorful one for people of African descent as we continue to make our way in the world through our words and stories.

A note on the text: We have chosen not to update the pieces in this book, and we have retained the style of each of the original publications.
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Cambridge, Mass.







PART I

GENEALOGIES

THE AFRICAN AMERICAN literary tradition gives a privileged place to stories of family and descent. Sometimes these are families bound by blood; other times these are families forged by necessity. This tradition is certainly not unique in its regard for genealogy. But often, and uniquely, these stories reflect the fractures that slavery wrought on the African American family, the currents of pain, and the burden of rebuilding that slavery left in its wake.

Gates’s own family history is characterized less by fractures than solidity. Both sides of his family, the Colemans and the Gateses, lived in slavery and then in freedom in the same area of West Virginia and Western Maryland for 250 years. Still, there were stories to be uncovered, histories to be unearthed, and myths to be put to rest. While his genealogy films date only from 2006, his personal family history has been a subject of great interest since his childhood; it has been the source of some of his most lyrical writing since he published a memoir of his boyhood home, Colored People, in 1994.

This section ends with Gates’s meditation on the election of President Barack Obama, which was a moment both of unmatched historical significance and of intensely personal—familial—reflection. Placed as it is here, it is difficult not to imagine how Obama’s election would have been celebrated on the streets of Piedmont, West Virginia, and how it would have been marveled at and welcomed by ancestors such as Jane Gates and John Redman.

 



Abby Wolf





FAMILY MATTERS

MY FATHER’S FATHER, Edward St. Lawrence Gates—known to his children and grandchildren as Pop—had two hobbies. He was renowned for one of them in and around his hometown of Cumberland, Maryland: he grew tulips—“like a Dutchman,” people said. He practically looked like a Dutchman, too—“light and bright and damned near white,” as my father used to say. I learned about his second hobby only after his death, in 1960, when he was eighty-one and I was nine.

Pop Gates was buried at the Rose Hill Cemetery, where our forebears were among the very few Negroes allowed to disturb the eternal sleep of Cumberland’s élite white Episcopal citizenry. The town’s Episcopal churches had been segregated at least since the black St. Philips offered its first Communion, on June 19, 1910. That day, the church’s records show, Pop, his mother, Maud, his wife, Gertrude Helen Redman, and about half a dozen other Gateses took the Sacrament, which was offered by the Diocese of Maryland’s white bishop.

I was struck by how different Rose Hill was from Thorn Rose, the all-colored cemetery in Keyser, West Virginia, where my mother’s relatives had been buried. The effect was one of unkempt, chaotic modesty, each plot separately maintained by the family of the deceased. The dead at Rose Hill, by contrast, looked almost prosperous, their graves immaculate, some even regnant, crowned with ornate granite memorials. Rose Hill had a full-time groundskeeper and a stone-clad gatehouse, where records of the dead were kept. It was locked at night, unlike Thorn Rose, where just about everyone went to make out. At Thorn Rose, records of the dead seemed to exist only in the collective memory of the families whose ancestors were buried there.

My brother and I had been made keenly aware, early in our childhood, that the Gateses had a certain status in Cumberland. No one ever explained whether it was because they had owned property for a very long time in what is still mostly a white neighborhood, or because of light-skin privilege,  or some combination of both. Being a Gates was somehow special, and not just within the black community in Cumberland.

After Pop’s burial, my father took us back to the Gates family home, at 505 Green Street, a two-family house that my great-grandfather had bought in 1882. My brother and I followed my father up stairs that I had never climbed. As we walked in single file behind my dad, I noticed that the walls of the living room and staircase of my grandparents’ house were lined with framed sets of blue, red, and yellow ribbons, which Pop had won for his tulips. My grandparents’ bedroom was a cabinet of wonders, its walls decorated with only blue ribbons, along with photographs of family members I would never meet. My dad led my brother and me past the bedroom and onto a sun porch adjoining it. On the right was a trunk that was brimming with toys; it reminded me of something I’d recently seen in a Disney movie. My father turned left, though. Opening a closet door, he pulled out dozens of musty leather books: partially used bank ledgers. (Pop had once been a janitor at the First National Bank on Baltimore Street.) The books were about an inch thick, with big blue- and red-lined pages. A few had been tied with string where the red leather binding had lost its strength. Slowly and silently, he turned glue-stiffened pages that were covered, front and back, with newspaper clippings. So—Pop Gates had kept scrapbooks! That was his second hobby.

The clippings covered various news stories and human-interest items. There were hundreds of them, seemingly random, sharing only a macabre tenor: headlines about injuries and death, especially murders and fatal accidents; articles about war casualties, robberies, automobile accidents, and even plane crashes. Nestled among them were obituaries, funeral notices, funeral programs, and those laminated bookmarks noting the passing of the dead, complete with a bit of religious verse, a passage from the Bible, birth and death dates, and sometimes a photograph of the deceased. Those scrapbooks were like an archive, decade by decade, of Cumberland’s colored dead, although plenty of dead white people poked their pale visages out of those pages as well, fighting for air among all those Negroes.

After a while, it occurred to me that the white and the colored denizens of the obituary notices were dressed alike, their sartorial equality reflecting the shared aesthetic of an Olan Mills photography parlor: three-piece suits and white starched collars, hair slicked down or pressed. I felt as if those scrapbooks were a portal into a world I did not know. I began to wonder: Who were these people?

“Look here, boy,” Daddy said, startling me as he broke the silence. There, deep in those yellowing pages of newsprint, were two obituaries. One, dated Saturday, January 7, 1888, was from the Cumberland Evening Times. The headline read “DEATH OF ‘AUNT JANE GATES’”: 
Last night at 11 o’clock ‘Aunt Jane Gates,’ colored, a family servant of the Stover’s died in the 75th year of her age. She has lived for a long time on Green Street where her death occurred. Her remains will be interred at Rose Hill Cemetery to-morrow afternoon at 3 o’clock. Services will be held at her residence on Green Street.





I especially remember another article that called her “an estimable colored woman.” Daddy then retrieved a framed photograph of this woman, who had lived just up the street from where we sat, and was buried steps away from Pop Gates’s newly dug grave. “That woman was Pop’s grandmother,” Daddy said. “She is your great-great-grandmother. And she is the oldest Gates.”

I stared at the picture until I had that face memorized, an image of the oldest colored woman I’d ever seen, etched indelibly into my nine-year-old head. In 1979, my great-aunt Pansy made a present to me of the original, which now hangs in my kitchen. What was most striking about the woman in the photograph, apart from the white nurse’s hat and uniform she wore, was that she didn’t look like a Gates. She was much darker than her grandson. I would have guessed that she was about my color, although the sepia patina that the photograph has acquired over a century and a quarter makes it hard to tell. But she had a long, straight nose, light eyes, high cheekbones, and an austere countenance. Her hair, poking out from under her nurse’s bonnet, appeared to be a curly wave. She didn’t look especially feminine; in fact, she could have been a man in drag, as my father pointed out years later with irreverent glee.

Finally, Daddy shut the album and slowly stood up. By the time we made our way downstairs, the house was teeming with family. Enough food to start a restaurant had been crowded onto the oak dining table. I headed for the fried chicken and the potato salad, hungry all of a sudden, not sure what had taken place upstairs. When I got home, I looked up the word “estimable.”

 



My career as a historian began that afternoon in 1960. Soon after the funeral, I became obsessed with my family tree. I peppered my mother and father with questions about the names of their ancestors, their birthplaces and birthdays, their occupations, the places and dates of their deaths. My father was the storyteller of the family, and most of my conversations about our ancestors ended up being with him.

And, besides, I was far more concerned with my Gates lineage than I was with my mother’s ancestors, as I was convinced that if any distinction was to be found on my family tree, it would be through the Gates branches, given the family members’ skin color and the texture of their hair, and the  fact that they had owned so much property for so long, including a two-hundred-acre farm, where my father was born, in 1913, at Patterson Creek, just across the West Virginia border. On more than one occasion, my father tried to tell me that my mother’s family was more distinguished than his, but I thought that he was being modest. He never seemed to tire of these interrogations, even when I repeated questions that I had asked a year or two earlier. I dutifully began to write it all down, in a brown spiral notebook.

Sometimes I would grow bored and put the notebook away; then, after a few days or weeks had passed, I would be seized with a desire to learn more. Once, I took my notebook for a presentation before my fifth-grade class but found myself embarrassed that I was unable to explain, when asked, how my ancestors had come to be slaves, or where in Africa they had come from. The girl who asked was, like most of my classmates, white. As far as I knew, the only way to explore a black family’s history was through family stories.

Eventually, as glossy magazines began to advertise that they could send you your family’s “coat of arms,” I longed to possess the knowledge that would allow me to claim one of these. What I really wanted, as much as the family tree detailing the identity of my African-American ancestors, was a family crest that would tie us to our white ancestors. History had allowed them to hide, to avoid responsibility for their progeny. Perhaps that crest could lead to a new set of ancestors and cousins whose identities had been reduced to whispers, gossip, and wishful thinking—the speculation, sometimes playful and sometimes maddened, that fuelled so many discussions among my father and his siblings.

When we studied American Colonial history in fourth grade, we learned that the first black slaves arrived on the James River in 1619, two hundred years before Jane Gates was born. Were there black people who could trace their families back that far? I couldn’t bring myself to order the family tree of some other Gates line, though I did relish the idea that we were related, somehow, to Horatio Gates, the Revolutionary War general whom we had studied at school.

 



I was searching not just for the names of my ancestors to fill out my family tree but also for stories about them. Each new name that I was able to find and print in my notebook was another link to the colored past that had produced, by fits and starts, but also, inevitably, the person I had become and was becoming. On my mother’s side, J. R. Clifford, my great-uncle, was, I learned, the first black man to be admitted to the bar in the state of West Virginia. Far more thrilling to me was the fact that, during the Civil War, he had served in the U.S. Colored Troops. He had also published his own  newspaper, the Pioneer Press, in Martinsburg, West Virginia. Later, I learned that, in 1905, he had co-founded the Niagara Movement—the forerunner of the NAACP—with W. E. B. Du Bois. On my father’s side, three generations of Jane Gates’s descendants had graduated from Howard University, starting with my great-aunt Pansy, in 1910, and including two generations of dentists. My father’s first cousin had graduated from Harvard Law School in 1949; there he had met his wife, who, in 1955, was the first black woman to earn a Ph.D. in comparative literature at Harvard. Kind of hard to top that, my father would argue, but J. R. Clifford knew Du Bois, and Du Bois was the ultimate trump card, black history’s ace of spades.

With just a little effort, most African-Americans can trace at least one line of their family back to the 1870 federal census, which was the first taken after the Civil War and is therefore the first in which all our ancestors appear as citizens with two names, rather than as property. In the 1850 and 1860 censuses, there is a list of “Slave Inhabitants” held by each owner by age, gender, and color (black or mulatto), but not by name. Since many freedmen took their surnames from their masters, one part of the pre-1870 puzzle can sometimes be solved through a simple comparison: once you have found your ancestor in the 1870 census, you can examine the “Slave Inhabitants” list from the 1850 and 1860 censuses to see if a white person with the same surname and in the same geographical area owned a slave; then see whether a slave ten or twenty years younger than your ancestor is identified on those lists. Estate papers and property records can also be used to cobble together a history of slave ancestors. The 1870 census, which relied on the same door-to-door information gathering used when I was a boy, lists all the members of a particular household, by their full names, birth places, ages, and occupations.

Census data, despite their simplicity, can be surprisingly revealing. The entry for Jane Gates, for example, says the following, if I summarize the relevant columns: “Jane Gates, age 51, female, mulatto, laundress and nurse, owns real estate valued at $1,400, born in Maryland, cannot read or write.” A mulatto? An illiterate mulatto at that? Nothing in the oral lore of the Gates family had prepared me for either of these facts. Who was Jane’s father? And who was the father of her children? With her in the house are her daughter Alice, age twenty-two; her son Edward, age twelve; and two grandchildren (Jennie, age five, and David, age nine, both children of her daughter Laura). Edward and David are in school and can read and write. Alice can read but not write; she also works as a laundress and nurse.

As a child, I had been told with absolute certainty that the Gateses were descended from an Irishman named Samuel Brady, who supposedly owned Jane, fathered her children, and gave her the money to purchase her home.  Jane’s son (and Pop’s father), Edward, my great-grandfather, who was born into slavery in 1857, on Brady’s farm, would, when questioned by his children, respond only that he and his siblings all shared the same father. It was his children—my grandfather’s generation—who were the source of the Brady rumor. Had Jane given her son some clue that this was so? Did Edward the elder whisper it to Pop in a moment of speculation or confessional intimacy? Whatever the source of the rumor, it had become canon law by the time I was born.

The more I learned about Brady and the Gateses, the more likely it seemed that he had known Jane and, indeed, slept with her, as family lore held. Edward Gates was born—I learned from his obituary of 1945—“on Brady Farm near Cresaptown.” According to extensive research by Jane Ailes, a genealogist (and Brady’s third-great-granddaughter), Samuel Brady had a farm just outside Cresaptown, exactly as family legend had it. And between 1828 and 1865 Samuel Brady owned slaves, starting with one, and reaching a high point of forty-two in 1850, according to the federal census. Brady was a study in contradictions: three of his sons fought for the Confederacy, and one of them spent eighteen months in a Union prison; nevertheless, a year before the war ended, Brady signed deeds of manumission for four of his slaves so that they could enlist in the 30th Regiment of the U.S. Colored Troops and fight for the North.

Emboldened by these findings, I set out to prove or disprove the family story about the supposed father of Jane’s children. In the past decade, developments in DNA testing and the retrieval and digitization of archival records have made it possible for black families to begin to trace their ancestry further back through American history and, ultimately, even across the Atlantic. In 2005, I placed an advertisement in the Cumberland Times and posted a message on a Brady family online forum asking for male descendants of Samuel Brady to identify themselves, hoping that one would submit a DNA sample for a belated paternity test.

One of Brady’s direct male descendants and a direct male descendant of Brady’s brother William agreed to take a DNA test. The tests established, without a doubt, that Samuel Brady was not the father of Jane Gates’s children. When I told my father and his sister, Helen, what the tests had revealed, Aunt Helen summed up the reaction of just about all the Gates family members: “I’ve been a Brady eighty-nine years, and I am still a Brady, no matter what that test says.”

I found myself pleased at Aunt Helen’s defiance, as irrational as it might seem; I guess I had always thought of myself as a Brady, so being told that we weren’t Bradys was a bit like being orphaned. For my cousin John Gates, there will always be two stories about our ancestry: the story that our  genes tell, and the story that our ancestors told. And he wants both to be in play for his three sons and his grandchildren. The challenge of genealogy used to be the reconciliation of a family’s oral memories with public written records, and in the search for one’s ancestors nothing is as pleasing as having these two streams of testimony confirm each other. But genetics can now demolish or affirm a family’s most cherished beliefs and stories with just a bit of saliva and a cotton swab.

What about the father of Jane’s children, then? Well, given that all males with my Y-DNA marker (it’s known as the Ui Neill haplotype) bear one of a few dozen surnames, a team of genealogists and I have begun to compile a list of all the men with those names in the 1850 and 1860 censuses for Allegany County, Maryland. We are advertising for their male descendants, and asking them to take a DNA test. With a little patience, and a lot of luck, perhaps DNA can solve the last remaining mystery in the Gates family line, the secret that Jane Gates took with her to her grave.

African-American history is a young discipline; restoring the branches of even one black family tree can profoundly change our understanding of the larger story of who the African-American people really are. By telling and retelling the stories of our own ancestors, we can move that history from our kitchens and parlors into the textbooks, ultimately changing the official narrative of American history itself.

My family tree hangs in my kitchen, just across from the photo of Jane Gates. But the graphic record of the entangled blood lines, impressive and gratifying though it is, does not fulfill my boyhood longing for a coat of arms. Of the scores of names neatly arrayed in those boxes, only one is that of a white ancestor, even though a “genetic admixture” test reveals me to be fifty percent “European.” Until the family crest of the Irishman who fathered Jane Gates’s children graces my family tree, along with his name and the names of his ancestors, my family story will remain a tale only half told.

