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Introduction




Now is the time to make justice a reality for all of God’s children. . . . I have a dream my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not he judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. I have a dream today!

— DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.,

“I Have a Dream,”
delivered at the March on Washington for Civil Rights, August 28, 1963

In this, the fourth volume in the international Children of Conflict series, African-Americans from across the United States invite us into their childhoods. Carrying on a long-standing black autobiographical tradition, the thirty-eight writers in this anthology recount the struggles, as well as the joys, of growing up in twentieth-century America, In poignant, personally revealing, and often highly entertaining true stories (nearly all of them published for the first time in this book), they tell us what it was like to grow up stigmatized by the color of their skin, yet often very proud of their heritage, their culture, and their community.

Exploring the roots of their racial awareness, they describe turning points in their youths that changed their lives forever; the shock of the first time a white child called them “nigger,” the agony of wanting to be friends with a white child but “knowing” that they weren’t “good enough,” the humiliation of being told that they were “dirty” because they didn’t wash their hair every day and that they were “ugly” because their facial features and skin color were different from the majority.

In one of the stories, a writer describes a group of white adults chanting “Two, four, six, eight, we don’t want to integrate” at her and her black classmates when they were just barely old enough to climb up the steps of their Brooklyn elementary school for the first time. Another writer depicts the utter humiliation and even physical torture he suffered at the hands of racist Los Angeles County sheriffs. Another tells us what it was like to live every day in fear of starvation because welfare did not provide enough food to sustain him and his sixteen brothers and sisters. And yet another describes the anger that rose in him in response to the blatant racism of his elementary school teacher—an anger that, when full-blown, would eventually lead to his being incarcerated on death row in San Quentin Federal Penitentiary.

Some of the writers describe the difficulties not of being black and suffering at the hands of white racists, but of being found not black enough by their own peers. To be judged the wrong shade of black by other blacks, they say, or to be found “uncool” by those of one’s own race for not being able to afford the “right” athletic shoes, is as excruciating, sometimes even more so, than to be bullied by insensitive whites.

Tenderly, yet precisely, these writers point out how blacks perpetuate prejudice by insisting on certain hairstyles and ways of speaking, for example, and by disrespecting those of different educational and economic experience from their own. Several of them describe the double bind of feeling trapped between two colors:

Why did they hate me for being a little different? Sounding educated and being interested in different things than they were didn’t make me any less “black,” did it? It seemed that I was too black for the white people, yet not black enough for the black people.

(Charisse Nesbit)

The early blows to my psyche were not black or white. They were black and white. And I loathed them equally.

(Bernestine Singley)

Ranging in age from eleven to seventy-five and raised in twenty-two states, the writers in this volume provide a wide window on the experience of growing up black in the United States. Born about the same time as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., one writers coming of age took place in Boston against the backdrop of the Great Depression. Another grew up in the 1950s and writes about her admiration for her father, a famous bootlegger in New Jersey who was proud of being able to support his family without working for white people. Three describe their efforts to integrate previously all-white schools in the 1960s: one in Brooklyn, one in Boston, and one in South Carolina. Three more describe the enormous effort and expense of trying to maintain their hair in a way that would be acceptable to the majority culture and their black peers. And several write about adolescent racial challenges that they are still in the midst of: one in Birmingham, Alabama, and three sisters living in a small town in Georgia.

Polls indicate that the lives of black children have not improved since Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., proclaimed his dream for children in 1963. At that time, one out of five black teens was living below the poverty level, and black teens had the lowest rate of suicide of any teenage racial group in the United States. Now, as we near the turn of the century, one black teen in two is living below the poverty line, and black teen suicide rates surpass those of all other racial groups.

In this book, in the context of the writers’ own personal experiences, we learn of the persistent racial inequities that black youth have been faced with over the course of this century. At a time in their lives when they might need to simply focus on the ordeal of growing up, they are forced to deal with racism.

But the writers also write about their resilience and how they learned to transmute such injustices into determination to achieve racial justice. As such, the writings here are a testament to the endurance of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s dream, the courage of black youth and the role of creativity in the redemption of racism.

Even though this anthology spans eight decades and includes a wide range of black experiences from coast to coast, it is not a history book; nor is it a sociological account of African-American childhood and adolescence. What you will find here are the true, intimate, and finely crafted accounts of thirty-eight black people’s coming of age during what, if he had not been assassinated, would most likely have been the lifetime of Dr. King. Most of the writers tell me they have written their stories with a desire to extend racial understanding and to increase, in whatever way they can, racial justice and equality in this country. But they speak for themselves and of themselves; none would presume to speak for all African-Americans. And, similarly, there is no attempt on my part to have this book be representative of the full range of African-American cultures, lifestyles, and experiences in the twentieth century.

As with all the anthologies in this series, this book could not have been created without the help of many, many people. I would like to sincerely thank all the people who submitted stories for this anthology, all of the writers published herein who have worked so hard with me to make this the best book we could make, and all of the people around the country who have helped me with research, making connections with writers, library materials, etc. I would especially like to thank Millicent E. Brown, Ph.D., who gave me the benefit of her opinions on this introduction and supplied me with very helpful resources for the chronology, and Sam Fulwood III, who also reviewed the introduction and the chronology. Finally, I would like to thank those at Pocket Books who helped make this dream a reality.
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Arline Lorraine Piper




In this heart-stoppingly honest and beautiful account of four generations of challenge, resilience, and generosity, Arline Lorraine Piper, who will turn seventy-five this year, takes us back to the time of the Great Depression, when she was just beginning first grade at a mostly white school in Boston, Massachusetts.

