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    And they, whether they will hear, or whether they will forbear, … yet shall they know that there hath been a prophet among them.
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    —BESSIE SMITH
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  The primary source for the information contained in this book is James Baldwin himself. I met Baldwin in 1961 during his first visit to Istanbul, where I was working as a teacher. We saw each other again when he came back to Istanbul during 1962 and 1963. When I began graduate work at New York University in 1963, Baldwin hired me as a part-time secretary in charge of sorting his manuscripts and papers. Eventually I did some correspondence and research for him and accompanied him on lecture trips. Later, early in 1966, he invited me to go with him back to Istanbul as a companion-translator-secretary, and there he, his brother David, and I shared a house while Jimmy completed Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone.

  During the 1970s when I saw Jimmy from time to time in New York, we talked about the possibility of my writing a biography. Years earlier we had considered the project more in fun than in earnest. He sometimes introduced me as “my Boswell.” Like most writers, Baldwin preferred to be, through his works, his own biographer. But over the years he came to realize that biographies would be written, and in 1977 he gave me an authorization letter, promising access to his papers—a promise he fulfilled—and, insofar as he could help, access to his friends and relatives. If should be noted that this biography is in no way authorized by his estate.

  During the 1980s Baldwin and I had formal interviews in New York, in Amherst, where he was teaching, in Connecticut, where he visited my wife and me several times, and in Saint-Paul-de-Vence, where we visited him.

  After Jimmy’s funeral in New York, I returned to France at David Baldwin’s request, to collect the Baldwin papers. Later I sorted them in Jimmy’s New York apartment and was able to add the information they contained to what I had already learned from the papers I had sorted in the early sixties. Other information came from the interviews and meetings with Baldwin in the 1970s and 1980s, and from extensive conversations in New York and in our Istanbul house in the 1960s.

  Our conversations over the years covered every imaginable subject. Baldwin talked about his loves, his disappointments in love, about what he considered his role as a witness, about literature, about his works, about America and about history. He told me about his school experiences, about his first favorite teacher, a young white woman from the Middle West called “Bill” Miller, about Connie Williams, the owner of the Calypso Cafe in Greenwich Village, where he worked in the 1940s. He spoke of his trips South, of his “spiritual father,” the painter Beauford Delaney, and mentors like Sterling Brown and Kenneth Clark. He also talked about race, about homosexuality, about his loneliness, about his family. Our last “interview” occurred two days before he died as I sat up with him during the night in Saint-Paul-de-Vence. Characteristically, the conversation, although necessarily disjointed and sometimes incoherent, ranged from the denied pleasures of a scotch and a cigarette to the “devastating” economy of Jane Austen, to the impossibility of holding food down, to religion.

  Almost from the moment I met Baldwin, I recognized that I was in the presence of a highly complex, troubled, and driven individual who was more intensely serious than anyone I had ever met. This is not to say he did not enjoy life or that he had no sense of humor. He was a man who laughed a lot and who knew how to make others laugh. And while clearly obsessed by what he saw as a witnessing role, he was just as committed to the life of the senses; when he ate a meal, smoked a cigarette, sipped on a scotch, or touched another human being, he did so with deep pleasure that was evident and with an incomparable elegance and care. And he spent his whole life longing to be picked up and sheltered by what he thought of as the power of love in arms stronger than his own.

  Baldwin was a lonely and extremely vulnerable man. His vulnerability made him sometimes overly defensive—even, some would say, “paranoid.” In pursuit of love and approval he squandered money and time and sometimes hurt people. He was a man, like most people, with evident neuroses. He was not a saint, he was not always psychologically or emotionally stable. But he was a prophet.

  It was the calling to bear witness to the truth that dominated Baldwin’s being, and in this role he could be harsh, uncompromising, and even brutally cruel. He knew that the combination of his heritage as an African-American, his early “God-given” talent with words, and even his mysterious parentage and his sexual “ambivalence” made it inevitable that he be an outsider, a stranger condemned like Jonah to preach and convert, even as he longed simply to live. Like it or not, he was called, and to the extent that he attempted to refuse the call in his life he found himself psychologically trapped in the belly of the whale.

  Baldwin was a prophet not so much in the tradition of foreseeing events—although The Fire Next Time bears witness to the fact that he sometimes did precisely that—as in the tradition of the Old Testament. Like Ezekiel, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Samuel, whose words and agonies he knew from his days as a child preacher in Harlem, he understood that as a witness he must often stand alone in anger against a nation that seemed intent on not “keeping the faith.” He knew that his childhood “salvation” on the threshing floor of his church was but the preface to a life of searching on the universal threshing floor of personal and societal pain.

  Baldwin’s prophecy took many forms. His essays stand out as among the most articulate expressions we have of the human condition in his time. The collections Notes of a Native Son and Nobody Knows My Name, and the long essay The Fire Next Time, have already become classics. In three plays, many short stories, and six novels, including, most notably, Go Tell It on the Mountain, Giovanni’s Room, “Sonny’s Blues,” and Another Country, Baldwin creates parables to illustrate, in the private and personal realm of human relationships, the words of his essays.

  Baldwin was a writer who could combine the cadences of the King James Bible and Henry James with what he liked to call the “beat” of African-American culture. His audience was the whole “nation,” and he incorporated the whole nation into his voice. His was the “voice in the wilderness” that preached the necessity of touching. In his personal life and his work, he took the side of those who were made into exiles and outcasts by barriers of race, sex, and class or who turned away from safety and chose the honorable path of tearing down such barriers. But he mourned for those who had created the barriers and had unwittingly allowed themselves to be destroyed by them.

  IN THIS BIOGRAPHY of James Baldwin I have been helped not only by the subject himself but by a large number of witnesses to his life and work, the most important of whom has been his brother David. David Baldwin has generously granted me several interviews, answered countless questions, and given me full access to his extensive correspondence with his brother. Most important, he has provided encouragement and support throughout this long process.

  Another significant source of information has been the material collected by Karen Thorsen, Bill Miles, Douglas Dempsey, and their staff for the PBS documentary James Baldwin: The Price of the Ticket, for which both David Baldwin and I were consultants. This material includes detailed interviews with Ishmael Reed, Maya Angelou, Amiri Baraka, William Styron, Bobby Short, Engin Cezzar, Lucien Happersberger, Emile Capouya, and Yasar Kemal, to mention only a few, and boxes of supporting material.

  Baldwin’s friend and mine, Sedat Pakay, provided some of the photographs contained in the book and advised me on others to use. Dick Fontaine was also an important source for photographs.

  Other interviews, letters, and photographs have been provided by too many people to mention them all here. I am especially grateful to Orilla Miller Winfield, who knew Baldwin as a child and who has only recently died, to Connie Williams, Claire Burch, and Stan Weir, who knew him in his Village days, to Mary Keen Blumenau, Otto and Priscilla Friedrich, Herbert Gold, Richard Olney, Tom Maltais, Themistocles Hoetis, and Bosley Bratman Wilder, all of whom knew him first during the early Paris period.

  Other close Baldwin friends and associates who were particularly helpful were Valerie Sordello, the Roux family at the Colombe d’Or in Saint-Paul-de-Vence, Donna Schrader, Pat Mikell, Ernest Champion, Cynthia Packard, Brock Peters, Dick Fontaine, Ruth Dean, Richard Long, Calua Dundy, Katherine Shipley, James Silberman, Lloyd Richards, Lonie Levister, Raleigh Trevelyan, Horace Ove, Catherine McLaughlin, Anton Phillips, and especially Bill Belli, Engin Cezzar, Marc Crawford, Cecil Brown, Kay Boyle, David Moses, and I ucien Happersberger.

  Four of my most important informants, who became my close friends during the time I knew Baldwin, were Beauford Delaney, Bernard Hassell, Sam Floyd, and Mary Painter. Beauford died in 1979, Sam in 1986, and the others only recently. Other than his family and, perhaps, Lucien Happersberger, no one knew Baldwin better than Beauford, Mary, Sam, and Bernard.

  Earlier biographies—by Fern Eckman, W. J. Weatherby, and James Campbell—have been useful, as have conversations over the years with many members of the Baldwin family. Critical works and collections by many scholars, including Horace Porter, Fred Standley, Louis Pratt, and Quincy Troupe have been helpful as well.

  Significant financial support for the project has been provided by research grants from the University of Connecticut, the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Fondation Camargo, and the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture at 135th Street and Malcolm X Boulevard, where I was a scholar-in-residence for a semester and where Baldwin did much of his early reading.

  Valuable research assistance was provided by Karin Swann in California and Lisa Gitelman in New York, and important ideas were suggested by my graduate students at the University of Connecticut.

  Finally, there are people who in some cases have provided information and who in all cases have provided significant moral support. The late Ellis Haizlipp, Michel Fabre, Howard Dodson, and many people at the Schomburg Center, Jim Hatch and the Hatch-Billops Archives, Richard Newman, Gerald O’Grady, and Sedat Pakay, Joe Wood, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Arnold Rampersad, Florence Ladd, Don Belton, the late Melvin Dixon, Houston Baker, Jr., David and Lee Porter, Peter and Rosemary Shiras, Stephen Spender, the late Richard Ellmann, Ernest Champion, Leon Edel, Geoffrey Wolff, Faith Childs, Krysia Jopek, Jake and Susanne Page, James and Pamela Morton, Amanda Huston-Hamilton, Veronica Skurat, Charles Hargreaves and Natasha Milne, Dalia Kandiyoti, John Lankenau, Petter Juel-Larsen, Douglas Dempsey and Karen Thorsen, and my editor, Ashbel Green, come immediately to mind, as do all of my friends in Stonington and at the University of Connecticut. And most of all, I have been supported by my family—Pam, both Margarets, Juliet, and Paul.

  In a few cases it has seemed necessary, in the interest of preserving privacy, to change names. When the Baldwin papers become available to scholars at large there will certainly be other Baldwin books to be written, perhaps even Baldwin biographies from different perspectives than mine. His letters are moving and telling documents that should be collected and published. A James Baldwin autobiography needs to be extracted from his writings. And there are any number of scholarly works called for by Baldwin’s manuscript revisions alone. My hope is that this biography will serve as a useful source for those who continue the search for James Baldwin.

  Stonington, Connecticut 1993
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CHAPTER 1

  The Harlem Life

  
    Go tell it on the mountain, over the hills and everywhere. Go tell it on the mountain that Jesus Christ is born.

