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  PREFACE




  A Turn in the South was written in an extraordinary period of excitement in 1987. Not the excitement of a week or month, but excitement that lasted as long as the first

  draft was being written – about five or six months. I use the word excitement with care: when I was writing the draft I didn’t like being physically separated from it. I grudged every

  moment when this happened; and people I wanted to meet could be puzzled by what must have looked to them as strangely bad behaviour: asking them to come, kindly strangers, and then backing off.




  I have often wondered about this excitement, which I had never known before. Much of it would of course have had to do with the nature of the southern material, the extraordinary history, the

  extraordinary language, all so remarkably accessible, even to someone from far away, requiring only a simple journey to enter.




  The book written with this afflatus didn’t have an easy passage on publication. Some people thought my use of southern speech was overdone, was at times too mechanical, and made for hard

  reading. This was not easy for me to take, since the language was so much part of my enchantment with the material. It gradually came to me, however, that a more varied tone would have made for

  better writing and served the book better. A more serious criticism was of the book’s poor political judgement. I wasn’t aware that the book had this kind of judgement. My feeling was

  that the book was fair, not coming down on one racial side or the other; it took some time for me to understand the difficult truth that where the history was so bad, impartiality could come out as

  prejudice. If I had understood this at the beginning it would have been hard to get started on the book.




  I suppose that at the end of the day the point of all this worry about the material of A Turn in the South has to do with the nature of writing rather than the book’s politics or

  history. And the worry might be put like this: however beguiling the subject of a work, whatever its excitement, the writer must never fail to exercise his literary judgement.
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  PROLOGUE




  Down Home:


  A Landscape of Small Ruins




  JIMMY WORKED in New York as a designer and lettering artist. Howard was his assistant. Jimmy, who could become depressed at

  times, said to Howard one day, “Howard, if I had to give up, and you couldn’t get another job, what would you do?” Howard, who was from the South, said, “I would go home to

  my mama.”




  Jimmy was as struck by this as I was when Jimmy told me: that Howard had something neither Jimmy nor I had, a patch of the earth he thought of as home, absolutely his. And that was

  where—many months after I had heard this story—I thought I should begin this book about the South: with the home that Howard had.




  Howard arranged the visit. Jimmy decided to come with us. We went on the Easter weekend; the timing was pure chance.




  It was raining, had been raining in New York for two days.




  At La Guardia Howard said, “I hated the place when I was young, for the continuity.”




  I thought he meant historical continuity, the past living on. But from other things he then said, I felt he meant only that it was a country place where little changed and little happened. I had

  this trouble with Howard’s words sometimes; I was too ready to find in them meanings he didn’t intend.




  Howard was six feet tall, but slender and light of movement. He was in his late twenties or early thirties. He was very much his own man. He lived alone, and he preferred not to live in Harlem.

  He was a serious reader of newspapers and magazines, and he had a special interest in foreign affairs. He liked to cook; and he kept himself fit by playing paddle ball on weekends. He was easy to

  be with, not spiky; and I put this down in part to the home he was so sure of and still close to.




  Howard said, “You see how the South begins. More black people here, on the plane.”




  Most of the passengers were black, and they were not like an African or West Indian crowd. They were almost subdued, going home from the big city for Easter.




  We landed at Greensboro. It was a big airport; and then, just a few minutes away, proof of the scale of things here, there was another airport, just as big. We got off there. There were military

  people in the waiting areas. It was warmer than in New York; I changed into a lighter jacket.




  Soon we were on the highway.




  Howard said, “Look, the dogwood and the pines. It is what you see a lot of in the South.”




  The dogwood was a small tree, and it was now in single-petaled white blossom. Not the dogwood of England, the water-loving red-stemmed shrub or small tree that made a bright autumn and winter

  show. And there were—Howard identified them for me—oaks and maples, in the freshest spring-green.




  The land was flat, like the pampas of Argentina or the llanos of Venezuela. But trees bordered the fields and gave a human scale to things. We passed tobacco barns, tallish, squarish,

  corrugated-iron structures, where in the old days tobacco was cured. They were in decay, the corrugated iron rusted dark red, the wood weathered gray. Against the green this corrugated-iron rust

  was a lovely color; it gave an extra beauty to the land.




  The highway looked like highways everywhere else in the United States: boards for motels and restaurants and gas stations.




  Tobacco was still a crop. We saw the seedlings being mechanically planted: one black man on the tractor, two men on the trolley behind dropping earth-rooted seedlings down a shafted dibble. All

  this used to be done by hand, Howard said. He picked tobacco in the school holidays. The resin from the green leaf stained his hands black and was hard to clean off. I never knew about this

  black-staining resin from the green leaf, but it was immediately comprehensible. It was for that resin, that tar, that people smoked the cured leaf.




  We had driven so fast on the highway that we were in Howard’s area almost before I was ready for it. There was a small town center, a small rich white suburb attached to that town, and

  then outside that a black area. The differences were noticeable. But Howard, near his home now, appeared to claim both the white area and the black area.




  He had been excited all morning; he was more excited now. And then, entering another little town, we were seeing the places he had known as a boy. He had cut the grass and cleaned the swimming

  pool and mopped the porch of that house, the Bowen house, the house of the people who still more or less owned the little town that was called Bowen. And he had done the same job for people in that

  other house.




  That little green wooden house, now closed up, just beside the highway, had been his mother’s house. He had grown up there. His mother lived in another house now; another

  house—bigger and newer—was home. We saw it from the highway. It was a concrete-block house set back from the road, behind some other houses: not the old, tree-embowered house I had had

  in my imagination. We didn’t stop; we were going first to the motel, which was some way outside the town.




  The main building of the motel was a loghouse. In the sandy yard there were subsidiary little barracklike room-rows below trees and behind shrubs. A black boy was hosing down the veranda floor

  of the loghouse. He looked timid—for the first time that morning I had a feeling of racial constraint—and he said the office was inside.




  There was no apparent office. Only an empty low-ceilinged room with two or three close-set rows of little tables with red- or blue-checked tablecloths. The air conditioning had been turned off a

  long time before, and the air was dead and smelly.




  Howard called out, and after some time a young white man in shorts, with a yellow plastic apron and a large kitchen knife, came in from the back, through two doors. He was sallow, open-mouthed,

  and his movements were uncoordinated. A little while later a fat old white woman with a twisted face came in through the same two doors. I felt we had been wrong to disturb them, the old woman and

  the young man who was really a boy.




  Two rooms? Would we want two double rooms or two single rooms?




  I couldn’t understand the old woman’s questions. But then, putting down his knife, the boy with the shorts and the yellow plastic apron half beckoned to us, and we followed

  him—he walked with stamping, awkward steps—out of the dining room to the sandy yard below the pine trees, and then to a low building at the edge of the yard. The ground there was damp;

  and the small rooms that the boy opened up, one after the other, had the dampness of the ground, with a shut-in, old smell, and with stained cheap carpets.




  Better judgment was at work, however. And even while Jimmy and I were looking at the rooms with the silent boy in the yellow apron, Howard—who had not followed us—had heard from

  somebody in the motel (perhaps the old woman with the twisted face) that there was a more up-to-date motel in the next town, Peters. (Bowen, Peters: American places, big and small, are often named

  after people; and the ordinariness of the names can make some itineraries read like the muster of an army squad or a sports team.)




  To Peters, then, we went, through the highway landscape. And the Peters motel was an altogether bigger affair, with a number of two-story buildings in red brick. It even advertised a swimming

  pool (though something had happened to the filter, and the pool was green with algae).




