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To the memory of three good Mississippians:

My mother, Lyda Wilkie Stuart (1910-1997),
and my friends Aaron E. Henry (1922-1997) and
Willie Morris (1934-1999).

They all lived to see the promise of the South fulfilled.
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You who have waited for the angry resolution
Of those desires that should be yours tomorrow,
You know the unimportant shrift of death
And praise the vision
And praise the arrogant circumstance
Of those who fall
Rank upon rank, hurried beyond decision—
Here by the sagging gate, stopped by the wall.

—from Allen Tate’s “Ode to the Confederate Dead”


CHAPTER 1
“We all knew Beckwiths”
 [image: Image]


The voice sounded faintly menacing, even though he spoke by telephone from hundreds of miles away.

At the beginning of our conversation, he used an old Southern pronunciation that fell just short of insult—“nigras”—but within a couple of minutes his manner degenerated. As he talked, the old man became more exercised, and his reedy whine bristled with malevolence. “Niggers,” he told me, “are descendants of the mud people,” unworthy of respect. Or life, for that matter.

Then he began ranting about “Babylonian Talmudists.”

“Excuse me?”

“The Babylonian Talmudists. Don’t you know what a Talmudist is?”

“I think I just figured it out.”

“Babylonian Talmudists are a set of dogs,” he explained. “If you read in the King James Version of the Bible, you’ll see that a dog is a male whore. And God says kill them.”

Racial mixing, he continued, “is a capital crime, like murder is a capital crime. But the Bible doesn’t say, ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ It says, ‘Thou shalt do no murder.’”

As he spoke, I took notes furiously, because the commentary was coming from Byron De La Beckwith, soon to be standing trial again for the murder of Medgar Evers, once the most prominent black man in Mississippi. Our talk took place in January 1994, more than thirty years after Evers had been shot in the back in the driveway of his home in Jackson. In connection with an article I was writing about the coming trial, I had called Beckwith at his home in Tennessee, where he had been living, free on bond, unrepentant and flying the Confederate battle flag from his porch. In the background, I heard his wife, Thelma, imploring him not to talk with me. But after Beckwith had determined that I had been born white and raised a Christian, he had agreed to an interview. Perhaps my own Southern accent had beguiled him, though I suspect he had simply seized on what would be one of his last opportunities to expound publicly on his racial theories.

By this time, Beckwith was seventy-three years old, cornered, yet still defiant. An erstwhile fertilizer salesman, he reveled in his reputation as an unconvicted assassin, a champion of white supremacy who had exterminated an upstart leader of the “mud people.” After his first two trials had ended in hung juries, he had run for lieutenant governor of Mississippi in 1967, assuring his campaign audiences that he was a “straight shooter.” He said it with a grin. But even then, he was becoming an embarrassment in a state worn down by the violence of the old guard. Beckwith finished fifth in a field of six candidates, though in losing, he won thirty-four thousand votes—sobering to think about.

Six years later, New Orleans authorities—acting on a tip—arrested Beckwith as he drove into the city. In his car they found a live time bomb and a map to the home of the regional director of the Anti-Defamation League of B’Nai B’rith. When a five-member jury found him guilty of participating in the plot against the Jewish leader, Beckwith declared that he had been convicted by “five nigger bitches.” He served three years in the Louisiana State Penitentiary in Angola, but after the small size of the state jury was ruled unconstitutional, Beckwith had the conviction expunged from his record.

Now the Evers murder case was being resurrected, and Beckwith seemed pleased by his new notoriety. He told me he was “full of enthusiasm and adventure. I’m proud of my enemies. They’re every color but white, every creed but Christian.”

He alluded to his family’s status in bygone days in Greenwood, when the Beckwiths had lived in a big house and circulated with those of importance in the Mississippi Delta. All that had faded; his relatives were dead, their fortune spent, their mansion in ruins. Nevertheless, Beckwith considered himself high-class, and he told me, “Country-club Mississippi is tired of this crap the Jews, niggers, and Orientals are stirring up.”

My knowledge of “country-club Mississippi” lay on a par with my understanding of the Sorrowful Mysteries of the Roman Catholic Church, yet I had to suppress a snort at Beckwith’s assertion. Country clubs might accept a WASP leper before welcoming Jews, blacks, and Americans of Asian descent, but I knew Beckwith had transmogrified into an even greater pariah. Despite his family pedigree, Beckwith represented a virulent element that had ultimately proved counterproductive to the Southern way of life.

For a few years in the early 1960s, it seemed that wily attorneys and buttoned-down movers and shakers in the white communities had found methods to delay integration indefinitely. They invoked states’ rights and the doctrine of interposition, plotting their strategy in the backrooms of law offices rather than in clandestine meetings in piney woods. Throughout my boyhood, which coincided with the Brown v. Board of Education decision, the segregationists’ plans succeeded.

Then, men lacking any subtlety, fanatics such as Beckwith, Bull Connor, the killers in Neshoba County, the bombers of Birmingham, as well as an array of reactionary governors—Orval Faubus of Arkansas, Ross Barnett of Mississippi, George Wallace of Alabama, and Lester Maddox of Georgia—created such a picture of hate and discrimination that the nation, and much of the South, finally began to say, Enough.

Because the segregationists’ war had inflicted so much suffering on the region, I felt sure that not even “Kiwanis Club Mississippi” would want to sell Beckwith a ticket to a pancake breakfast.

Yet in some venues, I knew that Beckwith and his ilk continued to symbolize the South, and after we finished our talk, I was left with a question—not for the first time—of who really personifies the South.

    *   *   *

    There is no simple answer. The Southerner is an imperfect, conflicted character, not easily pigeonholed—though a stereotype invariably develops when the South attracts national attention. We have been stamped as curious people, with wits as slow as our speech and the odor of a segregationist heritage sticking to our clothes like stale tobacco smoke. For most of the twentieth century, we occupied a rural and poor society; it seemed as it our poverty served as Old Testament punishment for our racial codes.

We are reputed to be gothic in our behavior. Our own novelists and playwrights—recognizing the value of baroque characters—have helped perpetuate the mythic Southerner as someone a bit weird. James Dickey, a certifiable son of the South, assembled a cast of backwoods pig-fuckers for Deliverance, while Flannery O’Connor, a Georgian, created the crazy Holy Roller Hazel Motes. William Faulkner had his Popeye, who favored a corncob as his sexual tool, and Erskine Caldwell built his books, which sold more than 80 million copies, around foolish cracker families.

In his popular 1998 novel, A Man in Full, Tom Wolfe, a native Virginian, came up with a modern version of Tennessee Williams’s Big Daddy. Wolfe’s character, Charlie Croker, was a onetime football hero at Georgia Tech who assured his rise from the gnat-infested bogs of south Georgia by “marrying up.” Although Croker became a hard-charging Atlanta developer, he kept his uncouth ways. When Croker spoke, it was as though his words were strained through a portion of grits. (“I want’chall to know that this turtle soup comes from turtles rat’cheer at Turpmtine. Uncle Bud caught every one uv’em …”) Like other pillars of Wolfe’s Atlanta, Croker was happy to set his bigotry aside long enough to sit at the business table with a black man, but he didn’t want his daughter to marry one.

Despite the great contributions that Southern blacks have made to our culture, the prototypical Southerner has always been a white male, and usually one with a white sheet in his background. The most messianic man of my lifetime, Martin Luther King Jr., lived and died in the South, yet one no more thinks of him as Southern than one considers the whites of Zimbabwe as African. Southern cult figures—Huey P. Long, George Wallace, Billy Graham, Bear Bryant, Elvis—have invariably been eccentric white men.

In a scene from Faulkner, a young man from Yoknapatawpha County, Quentin Compson, is asked by his Canadian roommate at Harvard to explain the South: “Tell me about the South. What’s it like there? What do they do there? Why do they live there? Why do they live at all?” Compson kills himself before satisfactorily answering the question, but God knows Faulkner took plenty of swipes at the South over the years. In Absalom, Absalom, he called our homeland a “deep South dead since 1865 and peopled with garrulous outraged baffled ghosts.” I like that description, because we deliberately set ourselves apart from the rest of America during the Civil War and continue, to this day, to live as spiritual citizens of a nation that existed for only four years in another century. We have defied assimilation—not so much out of an allegiance to the principles of the Confederacy as to a stubborn aversion to our conquerors.

Across the South, outward change has been profound. My generation experienced more disruption in our social order than any other demographic group in America. In a short span, we moved from enforcing segregation to accepting integration, from economic hardship to prosperity. We saw our politics turned on its head. Yet in the interior of our souls, I believe the Southerner remains unchanged, yoked to our history as surely as Quentin Compson one hundred years ago.