    —old song
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  Illegitimacy and an almost obsessive preoccupation with his stepfather were constant themes in the life and works of James Baldwin. The circumstance of his birth, to Berdis Jones on August 2, 1924, in New York City’s Harlem Hospital, was later to symbolize for him the illegitimacy attached to an entire race within the American nation. If Baldwin ever knew who his real father was, he kept the knowledge to himself. He preferred to use the fact of his illegitimacy, as he did his minority status and his homosexuality, as supporting material for a mythical or representative persona indicated in such titles as Nobody Knows My Name, No Name in the Street, or “Stranger in the Village.”

  It is true that much of Baldwin’s early life was concerned with a search for a father, but not for a biological father—he nearly always referred to his stepfather as his “father” and seemed satisfied to think of him as such. His search was, rather, for what an ideal father might have been for him—a source of self-esteem who would have supported and guided him in his quest to become a writer and a “preacher.” And by extension, his search was a symbolic one for the birthright denied him and all “colored,” “negro,” or “black” people, so defined by others who insist on thinking of themselves as “white.”

  That Baldwin would approach his life’s story metaphorically and symbolically was evident even before he was to speak of his illegitimacy. The first important nonfictional autobiographical statement is the 1955 essay “Notes of a Native Son,” in which, as Horace Porter has recognized, Baldwin strikes a “universal note, connecting his life and family to all mankind.” In the autobiographical notes to the collection of which “Notes of a Native Son” was the title essay, Baldwin spoke of the importance of being forced early in his life to recognize that he was “a kind of bastard of the West.” Baldwin was not a conceited man, but he was to look back upon his birth and his childhood as part of a prophetic mission. He saw himself as, like it or not, born to “save” others through the word.

  As a child he had a favorite hill in Central Park, where he would escape whenever possible, look out over the great city, and, like his fictional character, John, in Go Tell It on the Mountain, dream of a messianic future:

  
    He felt like a long-awaited conqueror at whose feet flowers would be strewn, and before whom multitudes cried, Hosanna! He would be, of all, the mightiest, the most beloved, the Lord’s anointed; and he would live in this shining city which his ancestors had seen with longing from far away.

  

  The writer/spokesman-to-be was born, like so many mythic heroes, in an overlooked place where pain and deprivation were common, a place that remains today an appropriate metaphor for the spiritual meanness of the larger surrounding community, which both fears and ignores it. Rising out of Harlem, James Baldwin used the mystery of his parentage and his humble birth, and the ineffectualness of his stepfather, as starting points for a lifelong witnessing of the moral failure of the American nation—and of Western civilization in general—and the power of love to revive it.

  James’s stepfather, “the great good friend of the Great God Almighty,” was the son of a slave called Barbara who spent the last years of her life, bedridden, in the Baldwin household in Harlem and who filled the young James with awe. One of his first memories was of the old woman giving him a present of a decorated metal candy box that was full of needles and thread. Inevitably, his grandmother was a link to the whispered horrors of what to a child must have seemed like the ancient past. And as the mother of fourteen, some “black” and some—it was said—“white,” she would just as inevitably become for James Baldwin, the writer and prophet, the prototype of that ancient forced motherhood that makes black and white Americans “brothers” and “sisters” whether they like it or not.

  David Baldwin was a preacher and a laborer who came to the North from New Orleans in the early 1920s and who provided for his family inadequately but as well as he could through the years of the Great Depression. Not only did he take the place for Jimmy of the father he had never known, he too became for him a symbol. He was the archetypal black father, one generation removed from slavery, prevented by the ever-present shadow and the frequently present effects of racial discrimination from providing his family with what they needed most—their birthright, their identity as individuals rather than as members of a class or a race. “I’m black only as long as you think you’re white,” his stepson was to tell many audiences in later years. The Reverend David Baldwin was living proof of this fact. His bitter subservience to bill collectors, landlords, and other whites led the young James to disrespect him. In “Notes of a Native Son” Baldwin recalls his stepfather’s agreeing reluctantly to a teacher’s taking him to a play, not daring to refuse permission, the boy believed, only because the teacher was white. This was an outing Jimmy wanted very much, but he wanted much more a father whose word and opinions—however wrong—could be heard and respected.

  Today’s statistics tell us that fathers in David Baldwin’s situation often leave home. But Jimmy’s stepfather did not leave home—he went mad. But he did so in stages, beginning in the South before he migrated to New York. If the “white devil” would not recognize him as a man, perhaps God would. He became a preacher, stressing, in the tradition of the pentecostal black church, the hope for a better life after the “crossing over,” and calling down the wrath of God on the sinners of the white Sodom and Gomorrah. In the pulpit his bitterness and despair could become righteous anger and power. The subservient wage earner could become the Old Testament prophet preaching the hard and narrow path to self-identity and self-esteem that the economics of real life made impossible: “Choose you this day whom you will serve; whether the gods which your fathers served that were on the other side of the flood, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land ye dwell: but as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.”

  To the people of his house the father’s prophecy took the form of an arbitrary and puritanical discipline and a depressing air of bitter frustration which did nothing to alleviate the pain of poverty and oppression. Instead of the loving father for whom the young James so longed—the father he was still trying to create in his very last novel—the Baldwin family suffered the presence of a black parody of the white Great God Almighty so essential to the tradition of the Calvinist American Dream they were not allowed to share.

  As a very young child, before the arrival of the eight brothers and sisters, Jimmy had experienced a sense that his stepfather loved him. One of his earliest memories was of being carried by his mother and looking over her shoulder at his stepfather, who smiled at him. And he remembered sensing “my daddy’s pride” in him in those days. But as things became more difficult for the Baldwins, the minister’s paranoia developed, and young Jimmy often took the brunt of it. His stepfather had him circumcised at about the age of five—perhaps to make him more “Christ-like,” somehow less “primitive” and less marked by the “sin” of his illegitimacy. This incident is ambiguously described by Baldwin as “a terrifying event which I scarcely remember at all.” He did recall very clearly being beaten for losing a dime he had been given to buy kerosene for the stove—the last dime in the house. It seemed he could do nothing right.

  An enduring and ever-present memory was of his stepfather making fun of his eyes and calling him the ugliest child he had ever seen. To the end of his life Baldwin told of an incident related to that memory, an incident that he felt had affected the course of his life. In the streets one day when he was perhaps five or six, he was astounded by the sight of an old drunken woman with huge eyes and lips. He rushed upstairs and called his mother to the window. “You see? You see?” he said. “She’s uglier than you, Mama! She’s uglier than me!” His mother had the same eyes and mouth that he did, so he assumed she must be “ugly,” too, and that she would therefore be interested in what he had seen. Later Baldwin would suggest, with respect to his stepfather’s comments on his ugliness, that he was also “attacking my real, and unknown, father.” But when as a child he saw that face in the streets it had another significance for him. He knew somehow, without being able yet to articulate it—that would take many years—that his physical appearance need have no effect on what he would do in life, that if his mother was “ugly,” then even “ugliness” could be beautiful.

  For the young James Baldwin this was an important moment of self-realization. Once again he was playing a significant role in a metaphorical and sociological drama. Children believe what their parents tell them, and oppressed minorities constantly face the danger of believing the myths attached to them by their oppressors. In time Baldwin was to understand that his “ugliness” was his stepfather’s problem, that his stepfather’s “intolerable bitterness of spirit” was the result of his frustrations, that his need to humiliate those closest to him was, in fact, a reflection of the hatred David Baldwin felt towards himself as a black man: “It had something to do with his blackness, I think—he was very black—with his blackness and his beauty, and with the fact that he knew that he was black but did not know that he was beautiful.” And “he was defeated long before he died because, at the bottom of his heart, he really believed what white people said about him.”

  There were times in Baldwin’s adolescence when he nearly came to blows with his stepfather. They fought because he read books, because he liked movies, because he had white friends. For Reverend Baldwin all these interests were a threat to the salvation which could only come from God. But his bitterness and hardness offended even the “saints” of the church, and he became less sought after as a preacher. In his late years he was wary of his own family, going so far as to suspect them of wanting to poison him. His children “had betrayed him by … reaching towards the world which had despised him.” David, a son by an earlier marriage, had died in jail. That David was to be James Baldwin’s model for the many fictional “brothers” who would suffer at the hands of the white “law”—Richard and the first Royal in Go Tell It on the Mountain, Fonny in If Beale Street Could Talk, Richard in Blues for Mister Charlie, for example. Sam, another son by the earlier marriage, had long since left home, and in spite of countless desperate letters from the father, dictated to the despised stepson, he saw his father next only as he lay dead in his coffin.

  Sam, too, made a deep impression on his young stepbrother. Baldwin remembered in No Name in the Street how as a child he had been “saved” by Sam from drowning, and how he had learned that day “something about the terror and the loneliness and the depth and the height of love.” He never stopped longing for a repetition of that love. Sam was re-created metaphorically in several strong protective older brothers to more delicate and artistic characters in Baldwin’s fiction: Elisha is an older “brother in Christ” in Go Tell It on the Mountain, Caleb and Hall are actual brother-protectors for the autobiographical Leo and Arthur in Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone and Just Above My Head, respectively.

  Eventually Reverend Baldwin lost his job, and in 1943 he was committed to a mental hospital, where he died of tuberculosis. It took many years for James’s emotions to catch up with his intellectual understanding of his stepfather and his plight. But he never stopped thinking or talking about him, and it is worth noting that his first book and his last were partly dedicated to him. In a late work, The Devil Finds Work, he remembers

  
    the pride and sorrow and beauty of my father’s face: for that man I called my father really was my father in every sense except the biological, or literal one. He formed me, and he raised me, and he did not let me starve: and he gave me something, however harshly, and however little I wanted it, which prepared me for an impending horror which he could not prevent.

  

  Baldwin came to see that this man, who frightened him so much that “I could never again be frightened of anything else,” was a victim of a morally bankrupt religion, a morally bankrupt society, that he was a black parody of that bankruptcy. He was to realize that in the context of such bankruptcy, the life of David Baldwin, Sr.—the attempt he had made to protect his children and to retain his dignity—had been “an act of love.” If he was incapable of showing affection, it was because he could not love himself. And if he was hard on Jimmy, he was hard on the other children, too. Tied to an ideological lie that he could not recognize, he was not, finally, to be blamed. And on Sunday morning, dressed in his three-piece suit, his Panama Stroller, his cuff links, spats, and turned-down collar, he was the picture of a longed-for pride and dignity. He was a father from another time, behaving according to another code. If that code could not work for the Baldwin children, if their real father was the one who in his pajamas paced the floor each night mumbling biblical verses—“Set thy house in order … as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord”—venting his frustrations as a beaten man, they still longed for his approval, and they still admired the father he might have been.

