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For my mother, Alvera Frederic Kalina, whose courage lit the way. Thank you, mom, for your bravery and sacrifice.
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4th Great-Grandfathers and Grandmothers

Ursin Frederic_____________Roxelane Arnoux
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7th Great-Grandmother
Maria: B: abt. 1744 D: ?


Foreword

By Kenyatta D. Berry, JD

Host, Genealogy Roadshow (PBS)

WHEN THE producers of Genealogy Roadshow approached me prior to the second season and said, “We have a story for you,” I was hesitant at first. It was a story about racial passing. Gail Lukasik, a mystery author, had come to the Roadshow asking if her mother had passed for white. She wasn’t sure of her mother’s racial heritage. I hesitated because I didn’t know how much Gail truly knew about her mother.

In the African American community, it is an unwritten rule that you do not “out” a person who is passing for white. And I was going to “out” her mother on a national television show. I felt as if I was betraying Gail’s mother, because I understood that she made a great sacrifice and a painful choice. As an African American woman who had family members who passed, I knew Gail’s mother had turned her back on her family, her friends, and her heritage. And in doing so, she’d assumed an identity that she barely knew but worked so hard to achieve. Her mother must have always lived in fear that someone might find her out. What if her children were born with darker skin? How could she explain that to her white husband?

The producers assured me that Gail knew about her mother’s secret. But I still had trepidations. How would Gail react to me telling her story? How would our viewers react to this subject? But I knew it was a story that needed to be told.

Gail showed up at Genealogy Roadshow with her family and lots of anticipation. She had no idea what I would reveal about her mother’s ancestry or how it would change her life. We were both nervous, but once we started talking our nerves subsided.

After learning more about her mother’s racial ancestry, I knew Gail would be compelled to write a book. I also knew that we would share a special bond because she took this journey with me.

White Like Her: My Family’s Story of Race and Racial Passing is the culmination of that journey. This book adds to the ongoing conversation about race and racial identity in America because it looks at the ramifications of institutionalized racialism and racial passing through one family’s story—the Frederic family—a multiracial family with deep roots in Louisiana.

Passing is something we don’t talk about in our society, but in the African American community we know it exists. It’s part of our collective history as Americans. I would guess that most Americans, especially those of the younger generation, have never heard these terms. The “one-drop” rule is one of the many reasons that Gail’s mother and many African Americans choose to pass for white. Passing meant better opportunities for jobs, education, and quality of life. According to statistics, between 1880 and 1925 approximately twelve thousand blacks “crossed the color line” each year in hope for a better life.1 Considering those statistics, I would also guess that many Americans, like Gail, have benefitted from an ancestor who “crossed the color line” to hide their racial identity and have no idea of their mixed racial heritage.

In A Chosen Exile by Allyson Hobbs, the first chapter is titled “White Is the Color of Freedom.” If you think about it, that idea has been true since slavery began in America and is still true. Racism and the continued oppression of African Americans exist today. So, imagine yourself born in Louisiana with white skin and multiracial ancestry but classified as black because of the one-drop rule. You would face discrimination, low or no education, and dim job opportunities. What would you do? Would you choose to leave your family behind? These are the questions that White Like Her raises that will help us as a nation continue the discussion about racial identity. In her exploration of racial identity, Gail points out that not all African Americans who could pass for white did, adding another dimension to the racial discourse.

The book also tells the Frederic family’s story, which is important in helping us understand America’s complex racial history. This family’s genealogy exposes the various sexual relationships between white men, free people of color, female slaves, and white women. By giving the historical background connected to each generation, the book shows that while the roles were firmly defined, the races were less defined because of blurred racial lines when it came to their offspring. White men had children with free women of color and slaves. The status of the child was dependent upon the status of the mother. In Louisiana, this created a social system where free people of color were a step above slaves but below the poorest white farmer.

But White Like Her is not just about genealogy. It also explores the social and cultural history of Louisiana, rich with African, French, and Spanish heritage. Racial classifications such as quadroon (one-quarter) and octoroon (one-eighth) were often used to describe the offspring of white planters and women of African and European descent. This created the multi-racial ancestry that most African Americans have today. The Frederic family is an example of those blurred lines of black, white, free people of color, master, and slave.

[image: image]

As a professional genealogist and host on Genealogy Roadshow, I celebrate the uniqueness of Gail’s personal journey of discovery and her willingness to share it. In learning to forgive and understand her mother and her choices, Gail lets go of the judgment and tries to imagine how hard it must have been for her mother to pass for white. Along the way she is able to embrace her heritage and discover what it truly means to be a family. Most people want a connection to their ancestor or are trying to solve a family mystery. Sometimes when you start this journey it leads you down an unexpected road.

One incident in White Like Her that really stood out for me was the moment when Gail discovered her maternal grandfather, Azemar Frederic, listed as “B” on a census record. Uncertain and shocked, she approached a volunteer to get clarification on this designation. The woman stated that “B” meant black. She also made racially insensitive jokes to Gail, and this was in the 1990s. The woman had no idea that this was Gail’s grandfather.