Pride may be one of the seven deadly sins, but I believe it is one of our finer characteristics. Sometimes we confuse pride with honor, but most Southerners are proud of the quirks that distinguish us from Middle America. We look upon the land mass below Richmond as a preserve for our customs and consider our difference our glory.

In the last half of the twentieth century, the country was homogenized by television, jet travel, and the Internet. Yet we maintained our own culture, our accent, our cuisine, our music, as if by giving them up we would finally admit defeat.

Rather than knuckle under to American conventions, we actually intensified our regional eccentricities. Like other down-and-out people, living in shtetlach beyond the Pale or in poor villages in Ireland, we cultivated a sense of humor that fed the stereotype yet served as something of a defense mechanism. Southern humorists, performing as professional rednecks, have thrived for decades as masters of self-deprecation. We would rather laugh at ourselves than be laughed at.

    *   *   *

    I love the South, yet for all of my own loyalty there was a lapse in my regional chauvinism. After Mississippi was plunged into a particularly hard period during the 1960s, I left my home state, overfed on the Southern experience. I felt we were digging our own grave with our racial policies. The decade had been a bad time, a period of intimidation and terror, of sorrow, guilt, and shame. Though I never renounced my roots, I was glad to escape them. I read The New Yorker and the novels of Cheever and Updike; their Eastern, urbane world sounded alluring. I particularly related to Willie Morris’s autobiography, North Toward Home, in which the Mississippian wrote of turning his back “on the isolated places that nurtured and shaped him into maturity, for the sake of some convenient or fashionable ‘sophistication.’” I was determined to join a band of expatriates on the East Coast, a group Morris described as “a genuine set of exiles, almost in the European sense: alienated from home yet forever drawn back to it, seeking some form of personal liberty elsewhere yet obsessed with the texture and the complexity of the place from which they had departed as few Americans from other states could ever be.”

For nearly twenty-five years, I lived outside the South, but remained lashed to my home as surely as if I were a captive bound to a stake. I never lost my accent. When I opened my mouth as a reporter for the Boston Globe, those I interviewed sometimes asked, “Where in God’s name are you from?” I never hesitated to say Mississippi. Never Boston or Washington or Jerusalem or any of my other harbors during that period, even though a claim on a different place might have made my passage easier.

Shortly after I arrived in the East, I visited Oscar Carr, a friend who had also fled the Mississippi Delta for Manhattan. An erudite man, Oscar was one of two brothers who had risked their place in Mississippi society by standing up for blacks. Though the Carr brothers were wealthy planters, they had sided with the underclass in a number of highly publicized fights for antipoverty funds and political equity. In 1968, Oscar served as a cochairman of Robert Kennedy’s presidential campaign in Mississippi. After RFK’s death, Oscar moved his family to New York, where, he told me with a laugh, he intended “to do the Lord’s work—officially” at the national headquarters of the Episcopal Church. After dinner at the Carrs’ apartment near Central Park, Oscar decided that I should meet Willie Morris, so we set off for one of Willie’s haunts, Elaine’s on the Upper East Side. We were met at the bar by the proprietor, a stout woman with a reputation for rude charming. She informed us that Willie was not there. Though Willie would apparently always be welcome, she added that “redneck assholes” (a description that may have fit me, but surely not Oscar) were not. So much for my first brush with the literary dens I had read about in The New Yorker.

As it turned out, Willie’s career in New York proved as incandescent as a Roman candle, and by 1980 he had returned to Mississippi to live and write eloquently of the state’s dreadful past and its happier contemporary times. Years later, I finally met him while in Jackson on assignment. As our friendship developed, he encouraged me to come home, too. A gentle man, Willie had a gift for practical jokes, preferably by phone. Among the telephone messages I got in Boston, I began to hear phony editorial requests for a profile of Leander Perez, the long-dead dictator of Plaquemines Parish below New Orleans, as well as earnest suggestions that it was time to return to the South. All from Willie.

During my years away, I found the South held no monopoly on racial or ethnic discrimination. The passions exposed during Boston’s busing conflict the year I joined the Globe were as raw and unpleasant as any I ever witnessed, and the hatreds I encountered later in the Middle East made the segregationist rhetoric I had heard as a young man sound like the beatitudes.

During my trips to the South to visit family or cover stories for the Globe, I began to rediscover my home and my friends. Racial problems had not been solved, but many more people were working on them. Old pals who once waved the Confederate battle flag as if to stick a finger in the North’s eye had cast the symbol aside after realizing that it grated on the sensitivities of fellow citizens who were black. White elected officials suddenly sounded far more thoughtful than the demagogues of my boyhood, and throughout the region, blacks held many leadership positions.

The South also exuded a metaphysical warmth. In contrast to Boston winters, when cold bites through several layers of clothing and darkness closes early in the afternoon, the South beckoned me with its sunlight and leisurely lifestyle.

In 1993, I finally followed Willie’s advice and persuaded the Globe to let me spend that winter in New Orleans to enable me to make frequent visits to my mother, who lay slowly dying in nearby Mississippi. My editor, Matt Storin, gave the move his blessing. To most of our readers in New England, he said, Western Europe was more familiar than the American South. “Go and cover the place like a foreign country,” he said.

    *   *   *

    Within a month, I had come full circle. My first major assignment, the third Beckwith trial, washed up memories of my first year as a journalist. In the spring of that year, 1963, I had covered a civil rights rally at a church in Clarksdale, a Mississippi Delta city where I had been hired as a reporter. The sanctuary was filled that evening with several hundred blacks, an assembly of day laborers and domestic workers, ministers and morticians, bracing for their challenge to the status quo with songs of freedom and speeches to fortify morale. I was the only white person in the crowd. One of the speakers was Medgar Evers. Following the rally, Aaron Henry, a local druggist who served as state president of the NAACP, invited me to his home to meet the visiting dignitaries. I had a beer with the group, which included Charles Diggs, a black congressman from Detroit. After an hour or so, Evers drove back to Jackson and I returned to my home on the white side of town.

When I stopped at the police station on my rounds two mornings later, an officer told me, with some satisfaction, that “your nigger buddy’s house” had been firebombed before dawn. The congressman and members of the Henry family escaped without injury, but the Molotov cocktail had burned part of the Henrys’ living room before the flames were put out.

A couple of months later, I arrived at work to learn that Medgar Evers had been murdered overnight. A rifle, abandoned near Evers’s home, was eventually traced to Beckwith. There were two trials in 1964, when the climate in Jackson was controlled by right-wing politicians and the racist newspapers, the Clarion-Ledger and the Daily News, owned by the Hederman family. To impress the jurors, Ross Barnett, a former governor, showed up in the courtroom to be seen with Beckwith and his team of defense attorneys. Bill Waller, a young district attorney willing to run against the grain of those days, conducted a strong prosecution, but both trials ended inconclusively, and Beckwith went free.

In subsequent decades, several ironies helped revive the case. Waller was elected governor in 1971, partly on the new strength of grateful blacks who had been unable to vote and ineligible for jury duty in 1964. And in 1989, the Clarion-Ledger, now out of the hands of the Hederman family, obtained old files from the Mississippi Sovereignty Commission, a defunct segregationist agency. The documents showed that the Sovereignty Commission had screened the jury panel on behalf of the defense attorneys before Beckwith’s second trial. The allegations of jury tampering, coupled with the demands of the black population of Jackson—which commanded 50 percent of the vote—put pressure on the district attorney’s office to bring Beckwith back to trial.

A few days before the third trial, I went to see Waller at his law office in Jackson. I had known him since the 1967 gubernatorial campaign, when he had been a bold but unsuccessful candidate, and I occasionally saw him when I visited the state. A tall man, Waller had taken on weight and grown into a lumbering figure since our last meeting. He was still smarting from defeat in a 1987 election, when he had tried to make a comeback. He preferred to talk about the perfidy of rival politicians instead of the effort by the prosecutors to succeed in the Beckwith case where he had failed.

But Waller told me something interesting. Beckwith had been out of the public eye for years, a forgotten figure. Then he had showed up during the ’87 campaign at a political rally and made an audacious gesture to shake Waller’s hand. “It got in the papers,” Waller said, “and got people talking about Beckwith again.” The thought of a murderer walking around unpunished was no longer amusing to the people of Mississippi. The incident helped establish a public atmosphere that responded to the publication of the Sovereignty Commission papers and led to a decision to try Beckwith again. “I always thought he was a little nutty,” Waller told me.