  That Baldwin did manage to come to terms with his stepfather is due in great part to the other significant influence of his early life, his mother. He did not write a great deal about or speak much about his mother, but when he did either, it was with deep feeling and admiration. If, in his use of his own life for metaphorical purposes, his stepfather was the archetypal victim of the “chronic disease” of racism, his mother was the embodiment of the nurturing antidote to that disease. One of Baldwin’s very first memories was of his mother holding up a piece of black velvet and saying softly, “That is a good idea.” For a long time the boy thought that the word “idea” meant a piece of black velvet. He often spoke of her smile—“a smile which she reached for every day that she faced her children (this smile she gave to no one else), reached for, and found, and gave … the smile counselled patience.” When asked in several interviews towards the end of his life to describe what his mother meant to him, Baldwin usually answered by remembering something she had said to him in his teens: “I don’t know what will happen to you in life. I do know that you have brothers and sisters. You must treat everyone the way I hope others will treat you when you are away from me, the way you hope others will treat your brothers and sisters when you are far from them.” Berdis Baldwin constantly reminded her children that people must not be put on pedestals or scaffolds, that people have to be loved for their faults as well as their virtues, their ugliness as well as their beauty.

  This was important teaching for any child, but especially for one who was to become a witness and a teacher. For Baldwin the love that he learned in part from his mother was to emerge as the central idea in a personal ideology that was to inform his later life.

  In Baldwin’s eyes his mother was a protector and a maintainer of family unity. One of his childhood memories was a curious parody of that earlier memory of receiving his stepfather’s smile over his mother’s shoulder. Here again he received a look over his mother’s shoulder, but this time she had rushed in from the kitchen to separate and protect the two men from the physical consequences of violent filial hatred.

  Emma Berdis Jones came to New York from Deal Island, Maryland, in the early 1920s. Much of her early life’s “journey” is suggested in the person and events surrounding Elizabeth in Go Tell It on the Mountain. Her mother had died when she was a young child. Berdis was left with her father, rowing out with him as he earned a living fishing on the Eastern Shore. When her father remarried, she moved in with her older sister, Beulah, “the only mother I ever knew.” Like so many southern blacks, including her future husband, Berdis Jones traveled North full of hope for a better life. She went first to a cousin in the Germantown section of Philadelphia and then to New York. Life was not easy, and it became more difficult when, in 1924, she gave birth to James. Eventually she found a live-in job with a wealthy family. In 1927, when Jimmy was two years old, she married David Baldwin, a man several years older than she, but a respectable clergyman who seemed genuinely willing to accept her son as his son. And soon there were more children; over the next sixteen years they had George, Barbara, Wilmer, David (named after his father and his father’s deceased first son), Gloria, Ruth, Elizabeth, and Paula.

  As the oldest child, Jimmy was his mother’s “right arm,” helping, as she persisted in the “exasperating and mysterious habit of having babies,” with the diapers, with walks, with getting them bathed and bedded down for the night. When he was old enough he took his younger brothers by the hand and they would cross the bridge into the Bronx, where they could save money by buying day-old bread from the bakery where it was made. Or he took them to church for the Saturday-night prayer service and for Sunday School before the main service of the week.

  An incident that took place soon after the birth of his brother David conveys a sense of the special relationship that existed between mother and son. Mrs. Baldwin wanted to go to Maryland for her father’s funeral, but there was no money and her husband disapproved. Baldwin was fond of saying that this was the day he became a thief, that somehow he found the necessary money and gave it to his mother for the trip. Whether this was what the anxious-to-please eight-year-old wished he could have done or whether he actually did it, Baldwin was certain of another memory—of helping his mother and the baby into a taxi before going back upstairs to his stepfather. This was a continuation of his metaphorical role as “native son,” this time as part of a matriarchal conspiracy.

  The close contact with his mother remained important to Baldwin throughout his life. They corresponded regularly; he always looked forward in particular to his birthday letter from her. The letters were full of advice of the kind that mothers everywhere tend to give sons whose lives are dangerous. Mrs. Baldwin worried about her son’s drinking, his smoking, his staying up late. But her concerns went much further than his physical welfare. She was a constant reminder to him of the necessity of “keeping the faith,” of not drifting onto the all-too-tempting road of racial or personal hatred.

  Sometimes the warnings took the form of somewhat stern letters of reprimand. Once she admonished him for his harsh language. In his answer to that letter Jimmy gently chided his mother, warning her that his work took him beyond the limits of ordinary propriety, that real writers, like real prophets, could not be hemmed in by respectability. To illustrate his point he spoke to his mother’s religious side, reminding her that Jesus himself had not in his day been considered respectable, that he had been regarded, in fact, as the “very author of Profanity.” Like Jesus, he would rather die than be the victim of the “doom called safety.”

  In short, there were minor disagreements between mother and son, but there was constructive dialogue as well. And Baldwin always accepted his mother’s message of love and tolerance, in spite of ample evidence to support his father’s more pessimistic point of view.

  The Harlem to which Berdis Jones and so many other black southerners came in the twenties and thirties and in which James Baldwin was raised was in many ways a southern community. Parents knew each other and each other’s children, and there was a sense of responsibility for one’s neighbor. If Mrs. Smith saw one of Mrs. Brown’s children doing something wrong, she applied discipline first and then let Mrs. Brown know about it. And Harlem was still multiracial. There was community in poverty rather than hopeless isolation. This is not to say there was no racial conflict. Baldwin remembered fighting frequently with an Italian neighbor called Tony—a boy of his age—but he also remembered sharing meals with him.

  The Harlem of Baldwin’s early memory was a place where people still clung to the possibility of a normal life. It was dilapidated, but it had not yet given up. He remembered the grocery store owned by the old Jew who gave the family credit when they could not afford food, the shoe repair shop where the black owner sat in the window, bent over his work, and where they bought their “new” shoes when the old ones were past repair. There was the soda-pop joint and the shoeshine parlor at which he sometimes worked, and the dry cleaners, and Dr. Israel Goldberg’s pharmacy, run for the most part by a white pharmacist called “Dr. Martin” to whom the children were sent for fever-curing and skin-soothing homeopathic concoctions made from various exotic roots that were kept in the room behind the main one. The children would help Dr. Martin mix and heat up huge pots of a wax mixture, which they would pour into cans and allow to cool and harden before they attached the “Dr. Martin’s Hair Wax” labels. Sometimes Dr. Martin would ask one of the boys to shave him in the morning, as he always nicked himself with the barber’s razor he used.

  There was also the candy shop run by Reverend Baldwin’s sister on 133d Street between Lenox and Fifth. Taunty, as she was called by the children, was the model for Florence in Go Tell It on the Mountain. And, of course, there were the stoops which were the centers of restricted areas in which children were allowed to play. There were visits from friends on Sundays, too: Mr. Sinclair, the mover, who was George’s godfather, and Mr. and Mrs. Mickey, who always brought pastrami and who amused the children with a hide-and-seek game in which Mr. Mickey was always hidden from Mrs. Mickey somewhere in the living room.

  But this was no middle-class black American paradise. Signs of a worse future were already apparent. Baldwin recalled the images of poverty and decay—“cold slush … cooling piss … weary sweat,” radiators “rusted like dried blood,” and the stoned men and boys on the broken stoops, waiting for something that would never come.

  As he grew up he became increasingly aware of the racial and economic tension around him, a tension that frequently led individuals to give up their lives rather than continue to suffer. Suicide was a subject that obsessed him throughout his life. He lost several close friends by that route and attempted it himself at least four times. A friend of his tells of his discussing suicide at great length at the age of thirteen as they stood on a rooftop in Harlem one summer night, but his first direct exposure to it occurred when he was nine or ten years old.

  In an apartment not far from the Baldwins there was a particularly light-skinned couple with three daughters, the youngest of whom was “scandalously” dark. One of the daughters had a boyfriend who was also blacker than the family would have wished. He was called by the neighborhood “Johnny on the Spot” because he was always on time, particularly at the door in question. Apparently the family caused the relationship to be broken off, and one day Johnny arrived at his “spot” with a pistol, rang the bell, and shot himself in the head as the door was opened. To Baldwin this incident remained a clear example of the agony, in Harlem and elsewhere, that was the result quite simply of the color of one’s skin.

  In 1929, the year of the great financial crash, Jimmy began school. He was a frail child. A doctor at Harlem Hospital had said he would not live beyond the age of five, but here he was at five in P.S. 24, not dead, but bearing the scars of poverty and perhaps of malnutrition. He remembered a teacher at school taking one look at him and feeding him cod-liver oil. At home they were eating—or trying to eat—the corned beef they picked up each week from Home Relief. His mother would fry it, boil it, bake it, mix it with potatoes or corn bread or rice, “beat it with a hammer.” But finally, no culinary magic worked, and the children simply gagged on it.

  P.S. 24 was the beginning of a new world for Jimmy Baldwin, a world in which he could survive, not by means of physical strength—he had little of that—but through his intelligence, of which it quickly became apparent to his teachers that he had a great deal. The principal at P.S. 24 was Mrs. Gertrude E. Ayer, the first black principal in New York City. Years later Baldwin was to say of her, “I loved and feared the lady—for she really was a lady, and a great one—with that trembling passion only twelve year olds can feel.” From the beginning Mrs. Ayer recognized that Jimmy was a special child, one she was to remember in her retirement as “a very slim, small boy with that haunted look he has still.”

  The smallness and the shyness made him a natural victim of his peers, but Mrs. Ayer made sure that teachers helped Jimmy to develop. By the fifth grade it became clear that he had a talent for research and for writing. At home he read and reread Uncle Tom’s Cabin until his mother, fearing for his eyes, hid it from him. Later A Tale of Two Cities became a favorite and led to a lifelong fascination with Dickens. His teachers encouraged him to visit the public library at 135th Street, where he read voraciously in the newly established Schomburg Collection. The library became his sanctuary and, in his mind, as he never went to college, his alma mater—the place where on his deathbed he was to ask that his papers be deposited.

  During his pre–high school years young James even gained some acclaim for his written work. He wrote a song for which Mayor La Guardia praised him in a letter, and he won a prize for a short story he wrote for a church newspaper. The elders in the temple were already taking note of this precocious child of the ghetto, and his parents knew they were the guardians of a strange phenomenon. Mrs. Baldwin was “delighted” by what she saw, but her husband said he wanted the boy to be a preacher of the gospel. In time, that would come, too.