I realized that this is what her mother went through every day of her life when she made the decision to pass, enduring the jokes and having to smile as if she agreed or brushing them aside. Her mother must have been hurt because they were talking about her parents, grandparents, and her. I cannot even imagine the sadness she endured. I am sure Gail’s mother would have never thought her curious daughter would be enduring this pain and sadness in her quest to discover her mother’s ancestors.

It was fascinating to me to get the backstory and to understand Gail’s personal struggles before she came on the show. With each document or explanation, it left her more confused and conflicted about the one-drop rule. What did that mean to her and her family’s identity? Yet, she still chose to come on Genealogy Roadshow and reveal her family’s secret to America.

I am very fond of Gail, and I think she is extremely brave to go on Genealogy Roadshow and reveal her family story—a story that was shared by many but often kept to themselves. Gail and I hit it off instantly and as her story unfolded, I could tell that she was thinking of her mother and her childhood. I could see it in her eyes. It was as if her mother’s peculiar behaviors, such as meticulously applying face makeup to cover her olive complexion and avoiding the sun, were being examined.

After Gail’s story aired, I remember being at the RootsTech conference in Salt Lake City. A white man came up to me and he almost started crying. He couldn’t understand why Gail’s mother had to pass for white. He knew why, but the story touched him so much, he just said, “It wasn’t right. It wasn’t right.”

That was the goal of sharing Gail’s story and her mother’s journey—to open up a dialogue, to get whites and blacks talking about slavery and Jim Crow.

White Like Her adds to that dialogue by exploring the trials and tribulations of a mixed-race family and, more importantly, the impact of racial identity. This book will be the impetus to conversations about periods in history that have been forgotten but still resonate in people’s lives today whether they know it or not. Some too painful to remember, but we know “it wasn’t right.”
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PBS’s Genealogy Roadshow Season Two Taping

August 2014, St. Louis, Missouri
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WILD WITH ANTICIPATION, I hurry up the granite steps of the St. Louis Central Public Library, oblivious to the blistering heat and humidity. A family secret I’ve kept for seventeen years is about to be exposed in the most public way possible—on a national television show, Genealogy Roadshow. Although I’m a published mystery author, I’ve never been able to solve this mystery with any certainty. Today it will be solved.

Already there’s a queue of people on the left waiting to enter the imposing library for the show’s taping. La Monte Westmoreland, one of the producers, instructed me to bypass the line. “If you have any problems, call me on my cellphone.”

Tucked in my purse are his cellphone number and my notes from the Skype interview with Rachel from casting in California. Last night, unable to sleep, I rehearsed my questions for the genealogist, reciting them over and over as if they were an incantation that could conjure my mysterious, elusive grandfather, Azemar Frederic of New Orleans. He and his ancestors hold the key to my racial identity that was deeply buried by my mother, Alvera Frederic Kalina.

As I reach the top step I spot the film crew on the right, lugging their equipment inside the library. Before I can follow them, Sarah Hochhauser, the Assistant Producer, appears. In her lovely Welsh accent, she tells me that she’ll be doing a short interview prior to the taping and then another interview after the taping to get my reaction to the revelations.

“Do you know what the genealogist found out about my grandfather?” I ask Sarah, adrenaline spiking through me at the thought of multiple interviews.

“No, I don’t,” she answers. “You’ll have to tell me your reaction to the revelations in the post interview. That makes all the interviews more spontaneous for both of us.”

Does she really not know? I study her face, which is impossible to read.

As we walk inside, a million thoughts and emotions spark through me, from curiosity about what they discovered to anxiety about whether I should have ever agreed to do this. From the moment I completed the online application to learning my story was chosen for the show, I’ve struggled with doubt. Am I honoring the vow I made to my mother so long ago to keep her secret, or am I dishonoring it? Though I know it’s too late for second thoughts, still they won’t leave me, nagging at me with a daughter’s worry. Even now, four months after my mother’s death, I want to protect her. From what, I’m not sure.

“You’ll be fine,” Sarah says, patting my shoulder. And then she’s gone, hurrying toward the Great Hall, where the filming will take place.

My family joins me. They’ve been waiting patiently for me to finish my conversation with Sarah. Today’s revelations affect them as well. My husband, Jerry; our son, Chris; daughter, Lauren; daughter-in-law, Charlyne; and our two granddaughters, Ainsley and Quincy, and I walk toward the Great Hall. We stand on the threshold silently watching.

Everything is unreal from the crew setting up cameras and lights to the large screen that will show our family’s history to the table where Jerry and I will sit and listen to Kenyatta Berry, one of Roadshow’s genealogists. The air is palpable with excitement and energy.

I let it all wash over me, thinking back to that chilly winter day nearly twenty years ago when I uncovered a family secret in a Family History Center in Buffalo Grove, Illinois. The day that I found out I wasn’t who I thought I was. That everything I knew about myself wasn’t everything. That a crucial part of my mother’s family history had been hidden from me.