“From my very first engagement with white people when I went to first grade,” she says, “I came to understand that to be black in America was to live in two worlds, to experience two selves, to play two sets of roles, and to struggle to preserve sanity and surety when those two realities collided. When I left home for school the first day I was excited and expectant because . . . in my world I was somebody. But when I went to school and faced the prejudice, the contempt, and the downright meanness of which others are capable when they do not see you as human in the way that they are, I was made to feel as if I was nobody. And in every encounter with white people since, I have had to strive to establish and sustain the true experience and expression of my worth.”

Looking back on her life, Arline sees herself as a resourceful person, persistent and resolute in whatever she has done. She started college in the late 1940s, but, unable to finish because she was poor and had the responsibility of raising five daughters, she finally received her degree in elementary education at the age of sixty-four.

Despite her impressive accomplishments, however, Arline insists that she is “an ordinary black woman.” So often when we hear about those who have overcome incredible hardship or impossible odds, she says, we think of them as somehow different, outside the bounds of normal life. “If I am at all extraordinary,” she tells you, her readers, “it is in my willingness to expose my truth to myself, so that my truth can also be accessible to you. But this effort on my part to be ruthlessly honest with myself will only have full significance for you if it empowers you to the same honesty with yourself, and if that honesty finds its expression in your gifts, and your giving to others.”

Surely the following story about the importance of giving—even in the midst of extreme poverty—is a gift itself, from Arline Lorraine Piper.



THE QUESTION

My nine-year-old grandson is asking the question that echoes in my memory. He tells me that he and his mother, my daughter, had been driving along the streets near their home in Los Angeles when she spotted a man lying on the sidewalk. Other people had been passing by on that sidewalk, hurrying to their important wherevers; in fact, my daughter and grandson were, themselves, a little late to somewhere. But she pulled over and got out of her car and helped the older white man up on his feet and over to a nearby bench. She had my grandson flag down a passing police cruiser, and before they returned to their car, she left her card with the old man and assured him that he would get help.

“Mom,” my grandson asked her, “why did you stop for that guy? Wasn’t he just drunk?”

“No, son,” his mother replied. “Although I guess that’s what everybody figured as they were passing him by. I think that he was lost and disoriented. Anyway, even if he was drunk, I would still have wanted to help him.”

“But why?”

“Because he needed my help. He was partway into the street and he could have gotten hit. He needed help.”

“But why should we help him, Mom? He wasn’t none of ours.”

A small smile skittered across my daughter’s face. “Why don’t you ask Grandmother? You know how she can always explain stuff like this.”

•  •  •

This child is so like his mother, was my first thought. My daughter is a psychological anthropologist specializing in the inner representations of racism, sexism, and classism in America. As an African-American intellectual who has degrees in the study of the history of our people in America, she knows intimately the contradictions and complications, the inconsistencies and indiscretions, that plague race relations in this country. She is deliberately and unfailingly African-American in her thinking, her behavior, and her approach to life.

My grandson’s questions reflect his understanding of this. At nine years old, he cannot fathom why his educated, scholarly, and often radical mother would stoop to help a fallen white man in the street. And I, too, was at first a little curious until I remembered that once in her childhood—I think she must have been very close to the age my grandson is now—she had asked me why I had helped an old white man who had become lost in our neighborhood. She could not understand either, back then in the 1960s, why I would do that, until I told her about Mumma. Perhaps this bit of my childhood would also help my grandson. . . .

I am the first grandchild of my maternal grandparents. In those days it was not uncommon for young girls to marry in their teens, and because of this I was born while my grandparents were still having their children. Consequently, I have eight aunts and uncles who are younger than I am. My grandmother, Mumma, as her children and grandchildren called her, was a quiet woman who gave birth to more than twenty children. She was always at home when I was growing up. Although she was a devout Christian, she didn’t go to church much because she was always pregnant and felt more than a little awkward about it. But even that was not so unusual in those days.

Our house was on Murdock Street in Cambridge, Massachusetts. There were not many black families in that area during the early 1930s, but we lived in a fairly mixed neighborhood. There were four other black families, along with five or six white families, on our street. Because there were so many of us, there was always something going on at our house. There was always someone to play with, always someone interested in whatever you wanted to do. I guess that’s why it didn’t strike me as odd that I almost never went farther than two doors down from our house on either side. My parents and grandparents were careful to keep us all close to home; it was not safe for us beyond our street because the white people then were somehow dangerous to us. It’s hard for me to say how I knew about race and race relations by the time I was four or five years old, but I did.

Some of my clues came from how whites acted around us in Boston. On the rare occasion that my mother would take me downtown to buy something for me, I would get the great treat of riding the bus. I would wait at the bus stop, my hand in my mother’s hand, dancing around beside her, impatient for the ride. When the bus pulled up, I could sometimes hear people talking to each other through the open windows. But when we got on the bus, it would grow silent in a menacing and eerie sort of way. Some people would stare at us soundlessly; others would look beyond us, acting like we were not there. They would refuse to make eye contact. They did not speak to us.

My mother bore these terrible acts of rudeness with no outward sign of displeasure or disquiet. She treated these breaches of human civility as if they were normal. Somehow that frightened me all the more, and I would press even closer to her as I walked down the aisle to our seat, squeezing my eyes shut against the contemptuous, invasive silence. We would find a seat, and soon I would be in another world, happily peering out the window.

My mother and I never talked about those rides on those buses, or the behavior of the white people on board, but I wondered . . . and feared.