  
CHAPTER 2

  Bill Miller

  
    White men don’t walk like that.

    —a friend’s remark
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  At P.S. 24 Jimmy Baldwin met a young woman who became a significant influence on his early intellectual development and remained a close friend until the end of his life. Later Baldwin described Orilla Miller as “a young white schoolteacher, a beautiful woman, very important to me” whom “I loved … absolutely, with a child’s love.” It was “certainly partly because of her, who arrived in my terrifying life so soon, that I never really managed to hate white people.”

  Orilla, whom Jimmy always called “Bill,” came to New York from Antioch College in 1933. Antioch at the time was under the leadership of Dr. Arthur E. Morgan, the well-known engineer who was responsible for the college’s pioneering work-study program in the 1920s and 1930s and who introduced study groups on social issues and economic theories. Antioch and the politics of her father—a Farmers’ Cooperative organizer and populist in Illinois—were influential in the emergence of Orilla’s left-wing interests. The Millers lost everything during the Depression, and Orilla had to leave Antioch. Not wishing to go “back to the farm,” which, in any case, no longer existed, she applied for a job through Antioch and was offered a housekeeping position in Queens.

  By 1934 she had saved enough money to start taking courses at Columbia Teachers College and she and a friend cooked for room and board at the Labor Temple on Fourteenth Street in Manhattan. Orilla’s sister, Henrietta, came to New York in 1935, and the sisters found an apartment at 124th Street and Eighth Avenue. Joined later by Evan Winfield, a seaman whom Orilla met during a strike action and married in 1937, the two women were active participants in social justice movements—movements in support of labor unions and the Spanish Republicans and against Hitler, anti-Semitism, and American racism. In 1934 Orilla had been given a twenty-hour-a-week Theatre Project job with the Educational Division of the WPA, a job that took her to the Madison House Settlement and several public schools, including P.S. 24, where James Baldwin was a sixth-grader and not quite eleven years old.

  The P.S. 24 in which Bill Miller found herself was a “dreadful ancient … school house: dark, dreary and scary at times.” In the classes—all boys and almost all black after third grade—there were often as many as fifty children. Most were native New Yorkers or recent immigrants from the South. Nearly all were “hungry and rebellious.” The classes were often out of control; many of the teachers seemed to have given up on their charges.

  The principal, Gertrude Ayer, was an exception. She was especially supportive of the WPA intern system as a source of enrichment for those students who, either because they were severely limited or because they were unusually talented, needed special attention. Recognizing that the young Baldwin was far ahead of his class, she encouraged the new Theatre Project intern to pay special attention to him.

  Bill Miller, delighted to be given a specific charge, took on Jimmy as her “assistant,” and they spent time together in the dingy attic where the WPA theater rehearsal room was located. In a comment very possibly made with his later theatrical ventures in mind, Baldwin remembered that Orilla directed his first play and “endured my first theatrical tantrums.”

  One tantrum, though not uniquely Baldwin’s, took place early in Bill’s time at P.S. 24. She had been told by Mrs. Ayer never to leave the room when there were children in her charge. This was a school rule. One night she had stayed late for a rehearsal with some fifteen or twenty boys, one of whom was Jimmy Baldwin. Perhaps it was his first play that was being rehearsed. The cast, including young James, got out of control and started shinning on the large old-fashioned heating pipes attached to the high walls. Bill Miller, unable to leave the room or to control the situation, put her head down on the desk and cried. The children, led by Jimmy, were horrified, immediately stopped what they were doing, and gathered apologetically around Bill’s desk.

  Jimmy and Bill discovered a common interest in Dickens; both were reading him and anxious to exchange views. The young woman from the Midwest was amazed at the brilliance of the boy from the slums. Full of the desire to do good, she questioned him about his life and was distressed to hear that, with the exception of the church and the library and school, he was confined to his apartment, where he helped his mother with the younger children.

  She asked James—she always called him that—if she could meet his parents, and he took her home one day after school. The Baldwins now lived on Park Avenue between 132d and 133d—the “other” Park Avenue of the elevated railway. “That day,” Orilla said, “we stepped into a kitchen filled with steam because Mrs. Baldwin was doing the laundry by hand. There was a clothesline stretched the length of the room and there in the moist warmth were these many eager small children—his brothers and sisters. I was appalled at the poverty in which he lived.” Mr. Baldwin was not at home that day, but Orilla met him soon afterwards, when she returned to ask him permission to take James to a play.

  Bill Miller and her sister, Henrietta, visited the Baldwins with some frequency between 1935 and 1939. They often brought clothes for the children, but never in a patronizing manner: “I never felt her pity,” Baldwin was to write; it was simply that she “worried about our winters.” The Millers had no inkling of Reverend Baldwin’s antagonism towards them as whites, only noticing the “quiet dignity” of both parents. They sensed that Mrs. Baldwin approved of their taking Jimmy to plays and movies and museums, which they did regularly after the first permission was given, and that Reverend Baldwin was perhaps unaware of their activities.

  The experiences which Bill and Henrietta Miller and later Evan Winfield shared with Jimmy Baldwin provided a formative supplemental education during his elementary and junior high school years. In effect, the Winfield-Millers included him in their family, not only sharing cultural activities but making him a participant in their political discussions. Later Baldwin would often say that his association with Bill Miller gave intellectual support to his instinctive resistance to the oppression he already knew firsthand.

  Young James was so much a part of their group that the Millers often forgot about his size—even at thirteen he was still very small. At one May Day parade in which they all participated, he seemed frightened by the police horses, and Evan Winfield “scooped me up” and put him on the subway to go home. Jimmy had, in fact, been “scared shitless.” Police on rearing horses might be a thrilling sight for white children. For a black child from Harlem, for whom police were the natural enemy, they were something quite different.

  From the example of the Millers and Evan Winfield the young Baldwin learned much about the possibility of political change, and he began to suspect that “white people did not act as they did because they were white, but for some other reason.” Bill Miller was someone he could trust. “She, too, anyway, was treated like a nigger, especially by the cops, and she had no love for landlords.” Baldwin recalled Bill Miller facing hostile police when she took him and some of his brothers and sisters for a picnic downtown. There was supposed to be ice cream handed out at a police station, but the police were clearly not expecting “colored kids”:

  
    I don’t remember anything Bill said. I just remember her face as she stared at the cop, clearly intending to stand there until the ice cream all over the world melted or until the earth’s surface froze, and she got us our ice cream, saying, Thank You, I remember, as we left.

  

  Movies and plays were the favorite activities of the Millers and their young friend. The outing that meant most to Jimmy was the Orson Welles production of Macbeth with an all-black cast from the WPA Harlem theater group at the Lafayette Theater on 132d Street, not far from where James lived. The boy read the play in preparation for the performance. Bill noticed that he “never said a word during the whole show—it was as if he were entranced.” Entranced he was, first by the all-black cast and the Haitian setting, and second, and more important, by the phenomenon of theater itself.

  The entrancement was to remain strongly with him through the writing and various productions of The Amen Corner and Blues for Mister Charlie, and was to prevail to the very end of his life. The last writing he did was on a play, The Welcome Table. Like Henry James, the writer he most admired, he would have given up almost anything for sustained success as a playwright.

  Only the cinema could compete as a preferred vehicle. Movies were infinitely more accessible to poor black children, and from an early age Jimmy had snuck off to see them. Bill Miller gave his moviegoing the stamp of respectability, and from the mid-1930s Baldwin was a film enthusiast. Later he would long to see one of his own works on the screen. In fact, he would write several screenplays, none of which, unfortunately, ever became films, and he was an adept film critic who clearly understood the technological and sociological possibilities of the medium. The Devil Finds Work, the book in which his comments on Orilla Miller appropriately appear, and which will be discussed later, is an insightful comment on American cinema.

  One of the first films to which Bill took the young Baldwin was 20,000 Years in Sing Sing with Spencer Tracy and Bette Davis. Davis remained a favorite of Baldwin’s. But that first time, what he noticed most was her “pop-eyes popping.” He was “astounded” because once again he had “caught my father, not in a lie, but in an infirmity. Here was a rich white movie star, no less, and she was ugly” with eyes just like his own. The message was clear and would remain with Baldwin forever. Not only could “ugliness” be beautiful, it could be associated with talent and might even be a source of power.

  Of all the films to which Jimmy went with Bill Miller, A Tale of Two Cities was the most memorable. This was already a favorite novel. He understood that Bill, social activist that she was, had wanted him to discover in the movie “something of the inevitable human ferment which explodes into what is called a revolution.” But the film had a different effect on the child’s mind than Bill Miller perhaps expected it would. He wondered where black proletarians—his stepfather, for instance—fit into any American revolution. The union people his stepfather worked with downtown were, after all, proletarians, but as far as David Baldwin, Sr., was concerned, they were “robbers.” Later Baldwin was to react similarly to Richard Wright’s politics, and he was to develop a general skepticism towards politics in general, and political and social theory in particular.

  The Winfields gave up the 124th Street apartment in 1939 and Orilla took a job as a governess on Twelfth Street while Evan went to sea. Sometime during that summer Jimmy was sent by his mother to pick up some dishes and clothes that Bill wanted to give to the Baldwins. Bill remarked that she had not seen him in some time—probably because he was busy now with high school friends. He told his old teacher that day that he was “saved” now, a preacher at the Fireside Pentecostal Assembly, and that as such he could no longer participate with her in ungodly theatrical activities or even see her anymore. Bill was disappointed and disapproving and said so.

  Bill and Evan would soon leave New York, and eventually they moved to Los Angeles. For some seventeen years they lost contact with Baldwin. Then, in 1955, Orilla came across “Me and My House” (“Notes of a Native Son”) in Harper’s Magazine and was surprised and pleased to find grateful references to her role in the author’s early life. She was also shocked to discover that James’s stepfather had greatly mistrusted her and her motives. She wrote to Baldwin in care of his publisher and received an answer from Paris. In that long letter, besides recalling the break with Orilla and describing his eventual departure from the church, and his disillusionment with politics, Baldwin asked his old friend for a photograph and acknowledged her importance to him: “I’ve held your face in my mind for many years.”