Then again, I’m still amazed by the ancestral additions I’ve already gained. The genealogists, in the process of researching my family tree, found three sets of my fourth-great-grandparents, all free Negroes, including, on my mother’s side, John Redman, who enlisted in the Continental Army, at Winchester, Virginia, in 1778, and served until 1782, seeing combat near Savannah, Georgia. So we had a patriot ancestor after all, even if his name wasn’t Horatio and even if he wasn’t a Gates. When I discovered that my mother had descended from seven lines of Negroes who had been freed by the eighteen-thirties—three of them by 1776—I felt chagrined that I hadn’t spent more time interviewing her. She had an enigmatic reserve when it came to her family’s past, an attitude that was in stark contrast to  my father’s fondness for vivid narratives. “We come from people,” she liked to say.

 



I had long assumed that Pop Gates’s scrapbooks had been discarded, perhaps after a spring cleaning, by someone who wasn’t aware of their value or by someone who didn’t wish to revisit the past. As part of the celebration of my father’s ninety-fifth birthday, I decided to scan the photographs owned by the far-flung Gates family members, so that we could collect them in a book and present it to him. Amid my Aunt Helen’s possessions, my cousin Bette found a red-and-black bank ledger, full of old news clippings and stamped with the logo of Cumberland’s First National Bank. My grandfather was such a shadowy figure in my life that I can’t even remember the sound of his voice. But the discovery of this scrapbook, covering the years 1943–46, allowed me to take a stroll through his mind.

I am tempted to call the scrapbook Pop Gates’s Book of the Dead, just as I might have been when I was nine. Its interpretation of the grim theme is even more all-encompassing than I remembered, though. The book is full of statistics about war casualties but also contains intimate features about the individual dead. And tallies of Cumberland’s wartime losses are mixed in with articles cataloguing the massacre of thousands of Jews and Serbs and reports about the starving population of India.

On April 5, 1943, an article reports that the governor of Alabama “Calls for Full Racial Segregation”: “The two races are distinct. They occupy spheres in life that began in different origins, have continued in diverging channels and should remain separate, as they have always been since the creation. No influences from outside should or can change these fundamental safety principles.” But the war was bringing hope for race relations, and Pop recorded that, too. While, early in the scrapbook, an AP article applauds “the first all-Negro division activated by the United States Army” because “at the outbreak of the war, the American Negro clamored for an active part in the nation’s war effort,” a feature near the book’s end, datelined Paris, March 20, 1945, announces, “Negroes and Whites . . . Go Into Battle Side by Side for First Times in U.S. Army History.” The pages of Pop’s chronicle celebrate the appointment of Francis Ellis Rivers as a City Court judge in New York, as well as the first nine months of service of Hugh Mulzac, the “First Negro Captain of an American Ship.”

Pop compiled these clippings about the wartime heroics of black servicemen while working as a janitor at the First National Bank. At sixty-three, he was too old to serve but was required to register. Pop’s draft-registration card from 1942 contains the fullest description of him that has ever come to my  attention: his height is five feet eight inches, his eyes are hazel, his weight is a hundred and sixty-two pounds, his hair is gray, and his complexion is “ruddy.” (The choices for complexion were “sallow,” “light,” “ruddy,” “dark,” “freckled,” “light brown,” “dark brown,” and “black.”) Under the column for “Race,” the “White” box had initially been checked; evidently, the registrar had taken him for a white man. In decisive black ink, the check mark was crossed out. The registrant must have demurred. (By contrast, Pop’s brother Roscoe chose to take advantage of a similar error that year and pass for white.) Identity wasn’t merely a matter of skin color; it was a matter of history. Pop knew himself to be an estimable colored man. The new check mark appeared beside “Negro.”


SOURCE: The New Yorker, December 1, 2008.








MY YIDDISHE MAMA

SINCE 1977, WHEN I sat riveted every night for a week in front of my TV, I have had “Roots” envy. Even if scholars remain deeply skeptical about his methodology, Alex Haley went to his grave believing that he had found the ethnic group from which his African ancestors originated before surviving the dreaded Middle Passage.

Two years before, I proudly told a fellow student at Cambridge, an Anglo-Ghanaian, that I could trace my slave ancestors back to 1819, the birth date of Jane Gates, my paternal great-great-grandmother. I wondered if he could do better?

He invited me to accompany him to the University Library, where, buried deep in the stacks, he found a copy of Burke’s Peerage, then walked me through his mother’s English ancestry with certainty back to one Richard Crispe who died in 1575, and who, the book said “probably” descended from William Crispe, who had died in 1207. His father’s side, members of the Asante people in Ghana, he could trace to the 17th century. The roots of my “Roots” envy?

After years of frustration, I determined to do something about it. So I decided to invite eight prominent African Americans to allow their DNA to be tested and their family histories to be researched for a documentary film. When the paper trail would end, inevitably, in the abyss of slavery, we would then try to find their African roots through science.

Having been involved in after-school programs, I was hoping to get inner-city school kids engaged by the wonders of both genetics and archival research.

But I had ulterior motives, too. I wanted to find my white patriarch, the father of Jane Gates’s children. Maybe genetics could verify the family legend that the father of Jane’s children was an Irish man from Cresaptown, Md., a slave-holder named Samuel Brady. Perhaps I could give Jane her Thomas Jefferson–Sally Hemings moment!

I also had hopes for my African origins. Throughout my adult life, I’ve always been drawn to Nigeria’s Yoruba culture—to its cuisine, its legends, its  rhythms and its songs. As a Fela Ransome-Kuti album played in my head, I wondered whether geneticists could determine that I had physical, not only spiritual, affinities to the Yoruba.

Our genealogists as well as our geneticists were given a tough assignment. Five generations ago, each of us has 32 ancestors, or two to the fifth power. If we go back 10 generations, or 300 years, each of us has 1,024 theoretical ancestors, or two to the 10th power. Even with genetics, we can only trace two of our family lines. The first African slaves arrived in Virginia in 1619; the slaves were freed in 1865, and appeared with two legal names for the first time in the 1870 census. Penetrating the name barrier of 1870 required detailed and imaginative sleuthing through the records of slave-holders, praying that they somehow mentioned one of their slaves by first name, in wills, tax records or estate division papers.

The stories that we found are not the sort found in textbooks, which tend either to recreate Black History through the narratives of great women and men, or else through broad social movements. We were able to find stirring stories of heretofore anonymous individuals who made heroic contributions against seemingly insurmountable odds. If the promise of America was the right to own land, very few blacks were able to do so before the middle of the 20th century. But some did.

Oprah Winfrey’s great-great-grandfather, Constantine Winfrey, a farm worker in Mississippi, had the audacity to approach a white man, John Watson, in 1876, and make a wager: If he picked 10 bales of cotton in one year, Watson would give Winfrey 80 acres of his land in return. (In 1870, a bale of cotton weighed 500 pounds.) On June 21, 1881, a property deed recorded the land exchange between the two. Constantine is listed in the 1870 census as illiterate; 10 years later, he had learned to read and write. And when, in 1906, the local “colored school” was slated for destruction, Constantine arranged to save it by having it moved to this property.

Chris Tucker’s great-great-grandfather, Theodore Arthur Bryant Sr., sold off parcels of his land to his black neighbors for below-market prices so that they would not join the Great Migration to the North, thereby saving the black community of Flat Rock, Ga.

Whoopi Goldberg’s great-great-grandparents, William and Eisa Washington, in 1878 received 104.5 acres in Alachua County, Fla., under the Southern Homestead Act of 1866. Less than 10% of black petitioners in Florida received land. “My country ’tis of thee,” Whoopi exclaimed, when she received this news. “My country.”

In the case of the astronaut Mae Jemison, we were able, incredibly, to trace three of her family lines deep into slavery, including discovering both  a fourth great-grandmother and a fourth or fifth great-grandfather. Four of our subjects are descended from people who owned property in the 1800s, two well before the Civil War, and two more by 1881. The latter two, freed in 1865, in effect got their 40 acres, if not the mule.

Our genetic research also yielded a rich panoply of results, and a few surprises. My subjects share common ancestry with, among others, members of the Mbundu of Angola, the Kpelle of Liberia, the Tikar of Cameroon, the Igbo of Nigeria, the Mandinka and the Pepel of Guinea-Bissau, the Makua of Mozambique, and the Bamileke of Cameroon. I had expected the revelation of their African roots to form the dramatic climax of our research. But our subjects’ reactions to their putative genetic identities remained somewhat abstract.

What really stirred them was the light shed on their American heritage, their known world, as Edward Jones put it. It was a world they could touch and imagine, through the branches of their family trees. Genealogy trumped genetics. It was as if Africa, as the poet Langston Hughes wrote, was “so long, so far away.” Roots, like charity, start at home.

Contrary to conventional wisdom, and contrary to those who worry about “the geneticization of identity,” our sense of identity—in this case at least—seems to be more deeply rooted in the histories of family members we can name than in anonymous ancestors emerging out of the dense shadows of an African past, unveiled through a process admittedly still in its infancy. For my subjects, genealogy seems to have been a way of staking a claim on a richer American identity, an identity established through individual triumphs like the attainment of literacy and the purchasing of land.

[image: 002]

What of my own case of “Roots” envy? We advertised for, and found, two male descendants of Samuel Brady, and compared their Y-DNA with mine. My haplotype, common in Western Ireland and the Netherlands, has as much in common genetically with Samuel Brady as it does, I suppose, with half of the males in Galway and Amsterdam. So much for that bit of family lore.

On the other hand, our genealogical research uncovered, to my astonishment, one of my fifth great-grandfathers and two fourth great-grandfathers, two born in the middle of the 18th century. I learned that one, John Redman, a Free Negro, even fought in the American Revolution. Despite the fact that we didn’t find Jane Gates’s children’s father, we believe that we have found her mother, a slave, born circa 1799.

As for my mitochondrial DNA, my mother’s mother’s mother’s lineage? Would it be Yoruba, as I fervently hoped? My Fela Ransome-Kuti fantasy was not exactly borne out. A number of exact matches turned up, leading straight back to that African Kingdom called Northern Europe, to the genes of (among others) a female Ashkenazi Jew. Maybe it was time to start listening to “My Yiddishe Mama.”


SOURCE: The Wall Street Journal, February 1, 2006.








NATIVE SONS OF LIBERTY

ON JUNE 11, 1823, a man named John Redman walked into the courtroom of Judge Charles Lobb in Hardy County, Virginia, to apply for a pension, claiming to be a veteran of the Revolutionary War. Redman, more than 60 years old, testified that he had been in the First Virginia Regiment of Light Dragoons from Christmas 1778 through 1782, serving initially as a waiter to Lt. Vincent Howell.

The Light Dragoons fought mainly on horseback, using sabers, pistols, and light carbines. They marched from Winchester, Va., to Georgia, where, in the fall of 1779, they laid siege to Savannah. The following year, they fought in Charleston, S.C., narrowly escaping capture in a rout by the British. Redman’s regiment fought the Creek Indians and the British early in 1782, ultimately triumphing over them in June at Sharon, Ga., near Savannah. After the war, Redman settled in Hardy County, where he and his wife kept a farm.

Four decades later, a neighbor and fellow veteran named John Jenkins affirmed Redman’s court testimony. A few weeks later, Redman was granted his Certificate of Pension, receiving the tidy sum of $8 a month until his death in 1836.

Yet standing before Judge Lobb in his courtroom that morning in 1823, John Redman had every reason to be nervous, for his appeal was anything but ordinary. Redman was the rarest of breeds: not just a patriot, but a black patriot—both a free Negro in a nation of slaves and a black man who had fought in a white man’s war.

In 1790, only 1.7 percent of Virginia’s population consisted of free people of color; in the 13 former colonies and the territories of Kentucky, Maine and Vermont, the combined figure was even smaller. Historians estimate that only 5,000 black men served in the Continental Army, whereas tens of thousands fled slavery to join the British.

The story of John Redman is illuminating because it opens a window on an aspect of the Revolutionary War that remains too little known: the contributions and sacrifices of a band of black patriots. But it is particularly fascinating to me because, as I learned just recently, John Redman was my ancestor.

I have been obsessed with my family tree since I was a boy. My grandfather, Edward Gates, died in 1960, when I was 9. After his burial at Rose Hill Cemetery in Cumberland, Md.—Gateses have been buried there since 1888—my father showed me my grandfather’s scrapbooks. There, buried in those yellowing pages of newsprint, was an obituary, the obituary, to my astonishment, of our matriarch, a midwife and former slave named Jane Gates. “An estimable colored woman,” the obituary said.

I wanted to know how I got here from there, from the mysterious and shadowy preserve of slavery in the depths of the black past, to my life as a 10-year-old Negro boy living blissfully in a stable, loving family in Piedmont, W. Va., circa 1960, in the middle of the civil rights movement.

I peppered my father with questions about the names and dates of my ancestors, both black and white, and dutifully recorded the details in a notebook. I wanted to see my white ancestors’ coat of arms. Eventually, I even allowed myself to dream of discovering which tribe we had come from in Africa.

More recently, in part to find my own roots, I started work on a documentary series on genetics and black genealogy. I especially wanted to find my white patriarch, the father of Jane Gates’s children. The genealogical research into my family tree uncovered, to my great wonder, three of my fourth great-grandfathers on my mother’s side: Isaac Clifford, Joe Bruce and John Redman.

All were black and born in the middle of the 18th century; two gained freedom by the beginning of the Revolutionary War. All three lived in the vicinity of Williamsport, a tiny town in the Potomac Valley in the Allegheny Mountains, in what is now West Virginia.

I am descended from these men through my maternal grandmother, Marguerite Howard, whom we affectionately called “Big Mom.” When Jane Ailes, a genealogist, revealed these discoveries to me, I could scarcely keep my composure. In searching for a white ancestor, I had found—improbably—a black patriot instead.

Frankly, it had never occurred to me that I, or anyone in the many branches of my family—Gateses, Colemans, Howards, Bruces, Cliffords, and Redmans—had even the remotest relationship to the American Revolution, or to anyone who had fought in it. If anyone had told me a year ago that this summer I would be inducted into the Sons of the American Revolution as the descendant of a black patriot—183 years almost to the day after John  Redman proved his claim—I would have laughed. I had long supposed that slavery had robbed my ancestors of the privilege of fighting for the birth of this country.

Like most African-Americans of my generation, I had heard of the Daughters of the American Revolution, unfortunately, because of their refusal in 1939 to allow the great contralto, Marian Anderson, the right to perform at Constitution Hall. Anderson responded to the group’s racism with sonorous defiance, holding her Easter Sunday concert on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial instead.

In part to make amends for their treatment of Anderson, the Daughters of the American Revolution have begun counting the number of black patriots; so far they have documented about 3,000. Harvard’s Du Bois Institute and the Sons of the American Revolution are now researching the 80,000 pension and bounty land warrant applications of Revolutionary War veterans to compare these names to census records from 1790 to 1840.

Already, in just a few weeks, we have discovered almost a dozen African-Americans who served in the war and whose racial identity had been lost or undetected. With this systematic approach, we hope to expand substantially our knowledge of African-Americans who served in the Continental Army and, eventually, to reach a definitive number.

Once the research is completed, we will advertise for descendants of these individuals and encourage them to join the Sons or Daughters of the American Revolution, thus increasing the organizations’ black memberships beyond the meager few dozen or so the two groups have now. (If all of my aunts, uncles and cousins who are also descended from John Redman join, we will quadruple the number of black members in both organizations!)

We want to establish the exact number of descendants of African-Americans who served in the Continental Army, great American patriots, defenders of liberty to which they themselves were not entitled.

Of course, it is perfectly irrelevant, in one sense, what one’s ancestors did two centuries ago; but re-imagining our past, as Americans, can sometimes help us to re-imagine our future. In doing so, it may help to understand that the founding of this Republic was not only red, white and blue, it was also indelibly black.


SOURCE: The New York Times Week in Review, August 6, 2006.








IN THE KITCHEN

WE ALWAYS HAD a gas stove in the kitchen, though electric cooking became fashionable in Piedmont, like using Crest toothpaste rather than Colgate, or watching Huntley and Brinkley rather than Walter Cronkite. But for us it was gas, Colgate, and good ole Walter Cronkite, come what may. We used gas partly out of loyalty to Big Mom, Mama’s mama, because she was mostly blind and still loved to cook, and she could feel her way better with gas than with electric.