  Howard, going up the steps ahead of us and entering the office through the two doors, turned to me and said mysteriously, with a touch of humor, “This is something for you.”




  And what he meant by that was that the lady in the office was Indian, unmistakably, Indian from India, though she was not in a sari, and though there was an un-Indian confidence in her voice and

  manner. Her speech was American—to me. It let her down only once, when she said, in her brisk, undeferential way, that coffee and things like that were not available on the

  “pre-mises,” making the word rhyme with “vices.” That was Indian; that had a flavor of India.




  I heard later from Howard that in the last six years or so Indians from India had been buying the motels in the South from white people. (And this perhaps explained the big neon sign,

  AMERICAN OWNED, that I saw some time later on a motel in northwestern Georgia.)




  So there, in the place that was home to Howard: the white folk, who might have come out of a novel; and, not far away, people from the other side of the world who were already making themselves

  American, according to the special idea they would have had of the word.




  The motel lady’s husband came into the office. He too was Indian. He wore a short-sleeved fawn-colored velour shirt, and he had a Texas accent—or so it seemed to me. His wife had

  said (and he now confirmed) that he had been in the oil business, as a petroleum engineer, in Houston. He had left oil and Houston six years before; and he thought (as his wife had said earlier,

  though admitting that Peters, North Carolina, was a very quiet place) he had made a good decision.




  HETTY’S HOUSE, Howard’s new home, had been built in parts by Hetty herself, with her

  own hands. It was set back from the road, behind other houses in the settlement, and a drive led to it from the highway. The site had been well chosen. The house had a front portico with steps on

  either side, and a porch-garage at the end of the drive from the highway. At the back of the house was woodland.




  The fluffy, carpeted, upholstered sitting room was welcoming. In one corner was the kitchen, with a dining or serving counter. The bedrooms and general rooms were on either side of a central

  corridor that ran off from the sitting room.




  Hetty was a big but shapely woman. She was sixty, but her skin was still good. She wore glasses. She made a great deal of friendly noise welcoming Jimmy, whom she knew; and Howard acted out the

  role of the son returning home. He sat on a high stool in front of the kitchen counter, relaxed, his limbs elegantly arranged, one leg folded, one leg straight: in this house a son and now, in

  addition, half our host. On the wall beside the door that led to the porch-garage there were family photographs, including one of Howard in a graduation gown.




  We had lunch: fried fish, collard greens, sweet potatoes with the color of boiled carrots. Four of us sat at the dining table in the dining part of the front reception room.




  While we were sitting—I with my back to the front door, which opened out onto the portico with the steps on either side—there were great shouts. A party had arrived: Hetty’s

  sister from Augusta, Dee-Anna (as I heard the name), and Dee-Anna’s husband and son. Dee-Anna didn’t look like Hetty. She was much bigger and more full of bulges than Hetty, and darker

  (Hetty was brown). She was more vivacious—acting up a little to her figure—but she had more searching eyes. She didn’t have Hetty’s serenity.




  Dee-Anna’s son seemed sloppily dressed at first, but then I saw that his outfit had been assembled with care and was absolutely for show: a slate-blue jacket in the contemporary shapeless

  style, a shining, textured white shirt, tapered trousers with patches and exposed labels, and new shoes (new from the near-white appearance of the instep). Easter visitors; holiday dressing up.




  They talked for a while about a recent big boxing match. They all liked the winner. Howard said he was like a modern black man, smooth and educated; the other fellow was big and strong, but

  rougher.




  The young man with the contemporary clothes asked what I was doing in North Carolina.




  When I told him, he said, “What sort of book? Historical?”




  And when Howard and I explained, Dee-Anna said, with a knitting of her brows, “I hope you are not going to give us the gloom.”




  Her son—his seriousness now seeming quite separate from his clothes—said, “We’ve had too much of the past.” They were not interested in the past; they were

  interested in the present.




  IT HAD not occurred to me to ask whether Hetty did a job. Howard hadn’t told me; and it was only after we had got to

  the house that I gathered that she worked part-time in the café side of a convenience store that was owned by the present head of the Bowen family. She took Jimmy and me to meet him after

  lunch. She said he was a good man.




  The convenience store was only one of Mr. Bowen’s interests. We went to see him in his furniture factory. He said that he wasn’t really a Bowen. He had only married into the family,

  but people spoke of him as a Bowen, and he had grown to accept the name. The first record of the name in the town of Bowen was a few years before the Declaration of Independence, but at that time

  the name of the town was Lawrence (which suggested some kind of dispossession during or after the War of Independence).




  History, though, wasn’t what Mr. Bowen wanted to talk about. He was a big man in his early sixties, and he wanted Jimmy and me to see the furniture he made; he wanted to talk about

  business in Bowen; he wanted us to know that the little town was a go-ahead place, that, though it had only a few thousand people, there were very many millions deposited in the local banks. He was

  a Bowen man through and through; and while he gave us all the figures, walking Jimmy and me round the furniture factory, showing us the things he or his machines did with veneers, Hetty stood

  aside, in her full denim skirt, with something of Howard’s elegance in her posture.




  Bowen—I had never heard of the name of the place until Howard had told me. And here it was everywhere, attached to every kind of local business, farm equipment and agricultural supplies,

  general store, video rentals, gas station, furniture, convenience store.




  He was a good man, Hetty said again, after we had left Mr. Bowen and the furniture factory. She had gone to him when she wanted $5,000 for her house. He had spoken that same day to the bank, and

  a loan had been arranged, and all that the bank had required as security was Hetty’s car and some other small thing. And Mr. Bowen was a religious man, Hetty said. He had given land for the

  black cemetery. She had a family plot there, with carved headstones.




  We drove through suburban woodland to the cemetery. We drove up almost to the headstones. Hetty wanted us to see them, but she didn’t encourage us to get out of the car. We stayed in the

  car and looked for a while. It was a small cemetery, not set apart by a fence or any kind of planting. Now, with all the spring growth, it was like part of the woodland.




  One of the headstones was of Hetty’s father. When we were back in the house she told us something about him. He was a smart man; there had always been a lot of food in the house because of

  him. He worked on a farm for a white man—and I was beginning to understand how necessary it was for Hetty to define people in the way she did. The white man took no interest in his farm.

  Hetty’s father did it all for him, the selling of the produce and everything. Now the farmhouse—where Hetty’s father had lived and died—had deteriorated. It was still owned

  by the white family, but they didn’t want to sell; they wanted to keep it for the memory.




  Where did this father of Hetty’s come from? He had died in 1961. Had he perhaps been born around 1900? In 1894, Howard said. That was the year on the headstone in the black cemetery, on

  the land given by Mr. Bowen. And the story of the father was vague. He had been orphaned; he had run away from a difficult uncle and had found a job on the railroad and had then fetched up here,

  sharecropping for Mr. Smith, the white man, and ending successfully, being one of the first black men in the area to own a car. It was not possible to get more about this father, to push back

  further into time. Beyond that was vagueness, and the gloom Hetty’s sister and the sister’s son, and perhaps all black people, had had too much of.




  Later, after a nap—Jimmy in one of the bedrooms of Hetty’s house, I in another—and after tea, we went out for a drive. Hetty knew the land well; she knew who owned what. It was

  like a chant from her, as we drove.




  “Black people there, black people there, white people there. Black people, black people, white people, black people. All this side black people, all this side white people. White people,

  white people, black people, white people.”




  Sometimes she said, “Black people used to own this land.” She didn’t like that—that black people had lost land because they had been slack or because of family disputes.