  In 1963 Evan and Orilla heard that Baldwin was to give a speech for the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) in Los Angeles. Because of the crowds and the people who were rushing him to another engagement, they were able to speak to him only briefly before his entourage whisked him away, Baldwin protesting characteristically, “But she’s my teacher. Don’t you understand? She’s my teacher.” On May 15 Bill wrote a letter full of nostalgia for the P.S. 24 days—the discussions of Dickens, the outings, her “insensitivity” in regard to Mr. Baldwin’s hostility. And she gave her former pupil the teacher’s blessing:

  
    James, I want to tell you that the promise of the wonderful child has been fulfilled in the man. I am not referring alone to the development of your writing ability, the incisive use of your intelligence in social commentary. I am referring to the moral you—in the broad sense of one’s individual relationship to man around him. That Evan and I had a small part in your life adds to the value of ours. I also say, thank you, that there is this James Baldwin in America in the year 1963.

  

  During a 1976 book signing in Cambridge, Massachusetts, a young man introduced himself to Baldwin as Orilla Miller Winfield’s son, Steve. The book in question was The Devil Finds Work. Baldwin was moved by this coincidence and wrote Orilla asking if she would appear with him on television to discuss the Harlem days. She accepted somewhat reluctantly but was, in any case, spared when Baldwin became ill and had to cancel the broadcast.

  On a trip to Los Angeles later that year, however, he visited the Winfields. When Bill mentioned in passing that the cinema down the street was playing David Copperfield and, of all films, A Tale of Two Cities, they all agreed that nothing could be more appropriate and spent the afternoon doing something they had first done exactly forty years before.

  There were other visits to the Winfields when he was in Los Angeles, and he wrote to Bill in 1982, when he was teaching in the States, and reminded her again of how she had “helped prepare me for these present stormy days.”

  Evan Winfield died in 1984 and Baldwin wrote a letter that expressed with great feeling his sense of what both Orilla and Evan had meant to him. He remembered how happy the love between Evan and Orilla had made him as a child, how he had marveled at the way their faces filled with “light” when they looked at each other. He had felt “shy” in their presence but “enormously privileged, too.” The love he witnessed between them had helped him to appreciate the depth and the joy of love in his own life.

  The final visit was in 1986. Bill had invited him for tea at four; he arrived at six with a bottle of champagne and two friends. The evening was full of laughter and memories. A few days before he died Jimmy spoke of Bill Miller; she was one of those you could depend on, one who knew how to keep the faith. She died in 1991.


  
CHAPTER 3

  Awakenings

  
    And all that heard him were astonished.

    —Luke 2:47
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  Bill Miller could teach the young James Baldwin something about struggle and something about the economics of racism and could introduce him to aspects of “culture” that had been inaccessible to him before her arrival, but she could not help him to understand the ambiguities of his maleness. Furthermore, as Baldwin was to say later, “she could not instruct me as to blackness, except obliquely, feeling that she had neither the right nor the authority.” Two African-American teachers at Frederick Douglass Junior High School, which Jimmy entered in the fall of 1935, were able to do a great deal to fill the gap.

  Countee Cullen and Herman W. (“Bill”) Porter arrived in Jimmy Baldwin’s life, as Bill Miller had earlier, at a crucial moment. On the brink of adolescence, at odds with his peers because of his small size and what they perceived as his effeminacy, and denied a father’s love or approval at home, young James was desperate for guidance—for love—from adults who were male and black like him.

  At P.S. 24 he had learned that he was most likely to win approval by means of his mind. And he knew already that his mind revealed itself most clearly in his writing. For him “writing was an act of love … an attempt—not to get the world’s attention—[but] … to be loved.” It was “a way to save myself and to save my family. It came out of despair … it seemed the only way to another world.”

  It was to their great credit that Cullen and Porter, like Gertrude Ayer and Orilla Miller before them, so quickly recognized in the new boy an individual of special value. These were two men who had used their intellects to confront the nemesis of racism and the loss of self-esteem that results from it, and they welcomed Jimmy as a comrade whose schoolboy writing already indicated that he would do the same. They set to work almost immediately giving encouragement and assistance. Cullen brought him into the school’s literary club, which he had founded, and spent a great deal of time working with him on both poetry and fiction. Porter, through The Douglass Pilot, the school magazine which he advised and of which he eventually made young Baldwin “my editor-in-chief,” provided him with a place to publish. The jeers of his classmates soon turned to respect; James Baldwin had found his “profession.”

  Countee Cullen emerged from the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s as an important poet. A graduate of New York University, with an M.A. from Harvard, he found his way to teaching jobs in Harlem. He was a minister’s son who was living proof for the younger minister’s son that a black man could be a writer. And there were other things the boy and the man had in common. Like his young charge, Cullen was oppressed by a sense of his ugliness, a sense that very possibly derived from his own illegitimacy and problems with his stepfather. In spite of all this, Cullen had a certain flair and a kind of elegance that the young Baldwin admired and emulated. He had been to France and he knew French. By his very presence Cullen pointed a way around the mentality of despair and proved that many roads out of the ghetto were possible. Baldwin learned his first bits of French, a language in which he later became fluent, in Countee Cullen’s French class at Frederick Douglass, and he always said that his dream of going to France originated with Cullen.

  And there was a less tangible rapport that he spoke of—a comforting sense that Cullen and he instinctively understood something about each other, something that prepubescent inexperience would have made it impossible for Baldwin to identify then as homosexuality. Countee Cullen was everything that Jimmy’s stepfather was not—a warm man, one who was not afraid to touch, who entered into his students’ lives. In some ways he took the place of a father for the young writer, as Beauford Delaney would later. Baldwin “adored” him and his poetry and tried to write like him.

  Bill Porter was a different kind of influence. A Harvard graduate, handsome, somewhat aloof, but always fair, he instilled in his students the importance of discipline and self-reliance. And he also took on something of a father’s role. Unlike Reverend Baldwin, he was positive about surviving a white-dominated world. Porter was fond of telling the story of the day he took his “editor-in-chief” to the Forty-second Street public library to do research that led to a ninth-grade essay, “Harlem—Then and Now.” Porter walked to the Baldwin apartment one Saturday morning to pick up James and was, like Orilla Miller before him, appalled at the poverty he encountered. But unlike Miller, he was well aware of the senior Baldwin’s hostility and of the complex reasons for it. Where Mr. Baldwin would not openly confront the white schoolteacher, he had no qualms about insulting Porter, who was “corrupting” his son with books by white devils. The child was so upset by the confrontation that he vomited on the street.

  But after Porter got him started at the library it became an important sanctuary during the rest of his school years. Most important, a black man the boy respected and admired had corroborated what Bill Miller was trying to show him, that culture and learning, even when “downtown,” were part of his birthright. Porter helped build in his student the confidence to combat his father’s skepticism about education and to overcome the white stares and the racial slurs of white policemen, who sometimes actually asked, “Why don’t you niggers stay uptown where you belong?”

  Baldwin graduated from Frederick Douglass Junior High at the beginning of the summer of 1938, a summer during which he was to be nearly overwhelmed by sexuality and, almost at the same moment, by religion. It was not until several years later, during the writing of Go Tell It on the Mountain, that he was able to see some connection between the two forces that possessed him at thirteen and, in their interconnectedness—though in different forms—were to remain central to his life and his work.

  The summer was marked by several crucial occurrences. One day Jimmy, still dressed in the shorts commonly worn by somewhat younger boys at the time, was running an errand for his mother when a tall man, probably in his mid-thirties, asked him to go to the store for him. Jimmy agreed, hoping to earn a dime, and went with the man to what he supposed was his house to get the necessary money. On the second landing the man stopped, touched Jimmy on the face, said he was cute, and, before the boy fully understood what was happening, began to caress him sexually. Jimmy was at once horrified and aroused. Frightened by a noise on the landing above, the man gave him some money and disappeared. Jimmy ran home and threw the money out of the bathroom window. He had already realized his alienation from American society as a black; he now experienced a sexual alienation.

  His stepfather’s frequent references to his ugliness and his own confrontations with prejudice had led him to associate that ugliness with his race. At the age of ten he had been roughed up by white policemen whose insinuations about his body introduced him to white myths about black sexuality. In the context of the self-deprecation that resulted from these events and others like them, the sexual touch of another human being was difficult to associate with beauty or love. Jimmy was, in any case, so frightened by what he later called his “violation” that, after demanding to be allowed to graduate to long trousers, he “found the Lord” in order to protect himself. Religion, he hoped, could mean “safety,” safety from himself, who at age fourteen had become, he feared, “one of the most depraved people on earth.”

  A school friend, Arthur Moore, the model for Elisha in Go Tell It on the Mountain, with whom he was “in love … as boys, indeed, can be at that age” but without “the faintest notion of what to do about it,” took Jimmy to his church, Mount Calvary of the Pentecostal Faith, to meet the celebrated preacher, Mother Horn. Bishop Rosa Artemis Horn was a southerner born of slave parents. She had migrated to Illinois and come to New York in the thirties with her adopted white daughter of Scandinavian descent—later “Bishop” Gladys Brandhagen (the “white angel” or Sister Gladys). “Whose little boy are you?” asked the preacher at that first meeting. And Jimmy’s “heart replied at once, ‘Why, yours.’”

  Baldwin was struck later by the fact that exactly the same question had been asked him by “pimps and racketeers” who wanted him to “hang out” with them. Desperate to be “somebody’s little boy” and to be free of the adult world’s sexual guilt which had begun to overcome him, he chose Mother Horn and the church over the heavy-breathing men in hallways and the pimps on the street, and on a Sunday night when he felt more stained with sin than usual, he responded to the preacher’s exhortations by flinging himself onto the threshing floor in front of the altar. After what seemed like hours of wrenching turmoil the “vertical saints” who stood over him brought him “through” with their crying, their singing, and their praying, and when morning came he was pronounced “saved.”

  Baldwin’s brother David, who was always his older brother’s favorite, was disappointed one day when he looked into Jimmy’s desk and found that the familiar collection of movie programs and modeling clay had been replaced by a Bible. Movies and clay modeling and writing had been Jimmy’s means of escape from a dreary existence, and somehow they held out a promise for all of the Baldwin children. Movies, especially, had introduced their brother to a wider world, giving him a sense of human experience beyond his own situation. But now he seemed totally involved in the life of the church, with much less time to spend with his brothers and sisters and no time for the activities that had so fascinated them.

  The Moores had a falling-out with Mount Calvary—perhaps associated with Mother Horn’s own troubles with her congregation, troubles later given fictional form in Sister Margaret’s problems in The Amen Corner—and they moved to the Fireside Pentecostal Assembly. By this time Jimmy was spending a great deal of time with them—in fact, he referred to them as his “second family”—so quite naturally, he followed them to their new church. Mount Calvary disapproved and in the boy’s accompanying the Moores found reason to accuse him of “walking disorderly.” On the last night at Mount Calvary, Sister Gladys, the only white in the church, trapped him on the steps, gripped his arm, and told him—she seemed “to be chewing and spitting out the air”—of the inevitable damnation that faced “boys like me.” So it was that even before he became a preacher, Baldwin experienced something of the hypocrisy and intolerance that were eventually to drive him away from the “saints.”