    *   *   *

    After many delays, the trial began in late January 1994 at the Hinds County Courthouse, a gray stone edifice in downtown Jackson, the same building where Beckwith had stood trial twice before. This time, a mixed jury—eight blacks and four whites, seven women and five men—was chosen. Three decades earlier, juries were all white, all male. This time, the courtroom was integrated, and the state of Mississippi, represented by two white prosecutors, seemed determined to win.

The press sat in the balcony, looking down on a chamber where the defendant occasionally dozed or fiddled with his hearing aid. Some days Beckwith dressed in a jarring red sports jacket to complement his Confederate stickpin. A few feet away, the victim’s widow, Myrlie Evers, followed testimony intensely, surrounded by her friends. A succession of aging faces from the first two trials reappeared in the witness chair; other veterans of the 1960s watched from the benches of the courtroom. It seemed a time warp—though this year events were not moving favorably for Beckwith.

A retired policeman recalled how the rifle had been retrieved from a thicket of sweet-gum trees and honeysuckle near Evers’s home. Another witness related how he had seen a newspaper photo of the murder weapon, a rifle he had traded to Beckwith, and reported the information to authorities.

Delmar Dennis, an FBI informer and former chaplain for the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, told of how Beckwith addressed a 1965 Klan rally, “admonishing Klan leaders to become more involved, to be more violent, to kill the enemy from the top down.”

The case was sealed with a Perry Mason twist. A Chicago man named Mark Reiley had seen a television account of the trial and recognized the defendant as an inmate he had known while working as an orderly at a Louisiana prison. Reiley notified the prosecutors, and they flew him to Jackson as a surprise witness. He recalled that Beckwith had proselytized a religion that held blacks to be beasts of the field. “He told me, ‘If they get out of line, you should kill them.’” More important, Reiley overheard Beckwith tell a black prison nurse, “If I can get rid of an uppity nigger like Medgar Evers, I won’t have any problem with a no-account nigger like you.”

After nearly two weeks of testimony, the case went to the jury early on a Friday afternoon. Most of the reporters covering the trial thought a guilty verdict would come quickly. But by nightfall, the jurors reported that they were still undecided, and when they appeared before the judge, the faces of some members of the panel seemed drawn with anger, as though they had been arguing. Deliberations were suspended for the night, and some of the journalists repaired to Hal & Mal’s, a popular restaurant down the street, for drinks and dinner. My mood was disconsolate. I remember muttering, “I can’t believe there’s going to be another hung jury. I can’t believe that old buzzard is going to walk free again.”

Thinking the jury would be locked in debate for a long while, I took my time arriving for the vigil the next day. But when I got to the courthouse at midmorning, a bailiff, recognizing that I had been following the case for days, frantically waved me inside the courtroom before locking the doors.

I had nearly missed one of the most electrifying moments of my career. The verdict was guilty, and when I heard the word, I realized my arms were peppered with chill bumps. Below, Myrlie Evers shrieked with joy. As the single word—“guilty”—passed to a crowd standing outside the courtroom, haunting cheers reverberated in the marble corridors.I

    *   *   *

    During the days in Jackson, I had several get-togethers with classmates from my Ole Miss days as well as with newer acquaintances. One night was especially magical, and I wouldn’t have traded it for a month of dinners at Elaine’s. The hostess, Anne Winter, gathered a lively group. Two of her guests, David Crews and Peyton Prospere, had worked in the administration of her father, William Winter, a progressive governor in the early 1980s. Willie Morris and his wife, JoAnne, were on hand. And so was a special guest whom I had never met, Eudora Welty.

With the help of the younger men, Miss Welty had been ferried in a driving rainstorm from her home a few blocks away. Approaching eighty-five, she was frail and moved slowly. But her face glowed with the wonderfully wrinkled character of a long lifetime, and she carried on an animated conversation—with the help of a couple of fingers of whiskey. When I offered to get a refill, she instructed me to “make the next one a bit stronger.”

Willie served as her interlocuter, drawing her out about Mississippi during the Great Depression and World War II, periods she infused into her novels. During our postmortem of the Beckwith trial, I asked a question I’m sure Miss Welty had answered many times: How was she able to write the short story “Where Is the Voice Coming From?” so quickly, and with such prescience?

The story had appeared in The New Yorker shortly after Evers’s murder. It is a cold-blooded, first-person account of a racial murder:

“I’d already brought up my rifle, I’d already taken my sights. And I’d already got him, because it was too late then for him or me to turn by one hair. Something darker than him, like the wings of a bird, spread on his back and pulled him down. He climbed up once, like a man under bad claws, and like just blood could weigh a ton he walked with it on his back to better light. Didn’t get no further than his door. And fell to stay …”

The narrator’s hate resembled Beckwith’s. The physical description a reader could infer matched Beckwith. Even the monologue sounded like Beckwith. Yet the story was completed before Beckwith had been arrested.

Miss Welty said she had written the piece in white heat, within hours of learning of Evers’s death. With a cluck, she dismissed the notion that she had been remarkably foresighted.

“We all knew who did it” from the first moment, she said, “because we all knew Beckwiths. It wasn’t necessary to know that man, Beckwith.”

Just, I thought, as many people in the rest of the country continued to conjure up someone like Beckwith when thinking of Mississippians—rather than associating the state with my dinner companions.

The evening wound on, through courses of pasta and salad and bottles of wine, and after the rains diminished, Miss Welty was helped home. Flushed by the cheer of friendship and drink, the rest of us remained in the bosom of the dinner table past midnight.

Willie peered at me across the candlelight and posed a simple question: “Curtis, can you tell us why you came home?”

Though I had struggled with that question for months, I had never come up with a pat answer. I reflected, for just a moment, then a thought occurred to me: “Because people are kinder here.”

But I didn’t always feel that way.

    IBeckwith died in prison in January 2001.


CHAPTER 2
Natural Rebels
 [image: Image]


In the beginning, I assumed all the world to be Southern; nothing seemed unique about our racial customs, our religious beliefs, our reliance on King Cotton, our politics or pride. My birthplace was Greenville, a resolutely Southern place that held to Mississippi Delta tradition as if it were the Hope Diamond. Built against a levee, Greenville served as a plantation capital and also happened to be home to a literary circle that produced David Cohn, Shelby Foote, the newspaper editor Hodding Carter, the poet William Alexander Percy, and the nephew he raised, Walker Percy. The Percy home in Greenville, Walker Percy once said, was “a standard stopover for all manner of people who were trying to ‘understand the South,’ that perennial American avocation.” The family lived in a mansion at the corner of Percy Street and South Broadway, and they symbolized a more attractive face of the Old South—an educated aristocracy practicing noblesse oblige and encouraging moderation in the teeth of a malignant strain of populism.

The Wilkies had little in common with this lifestyle; we represented the garden-variety white Southerners of the day, eluding poverty by a few steps yet satisfied with our standing. Both sides of my family had been part of the human tide that had cleared the swampy wilderness and settled the Deep South early in the nineteenth century, and our ancestors were similar to most of the people who had taken on the challenge of the wild region. The early Southern families had a pugnacious history, coupled with an inherent disregard of central authority, traits that were evident long before their descendants began objecting so strenuously to the dictates of the federal government in the twentieth century.

As best as my family can trace our origins, our ancestors left Scotland during the religious wars of the seventeenth century, refusing to pay fealty to either the English crown or Cromwell. I imagine that as Lowland guerrillas and partisans of the Scottish Kirk, they considered themselves soldiers in an army of resistance to the English. Others thought of them as merely malcontents. Writing of the cantankerous clans that spawned many Southern families, James G. Leyburn said that “every candid historian realizes that probably the majority of Scottish Presbyterians at the time were not of their persuasion, and that thousands regarded them as narrow-minded, unruly bigots who were not being ‘persecuted’ but were rightly being punished for causing a disturbance.”

Unhappy in Scotland, these troublesome Celts crossed a narrow strait of the Irish Sea and landed unceremoniously in Ulster. A contemporary historian was scornful of the new arrivals. In his seventeenth-century chronicle of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, the Reverend Andrew Stewart observed: “From Scotland came many, and from England not a few, yet from all of them generally the scum of both nations, who, from debt, or breaking and fleeing from justice, or justice in a land where there was nothing, or but little as yet, of the fear of God.”

I gather we were not exactly blue-blood stock. But we were natural rebels.