Some of my ideas about race relations in those days came from the way my parents and other adults acted around white people. When black people congregated at church socials and backyard get-togethers, oh, what a time we all had! There was always plenty of food, but there was something else too—fun! Such clowning and joking around as you never did see anywhere else. It was pure joy to see the adults whooping and hollering and laughing like us kids. It made me want to clap my hands together and laugh for the sheer happiness of laughing. Even the more straitlaced, sober-faced, citified adults—most of whom were women—could be seduced into a smile, coaxed into a laugh by the determined jokesters—most of whom were men.

But around white people, even the most perpetually crazy black folks grew withdrawn and subdued. Even when they were thrown together socially they did not mingle freely and easily. When black people were with white people they could laugh, but it was like they could not get it all out. They could smile, but the truth of their cautious difference peered out of their shuttered eyes. Something about white people shrouded the natural sunlight of black people’s dispositions. White people were dangerous, and I knew it, even at five.

There was even more frightening evidence of danger from whites. One day I overheard my mother tell her family that the white man who owned the mattress factory where she worked had tried to “get fresh” with her. I could not be certain what this meant, but I knew to the marrow of my being that my mother had been in deadly danger among all those fluffy mattresses. I believe she stopped working there soon after that.

I really learned firsthand about race relations from my own experiences at school. On my first day of school I was so excited. My uncle Ernest—the one that is only four months younger than I am—and I were going to school together. We had all new clothes on and eager hearts, bouncing along the sidewalk on either side of my mother. We were too young to realize that we were going to be part of a very small and unpopular minority that day, but we began to get nervous when we grasped that the school was farther than we were allowed to travel on our own. Our apprehension grew with each step away from our neighborhood.

We streamed into the school with all the white children and their parents. I had never before had to stay in a place where black people were not in the majority. We found my room and waited for the first-grade teacher to finish with some children who were ahead of us. She was welcoming all the parents and children individually. She bent down to speak to the little ones and reassured their nervous parents, but when she saw me and my mother her greeting changed. Her smile was gone and she did not bend down to talk to me. She didn’t really look at me at all. She looked through me, as if I were a specter instead of a flesh-and-blood child.

Moving away from my mother, I took the last seat in the back of the room, which the teacher had pointed out for me. It seemed like every step I took carried me farther away from my family and the world of black people and deeper into white people’s distrust and distaste, aversion and insensitivity. I was too young to understand that my mother would have to leave me there. And by the time I did realize it, it was too late. I would have run screaming from that seat in the back of the room if I had not been too terrified to move. That whole first day—in fact, the first week—I moved in a kind of frightened fog, from one look of suspicious repugnance to another. I was no one, a nonperson, in that place. In time, the total immobility went away, but the certainty of my teachers’ disfavor and disregard never did. In their behavior and their words, they made it clear that little black children were not of any real value to them.

Even the children made their view of race relations clear to me. One day in that first school year, I was standing near the fence next to a little white classmate at recess. We had played together before and, in the way of all children, we had become instant friends. I was shyly delighted to have a school friend, and I approached her to see what we might play.

An acquaintance of hers passed by on the other side of the fence, and they struck up a conversation. The one on the outside looked over at me and declared that Negroes certainly did look different.

“Well, she’s got pretty eyelashes,” she said, as if she had to search every inch of my entire body to find an acceptable feature.

“Yes, she does,” replied my classmate. “But I’m glad I don’t have anything else about her.”

“Me either,” the outside one confirmed.

In that moment I knew that, as far as they were concerned, I was the only true outsider.

•  •  •

There were always two worlds—home with black people and out there with white people—and I adapted my behavior and attitudes to these two worlds, which never mixed. Even when they collided, as they sometimes did on the front steps of my house, they swirled around one another like oil and water and then oozed back into their own separate streams.

Because we had so much family, all kinds of kids came to our front steps. The white kids sat down and joined us, recounting raucous stories and laughing at the stories of others, and they seemed to enjoy themselves, but there was no bond. They would stay and talk and laugh with the others, but then it was like they went back to being white. We never lingered on their front porches. We weren’t invited to eat in their homes. When we passed their houses, we hurried to pay our respects and leave.

White people never came into our house through the front door. They never came and sat in the parlor and sipped tea or hot milk. They never socialized in our big kitchen like family and friends. So you cannot imagine my shock when I dashed into the kitchen one day during my first summer vacation from school and saw Mumma dishing up food for a white man who was eating at our table! I stood stock still, my suddenly soundless mouth wide open. I couldn’t believe it. It felt like the universe had just split open and trapped me in a place that made no sense. Before I could rudely blurt out the surprise that was evident all over me, Mumma looked up and saw me.

“Lorraine,” she said, “you go on back outside and play till I call you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied without question. In those days polite obedience was immediate, instantaneous.

I turned around and went outside. But the puzzled confusion and utter bafflement stayed with me. What was that white man doing in the house? Eating at the table. With Mumma. I asked the other children, but they didn’t know any more than I did. Mumma had shooed them out too, and like the restless, happy-go-lucky little people we were, we soon got back to the business of shouting, running, and screaming around the neighborhood.

But I never forgot that incident, and I started keeping my eyes open, so to speak—becoming aware, for the first time, really, of what was going on around my house. I started noticing that from time to time during that summer of 1929, several white men ate at our house. I never saw anyone of them more than once, and I was convinced that none of us had ever seen them before. Where did they come from? What were they doing here? I was too young to know about the Great Depression. I had overheard some adults talking about it, but its effect on us didn’t seem to be too great. I did not know then that we were so poor already that we didn’t really feel the significance of the crash. All I knew was that these white men were getting into our house somehow, and I was determined to figure out how—and why.