  But blacks and whites appeared here to live quite close to one another, and Hetty herself had no racial complaints. White people had been good to her, she said. But then she said that that might

  have been only because she liked people.




  It was a landscape of small ruins. Houses and farmhouses and tobacco barns had simply been abandoned. The decay of each was individual, and they were all beautiful in the afternoon light. Some

  farmhouses had very wide eaves, going down low, the corrugated iron that once provided shelter now like a too-heavy weight, the corrugated-iron sheets sagging, fanning out in places.




  We went to see the house, now abandoned, where Hetty’s father had lived when he had sharecropped for Mr. Smith. Bush grew right up against the open house. The pecan trees, still almost

  bare, just a few leaves now, were tall above the house and the tobacco barns. The colors were gray (tree trunks and weathered timber) and red (rusted corrugated iron) and green and the straw-gold

  of reeds. As we stood there Hetty told us of the death of her father in that house; the event was still vivid to her.




  Another house, even more beautiful, was where Hetty and her husband had lived for ten years. It was a farmhouse with a big green field, with forest trees bounding the distance on every side.




  Home was not for Howard just his mother’s house, the little green house that was now closed up, or the new concrete-block house she had moved to. Home was what we had seen. And we had seen

  only a part: all about these country roads, within a few miles, were houses and fields connected with various members of Howard’s family. It was a richer and more complicated past than I had

  imagined; and physically much more beautiful. The houses I was taken to were bigger than the houses many people in Trinidad or England might have lived in.




  But, still, in the past there was that point where darkness fell, the historical darkness, even here, which was home.




  We went to dinner at the Seafood Bar-B-Q. It was really the only place possible. It was a roadhouse, a big dimly lit room with a silent jukebox and a few dressed-up white family groups. Beer

  couldn’t be served. So we had the iced tea, which Howard said was very Southern. It was syrupy, the taste no doubt of the waitresses, who were white and young and friendly. One of them was

  very young, perhaps about twelve, and delighted to be dressed like a waitress, helping out a sister or a parent during the holiday weekend, serving goodies.




  I asked Hetty what she wanted for herself and her family. Her reply was strange and moving. For her family, she said, she wished that one of her sons had been cured of his drinking. And this was

  strange because it was a look backwards: the son she spoke of was dead.




  For herself, she said she would like, if it were possible, to get married. She didn’t want to get married for the sake of getting married. She was old—she knew that—but that

  was why she would like to get married. She spent too much time alone; she wanted the companionship. Howard understood. But both he and Hetty didn’t think it would be easy for her to find

  someone.




  Hetty said: “Men are scarce here. There are very few men here. Go to church and count the men. The good ones have gone away. And the ones who have stayed are no good. There may be a couple

  of good ones on the quiet, but . . .”




  What of the past, though? Had it been a reasonable sort of life? She said she had no regret for the past. Hadn’t things got better for her? Hadn’t things got better in the 1950s?




  She said, “I hardly think even about my own past.”




  And Howard said, “I can hardly remember the past.”




  The words were like the words spoken at lunchtime by Hetty’s sister.




  But then Hetty said: “I didn’t like the tobacco. It would make me sick at the end of one row, smell and all. When I was married we would get up early in the morning, when the dew was

  still on the tobacco leaves, and it didn’t smell then. Even now tobacco makes me sick. When I was young I would be in a field and after two hours I would cry. That was when I was working with

  my father.”




  And behind that was the unmentionable past.




  ON SATURDAY Hetty had talked with holiday excitement of the Easter Sunday sunrise service at five in the morning. She had

  said she might go to that. But when Jimmy and I checked out of the Peters Indian motel in the morning and went to the house for breakfast, we found Hetty there. The driving around the previous

  afternoon had tired her; she hadn’t been able to make the sunrise service. She thought now she would go to the eleven o’clock service.




  Jimmy and I thought that we would go at eleven-thirty to hear the singing and at least the beginning of the sermon, which Hetty said would start at twelve. The problem about that was

  Jimmy’s clothes. In New York Howard had said that Bowen was a very country sort of place and that casual clothes and sneakers would be enough for whatever we might have to do. The only

  warm-weather clothes Jimmy had was a Banana Republic safari outfit. Hetty said it would be all right; but she would at a certain stage have to stand up in church and ask the congregation’s

  forgiveness for his clothes.




  On the television set in Hetty’s sitting room there was constant religious excitement, with services from black churches and white churches, pastor and choir always stylishly dressed, each

  church having its own colors in clerical gowns, almost its own livery.




  One preacher, with a serious, hectoring manner, broke off from the matter in hand to give a puff for a new book about the Bible and the afterlife. The book answered the questions people asked,

  he said. “Will we be merry in heaven?” And before I could fully savor that “merry”—merry with wine, Merry Christmas, Old King Cole was a merry old soul—the other

  question the book answered was spoken: “Will there be progress in heaven?” This American heaven clearly being a replication of American earth, with black and white, and North and South,

  and Republicans and Democrats.




  Hetty, going into her room in her denim skirt, came out dressed for church in a bright-pink dress, quite overwhelming; and then she put on her flat dark-blue hat. The hat, and her glasses, gave

  her an executive appearance.




  She drove to church. Howard had allowed his driver’s license to lapse; he couldn’t drive Hetty and then come back for us. We walked. The church was about a mile away. Jimmy was in

  his Banana Republic clothes. Howard was casually dressed and in sneakers; he wasn’t going to the service. He said he didn’t like going to church; it was something he had had to do too

  often when he was a child.




  The road was wide. Cars went by one or two at a time. The grass was full of purple spring flowers; and from time to time, unexpectedly, there was black swamp (making one think of the primeval

  land, before the settlers came, and of the desolation the settlers must have felt sometimes).




  We walked past Mr. Alexander’s house. He was an old black man, formally dressed for Sunday, with a jacket and tie and hat; and he was in the bare patch of ground at the side of his house,

  practicing putts, or at any rate holding a golf club. The area in front of his small house was choked with ornamental garden statuary and anything that could be put in a yard as an ornament. He

  said his grandfather had started the collection; and then, with his own quicksilver sense of time, he said, “Two hundred years.” Some of the pieces came from Jamaica in the West Indies;

  Mr. Alexander pronounced it “Jee-maica.”




  Howard said, as we walked on, “You can tell he’s an oddball. Not only because of the golf club. But because he’s not at church.”




  A car stopped on the road beside us. There were three white men inside—the race and color of people being now what was very noticeable about them. They wanted to know where the country

  club golf course was. Howard said he couldn’t help them; he was a visitor himself. And they drove on.




  The church was small and neat, in red brick, with a white spire and with the pediment of its portico resting on slender wooden columns. There were many cars in the yard at the side of the

  church. I said the cars made the town look rich. Howard said everybody had a car; cars meant nothing.




  As we went up the steps to the portico Howard said, “They’re singing.” He didn’t go in with us. He said—very boyish now, very much the licensed son—that he

  would wait outside.




  A slender young brown woman welcomed Jimmy and me at the door and gave us an order of service. We sat at the back. And I remembered what Hetty had said: “Go to the church. Count the

  men.” The men were fewer than the women. Some children were at the back, with their mothers. And everyone—as Hetty had hinted—was in his Sunday best.




  The church inside was as plain and neat as it was outside. It had newish blond hardwood pews and a fawn-colored carpet. At the end of the hall, on a dais, was the choir, with a pianist on either

  side. The men of the choir, in the back row, were in suits; the women and girls, in the three front rows, were in gold gowns. So that it was like a local and smaller version of what we had been

  seeing on the television in Hetty’s sitting room.