Judging from accounts of the time, our ancestors thrived in their role as farmer-settlers, living and working on a vast “plantation” the British government established in Ulster in an effort to domesticate the wild Irish. But as Leyburn wrote in The Scotch-Irish: A Social History, efforts to dilute the Irish spirit with immigrants from elsewhere in the British Isles failed: “It almost always happened that these families before many years intermarried with the Irish, taking sometimes their language, often their customs, and generally their patriotism, and thus joined with the Irish in resistance to English domination.”

So it was with my family. Several generations grew up in the northern counties of Ireland without any affinity for the British monarchy or the Anglican Church. When the New World beckoned, they joined a wave of emigrants setting out across the seas, years ahead of the potato famine. The Belfast Newletter of April 6, 1773, reported that it was “the very meanest of people that went off, mostly in the station of servants and such as had become obnoxious to their mother country.” Perhaps they were drawn by the ideal of forming a democratic society in America, of joining another revolt against English rule. More likely, as talented settlers, they were attracted by the opportunity to open fresh land.

    *   *   *

    Arriving in the ports of Boston, Philadelphia, New Castle, and Charleston, these Ulster immigrants described themselves as Irish. They traveled in large, convivial groups made up of cousins and neighbors from the old country. Like the ancestors of so many Southern families, my forebears were among the pioneers who followed a wagon road into the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, where they dwelled for a while, before moving to the Carolinas. There was a saying of immigrant patterns: “When the English moved to the New World, they founded towns and each built a brick house. When the Germans came to the colonies, they moved to good soil and each built a barn. And when the Scots-Irish moved to America, they all headed for the hills and each built a still.”

When war broke out with England, the newcomers attracted more unflattering comment. A British officer, Patrick Ferguson, described the colonial upstarts in the Carolinas as “backwater men … a set of mongrels.” One of my ancestors, Enoch Gilmer, had a patriot’s role in the fight against Ferguson’s forces at King’s Mountain in 1780. According to King’s Mountain and Its Heroes, written a hundred years ago by Lyman C. Draper, Gilmer was known as “the cunning scout … a stranger to fear.” He spied on the Tories and determined the safest path for a charge by the American militia. His brother, William Gilmer, was wounded in the battle.

By the end of the American Revolution, my mother’s ancestors, the Gilmers, were working their way westward with thousands of other Scots-Irish in a march that would eventually terminate near the banks of the Mississippi River.

During the 1830s, my father’s family also arrived in Mississippi, claiming land that had been wrested from the Choctaw and Chickasaw by white authorities in the new state. My great-great-grandfather Sylvester Wilkie identified himself in the 1850 census of Yalobusha County as a “planter.” He appeared to be overstating his position. His property was worth $1,000; planters usually owned land valued at no less than $10,000. But the early Southern settlers were not beholden to bureaucratic details.

In the decade prior to the Civil War, before he began his distinguished career as a landscape architect, Frederick Law Olmsted toured the South to write a series of dispatches for New York newspapers. The articles were later collected in a book, The Cotton Kingdom. For a Northeasterner who had attended Yale, Olmsted found a foreign country inside America, and he was generally appalled by what he saw.

The hotel where he stayed in Columbus, Georgia, was “disgustingly dirty; the table revolting; the waiters stupid, inattentive, and annoying.” Long before H. L. Mencken turned his pen on the South, Olmsted offered trenchant commentary. In Georgia, “the operatives in the cotton-mills are said to be mainly ‘Cracker girls’ (poor whites from the country) who earn, in good times, by piece-work, from $8 to $12 a month … if temporarily thrown out of employment, great numbers of them are at once reduced to a state of destitution, and are dependent upon credit or charity for their daily food.” When he found successful operations in the South, such as a railroad line running between Savannah and Macon, Olmsted noted with satisfaction that “it has been always, in a great degree, under the management of Northern men….”

Olmsted also recounted long patches of dialogue in which he spoke precise English while his Southern subjects butchered the language. In one conversation aboard a steamboat between Mobile and New Orleans, Olmsted mentioned the possibility of freeing slaves. His Southern companion, who had emigrated from Ireland, responded:

“I wouldn’t like to hev’em freed, if they was gwine to hang round. They ought to get some country, and put’em war they could be by themselves. It wouldn’t do no good to free ’em, and let’em hang round, because they is so monstrous lazy; if they hadn’t got nobody to take keer on ’em, you see they wouldn’t do nothin’ but juss nat’rally laze round, and steal, and pilfer, and no man couldn’t live, you see, war they was.”

Olmsted obviously considered the South crude. But I’ll bet his Southern hosts thought he was a fop.

    *   *   *

    The Southern pioneers gained renown as tough, ornery characters, contemptuous of authority and quick to resort to violence to settle a dispute. When the Civil War began, the Confederate ranks filled with Scots-Irishmen named Murphy, Dooley, Jackson, Riley, Regan, and Kelly, rosters that would bear no resemblance to the mythical American fighting units of World War II, made up of Grabowski, Antonelli, Rabinowicz, Demopoulos, and Smith.

My forefathers abandoned their push westward to put down roots in Mississippi before the Civil War. Along the way, I’m sorry to say, they acquired some slaves. My mother, a gentle, God-fearing woman, always insisted there were no slaves in our family. But my oldest son, Carter, who took an interest in our genealogy, discovered an 1860 slave schedule from Lafayette County, Mississippi, which shows that my mother’s great-grandparents owned eighteen slaves, including nine children under the age of twelve. There is further proof of slaveholding in the handwritten will of another relative, Henry Gilmer, whose laconic catalog of human chattel is almost numbing:

“To my wife Mary Gilmer I give the following slaves. Lewis a man & Rosannah an old woman. To my son Robert Gilmer I give a Negro woman named Caroline. To my daughter Nancy G. Bryant I give a Negro girl named Silva 12 years old. To my daughter Mary Gilmer I give a Negro girl 20 years old named Margaret. To my son James E. Gilmer I give a Negro boy named George 17 years old. To my daughter Sarah Gilmer I give a Negro girl named Harriet 11 years old.”

With this source of labor, my nineteenth-century relatives took over tracts of land in north Mississippi and became middle-class farmers. According to records, the Wilkies owned eleven slaves, who helped them operate a farm in the hills of Yalobusha County before the family resettled in the Delta, where the soil was more fertile.

My mother’s ancestors tackled the terrain near Oxford. Though the land was not as rich as the Delta’s, the Gilmers enjoyed greater prosperity than the Wilkies. They seemed better educated, too. In the will of Robert Gilmer, one of our Mississippi patriarchs, he divided his “library of reading books” among his heirs, indicating a level of literacy uncommon in the state at the time. Surveying the Oxford area for The Industrial Resources, etc. of the Southern and Western States in 1852, J. D. B. De Bow noted that “great attention has been given to schools and education, and here has been located the University of Mississippi; so amply endowed by the state, and now just going into operation under the auspices of some of the ablest professors from the eastern colleges. There is no overgrown wealth among them, and yet no squalid poverty; the people being generally comfortable, substantial, and independent farmers.”

All that would be shattered by war.

    *   *   *

    In a paroxysm of anger set off by Abraham Lincoln’s election and the prospect of losing regional autonomy and a workforce of slaves, virtually every able-bodied man in the South enlisted in the army of the Confederate States of America. For my family, it seemed merely an extension of their Scots-Irish nature to take part in yet another rebellion. The war record of my great-grandfather James Gilmer is easy to track because of an extensive history of his unit, the Lamar Rifles. Two weeks after the first shots were fired upon Fort Sumter, he left college to take up arms with more than one hundred men from the area. His brother, Robert, and cousin Billy Barr Gilmer enlisted in the Confederate army the same day.

“The members of this company,” the history declares, “were some of them students of the University of Mississippi, and nearly all were sons of prosperous merchants, planters, and professional men, and of Revolutionary ancestors. They, as well as their fathers, believed absolutely in the doctrine of state sovereignty and the right to defend their homes and all constitutional rights against the aggressions of the Federal Union if it should become necessary.”

James Gilmer was gone for four years. He fought in engagements at Seven Pines, Gaines’s Farm, White Oak Swamp, Malvern Hill, Freeman’s Ford, Thoroughfare Gap, the Second Battle of Manassas, Sharpsburg, Gettysburg, Falling Waters, Bristow Station, the Wilderness, Tolles Mill, Spotsylvania, and finally, Hanover Junction, where he was wounded and captured on June 1, 1864. He had to survive a Yankee prison with a high mortality rate at Elmira, New York, before he could come home.