It didn’t take long to determine that they were coming in the back door; if they had come through the front everybody would have seen them. I started playing in the back more regularly, engineering little games with my aunts and uncles so that I could keep a vigilant eye on the door.

One day I noticed a white man coming down the alley. He was dressed casually, in clothes that had once been fine for that era, though by then they looked a little worn. All in all, he looked respectable, which is what made me watch him carefully. He did not belong in the back alley. I stayed in my hiding place around the corner of the house until the man walked up to our back door and opened it—it was never locked—and then I rushed stealthily in behind him.

Our back door, like the back door to all the houses on our street, was at ground level, but the kitchens was up a flight, so you had to feel your way up the dimly lit back stairs and knock on the door upstairs to get in. I followed the white man up the stairs; I stopped when I heard him knock on the kitchen door. The door opened and Mumma stood there, calm and serene, wiping her hands on her apron.

The man had taken off his hat when he had come in the downstairs door. Now, looking down at it, he spoke respectfully to Mumma.

“Good afternoon, ma’am.”

“Good afternoon, sir.” Mumma’s quiet voice floated down the stairs like a soprano saxophone, her West Indian accent a colorful counterpoint to the man’s baritone.

“It sure is nice weather we’re having.”

“Yes.” She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. I could have spent the whole afternoon listening to my grandmother’s sighs. “But it is uncommon warm this summer.”

The man looked up. It seemed a matter of honor, a mark of respect shown to my grandmother, that he should not be servile and groveling. His courage made it possible for her to refuse him if she had to, with a dignity equal to his own. “Ma’am, I am mighty hungry. Could you spare me a little supper?”

I was beyond movement and speech. I crouched in the lower hallway and watched this human drama unfolding before me as if I were in a theater. It was so remarkable to me that I could hardly take it all in. The white man had just asked a black woman, with at least ten dependent children, to feed him. I could not comprehend it.

Mumma pulled the door open a little wider. “Of course,” she replied. “Come right in and sit down at the table. Supper will be ready in a few minutes.” She shut the door after he came in, but I scooted up the stairs and pushed it back open just a hair so that I could see.

We didn’t have a lot of furniture in our kitchen, just the table and chairs and some basins for washing up. The white man sat down and waited patiently. They didn’t talk much, he and Mumma, but the silence wasn’t hard or sharp. It flowed in and out of the kitchen like a breeze. It was a peaceful, composed silence, like a well-trained child who knew how to behave himself in public.

Soon the food was ready, and Mumma dished it onto a plate. The man ate greedily, but he used good table manners. A couple of the children burst into the room, but Mumma ran them right back out again, just as she had done to me. The white man had put his fork down when the children entered, but when he realized that they weren’t staying, he took up eating again as if it were his religion. At one point he complimented Mumma on one of the dishes, probably her peas and rice, which really was something. He finished the meal/ thanked Mumma profusely, and turned to leave. I flew back down the stairs and around the corner, and I watched him come out the back door, close it carefully, and continue down the alley.

Over and over again that summer I snuck up the stairs to watch my grandmother feed hungry white men. Hungry black folks came sometimes too, but they came in the front door and ate with the family. The white men always came to the back. I don’t know why they chose our door. Maybe they passed the word around that Mumma had food and a willingness to share it—I don’t know. I don’t even know how it is that we always had some kind of food. I only know that Mumma never turned any of them away. White men came to the house, they would ask politely for food, and they were grateful for anything they got. They acted toward this black woman the way that blacks were expected to act toward whites—respectful and considerate, courteous and mannerly. They thanked her profusely and they left.

Mumma never explained why she did what she did. She was a woman who rarely gave explanations as answers. In those days we children rarely asked questions. Those summer evenings during the end of the Depression, when white men walked down the small alley between our house and the next and knocked on our back door asking for food, we never asked why we should feed them. My grandmother would not have added the impoliteness of us staring at them to the humiliation of having to beg for food, so she would not often allow us to remain in the kitchen while they ate. She just fed those men and we took it as a natural routine.

In my childhood, like my daughter in hers and now my grandson in his, I wondered how black people could exhibit such trust and gracious hospitality in the midst of devastating racial oppression. Even as a small child, I knew to be careful because white people were “different.” I knew that they could be dangerous, that they might hate us and act on their hatred with impunity. We were taught to be warily silent, to be carefully courteous in the presence of these people.

But my grandmother’s kindness did not stem from her sense of danger. She fed white men food that had to be shared with her ten children because of something entirely different from fear or wariness. Her legacy became my mother’s, and mine, and my daughter’s, and now my grandson’s. My mother went on to continue to perform what I consider to be acts of unusual generosity. One time she allowed a homeless white woman and her daughter to share our house for three weeks.

She tried to explain her philosophy about this to me, but her explanation seemed short and inadequate to the circumstances. I asked my mother why she let that white woman come into our house. Her only answer was, “Everybody’s got to expect some trials if you want to get through this life.” But that didn’t make sense to me then.

I am fascinated by how this tradition, so important to my family, has been passed down through four generations without us really talking much about it. We learned kindness to strangers through the acts of my grandmother and my mother—acts that were not considered extraordinary or remarkable. It was something that you just did because it was part of you, normal because it was right. We were taught by example that you were obliged to those less fortunate than you, no matter how temporary the misfortune. We were taught that this responsibility and our willingness to assume it was what made us human in our own eyes, even if we were somehow less than human in the eyes of others. Our oppression became a unique perspective from which to view the oppression of others.