  At the back of the choir, at the back of the girls in gold and the men in dark suits, was a large, oddly transparent-looking painting of the baptism of Christ: the water blue, the riverbanks

  green. The whiteness of Christ and the Baptist was a surprise. (As much a surprise as, the previous night, in the house of the old retired black teacher, the picture of Jesus Christ had been: a

  bearded figure, looking like General Custer in Little Big Man.) But perhaps the surprise or incongruity lay only in my eyes, the whiteness of Jesus being as much an iconographical element as

  the blueness of the gods in the Hindu pantheon, or the Indianness of the first Buddhist missionary, Daruma, in Japanese art.




  The singing ended. It was time for “Reports, Announcements, and Recognition of Visitors.” The short black man in a dark suit who announced this—not the pastor—spoke the

  last word in an extraordinary way, breaking the word up into syllables and then, as though to extract the last bit of flavor from the word, giving a mighty stress to the final syllable, saying

  something like “vee-zee-TORRS.”




  He spoke, and waited for declarations. One man got up and said he had come from Philadelphia; he had come back to see some of his family. Then Hetty stood up, in her flat blue hat and pink

  dress. She looked at us and then addressed the man in the dark suit. We were friends of her son, she said. He was outside somewhere. She explained Jimmy’s tieless and jacketless appearance,

  and asked forgiveness for it.




  We got up then, I first, Jimmy after me, and announced ourselves as the man from Philadelphia had done. A pale woman in one of the front rows turned around and said to us that she too was from

  New York; she welcomed us as people from New York. It was like a binding together, I thought. And when, afterwards, the man in the dark suit spoke of brothers and sisters, the words seemed to have

  a more than formal meaning.




  The brass basin for the collection was passed up and down the pews. (The figure for the previous week’s collection, a little over $350, was given in the order of service.) The pastor, a

  young man with a clear, educated voice, asked us to meditate on the miracle of Easter. To help us, he called on the choir.




  The leader of the choir, a big woman, adjusted the microphone. And after this small, delicate gesture, there was passion. The hymn was “What About Me?” There was hand-clapping from

  the choir, and swaying. One man stood up in the congregation—he was in a brown suit—and he clapped and sang. A woman in white, with a white hat, got up and sang. So I began to feel the

  pleasures of the religious meeting: the pleasures of brotherhood, union, formality, ritual, clothes, music, all combining to create a possibility of ecstasy.




  It was the formality—derived by these black people from so many sources—that was the surprise; and the idea of community.




  Someone else in a suit got up and spoke to the congregation after the black man in the dark suit had spoken. “This is a great day,” the new speaker said. “This is the

  day the Lord rose. He rose for everybody.” There were constant subdued cries of “Amen!” from the congregation. The speaker said, “A lot of people better off than we

  are didn’t have this privilege.”




  Finally the educated young pastor in his elegant gown with two red crosses spoke. “Jesus had to pray. We have to pray. Jesus had to cry. We have to cry. . . . God has been so

  good to us. He has given us a second chance.”




  Torture and tears, luck and grief: these were the motifs of this religion, this binding, this consoling union—union the unexpected, moving idea to me. And, as in Muslim countries, I

  understood the power a preacher might have.




  As Howard said afterwards, as he and Jimmy and I were walking back to the house, “Everything happens in the church.”




  We came upon another local oddball, to use the word Howard had used on the way out: this was the drinker of the black community. We were some way from the man’s house when Howard spotted

  him looking out of a window. And Howard said, “Look down. Don’t talk to him. Don’t see him.” It was one of the ways Howard had learned, both here and in New York, of

  avoiding trouble: avoiding “eye contact,” which, he said, provoked the mugger, the beggar, the racial fanatic, the madman, the alcoholic.




  The drinking man, framed in his window, considered us as we walked towards his house. When we passed the house I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye. Standing at his window in his

  undershirt, isolated in his house, he was red-eyed, spiritually and mentally far away.




  I told Howard that the idea I had been given that morning of a black community with its own strict code was surprising to me.




  He said, “This community, or what you see, is going to disappear in twenty or twenty-five years.” Segregation had preserved the black community. But now blacks and whites, especially

  of the younger generation, were doing more things together. This gave point to what Hetty (grieving for a son) had said the day before about black and white boys now “drinking

  together.” And I wasn’t sure whether Howard or Hetty wholly liked the new mixing and what it foreshadowed. I didn’t think that Hetty could be as serene as she was, without her

  community.




  At lunch, when Hetty had come back from church, we talked for a little about the position of black people. We hadn’t touched that subject the day before.




  Black people had lived through the bad times. Now, when things should have been easier for them, there were new racial elements in the country: Mexicans and Cubans and the other foreigners. The

  Mexicans were soon going to be politically powerful in the country. The Asians were not just buying motels; they were going into other kinds of business as well; and they had been here only a few

  years. In a hospital not far away, Hetty said, there were only two American doctors.




  And soon Howard and Hetty were reminding each other of the way things were changing. In the old days trucks would come around to pick up blacks for the fruit-picking. The trucks didn’t

  come now: the Mexicans did the fruit-picking. And Howard said the blacks had eased themselves out of Miami. The blacks hadn’t wanted the hotel jobs; they thought those jobs demeaning. So the

  Cubans had taken over those jobs, and the blacks wouldn’t be allowed to get in there again. In ways like that the blacks had allowed the Cubans to get control of the city. Spanish was now the

  language of Miami.




  Later, when we were going back to the airport, we saw a white congregation coming out of the other Baptist church in Bowen. It wasn’t far from the black church where we had been. And it

  was only then that I realized that what I had been seeing was a segregated small town, with old segregated institutions.




  It gave a fuller meaning to Hetty’s words, her chant, as we had driven through the countryside: “All this side white people, all that side black people. Black people, black people,

  white people, black people. Black people, white people.”




  Reading the familiar land in her own way—where I saw only the colors of the spring, the purple flowers on the roadside, the sour weed, the pines and dogwood and oaks and maples, and the

  gray and green and dark-red colors of abandoned farmhouses and tobacco barns. Going back to the airport now, I saw the past a little more clearly. I saw a little more clearly what I had seen the

  day before.




  And I began to see how Howard, leaving his home and going to New York, could hold himself separate both from the past and from the rage of Harlem.




  I asked him why he didn’t live in Harlem.




  “My rhythm is different. And they pick up on that. Rhythm? It’s like your energy level. How shall I put it? I’m not angry. Most people in Harlem are angry.” And, trying

  to explain more about himself, he said, “I’m different. I felt different at the high school. It’s what you think and what you feel that makes you different. I always felt

  different. Which leads me to believe I was born in the wrong town. Like many people.”




  TWO DAYS later, in New York (and just before I began my true Southern journey), I talked again with Howard, to make sure I

  had got certain things right.




  About the presence of Asians and Cubans and Mexicans he said, “I get very pro-American when I think about that.” And that pro-American attitude extended to foreign affairs, which

  were his special interest. So, starting from the small Southern black community of Bowen, Howard had become a conservative. He said, “I think that when you come out of a Southern Baptist

  background that is the groundwork of being a conservative.”




  I asked him about what he had said about the black community as we had walked back from the church. He had said that the community was going to disappear in twenty to twenty-five years; and he

  had seemed to talk neutrally about that. Was he really neutral?




  He didn’t commit himself. He said that there would be less unity in the community, but that good would come of the change. Making a mystical leap, he said, “Change is like death.

  Good things can come out of it. It’s like the Civil War, when a whole way of life ended.”