As a measure of the lasting intimacy of the Southern experience, another member of the Lamar Rifles was a young man from Yalobusha County named Christopher C. Boyd. Severely wounded at Seven Pines, he returned to duty in time for Gettysburg, where he was captured. He rejoined the Lamar Rifles after an exchange of prisoners of war only to suffer another wound at Dobbs Ferry. More than 130 years later, Boyd’s great-great-grandson Campbell McCool married my daughter, Leighton.

Christopher Boyd’s brother, Addison, belonged to another Mississippi regiment. The devotion that these young volunteers attached to the Southern cause was reflected in a handwritten poem, “I Am a Rebel,” Addison carried off to war in July 1861:

I am a native of the South
A youth yet young and small
Honor and military fame
Is not my wish at all
But in the army of the South I have a place to fill
And to the war I soon will go
A Yankee’s blood to spill.

Two summers later, Addison Boyd was killed during the battle of Port Hudson, Louisiana.

    *   *   *

    It is not possible to measure the impact of the war on the South. Secession turned the region into a separate country for only four years, but hostile emotions boiled much longer. Regional rivalries persist into the twenty-first century. Today, Southerners speak the national language, but they do so in an accent that instantly marks them as different. I don’t believe it’s an exaggeration to compare the American North and South to Germany and France. In both instances, citizens of two regions waged bloody war on each other before accepting a form of union; their borders are peaceful now, but there are lingering animosities and suspicions.

Even in defeat, the Civil War is more important to Southern history than the invention of the mechanical cotton picker, more sacred than Sunday Communion. I know of no land where a Lost Cause is celebrated as fiercely, where scholars still debate Beauregard’s tactics at Shiloh, where myths have been allowed to grow into heroic truths.

During my own lifetime, some towns in Mississippi refused to celebrate the Fourth of July, for it was on that day in 1863 that the Confederacy sustained epic defeats on two fronts. After a long siege, Vicksburg fell to Union forces, opening the Mississippi River to Yankee traffic. At the same hour, a thousand miles away, General Robert E. Lee’s army was beaten into retreat on the plains of Gettysburg.

When the conflict was over, thousands of released war prisoners and bedraggled Confederate soldiers limped back to begin rebuilding their society. Though the South had been plundered and shorn of slavery, Southern civilization was still based on agrarian values and belief in states’ rights, and these traditions would be maintained. For the most part, the Civil War veterans did not return to Tara; they came home to small farms and primeval forests that would be felled for timber. Existence would be hard; nothing would be remotely romantic in the Deep South for the rest of the century. But somehow, the South endured.

*   *   *

Sylvester Wilkie, the self-styled planter, died shortly after the war. All of his possessions were sold to pay off creditors, according to probate records in the state archives at Jackson, leaving his widow and children penniless. They moved to the Delta.

My mother’s ancestors, meanwhile, resumed life in Toccopola, a farming village southeast of Oxford. During Reconstruction, the men in the Gilmer family helped found the Lafayette Springs Democratic Club. I suspect the organization sponsored a bit of night-riding. According to a monograph published by the Mississippi Historical Society in 1911, members of the Democratic club were also officers in the Ku Klux Klan. The document recounts an incident near Toccopola after the conclusion of the war, when a “vicious” band of former slaves attacked the home of Sam Ragland, a plantation overseer and Klan member. Ragland’s wife was killed; he was gravely wounded. “This affair aroused the citizens to blood heat and they soon found the guilty parties, and they were justly dealt with,” wrote Julia Kendel, the historian. “For a long time it was dangerous to go fishing in the Yocona River, provided one had a horror of coming in contact with a human skeleton when alone; for it was no uncommon thing to see a fishhook fastened on the bones of a dead negro.”

Terrorism became a respectable practice among Southern whites; they gave a religious name—Redeemers—to their movement to overthrow the forces of Reconstruction and reclaim authority for themselves. The Democratic club was also a sociopolitical statement against the Republican administration and its federal army of occupation. The activity led to a long line of Yellow Dog Democrats in our family. Across the South, generations grew up resentful of the party of Lincoln, swearing they would vote for a yellow dog before a Republican.

For decades, the South remained a poor and wounded region. I have a distant memory of a farmhouse near Oxford with the side of one room covered in Confederate dollar bills. Eighty years after the end of the war, the script was good for nothing other than wallpaper, yet the cause was still revered. And as a youngster, I learned the expression “Save your Confederate money, boys, the South will rise again.”

    *   *   *

    There were fault lines in Southern solidarity, however, and religion caused one of the most profound cleavages.

When the region was settled, many of the newcomers imported a Calvinistic faith from northern Ireland, establishing Presbyterian outposts in the new territory. After building homes for themselves with native oak, cypress, and pine, citizens of these new communities would erect a church in thanksgiving. In settlements lacking a city hall, a hospital, or a fire station, the churches became centers for religious services as well as quilting bees, picnics, and town meetings.

Presbyterians were pervasive across the region. I had always thought the term redneck—a rural, intolerant fool—derived from the blisters burned into the necks of dirt farmers plowing with a rope and a mule. But the historian David Hackett Fischer found records from North Carolina in 1830 indicating that redneck was “a name bestowed upon the Presbyterians” and had been used as a slang expression for religious dissenters in England.

During the nineteenth century, however, many Scots-Irish settlers gave up their staid Presbyterianism and responded to the call of Baptists and Methodists. In Southern Cross, Christine Leigh Heyrman’s study of how the Bible Belt was created, the author wrote: “Southern whites recognized in evangelicalism a stark alternative to the region’s traditional culture based on conviviality and competition. Baptists and Methodists modeled their churches on the primitive Christian communities of the New Testament, fellowships knit together by emotional intimacy and spiritual equality, godly discipline and self-abasement.” Later, Heyrman noted, the two evangelical denominations cleverly set aside egalitarianism to appeal to attitudes developing in the postwar South. The Baptists, and to a lesser extent, the Methodists, asserted the supremacy of males and the white race, and the two denominations soon supplanted the Presbyterians. In fact, the Southern Baptist Convention grew into such a bastion that it influenced Southern elections—and ultimately, national politics—into the twenty-first century.

When I was growing up, the Baptists held the state of Mississippi completely in their thrall. Successful politicians were usually Baptists, ensured of the support of the largest congregations. Candidates adopted the pulpit styles of their ministers, braying nostrums of states’ rights and segregation as if it were holy writ. When the nation gave up on Prohibition with the repeal of the Eighteenth Amendment in 1933, the Baptists refused to blink. The Church and its political allies maintained prohibition in Mississippi until 1966, when the legislature finally gave counties the right of local option to sell liquor. To this day, there are still predominantly Baptist counties across the Deep South where the sale of alcoholic beverages is outlawed.

The Baptists maintained strong views on race, too. When it became clear in the 1960s that federal courts would no longer tolerate segregated public schools, Baptist churches offered sanctuaries to obdurate whites by setting up their own private schools, which became known as seg academies.

The Southern Baptists and conservative Methodists controlled the establishment in much of the Deep South. But in some areas of Appalachia, which extended from the mountains of West Virginia and Kentucky to the hills of northern Alabama and Mississippi, an even sterner denomination, the Church of Christ, became a force for righteousness, frowning not only upon demon rum, but also on dancing and musical instruments. Gamier Pentecostal faiths, such as the Holiness Church and the “foot-washing Baptists,” operated like sideshows in the Southern ecclesiastical circus, their devout writhing in the aisles, speaking in tongues, and wrestling with poisonous snakes.

At the time of President Clinton’s impeachment, novelist William Styron, a native of Virginia, suggested in The New Yorker that the affair had been inflamed by the religious attitudes in the South, “where a strain of Protestant fundamentalism is so maniacal that one of its archetypal zealots, Kenneth Starr, has been able to nearly dismantle the presidency because of a gawky and fumbling sexual dalliance.” Starr, the Whitewater prosecutor, was the son of a Church of Christ minister and briefly attended Harding College—now Harding University—in Searcy, Arkansas, a Church of Christ school that served as a training ground for the far right.

    *   *   *

    A century before, surrounded by a sea of fundamentalism, the Gilmers of Toccopola, Mississippi, and members of a family named Black, who had arrived there from North Carolina after the Civil War, remained steadfast Presbyterians. The union of those two families produced my mother, Lyda Black, and her younger brother, Scott. Like their neighbors, they lived on a small farm and suffered its perils.

When I was a child, I heard our own version of Grimm’s tales. One time my uncle, as a small boy, ventured into a hog lot to play with a litter of newborn pigs. The sow, defending her offspring, attacked with astonishing ferocity. Before Scott could be rescued, the sow gnawed a deep wound behind his ear. Although he would grow up to play football at Ole Miss, Uncle Scott had a hearing loss for the rest of his life. I was also told of the Christmas Eve the family homestead burned to the ground. Mother remembered only one item that had been saved, a red wagon for Scott, purchased with pennies saved in a jar, ordered from a mail-order catalog and hidden outside the house for a Christmas-morning surprise.