The producer tells us it’s time. My husband and I follow him into the room and take our places. Across from us sits Kenyatta, who’s dressed in a crisp white suit that contrasts with her warm brown skin. Behind us stands our family who surrounds us like an embrace.

My breath catches as I glance at the script that rests beside the laptop computer Kenyatta will use to display the key documents of my mother’s story. It’s thick with secrets.

The director calls for silence. The Great Hall goes quiet and the three cameras start to roll. Kenyatta smiles knowingly at me and says, “Your mother had a secret she was determined to take to the grave.”

I nod, realizing the trueness of her words, and how my mother’s death freed me from my vow, and how if it weren’t for my persistent curiosity, she would have taken her secret to her grave.

“I’d like to show you the 1940 Louisiana census,” Kenyatta says, opening the document on the computer with her long, slender fingers. We all turn toward the large screen to see what she has revealed.

It takes me a moment to find my mother on the census. As I stare at her name, I feel myself slip out of time. It is the first of many surprises.
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That morning I couldn’t have imagined that my appearance on Genealogy Roadshow would mark the start of an adventure involving a movie and TV producer/documentarian, historians, genealogists, archivists, librarians, women with stories similar to mine, and the discovery of a lost family. My journey would uncover ancestors spanning continents and centuries tied to important historical events—some known, some unknown—as well as stories at the heart of this country’s beginnings.

After the taping, Stuart Krasnow, the show’s executive producer, said to us, “This story is going to be an example of what America is now. Most of us are not aware of our true ancestry.”

I nodded my head in agreement thinking not only about my mother’s true ancestry but the countless other family stories that have been buried for generations, out of fear or shame or time. We all think we know who we are. We all believe what our parents tell us about our families. Sometimes what they don’t tell us is the real story.
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Secrets and Lies

Parma, Ohio
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WHEN I WAS a young girl, my mother would tell me about her life in New Orleans before she came north to Ohio to marry my father. Each story so carefully fashioned, so artfully told I never questioned their validity. It was one of the rare times I’d be allowed to sit on my parents’ double bed in the cramped downstairs bedroom that faced the street, its north window inches from the neighbor’s driveway where a dog barked sometimes into the night.

The room was pristine with its satiny floral bedspread, crisscrossed white lacy curtains, and fringed shades. Area rugs surrounded the bed like islands of color over the amber shag carpet. A large dresser held my mother’s perfumes neatly arranged on a mirrored tray. An assortment of tiny prayer books rested on a side table beside a rosary. Over the bed was a painting of a street scene that could be Paris or New Orleans, colorful and dreamy. A similar painting hung in the living room.

It wasn’t until I married and left home that my father was banished to the other first floor smaller bedroom, and even then he was an interloper in this feminine domain. His clothes were exiled to the front hall closet where he kept his rifle. On story days the room was a mother-daughter cove of confidences where my mother came as close as she ever would to telling me who she was, dropping clues like breadcrumbs that would take me decades to decipher. As I grew older, she confided intimacies of her marital life best shared with a mother or a sister. I was the substitute for the family left behind in New Orleans.

In its orderliness, the bedroom was a microcosm of the entire eighteen hundred square foot suburban tract house where I grew up. A house she cleaned every day as if it were a jewel that would quickly tarnish if not polished and treasured. Her housekeeping so meticulous, to this day I can see her kneeling in the kitchen like a raven-haired Cinderella, her head bowed as she pinched dirt from the green linoleum floor, dirt even the broom couldn’t pick up. That only she could remove. In this small house, my mother finally found what she imagined was her haven, her safe place—small and tidy as the life she desired and sacrificed so much to have.

To me her stories were magical and transformative. They’d begin with the white jasmine flowers she wore in her black hair as a young woman, illustrated in the black-and-white studio portrait photograph she kept in our living room on a faux marble-topped table as a reminder of that exotic Southern belle she once was. “This was who I used to be in New Orleans before I married your father and came north,” the photograph seemed to say.

Sometimes her story would veer and we’d be in the French Quarter. The Vieux Carré, she called it, the French words as exotic as she was. She’d describe the iron lacework and the old brick buildings that she said were French. If she felt adventuresome that day, she’d tell the story of the Vieux Carré painter, a story that as a child made me uncomfortable.

“I answered a newspaper ad for a live model. I was nineteen.”

I didn’t know it then but later I’d understand the circumstances of her decision. She was a young woman with meager skills, poor and adrift with no one to advise her, looking for work, using the gift of her beauty.

“He told me to take off my clothes.” She laughed as if she were searching for the humor in her story. “I told him I didn’t do that.”

“‘That’s what live model means,’ he said, looking me over, studying my face. I started to leave. But he stopped me and said, ‘If you want to sit for portraits, I’ll give you the name of another painter.’ He must have taken pity on me.”