But the most important thing about our gas-equipped kitchen was that Mama used to do hair there. She had a “hot comb”—a fine-toothed iron instrument with a long wooden handle—and a pair of iron curlers that opened and closed like scissors: Mama would put them into the gas fire until they glowed. You could smell those prongs heating up.

I liked what that smell meant for the shape of my day. There was an intimate warmth in the women’s tones as they talked with my mama while she did their hair. I knew what the women had been through to get their hair ready to be “done,” because I would watch Mama do it to herself. How that scorched kink could be transformed through grease and fire into a magnificent head of wavy hair was a miracle to me. Still is.

Mama would wash her hair over the sink, a towel wrapped round her shoulders, wearing just her half-slip and her white bra. (We had no shower until we moved down Rat Tail Road into Doc Wolverton’s house, in 1954.) After she had dried it, she would grease her scalp thoroughly with blue Bergamot hair grease, which came in a short, fat jar with a picture of a beautiful colored lady on it. It’s important to grease your scalp real good, my mama would explain, to keep from burning yourself.

Of course, her hair would return to its natural kink almost as soon as the hot water and shampoo hit it. To me, it was another miracle how hair so “straight” would so quickly become kinky again once it even approached some water.

My mama had only a few “clients” whose heads she “did”—and did, I think, because she enjoyed it, rather than for the few dollars it brought in. They would sit on one of our red plastic kitchen chairs, the kind with the shiny metal legs, and brace themselves for the process. Mama would stroke that red-hot iron, which by this time had been in the gas fire for half an hour or more, slowly but firmly through their hair, from scalp to strand’s end. It made a scorching, crinkly sound, the hot iron did, as it burned its way through damp kink, leaving in its wake the straightest of hair strands, each of them standing up long and tall but drooping at the end, like the top of a heavy willow tree. Slowly, steadily, with deftness and grace, Mama’s hands would transform a round mound of Odetta kink into a darkened swamp of everglades. The Bergamot made the hair shiny; the heat of the hot iron gave it a brownish-red cast. Once all the hair was as straight as God allows kink to get, Mama would take the well-heated curling iron and twirl the straightened strands into more or less loosely wrapped curls. She claimed that she owed her strength and skill as a hairdresser to her wrists, and her little finger would poke out the way it did when she sipped tea. Mama was a southpaw, who wrote upside down and backwards to produce the cleanest, roundest letters you’ve ever seen.

The “kitchen” she would all but remove from sight with a pair of shears bought for this purpose. Now, the kitchen was the room in which we were sitting, the room where Mama did hair and washed clothes, and where each of us bathed in a galvanized tub. But the word has another meaning, and the “kitchen” I’m speaking of now is the very kinky bit of hair at the back of the head, where the neck meets the shirt collar. If there ever was one part of our African past that resisted assimilation, it was the kitchen. No matter how hot the iron, no matter how powerful the chemical, no matter how stringent the mashed-potatoes-and-lye formula of a man’s “process,” neither God nor woman nor Sammy Davis, Jr., could straighten the kitchen. The kitchen was permanent, irredeemable, invincible kink. Unassimilably African. No matter what you did, no matter how hard you tried, nothing could dekink a person’s kitchen. So you trimmed it off as best you could.

When hair had begun to “turn,” as they’d say, or return to its natural kinky glory, it was the kitchen that turned first. When the kitchen started creeping up the back of the neck, it was time to get your hair done again. The kitchen around the back, and nappy edges at the temples.

Sometimes, after dark, Mr. Charlie Carroll would come to have his hair done. Mr. Charlie Carroll was very light-complected and had a ruddy nose, the kind of nose that made me think of Edmund Gwenn playing Kris Kringle in Miracle on 34th Street. At the beginning, they did it after Rocky  and I had gone to sleep. It was only later that we found out he had come to our house so Mama could iron his hair—not with a hot comb and curling iron but with our very own Proctor-Silex steam iron. For some reason, Mr. Charlie would conceal his Frederick Douglass mane under a big white Stetson hat, which I never saw him take off. Except when he came to our house, late at night, to have his hair pressed.

(Later, Daddy would tell us about Mr. Charlie’s most prized piece of knowledge, which the man would confide only after his hair had been pressed, as a token of intimacy. “Not many people know this,” he’d say in a tone of circumspection, “but George Washington was Abraham Lincoln’s daddy.” Nodding solemnly, he’d add the clincher: “A white man told me.” Though he was in dead earnest, this became a humorous refrain around the house—“a white man told me”—used to punctuate especially preposterous assertions.)

My mother furtively examined my daughters’ kitchens whenever we went home for a visit in the early eighties. It became a game between us. I had told her not to do it, because I didn’t like the politics it suggested of “good” and “bad” hair. “Good” hair was straight. “Bad” hair was kinky. Even in the late sixties, at the height of Black Power, most people could not bring themselves to say “bad” for “good” and “good” for “bad.” They still said that hair like white hair was “good,” even if they encapsulated it in a disclaimer like “what we used to call ‘good.’”

Maggie would be seated in her high chair, throwing food this way and that, and Mama would be cooing about how cute it all was, remembering how I used to do the same thing, and wondering whether Maggie’s flinging her food with her left hand meant that she was going to be a southpaw too. When my daughter was just about covered with Franco-American SpaghettiOs, Mama would seize the opportunity and wipe her clean, dipping her head, tilted to one side, down under the back of Maggie’s neck. Sometimes, if she could get away with it, she’d even rub a curl between her fingers, just to make sure that her bifocals had not deceived her. Then she’d sigh with satisfaction and relief, thankful that her prayers had been answered. No kink . . . yet. “Mama!” I’d shout, pretending to be angry. (Every once in a while, if no one was looking, I’d peek too.)

I say “yet” because most black babies are born with soft, silken hair. Then, sooner or later, it begins to “turn,” as inevitably as do the seasons or the leaves on a tree. And if it’s meant to turn, it turns, no matter how hard you try to stop it. People once thought baby oil would stop it. They were wrong.

Everybody I knew as a child wanted to have good hair. You could be as ugly as homemade sin dipped in misery and still be thought attractive if you  had good hair. Jesus Moss was what the girls at Camp Lee, Virginia, had called Daddy’s hair during World War II. I know he played that thick head of hair for all it was worth, too. Still would, if he could.

My own hair was “not a bad grade,” as barbers would tell me when they cut my head for the first time. It’s like a doctor reporting the overall results of the first full physical that he has given you. “You’re in good shape” or “Blood pressure’s kind of high; better cut down on salt.”

I spent much of my childhood and adolescence messing with my hair. I definitely wanted straight hair. Like Pop’s.

When I was about three, I tried to stick a wad of Bazooka bubble gum to that straight hair of his. I suppose what fixed that memory for me is the spanking I got for doing so: he turned me upside down, holding me by my feet, the better to paddle my behind. Little nigger, he shouted, walloping away. I started to laugh about it two days later, when my behind stopped hurting.

When black people say “straight,” of course, they don’t usually mean “straight” literally, like, say, the hair of Peggy Lipton (the white girl on The Mod Squad) or Mary of Peter, Paul and Mary fame; black people call that “stringy” hair. No, “straight” just means not kinky, no matter what contours the curl might take. Because Daddy had straight hair, I would have done anything to have straight hair—and I used to try everything to make it straight, short of getting a process, which only riffraff were dumb enough to do.

Of the wide variety of techniques and methods I came to master in the great and challenging follicle prestidigitation, almost all had two things in common: a heavy, oil-based grease and evenly applied pressure. It’s no accident that many of the biggest black companies in the fifties and sixties made hair products. Indeed, we do have a vast array of hair grease. And I have tried it all, in search of that certain silky touch, one that leaves neither the hand nor the pillow sullied by grease.

I always wondered what Frederick Douglass put on his hair, or Phillis Wheatley. Or why Wheatley has that rag on her head in the little engraving in the frontispiece of her book. One thing is for sure: you can bet that when Wheatley went to England to see the Countess of Huntington, she did not stop by the Queen’s Coiffeur on the way. So many black people still get their hair straightened that it’s a wonder we don’t have a national holiday for Madame C.J. Walker, who invented the process for straightening kinky hair, rather than for Dr. King. Jheri-curled or “relaxed”—it’s still fried hair.

I used all the greases, from sea-blue Bergamot, to creamy vanilla Duke (in its orange-and-white jar), to the godfather of grease, the formidable Murray’s. Now, Murray’s was some serious grease. Whereas Bergamot was like  oily Jell-O and Duke was viscous and sickly sweet, Murray’s was light brown and hard. Hard as lard and twice as greasy, Daddy used to say whenever the subject of Murray’s came up. Murray’s came in an orange can with a screw-on top. It was so hard that some people would put a match to the can, just to soften it and make it more manageable. In the late sixties, when Afros came into style, I’d use Afro-Sheen. From Murray’s to Duke to Afro-Sheen: that was my progression in black consciousness.

We started putting hot towels or washrags over our greased-down Murray’s-coated heads, in order to melt the wax into the scalp and follicles. Unfortunately, the wax had a curious habit of running down your neck, ears, and forehead. Not to mention your pillowcase.

Another problem was that if you put two palmfuls of Murray’s on your head, your hair turned white. Duke did the same thing. It was a challenge: if you got rid of the white stuff, you had a magnificent head of wavy hair. Murray’s turned kink into waves. Lots of waves. Frozen waves. A hurricane couldn’t have blown those waves around.

That was the beauty of it. Murray’s was so hard that it froze your hair into the wavy style you brushed it into. It looked really good if you wore a part. A lot of guys had parts cut into their hair by a barber, with clippers or a straight-edge razor. Especially if you had kinky hair—in which case you’d generally wear a short razor cut, or what we called a Quo Vadis.

Being obsessed with our hair, we tried to be as innovative as possible. Everyone knew about using a stocking cap, because your father or your uncle or the older guys wore them whenever something really big was about to happen, secular or sacred, a funeral or a dance, a wedding or a trip in which you confronted official white people, or when you were trying to look really sharp. When it was time to be clean, you wore a stocking cap. If the event was really a big one, you made a new cap for the occasion.

A stocking cap was made by asking your mother for one of her hose, and cutting it with a pair of scissors about six inches or so from the open end, where the elastic goes up to the top of the thigh. Then you’d knot the cut end, and behold—a conical-shaped hat or cap, with an elastic band that you pulled down low on your forehead and down around your neck in the back. A good stocking cap, to work well, had to fit tight and snug, like a press. And it had to fit that tightly because it was a press: it pressed your hair with the force of the hose’s elastic. If you greased your hair down real good and left the stocking cap on long enough—voilà: you got a head of pressed-against-the-scalp waves. If you used Murray’s, and if you wore a stocking cap to sleep, you got a whole lot of waves. (You also got a ring around your forehead when you woke up, but eventually that disappeared.)

And then you could enjoy your concrete ’do. Swore we were bad, too, with all that grease and those flat heads. My brother and I would brush it out a bit in the morning, so it would look—ahem—“natural.”

Grown men still wear stocking caps, especially older men, who generally keep their caps in their top drawer, along with their cufflinks and their see-through silk socks, their Maverick tie, their silk handkerchief, and whatever else they prize most.

A Murrayed-down stocking cap was the respectable version of the process, which, by contrast, was most definitely not a cool thing to have, at least if you weren’t an entertainer by trade.

Zeke and Keith and Poochie and a few other stars of the basketball team all used to get a process once or twice a year. It was expensive, and to get one you had to go to Pittsburgh or D.C. or Uniontown, someplace where there were enough colored people to support a business. They’d disappear, then reappear a day or two later, strutting like peacocks, their hair burned slightly red from the chemical lye base. They’d also wear “rags” or cloths or handkerchiefs around it when they slept or played basketball. Do-rags, they were called. But the result was straight hair, with a hint of wave. No curl. Do-it-yourselfers took their chances at home with a concoction of mashed potatoes and lye.

The most famous process, outside of what Malcolm X describes in his Autobiography and maybe that of Sammy Davis, Jr., was Nat King Cole’s. Nat King Cole had patent-leather hair.

“That man’s got the finest process money can buy.” That’s what Daddy said the night Cole’s TV show aired on NBC, November 5, 1956. I remember the date because everyone came to our house to watch it and to celebrate one of Daddy’s buddies’ birthdays. Yeah, Uncle Joe chimed in, they can do shit to his hair that the average Negro can’t even think about—secret shit.

Nat King Cole was clean. I’ve had an ongoing argument with a Nigerian friend about Nat King Cole for twenty years now. Not whether or not he could sing; any fool knows that he could sing. But whether or not he was a handkerchief-head for wearing that patent-leather process.

Sammy Davis’s process I detested. It didn’t look good on him. Worse still, he liked to have a fried strand dangling down the middle of his forehead, shaking it out from the crown when he sang. But Nat King Cole’s hair was a thing unto itself, a beautifully sculpted work of art that he and he alone should have had the right to wear.

The only difference between a process and a stocking cap, really, was taste; yet Nat King Cole—unlike, say, Michael Jackson—looked good in his  process. His head looked like Rudolph Valentino’s in the twenties, and some say it was Valentino that the process imitated. But Nat King Cole wore a process because it suited his face, his demeanor, his name, his style. He was as clean as he wanted to be.

I had forgotten all about Nat King Cole and that patent-leather look until the day in 1971 when I was sitting in an Arab restaurant on the island of Zanzibar, surrounded by men in fezzes and white caftans, trying to learn how to eat curried goat and rice with the fingers of my right hand, feeling two million miles from home, when all of a sudden the old transistor radio sitting on top of a china cupboard stopped blaring out its Swahili music to play “Fly Me to the Moon” by Nat King Cole. The restaurant’s din was not affected at all, not even by half a decibel. But in my mind’s eye, I saw it: the King’s sleek black magnificent tiara. I managed, barely, to blink back the tears.


SOURCE: Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Colored People (Alfred A. Knopf, 1994).








WALK THE LAST MILE

MAMA CAME TO believe early on that the key to wealth and comfort in America was owning property. She wanted a nice house for the same reason she liked nice things. But she wanted to own a piece of earth too. Because colored people were hindered from owning property in Piedmont throughout the years of my childhood, our houses were always rented.

So Mama always wanted to buy a house. She was possessed by the subject. The funny thing, though, is that up to the very end, she would say that her first home with Daddy was her favorite. And now that I have been married for two decades, I understand how a house for four people that was as big as a postage stamp could be re-created by imagination and memory as a château. She loved it because she was happy, and in love, and in love with her life there. This would not always be so. But none of that stopped her from moving.

Unfortunately for Mama, the only person in the Gates family I ever heard of who didn’t care for owning property was Daddy. Just Mama’s luck, and ours. Daddy was terrified of debt. So even in the late sixties, when her brother Earkie established a precedent by purchasing the Coleman family house, he still wasn’t interested. And the inability to own became one of Mama’s great frustrations.

Where Daddy shied from debt, Mama was intrepid, at least until the change. She could leverage Daddy’s two salaries like a Wall Street financier. But Miss Pauline wanted a house, and that was tantalizingly out of reach.

She started buying house books and magazines. Dozens, for research. She and I would look at them, just as I would study the pages of the three or four mail order catalogues we’d regularly receive: Ward’s, Sears, Roebuck, General Merchandise, Mayer’s. (Almost all of our Christmas gifts came from General Merchandise.)

At one point, Mama’s plan was to build a house, on land near her mother or brothers on Erin Street. The first time I ever saw Mama really angry at my father—much angrier than when she’d accuse him of flirting with Miss Noll or Miss Mary—was on the day when he killed the deal that would  have let us build a sort of family complex with two or three of Mama’s brothers. We had the plans, the land was picked out (just below Big Mom’s, near where Miss Lizzy’s dogs barked at night when the Sneakin’ Deacon made his rounds visiting his parishioners), and Mama was all excited. Radiant, in fact. She loved to dream, like all the Colemans, and she loved to make things happen, which was more Gates than Coleman. (When it came to finance and risk, Daddy was more Coleman than Gates.)

“We’re not going to do it,” Daddy said.

“Why not?” Mama demanded.

“Because I’m not going to sign the papers.”

That was it. The whole thing. I don’t think Mama ever got over it. Not until they bought the old Thomas house on East Hampshire Street, if then.