  So at the end it turned out that his early comment, about the continuity of his home town, had had to do with history, as I had thought at the beginning. I had changed my mind because the word

  had then appeared to contain the idea of sameness and dullness: the same buildings, the ruins left standing in the fields, the dullness of the small-town life. He had meant that; but he had also

  meant the past living on. It was as though, talking to me, a stranger, he had had to find a way of talking about the unmentionable past.
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    ATLANTA


  




  Tuning In




  IT WAS in New York that I planned my trip. One suggestion was that I should go to Tuskegee in Alabama, to have a look at

  the trades institute, now a university, that Booker T. Washington had founded more than a hundred years before for black people, then barely out of slavery.




  Tuskegee was a name I knew. It was half mythical for me, from my memories of the Booker T. Washington book Up from Slavery, which I had been introduced to as a child in Trinidad. So far

  away: it was hard to think of this place with the strange name being there still, in the light of common day.




  I was given the name of a writer who had been educated at Tuskegee, Al Murray. He was, or had been, a protégé of Ralph Ellison’s, and he lived in New York. He was friendly on

  the telephone, interested in my project, and ready to talk on. He wanted me to come to his apartment. It was in the heart of Harlem, he said; and he thought I should see Harlem. It would be part of

  my preparation for the journey.




  He lived on 132nd Street. He thought I should simply take the Madison Avenue bus. He made it sound feeble to do anything else, and it was my intention to take the bus; but at the last moment I

  faltered and waved down a taxi. In no time we were in Harlem. In no time, racing through the synchronized lights, we were in what looked like a caricature of the city lower down.




  It was like a jump ahead in time, a turning of the page: upper windows blown out and blackened in walls of warm brown stone or old red brick, houses surrendered, camped in, old craft and

  elegance surviving in stonework (as in some pillaged ancient Roman site), some house walls enclosing only earth, awaiting excavation one day: no apparent relation between the people and the place,

  the mixed population of the city lower down altered, the pavement bustle gone, the people now all black, not many women about, and the men often in postures of idleness, sitting on steps or

  standing on street corners. In the same light of fifteen minutes before, the same weather, in what was still Fifth Avenue.




  It should have stopped after a while; but it went on. At some lights a thin, expressionless boy ran to the car and said something to the driver. The driver, a fat black man, didn’t reply.

  The lights changed; the thin-legged boy ran off again between the cars without another word. What had he wanted? The driver, from his accent a West Indian from one of the smaller islands, said,

  “He wanted to clean my windscreen.” The driver gave a nervous laugh and—only now—turned up his window.




  Not far away was the apartment building where Al Murray lived. It was one of a set of three or four tall apartment buildings that must have been built on the site of old house-rows. In

  Al’s building—set back from the sidewalk, and with a shallow curved drive to the glass-doored entrance—there was, unexpectedly, a uniformed doorman, and a notice that visitors had

  to be announced.




  His apartment was at the very end of a central, windowless corridor. It got warmer towards the end of the corridor; electric lights were on. When Al opened the door it was daylight again, and

  there was a glimpse, through the big glass window at the end of his sitting room, of the New York sky again. He was a brown man, and older than I had thought. I had expected a young man or a man in

  mid-career; and he had sounded young on the telephone. But Al had just turned seventy.




  His sitting room was full of books and records. A moment’s looking showed that the books were a serious collection of twentieth-century American writing in first or very early editions: Al

  had been buying, or collecting, for more than forty years. His jazz records (worn sleeves standing upright, filling many shelves) were equally valuable. Jazz was one of his passions, and he was a

  noted writer on the subject. Among the first things he showed me were private photographs of Louis Armstrong—a small man, unexpectedly, Picasso-size, and, again unexpectedly, a careful

  dresser: everything about the great man noteworthy, almost an aspect of the talent, and to Al exciting.




  He was a man of enthusiasms, easy to be with, easy to listen to. His life seemed to have been a series of happy discoveries. Tuskegee—where he had studied fifty years before—had been

  one of those discoveries. He loved his school, and admired its founder.




  He showed photographs of the place: Georgian-style brick buildings built by the students themselves eighty or ninety years before. They were the first photographs I had seen of Tuskegee, and

  they made me want to go there. And Booker T. Washington, as Al spoke about him, became a little more real. He was born a slave in 1856, but that was only five years before the Civil War; so

  (whatever his memories) he hadn’t been a slave for very long. And he would have grown up in the extraordinary period just after the Civil War, when freedmen asserted themselves here and

  there, and some of the gifted ones did well. He would have grown up with American ideas, the big ideas of the late nineteenth century. Booker Washington, Al said, had to be seen as an American of

  the late nineteenth century, in his energy and in his understanding of the way capitalist America worked. He would have been at one with the very rich and powerful men he successfully appealed

  to.




  Al Murray took down the two volumes of the Louis R. Harlan biography to show the photographs. They were moving: those long-held poses, Booker T. Washington with his family, with his dandified

  male secretary, all those clothes of turn-of-the-century respectability—and the great man’s eyes always tired. And the Tuskegee students, men and women, doing as students the tasks so

  recently performed by slaves—raking hay, building brick walls—but doing those jobs now in respectable clothes, the men sometimes even in suits—clothes being important to people

  who, as slaves, hardly had any.




  Tuskegee was on the site of an old plantation, Al Murray said. The plantation mansion had for many years remained outside the school compound; but he had heard that it had been acquired recently

  and was now the residence of the school’s president. Change, in the American way. And it might have been said that Al Murray, with his books and records, was a demonstration in himself of

  that change. He had been born in Alabama in the deepest South; had gone to Tuskegee; had served in the air force and retired as a major; and had then had a second career as an academic and a

  writer.




  It was at the end of his time with the air force that he had come to New York, to that apartment. Were his neighbors there middle-class, professional blacks? No; they were a mixed group. One

  neighbor, for instance, was a doorman at the midtown club of which Al was a member. “He’s a doorman there. Here he’s my neighbor.” Al liked that. He also liked the apartment

  for its own sake.




  But there was the setting. When he took me out to his dizzying little balcony to show me the view, the elegance that the first builders of Harlem had intended, I saw from a height the streets

  that at ground level had so demoralized me. I also saw the ruins of the red-brick house-row to the south. There had been a fire six years before, Al said; the brick shells had simply been allowed

  to stand since then. A big tree (now with spring foliage) had grown within the walls of one house without damaging the walls. The scene was a little like the war ruins preserved in parts of East

  Berlin as a memorial—and certain ravaged streets of Harlem did make one think of war.




  But Al had lived for a long time with the burned-out houses on the next block. He seemed to have almost stopped seeing them; he saw the larger view. To the south, all Manhattan lay at our feet.

  If that tall building some blocks down wasn’t in the way, Al said, we would have been seeing the Empire State Building from where we were. To the west was a multicolored row of buildings that

  a famous black artist, a friend of Al’s, had made the subject of a picture. And when Al looked down at the street below he saw the two or three churches and the house of the local

  congressman: buildings standing for important aspects of local life.




  So, with Al’s help, my eye changed. And where at first I had seen only Harlem and gloom, I began on the high balcony to see the comparative order of the area where Al lived. And the

  splendor of the original Harlem design: grander, in the intention of the planners, than anything farther south.