“Did you sit for that other painter?” I asked, heat rushing through me at the thought of my mother posing nude for a strange man.

“Oh, yes. You know what the other painter said? He told me he saw these colors in my skin, greens and yellows and peach.”

I studied her face the way that painter must have, trying to see what he saw. I couldn’t see those colors. Only her warm olive skin, dark brown eyes, her deep dimples and Roman nose. And though all children think their mothers are beautiful, mine was. She never took a bad photo.

Sometimes she’d open the tall dark dresser with the ribbed edges that I liked to run my fingers up and down, and take out her long white gloves with the pearl buttons, carefully wrapped in thin tissue paper, followed by my favorite—the tiny white beaded evening bag with the tarnished clasp and a matchbook inside as if waiting for her to resume her glamorous single life in New Orleans or across the river in Algiers.

Each story contained a lesson at its core. The long white gloves and beaded evening bag were about chastity and being a lady at all times no matter the temptation, no matter the man’s promises or his handsomeness. “Gail, men only want one thing. That’s just how they are.”

The nude modeling story was about maintaining moral standards, knowing your worth, not selling yourself for money, no matter how poor you were.

Sometimes the stories of supper clubs and jazz music, Lake Pontchartrain and The Safari Club would shift as if she were moving closer to the real story that beat under her skin like another self. There would be the way the rain fell only on one side of the street while on the other the sun would beat down relentlessly, a confusion of weather. If I didn’t respond with enough awe, she’d tell it again. It was a story she never tired of telling me about a place where the weather was as unpredictable and quixotic as her childhood.

On other days when I sensed a sadness in her, she’d tell me about the old black woman on Canal Street, limping home from her job as a domestic, burdened with groceries, the deep lines of a hard life etched into her dark face.

My mother called the sidewalk a banquette. “Banquette,” she repeated the word so I would know the language of the city where she was born and raised, so I would understand how she left that language behind to make a new life in Ohio, and yet it lingered with her like a favorite song she couldn’t quite get out of her head, its lilting melody a relic of home. My ear keen to catch traces of her New Orleans accent that sometimes slipped out despite her vigilance. The soft drawl she couldn’t totally erase, always there.

“I remember this old black woman walking on Canal Street carrying all these packages. She looked so tired and worn out. This white man was walking toward her and when she didn’t move off the banquette, he shoved her off, shouting at her in a nasty voice. ‘Get out of my way,’” my mother paused, and then added. “He called her a terrible word. You know what I mean.”

I did know.

I never forgot that story or the way she sat on the bed, her hands folded in her lap, her voice full of indignation tinged with sadness, her dark eyes fierce.

“That wasn’t right,” she said. “But that’s how it was in New Orleans back then.” She shook her head as if she needed to dislodge the image of the old black woman shoved off the banquette to make way for a white man who called her nigger.

“That poor old black woman fell down, her packages everywhere, and that white man kept walking,” she said.

It wouldn’t be until after I appeared on Genealogy Roadshow that I understood the full significance of that story and why she told it to me.

But even as a child, I knew the story held a special meaning for her and a message for me. This is what it’s like to be a black person in the South. Who would want to endure that?

Only later, much later, would I understand she was seeding my life with these clues, hinting at her hidden self or maybe preparing me to accept that part of her she’d left behind in New Orleans and her reason for doing that. Or maybe she was only telling me a story about prejudice and cruelty, teaching me right from wrong as any mother would do.

Once I asked her, “Why don’t you have a picture of your father Azemar?”

“I just don’t.” Her abruptness was a signal to me that the subject was not to be pursued.

She had a scattering of photos of her mother Camille, her sister Shirley, and a few cousins. But in the family photo department, she was bereft. It was as if when she left New Orleans she left all her family archives, if she had any, behind—a clean start free of family and memories.

“Why don’t we visit New Orleans,” I’d sometimes ask, wanting to see for myself where she grew up, see the scrolled ironwork of the Vieux Carré, walk the banquettes, hear the jazz music of her city, and meet her relatives.

“Because it depresses me to go home.”

There was no way to bridge the finality of my mother’s reason, a woman prone to fits of depression so acute that for a time she saw a Cleveland psychiatrist. I didn’t want to make her sadder and so I stopped asking.

But I didn’t stop wondering. There was something about the unknown that I couldn’t let rest.

Looking back on her stories of her life growing up in New Orleans, I realize now that she wove a past for me that left out the most important part. The part about her black heritage and what she’d done to hide it.
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“There’s a Nigger in Every Woodshed.”

January 1995
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THE WINDOWLESS BASEMENT of the Buffalo Grove Family History Center had the feel of an underground bunker—fluorescent lights, cinder block walls, the musty scent of dampness. At the room’s entrance sat a gray-haired woman, birdlike and benign. With robotic precision, she meted out instructions on how to use the machines, where the microfilms were located and how to order original documents. She appeared as nondescript and gray as the walls.