  But at the age of fourteen he was not yet ready to leave. He had found in the church the “gimmick” he needed to protect himself from himself. It was not, however, enough to be saved. To make the church experience interesting or even possible, he had to do the saving. Late in 1938 he became one of a corps of apprentice preachers, or “young ministers.” He quickly demonstrated a gift for preaching and before long was something of a sensation in several Harlem churches.

  The church experience was as important to Baldwin’s development as a writer and spokesman as were his relationships with teachers like Countee Cullen and Herman Porter and his early reading of Stowe and Dickens. In the pulpit he learned to use rhetoric effectively. And he learned about cadence, about measured speech. Most of all, he was affected—even thrilled—by the sense of the “power and glory” that came with the effective use of “the Word.” There were moments when, by “some miracle,” he and the church “were one.” His experience in the pulpit was a precursor of what he would later feel as a writer and speechmaker.

  Jimmy’s “second birth” and later his success in the pulpit led to greater self-assurance at home. He began consciously to stand up to his stepfather and side openly against him. He found that Reverend Baldwin had no choice but to leave him alone more now that he was in the “service of the Lord.” When, soon after his fourteenth birthday and after he had finished junior high school, his stepfather suggested that he get a job, Jimmy had the strength to insist that he continue with his education. Fortunately, on Countee Cullen’s advice, he had applied to and been accepted for the fall of 1938 into the prestigious De Witt Clinton High School in the Bronx.

  A partial list of the more famous Clinton graduates will give some idea of the specialness of this school: Countee Cullen, Richard Avedon, George Cukor, Douglas Fairbanks, Sr., Burt Lancaster, Richard Rodgers, Daniel Schorr, Fats Waller, Charles Rangel, Paddy Chayefsky, A. M. Rosenthal, Neil Simon, Louis Untermeyer, Richard Hofstadter, and Nate Archibald are all alumni of De Witt Clinton.

  Across the street from Clinton was a large cooperative-housing development built for the Amalgamated Clothing Workers. Most of the adult inhabitants were Jews of European background. They tended to be left-of-center politically. They were enthusiastic supporters of the social aims of the New Deal, and they were vocal in their support of the black cause. Their children made up the majority of Baldwin’s schoolmates. These were young men—Clinton, like most New York schools at the time, was not coeducational—who were more tolerant than other whites and more tolerant than Reverend Baldwin or the “saints” at Fireside. They were bent on academic and social achievement, they were politically active. More interested in Jimmy Baldwin’s talent than his race, they admired him for his writing, as most high school students admire their peers for their athletic achievements, and they elected him to the prestigious student court.

  Furthermore, at Clinton, Baldwin was exposed to exceptional teachers, some with Ph.D.’s who, because of the Depression and the difficulty in finding university jobs, took on high school positions and provided their students with the luxury of their overqualification. To be sure, not all teachers at De Witt Clinton were “advanced.” In one history class, containing not only James Baldwin but boys with names like Capouya, Guerrero, and Cammaro, a perfectly pleasant but naive young teacher revealed her “terrifying innocence” by announcing that America was being ruined by the flood of immigrants from southern Europe. If she thought that of white southern Europeans, what did she think of African-Americans? The young Baldwin could not help remembering his stepfather’s constant assertion that all whites were to be mistrusted.

  An especially important part of Baldwin’s life at Clinton was his work on the school literary magazine. The Magpie—“a thing of shreds and tatters appropriate to magpies,” as one student put it—was advised by Wilmer Stone, a radical southerner who preached socialism in his classroom, and who took a particular interest in Jimmy, as did students associated with the magazine. These students, all white, almost all Jewish, became Baldwin’s closest school friends. They included Richard Avedon, who was to become a famous photographer, and Sol Stein and Emile Capouya, both of whom became publishers. The group would spend hours together in the tower where the Magpie room was located, discussing not only future issues of their magazine, of which Baldwin became an editor, but literature, politics, history, and even religion. He did not have such discussions at home or in the church. And the people at the Fireside Pentecostal Assembly would have been scandalized had they been able to watch their favorite boy preacher prancing about with a tambourine in front of several laughing Jewish boys, imitating in song and dance the saints stricken by the power of the Lord at the foot of the cross.

  The tambourine scene stands almost as a symbol of the dilemma that faced Baldwin at the time. The three years at the predominantly white but marginally integrated and liberal high school were to coincide exactly with his three years in the pulpit, and this fact caused a terrible mental struggle, which had distinct racial overtones. The trip each day to Clinton was long in terms of time and miles. In terms of landscape, attitudes, and possibilities, the distance was enormous. The world from which the young Baldwin traveled each day was marked by extreme poverty and bleakness and by deprivation, denial, and repression. For him it was a world dominated by an irrational and intolerant stepfather whose rule, because of racism, had no basis in success or socially recognized authority. Religion perhaps held out hope for the future, but it was a sexless, bookless future, ruled by the saints in their white robes and the all-too-likely white god in his.

  Yet the world of Harlem was home, the center of his being; the ties of family and church were strong. Clinton was a foreign place from which “the Lord” was apparently absent. Surmounted by its tower and surrounded by the green of Mosholu Park, it seemed to speak proudly of a future in the here and now as opposed to the sanctified hereafter promised by the church.

  In later years he would point to the fact that the onset of the demise of his faith during the second year of preaching was simultaneous with his beginning “to read again.” At one point Reverend Baldwin, realizing his stepson’s struggle, asked him if it was not true that he would rather write than preach, and Jimmy had answered that it was true. Increasingly, the boy preacher was struck by the arrogance of the ministers with their houses and Cadillacs and the “saints” with their antiseptic holiness in the face of human tragedy. The church even criticized him for helping an old blind woman who was not “walking holy.” He was losing respect for himself as he was losing respect for his superiors. He felt he had no right to promise “eternal life” as a payment for the deprivations that marked the lives of his congregation. Furthermore, he began to sense that the passion that overcame him in the church services was merely a mask for his own repressed sexuality, that he was not really escaping from anything. The love he gave his congregation—the love that attracted them—in his sermons and his visitations to the sick was based firmly in his own anguish.

  He remembered a “sister” who whenever she was overcome by the Spirit in church would manage to inch as close to him as possible, literally tormenting his body and soul with the presence of her flesh as it moved in the “power of the Lord.” One day, towards the end of his ministry, she asked him to make a sick call. He found his way past the leering men on the stoop of her brownstone and climbed the stairs to her door, sensing the whole time that his mission involved more than religion. After the ritual “Praise the Lord,” she offered him a lemonade and commented, with a significant edge to her voice, on the heat of the day. As the electricity between them increased, Jimmy became at once apprehensive and excited. The would-be rite of passage was interrupted by the sudden and obviously unexpected entrance of a much older and larger man, who showed him the door. The sister seemed disappointed and never appeared in church again. The men sitting around on the stoop outside laughed to see the young minister leaving so soon.

  The problems at church and at home negatively affected Baldwin’s work at Clinton. In fact, academic failures would delay his graduation for a year. Nevertheless, he did so well at what he enjoyed—English and history—that he was recognized as a superior intellect. Wiry, nervous, witty, argumentative, and already possessed of the verbal flamboyance that he had learned in part from his preaching, and which would mark his later work, he could not—especially as an African-American—be ignored.

  The outcome of the church-school conflict was probably inevitable. A child with Baldwin’s drive and ambition, with the hurt he had received from his stepfather and the doubts he had about his vocation as a preacher, would naturally be attracted to the possibilities represented by Clinton. The boy who mockingly “testified” in the Magpie tower and who picked up on Mr. Stone’s socialism, quickly becoming, at least in his school world, a political radical, was the same one who had stood dreaming on that hill in Central Park not so many years before. Something in Baldwin knew even by the late 1930s that to find the new Jerusalem he would have to leave his home and cultivate the new, admittedly flawed, but challenging world he had discovered at Clinton. The stepson of the Reverend David Baldwin always had doubts about that world, but the artist in him enjoyed playing to it, and the witness in him knew he had no choice.

  In any case, by the time Baldwin was doing his tambourine dance for his high school friends, he must have sensed what his real vocation was. A new power or drive possessed him, something that went beyond that old need to write in order to be loved. Next to his picture in the 1941 Clinton yearbook it is stated that his goal was to become a novelist-playwright, that his motto was “Fame is the spur and—ouch!” James Baldwin was beginning to believe in himself.

  By his second year at Clinton, Jimmy had become a regular contributor of poems, plays, and stories to The Magpie. He even interviewed his old P.S. 139 teacher Countee Cullen, whose advice to him and to all young writers was to “read and write—and wait.” The Magpie works shed light on the young Baldwin’s development as a thinker and as a writer. Not surprisingly, he used his writing to work out the problems with which he was preoccupied. There are several stories, for instance, about the church, in which religious hypocrisy and loss of faith are important themes. Like most juvenilia, the early works tend towards the sentimental, a quality Baldwin had to guard against throughout his career, especially when he treated subjects as close to his heart as father-son relationships and those between male friends or brothers. In the Magpie pieces the male relationships provided a vehicle for the transference of the adolescent sexual longings that had been so repressed in the young minister.

  The characters in a story called “Peace on Earth,” all soldiers in wartime, form the first of the many all-male fellowships or brotherhoods that were to mark Baldwin’s fiction. The central character in the story is a boy called John, the name given later to the autobiographical hero of Go Tell It on the Mountain. The narrator says of him, “Johnny not only possesses salvation, but he is also a minister. He is friendly, lovable, and Christ-like. We call him the ‘Little Minister.’” The story concerns the death of some of the fellowship and Johnny’s steadfast faith in the face of senseless war. The lover here, the source of the boy’s longing, is not only the group of young men, it is “the Lord”: “Peace like a river. Joy like a flood. I will be with him—always—always—even to the end of the world,” says the “Little Minister” of Jesus.

  By 1941, in a play called These Two, the theme is more secular and the love more profane, if still untainted by sex. Tom, a somewhat criminalized young man, convinces a much gentler boy, David (always one of Baldwin’s favorite fictional names), that they should rob a shop. David is an autobiographical character who wants to be a doctor or a priest or anything that will release him from a life of poverty and crime. The police attempt to apprehend the thieves and are shot by them, but not before Tom is mortally wounded. David, torn between guilt over the killing of the police and the agony of his friend, takes his own life as Tom watches helplessly. Weeping, Tom “begins to sink” as he cries out, “Davie … oh, Davie boy.”