My grandmother fed those men, my mother housed that woman, I helped that sick man, and my daughter lifted that transient off the street because we understand hunger and need in the eyes and heart as well as in the stomach, and we minister to those needs because we see ourselves as most fully human when we are most humane.

My daughter and my grandson have asked me the question, “Why?” but there really is no answer. I do not help people for a specific reason; I just do it. It is part of the natural contours of my being, and I am proud to know that my daughter and her son have inherited the legacy of my mother and grandmother. I know that I can care, even in the context of being uncared for. I can learn compassion for people who are not always compassionate. I know that because my kindness is normal for me and not dependent on another person’s response.

It is important to know that life reaches beyond the black and white categories we have created for it. There will always be inconsistencies and complexities in our lives. I know now that it is within these paradoxes and contradictions that we learn to see ourselves as whole people.
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Amitiyah Elayne Hyman




A minister in the Presbyterian church for eighteen years, Amitiyah Elayne Hyman began her own company called SpiritWorks in Washington, D.C., in 1998. Consulting with individuals and institutions, she designs prayers and rituals that assist people with self-acceptance, self-love, and the ability to be open and vulnerable to others. As a “mixed-blood woman,” she brings African, Native American, and European traditions together in her rituals.

Amitiyah’s writing also serves as a healing ritual. “Racism fed a cycle of abuse in which I was trapped as a child,” she says, “and writing out this story helped me to heal from that abuse.” In this true story she revisits the horror she felt in 1948, when she was first forced to defend herself against a racial epithet.

When I asked Amitiyah for her thoughts about Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s dream, she said that it is no longer applicable. “The twenty-first century will be the time for people of color, the earth’s majority, to come into their own. King’s dream is too small for the future.”



STICKS AND STONES AND WORDS AND BONES

We only met outside, in air that was cold and stung our faces, or in warm breezes that invited us to catch lightning bugs before bedtime. We cherished these sidewalk encounters, escapes from overheated kitchens and sun-starved hallways, an older sister’s bossiness, and forced afternoon naps. They made us feel special, adventurous, beyond the limits imposed on kindergartners in a steel-workers’ town on the Ohio River in 1948.

We would sit on the steps of the house between our two houses—a buffer zone that held our little end of the block, of blue collars and rednecks and black professionals, together. Swaddled in maroon corduroy leggings or knee-padded overalls, blue wool peacoats, rubber boots, and mismatched mittens that never wanted to stay on our hands, we enjoyed each other.

Passersby might have guessed that we were the best of friends, or cousins perhaps, from the way we whispered and laughed into each other’s faces in the middle of winter. They would have missed that our faces were the colors of sweet vanilla and caramel cream, that my thick dark braids were rebelliously unraveling in the moist heat of my scalp, and that her short, straight blond hair was stringy and wet in the dampness. Our heads were hidden, sweating inside earmuffs and knitted caps, which taunting boys, from across the street, dusted white with well-aimed snowballs.

Our shovels, wooden sleds, and buckets lay nearby. Once we began to talk, they seemed to fall away, forgotten in the rush of intimacy. We discarded imaginary playmates, birthday gifts, and Christmas favorites as if they had been leaky boots or outgrown sweaters. Somehow we understood that as long as we stayed in the safe zone between our two houses and came when mothers clapped or called, we could continue the giggling and tickling and the whispering games we’d grown to love. We played patty-cake and hopscotch back and forth, first on one leg, then on the other, in foot-high mounds of snow.

Little Sally Walker, sitting in a saucer,

Wipe your weeping eyes.

Rise, Sally, rise.

At first we didn’t notice that our mothers kept their distance. They never ventured out of shaded doorways or warm kitchens to chat or to see what was going on. They didn’t join in our laughter and whispering. Instead, they vigilantly kept themselves apart, watching for us through screened doors and upstairs bedroom windows. We made an unspoken pact with them—if they allowed us to cross yards and fences, then no one else need go beyond the boundaries or break invisible barriers set up by city sidewalks, conforming siblings, and disapproving fathers. Our little-girl forays compensated for grown-up dislikes and distances, for long held habits of fear.

She first said the words, after we marveled about the storm the night before and the way the moon said “hush” over the blanketed street. They fell out of her lips like jacks from her hand, plopping haphazardly onto the brick-and-concrete steps that had been shoveled earlier in the day. The sting of them sent tremors through my body that found a resting place in the soft tissues of my heart. They froze the spot and sent chills down my arms. They numbed my fingers.

“NIGGER. My daddy says that you’re a NIGGER.”

“Never let anyone call you NIGGER,” was the mantra my father had drilled into my head.

Hot tears swirled up from somewhere deep, spilled out onto flushed cheeks, dripped into my lap. They warmed my hands and released my stiff fingers. I began to shake uncontrollably as I reached for a piece of brick, lying near the stoop, to steady myself. I snatched off my mittens. My fingers tore at the stone. Curling themselves around it, they locked onto its sharp, frozen hardness.

Sticks and stones can break my bones

but words can never harm me . . .

Sticks and stones can break bones and words . . .

Break bones and words can . . .

Harm me . . .

She saw the impact her words had upon my body as they flew from her thin lips, forming tiny darts of puffy gray-white air. They seemed to hang suspended in the stinging cold for an instant before they pierced my flesh. Then they disappeared into the frost. As if to prolong their power, she fired them rapidly, over and over again:

NIGGER, NIGGER, NIGGER, NIGGER,

Nigger, niggerniggerniggerniggernigger

niggerniggerniggernigger . . .