  But those first planners of Harlem had overbuilt. There were not enough people, in the 1890s, for the new houses of Harlem. Some businessmen had then begun to buy the houses, with the aim of

  renting to blacks from the South. They advertised; they tried to get the goodwill and participation of Booker T. Washington, at that time the best-known black man in the United States. Washington

  didn’t like the idea; he thought it too commercial. But Washington’s secretary, Emmett Scott, one of the big three of Tuskegee (the big houses of Washington, his treasurer, and his

  secretary still stand side by side at Tuskegee), joined the business venture. So black Harlem began as it was to continue, in need and exploitation. And there was, ever so slightly, a Tuskegee

  connection.




  Al Murray took me walking in the neighborhood. He asked me to notice the very wide sidewalks: it was part of the elegance of the original Harlem plan. He took me to a bookshop with books about

  the black cause, and posters and leaflets about local events. I bought a paperback of The Souls of Black Folk by Du Bois, a contemporary black critic of Washington (there was a very early

  edition of this book on Al’s shelves); and we exchanged courtesies with the dedicated and cultured lady who ran the shop. He said, about the Harlem Hospital—the most important building

  in the neighborhood—that its standards were professional and that it was getting better. And then, my “disentangling” vision developing, we went to the Schomburg Center, a

  splendid new building devoted to black studies, with an extraordinary collection of books and documents, and with enthusiastic staff, black and white.




  The Center gave researchers a stipend to work in its library. The stipendiary or scholar I met was a handsome brown woman who had traveled much and was doing work on the cultural links between

  Brazil and West Africa. She spoke of her work with the excitement of a discoverer. For her the black cause, or this extension of it, was like a new country.




  I didn’t take a taxi back. There were no taxis in the streets. Al waited a little while with me, talking of Ralph Ellison, until a bus came. And then, unwillingly, I saw again, and more

  slowly this time, stop by stop, what I had seen on the way out: a whole section of a great city in decay.




  IT WAS in Dallas in 1984, at the Republican convention, that the idea of traveling in the American South, or Southeast,

  came to me. I had never been in the South before; and though Dallas was not part of the Southeast I later chose to travel in, I had a sufficiently strong sense there of a region quite distinct from

  New York and New England, which were essentially all that I knew of the United States.




  I liked the new buildings, the shapes, the glossiness, the architectural playfulness, and the wealth that it implied. Architecture as pleasure—it was interesting to see it growing out of

  the drabness of the older, warehouse-style town.




  It was mid-August, and hot. I liked the contrast on the downtown streets of bright light and the deep shadows of tall buildings, and the strange feel of another, more temperate climate that

  those shadows gave. One constantly played with contrasts like that. The tinted glass of the hotel room softened the glare of the hot sky: the true color of the sky, outside, was always a surprise.

  Air conditioning in hotels, cars, and the convention center made the heat, in one’s passages through it, stimulating.




  The heat was a revelation. It made one think of the old days. Together with the great distances, it gave another idea of the lives of the early settlers. But now the very weather of the South

  had been made to work the other way. The heat that should have debilitated had been turned into a source of pleasure, a sensual excitement, an attraction: a political convention could be held in

  Dallas in the middle of August.




  On the wall at the back of the podium in the convention center the flags of the states were laid flat, in alphabetical order. The flags of the older states were distinctive; they made me think

  of the British-colonial flag (and the British-given colonial motto, in Latin, from Virgil) I had known as a child in Trinidad. And for the first time it occurred to me that Trinidad, a former

  British colony (from 1797), and an agricultural slave colony (until 1833, when slavery was abolished in the British Empire), would have had more in common with the old slave states of the Southeast

  than with New England or the newer European-immigrant states of the North. That should have occurred to me a long time before, but it hadn’t. What I had heard as a child about the racial

  demeanor of the South had been too shocking. It had tainted the United States, and had made me close my mind to the South.




  The convention center was very big. The eye could not take it all in at once. In that vast space the figures on the podium looked small. They could have been lost; but a big screen above them

  magnified their image, and scores of smaller screens all over the center repeated this living, filmed picture. It was hypnotic, that same face or gesture in close-up coming at one from so many

  angles. The aim might only have been communication and clarity; but no more grandiose statement could have been made about the primacy of men; nothing could have so attempted to stretch out the

  glory of the passing moment. And yet, almost as part of its political virtue, this convention dealt in piety and humility and heaven, and daily abased itself before God.




  A famous local Baptist pastor spoke the final benediction. His church organization was prodigious; its property in downtown Dallas was said by the newspapers to be worth very many millions. His

  service, on the Sunday after the convention, was to a packed congregation. It was also being carried on television; and it was a full, costumed production, with music and singing. But the hellfire

  sermon might have come from a simpler, rougher time, when perhaps for five or six months of the year people had no escape from the heat, when travel was hard, when people lived narrowly in the

  communities into which they had been born, and life was given meaning only by absolute religious certainties.




  I began to think of writing about the South. My first travel book—undertaken at the suggestion of Eric Williams, the first black prime minister of Trinidad—had been about some of the

  former slave colonies of the Caribbean and South America. I was twenty-eight then. It seemed to me fitting that my last travel book—travel on a theme—should be about the old slave

  states of the American Southeast.




  My thoughts—in Dallas, and then in New York, when I was planning the journey—were about the race issue. I didn’t know then that that issue would quickly work itself out during

  the journey, and that my subject would become that other South—of order and faith, and music and melancholy—which I didn’t know about, but of which I had been given an intimation

  in Dallas.




  FROM NEW YORK I went to Atlanta. I had been told that there was an old

  black elite there, a kind of black-American aristocracy; that there were many established black businessmen, and a number of black millionaires; and that blacks ran the city. I booked an airplane

  flight; in Atlanta stood in a line at the airport to hire a car; and then drove through the mighty roadworks of the city center to the hotel. And there I was, slightly astonished that the journey,

  so long in the planning, should begin in such a matter-of-fact way.




  And, as if answering my anxiety, all the little Atlanta arrangements I had made in New York came to nothing, one after the other, and very quickly. A newspaperman had gone to another town to

  cover a story; a black businessman said on the telephone that he was out of touch, had lived these last twenty years out of Atlanta. And the black man whose name had been given me by a filmmaker

  said that almost everything I had heard about Atlanta was wrong.




  The talk about a black aristocracy was exaggerated, this man said. By the standards of American wealth, blacks in Atlanta were not wealthy; in a list of the richest Atlantans, a black man might

  come in at number 201. Political power? “Political power without the other sort of power is meaningless.”




  He sipped his wine, my informant, and seemed not at all displeased to have floored me.




  I actually believed what he said. I had felt that the grand new buildings of Atlanta one had seen in so many photographs had as little to do with blacks as the buildings of Nairobi, say, had to

  do with the financial or building skills of the Africans of Kenya. I had felt that the talk of black power and black aristocracy was a little too pat and sudden.




  I wanted to see for myself, though; and I was hoping to be put in touch with people. But there was no hint from this black man of that kind of help. I might see Andrew Young, the mayor, he said;

  but Andrew Young probably had about two hundred interviews lined up. (So I might be number 201—a popular number.) I felt about this black man, in fact, that—sipping his wine, looking at

  me over the top of his glass, enjoying my discomfiture, awaiting my questions and swatting them down—I felt he was being seized more and more by a spirit of contradiction and unhelpfulness

  and was about to grow quite wild: that soon I would be hearing, not only that there were no moneyed blacks in Atlanta, but that there had never been anything in Georgia, no plantations, no cotton,

  corn, or taters, that there was only himself in the wide vessel of the black Atlanta universe.