  The sexual predilections hinted at in some of the Magpie stories were beginning to be expressed in Jimmy’s actual life. At about the time he was writing These Two, he was spending time with a Harlem “racketeer,” a man of Spanish-Irish descent who was in his late thirties and was “in love with” him. Jimmy was “in love,” too, but warily so; he was bothered by the obvious conflict between his feelings and the precepts of the church of which he was still the “Little Minister.” The obvious attachment of the man and the boy for each other aroused street taunts and rumors, and eventually they drifted apart. But later Baldwin would credit the relationship with bringing to a head the whole question of his association with the church. The positive feelings his love for the older man inspired led him to suspect that real salvation would come from accepting rather than running away from life. He began to sense the sexual roots of the terrifying release he had experienced on the church floor as Mother Horn and the saints had labored over him.

  The mid-teens can be treacherous for anyone. For those without the luxury of prospects, they can be devastating. Baldwin always said sixteen was the age at which the child in Harlem can suddenly see the past and the future—his future—in his father’s or mother’s eyes, in the drunks and pimps of the street. It was the age when people went mad, and he saw madness overtake several of the adolescents in his church. He feared that he would go mad, too, as his stepfather was going mad, if he did not confront his terrors and learn to live with them. He had once cherished the safety of the church; he now valued his self-respect more. The boy preacher had to leave the church to save his soul.

  He discussed his problem with his closest school friend, Emile Capouya. Capouya knew something of both the appeal and the hypocrisy of the church, as Jimmy had taken him to hear the famous preacher “Daddy Grace” in Harlem. Capouya, himself a nonreligious Jew, had been moved to a kind of religious experience by the tambourines, the “naked public commotion,” and the sense of release that pervaded the church as people testified to their sins before the climactic arrival of their preacher. Daddy Grace, a huge man of some three hundred pounds with shoulder-length hair, clothed in the “splendors of the East,” and sporting a pinky nail of amazing length, was carried in an enormous palanquin. Later he lumbered down the aisle as people pinned dollar bills to his robes, chanting, “Sweet Daddy Grace, save my soul; Sweet Daddy Grace, save my soul.” Exciting as this was, Daddy Grace clearly was not an appropriate model for James Baldwin. Capouya supported his friend in his desire to leave the church, and the decision was made.

  For his last sermon Jimmy chose his stepfather’s favorite text, “Set thy house in order.” The right topic for nearly every reason, it was a farewell not only to the church but to his stepfather’s house and to his old life. One day, late in 1940, sitting on a park bench with Emile Capouya, Jimmy had burst into tears and revealed that he was illegitimate. He had learned this “terrible truth” about himself in a conversation between his parents. What he overheard he had vaguely suspected; it explained much of Mr. Baldwin’s attitude towards him. His “father’s” house was not his house. “Set thy house in order” was a call to the prophet within young James and the essence of the message he would soon carry as the “bastard of the West” into the house that was Western civilization at large, the house that had dispossessed him even as it had dispossessed his ancestors.

  After his sermon he left the building, in spite of the objections of the minister in charge, and he joined Capouya on Forty-second Street for a movie. The wider possibilities of the arts and the flesh had won out over the narrowness of the church.


  
CHAPTER 4

  Beauford Delaney

  
    Lord, open the unusual door.

    —old song
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  Baldwin’s ability at sixteen to confront his demons and to leave the church and his stepfather’s house can be traced in significant part to a friendship that had begun in Greenwich Village in 1940, a year before his last sermon. In the third year of his ministry, already tortured by doubts, obsessed by his newly discovered illegitimacy, torn between his role as a preacher and his growing perception of his own difference and the apparent hopelessness of his situation as a “Negro,” Jimmy Baldwin was desperate. His attendance at school was becoming erratic, he was failing some of his courses. There seemed to be nowhere to turn. Emile Capouya suggested that he should meet Beauford Delaney, a black painter he knew who lived in Greenwich Village. Jimmy had an after-school job on Canal Street, not too far from Greene Street, where Delaney lived, so one day after work he took his friend’s advice.

  In the autobiographical introduction to his final collection of essays, The Price of the Ticket, Baldwin points to the significance of his first meeting with Delaney, describing it as a rite of passage. Surprised at his own temerity, he made his way to the Greene Street address, knocked on the door, and was confronted by a “short, round brown man” who, “when he had completed his instant X-ray of my brain, lungs, liver, heart, bowels, and spinal column,” invited him in: “Lord … open the unusual door,” Beauford would often sing. Jimmy had come to the right door, “and not a moment too soon.”

  In Baldwin’s personal experience, Countee Cullen had represented a possibility of a black man’s succeeding in the arts, but Beauford was the first living exemplar of the black man as functioning, self-supporting artist. When the boy went to Greenwich Village that first day, he was, in fact, on a continuing search for a sympathetic spirit who could understand what made him what he was, someone who could teach him the way a father teaches a son. He had followed his own stepfather by becoming a preacher, and it was not working. It certainly was having no effect on the way the older man acted towards him. He needed a mentor who could understand him and who could guide him in his true vocation.

  In Beauford Delaney, then in his thirties, Baldwin found what he was looking for. In fact, he found the person who can probably be called the most important influence in his life. Delaney had the capacity and the inclination to give him something his stepfather or for that matter his mother or Orilla Miller or his other favorite teachers, even Countee Cullen, could not have given him. When Beauford looked through that skinny boy on his doorstep he saw a kindred spirit where Mr. Baldwin, as far as his stepson was concerned, had seen an aberration. Jimmy was not yet fully aware of his own homosexuality or of the demands of his vocation, and Beauford, himself a homosexual, a minister’s son, and an artist, was there, as a father in art, to help this younger version of himself through a crucial passage.

  From the beginning the young Baldwin sensed a natural connection with Beauford Delaney. He sensed that when he observed him he was really seeing himself as well. Here was a black man, an artist, an outsider, somehow a later version of himself. It was as if Jimmy had found his long-lost father. Beauford was not his father, but he treated the boy like a son. From that first day the man and the boy trusted and believed in each other. Later Baldwin would say of Beauford that he was from the beginning until the last “my principal witness.”

  Beauford taught his protégé to react to life as an artist. Light and music, for Baldwin, became synonymous with Beauford: “The reality of his seeing caused me to begin to see.” Beauford had a barely functional old phonograph on which he played scratchy recordings of music that, for the boy preacher, had been associated with sin and degradation. For the first time, under Beauford’s guidance, he began to undergo the “religious” experience of jazz and the blues. Beauford played Ella Fitzgerald, Ma Rainey, Louis Armstrong, Bessie Smith, Ethel Waters, Paul Robeson, Lena Horne, and Fats Waller. And he talked about them, in the soft caressing voice to which Baldwin would turn for comfort and for teaching in the darkest moments of the years to come.

  The record player was just one of Beauford’s teaching tools. He took Jimmy to galleries and concerts, and he introduced him to his wide circle of friends, many of them successful African-Americans in the world of art and music. Baldwin loved telling the story of meeting Marian Anderson with Beauford after a concert in New York. On their way home Beauford talked about her “smoky yellow gown” and the way it blended with the “copper and tan” of her skin and the roses scattered in her dressing room. Beauford painted that scene later—“fixed it in time”—and he told Jimmy he had painted it for him.

  The vocabulary of color and sounds learned in Beauford’s presence was to become the basis of Baldwin’s art. Delaney was to reconcile for his protégé the music of the Harlem streets with the music of the Harlem churches, and this helped Baldwin to reconcile his sexual awakening with his artistic awakening. Beauford taught his charge how to see beauty even in the metaphorical and literal gutter.

  On their outings in New York, Jimmy formed the habit of following his teacher’s gaze so that he could see what Beauford saw. There was a particularly memorable moment on Broadway. It was a rainy day in the winter of 1940. The man and the boy were standing at a corner, waiting for the light to change, when Beauford began staring down at the water flowing past the curb. “Look,” he said. Jimmy’s eyes had already followed Beauford’s anyway, but he just saw water. “Look again,” Beauford said. Then he noticed the oil on the surface of the water and the way it transformed the buildings it reflected. It was a lesson in complex vision that would remain with James Baldwin the writer.

  Forty-three years later Baldwin, pacing one afternoon up and down in his workroom, talked about the deeper meaning of Beauford’s lesson. It was not only a question of careful observation, he said; it had to do with a willingness to face ugliness in order to find what the artist has to find. And it had to do with the fact that finding the truth often involves confronting one’s own fears. And finally, it had to do with the fact that what one can and cannot see “says something about you.”

  Delaney was born in Knoxville in 1901, but his family moved to Jefferson City when he was five. His mother, Delia, worked as a housekeeper, nurse, and cook. His father was a minister of the Methodist Episcopal Church and a part-time barber. Far too humble to realize that he might well be describing himself, Beauford spoke of his father as “a man loveable, honest, with a belief in and a need to go among people and bring compassion and love. He gave his life and whatever it offered him to all those close to him.”

  Beauford remembered a spartan but loving world in which his family, like so many others, survived by virtue of a sense of community and maintained hopes of upward mobility in the face of poverty and segregation.

  
    Life at home is busy and we find a common interest in the family, the church, and the community…. assisting in fund-raising; revivals and concerts of various sorts are constantly under way to provide money. All of these activities are part of the Negro South; it’s in the church and home that their world begins and ends.

  

  Baldwin’s mother and his stepfather—and, he thought, his real father—had been southerners, and he often spoke of his southern roots. Somehow it was appropriate that his surrogate father should be southern, too.

  But for Beauford, as for Baldwin’s stepfather, opportunity for advancement was to be found in the North. The Delaneys had moved back to Knoxville in about 1914. There Beauford had found a job in a shoemaker’s shop, had attended the Knoxville Colored High School, and had been “discovered” as a painter by a white artist named Lloyd Branson, who gave him lessons and eventually urged him to go to Boston.

  In Boston, Beauford flourished. He studied art at the Massachusetts Normal School, went to concerts, met poets and artists, and generally became involved in African-American culture. In 1929 he moved to New York, first to Harlem, which was then experiencing its “Renaissance,” and later to Greenwich Village, where he painted W. E. B. Du Bois, W. C. Handy, Marian Anderson, Louis Armstrong, Ethel Waters, Duke Ellington, and many other important African-Americans. He was himself painted by Georgia O’Keeffe.