It was the way we played; we repeated grown-up words, trying them on for size the same way we donned dress-up clothes and pretended we were adults. If one word was sufficient, then we’d say ten for rhythm’s sake. They tickled our mouths. It was fun, we thought, repeating grown-up words.

But I couldn’t laugh with her. This word had hit its mark. I was impaled on it. In the background, I heard the drone of numerous warnings, the veiled threat of my gruff-voiced father. From that moment on, I believed that something terrible was going to happen to me. I knew I had set an unalterable chain of events into motion. I feared that they would avalanche, burying me in shame. I was cursed, doomed. I had let somebody call me “NIGGER.” It wasn’t just any old body, either; it was my friend. That really hurt.

Before I could stop myself, I wrenched out the loosened brick, heavy in my little girl’s unmittened hand, and lifted it to her head, smashing it into her face. I heard the crack as it connected with her forehead in a well-positioned strike. The boys across the street howled and hooted their approval. She screamed in pain. Blood began to spread over her eyebrows, dripping into her eyes, rolling off her nose, down her snotty lips, and over her trembling chin. It pooled, making large polka dots on her play clothes.

For a moment we were freeze-framed by the clash of energies. Her words and my well-aimed brick had done what wary mothers could not do. The safe zone between our houses melted like snow, evaporating in the scorch of this ancient battle, begun by great-grandparents centuries ago. Now we played out the script. We ran to our mothers, scrambling in terror, falling in and out of snowdrifts. Skidding over the porch, I leapt into the vestibule, scattering icy wetness everywhere. I hurled myself through the doorway into the outstretched arms of my mother. She’d heard the wailing and had seen me coming from the lace-curtained living room window.

My father, who had been working in his second-floor study, raced downstairs to us. I was sobbing, and I didn’t want to tell him what had happened. I was fearful of his wrath; after all, hadn’t I let someone call me “NIGGER”? I had survived her teasing, but could I stand up to his hot anger? Too many tongue-lashings and belt strappings told me that was impossible.

My heart was hammering. I could have exploded. My chest wall, brains, and clenched teeth wanted to shatter like icicles into sharp pointy pieces. My father tried to wrench me loose from my mother. I tried to avoid his grip. Gasping for air, I twisted toward my mother and buried my face in her aproned belly.

The glass door of the house began to shake. My father whirled around in response to the pounding and the pacing on our porch. I saw her father’s red menacing face. His shirttails flew from unbuttoned pants that he hadn’t bothered to cover with a jacket. The two men glared at one another, straining shoulders, flexing arms, rocking back and forth on their heels. My father wore his slippers; her father had on metal-clipped boots. My mother peeled me loose from around her waist and took up a position at my father’s side. Together they formed a phalanx, an impenetrable wall against him. Her father yelled and paced, threatening me and my parents.

Standing tall with stone-still faces, they held their ground. They refused him access to me. My father snarled as he spit words out: “I’ve told Elayne never to let anyone call her NIGGER. She was obeying my instructions.”

What he didn’t say in that moment was that he himself had called me “little nigger” more times than I care to remember. It was a mean “pet” phrase, handed down from one generation of colored to another. It migrated, in their mouths, from the deep south of Edisto Island, South Carolina, to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. It took up residence in his mouth. He used the phrase like a stick, stalking me and my older sister. Whenever we displeased him, he struck us with it. I felt helpless in those moments, unable to defend myself, knowing that I could not go up against this big man’s insults with my little girl’s body, my little girl’s hate, my little girl’s hurt.

All of those “little niggers” coalesced around the big one I’d heard just moments before. Together they formed a tight fist, knotting beneath the surface of my skin. The knot remains. That brick-bearing little girl stays with me. She is vigilant and available, should the need arise, to explode against taunts and bullies. Now she has a well-stocked arsenal and seldom wears mittens.

•  •  •

Our friendship ended on a day when brooding clouds swirled past steel mills, sullied snow drifted into puddles and onto porches. Our intimacy terminated with her father’s insolent retreat from our porch. She traveled through icy streets, past snowbound buildings, to the hospital where doctors stitched her face. I cried, watching the empty street from my bedroom window. Cold wind stirred cruel words and frigid rage into a witches’ brew of sticks and stones. Together they erased the spot where we had laughed and whispered, before the blood ran down.
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Staajabu




In this loving look at her father and his “life of crime,” Staajabu takes us back to the beginning of the 1950s, when she was eight years old and living in racially divided Camden, New Jersey. “My father was very proud and did everything he could to keep us from having to deal with white people altogether,” she says, “I was always under the impression that they were inferior to us, or that something was wrong with them. . . .” Nevertheless, when she was old enough to go to kindergarten, she became best friends with a white girl named Darlene. “Our friendship caused a lot of whispers,” she recalls.

In her fifties now, Staajabu has coauthored four books of poetry and stories with her daughter, V. S. Chochezi. The books are entitled Crucial Comments and Vicious Verses (1990), BAMM! (1992), This Queendom Come (1994), and Taking Names and Pointing Fingers (1997).



255 SYCAMORE STREET

“How many left?” I heard Mr. Benny ask, as Daddy handed him another gallon of moonshine.

“Eight or ten,” Daddy said. “We be thu inna minute.”

Mr. Benny was standing in a knee-deep dirt hole, and he gently laid the jug down next to the others that were lying in four long rows, side by side, with the dirt all around them providing a cushion.