After the fire, the Blacks loaded a mule-drawn wagon and rode twenty miles—a trip that must have taken more than a day—into Oxford. The Lafayette County seat offered promise because it served as a north-Mississippi market and home of the state’s only university. My grandfather Bob Black gave up farming for law enforcement. He became a town marshal, moving his family into living quarters in the jail. Once he was back on his feet, my grandfather bought for $ 1,800 a two-story frame house on Van Buren Avenue, two blocks off the courthouse square immortalized by William Faulkner.

Faulkner, of course, evoked that period brilliantly in the town he renamed Jefferson and the county he called Yoknapatawpha. He was several years older than my mother, but Oxford was so small that all the white residents knew one another. She remembered him as “Bill” Faulkner, a curious fellow who had returned to Oxford from World War I with British airs and false claims of wounds he had never suffered. He inserted a u in his spelling of the Falkner family name, dressed in tweeds and a bowler, and carried a walking cane. Townspeople branded him Count No Count. But, God, could he write. My mother had a schoolmate who would approach Faulkner on the sidewalks of Oxford and taunt him for his pretensions. When he wrote Sanctuary in 1929, Faulkner named the madam of a Memphis whorehouse after his tormentor, my mother’s friend Reba.

    *   *   *

    My father’s family was doomed by early death and suicide, and I never learned a great deal about the Wilkies. Before he died at the age of thirty-five, Grandfather Edgar Wilkie lived with his wife and their three children in the town of Crenshaw on the eastern edge of the Mississippi Delta. He died of influenza and pneumonia in 1918. Four years earlier, his brother, Alvin Wilkie, also died in Crenshaw. Alvin was only twenty-seven. His death certificate attributes the cause to “injury by being run over with wagon.”

My own memories of Crenshaw are as bleak as Dickens’s darkest passages. It was a company town founded by the Crenshaws, though most members of that family had been wise enough to decamp by the time I began to visit my grandmother. During cotton season, the local gin’s exhaust enveloped the town in a gray haze; a stench from sewage in open ditches lasted year-round. My fears of the place were compounded by cottonmouth moccasins that slithered from the Coldwater River bottom only to be mashed flat on the blacktop by passing cars.

My grandmother Carrie—I called her Mamaw—kept a henhouse in her backyard, a block from Crenshaw’s business district, which consisted of a row of stores on one side of a county road. To celebrate my arrival, she always served fried chicken, a meal preceded by a grotesque scene in which she would scoop up one of her birds and twirl it by its neck until the head snapped from the body. The decapitated chicken, expending the last of its nerves, would perform a macabre dance before collapsing in a pool of its own blood.

Four years after the great flood of 1927, when the Mississippi River broke through levees and covered much of the Delta, my mother, a fresh graduate of the University of Mississippi, came to Crenshaw to teach. By this time, the flood disaster had given way to the Great Depression, which gripped the region just as severely. She met my father, they married, and I hope they were happy for a while. Shortly after my birth, the Southern economy revived a bit. Thousands of new jobs were created as the country geared up for World War II. My parents followed the work like migratory birds. When I consider a list of places where we lived in those years—Greenville, Memphis, Knoxville, Oak Ridge, El Paso, Oxford, and a small town in west Tennessee that has been lost by my memory—the itinerary of my earlychildhood looks like a fugitive’s flight. But our life was always grounded in the South.

In east Tennessee, my mother held a clerical job in the defense industry; after Hiroshima, she was stunned to realize that she had worked in the plant that helped build the bomb. Because of security arrangements and the caution used with chemicals at Oak Ridge, she thought the project involved poison gas. We lived in a trailer in the makeshift city that had been thrown up almost overnight in the Smoky Mountains to service the secret program. We walked on sidewalks made of boards and took showers in a community bathhouse. Later, Daddy and Mother were rewarded with a tiny prefabricated house on a hillside. I remember little else about Oak Ridge, mostly fog and mud and a letter from Santa Claus, mailed from Knoxville at Christmas in 1943 by radio station WNOX. “Dear Little Friend,” began the communiqué to children in the area, “Uncle Sam is using a lot of the things I make toys with, so this year there are many toys I’ve had to leave out. So if you miss something you’ve wanted awfully hard, just remember I haven’t as many helpers and toy-metals as I used to have.”

    *   *   *

    As I grew older, I began to recognize a world outside the South where enemies lurked. During the war, they were personified by Hitler, Tojo, and Mussolini. Germans and Japanese were denigrated as “Krauts” and “Japs” in newspapers, films, and radio programs. But they became joined, in my consciousness, with another, more ancient, enemy: Yankees. Even as we battled overseas, I was gradually informed of a foe within our own country. The Yankees had beaten us in an earlier war, looted our fortunes, and imposed a dictatorial reign over the region by a bunch of half-wits until order could be restored after Reconstruction. Most of the South’s hardships and indignities were blamed on Yankees, and no nouns were more vile than the names—brimming with onomatopoeia—given to their Reconstruction-era agents and collaborators, the carpetbaggers and the scalawags.

This was not something taught in my home, but acquired by osmosis. To my unsophisticated mind, Yankees meant anyone who lived north of Virginia; there was no distinction between real Yankees—the Protestants of New England who specialized in commerce—and others living outside Dixie. Yankees included the Irish cops of Boston, the Jewish diamond merchants of New York, the Latvian steelworkers of Cleveland, and the Italian bakers of Chicago. All Northerners were Yankees, and all Yankees were aliens, a threat to the Southern way of life.

    *   *   *

    I don’t remember my father inveighing against Yankees, though I heard plenty of invective from his brother. Uncle Jimmy always used goddamn to precede the term; the “goddamn Yankees” were foisting regulations on us, ruining our schools, weakening our armed forces with integration, and trying to wipe out free enterprise. In the eyes of my uncle and others, the federal government was synonymous with Yankees.

Daddy seemed more easygoing. My recollections of him are reinforced by old photographs. In a Wilkie family picture, circa 1915, he is the child with a mischievous expression. An album contains later pictures of Curtis Carter Wilkie Sr. as an adult, dressed for business in a starched white shirt, tie, and vest, an average-size fellow with wavy, dark hair and an easy smile; his facial lines are softened by cheeks rounded with a trace of baby fat, as though he would always be young. During our days in Oak Ridge, I remember he tried to comfort me, his namesake and only child, during asthma attacks when my breathing was labored. When he could borrow a car—there were few autos in wartime and gasoline was rationed—he took me on outings in search of ice cream, another scarce commodity. At home, he was a benign presence, though it eventually became evident that Daddy had. as my mother described it, “a drinking problem.” When he held a job, he worked as a bookkeeper, a term used for accountants who had no college degree. Sometimes he would vanish from our little household, then materialize days later like a friendly ghost.

When I was four, my mother left him and took me to El Paso, ostensibly to live in a dry climate to relieve my asthma. She became a schoolteacher again; it was her calling. She looked like a teacher, wearing modest dresses and braiding her long, black hair in coils around her head. She did not drink or smoke or curse; when she was displeased with me, she would compress her lips into a thin line instead of shouting. She was a firm disciplinarian and taught me the joys of learning. I was able to read children’s books and to recite all of Clement Moore’s wonderful poem “The Night Before Christmas” before I was five.

Then the war was over, and my parents reunited briefly on a plantation near Memphis where my father kept the business books. We lived in a drafty farmhouse; several of the rooms were empty because we had little furniture. I was given a bird dog I named Pancho, drawing on my experience in El Paso. Within a few weeks, Grandfather Bob Black came to collect my mother and me. I remember Pancho chasing the car as we drove away. We were leaving my dog and my father forever.

For an interval, my mother and I lived at the home of my grandfather and stepgrandmother on Van Buren Avenue in Oxford. Then Mother was hired to teach the fourth grade in Sardis, a Panola County town where the hills begin to fall away into the Delta, halfway between Oxford and Crenshaw. It was the autumn of 1946. I entered the first grade, and from this time my memories of race and class in the South grow more vivid.

    *   *   *

    Although Sardis’s population was less than two thousand, it lay within the sphere of Memphis, fifty miles to the north. In the rush of postwar activity, with returning veterans and relative prosperity, there were no vacant apartments in the town, so the Ballentines, leaders of the Sardis school board, felt obliged to take in my mother and me.