Mrs. Thomas was an old white lady for whom Mama had worked when she was a little girl. I never met Mrs. Thomas, but I knew the name because Mama would mention her to Daddy once in a while. She and her husband had a son, Paul, who went off to college and became some sort of executive. He lived Elsewhere. “I used to call all colored women Dorothy,” Paul told me later, “because Dorothy Coleman [Nemo’s wife] was our maid, and I loved her so much.” (Nemo was Mama’s brother, James Coleman, Sr., the oldest of the nine Coleman siblings.)

I thought that was sweet. Racist cracker, Daddy would later say. Then he’d laugh: All niggers do kinda look alike.

Cut to 1960. I was all of ten years old and was sitting in the living room of Mrs. Thomas’s house. She had just been buried, and her son was selling off their antiques. Mama knew the furniture, because she had cleaned it. She was very comfortable with Paul too. He treated her with a great deal of respect, even deference.

Mama had something on her mind, some goal in sight, and she was determined to achieve it. So we had bathed and put on our good clothes. She was dressed to kill.

I want those two bookcases, Paul, she said straightforwardly. And the desk in your room.

Paul hadn’t wanted to sell that desk, I suspect. He looked sort of blankly at Mama.

They are a set, she said.

They stared at each other for a little bit, like two animals dancing for dominance.

Is twenty dollars too much? Paul finally asked. When Paul went to get the receipt book, Mama whispered that maybe we’d live in a nice house like this someday.

One case went for our reference books, the other went down to Aunt Marguerite’s, and the desk went to me. Elmer Shaver—Daddy’s boss at the telephone company—bought the house.

Owning furniture wasn’t the same as owning a house, and as I grew up, I resolved to do something about it.

Our rented house had been plenty big enough, until Mama started collecting obsessively, canned food and bolts of cloth for a rainy day, as she’d said at first. You never know when you’ll need these things, she’d said. One day next Tuesday, Daddy would mumble under his breath, by which he meant the twelfth of never. All of us, even Daddy, used to spend long hours praying that one day next Tuesday would come soon. She hoarded items like someone who was afraid of being poor again, and she was immune to reassurance. She had even taken to hiding her money in the drawer of her bureau.

I came home from college one summer and walked up the pavement. When Mama opened the door, I saw her as if for the first time: so old and tired and despondent. The years of having her hair done had damaged her hair so much that she was going bald. She’d taken to wearing a wig. I know I look bad, she said, wiping her forehead, where the sweat ran down from under her wig. I am just so tired.

Opportunely, Elmer Shaver had decided to retire and sell the Thomas house he’d bought when I was ten. My brother Rocky, Daddy and I pooled all our resources, including a few scholarship checks, and the deal was done.

The purchase of the Thomas house wasn’t all I arranged at that time. I also prepared to go to court and change my name from Louis Smith Gates, as my birth certificate reads, to that of my father. Mama had promised her best friend, unmarried Miss Smith, that she’d pass her name on to the second-born, since the first-born was named for his grandfathers, Paul Coleman and Edward Gates. I had hated that name, Smith, felt deprived of my birthright. Finally, I got around to telling my parents. Then, oddly, I found myself climbing Up the Hill to tell my grandmother. “Thank the Lord,” Big Mom said. “That name never made sense to me anyhow.” A few days later, I was on the witness stand, responding to Judge Cuppett’s questions about why I sought to do this thing after all this time. Because I love my father and because it is my true name, I said, in the presence of Mama and Daddy and my soon-to-be wife, Sharon, and a bailiff. We all cried and cried together at that courthouse in Keyser.

Completing the purchase of the Thomas house from the Shavers proved a more delicate affair. A year later, just after the closing, Mama decided she didn’t want to move in. She preferred this house or that house. Even the Campbell house next door, which needed a complete renovation. She wasn’t  going to leave Erin Street. She didn’t have enough furniture. The house was too big. It was too dark. Who’d cut the grass? The neighbors were racists.

Mama, what’s wrong with you? I pleaded. We’ll lose all our money.

It was a pitched battle, but Mama finally moved. Sharon and I bought a dining room set at Macy’s—on a charge account that was soon canceled for nonpayment—rented a U-Haul, and drove it from New York City to the Valley. Mama’s brothers unpacked it and carried it in. Rocky and his wife, Paula, and their two girls drove down from New Jersey. And we had one hell of a feast. Roast beef and brown potatoes; “baked baked beans”; baked corn; kale, well-seasoned, cooked for hours with a big piece of fatback. Then I asked Mama, in the quiet of the celebration’s aftermath, just what all the rigmarole about not moving was all about.

“Skippy, you’ll never know,” she said.

Then, haltingly, she began to talk.

“Mrs. Thomas used to make me sit out in the kitchen, at a little wooden table, and eat the scraps. She was a mean woman. She used to leave money around, to see if I would steal it. She made me work on Thanksgiving and Christmas. She treated me bad.... The thought of moving into this house . . . I wanted to burn this house down.”

Her eyes were glassy; she lowered her head, placing two fingers on the bridge of her nose. It was a gesture of resignation; she was angry that the memories still had that power.

Mama cried for a long time. And she almost never cried. But it was Mama’s house now. And she had it a decent while before the onset of her final depression, when she would sit for most of the day in her big reclining chair, talking about death if she talked at all. I’ll never know if we did the right thing by buying her that house, or whether our insistence on vindicating her was somehow misguided.

 



It was 1987 and I had been at an out-of-town conference, when I got the news. I’ll never forget that slow walk down the corridor to the hotel door. From a distance, I could see the pink message slips taped all over my door. It had to be death or its imminence, I thought. It had to be Mama. Messages from the dean, from the police, from the department, from my wife, my father, from the hotel manager, from the police again, CALL HOME.

She had been in the hospital for a checkup, and she seemed to be doing fine. The white lady sharing the room with her said she was talking one minute and slumped over the next. They kept her alive on a machine.

She’s up, she’s down, she might not make it through the night. She’s a little better? She’s worse? She won’t . . . not even through the night? I flew  out to Pittsburgh, the nearest airport, at dawn, then rented a car from there, weeping all the way. Sharon and the kids drove from Ithaca.

At the hospital, Mama kept looking up at me, then at the big blue-gray machine, trying to ask something with her eyes. She’d be fully awake and conscious, then they’d have to jump-start her heart again. She’d come back as if she’d just been asleep, asking that same question again with her eyes. We’d go, we’d come, over the course of the day, till my family finally got there, at about nine that night. She’d waited to say goodbye.

It was about midnight when we agreed not to shock her heart anymore. Rocky, by now an oral surgeon, had assumed charge. I had told her how much I loved her, and she had smiled that deep-down smile, something to take with her on the road.

 



Nemo and Mama are buried near each other, in the new, highly esteemed, and otherwise white cemetery just outside Keyser, behind the hill overlooking Mr. Bump’s trailer park. It probably bothers Mama to be looking down at Nemo every day, unless she has forgiven him for not calling her to say goodbye when Big Mom was dying.

It’s the kind of cemetery that seems fake to me, with all the headstones bronze and flat, exactly the same size. We got the “deluxe” model and jazzed it up as best we could. It’s got a little poem on it, and a bas-relief flower. Maybe it should have just said “Miss Pauline,” because everybody’d know who that was.

I hate that cemetery. Not because of the lack of aesthetic appeal; not because it’s integrated; but because what Nemo called the Power isn’t there. When you go up on Radical Hill, up past where Sherry Lewis used to live, enter the gate, and take the dusty road to the colored cemetery . . . now, that’s a cemetery. All the markers have different shapes, and the graves are laid out whopper-jawed. Upkeep varies, so some graves look pretty disheveled. Not Daddy Paul’s, of course, and not Big Mom’s, either.

This is where the old souls come to hide, resting till the Day of the Lord. Falling out over graves, like I once saw Mr. Bootsie do when I was a boy, listening to Mama perform her eulogy. Please, please—just one more look, don’t take her yet, just one more look, was all he said, shouting and whooping and hollering and falling out all over his mother’s grave.

You had a chance, in a colored funeral. You had a chance to work out your grief. You didn’t have to be in a hurry with it, either. You could touch it, play with it, and talk to it, letting it work itself up in its own good time. Mama said she didn’t want one of those tearjerkers, with crepe-hangers sitting in the mourners’ pew and then crowding around her grave. She wanted  a closed casket, ten minutes at the max, and don’t let Nemo officiate. That was when she was younger. She’d pick out her dress and wig hat, the jewelry and the shoes, when she got old. By the time my mother died, at the worst of her dejection and alienation from herself, her family, the Colemans, seemed to me coolly distant, somewhat embarrassed by her eccentricities and depression. They were tired of her, it almost seemed, and she was tired of life. I think by the end she wanted to die. Nor did she believe in an afterlife. She just wanted release.

Instead of the modern Episcopal Milquetoast service we had for Mama, I passionately wish that her funeral had been like the one for Miss Minnie, or the one for Papa Charlie—or the one for Uncle Boke, which happened back when I was five. That was a nice one.

The sermon was long and loud, demanding that you break down. He’s with the Lord today, walking in grandeur past brooks and fountains, hand in hand with his mother, Miss Lucy Clifford, and his kind old father, Mr. Samuel. I know you want him back, but the Lord had need of him up there. Maybe it was to sing the tenor parts of the spirituals, or maybe to tend the fires. Maybe to polish the silver up nice, or to keep the gold real shiny. I know you’ll miss him; we’ll miss him too. But we’ll meet again soon at the Pearly Gates. On that Great Day of the Judgment, when we cross over, he’ll be waiting there for us, welcoming us into the fold.

Oh, man, did those sermons feel good, sad-good, and hurting. And then they’d sing that killer song, people falling out all along.

 



When I’m gone the last mile of the way I will rest at the close of the day, And I know there are joys that await me When I’ve gone the last mile of the way.

Then Mama had risen to read her piece, looking all good and sounding all fine.

At Mama’s funeral, I wanted to fall out like that, too. I wanted that blue-black preacher who had substituted that time for Reverend Mon-roe and had blown his tired ass away. I wanted him to get up on that pulpit and preach the Sermon of the Dry Bones, like he’d done for Uncle Boke. People still dated things by that sermon: Hey . . . that was two years, three months, fourteen days, seven hours, and five minutes after Brother Blue Gums preached the Sermon of the Dry Bones.

I wanted the Heavenly Gospel Choir to sing a lot of long, sad songs, and I wanted people to fall out. I wanted the church to be hot, with the windows closed, those paper-colored funeral home fans spreading the steam rather than cooling things down. I wanted starched collars to wilt and straightened hair to kink up and “go back,” I wanted the kitchens crinkling up in that  heat, crackling loud and long, before our very eyes. I wanted the whole world to know my mama’s death and her glory while alive. I wanted to cry and cry and cry, so I could tell her how sorry I was for not being a good enough son. I wanted her to know that I could have tried to do more, I could have tried to understand better, I could have come home more. I wanted her to know that I had tried, and that I loved her like life itself, and that I would miss her now that she was gone. I wanted to be sad in that dark, holy place, and I wanted that sadness to last.


SOURCE: Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Colored People (Alfred A. Knopf, 1994).








THE LAST MILL PICNIC

SOME COLORED PEOPLE claimed that they welcomed the change, that it was progress, that it was what we had been working for for so very long, our own version of the civil rights movement and Dr. King. But nobody really believed that, I don’t think. For who in their right mind wanted to attend the mill picnic with the white people, when it meant shutting the colored one down?

Just like they did Howard High School, Nemo’s son, Little Jim, had said. I was only surprised that he said it out loud.

Everybody worked so hard to integrate the thing in the mid-sixties, Aunt Marguerite mused, because that was what we were supposed to do then, what with Dr. King and everything. But by the time those crackers made us join them, she added, we didn’t want to go.

I wish I could say that the community rebelled, that everybody refused to budge, that we joined hands in a circle and sang “We Shall Not, We Shall Not Be Moved,” followed by “We Shall Overcome.” But we didn’t. In fact, people preferred not to acknowledge the approaching end, as if a miracle could happen and this whole nightmare would go away.

It was the last colored mill picnic. Like the roll called up yonder, everybody was there, even Caldonia and Old Man Mose. But Freddie Taylor had brought his 45s and was playing the best of rhythm and blues like nobody could believe. “What Becomes of the Brokenhearted?” was the favorite oldie of the day, because Piedmont was a Jimmy Ruffin town. Mellow, and sad. A coffee-colored feeling, with lots of cream. Jerry Butler’s “Hey, Western Union Man” and Marvin Gaye’s “I Heard It Through the Grapevine” were the most requested recent songs.

We had all come back for it, the diaspora reversing itself. There was a gentle hum or rumble that kept the same pitch all through the day, a lazy sort of pace as we walked back and forth along the arc of parked cars and just-mowed grass at Carskadon’s Farm. Timothy grass and raspberry, black-eyed Susans big as saucers, thistle and dandelion, and everywhere sumac.  The greensward was an allergist’s nightmare, cow pies were a perpetual threat. Still, we walked.

They had tried to shut down Walden Methodist first, but Big Mom, the matriarch, had simply refused to stop attending her church of eight decades. And “the boys”—her sons, the Colemans—had of course supported her. Other than her doctor, Big Mom almost never saw white people. Nor did she care to be with or worship with them. People huddled together and lobbied her, then huddled together and lobbied her some more, to no avail. Big Mom wasn’t going to stop attending Walden Methodist. And that was that. Since she had a weak heart and high blood pressure, had lost most of her sight because of a degenerating retina, couldn’t hear unless you spoke in her ear—and had, above all else, a steely sense of resolve—nobody messed with Big Mom.

The white minister at the newly integrated United Methodist Church, over in the Orchard, would preach his normal sermon and then traipse over to Back Street and minister to Big Mom, Mr. Ozzie, Mr. Doug Twyman, Mr. Lynn Allen, and a Coleman son or two. Miss Toot and her daughters, Frieda and Eudie, would still sing gospel, including “The Prodigal Son.” White people can’t preach too good, was all that Big Mom would volunteer about her experience with integration. I know she thought that God was white: there were all those pictures hanging on her walls. But that was another matter.

They might have kept Walden Methodist, but there was no hope for the mill pic-a-nic. And what was worse was that nobody had known what to do to reverse it. The mill administration itself made the decision, it said, because the law forbade separate but equal everything, including picnics. So the last wave of the civil rights era finally came to the Potomac Valley, crashing down upon the colored world of Piedmont. When it did, its most beloved, and cementing, ritual was doomed to give way. Nobody wanted segregation, you understand; but nobody thought of this as segregation.

So much was the way I remembered these occasions from my earliest childhood, and yet a new age had plainly dawned, an age that made the institution of a segregated picnic seem an anachronism. All of the people under thirty-five or so sported newly coiffed Afros, neatly rounded and shiny with Afro-Sheen. There were red and black and green dashikis everywhere, blousing over bell-bottomed trousers. Gold peace symbols dangled over leather vests, bare nigger toes poked out of fine leather sandals. Soul handshakes filled the air, as did the curious vocatives “brother” and “sister.” I found myself looking for silk socks and stocking-cap waves, sleeveless see-through T-shirts peeking over the open neck of an unbuttoned silk shirt, Eye-talian style. Like Uncle Joe liked to wear when he dressed up. For bottles of whiskey and cheap wine in brown paper bags, furtively shared behind the open trunks of newly waxed cars, cleaned for the occasion, like Mr. Bootsie and Jingles and Mr. Roebuck Johnson used to do. Even the gamblers didn’t have much to say, as they laid their cards down one by one, rather than slapping them down in the bid whist way, talking shit, talking trash, the way it used to be, the way it always was. The way it was supposed to be.

Miss Sarah Russell was there, carrying that black Bible with the reddish-orange pages—the one that printed the Sacred Name of Jesus and His words in bold red letters—still warning everybody about the end of the world and reminding us that Jesus wasn’t going to be sending us a postcard or a telegram when He returned to judge us for our sins. He’d be coming like a thief in the night. The signs of the times are near, she shouted, the signs of the times. Don’t nobody know the season but for the blooming of the trees. There’s war and then there’s the rumors of wars. My God is a harsh master, and the Holy Ghost has unloosed the fire of the spirit, and we know that fire by the talking in tongues.

Whenever Miss Sarah came around, Mr. Bootsie, Mr. Johnson, and Mr. Jingles would never drink out of whatever it was they kept in those brown paper bags. She appreciated that.