We had been burying liquor since the sun went down that warm fall evening. Mom said to wait so the neighbors couldn’t see exactly what was going on. We had gotten the word just before breakfast. We were going to be raided, and the whole family and some of Mom and Daddy’s friends were working as hard and fast as they could to take the huge whiskey still down from the third floor of our house on Sycamore Street. They had to help dismantle and haul off the vats, barrels, tubes, hoses, hot stoves, bags of barley, hops, corn, and sugar. Then the funnels, buckets, tables, stands, and who knows what all else, using wheelbarrows and Daddy’s and Mr. Wash’s big old trucks. Then they had to shut off all the drainage hoses and water pipes, cap them, and bury twenty-eight glass gallon jugs full of corn whiskey in the back yard. They were buried real deep, too—at least two-and-a-half feet—all in one big wide hole covered with the richest, blackest, sweetest-smelling dirt you could imagine. After the last jugs were put in and covered up, we put all the tools and equipment on top of where the liquor was buried in the left corner of the yard, at the back, near the fence that was between us and the Smiths, and where we also kept the woodpile.

There were different crops growing during different times of the year in the rest of the yard. Not long before, it was okra, tomatoes, squash, and string beans. The right side of the yard had a huge fig tree. We loved the figs, but Mom used switches from the tree to whip us when we got too far out of hand. My sister, Kitty, and I got so many whippings that once she was talking about burning the tree down. But the figs were so sweet she said she just couldn’t do it.

Daddy never did talk much unless he was telling stories about his family (he had twenty-four brothers and sisters) or explaining how to do something like lay bricks, hammer nails, mix cement, or fix a car, and that night he was really short on talk and long on thought. Everybody was so tight you could feel it in your bones. Mom had that “I tole you dis was gonna happin” look all over her, and that wasn’t good. We children just stayed out of the way unless they needed us for something. We had already done most of the digging and had been running up and down the stairs carrying what we could out to the trucks till the third floor back room was cleaned out and looked like a regular bedroom again, with some of the best secondhand bedroom furnishings black folks could afford in 1951.

Gone was the bubbling, cooking, steaming, dripping whiskey still that had filled that room for as long as I could remember. Gone! No more watching the magnificent spectacle for hours on end after school, or hearing the regular rhythmic thumps of the pipes and hoses letting out steam with gurgles and hisses. Gone was the unmistakable odor of sweet, poignant, intoxicating spirits, which seemed to be with me all the time—in my clothes, following me, surrounding me like an aura.

My daddy was a bootlegger. He wasn’t just a bootlegger; he made the best whiskey in the area. At least that’s what I overheard at some of the “likka taystin’ pardees” Daddy would give at 255 Sycamore Street. Everybody would be all dressed up, and Kitty and I would sneak a peek through the stair railing. There would even be white folks there, and everybody in Camden, New Jersey, knew my daddy didn’t like no white folks coming around our house “for nuthin’.”

We finished around eight that night, and everybody just kind of looked around to make sure things would look normal when the police came. “I’ll start gittin’ the chillun ready now,” Mom said. She was taking us to Toledo so we wouldn’t be there when the raid happened. Too exciting! We were going to ride on a train—me, my sister Kitty, and my big brother, Hubert. Next to Daddy, Hubert was my favorite person in the whole world. He was sixteen and all my girlfriends could talk about was how cute he was!

“Great goodness, D,” Mr. Benny said. Daddy’s close friends called him D, D.P., or Boot. Uncle Andrew said they called him that because he was so black. Some of my aunts said they called him Boot because he made bootleg liquor. “These chillun sure have grown. How old ‘er you, Vicki?”

“Eight,” I replied, looking up into Mr. Benny’s round, reddish-brown face and pleasant smile as we were walking toward the back porch. Mr. Benny always smiled with his mouth closed, and his eyes twinkled like my daddy’s. He liked us and it showed, but I never was too long on talk, either.

“I’m eleven.” Kitty spoke right up. “Had my birthday in May.” Kitty was usually long on talk and short on thought, but even she was kind of quiet tonight.

“Know anybody want to marry ’em?” Daddy asked Mr. Benny. “They eat’n me outa house and home. Got me wearin’ ovaraws f’ draws.”

We all laughed for the first time since getting news of the raid. Somebody on the syndicate’s payroll told them, I found out in later years. At the time, all I knew was we were going to be raided, and my folks knew the date and the time and had everything organized so we were able to cover everything up in half a day.

Hubert was sixteen, but he had asthma so bad that, after helping move the wood back, he went to take his medicine. Everyone else started heading for their homes or cars. “Thanks, yawl!” “Night,” Mom and Dad called to Mr. Benny, Mr. Arbry, and Mr. Wash.

Mr. Benny had the stub of a cigar in the corner of his mouth and the smell of moonshine all around him. With his gloves in his back pocket, he was headed for his ’51 black Pontiac parked at the curb in front of the house. One by one we went up the concrete steps, across the concrete porch Daddy built the summer before.

Daddy built the front steps too. They had a ledge on either side where we could sit. He’d had a construction company for a while and built houses all over south Jersey. The men walked down the five concrete steps and across the red brick sidewalk to Mr. Benny’s car. Daddy’s car was parked in front of his. Mr. Wash’s truck was in front of Daddy’s black 1951 Cadillac. The street lights lit the way, illuminating Daddy’s six-foot, muscular frame in its white coveralls. Daddy drove a lot of different cars. He worked as a chauffeur when he wasn’t working construction, during the winter. In Jersey, construction work was scarce from November through March, so Daddy did a lot of other things then, and he traveled a lot. There were rumors, and I heard Mom tell this to Miss Sis one day over the back fence, that he was hooked up with the Mafia driving stolen cars across state lines, and that was why he was gone so much.