I’d come to the family history center in search of my grandfather Azemar Frederic. I was between adjunct college teaching jobs, applying for tenure track teaching positions in creative writing, and working part-time as an assistant editor for a medical journal. The year before, I’d been offered a position in creative writing at a liberal arts college in Tennessee. But I turned it down. Uprooting my life at the age of forty-nine for a position that paid in the low five figures seemed foolhardy. My husband would need to obtain a Tennessee dental license to practice dentistry, and we would have to pay out-of-state tuition at the University of Illinois for our daughter Lauren. So I resigned myself to seeking positions in the Chicago area where the competition was especially rigorous and my chances for success slim.

I had time on my hands and an insatiable longing to find Azemar who over the years had become more and more unreal to me as if he never existed, was a figment of my mother’s imagination. Without a photograph of him, I had nothing physical to connect him to me. This need for a physical image of him was primal. It was an aching absence that I needed to fill.

This was 1995, before the Internet, before Ancestry.com. Family research required a journey, was a physical as well as an emotional quest. I’d arrived at 10 a.m. when the center opened. I would stay as long as it took to find my grandfather Azemar Frederic of New Orleans, my mystery man.

But I had little to go on. I didn’t know when he was born or when he died. My mother couldn’t or wouldn’t help me. Her memory faltered when it came to her father.

“He might have died after you were born. I don’t remember. Maybe in the 1950s.”

What I did know wasn’t much, birth and death place—New Orleans and the precise spelling of his first and last name. As a child my mother would spell out her maiden name for me—a school requirement on this form or that. Always stressing that there was no k at the end of Frederic.

“That would make us German. And we’re not German,” she’d say. “We’re French. And your grandmother Camille Kilbourne is English and Scottish.” Her tone was fierce and not to be challenged. She took great pride in her French heritage, occasionally throwing out a French phrase to prove her point: tante/aunt, très bon/very good, n’est pas/isn’t it so.

Persistent over the years, I pieced together other sparse facts about the elusive Azemar—even his name conjured mystery. My mother had a shorthand way of describing him: hard worker who didn’t smoke or drink. He and my grandmother divorced early in their marriage. They both remarried and started families.

My mother never spoke of her father’s second family when I asked about them, except to say the oldest daughter resembled her. I didn’t know how many other children there were from Azemar’s second marriage or who his second wife was. My mother refused to talk about them. The mere mention of them made her go quiet.

“People say I looked like him,” my mother would say, placating me as if her face replaced the one I desperately wanted to see. Then she’d add, her eyes far away, “I asked my mother once why she didn’t stay married to my father. And she said, ‘he was too jealous.’”

And as often happened with my mother’s stories, the not telling was the telling. If I’d been older, I might have picked up on her clues. But I was a child. I accepted what she told me. She was my mother.

The morning wore on. Time passed without notice as I scrolled through the microfilm finding Fredericks, Fredericos but no Frederics. Every once in a while I’d have to stop scrolling and close my eyes. The whirling of the microfilm and the low lights were making me queasy or maybe it was the gnawing hunger that I refused to placate. I was a woman on a mission.

It was almost 1 p.m. I’d been there for three hours and hadn’t found Azemar. I decided to finish the 1900 Louisiana census record and return next Wednesday.

The surname Frederic happened first. It jumped out at me, spelled exactly as my mother said: C, no K at the end. Then I spotted my grandfather’s unusual first name Azemar at the bottom of a long list of other Frederics. In 1900 Azemar Alfred Frederic was three years old and listed as a granddaughter, sex male. Finally I knew when he was born: 1897. A flutter of elation ran through me as I jotted down his information on a legal pad that until now was woefully empty.

There were many family members living in the Girard/Frederic household. Azemar’s father was Leon Frederic, his mother Celeste Girard Frederic. I savored the beauty of her name, my great-grandmother Celeste Girard. Azemar was the youngest of five children: Louise, Leon, Leonie, and Estelle. They lived at 379 Ursuline Avenue in New Orleans. The head of the household was Albert Girard, Azemar’s maternal grandfather, my great-grandfather. There were also a number of Girards sharing the residence.

As I traced across the grid, I stopped on the letter B, perplexed by its meaning, then I scrolled up to find the category: Race.

My mind didn’t quite take in what I was seeing. Would the census taker use B for black in 1900? It didn’t seem likely. Then what did B mean if not black? And why would the census taker mark my grandfather and his family black? It had to be a mistake. My grandfather’s family was not black.

Aware of the time, I hurriedly searched for Azemar in the 1930 census. When I found him, his race was no longer designated as B, now his racial designation was W. I was familiar with the one-drop rule, a racial classification asserting that any person with even one ancestor of African ancestry was considered to be black no matter how far back in their family tree. But the B perplexed me, as did the W. How could Azemar be black in 1900 and white in 1930?

I glanced back at the gray-haired lady. She was shuffling through index cards, keeping herself busy, and looking bored. I got up from the machine and walked over to her.