Mr. Bootsie and Mr. Marshall were running their card game at its usual place in the arc of parked automobiles, hoping that Miss Sarah would just keep walking by, as she made the rounds, fulfilling her obligation to remind her friends about Jesus’ imminent return, and sharing a cool glass of lemonade and maybe a crisp fried chicken leg as she paused to catch her breath. Miss Ezelle had on a bright-red dress—she always did look good in red—and she was telling Mr. Buddy Green to lower his voice and not talk about how much money he was losing at poker until Miss Sarah got out of the way.

Greg and I, spying Miss Sarah over by the gamblers’ card table, made a beeline down to the river, figuring that Jeannie and Tanya Hollingsworth had probably decided to go swimming by now. And Miss Sarah Russell, despite all the symbolism of water in the Bible, would never have been caught dead down by the river, where all that bare brown flesh, glistening in the sunshine, could prove too distracting even to the saved.

No one was at the river yet, so we headed back up the bank, passed Nemo’s cast-iron vat, where he boiled the corn, and headed over to watch the last softball game, the game that pitted the alumni of Howard High School against the alumni of Everyplace Else. Roebuck Johnson was there, standing next to Mr. Comby Curl, the latter’s wavy hair shining even more brightly than usual and sliced neatly by the part that he had shaved himself  with that same straight-edged razor that made the back of my neck break out in shaving bumps. Involuntarily, I rubbed the back of my neck with my left hand, to see if they had disappeared yet. They were still there from yesterday’s haircut. Roebuck was watching the game because he loved sports and also to escape the prying eye of all of his competing interests and loyalties. But it was exhilarating to watch the Howard team, headed by Earkie and Raymond, beat the hell out of the team from Elsewhere, just like they did every year. Only this time, the beating seemed more relentless, Poochie Taylor—who many people thought was the best natural athlete in a kingdom of natural athletes—tore the leather off the softball. “Couldn’t stand to be away from the Valley,” was what they said when he came home from spring training in the big leagues. Everybody had wanted him to make it to the World Series, just to beat the racist Yankees. Instead, he went to work up at the mill and then got his own church as a pastor. Everybody said he was sincere, unlike some of the other born-agains.

I was surprised that no one made any speeches, that no one commemorated the passing of the era in a formal way. But it did seem that people were walking back and forth through Carskadon’s field a lot more times than they normally did, storing up memories to last until the day when somebody, somehow, would figure out a way to trick the paper mill into sponsoring this thing again. Maybe that’s why Miss Ezelle seemed to take extra care to make her lips as red as Sammy Amoruso’s strawberries in late August, and why Uncle Joe had used an extra dab of Brylcreem that morning, to give his silver DA that extra bit of shine. And why Miss Toot’s high-pitched laughter could be heard all over that field all the day long, as she and Mr. Marshall beat all comers in a “rise and fly” marathon match of bid whist. So everyone could remember. We would miss the crackle of the brown paper bag in which Mr. Terry Conway hid his bottle of whiskey, and the way he’d wet his lips just before he’d tilt his whole body backwards and swig it down. The way he’d make the nastiest face after he drank it, as if he had tasted poison itself. When the bottle ran out, Mr. Terry would sleep himself back to health in the cool dawn splendor of a West Virginia morning.

Nor were there any fights at the colored Legion that night, not even after Inez Jones, with George Mason’s white handkerchief dangling between her legs, did the dirty dog to end all dirty dogs.

The colored mill picnic would finish its run peaceably, then, if with an air of wistful resignation. All I know is that Nemo’s corn never tasted saltier, his coffee never smelled fresher, than when these hundreds of Negroes gathered to say goodbye to themselves, their heritage, and their sole link to each other, wiped out of existence by the newly enforced anti–Jim  Crow laws. The mill didn’t want a lawsuit like the one brought against the Swordfish.

Yeah, even the Yankees had colored players now, Mr. Ozzie mumbled to Daddy, as they packed up Nemo’s black cast-iron vat, hoping against hope to boil that corn another day.


SOURCE: Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Colored People (Alfred A. Knopf, 1994).








IN OUR LIFETIME

FROM TOILING AS White House slaves to President-elect Barack Obama, we have crossed the ultimate color line.


A new dawn of American leadership is at hand.

We have all heard stories about those few magical transformative moments in African-American history, extraordinary ritual occasions through which the geographically and socially diverse black community—a nation within a nation, really—molds itself into one united body, determined to achieve one great social purpose and to bear witness to the process by which this grand achievement occurs.

The first time was New Year’s Day in 1863, when tens of thousands of black people huddled together all over the North waiting to see if Abraham Lincoln would sign the Emancipation Proclamation. The second was the night of June 22, 1938, the storied rematch between Joe Louis and Max Schmeling, when black families and friends crowded around radios to listen and cheer as the Brown Bomber knocked out Schmeling in the first round. The third, of course, was Aug. 28, 1963, when the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. proclaimed to the world that he had a dream, in the shadow of a brooding Lincoln, peering down on the assembled throng, while those of us who couldn’t be with him in Washington sat around our black-and-white television sets, bound together by King’s melodious voice through our tears and with quickened-flesh.

But we have never seen anything like this. Nothing could have prepared any of us for the eruption (and, yes, that is the word) of spontaneous celebration that manifested itself in black homes, gathering places and the streets of our communities when Sen. Barack Obama was declared President-elect Obama. From Harlem to Harvard, from Maine to Hawaii—and even Alaska—from “the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire . . . [to] Stone Mountain of Georgia,” as Dr. King put it, each of us will always remember this moment, as will our children, whom we woke up to watch history being made.

My colleagues and I laughed and shouted, whooped and hollered, hugged each other and cried. My father waited 95 years to see this day happen, and when he called as results came in, I silently thanked God for allowing him to live long enough to cast his vote for the first black man to become president. And even he still can’t quite believe it!

How many of our ancestors have given their lives—how many millions of slaves toiled in the fields in endlessly thankless and mindless labor—before this generation could live to see a black person become president? “How long, Lord?” the spiritual goes; “not long!” is the resounding response. What would Frederick Douglass and W. E. B. Du Bois say if they could know what our people had at long last achieved? What would Sojourner Truth and Harriet Tubman say? What would Dr. King himself say? Would they say that all those lost hours of brutalizing toil and labor leading to spent, half-fulfilled lives, all those humiliations that our ancestors had to suffer through each and every day, all those slights and rebuffs and recriminations, all those rapes and murders, lynchings and assassinations, all those Jim Crow laws and protest marches, those snarling dogs and bone-breaking water hoses, all of those beatings and all of those killings, all of those black collective dreams deferred—that the unbearable pain of all of those tragedies had, in the end, been assuaged at least somewhat through Barack Obama’s election? This certainly doesn’t wipe that bloody slate clean. His victory is not redemption for all of this suffering; rather, it is the symbolic culmination of the black freedom struggle, the grand achievement of a great, collective dream. Would they say that surviving these horrors, hope against hope, was the price we had to pay to become truly free, to live to see—exactly 389 years after the first African slaves landed on these shores—that “great gettin’ up morning” in 2008 when a black man—Barack Hussein Obama—was elected the first African-American president of the United States?

I think they would, resoundingly and with one voice proclaim, “Yes! Yes! And yes, again!” I believe they would tell us that it had been worth the price that we, collectively, have had to pay—the price of President-elect Obama’s ticket.

On that first transformative day, when the Emancipation Proclamation was signed, Frederick Douglass, the greatest black orator in our history before Martin Luther King Jr., said that the day was not a day for speeches and “scarcely a day for prose.” Rather, he noted, “it is a day for poetry and song, a new song.” Over 3,000 people, black and white abolitionists together, waited for the news all day in Tremont Temple, a Baptist church a block from Boston Common. When a messenger burst in, after 11 p.m., and shouted, “It is coming! It is on the wires,” the church went mad; Douglass  recalled that “I never saw enthusiasm before. I never saw joy.” And then he spontaneously led the crowd in singing “Blow Ye the Trumpet, Blow,” John Brown’s favorite hymn:



Blow ye the trumpet, blow! 
The gladly solemn sound 
Let all the nations know, 
To earth’s remotest bound:


 




The year of jubilee is come! 
The year of jubilee is come! 
Return, ye ransomed sinners, home.




At that moment, an entire race, one that in 1863 in the United States comprised 4.4 million souls, became a unified people, breathing with one heart, speaking with one voice, united in mind and spirit, all their aspirations concentrated into a laser beam of almost blind hope and desperate anticipation.

It is astounding to think that many of us today—myself included—can remember when it was a huge deal for a black man or woman to enter the White House through the front door, and not through the servants’ entrance. Paul Cuffe, the wealthy sea captain, shipping merchant, and the earliest “Back to Africa” black colonist, will forever have the distinction of being the first black person to be invited to the White House for an audience with the president. Cuffe saw President James Madison at the White House on May 2, 1812, at precisely 11 a.m. and asked the president’s intervention in recovering his famous brig Traveller, which had been impounded because officials said he had violated the embargo with Britain. Cuffe, after the Quaker fashion, called Madison “James”; “James,” in turn, got Paul’s brig back for him, probably because Cuffe and Madison both favored the emigration of freed slaves back to Africa. (Three years later, on Dec. 10, 1815, Cuffe used this ship to carry 38 black people from the United States to Sierra Leone.)

From Frederick Douglass, who visited Lincoln three times during his presidency (and every president thereafter until his death in 1895), to Sojourner Truth and Booker T. Washington, each prominent black visitor to the White House caused people to celebrate another “victory for the race.” Blacks became frequent visitors to Franklin Roosevelt’s White House; FDR even had a “Kitchen Cabinet” through which blacks could communicate the needs of their people. Because of the civil rights movement, Lyndon  Johnson had a slew of black visitors, as well. During Bill Clinton’s presidency, I attended a White House reception with so many black political, academic and community leaders that it occurred to me that there hadn’t been as many black people in the Executive Mansion perhaps since slavery. Everyone laughed at the joke, because they knew, painfully, that it was true.

Visiting the White House is one thing; occupying the White House is quite another. And yet, African-American aspirations to the White House date back generations. The first black man put forward on a ticket as a political party’s nominee for U.S. president was George Edwin Taylor, on the National Liberty Party ticket in 1904. Portions of his campaign document could have been written by Barack Obama:
. . . in the light of the history of the past four years, with a Republican president in the executive chair, and both branches of Congress and a majority of the Supreme Court of the same political faith, we are confronted with the amazing fact that more than one-fifth of the race are actually disfranchised, robbed of all the rights, powers and benefits of true citizenship, we are forced to lay aside our prejudices, indeed, our personal wishes, and consult the higher demands of our manhood, the true interests of the country and our posterity, and act while we yet live, ’ere the time when it shall be too late. No other race of our strength would have quietly submitted to what we have during the past four years without a rebellion, a revolution, or an uprising.





The revolution that Taylor goes on to propose, he says, is one “not by physical force, but by the ballot,” with the ultimate sign of the success being the election of the nation’s first black president.

But given all of the racism to which black people were subjected following Reconstruction and throughout the first half of the 20th century, no one could actually envision a Negro becoming president—“not in our lifetimes,” as our ancestors used to say. When James Earl Jones became America’s first black fictional president in the 1972 film, The Man, I remember thinking, “Imagine that!” His character, Douglass Dilman, the president pro tempore of the Senate, ascends to the presidency after the president and the speaker of the House are killed in a building collapse, and after the vice president declines the office due to advanced age and ill health. A fantasy if ever there was one, we thought. But that year, life would imitate art: Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm attempted to transform “The Man” into “The Woman,” becoming the first black woman to run for president in the Democratic Party. She received 152 first-ballot votes at the Democratic National Convention. Then, in 1988, Jesse Jackson got 1,219 delegate votes at the  Democratic convention, 29 percent of the total, coming in second only to the nominee, Michael Dukakis.

The award for prescience, however, goes to Jacob K. Javits, the liberal Republican senator from New York who, incredibly, just a year after the integration of Central High School in Little Rock, predicted that the first black president would be elected in the year 2000. In an essay titled “Integration from the Top Down” printed in Esquire magazine in 1958, he wrote:
What manner of man will this be, this possible Negro Presidential candidate of 2000? Undoubtedly, he will be well-educated. He will be well-traveled and have a keen grasp of his country’s role in the world and its relationships. He will be a dedicated internationalist with working comprehension of the intricacies of foreign aid, technical assistance and reciprocal trade.... Assuredly, though, despite his other characteristics, he will have developed the fortitude to withstand the vicious smear attacks that came his way as he fought to the top in government and politics . . . those in the vanguard may expect to be the targets for scurrilous attacks, as the hate mongers, in the last ditch efforts, spew their verbal and written poison.





In the same essay, Javits predicted both the election of a black senator and the appointment of the first black Supreme Court justice by 1968. Edward Brooke was elected to the Senate by Massachusetts voters in 1966. Thurgood Marshall was confirmed in 1967. Javits also predicted that the House of Representatives would have “between thirty and forty qualified Negroes” in the 106th Congress in 2000. In fact, there were 37 black U.S. representatives, among them 12 women.

Sen. Javits was one very keen prognosticator. When we consider the characteristics that he insisted the first black president must possess—he must be well-educated, well-traveled, have a keen grasp of his country’s role in the world, be a dedicated internationalist and have a very thick skin—it is astonishing how accurately he is describing the background and character of Barack Obama.

I wish we could say that Barack Obama’s election will magically reduce the numbers of teenage pregnancies or the level of drug addiction in the black community. I wish we could say that what happened last night will suddenly make black children learn to read and write as if their lives depended on it, and that their high school completion rates will become the best in the country. I wish we could say that these things are about to happen, but I doubt that they will.

But there is one thing we can proclaim today, without question: that the election of Barack Obama as president of the United States of America  means that “The Ultimate Color Line,” as the subtitle of Javits’ Esquire essay put it, has, at long last, been crossed. It has been crossed by our very first postmodern Race Man, a man who embraces his African cultural and genetic heritage so securely that he can transcend it, becoming the candidate of choice to tens of millions of Americans who do not look like him.

How does that make me feel? Like I’ve always imagined my father and his friends felt back in 1938, on the day that Joe Louis knocked out Max Schmeling. But ten thousand times better than that. All I can say is “Amazing Grace! How sweet the sound.”


SOURCE: “In Our Lifetime,” The Root, November 5, 2008, URL: http://www.theroot.com/views/our-lifetime.








PART II

EXCAVATION

ZORA NEALE HURSTON has been something of a touchstone for Gates throughout his career, and with good reason. She was a brilliant writer and a keen observer of black culture whose vivid tableaux and spicy vernacular jump off the page to create a living landscape of African American life. But it was Alice Walker’s discovery of her unmarked grave and her subsequent recovery of a brilliant life and career that renders Hurston so potent a symbol for African American literature.

Hurston had hardly been obscure throughout much of her lifetime: her novels and stories were lauded for both their literary and anthropological contributions when they were published in the 1930s and 1940s. But she made no money, her fame faded, and her unmarked grave in Florida told a different story—or no story at all—until Walker found it and put a name to it.

Walker’s discovery and Hurston’s story are emblematic of the African American literary tradition. African American writing—by both men and women—has existed for centuries, but it has taken concerted acts of excavation and recovery to restore it to simple visibility and, in a great many cases, to prominence. Gates has been a participant in and a champion of this type of literary detective work for three decades. The works in this section present some of the fruits of those investigations.

 



Abby Wolf






INTRODUCTION, OUR NIG; OR, SKETCHES FROM THE LIFE OF A FREE BLACK, BY HARRIET E. WILSON




Though I’ve no home to call my own,
 My heart shall not repine;
 The saint may live on earth unknown,
 And yet in glory shine.


 




When my Redeemer dwelt below,
 He chose a lowly lot;
 He came unto his own, but lo!
 His own received him not.


—HARRIET E. WILSON, CIRCA 1852

 



I sincerely appeal to my colored brethren
 universally for patronage, hoping that they
 will not condemn this attempt of their sister
 to be erudite, but rally around me a faithful
 band of supporters and defenders.