“Don’t forget to play that number I gave ya, Grace,” Mr. Arbry told Mom. “Eight in the lead. Play it straight. Just like I dreamed it. Checked the dream book. When you dream eights like I did, means money for sho.”

“Soon’s Joe’s or Harry’s open tamarra,” Mom said. Mr. Arbry was tall and lean. He ran a gas station in Philly where we would stop whenever we took liquor over there. Sometimes he did work on Daddy’s cars. He had chestnut-brown, close-cut nappy hair, light brown eyes, and always wore blue coveralls and smelled like gasoline. He gave me and Kitty a dollar whenever he saw us because he said we were so black and pretty.

“Better you play it with Henry when he comes round. He pays off by six,” said Mr. Arbry.

Mom just nodded. She was tired. We were all tired. Daddy took my hand as we walked back to the house. He had big, rough black hands that looked like they were carved from old tree bark. He picked me up under my arms, leveled his eyes with mine, and looked at me.

“You too big for me to be pickin’ up, yuh know?” Then he hugged me tight and I hugged him back.

The men left in their cars and trucks. We went back in the house, and Daddy lit a kerosene lamp and sat down in the big green chair next to the pot-bellied coal stove in the middle room. He pulled out his guitar from behind the chair and started strumming and humming. He was looking down at the guitar with me standing right next to him. His big eyes looked up at me as he sang “Am I blue? Am I blue? Ain’t these tears in my eyes tellin’ you?” Daddy was home and nothing else in the whole world really mattered to me. No police raid, no whiskey, nothing.

When Kitty and Mom came in we fixed dinner—one of my favorites—corned beef hash and cabbage with cornbread. After cleaning up the dishes, we sang and played hand games, with Daddy cheating and letting us catch him, the rest of the evening. When he put us to bed he told us he wanted us to be good for Mom when we went to Ohio, and he told us again about what we could and could not say to other people if we were asked any questions about “yo daddy making whiskey.” We had heard this so many times, we just nodded our heads and agreed that we were not to answer any questions or talk to anyone about the raid or the whiskey still. We didn’t ask questions about anything. That just wasn’t done. Children did not ask questions about “grown folks’ business.”

Mom hit the number the next day with Slick Henry, the numbers man, and we left for Toledo that night. She played 809 boxed for five dollars and played the eight as a lead for five. We went to Ohio wearing all new clothes and carrying all new suitcases. Mom says now that after she won the five hundred dollars she was seriously thinking about not coming back to Jersey at all. But we would have had to live with her family in Ohio, and at least in Jersey she had her own home.

The raid was in all the newspapers two days later. It didn’t make front page headlines, but they had a picture of Daddy and another man being led to a police car. Miss Sis sent us a, copy of the article. There was no evidence to confiscate, the article said, and, after the suspects were picked up and held for questioning, they were released.

When we returned two weeks later, Daddy wasn’t there. After helping get all the luggage out of the cab, I bolted up three flights of stairs as fast as I could to see what was on the third floor. I was running as fast as my fat, short, brown eight-year-old legs would carry me, and my barrettes were bouncing up and down, beating me all upside my head, but even so, I heard the thumping of the pipes, the hissing of the valves, the bubbling of the vats, and I smelled the sweet corn whiskey welcoming me home.
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Arthur B. Arnold




Now retired and living in Warren, Ohio, where he grew up, Arthur Arnold has worked as a truck driver, a steelworker, a supervisor, and a manager in various industries.

“I’m not a self-made man,” Arthur says. Quick to credit others for their help with his career, his happy family life, and his writing, he says of his story, “My father gave me the words, my family gave me the motivation and support, my childhood friends gave me their camaraderie. I am only the vessel.”

Having grown up in a racially integrated environment, the painful reality of racism did not hit Arthur until he was a teenager. “Watching professed ‘Christians’ partake in race-hate acts,” he says, “stripped me of my naïveté and convinced me that the hereafter population will be small.”



FIELD OF BEANS

It was the summer of 1954 when I first began to understand segregation and racism. Really understand it. I was just shy of my twelfth birthday. Maybe, for some reason I’ve yet to understand, my friends and I had been chosen to remain ignorant for so long.

We lived in a small, mixed community called Bolindale. It’s just southeast of Warren, Ohio. Every aspect of my life was integrated—from the community, to Bolindale Grade School up on the hill, to the church my family attended.

Of course, my folks had told me about segregation and racism. My mother, aunts, and uncles, and all the older black people I knew, had been born in the south. They understood it up close and personal. I’d listened intently as they talked about their experiences “down south.” I’d sat on the steps leading upstairs, out of sight, and eavesdropped as they relived the horrors of racism.

They’d talked about the hangings, the burnings, and so many other things I couldn’t understand. What I couldn’t comprehend was how so many white people had enough hate in their hearts to act worse than animals. Animals killed for food. These white people killed for pleasure.

But hearing how bad things were down south wasn’t like experiencing it. Some things can be taught. Other things have to be lived to be really understood. Such was the case with segregation and me.

I had three close friends—two colored and one white—and we wanted to make some money. The pocket change our parents gave us from time to time never came anywhere near meeting our childish expectations. Our parents just didn’t have it to give. We knew that. We weren’t destitute. Just poor. All of us. Black and white.

In an effort to make some money, we found and cashed in soda bottles. It was something, but it didn’t help much. Two cents for the small bottles and a nickel for the large bottles. And even they were hard to find because most people kept their empties and turned them in for credit when they bought groceries.
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