“I was wondering about the racial designation B in the 1900 Louisiana census. Can that be right?” I asked reticently, purposely not mentioning that the B was attached to my mother’s family.

“Those cards have been copied. B means black.” She looked me up and down. “You know the saying, ‘there’s a nigger in every woodshed.’”

I was speechless. Struck dumb.

She laughed, a tight pinched laugh full of malice. “Things were different back then. We had those candies, you know, we called them ‘nigger babies.’” She said this with some glee in her voice as if we were sharing the same joke.

The word nigger kept reeling from her mouth like the rolls of microfilm whirling around me. I stood there, stunned, having no idea what the woman was talking about or how to respond. I’d never heard of “nigger babies.” And if I had, I’d never be spewing the term out like a sharp slap.

All I could muster in defense of a family whose race I’d just discovered and was unsure of was a fact that sounded like an excuse. “In Louisiana,” I muttered, “you only had to have one drop of black blood to be considered black.” I felt assaulted with an experience I had no way to relate to and that I wasn’t certain I could even claim.

She finished my thought for me as if confirming what she’d already said about race and blood. “Yes, just one drop was all that was needed. You know the saying, ‘nigger in the woodshed.’”

She seemed to think I agreed with her, that the one-drop rule was correct, leaving no doubt about my race and in her eyes my tainted blood. It was evident to me it would be useless to continue this conversation with this bigoted God-lugging woman.

For a long second she stared through her glasses at me as if she was searching for a physical confirmation of my heritage. “Oh,” she finally said as if a light bulb had gone on in her head, “You’re the one with the slaves in your family.”

Slaves? I never said anything about slaves in my family. She’d made her own logical leap—black ancestry equaled slaves. This was a logical leap I was not prepared to accept. This was not how I saw my family or myself.

Shaken, I returned to the microfiche machine, rewound the role of microfilm, placed it back in its box, and refiled it in the steel drawer, avoiding the woman like a contagion, afraid of what other derogatory racial expressions she’d resurrect from her arsenal of bigotry.

Outside, the cold January wind was like a tonic, snapping me back to the ordinariness of winter—snow and cold, the need for shelter. I hurried to my car, shut the door, and started the engine. But I didn’t leave. I sat staring at the silvery sky, the mottled clouds, the uncertainty of light that made a Midwest January day bearable—when the sun disappears for days.

What just happened? I felt like I’d had an out-of-body experience. In a split second I became someone else, my identity in question. When I walked into the squat, brown building I was a white woman. When I left I didn’t know who I was. Was I still a white woman but a white woman with black ancestors? Were Azemar Frederic and his entire family the “niggers” in my woodshed?

Why hadn’t my mother told me? Was this the reason she didn’t have a picture of her father, fearing I would see the physical evidence of his blackness? That I would see what she’d been hiding? Was this why she never took us to New Orleans to visit her family?

I couldn’t get it into my head that I wasn’t who I thought I was. I wasn’t this white woman. Or I was this white woman who was also this black woman. Or I was neither? Who was I really? And what did my racial mixture mean?

As I pulled out of the driveway, I glanced at myself in the rear view mirror. Nothing had changed. I looked the same. Anyone could see what I was.
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Getting Proof

1995
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WHAT YOU NEED to do,” my friend Linda Andrews said, “is send a letter to the state of Louisiana and request a copy of your mother’s birth certificate.”

I’d confided in her my need for certainty. How I couldn’t ask my mother about her race without more proof than several census records. How reliable were census records anyway if the names weren’t even spelled correctly and children’s sexes were misidentified?

Linda humored me, going along for the ride. She was the perfect friend for this journey, having found out in adulthood that she was adopted. Her story was as startling and life changing as mine. Toward the end of her mother’s life, she suffered from Alzheimer’s disease and in a moment of frustration with Linda blurted out, “I should have never adopted you.” It was a stunning moment for Linda. Like me, her life-altering event made her question her identity, another secret withheld. Sometimes I think we sense things about people who become our friends, some psychic understanding about each other, like twins separated at birth.

“Why would they give me a copy of her birth certificate?” I wanted reassurances I was doing the right thing. I wanted handholding.

“Here’s what you do. You write as your mother. You say you lost your birth certificate and need a copy. They don’t know where your mother is living.” Linda was a former Chicago Tribune reporter, who now worked at the University of Illinois at Chicago where she taught nonfiction writing courses in the English department and ran the internship program. She had the canny, curious determination of a journalist.

“You really think they’ll buy it?” I felt a rush of excitement at this ruse. Usually I’d run the charge, fearless and jacked up on adrenaline. But when it came to my mother, I treaded softly, not wanting to displease or hurt her.

“What do you have to lose?”

She was right. “Nothing, I guess.”

“Then do it. And call me when you get an answer. This is too juicy.”

When the letter arrived, I was prepared to be disappointed. But I wasn’t disappointed, only more confused. Inside the envelope was my mother’s birth certificate with the official seal of Louisiana at the bottom and stamp dated February 2, 1995. Holding the document was like holding a piece of my mother’s life—a piece I knew little to nothing about.