—HARRIET E. WILSON, 1859



ON THE EIGHTEENTH day of August 1859, at the Clerk’s office of the District Court of Massachusetts, Mrs. Harriet E. Wilson entered the copyright of her novel, a fictional third-person autobiography entitled Our Nig; or, Sketches from the Life of a Free Black, In A Two-Story White House, North. Showing That Slavery’s Shadows Fall Even There. Printed for the author by the George C. Rand and Avery company, the novel first appeared on September 5, 1859.  In a disarmingly open preface Mrs. Wilson states her purpose for publishing Our Nig: 
In offering to the public the following pages, the writer confesses her inability to minister to the refined and cultivated, the pleasure supplied by abler pens. It is not for such these crude narrations appear. Deserted by kindred, disabled by failing health, I am forced to some experiment which shall aid me in maintaining myself and child without extinguishing this feeble life.





The experiment undertaken for financial reasons was a book whose central theme is white racism in the North as experienced by a free black indentured servant in antebellum days: a subject that might have been highly controversial among white abolitionists and free blacks who did not wish to antagonize their white benefactors. Nonetheless, Harriet E. Adams Wilson asked her “colored brethren” to “rally around me a faithful band of supporters and defenders,” and to purchase her book so that she might support herself and her child.

Just five months and twenty-four days after the publication of Our Nig, the Amherst, New Hampshire, Farmer’s Cabinet dated February 29, 1860, included among its obituaries the following item:
In Milford, 13th inst[ant], George Mason, only son of H. E. Wilson, aged 7 yrs. and 8 mos.





According to his death certificate, George Mason Wilson succumbed to “Fever” on February 15, 1860. Described as the child of Thomas and Harriet E. Wilson, he was probably named in honor of George Mason, the prominent Revolutionary-era Virginia planter and statesman who opposed slavery. The “color” of the child is listed as “Black.” The death certificate of George Mason Wilson establishes that “Mrs. H. E. Wilson”—the name that appears on the copyright page of the first edition of Our Nig and in the Farmer’s Cabinet death notice—was a black woman, apparently the first to publish a novel in English. Ironically, George’s death certificate helped to rescue his mother from literary oblivion. His mother wrote a sentimental novel, of all things, so that she might become self-sufficient and regain the right to care for her only son; six months later, her son died of that standard disease, “fever”; the record of his death, alone, proved sufficient to demonstrate his mother’s racial identity and authorship of Our Nig. These curious historical events could easily have formed part of the plot of a sentimental novel. That Harriet Wilson, moreover, dared to entitle her text with the most feared and hated epithet  by which the very humanity of black people had been demeaned adds to the list of ironies in her endeavor.

With this audacious act of entitlement, Harriet Wilson became most probably the first Afro-American to publish a novel in the United States, the fifth Afro-American to publish fiction in English (after Frederick Douglass, William Wells Brown, Frank J. Webb, and Martin R. Delany), and along with Maria F. dos Reis, who published a novel called Ursula in Brazil in 1859, one of the first two black women to publish a novel in any language. Despite their importance to the Afro-American literary tradition, however, Mrs. Wilson and her text seem to have been ignored or overlooked both by her “colored brethren universally” and by even the most scrupulous scholars during the next one hundred and twenty-three years, for reasons as curious and as puzzling as they are elusive, reasons about which we can venture rather little more than informed speculation.

 



Reconstructing the life and times of Harriet E. Wilson is as challenging as it is frustrating. While there remains no questions as to her race or her authorship of Our Nig, we have been able to account for her existence only from 1850 to 1860. Even her birthdate and date of death are unknown.

The first record of the woman who through marriage would become “Mrs. H. E. Wilson” is the 1850 federal census of the state of New Hampshire. This document lists one “Harriet Adams” (H. E. Wilson’s maiden name) as living in Milford, New Hampshire. Her age is said to be “22” and her race is described as “Black” (the choices were “White,” “Black,” and “Mulatto”). Harriet Adams’s birthplace is listed simply as “New Hampshire.” If these statements are correct, then Miss Adams was born a free black in 1827 or 1828.

This birthplace and birth date, however, are problematic for several reasons. According to the 1860 Boston federal census, Mrs. Harriet E. Wilson was born in Fredericksburg, Virginia, in 1807 or 1808 (if the age of fifty-two recorded by the data collector was accurate). Again, as in the 1850 census, she is described as “Black.” We have found no other black women listed in either Hillsborough County, New Hampshire (where Milford is located), or in Boston, where the author of Our Nig registered her copyright on August 18, 1859.

A strong reason for pursuing the leads in the 1860 federal census is that the novel itself asserts that its author lived in Massachusetts at the time it was written, namely 1859, as internal evidence suggests. In the final chapter of Our Nig, where the narrator abandons the mask of storyteller, and, in her own voice, appeals to the reader for sympathy and support, the text reads  as follows: “She passed into the various towns of the State she lived in, then into Massachusetts.”

If Harriet E. Adams Wilson’s place and date of birth remain shaky, we are on firmer ground in the decade between 1850 and 1860. Harriet Adams, in 1850, lived with a white family in Milford, New Hampshire, the family of Samuel Boyles. (Boyles, a white fifty-year-old carpenter—according to the 1850 census—is fifty-two in the 1860 census; similarly, his birthplace has shifted from “Vermont” in 1850, to “Massachusetts,” suggesting that discrepancies in census data were common even among stable and middle-class white Americans.) Since the Boyleses had four resident adult nonfamily members living with them, according to the 1860 census—three of whom are described as “Spinsters”—we can surmise that they rented rooms to boarders and possibly were remunerated by the county for sheltering the aged and disabled, probably on a regular basis.

One year later, in 1851, according to records at the Milford Town Clerk’s Office, Harriet Adams married Thomas Wilson. This information was “returned by the Rev. E. N. Hidden” in April 1852, along with information about a dozen or so other marriages. The Reverend Hidden, a thirty-eight-year-old white Congregational clergyman, according to the 1850 census, dated the marriage as October 6, 1851, at Milford, New Hampshire. Thomas Wilson’s “residence” is listed as “Virginia,” and Harriet Adams’s as “Milford.” Incidentally, the church’s marriage records, which could have provided more information, were destroyed by fire.

In late May, or early June 1852, George Mason Wilson was born, the first and apparently only child of Harriet E. Adams and Thomas Wilson. (Of Thomas Wilson, we know no vital statistics. A brief narrative of the escape of a ‘Tom Wilson’ from New Orleans to Liverpool was published in the Liverpool Inquirer on February 28, 1858. This narrative, however, does not overlap in any way with Our Nig or the three letters in its Appendix.) We know the child’s birth date, his race, and his parents’ identity from his 1860 death certificate. His birth date was approximately nine months after Thomas and Harriet married.

George Mason Wilson was born in Goffstown, New Hampshire, just a few miles from Milford, where his parents were married. In Goffstown was located the Hillsborough County Farm, which was established in 1849. One of the letters appended to Our Nig states that, abandoned by her husband, the author of Our Nig was forced—after “days passed; weeks passed”—to go to the “County House,” where she gave birth to a child.

The 1855 Boston City Directory listed a “Harriet Wilson, Widow,” at 7 Robinson Alley. Two “Harriet Wilsons” appeared in the Boston City Directory of 1856. One listing designates a “widow,” who lived at 4 Webster Avenue, the  other a “dressmaker,” who lived or worked at 19 Joy Street. These “Harriet Wilsons” may, or may not, be the same person. In each successive Boston City Directory, an annual publication similar to contemporary telephone directories, only one Harriet Wilson appeared between 1857 and 1863: the widow who remained at Webster Avenue.

This widow, according to the 1860 Boston census, was born in Fredericksburg, Virginia, and is listed as “52” years of age. The census describes her as “Black,” and living in the home of Daniel and Susan Jacobs, ages thirty-eight and thirty-one, respectively. The census lists Mr. Jacobs’s profession as “mariner.”

Harriet E. Wilson registered the copyright of Our Nig at the District Clerk’s Office at Boston on August 18, 1859. Because New Hampshire had had its own District Clerk’s Office since 1789, and because the office in Boston served most, if not all, of Massachusetts, it is reasonable to assume that Harriet E. Wilson was a resident of Massachusetts by 1859, and was separated from her son, whom she had been forced to foster to another family because of her desperate financial condition. Since the novel was printed for the author, rather than “published” by a commercial house, and since other Massachusetts printers would have been capable of producing Our Nig, the fact that she selected the George C. Rand and Avery company of Boston reinforces speculation that by 1859 Mrs. Wilson lived in or near that city.

 



Many of these facts about H. E. Wilson’s life that have been drawn from public documents correspond dramatically to assertions about the life of the author of Our Nig that were made by three acquaintances who endorsed her novel, in the seven-page Appendix that follows Chapter XII. When brought together, these facts leave no doubt that the author of Our Nig, who signed her copyright as “Mrs. H. E. Wilson,” and Harriet E. Adams Wilson, are the same person. But another source of confirmation is the plot of Our Nig—described as autobiographical by her supporters—which parallels major events of Mrs. Wilson’s life that we have been able to verify.

Let us first analyze the statements found in the text’s Appendix.

Margaretta Thorn, whose letter is entitled “To the Friends of Our Dark-Complexioned Brethren and Sisters, This Note Is Intended,” is the source of the little that we know about the author’s childhood. She has “known the writer of this book for a number of years,” she testifies, and therefore is uniquely able to “add my testimony to the truth of her assertions.” Harriet Wilson, “the writer of this books,” she repeats as she concludes her first paragraph, “has seemed to be a child of misfortune.” Harriet’s childhood apparently was less than ideal: early on, she was “deprived of her parents, and all those endearing associations to which childhood clings.” She was hired out to  a family “calling themselves Christians,” Margaretta Thorn continues, adding parenthetically that may “the good Lord deliver me from such.” This family put her to work “both in the house and in the field,” allegedly ruining her health by unduly difficult work. “She was indeed a slave, in every sense of the word,” she continues, “and a lonely one, too.”

Harriet’s health had been impaired since she was “eighteen,” Margaretta Thorn continues, and “a great deal of the time has been confined to her room and bed.” This protracted illness forced some authorities, she suggests, to take her child to “the county farm, because she could not pay his board every week.” Mrs. Wilson, however, was able to place her son in what we would call a foster home, where, Margaretta Thorn tells us, “he is contented and happy, and where he is considered as good as those he is with.” From Margaretta Thorn’s assertion that this unnamed foster family treated her son as their son and Harriet Wilson “as a daughter,” and refused to maintain friendships with neighbors who did not do so as well, we may safely conclude that the foster family was white. She then concludes her pious epistle, as do both Allida and C.D.S., with an exhortation that those who call themselves friends of the blacks should purchase the novel and thereby enable its author to become self-sustaining and to retrieve her child:
And now I would say, I hope those who call themselves friends of our dark-skinned brethren, will lend a helping hand, and assist our sister, not in giving, but in buying a book; the expense is trifling, and the reward of doing good is great.





The third appended letter, signed simply “C.D.S.,” is dated “Milford, July 20th, 1859,” two days short of one month before Mrs. Wilson registered her copyright at the District Court at Boston. The 1860 census for Milford, New Hampshire, listed two residents whose first names begin with “C” and whose surnames end in “S,” but none is listed with “D” as a middle name or initial: Catherine Shannahan and Charles Shepard. But “C.D.S.” was also a legal abbreviation for “Colored Indentured Servant.” C.D.S.’s epistle is less informative than Margaretta Thorn’s or Allida’s, claiming only that he has “been acquainted with” the “writer of this book” for “several years” and knows her character to be “worthy the esteem of all friends of humanity; one whose soul is alive to the work to which she puts her hand.” Appealing to “the sympathy of all Christians, and those who have a spark of humanity in their breasts,” C.D.S. asks his readers to purchase the book, so “that its circulation will be extensive.” C.D.S., we can deduce, is either, like Margaretta Thorn, a white citizen—since he adds the customary confirmation that “Although her complexion is a little darker than my own, I esteem it a privilege to associate with her, and assist her whenever an opportunity presents itself”—or a mulatto indentured servant. Closing by “bidding her God speed,” the author signs “C.D.S.”

Allida’s long letter occupies most of the Appendix. It is an especially compelling document not only because of its length, but also because it contains scattered clues and suggestions about Our Nig’s author, as well as three subtexts, including an excerpted letter from Harriet to a “Mrs. Walker,” in whose household she lived in W——, Massachusetts, where she mastered the fine art of making straw hats; a poem written by Harriet; and a poem probably written by Allida.

Allida asserts that she has known “the author of this book” for “about eight years,” or roughly since 1851, so she is able to verify the “truth” of this strange fiction, which she will later label “an Autobiography.” The author was “brought to W——, Mass.” by “an itinerant colored lecturer,” she begins her testimony. This unnamed town, she continues, is “an ancient town,” in which “mothers and daughters” work “willingly with their hands” with “straw,” which Allida underscores as if to provide a clue to the town’s identity. Of the numerous “W——, Massachusetts” towns, three present themselves as likely candidates for Harriet’s temporary dwelling place. Walpole was “well-known” for its straw works between 1830 and 1842 or so; the “straw goods” industry began at Ware, Massachusetts, in 1832, and “straw sewing was done largely in the homes about town,” just as Allida informs us Harriet did in Mrs. Walker’s household. The History of Westborough, Massachusetts claims that the straw goods and millinery industries were “for a long time confined to this part of Massachusetts.” From these facts we can conclude that Harriet most probably lived in the section of Massachusetts that includes Ware and Walpole, as well as Worcester, which is approximately fifteen miles from Westborough.

In this town Harriet boarded with “the family of Mrs. Walker,” who “immediately succeeded in procuring work for her as a ‘straw sewer.’” An ideal pupil, Allida continues, Harriet learned quickly “the art of making straw hats,” yet was prevented by ill health (“on account of former hard treatment”) from continuous employment, a condition that forced Mrs. Walker to nurse her in “a room joining her own chamber.” Citing Harriet’s direct speech about her maternal feelings toward Mrs. Walker, Allida reveals that Harriet called her “Aunt J——,” confirming that the name “Allida” is a pseudonym. After a brief period of bliss, disaster strikes in the form of a black lover.

“One beautiful morning in the early spring of 1842” (surely a printer’s error for 1852, since we know the marriage was registered in the spring of 1852), Allida’s narrative proceeds, Harriet, out for a walk, met the “‘lecturer’” who  had brought her to W——, Mass. He was accompanied by “a fugitive slave,” whom Allida characterizes as “Young, well-formed and very handsome,” a self-described “house-servant, which seemed to account,” she concludes, “in some measure for his gentlemanly manners and pleasing address.” This “entirely accidental” meeting, Allida laments, “was a sad occurrence for poor Alfrado,” the protagonist of Our Nig and the author herself: “Suffice it to say, an acquaintance and attachment was formed, which, in due time, resulted in marriage.”

It must have been love at first sight because “in a few days, the couple left W——, and all her home comforts, and took up her abode in New Hampshire.” After a blissful respite, Harriet’s husband “left his young and trusting wife, and embarked for sea.” Her husband failed to return, and Harriet’s “heart failed her.” Unable to sustain herself, with no friends other than “that class who are poor in the things of earth,” Harriet was forced to seek refuge in “the ‘County House;’ go she must.” We recall that the Hillsborough County House, in Goffstown, New Hampshire, was George Mason Wilson’s birthplace. Precisely at this point in her narrative Allida inserts a letter that Harriet purportedly wrote to “her mother Walker” about “her feelings on her way thither, and after her arrival,” which, Allida assures us, “can be given better in her own language” than reported indirectly.

Harriet’s letter serves as a confirmation of the fictional narrative’s style, subtly reinforcing Allida’s assertion of the veracity of the storyteller and her tale, as well as of her solitary authorship. Quite unlike the instance of Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861), whose prefatory authenticator, Lydia Maria Child, admits minimal “revision,” “condensation,” and “arrangement,” not one of the three letters appended to Our Nig ever questions that Harriet Wilson wrote all the words in the text in their exact order. Her accomplishment is all the more astonishing because Our Nig reads so much more fluidly and its plot seems so much less contrived than The Heroic Slave (1853), Clotel (1853), The Garies and Their Friends (1857), or Blake; or, The Huts of America (partially serialized in 1859, then probably serialized fully in 1861), the fictions published before Our Nig in the Afro-American tradition; particularly since the authors of two of those novels, William Wells Brown and Martin R. Delany, traveled widely, published extensively, lectured regularly, and educated themselves diligently. Delany even studied medicine at Harvard.