  By the time Jimmy Baldwin walked into his apartment in 1940, Beauford had been featured with other black artists in an October 1938 Life article and had had successful one-man shows. He had left the safe world of family and church, and he lived in poverty, but he was on his own, and no one doubted that he was an artist. No wonder the boy saw him as a role model.

  In 1945 Henry Miller would comment in an essay, “The Amazing and Invariable Beauford DeLaney [sic],” on the contrast between his own world and the world Jimmy Baldwin found in the Greenwich Village studio of his mentor:

  
    Yes, he is amazing and invariable, this Beauford. It has been storming now for forty-eight hours, here at Big Sur, and the house is leaking from every cement and stucco pore of its being. This is why my mind dwells on Beauford. How is he faring now in the winter of Manhattan where all is snow and frost? Here it is warm, despite the leaks, despite the gale. We have only one problem—to keep the wood dry. A few sticks of wood in the stove and the place is cozy. But at 181 Greene Street, on that top floor where Beauford works, dreams and eats his paintings, only a roaring furnace kept at a constant temperature of 120 degrees Centigrade can combat the chill of the grave which emanates from the dripping walls, floors and ceilings. And of course there will never be such a furnace at 181 Greene Street. Neither will the sun’s warm rays ever penetrate the single room in which Beauford lives.

  

  Miller’s comments are at once literal and metaphorical. From the light and freedom available to the white American artist he reaches out in his thoughts to the darkness of poverty and racism that oppresses his black counterpart. Beauford would leave that darkness by following other escapees from American racism—Richard Wright, Chester Himes, many friends in the jazz world, and his son in art, James Baldwin—to Paris. But first he would pursue his career in New York. During the eight years between the day the frightened boy from Harlem walked through his door and the day that same James Baldwin left for Paris in 1948, Beauford Delaney watched over his protégé as they both attempted to pursue their careers in difficult circumstances. Over the years the two men would learn to depend on each other more and more. As will become clear, neither would ever betray the bond of the “unusual door.”


  
CHAPTER 5

  Probings

  
    Not my father, not my mother, but it’s me, oh Lord.

    —old song
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  The end of Baldwin’s high school and preaching careers coincided roughly with the entry of the United States into World War II. The draft was a real possibility for him, though he would probably be deferred, as the oldest male child of a family consisting of a jobless father in ill health, a working mother, and eight hungry brothers and sisters.

  Clearly, decisions had to be made. He knew now that he wanted to be a writer. He had considered college—City College or the New School for Social Research—but his high school record was marred by some low grades and the delayed graduation, and he had no real desire to pursue further formal education. Countee Cullen, Wilmer Stone, and Beauford Delaney had suggested to him that a writer need not necessarily go to college; the important thing was to respond to one’s vocation. But where, and how? Jimmy asked himself.

  World War II was already turning Harlem into a true ghetto, a wasteland where white soldiers were forbidden to go, where segregated black soldiers had to go, where commerce was reluctant to go, and where ordinary whites chose not to go. Harlem in 1942 was not the artistic center it had been in the “Renaissance” of the twenties. There seemed to be no reason for the newly liberated ex-minister to remain where he was.

  Since the age of fifteen Baldwin had been attracted to Greenwich Village and had found various odd jobs there after school hours. On the surface, the bohemian villagers seemed less concerned with his being “colored” than did white people elsewhere. Greenwich Village was the natural continuation of De Witt Clinton. It was a place for talk, for ideas, for art. And Beauford was there, proving that a black man could live and work outside of the ghetto.

  But before he could settle into life in the Village, Baldwin had to earn more money—both for himself and for his family—than he could gain from odd jobs. His stepfather’s condition had deteriorated badly. Jimmy had been sent to search for him one evening and had found him sitting on a bench in the 135th Street Lexington Avenue subway station, confused and lost. Now the once seemingly omnipotent minister spent most of his time “locked up in his terrors; hating and fearing every living soul,” staring out of the apartment window.

  Emile Capouya had found a defense-related job in Belle Mead, New Jersey. In mid-1942 he helped Jimmy get a job there too. The pay was good, making it no longer necessary to live at home, and on weekends there was the Village, where he was making friends, men and women, some black, some white.

  Capouya and Baldwin lived in Rocky Hill with an Irish-American couple, Tom and Florence Martin, who shared their interest in literature. Baldwin enjoyed his time in the Martin household, but he did not enjoy working on the tracklaying gang. Capouya was struck by the difference between his own approach to the work and his friend’s. For Capouya it was a real job that met the expectations of a young man brought up in a politically ideological subsociety that admired the working class. As for Baldwin, he was simply buying time, “reserving himself,” as Capouya saw it, “in the curious way that artists do, to be an artist.” The only thing that interested him about the work was listening to the songs the black laborers sang to make their work more tolerable. He was witnessing firsthand the practical use of the sorrow songs in his own culture.

  But literally and figuratively he dragged his shovel and had difficulty keeping the job. He disliked the work not only because he was a misplaced artist and because he was small and the work was hard; he disliked it because in New Jersey he was confronted by a level of prejudice that shocked even an exile from Harlem. Most of his fellow workers—black and white—were from the South, and the whites particularly did not appreciate what they considered his “uppity” ways, his sardonic wit, and his lack of “respect.” And he found in south Jersey in general a southern attitude that contrasted with the freer ways of his friends in the Village. The Belle Mead year was a traumatic one for the future civil rights leader and activist whose stepfather had warned him about the “white devils.”

  Years later, in 1965, I was to go with Baldwin to Princeton for dinner at the home of Laurence Holland, a former professor of mine and a fellow Henry Jamesian whom Baldwin wanted to meet. Another professor and novelist, Julian Moynahan, and poet William Meredith were also guests. I was surprised when, although we were already late for our appointment, Jimmy insisted that we stop at a local cafeteria-type restaurant called the Balt for a snack before dinner. He seemed angry as, standing in front of the counter with the usual crowd of Princeton students, he ordered a hamburger, left it on the counter when it was delivered to him, and announced that we were leaving.

  That evening at dinner he was particularly argumentative, even abusive towards Moynahan, who suggested a comparison between the problems of Irish-Americans and black Americans. “You might be Irish, baby, but in a restaurant you’re just another white man and I’m a nigger,” he shouted. Later I asked him why he had been so angry, and he explained it had been the hamburger place more than Moynahan that had got to him. Returning to that part of New Jersey had brought back the memories of 1942. He had insisted on stopping at the Balt because the restaurant had been the location of an incident described in the essay “Notes of a Native Son.” Baldwin had come to Princeton once from Rocky Hill and had gone into the Balt for a hamburger. Standing among the students, he had been told after a long wait that “colored boys” were not served there. Baldwin had been surprised and outraged and had literally laid siege to the Balt—short for Baltimore—going there whenever he could, experiencing “some dreadful scenes.” Then, on that evening in 1965, he knew he had to make a final push. And, of course, this time, although they served him, he would not, could not, eat the hamburger.

  The year in New Jersey was an important test for Baldwin. It marked the closest he ever came to approaching the problem of racism by way of hatred and violence:

  
    That year in New Jersey lives in my mind as though it were the year during which, having an unsuspected predilection for it, I first contracted some dread, chronic disease, the unfailing symptom of which is a kind of blind fever, a pounding in the skull and fire in the bowels. Once this disease is contracted, one can never be really carefree again, for the fever, without an instant’s warning, can recur at any moment. It can wreck more important things than race relations. There is not a Negro alive who does not have this rage in his blood—one has the choice, merely, of living with it consciously or surrendering to it. As for me, this fever has recurred in me, and does, and will until the day I die.

  

  In “Notes of a Native Son” Baldwin describes an evening—his last one in New Jersey—during which the fever raged out of control. He had gone with a friend—a relative of the Martins—to a movie in nearby Trenton, a movie entitled, ironically, This Land Is Mine. After the movie Baldwin and his friend went to a diner called the American Diner and were told, “We don’t serve Negroes here.” In terms reminiscent of a sensation that overcame Yank in O’Neill’s The Hairy Ape, another character condemned to bear the weight of his metaphorical role, Baldwin describes how, when they were back in the street, “all of the people I could see, and many more than that, were moving toward me, against me, and … everyone was white.”

  Something snapped. Baldwin walked ahead of his friend, entered a fashionable restaurant, sat down, and was approached by a white waitress with “frightened eyes” who, after mouthing the by now ritual formula “We don’t serve Negroes here,” became the necessary object of revenge for a man who had himself become, momentarily, the embodiment of centuries of humiliation and rage. The one object at hand was a water mug, which Baldwin hurled at the waitress, only to hit and shatter the mirror behind the bar.

  With the help of his friend he managed to get away, but that evening he was confronted by a war within himself for the domination of his life. As he had so many times before, he wondered whether his stepfather was right. Maybe they were devils. Was violence the only answer? He realized that he could have been murdered in that restaurant. But what worried him more was the fact that he “had been ready to commit murder,” the fact “that my life, my real life, was in danger, and not from anything other people might do but from the hatred I carried in my own heart.” Help came to James Baldwin at this point; it came from the least expected of people, his stepfather, who at the moment of the restaurant incident lay in a mental hospital on Long Island.

  Baldwin was fired for the third and final time from his defense job and returned home in early June 1943 to find his mother pregnant. This infuriated him. It was his stepfather’s “mocking farewell present,” he wrote to a school friend. He took a job in a meat-packing place for twenty-nine dollars a week and went back to living at home. A sense of frustration set in. Here he was, not quite nineteen, back where he had started, at the mercy of his stepfather and his family’s poverty. The family waited in limbo between the birth of a child and the death of a father and husband. Baldwin was trapped; it was clear to him that he was in no position to do anything in the immediate future for his family and that as long as he tried to do something for them he would be in no position to help himself and thus help them later.

  Mrs. Baldwin urged her son to pay a visit to his stepfather in the hospital, to make things up with him. Having left home partly to distance himself from Reverend Baldwin, Baldwin resisted the deathbed visit: “I had told my mother that I did not want to see him because I hated him.” But reluctantly, he accompanied his aunt Taunty to the hospital. Then, when he saw him—“lying there, all shriveled and still, like a little black monkey”—he realized that he did not hate him. “It was only that I had hated him and I wanted to hold on to this hatred…. I imagine that one of the reasons people cling to their hates so stubbornly is because they sense, once hate is gone, that they will be forced to deal with pain.”
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