Her parents were living at 2921 St. Ann Street. Camille was sixteen years old and Azemar was twenty-two years old. The midwife Mrs. O’Koenkel delivered my mother Alvera Rita Frederic on October 21, 1921. In parenthesis was written “(col).” It would not be too dramatic to say that I gasped at the sight of those three letters.

No B, but “col,” which more than likely designated her race as “colored.” As stunned as I was by this other piece of evidence, again, I reminded myself that in the state of Louisiana in 1921 there was the one-drop rule.

But my mother didn’t look black. Why would she be designated as such? Who made that decision and what was it based on? And does col really mean colored or could it mean other races?

“Write another letter to the state asking them to explain what col means,” Linda advised me when I told her my confusion about col on the birth certificate. “Who knows what it meant back then.”

“By the way have you said anything to your mother?” I could hear the urging in her question.

“Not until I know for sure about the col.” I knew my mother too well. To confront her about her racial designations over the phone would be a mistake. I wanted to see her face when I told her what I found. I needed to judge her reaction. On the phone she could easily change the subject, brush me off, claim ignorance, or worse, become indignant and angry.

The letter from Louisiana Vital Records dated March 15, 1995 explaining the letters col spelled it out for me, leaving little doubt what col meant.

Zelma W. Lombard, Deputy Director of Vital Records wrote: “The letters ‘col’ is an abbreviation for the designation ‘colored.’ Our records indicate that during the 1920s and perhaps through the 1940s, ‘col’ was a term applied to anyone “of color”, i.e., Native Americans, Blacks, Asians, Hispanics, etc.”

As I read this section of the letter, I thought maybe my mother was of Native American heritage. But then I read on.

“The use of the term ‘colored’ has been ambiguous over time, however did become more closely associated with the Black race.”

The last paragraph threw me.

“If you consider your genealogy different or more specific to one race, you may submit a request for change of racial designation. You will be required to submit information, which shows a preponderance of evidence to support this. We will be happy to review it.”

Did my mother ever submit that evidence? I doubted it. And before the advent of online DNA tests how would someone go about disproving a racial designation if a person felt it was erroneous? Later when I delved deeper into Louisiana’s racial designations for people of color, I learned of another woman who tried to do this very thing in 1982 with little personal success.

The state of Louisiana had unequivocally designated my mother as colored or black. But still I was struggling with my mother’s racial identity and my own racial identity. The initial shock had started to wear off and in its place was denial. My mother was not black. She couldn’t be. This was a governmental mistake. You had only to look at my mother to see that she was white.

What did it say about me that I couldn’t accept the designation of my mother’s race? I wasn’t a bigot, of that I was certain. I’d taught my children to accept all people regardless of their color. My refusal stemmed from psychological issues of identity. I identified myself as a white woman. I also couldn’t believe my mother could be that duplicitous.

That evening, I told my husband that it was almost certain my mother had passed as white. He grinned. “I always wanted to do a black chick.”

“That’s not funny,“ I said, laughing despite myself. Then I realized how his humor was easing my anxiety. That he was telling me that it didn’t matter to him what racial blend I was. “Well, maybe it’s a little funny.”

Black chick? Was that what I was? Was that how people would see me if I revealed my family’s racial designation on a 1900 census record and my mother’s birth certificate that read “col”? What did it mean to be “colored” in the eyes of the state of Louisiana in 1921 and yet look white? I had to find out. I had to talk to my mother.
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The Vow

Spring 1997
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TWO YEARS WENT by. I let them. I started a new job in the English Department at the University of Illinois at Chicago, overseeing the internship program and teaching writing, the job my friend Linda had had. At the urging of my son Chris who was pursuing a master’s degree in English at the University of Washington in Seattle, I began writing a mystery novel. Leigh Girard was the name I gave my amateur sleuth. My grandfather’s family still haunted me.

In December 1996, my father died from throat cancer, a protracted, agonizing death. Even after his death, I didn’t say anything to my mother about her family’s racial heritage. I’d told my children and a few very close friends. It was another fact about me like my dark brown hair and hazel eyes. I could think of no way to talk to my mother about this. Though I desperately wanted to.

But certain family mysteries were solved, mysteries my husband and I accepted and never questioned. Though my husband is blond and blue-eyed and my skin is porcelain white, our son, Chris, is olive-skinned with curly black hair and dark eyes. We sometimes joked that he was switched at birth, because he didn’t look like my husband or me. Our daughter Lauren, on the other hand, is a blend of us, with my husband’s straight hair and my fair coloring. Chris related how a friend of his had asked him why he and his sister looked so different, implying that he was adopted. And then there was my mother’s affinity for Chris, often saying that he was the only grandchild who looked like her.