Nevertheless, the “autobiographical” consistencies between the fragments of Harriet Wilson’s life and the depiction of the calamities of Frado, the heroine of Our Nig, would suggest that Mrs. Wilson was able to gain control over her materials more readily than her fellow black novelists of that decade precisely by adhering closely to the painful details of suffering that were part of  her experience. On “the portable inkstand, pens and paper” that Mrs. Walker and her friends at W——presented to Harriet as wedding or farewell presents, Harriet wrote an epistle of lament to Mrs. Walker, which Allida quotes at length, including a five-stanza poem. Harriet’s poetry is similar to the religious, sentimental stuff of the period; her letter, however, although suffused with melodrama, is characterized by the same attention to detail and event as is the text of Our Nig.


Her letter reads in part:
. . . just before nightfall, we halted at the institution, prepared for the homeless. With cold civility the matron received me, and bade one of the inmates shew me my room. She did so; and I followed up two flights of stairs. I crept as I was able; and when she said, ‘Go in there,’ I obeyed, asking for my trunk, which was soon placed by me. My room was furnished some like the ‘prophet’s chamber,’ except there was no ‘candlestick;’ so when I could creep down I begged for a light, and it was granted. Then I flung myself on the bed and cried, until I could cry no longer.





George Plummer Hadley, in his History of the Town of Goffstown, 1773–1920, states that the Hillsborough County Farm was purchased in 1849 to house “the county poor, which at that time numbered eighty-eight.” The “Farm” consisted of a large farm house, a barn, a “small dwelling-house near the oak tree,” and some smaller buildings. The “paupers,” as Hadley calls them, were “scattered through different buildings, which were heated by wood fires.” Conditions there apparently were horrid: in 1853, some of the inmates “were stricken with smallpox, and it was necessary to build a pesthouse” for their proper isolation and care. As Hadley concludes, “What tales of sorrow could some of the unfortunates unfold.”

Allida proceeds to inform her readers that Harriet remained in this desolate institution “until after the birth of her babe,” until both were rescued by the return of “her faithless husband,” who “took her to some town in New Hampshire,” where, to his credit, he supported his family “decently well.” Then, he left again “as before—sudden and unexpectedly, and she saw him no more.” Only “for a time” could Mrs. Wilson support herself and her son, then “her struggles with poverty and sickness were severe.” Harriet and her infant escaped disaster only through the agency of “a kind gentleman and lady,” who “took her little boy into their own family,” providing for him well “without the hope of remuneration.”

And what of the child’s mother? Allida tells us: “As for the afflicted mother, she too has been remembered.” Incredibly, “a stranger,” one “moved by compassion,” “bestowed a recipe upon her for restoring gray hair to its  former color.” The ingenious Harriet, who promptly “availed herself of this great help,” apparently proved to be “quite successful” at this unusual trade, until her health, once again, failed her. Confined to bed, “she has felt herself obliged to resort to another method of procuring her bread—that of writing an Autobiography.” Following a paragraph asking the reader to “purchase a volume,” Allida ends her narrative of Harriet Wilson’s life with an eight-stanza poem, “I will help thee, saith the Lord.”

Mrs. Wilson’s Preface to Our Nig, as unusual as it reads today, adds little to our reconstruction of the life of the author. Harriet Wilson’s Preface begins with the expected apologia for all deficiencies in her text. “In offering to the public the following pages, the writer confesses her inability,” Mrs. Wilson writes, “to minister to the refined and cultivated, the pleasure supplied by abler pens. It is not for such,” she concludes with triumph and impressive control, “these crude narrations appear.” She has been “forced to some experiment,” she quickly adds, to maintain “myself and child without extinguishing this feeble life.” The “experiment,” of course, was the act of writing a fiction of her life. Here follows the attempt to anticipate the criticisms that such a book, published by a black one month before John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry, might engender among those who had a vested interest in preserving the fiction that the stereotypic oppositions between North and South, freedom and slavery, black, as it were, and white allowed for no qualifications, no exceptions. For here, Harriet Wilson admits that her intention in writing this novel was to indict racism, whether it is found in the South or in the North.


I would not from these motives even palliate slavery at the South, by disclosures of its appurtenances North. My mistress was wholly imbued with southern principles. I do not pretend to divulge every transaction in my own life, which the unprejudiced would declare unfavorable in comparison with treatment of legal bondmen; I have purposely omitted what would most provoke shame in our good anti-slavery friends at home.



Concluding that her “humble position” and “frank confession of errors” might possibly “shield me from severe criticism,” Harriet Wilson then launches an appeal directly to “my colored brethren universally,” asking of them their “patronage, hoping they will not condemn this attempt of their sister to be erudite, but rally around me a faithful band of supporters and defenders.”

Although the direct appeal, for sympathy, patience, and financial support, was a standard feature of the apologia, not one other black author before Harriet Wilson felt compelled to anticipate the “severe” criticisms of even the Northern abolitionists. Mrs. Wilson, however, did, and wisely so. For Allida’s letter erroneously, but rather self-consciously, attempts to direct the reader’s attention away from the central subject of this novel, which is the brutality of a white woman racist who, against the wishes of all other members of her household—with the significant exception of the wicked mother’s equally wicked daughter—enslaves the protagonist, Frado, in a prolonged indenture as brutal as any depicted in the autobiographical slave narratives. Lest the point of the narrative be mistaken, Mrs. Wilson’s long subtitle of Our Nig confirms it:
SKETCHES FROM THE LIFE OF A FREE BLACK, 
IN A TWO-STORY WHITE HOUSE, NORTH. 
SHOWING THAT SLAVERY’S SHADOWS FALL EVEN THERE. 
BY “OUR NIG.”





The boldness and cleverness in the ironic use of “Nig” as title and pseudonym is, to say the least, impressive, standing certainly as one of the black tradition’s earliest recorded usages. And if Allida’s letter suggests that “Alfrado’s tale” is that of love-betrayed, a glance at the text suggests the contrary. The subplot of love, marriage, childbirth, and betrayal only appears in the text’s final chapter, Chapter XII, “The Winding Up of the Matter,” which unfolds in scarcely five pages of a one-hundred-and-thirty-one-page novel. The chapter, headed by an epigraph from Solomon—“Nothing new under the sun”—recapitulates, almost as does a coda in a musical score, the themes of the text. It is this encounter with the racism of the white petite bourgeoisie of the North that Harriet Wilson squarely confronts. Frado’s deserting husband, Samuel, dies an anonymous death of yellow fever in New Orleans; Frado’s oppressor, Mrs. Bellmont, dies the slow, excruciatingly painful death that her sins, at least in the sentimental novel, have earned for her.

Perhaps another explanation for the obscurity of Our Nig was its unabashed representation of an interracial marriage, a liaison from which the novel’s protagonist was an offspring. That relationship, which other writers in the decade of the 1850s called “amalgamation,” had, it is true, been the subject of a few novels published before Our Nig; never, however, was miscegenation depicted with any degree of normality before Our Nig. The general attitude toward this controversial social matter was perhaps best articulated by Mrs. Mary Howard Schoolcraft in her novel, The Black Gauntlet (1860): “I believe a refined Anglo-Saxon lady would sooner be burned at the stake, than married to one of these black descendants of Ham.”

Novels such as The Ebony Idol (1860) or A Sojourn in the City of Amalgamation in the Year of Our Lord 19—(1835) made the subject an object of bitter, racist satire. Interracial marriage, it is fair to say, was not a popular subject for representation in either antislavery or proslavery novels. As the omniscient narrator of Our Nig editorializes about the marriage of Jim, a black man, to “lonely Mag Smith”:
He prevailed; they married. You can philosophize, gentle reader, upon the impropriety of such unions, and preach dozens of sermons on the evils of amalgamation. Want is a more powerful philosopher and preacher. Poor Mag. She has sundered another bond which held her to her fellows. She has descended another step down the ladder of infamy.





Even this representation, obviously, was not without its ironies, and even demeaning aspects; Jim’s proposal is not exactly rendered from a position of strength or from a sense of equality:
“Well, Mag,” said Jim, after a short pause, “you’s down low enough. I don’t see but I’ve got to take care of ye. ‘Sposin’ we marry!”

Mag raised her eyes, full of amazement, and uttered a sonorous “What?”

Jim felt abashed for a moment. He knew well what were her objections.

“You’s had trial of white folks, any how. They run off an left ye, and now none of ‘em come near ye to see if you’s dead or alive. I’s black outside, I know, but I’s got a white heart inside. Which you rather have, a black heart in a white skin, or a white heart in a black one?”





Despite this less than noble stance, however, Jim and his reluctant bride, Mag Smith, live peacefully, productively, and fairly happily for three years, until Jim dies. Surely this “unproblematical” relationship, at least in the stereotypical social sense of that term, did nothing to aid the book’s circulation in the North or the South.

We are free to speculate whether the oblivion into which Harriet Wilson disappeared for well over a century resulted from the boldness of her themes and from turning to that hated epithet, “nigger,” both for title and authorial, if pseudonymous, identity. We can, unfortunately, only risk the most tentative speculation. But we can say that a systematic search of all extant copies of black and reform newspapers and magazines in circulation contemporaneously with the publication of Our Nig yielded not one notice or review, nor did searches through the Boston, Massachusetts, dailies and the Amherst, New Hampshire, Farmer’s Cabinet.


How were other contemporary black novels reviewed? Clotel (1853), William Wells Brown’s first novel of four, was reviewed in 1853 in the London Eastern Star (reprinted in the National Anti-Slavery Standard December 31), and in the Hereford (England) Times on December 17 (reprinted in the Liberator on January 20, 1854). On February 3, 1854, the Liberator reviewed Clotel itself. The serialized publication of Martin R. Delany’s Blake was reviewed in the Liberator on April 15, 1859, as part of an advertisement. But neither Floyd J. Miller, in his edition of Blake (1970), nor Curtis W. Ellison and E. W. Metcalf, Jr., in their thorough reference guide, William Wells Brown and Martin R. Delany, could locate any other periodical reviews. Unlike the slave’s narratives, we can see, black fiction was not popularly reviewed, but it was reviewed on occasion.

That such a significant novel, the very first written by a black woman, would remain unnoticed in Boston in 1859, a veritable center of abolitionist reform and passion, and by a growing black press eager to celebrate all black achievement in the arts and sciences, remains one of the troubling enigmas of Afro-American literary history. Encountering Our Nig anew, I can only offer the thematic “explanations” rendered above, as difficult as even I find them to accept or believe. To suppress a text by ignoring it because it depicts a “successful” interracial marriage, or a black man pretending to be an “escaped slave,” only reinforces what the tradition must understand as the difficulty of reconstituting an act of language in its own milieu.

 



It is curious to trace the disappearance and reappearance of Harriet Wilson and her novel, Our Nig. It would be easier to imagine her presence in the tradition if we could identify some nineteenth-century reference to her, even an obscure reference, which then was overlooked or doubted; but we have found none. She does not even appear in Samuel May, Jr.’s 1863 Catalogue of Anti-Slavery Publications in America, 1750–1863, published just four years after Mrs. Wilson published Our Nig. Neither does she appear in the U.S. Bureau of Education Report of 1893–1894, which includes as its third section “Works by Negro Authors,” nor in Robert M. Adger’s Catalogue of Rare Books and Pamphlets . . . upon Subjects relating to the Past Condition of the Colored Race and the Slavery Agitation in this Country (1894) or his Catalogue of Rare Books on Slavery and Negro Authors on Science, History, Poetry, Religion, Biography, etc. (1904). Du Bois did not mention her in his three important bibliographies, published as part of his Atlanta University Studies, in 1900, 1905, and 1910. Daniel P. Murray, an Assistant Librarian at the Library of Congress, did not mention Mrs. Wilson or Our Nig in either his Preliminary List of Books and Pamphlets by Negro Authors, which he compiled for the American Negro Exhibit at the Paris Exhibition of  1900, or in the six-thousand-item bibliography that was to have been published as part of Murrays Historical and Biographical Encyclopedia of the Colored Race throughout the World. Nor was she unearthed in any of the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century black biographical dictionaries, such as W.J. Simmons’s Men of Mark (1887) or J. L. Nichols and William H. Crogman’s Progress of a Race; or the Remarkable Advancement of the American Negro (1920).

If the historians, bibliophiles, and bibliographers overlooked Harriet Wilson, then the literary historians fared only a bit better. Benjamin Brawley, a diligent scholar and critic, does not mention text or author in The Negro in Literature and Art in the United States (1918; 1930), Early Negro American Writers (1935), or in The Negro Genius (1937). Vernon Loggins, whose literary history remains the most complete to date, makes no mention of her in The Negro Author: His Development in America to 1900 (1931). Neither does Sterling A. Brown refer to her in his critically sophisticated The Negro in American Fiction (1937). Harriet E. Wilson’s name is absent in Barbara Christian’s Black Women Novelists: The Development of a Tradition, 1892–1976 (1980); in Arlene A. Elder’s The “Hindered Hand”: Cultural Implications of Early African-American Fiction (1978); in Addison Gayle, Jr.’s The Way of the New World: The Black Novel in America (1976); Richard Alan Yarborough’s “The Depiction of Blacks in the Early Afro-American Novel” (Ph.D. Dissertation, 1980); Nina Baym’s Woman’s Fiction: A Guide to Novels by and about Women in America, 1820–1870 (1978); and Bert James Loewenberg and Ruth Bogin’s Black Women in Nineteenth-Century American Life (1976). The most complete bibliography of the Afro-American novel, Afro-American Fiction, 1853–1916, edited by Edward Margolies and David Bakish, does not include Mrs. Wilson; nor do Theressa Gunnels Rush, Carol Fairbanks Myers, and Esther Spring Arata in their thorough Black American Writers, Past and Present: A Biographical and Bibliographical Dictionary (1975), or M. Thomas Inge, Maurice Duke, and Jackson R. Bryer in Black American Writers: Bibliographical Essays (1978). Roger Whitlow’s Black American Literature: A Critical History (1974) and Maxwell Whiteman’s A Century of Fiction by American Negroes, 1853–1952 (1955) are both silent about Mrs. Wilson’s existence. And so on.

I have, however, found five references to Our Nig. John Herbert Nelson mentions in passing only the title in his 1926 study, The Negro Character in American Literature. Herbert Ross Brown, in The Sentimental Novel in America, 1789–1860 (1940), implies that H. E. Wilson is a white male, and says that this novel is unusual within its genre because “The author of Our Nig dared to treat with sympathetic understanding the marriage of Jim, a black, to a white woman who had been seduced and deserted,” an observation about one of the themes of Our Nig that simply did not occur to me on a first reading. Monroe N. Work, in his monumental compilation, A Bibliography of the  Negro in Africa and America (1928), does indeed list both author and title, but under the category “Novels by White Authors Relating to the Negro.” James Joseph McKinney’s “The Theme of Miscegenation in the American Novel to World War I,” a 1972 Ph.D. dissertation, discusses the novel’s plot and suggests that the fiction is autobiographical. Both Mrs. Wilson and her novel are listed in Geraldine Matthews’s bibliography, Black Writers, 1713–1949 (1975), and in Carol Fairbanks and Eugene A. Engeldinger’s Black American Fiction: A Bibliography (1978), but with no information beyond that found in the second volume of Lyle Wright’s three-volume listing of American fiction (Wright II—2767). Curiously enough, the most complete entry for the title was made in a 1980 catalogue of the Howard S. Mott Company of Sheffield, Massachusetts, a company well-regarded among antiquarians. The listing, prepared by Daniel Mott, asserted that Mrs. H. E. Wilson’s novel was the first by an Afro-American woman. Mott says he decided that Wilson was black because of the evidence presented in the text’s appended letters. Perhaps it is appropriate that this second edition of Our Nig has been reprinted from Mott’s extraordinarily rare first edition.

 



Let us, at last, read closely Harriet Wilson’s novel. I propose, in the remainder of this essay, to describe the text’s own mode of presentation, to gloss its echoes, to establish its plot structure and compare this to those details that we have been able to glean of Mrs. Wilson’s biographical “facts,” then to compare these elements of the plot of Our Nig to a typology of “Woman’s Fiction” published in this country between 1820 and 1870, which Nina Baym has so carefully devised.