All towns, even those without a pronounced class structure, have at least one prominent family, such as the Percys in Greenville; in Sardis, the burghers were Bob and Ruth Ballentine. Mr. Ballentine, I would realize years later, had gone to Princeton with F. Scott Fitzgerald. Ruth was Zelda’s contemporary; they had grown up in Montgomery and both gone away to Vassar. Despite their Fitzgerald connections, the Ballentines never flaunted any Roaring Twenties flair. They lived quietly, with two children a bit older than me, in a Victorian mansion, cooled with ceiling fans and framed with wide covered porches. Their home had an extensive library; Mrs. Ballentine reviewed books for a Memphis newspaper. Sheep grazed in a meadow beside the house, and in the early evenings the Ballentines gathered for cocktails—lemonade for the children—in the garden. They seemed content with the small-town setting, though I believe they could have fit in at the Algonquin roundtable. As major landowners in Panola County, they raised cotton as well as fresh produce, and in the summers the couple set up a roadstand on Highway 51 to sell tomatoes, plums, apples, and pears to tourists, who probably thought the Ballentines were country bumpkins.

After we had stayed with the Ballentines for several weeks, my mother located an apartment in the rear of another stately old house several blocks away. We moved, and shortly afterward, fire began to show up in my nightmares.

    *   *   *

    Although Sardis enforced segregation, the housing pattern of the town was a jumble of fine turn-of-the-century homes set near unsightly shacks where colored people lived. We passed their spare, unpainted cabins walking to school, but had little exchange with the occupants. We carried on our lives as though we inhabited different planets. Along with reading and writing, I learned the social conventions of the South. Whites enjoyed a higher station; we were not expected to lower ourselves to the level of our poorer neighbors. We were discouraged from playing with Negro children or visiting their homes, which were said to be filthy and unkempt—even though the women from these households often worked as servants, cleaning the homes of affluent whites. While whites were supposedly superior, we were not to exercise our advantage in insulting ways. It one had to deal with Negroes, we were to treat them evenly, as one might handle a valuable animal. Those who abused colored people and openly called them niggers were considered a subspecies, a class known as poor white trash.

One cloudless morning, a commotion interrupted the peace of our neighborhood. I could hear the beating of flames and see an angry orange flame against the blue sky. One of the shacks had caught fire. The little building was consumed within minutes, its corrugated-tin roof collapsed onto a heap of charred ruins. An infant, trapped inside, perished. As white neighbors milled around the scene, there seemed to be concern but no sense of great tragedy. The victim, said one of the neighbors, was “just a little colored baby.”

    *   *   *

    In the spring of 1947, there was a final attempt at reconciliation between my mother and father. He had been working again in Greenville, living in a hotel. Daddy had shown up in the night a couple of times in Sardis, explaining that he had spent his last dollars for the taxi ride or claiming his money had spilled from a hole in his pocket. Mother seemed exasperated, but agreed to a family caucus on a Saturday in Memphis.

The setting was a café off Front, the street where dozens of cotton brokers had offices overlooking the river, but the scene could have come from an O’Neill drama. My mother brought me dressed in a miniature military jacket fashioned from the olive-drab uniform my uncle wore in the army. My father was accompanied by Uncle Jimmy as well as my aunt Virginia. We sat in a booth that smelled of stale beer, under a canopy of cigarette smoke. Mother disapproved of alcohol and tobacco and had little to say. Not only did efforts to reach an agreement between my mother and my father fail, an argument broke out between my father and my uncle, with my aunt offering shrill asides. Disgusted, my mother took me outside. The men followed, still quarreling. Daddy lurched into the street, and a passing car narrowly missed him. Mother led me away from the spectacle. But as we turned the corner toward Main Street, I looked back for a glimpse of my father. I had a childish premonition I would not see him again.

Several nights later, we were awakened by the ringing of our landlady’s telephone. My mother was summoned; I drifted back to sleep. In the morning, we dressed and went off to school as usual, but before noon Mother appeared at my classroom and took me home. In the little bedroom we shared, she sat me down for a serious talk. The call in the night, she explained, had come from Greenville, where my father had been severely burned after falling asleep smoking in bed. She had received more calls at school that morning as his condition had worsened. The last call, she said, had informed her that my father was dead.

His body was brought to my grandmother’s home in Crenshaw, where I saw firsthand the funeral rituals of the rural South. My grandmother keened with the grief handed down from her ancestors in Ireland. Her tiny house was overrun with weeping friends and relatives, bringing so many covered dishes, hams and chickens, sweet-potato casseroles and vegetable salads, that the icebox could not hold all the food. An open casket overwhelmed the living room. I rejected the sight of my father. His hair had been dark; the dead man had red hair. My mother explained it had been singed by fire.

There was no Presbyterian church in Crenshaw, so the services took place in a Baptist church. The Wilkie family sat in the front row, my mother stoic, the others stricken. Mamaw trembled, and I thought she might collapse. Aunt Virginia threw herself upon the coffin, shrieking for “Little Brother.” Married but childless, she would eventually poison herself with liquor and barbiturates. Uncle Jimmy wept quietly in our pew. Years later, when I was an unhappy teenager, he would be very good to me, taking me to countless sporting events in Memphis. But he, too, would kill himself. He used a pistol, leaving me the last in our line of Wilkies.

It seemed that we were rehearsing for these tragedies on the day we buried my father. Punctuated by shouts of “Amen!” and “Praise God!” from the congregation, the preacher delivered a fevered eulogy, describing my father as a lost lamb. The choir, a group of working-class men and women, their faces scrubbed and their white cotton shirts starched, sang several hymns. One was the fundamentalist standard “When the Roll Is Called Up Yonder.” After each verse, men with deep bass voices chorused, “When the roll is called up yonder, I’ll be there.” I wondered if my father’s troubled life, ended nine days before his thirty-fifth birthday, would qualify him for entrance “up yonder.” After he was put to rest in Longtown Cemetery, on a slope of the first hill rising out of the Delta, I noticed buzzards circling a nearby field. I asked my mother if they were after him. She managed a smile and assured me, “No, Son, they’re not after your daddy.”


CHAPTER 3
“We are the rednecks!”
 [image: Image]


Fifty years ago, the tracks of the Illinois Central Railroad and U.S. Highway 51 ran on a parallel course from Memphis to New Orleans, dividing Mississippi like a plumb line. Dozens of towns had grown up along the route before the Civil War, and tens of thousands of blacks, lured by the promise of a better life in Chicago, used the same path to flee the state in the twentieth century.

Northbound trains rolling out of New Orleans passed through miles of imposing swamp and communities with the lyrical names of Pass Manchac, Ponchatoula, and Tangipahoa before crossing into Mississippi and a strand of settlements at Osyka, Chatawa, and Magnolia. Just north of McComb, home for many railroad conductors and engineers, lay a point said to have the highest elevation on the line between New Orleans and Jackson: a little town called Summit, elevation 420 feet.

The rhythms of the South throbbed in places like Summit. In Southern cities, an air of hurried commerce diluted the essence, but rural towns retained the regional character and exuded a Caribbean languor. Without a dominant patrician class, the small communities were generally divided by race and church, though the people who lived in town and tended to have better educations looked down on those who dwelled farther out in the country. Conservative dogma was worshiped as ardently as the Christian faith, yet a collective spirit, almost Utopian in its emphasis on good neighborly conduct and polite manners, existed in these places.

Summit thrived as a railroad town, with a couple of side tracks usually filled with freight cars picking up pulpwood and cotton produced in the area. The Illinois Central line bisected Summit; so did Highway 51, which was built to follow the railroad’s trail through the state. Between the tracks and the highway, a distance one block long, lay “downtown”—a row of businesses on both sides of Robb Street: two drugstores, a barbershop, a mercantile store, a couple of small groceries, several ready-to-wear shops, a hardware store, a five-and-dime, the Progressive Bank, Jones Meat Market, Miss Geneva Lotterhos’ Tea Room, and the Two Sisters Café.

Two blocks west, Robb Street dipped into a hollow known as the Bottom, a separate commercial area that served Summit’s Negro neighborhood. It contained a knot of frame buildings housing a funeral home, a pool hall, and several cafés offering more beer than food. The colored people traded in the white-owned stores, but since they were not welcome at the white restaurants, they congregated in the Bottom, and on Saturday nights the scene pulsated with the sound of the blues and the peal of laughter. Though the Bottom looked livelier than downtown, white people rarely ventured there. The place seemed as mysterious as Conrad’s “Heart of Darkness.”