Peculiarities about my mother that I’d chalked up to her quirky personality suddenly made sense. Her aversion to the sun, how she’d never go outside without a hat, claiming she didn’t want to get wrinkles. Her adamancy about never visiting New Orleans because it would depress her took on a different interpretation. To go home would risk discovery of her racial secret. Though she did suffer from acute depression, she had another equally valid reason for her not to visit New Orleans. Again she was cleverly telling a half-truth, while hiding another truth.

Finally in the spring of 1997 I got my chance to ask her about her birth certificate and the Frederic family’s race. My father had been dead for over a year. She seemed stronger, less fragile. And then there was her disturbing admission to me that after my father’s death, she was no longer depressed. His alcoholism and subsequent erratic behavior had plagued their marriage. Even after he’d stopped drinking, he was still difficult, still angry. Their marriage had not been a love match.

We agreed that she’d fly to Chicago over my spring break. We’d moved from suburban Libertyville to Wadsworth, a semi-rural area close to the Wisconsin border. The weather would be warm. She was no longer depressed and vulnerable like she’d been for so long. It would be an opportune time to find out the truth from my evasive mother.

After she arrived, I waited a day or two to let her settle in. My husband had left for work and we had the house to ourselves. After lunch we sat in the family room with the TV playing in the background. The dog dozed in a rectangle of light near the north facing windows.

My mother looked so comfortable in the oversized green plush chair that I hesitated for a moment, considering what I was about to do. I knew that once I broached the subject of her racial heritage, there would no turning back. No matter what her response was our relationship would be different. What we knew about each other would change.

I’d waited two years to have this conversation. I took in a deep breath and began. “Mom, I have something to ask you.” I tried to sound casual as if I were asking her advice on a recipe or a dress style. But inside I felt as if I were ten years old, anxiety pumping through my body, making me shaky.

“I’ve been researching your dad, Azemar. And I found something confusing.” I plunged ahead. “It said on the 1900 census that he was black. I thought it might be an error. So I sent away to Louisiana for your birth certificate,” I paused. “And it said you’re colored.”

There was a stunned silence into which everything seemed to tumble. Even the TV’s drone faded away. Her spine went rigid. She gave me that haughty, angry look I recognized too well. Her dark eyes like arrows aimed at me. “I don’t know what birth certificate you were looking at but mine says I’m white.”

I couldn’t let it go. There was this need to know that overcame the ten-year-old girl who cowered and obeyed her mother out of love and fear. “Well, I wrote a letter to the state of Louisiana and asked them what col meant. And they said it meant black. I don’t think it’s a mistake. If you’d like to see the letter and your birth certificate I can go get them.”

For a long moment, she said nothing. I watched her fingers curl on the chair arms and her shoulders bunch protectively. She seemed to be shrinking into herself. There was a catch in her throat when she said, “How will I hold my head up with my friends.” The pleading in her voice caught me off guard. I’d hurt her.

“Mom, there’s nothing to be ashamed of. I think it’s a good thing.”

“You can’t tell anyone. Promise me. You can’t tell anyone in the family until after I die.” She sounded desperate, cornered. Her voice was tinged with fear and shame.

“What about my brother?” I thought he should know. It was his heritage too.

“Not even him. Promise me.”

It was a promise I didn’t want to make. A promise I didn’t fully understand. But she looked so small in the large chair that seemed to have swallowed her. “I won’t tell anyone. I promise.”

Satisfied she stood and left the room.

We didn’t speak of it again during her visit. And this began the longest held secret of my life. A promise made to my mother whose shame and fear were so frightening and painful to witness, my conscience left me no other choice but to honor her wishes.

Not until after her death and after I’d read The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man did I gain insight into the shame I witnessed that day when I confronted my mother with the truth of her racial heritage.

Near the end of the book, the narrator, so light-skinned he can pass for white, makes a momentous decision after witnessing a crowd of Southern white people burn a black man alive. The narrator catches a train to New York and decides neither to disclaim his own race nor claim the white race. “Let the world take me for what it would.” Then he explains what drove him out of the Negro race was shame. “Shame at being identified with a people that could with impunity be treated worse than animals. For certainly the law would restrain and punish the malicious burning alive of animals.”1

In the silence of the next seventeen years, I began to reexamine, replay all her stories of New Orleans. I started to see them in a different light, shadowed with what was missing, nuanced, and meant to deceive. I began to delve into the mother I didn’t know, piecing her together from what wasn’t said. Her silence left me reeling.

Who was she? I wondered. Was the obsessively neat woman whose floors you could eat off of, who made a display of entering St. Francis de Sales Catholic Church every Sunday front and center decked out in her veiled hat and white gloves, orchestrating our entrance so we genuflected as a family, insisting we sit in the first pew, was that her disguise or her real self? Did she even know anymore? Had she fallen for her own story?

One neighbor called us the royal family, half jokingly, referring to our dramatic entrances and our Sunday clothes. I squirmed under the spotlight of my mother’s theatricality. I longed to sit in the last pew far from the altar. I was a watcher by nature, not a performer.
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