Harriet E. Wilson’s Preface to Our Nig, as I have suggested, is an extraordinary document in the Afro-American literary tradition; it is, if not unique, certainly one of the rare instances in which a black author has openly anticipated a hostile reaction to her text from “our good anti-slavery friends at home.” The author, moreover, confirms here both that her fiction is autobiographical, and that it has been crafted to minimize the potentially deleterious effects such a searing indictment of slavery’s “appurtenances north” might well have upon the antislavery cause.


I do not pretend to divulge every transaction in my own life, which the unprejudiced would declare unfavorable in comparison with treatment of legal bondmen; I have purposely omitted what would most provoke shame in our good anti-slavery friends at home.



There are darker horrors to my tale than even these I set forward here, Mrs. Wilson claims; these she has decided against drawing upon in her fiction  for fear of wounding the fight against slavery, since these would be seen to be “unfavorable” even when compared to the treatment of the slave. Hers is not meant to be an attack on Northern whites at all; rather, “My mistress was imbued with southern principles.”

Let us consider further this matter of the text’s silences and lacunae. We may consider Mrs. Wilson’s Preface and the three appended letters to comprise the documentary-biographical subsection of the text, while the novel itself comprises the text’s fictional representation of Mrs. Wilson’s experiences as an indentured servant in a Northern white household before 1850. What is curious about the relationship between these nonfictional and the fictional discourses, which together form the text of Our Nig, is this: the “closer” that the novel approaches the appended biographies, the less distance there is between “fact” and romance, between (auto)biography and fiction. This is one of the more curious aspects of this curious text: the fiction, or the guise of her fictional account of her life, tends to fall away the nearer her novel approaches its own ending, and the ending of her text, the composite biography written by Mrs. Wilson’s friends. It is of considerable interest to outline the manner in which one discursive field “collapses,” as it were, into quite another, of a different status than the other.

To be sure, there are tensions between autobiography and fiction early in the novel. This tension is evident in chapter titles. Chapter I, for example, Mrs. Wilson calls “Mag Smith, My Mother.” The first-person pronoun would lead the reader to assume that the novel is narrated in the first person; it is not. Rather, a third-person narrator observes and interprets the thoughts and actions of all concerned. Clearly, however, the narrator is telling Frado’s tale, a tale of abuse, neglect, betrayal, suffering consciousness, and certain death from that inevitable visitor of the sentimental novel, the dreaded “fever.” These stock devices, employed with melodrama, direct appeal to the reader, and a certain florid, stilted diction in speech and thought, nevertheless function to reveal Frado’s saga. But Frado’s story, as these lapses into the first person would suggest, is Harriet E. Adams Wilson’s tale as well. Chapter II, “My Father’s Death,” and Chapter III, “A New Home For Me,” include other instances of the first-person shift. With Chapter IV and after, however, the chapter titles employ the third person, but are more often abstractions. These titles, in order, follow: “A Friend For Nig,” “Departures,” “Varieties,” “Spiritual Condition of Nig,” “Visitor and Departure,” “Death,” “Perplexities—Another Death,” “Marriage Again,” and “The Winding Up of the Matter.”

What are we to make of the first-person lapses in the chapter titles? We can conclude, with Allida, that the novel is indeed “an Autobiography,” of sorts, an autobiographical novel. Whether the lapses are the sign of an inexperienced author struggling with or against the received conventions of her form, or the result of the imposition of a life on the desires of a text to achieve the status of fiction, these first-person traces point to the complexities and tensions of basing fictional events upon the lived experiences of an author. The latter chapters of Our Nig contain events that parallel remarkably closely those experiences of Harriet Wilson’s that we are able to document. Curiously enough, the first-person proprietary consciousness evinced in the titles of the early chapters does not parallel events that we have been able to document and that we probably shall not be able to document. Since these early chapters describe events far removed from the author’s experiences closest in time to the period of writing, the first-person presences perhaps reveal the author’s anxiety about identifying with events in the text that she cannot claim to recollect clearly, and some of which she cannot recollect at all, such as the courtship and marriage of her mother, and the protagonist’s ultimate abandonment by her widowed parent. In later chapters Mrs. Wilson had no need to demonstrate or claim the direct relation between author and protagonist, since, as our research reveals, these two sets of events, the fictional and the biographical, overlap nicely. In Chapter XII, however, the narrator slips into the first person, in her first sentence, as if to reinforce the connection between narrator and protagonist.

In her Preface Mrs. Wilson explains away the text’s lacunae, its silences and reticences, as does the disembodied narrative voice in the novel’s final chapter. In the Preface, as I have suggested, Harriet Wilson argues that she has remained silent about those events in her life which, if depicted, could well result in an adverse reaction against Northern whites, and could thereby do harm to the anti-slavery movement. The novel’s penultimate paragraph repeats that claim, but with a difference. This difference consists of a direct appeal to the reader to grant the author “your sympathy,” rather than withholding it simply because more, critical details are not depicted in the text:
Still an invalid, she asks your sympathy, gentle reader. Refuse not, because some part of her history is unknown, save by the Omnipresent God. Enough has been unrolled to demand your sympathy and aid.





She has revealed quite enough, the narrator tells us, for her readers to be convinced of the author’s merit of their “sympathy and aid.” To ask of her even more would be to ask too much. While the scholar wishes for more details of the life to have been named in the novel, details ideally transpiring between 1850 and 1860 in the author’s life (Chapter XII of the text), even he must remain content to grant the author her plea.

What do we find in this ultimate chapter in the very space where these absent details of the author’s life “should” be? We read, instead, one of the novel’s few direct attacks upon white Northern racism:
She passed into the various towns of the State [New Hampshire] she lived in, then into Massachusetts. Watched by kidnappers, maltreated by professed abolitionists, who did n’t want slaves at the South, nor niggers in their own houses, North. Faugh! to lodge one; to eat with one; to admit one through the front door; to sit next one; awful!





It is clear that Harriet Wilson’s anxieties about offending her Northern readers were not the idle uneasiness most authors feel about their “ideal” constituencies.

It is equally clear that the author of Our Nig was a broadly read constituent of nineteenth-century American and English literature. The text’s epigraphs alone encourage speculation about the author’s experiences with books. True, the structure of the novel would suggest that Mrs. Wilson not only read a number of popular, sentimental American novels but also patterned her fiction largely within the received confines of that once popular form. Our Nig’s plot even repeats a few crucial events found in Mattie Griffiths’s novel, The Autobiography of a Female Slave, suggesting more than a passing acquaintance on H. E. Wilson’s part with Griffiths’s book. But Our Nig’s epigraphs, placed at the head of each of its twelve chapters and on its title page, reflect a certain eclecticism in Mrs. Wilson’s reading habits, perhaps an eclecticism that reflects contact with the arbitrary titles to be found in a small middle-class American library, the “library” that might consist of one shelf of titles, or perhaps two. Josiah Gilbert Holland, Thomas Moore, Percy Bysshe Shelley, Eliza Cook, Lord Byron, Martin Farquhar Tupper, Henry Kirke White, perhaps Charlotte Elliott, and Solomon, are among the authors whom Harriet Wilson felt comfortable enough to quote.

Each epigraph is well-chosen, and each illustrates the predominant sentiment of the following chapter. Most, above all else, appeal directly to the sympathies of the reader, for love betrayed, hope trampled, dreams frustrated, or desire unconsummated. The epigraph to Chapter II, taken from Shelley’s “Misery,” is representative of Mrs. Wilson’s tastes in poetry:

Misery! we have known each other, 
Like a sister and a brother, 
Living in the same lone home 
Many years—we must live some 
Hours or ages to come.






The range of citation of American and English authors found in Our Nig is much greater than that generally found in the slave narratives or in other black nineteenth-century novels. Occasionally, however, we encounter belabored erudition and echoing in Our Nig. The five epigraphs that we have not been able to identify could well have been composed by Mrs. Wilson herself, especially since they often read like pastiches of other authors, or like lines from common Protestant hymns. At the least, we know that Harriet Wilson read rather widely and eclectically, and that she preferred the pious, direct appeal to the subtle or the ambiguous.

It is a rewarding exercise to compare the plot structure of Our Nig to the “overplot” of nineteenth-century women’s fiction identified by Nina Baym in her study, Woman’s Fiction: A Guide to Novels by and about Women in America, 1820–1870. Baym’s overplot consists, in part, of the following characteristics:1. The device of pairing heroines, or pairing a heroine and a villainess, is a central component of “some exemplary organizing principle in all this woman’s fiction.”

2. The heroine is initially “a poor and friendless child” who is either an orphan, or who “only thinks herself to be one, or has by necessity been separated from her parents for an indefinite time.”

3. The heroine, at the conclusion of her story, “is no longer an underdog.” Her “success in life [is] entirely a function of her own efforts and character.”

4. There are two kinds of heroine in this kind of novel, the flawless and the flawed.

5. The self is depicted to be “a social product, firmly and irrevocably embedded in a social construct that could destroy it but that also shaped it, constrained it, encouraged it, and ultimately fulfilled it.”

6. The heroine, as a child, is abused by those who have authority over her. In the realistic tradition of this kind of novel, a series of events represents “the daily wearing down of neglected and overworked orphans.” The heroine’s authority figures “exploit or neglect her,” rather than “love and nurture her.” The heroine’s principal challenge “is to endure until she comes of age and at the same time to grow so that when she comes of age she will be able to leave the unfriendly environment and succeed on her own.” The heroine must “strike a balance between total submission, ... and an equally suicidal defiance.”

7. The heroine is abused by one of several characters who “are the administrators or owners of the space within which the child is legally constrained. Least guilty are the mothers; often it is the loss of the mother that initiates the heroine’s woes, and the memory of her mother that  permits her to endure them. Most guilty are aunts, ... with whom many orphaned heroines are sent to live.”

8. The heroine encounters people in her community who “support, advise, and befriend her,” precisely as she is abandoned by her own family. They comprise a surrogate family.

9. The heroine’s ultimate “domesticity” is not defined by her relations to her own children but to her surrogate family members; and, “although children may be necessary for a woman’s happiness, they are not necessary for her identity—nor is a husband.”A concluding, often happy, marriage “represents the institutionalizing of such families, for the heroine’s new home includes not only her husband but all her other intimates as well.”



10. The plot of woman’s fiction has a tripartite structure: an unhappy childhood, “an interlude during which she must earn her own living,” and the conclusion.Within this “interlude,” the heroine’s life is often influenced by strong, magnanimous, unmarried women, who mother her at a period when the heroine is unmarried and not being courted, and whose presence reinforces the idea that “relations with their own sex constituted the texture” of women’s lives primarily.



11. In encounters “with a man, economic considerations predominated for these women. The women authors created stories in which, ultimately, male control and the money economy are simultaneously terminated.”

12. Husbands and would-be lovers are less important to the heroine than “fathers, guardians, and brothers.” The heroine “is canny in her judgment of men, and generally immune to the appeal of a dissolute suitor. When she feels such an attraction, she resists it.”

13. The path to the Christian religion is unmediated by men, so that “faith is thus pried out of its patriarchal social setting.”

14. The “woman’s novel” contains “much explicit and implicit social commentary.” Principal targets of this commentary were “the predominance of marketplace values in every area of American life,” oppositions between the city and the country, and “the class divisions in American society.” Slavery and intemperance also are themes, but secondary themes.

15. The novelists “abhorred and feared poverty.”



Nina Baym’s extraordinarily perceptive overplot, as I have summarized it here, enables us to compare the plot of Our Nig with that of the tradition into which Harriet E. Wilson’s novel falls. Many of these fifteen elements of the  overplot of woman’s fiction occur almost exactly in Our Nig, Frado, our heroine, most certainly is oppressed by her paired opposite, the evil Mrs. Bellmont. Also, Frado has been orphaned twice, once by the death of her loving, black father, then again as she is abandoned by her desperate, yet unsympathetic, white mother, who has now become the lover of her late husband’s friend and business partner.

Now left in the home of a white, lower middle-class family, the young mulatto child begins an extended period of harsh indenture. Her two torturers are the evil female head of the household, and her daughter, equally evil, but in miniature. Our Nig, too, shares the tripartite structure of other women’s novels, including an unhappy childhood, a seemingly endless period of indenture, and the conclusion. During her interlude of abuse, one white woman character, true to the received form, heavily influences Frado, comforts her, and becomes her only true confidant. Just as her torture is defined largely by two women, so, too, is her principal source of succor afforded by her relationship with this principal surrogate maternal figure, and a second, unnamed maternal figure who expands her consciousness with books.


Our Nig does indeed share the “woman’s novel’s” use of fictional forms to indict social injustice. As we might expect, racism, as visited upon the heroine by another woman whose relationship to the heroine is defined principally by an economic bond, is this novel’s central concern. Curiously enough, it is the complex interaction of race-and-class relationships, depicted in Frado’s relation to Mrs. Bellmont as inextricably intertwined, which Our Nig critiques for the first time in American fiction. By dividing her white characters, of the same family and the same class, into absolute categories of evil and good, Harriet E. Wilson was allowing for more complexity in her analysis of the nature of oppression than generally did, or perhaps could have, those novelists who wrote either to defend or to attack the institution of slavery.

In a sense, this narrative strategy can be read as a complex response to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Caroline E. Rush’s response, for example, was to attempt to enlist the new class of proslavery women writers to turn away from slavery as subject and begin to write about “white, wearied, wornout” women protagonists. Rush, prime propagandist for the peculiar institution, is a dubious source of proto-feminist urgings. Writing in her novel, North and South, or Slavery and Its Contrasts (1852), Rush first commands her readers to cease crying for Uncle Tom—“a hardy, strong and powerful Negro”—and start crying for pitiful, destitute children—“of the same color as yourself.” The freed blacks, of Philadelphia for example, Rush continues, lack any “elegant degree of refinement and cultivation,” thereby demonstrating implicitly that blacks are incapable of ‘elevation,’ enslaved or free. Eschew the profit motive, she concludes, and find a new subject: 
Fine, profitable speculation may be made from negro fiction. Wrought up into touching pictures, they may, under the spell of genius, look like truth and have the semblance of reality, but where is the genius to paint the scenes that exist in our own cities?—to awaken a sympathy that shall give strength to the white, wearied, wornout daughters of toil?





It was to address this task, precisely seven years later, that Harriet E. Wilson published her novel, Our Nig, a novel written to demonstrate the suffering of a black, wearied, wornout daughter of toil. We see this clearly in the novel’s characterization of men and women.

All the men in Our Nig befriend the heroine, except for one; all the principal women in this novel victimize the heroine, except for one. The exceptional male is a ne’er-do-well black “fugitive slave,” who meets the heroine, seduces her, marries her, impregnates her, disappears, returns, disappears again, and succumbs to “Yellow Fever, in New Orleans,” all in the novel’s final six-page chapter, as if such matters deserved only an appendix. The great evil in this book is not love-betrayed, however, or the evils of the flesh; rather, it is poverty, both the desperation it inflicts as well as the evils it implicitly sanctions, which is Our Nig’s focus for social commentary. Even the six-page account of love, betrayal, deceit, and abandonment serves more to allow the text’s narrator to appeal directly to the reader to purchase this book and to explain its writing than it does to develop the plot.

This treatment of the protagonist’s marriage is an odd aspect of Our Nig, and is one of the crucial ways in which the plot structure of Our Nig diverges fundamentally from the overplot that Nina Baym so precisely defines as shared, repeated structures of white women’s fiction in the mid-nineteenth century. These significant discrepancies of plot development suggest that the author of Our Nig created a novel that partakes of the received structure of American women’s fiction, but often inverts that same structure, ironically enough, precisely at its most crucial points. Harriet E. Wilson used the plot structure of her contemporary white female novelists, yet abandoned that structure when it failed to satisfy the needs of her well-crafted tale. Mrs. Wilson, in other words, revised significantly the “white woman’s novel,” and thereby made the form her own. By this act of formal revision, she created the black woman’s novel, not merely because she was the first black woman to write a novel in English, but because she invented her own plot structure through which to narrate the saga of her orphaned mulatto heroine. In this important way, therefore, Harriet Wilson’s novel inaugurates the Afro-American literary tradition in a manner more fundamentally formal than did either William Wells Brown or Frank J. Webb, the two black Americans who published complete novels before her.
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