Summit had a single traffic light to regulate the flow of cars and trucks along Highway 51, the main north-south artery in the state. At the Robb Street crossing, the IC tracks were guarded by caution lights, a bell, and rickety wooden arms that descended with each procession of freights, local passenger trains, and cannonballing expresses. The City of New Orleans and its luxurious sister, an overnight Pullman called the Panama Limited, barreled through town twice a day. These great “through trains” never bothered to stop in Summit unless they plowed into automobiles blundering onto the tracks. Accidents happened, and the squeal of brakes and ripping metal would cut through the town like a clap of thunder during a summer storm.

From the window of a train, blowing past in a wink, the place looked no different from any other town along the way. But Summit’s population was full of eccentrics, artists, romantics, more than its share of closet alcoholics, as well as a bona fide village idiot, and it seemed to me enchanted when my mother and I moved there in 1947. To be more precise, we moved to the campus of Southwest Mississippi Junior College, a mile outside town. The president of the school, a family friend with origins in Toccopola, had responded to my mother’s widowed plight by offering her a multiple job as dean of women, registrar, and psychology teacher. The arrangement provided us a two-room furnished apartment with a private bath in the girls’ dormitory.

I suppose I could paint a picture of deprivation. The rural South was beset with poverty and served as material for humorous punch lines. “Little Moron” jokes, for instance, played on ignorance in the Southern backwater. (Why did the Little Moron cut his outhouse in two? Because he heard his half-ass relatives were coming to visit.) We were piss poor. Mother and I took our meals in the school cafeteria, in the same building as the dormitory. At lunch on the Sabbath we were given a brown bag with an apple and a sandwich for Sunday dinner so the staff, a group of pleasant black women, could take the evening off. At least we never went hungry, which could not be said for everyone in the area. Our entertainment center consisted of a radio that broadcast mostly static; the McComb station shut down at dark, and signals from New Orleans rose and fell like waves.

In spite of the spare times, my recollections are invariably happy. As an only child, I suddenly gained a hundred big sisters in the dormitory and a host of other new friends. They spoiled me, the little boy who had lost his father. When I was hospitalized for asthma, the SMJC coach brought the great Ole Miss quarterback Charlie Conerly to cheer me; I’m told I croaked, “Who’s Charlie Conerly?” Jerry Clower, a good-natured country boy who went on to become a Grand Ole Opry humorist, played center on the junior-college football team and practiced for his future profession by regaling the campus children with yarns. The faculty offspring served as my playmates, and we converted the lawn outside the cafeteria into an undersize football field. On trips into town, I marveled at the lush array of merchandise at the T.W.L., Summit’s five-and-dime store. Batches of rubber bands and boxes of paper clips—products that had been unavailable during the war—could be purchased for pennies.

The junior college was part of a state-supported system for young people who either lacked the money or didn’t have the desire to attend a four-year school. The student body was all white, of course, and drawn from several counties in the area. With a few notable exceptions. Every year, a youngster or two from Central America would show up, like rare flowers, on registration day. The story was always the same. Their parents, rich by the standards of Honduras or Guatemala, wanted an American education for their children, so they packed their sons and daughters off to south Mississippi after hearing of this boarding school near New Orleans. Sometimes the students were young teenagers—ready for junior high school, not junior college. It was too much trouble to send them back, so Southwest took the younger kids in as boarders and enrolled them in school in Summit. Others fit in marvelously. A Latin beauty, Orfilia Castaneda from Tegucigalpa, was crowned SMJC homecoming queen in 1948. That was as close as we came to integration.

My best friends were three girls who lived on campus. Laura Magee’s dad taught science while her mother ran the home economics department. Like me, Laura was pint-size, a budding artist with a strong streak of youthful cynicism. We stayed in trouble for dumping the contents of salt shakers into the cafeteria sugar bowls or shooting arrows through open windows into classrooms. Our partners in these escapades were Wilda and Frances George. The George girls had come to live in the dorm with their older sister, Hazel, an English teacher, following the death of their mother. The girls and I roamed the grounds of the school like an urban gang.

We made “movies”—spools of paper with our own illustrations—which we would unwind in the common room of the dorm, extracting admission fees from the students. Since I was asthmatic and tiny for my age, the girls carted me around campus inside a pasteboard carton, which we described as a “juke box.” Students were expected to put a nickel in a slot cut in the side of the carton. Thus primed, I would bellow one of the selections written on the top: “Oh, Buttermilk Sky” or “My Blue Heaven.” Though we were known as the “campus brats,” we considered ourselves the intelligentsia of the Summit school district.

    *   *   *

    I had spent most of my life in small towns, but not until we moved to Summit did I learn about a class of Southern whites known as country people. I encountered them each morning on the school bus that began its journey in the marshes of the Bogue Chitto River at dawn. By the time the bus reached Southwest, most of the seats were already occupied with boys and girls of all ages, sniffling with runny noses. Some of them came from homes with parents who could neither read nor write. They used slop jars hidden behind curtains or huts in the backyard for toilets. In some cases, their houses lacked not only running water but electricity. The country children were recognizable because they wore clothes fashioned from flour sacks stamped with patterns; flour companies knew packaging would be recycled, so they used cloth material that could be turned into colorful shirts or dresses.

After the stop at Southwest to load the clique of campus kids, the bus made a diversion at a cotton gin halfway to town, turning down a gravel road into deeper rough. At a country store, the bus picked up a boy we branded “Hitler” because a shock of black hair fell across his forehead in the manner of the late German dictator. Next the bus stopped for a pair of brothers who lived in a house by a creek. In times of high water they emulated Tarzan, swinging across the swollen waters on a thick vine hanging from a tree in their front yard. At the farthermost house on the road, we were joined by an older boy whose father eventually struck oil and became a sugar daddy for the Ku Klux Klan. But years before his family hit pay dirt, the son fascinated the school-bus crowd with tales of snakes that curled into his family’s icebox for a cool resting place.

Our schoolmates were so poor that life on the Southwest campus seemed privileged. But as the school bus bumped over the rural roads, we could look from our windows and see living conditions that appeared even grimmer.

Clusters of black children, all ages and sizes, waved tentatively at the passing bus from cabins with dirt yards studded with broken glass and cast-off tires. Their shacks were usually set on the perimeter of cotton fields. To brighten the surroundings, the families decorated their front porches and tree branches with blue-glass milk-of-magnesia bottles. In the backyards, heavy cast-iron pots, heated by wood fires, bubbled with laundry. Water was drawn from wells or scooped out of ditches. We were told they used the woods for toilets, like animals.

In early autumn, when the landscape looked as though it had been littered with popcorn, entire Negro families would take to the cotton fields, moving methodically between the rows, stuffing the lint into large sacks they dragged behind them. The colored schools closed during cotton season to provide additional manpower to bring in the crop. Every little bit helped, even the small amounts gathered by the children. Cotton pickers were paid by the pound, and the rate in those years was $1.50 per hundred pounds. To me, it seemed impossible to pick a hundred pounds, but adroit workers were said to be able to pick at least a couple of hundred pounds a day. The families subsisted largely on seasonal earnings. To supplement their income, we were warned, they stole.

The gap between black and white cultures was enormous, but a pecking order existed among the white children, too. At the school in Summit, which housed all twelve grades, those living within the town’s corporate limits felt superior to the kids from the country. We campus brats, however, believed we were the smartest of all. Asserting our intelligence, we made derogatory comments on the school bus concerning the country kids’ inability to spell Mississippi or to obtain proper haircuts. I later learned that many of those children had a bright, native intelligence not yet developed at school. But I found out quickly they had pride. They reacted to our derision with fists and fingernails. We had ferocious fights, slugging and clawing at each other. Occasionally, Johnnie Woodall, the one-legged school-bus driver and father of two of our combatants, would have to pull off the road to separate us.

In a gesture to insinuate me peacefully into Summit’s student body, my mother planned a seventh-birthday party for me at school. But on the day of the event, a deputy sheriff flagged down the bus before we reached town and sent everyone back home. The great hurricane of 1947 was bearing down on the Gulf Coast—this was before the weather service gave names to the storms—and all of south Mississippi was taking cover. The hurricane tore into Gulfport and Biloxi with a fury, ripping piers, demolishing homes, destroying the seawall, and killing scores. We lived far enough inland to escape significant damage and merely lost electricity. As the winds lashed the tall pines, the junior-college community rode out the storm in candlelight in the cafeteria. The Deep South might be blessed by mild winters, but the region seemed cursed by hurricanes, tornadoes that darted across the horizon with little warning, and frightening thunderstorms that boiled out of the Gulf on summer afternoons.
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