  From my room at the Ritz-Carlton, the view at night of the windows of the big Georgia Pacific building was like a big pop-art print. The windows, of equal size, were all lighted. Each level was

  like a filmstrip, or a strip of contact prints, of views almost the same. From my room the view changed, level by level. At the lower levels I looked down at the tops of desks and the floor of

  offices. At eye level I saw the desks silhouetted against the office wall. Level by level, then, the desks vanished. At the higher levels I saw only the lighted ceilings; and at the very top there

  was only light, a glow in the window. The offices were all empty; the men who sat in them during the day were in the suburbs somewhere. The paintings that hung on the walls of the offices of senior

  people were like arbitrary symbols of rank, mere rectangles at this distance, quite indistinct, even without color—the way great cities, from very high up, show as smudges below the

  earth’s swirls.




  A formal society, private lives, a formal view: an introduction was needed to every one of those rooms, and the visitor didn’t know on what door to knock. Where did the news happen? Was it

  only a production, on the television?




  BUT THEN I read in the newspaper about the affair of Forsyth County. Forsyth County was forty miles or so to the north of

  Atlanta. In that county in 1912 a young white girl was raped and beaten so badly that she died a few days later. A number of blacks were implicated. One was lynched; two others were tried and

  hanged. All the blacks of Forsyth were chased out of the county; and since then (so it was said) no blacks had been allowed to live in the county.




  This last fact, about blacks not being allowed to live in Forsyth, became a public issue earlier in the year, when someone organized a “Walk for Brotherhood” in Forsyth in the middle

  of January, to mark the anniversaries both of the assassination of Mahatma Gandhi and the birth of Martin Luther King. This march was attacked by some local people and Ku Klux Klan groups; it made

  the news. A second brotherhood march a week later—after all the publicity—was a much bigger affair. Twenty thousand people went to Forsyth to march, and there were about three thousand

  National Guardsmen and state and local police officers to keep the peace. There were protests nonetheless; fifty-six people, none of them marchers, were arrested.




  The man who had stage-managed the marches, or had made the issue as big as it had become, was a black Atlanta city councilor, Hosea Williams, called simply Hosea by everyone who spoke of him. He

  was sixty-one, and had been an associate of Martin Luther King’s in the civil-rights movement. Hosea had since brought a lawsuit against some Klan groups for violating the civil rights of the

  people on the first brotherhood march; and he had also come up with the idea that some claim might be made against Forsyth County on behalf of the blacks who had lost land when they had been driven

  out in 1912.




  Tom Teepen, of the Atlanta Constitution, with whom I had breakfast one day, spoke almost with affection of Hosea Williams. “A primary force, a rabble-rouser in the tradition of the

  Paris barricades, and canny.”




  But I couldn’t see Hosea that week.




  Tom said, “He’s in jail.”




  “Jail!”




  “It’s all right. He’s often in jail for some thing or the other. He’ll be out in a few days.”




  When I looked at some of Hosea Williams’s own publicity material, and especially a Who Is Hosea L. Williams? pamphlet, I saw that his jail record mattered to him. There was a

  photograph of him in a cell. “Rev. Hosea holds the civil rights arrest record for jailings. . . . He has gone to jail about as many times since Dr. King’s death as during his life (a

  total of 105 times).”




  He was born in 1926. So for very many years his racial protests and battles would have been desperate affairs. But Hosea had won his war; and (though he was still a brave man: the first march at

  Forsyth had required courage) I felt that Hosea might now have become licensed, a star, a man on the news, someone existing in a special kind of electronic reality or unreality. And his political

  life required him to beat his own drum. In The Dimensions of the Man—Dr. Hosea L. Williams—A Chronology, with a photograph of Hosea in an academic gown, apparently

  receiving an honorary degree from another black man, there was this: “Today he’s not content to watch things happen, HE MAKES THINGS HAPPEN.”




  THE NORTHERN suburbs of Atlanta almost touched Forsyth County. The freeways, which made Georgia look like Connecticut,

  enabled people to work in downtown Atlanta, where there were blacks in the streets, and then to drive twenty or thirty easy miles (in air-conditioned cars) to their houses in the suburbs, where

  there were few blacks—this part of Georgia had not been plantation country. There were branches of famous stores in the luxurious suburban shopping malls. The white suburbs could get by quite

  well without the black-run city center.




  There was a news item in the paper one day that some of these suburbs didn’t want to be plugged into the Atlanta city-transit system, because they didn’t want to be infiltrated by

  blacks. No Forsyth-like shouting, no Confederate flags, no white hoods and gowns—that wasn’t the way of these new suburbs. A transit official said, “It’s such a subliminal

  issue that it’s extremely difficult to deal with.”




  A lawyer I met said that, to understand, it was necessary to remember that 120 years or so ago there had been slavery. For poor white people race was their identity. Someone well off could walk

  away from that issue, could find another cause for self-esteem; but it wasn’t that easy for the man with little money or education; without race he would lose his idea of who he was.




  I spoke about my weekend with Howard and Hetty. Hetty had a strong idea of her racial and family identity, and yet she also had a high regard for Mr. Bowen, whom she considered a good man. Did

  that mean anything? The lawyer thought not. Southern white people would do anything for black families with whom they had a relationship, but that attitude stopped there; it wasn’t extended

  to blacks in general.




  We were lunching, the lawyer and I, in a big club in downtown Atlanta. The club had been started in the days when there had been a general movement out of Atlanta, and business people had felt

  the need for a place where they might meet in the middle of the day. It was part of the bubble in which the white professional people of Atlanta lived: the house, the air-conditioned car, the

  office (perhaps like an office in the Georgia Pacific building), the luncheon club.




  I asked the lawyer whether he personally felt threatened. He said the feeling was with him sometimes when he was out in the streets. He meant the fear of violence. But he also meant the larger

  fear of a world grown unstable: the more protective the bubble in which one lives, the more uncertain one’s knowledge becomes of what lies out there.




  And this was why the lawyer thought it would be good if the black middle class could grow, if the blacks could become more active commercially. But—and like everyone talking about blacks

  now, he searched for words at once neutral and true—blacks (whatever their yearnings) didn’t have the business sense, the business vocation. In a society that was economically driven,

  blacks didn’t have the economic drive. But now there were immigrants of a new sort in the United States—Latin Americans, Asians. The lawyer thought that, when the blacks had a better

  understanding of what the presence of those immigrants meant to them, black racial sentiments might change.




  It was there, then, as Tom Teepen had told me, at the back of everything, however unspoken: the thought of race, the little neurosis, the legacy of slavery.




  The topic came up again when I went to see Anne Rivers Siddons, the novelist. She lived in North Atlanta: hilly plots, tall pines, dogwood, azaleas. The spring I had seen in Howard’s home

  town was at its peak here, and the houses along the suburb’s curving roads looked quite embowered.




  Anne Siddons had just published a novel, Homeplace, and was doing promotional work on it, at some cost to herself: she had got started on a new book. She was a little withdrawn, living

  internally, holding on to her new book. She lived in such beauty now; but—as I saw when I looked at her previous book, Fox’s Earth—her thoughts (like those of many Southern

  people) went back easily to a poorer time.




  She said that Margaret Mead had made an important observation about the South: the relationship of the white man and the black servant woman, man and undemanding mistress, had left the white

  woman and the black man neutered. The black men, Anne Siddons said, were the disaffected ones.




  And the newspapers—the Constitution and its sister paper, the Journal (“Covers Dixie like the Dew” was the slogan on its editorial page and its delivery

  vans)—were full of racial items, interwoven with the running serials: Forsyth County, and the ramifying story of the private life of a black politician accused of using cocaine.




  One day there was this story. IBM sent a black executive to Columbia, South Carolina; but there was no room for the black man in the country club, no party invitations for his children. The next

  day there was this story: a black woman of thirty-one, a mother of two children aged five and two, took a revolver to work and shot herself in her office at Georgia Power. She felt she was being

  discriminated against by the company and passed over for promotion. She said in her suicide note that she wanted to give the managers and supervisors something to think about.




  Desperation; but there was also the kind of playfulness that a political cause attracts when it has become safe. There was news of a black arts festival. There was news of a mighty piece of

  sculpture for Atlanta by a New York sculptor, Nelson Mandela Must Be Free to Lead His People and South Africa to Peace and Prosperity. The rock sculpture weighed seven tons and was too heavy

  for its first site, which could take only a hundred pounds per cubic foot. So the sculpture was going to be moved to Woodruff Park in downtown Atlanta. (Woodruff was the great man of Coca-Cola,

  running the company for sixty years; Coca-Cola and Gone with the Wind are the two fabulous success stories of post–Civil War Atlanta.) A twelve-foot iron fence, with a working gate,

  was to be welded into the rock. The gate was to be locked with a real key, and the key was to be given to the city of Atlanta, so that—assuming the key hadn’t been mislaid—the

  gate could be opened when Mandela was freed.




  From Tom Teepen’s column in the Constitution: Metro Atlanta is a big city of 2.2 million; Atlanta is a medium city of 450,000; black Atlanta is a small city of 300,000. “The

  black leadership circle is a small town.” A good journalist finds good clear ways of putting things. Tom Teepen also said this: white people in the United States don’t have

  “leaders”; only black people have leaders. And I felt he had said that because (according to some other columnists in the paper) the current scandals about black politicians in a number

  of states were being used to run down black people generally.




  I liked the point about leaders. I thought it could be applied to many black or backward or revolutionary countries, where the leader is everything, and where journalists and others from

  outside, falling unwittingly into a version of the explorer’s attitude (“Take me to your leader”), bestow on the leader alone the dignity that, in another kind of place, they

  would bestow more widely, on the country and the people. But then I began to wonder whether—since black politics in the United States were still racial and redemptive and simple—black

  people in the United States couldn’t after all be said to have leaders, people they simply followed. And I wondered whether it was possible in these circumstances for black people to stand

  apart from their leaders, any more than it was possible for people of the Caribbean or Africa to stand apart from the racial or tribal chiefs whom they had created.




  I HEARD more about identity.




  Tom Teepen—shedding the suit and tie that he said was regulation office wear, and appearing instead in a many-pocketed vest or gilet—took me one Saturday

  morning to a century-old Appalachian settlement in East Atlanta: a big old red-brick cotton mill, white frame houses, a cemetery on rising ground beyond a busy road. Mill wages at the beginning had

  been very low, 5¢ an hour, it was said; but for the mountain people the regularity of the wage had been a kind of security, and the community established around the mill had survived, though

  many people had gone away at various times, and the mill itself was now closed.




  We went to a community-and-craft center in the settlement. It was run by a woman with the beautiful name of Esther Lefever. She had come to the settlement many years before as a

  folksinger—a ten-year-old photograph in the Atlanta Constitution showed her as a pretty woman with a guitar. But then, from being moved by the response to her singing—an old

  woman had got up and done a special dance, and other people had cried—she had become more deeply involved with the Appalachian community, and had even become a city councilor.




  She was small and slender, still attractive and clear-voiced. She was not herself from an Appalachian community, but she understood their closeness. She was a Mennonite from Pennsylvania, the

  eighth child of a preacher. She spoke of what it had meant to her to move from the strictness of her Mennonite background. She had felt alone, she said. What did it mean to be alone? She said she

  had the picture of being the last tree on the hillside: the other trees had all been cut down. It hadn’t been easy for her even to give up the bonnet; all her life she had been taught to wear

  the bonnet out of respect for God and man. Even when she was in her twenties it made her nervous to be in the streets of Chicago. It wasn’t a fear of black men so much as a dread of white men

  who (according to what she had been told) drank liquor and were gross.




  And then she had discovered the cruelty of the world outside, the cruelty of America. How had she discovered that? She told a story. One of her Appalachian women came to her one day and said she

  needed a job, “maid work.” Esther Lefever took the woman to see someone, a woman with a lot of blonde hair combed back, a woman (Esther Lefever said) just a step or two above the woman

  looking for maid work. And the blonde woman said, “Why does she want to do maid work? That’s for colored people.”




  It was a simple incident, I thought; something that should have been passed over. The blonde woman herself (from the story) was as much a sufferer as everybody else. But the incident had many

  layers of meaning, and Esther Lefever had been upset and humiliated by it. She said, “They want to keep you in the slots they have fixed for you.” Who were “they”? She

  thought, and said that they were the people who had arranged the system and wanted to keep everyone in his place.




  I asked her in what way identity was important, and whether there was some practical way in which it helped. She said that, if you moved to a new neighborhood or took a new job, and people were

  not too friendly, then it could be a help if you knew who you were; you could last out the hostility. If you didn’t know who you were—if (and this was my extension) you were dependent

  on other people for your idea of your own worth—then you were in trouble.




  She was giving the view from below, the view of the poor people she was concerned about. And from what she said I got the impression that these people had raw sensibilities and lived on their

  nerves. I found that hard to imagine.




  (And yet, at another level, and with another, half-buried part of myself, I understood. Perhaps in a society of many groups or races everyone, unless he is absolutely secure, lives with a

  special kind of stress. Growing up in multiracial Trinidad as a member of the Indian community, people brought over in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to work the land, I always

  knew how important it was not to fall into nonentity. In 1961, when I was traveling in the Caribbean for my first travel book, I remember my shock, my feeling of taint and spiritual annihilation,

  when I saw some of the Indians of Martinique, and began to understand that they had been swamped by Martinique, that I had no means of sharing the world view of these people whose history at some

  stage had been like mine, but who now, racially and in other ways, had become something other. And eight years or so later, in Belize in Central America, a similar feeling of the void broke through

  my other preoccupations when I saw the small, lost, half-Indian community of that wretched British colony, coastal timberland poached from what had been the Spanish Empire, peopled with slaves and

  servants, and then more or less abandoned: New World debris.)




  And I heard more about the ways of identity in the South from a religious scholar. Among the people he instructed were men and women studying for the ministry. I thought that people who wanted

  to be ministers might have been moved by some religious experience. But that attitude was a reflection of my own temperament and background, my own lack of a religious faith, and my thirty-five

  years and more in England, where formal religion had all but withered.




  In the United States, and especially in the South, religious faith was almost universal, and a religious vocation was as likely as any other. It was something a man could turn to for a number of

  reasons; and what I heard from this scholar was that some of the people he was in touch with (and he meant white people) had turned to the religious life in order to be confirmed in their identity:

  people from poor families who felt racially threatened by the new developments in the South, people who, in the booming new South, had gone into business and had then felt themselves drifting so

  far from the Southern world they had known that they had given up, to return to God and the life they felt more at ease in.




  I heard this talk about religion and identity far from Atlanta, at an open-air party on an estate in northwestern Georgia: hills, woods, long views, range beyond gentle range, blue upon

  blue.




  The party was in a rough, long-grassed field between woods, and in front of a gray, patched-up wooden hut on low pillars. The hut was said to be very old. It stood almost at the foot of a slope;

  and when you looked through the back door and window directly to the green of the land sloping up in the shade of pines, the site did have the feel of an ancient, protective solitude, quite

  different from any solitude one might arrange for oneself today.
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