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For my mother, Nancy Irene Hartigan, and for all mothers whose love is both tender and fierce






There is a way under, around or through any door.

—AUGUST WILSON








Prologue


To arrive at this moment in my life, I have traveled many roads, some circuitous, some brambled and rough, some sharp and straight, and all of them have led as if by some grand design to the one burnished with art and small irrevocable tragedies.

—AUGUST WILSON



On March 22, 2003, under a somber gray sky, August Wilson walked slowly up the steps of St. Benedict the Moor church, the grand, imposing Roman Catholic cathedral on Crawford Street at the base of Pittsburgh’s Hill District. The temperature was in the low fifties, typical for early spring in Pittsburgh, but an unforgiving drizzle added a nip to the air. Wilson had cut short a trip to Syracuse to be back in Pittsburgh that day. He sported a black turtleneck and a brown tweed jacket, topped by a trench coat to keep away the chill. His signature Borsalino fedora shadowed the deep circles under his puffy eyes; his neatly trimmed beard was more salt than pepper.

He hadn’t originally planned on spending the day back home in Pittsburgh. His latest play, Gem of the Ocean, was about to make its world premiere in less than a month at the Goodman Theatre in Chicago. He had finished a very rough draft and he would rewrite during rehearsals, the same way he had revised the other plays in his ambitious ten-play cycle about African Americans in the twentieth century.

Gem was the ninth play in the cycle. He had one more to go, and he already felt the pressure of completing the goal he had set for himself so long ago. He had also foolishly agreed to write and perform a one-man autobiographical show for a benefit fundraiser at the Seattle Repertory Theatre. He hadn’t written a word, and he had just two months left before he had to get up on the stage and play himself as a young man. He was a perennial procrastinator, but standing on the steps of that church, looking up toward the Hill District, he was burdened by grief and memories, many of them painful. He had mourned his mother, Daisy Wilson, at this very church twenty years ago, almost to the day. He knew he was going to pay tribute to her in his one-man show, and he had already thought about what to say. “There will come a day when you will suffer the most profound grief imaginable,” is what he eventually wrote. “And you look up and you find out that all them years you been living on your mother’s prayers and now you’ve got to live on your own.”

This church, so noble and grand, evoked images from the past. As a boy, Wilson had attended the parochial school at Holy Trinity in the Lower Hill District, but the school was demolished during an ill-informed period of urban renewal in the late 1950s. Several parishes merged to form St. Benedict the Moor, named for an Italian Franciscan friar who was born of African slaves and celebrated for his charity. The church commissioned a giant statue of its patron saint in 1968, the same year as the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. The eighteen-foot-tall landmark faces with its arms stretched in welcome to the people of downtown Pittsburgh, its back turned on the Hill District. The orientation of the statue of a saint with African blood turning its back on his people had infuriated Wilson the day it was unveiled. It still did.

But he was here to bury one of his friends, not resurrect old grievances. Wilson never missed a funeral. His life and his work reinforced the notion that attention must be paid to history, to ancestral roots, to family, and to friends, both celebrated and obscure. He stopped briefly outside the church to greet Nate Smith, the legendary labor leader who had famously laid down in front of a moving bulldozer in 1969 to protest the absence of Black union workers at the Three Rivers Stadium construction site. Smith’s bald head glistened, his mournful eyes rimmed red. Wilson had been an impressionable young man in his early twenties when Smith led thousands in protest marches in downtown Pittsburgh, ultimately forcing the mayor and the union leaders to develop a plan to admit Blacks and women into the city’s entrenched trade unions. Smith was one of his heroes back then, but today the two men met as peers, fellow mourners.

While Smith was organizing protests, Wilson was living in a shady basement apartment on Crawford Street, just a block over from St. Benedict’s. He was an aspiring young poet, a high school dropout who loved words as much as he loved the sweet smell of a woman’s perfume in the late-night hours. He wrote poetry on a manual Royal Standard typewriter. That typewriter had been replaced long ago, and the apartment building had been demolished. But he had forged deep friendships with his fellow poets back then. He had found his vocation right here on these streets by becoming one of a quartet known as the Centre Avenue Poets: Chawley Williams, Nicholas Flournoy, Rob Penny, and Wilson. Swept up in the Black Nationalist Movement, they aimed to change the world with poetry and plays, by giving the people a voice.

And that is what brought Wilson, now an acclaimed playwright, winner of two Pulitzer Prizes, a Tony Award, and numerous honorary degrees, to the steps of this church, not far from where he had grown up the son of a single mother in a two-room flat with no indoor plumbing. He was back home to bury Rob Penny. A small, wiry man with an infectious grin, Penny had preceded Wilson at Central Catholic High School, the elite exam school in Oakland, a neighborhood that is a stone’s throw from Carnegie Mellon University and miles away in mindset from the Hill District. Despite rampant racism at the school, Penny had been able to succeed because he was the fastest runner on the track team—and whip-smart, too. Wilson was accepted two years after Penny’s graduation; he withdrew after barely a year, tired of the racist notes that were left on his desk and the jokes played at his expense. Penny graduated and was a celebrated star athlete. Years later, Wilson saw him take a dare from a group of teenagers hanging out in a park. The upstarts thought they could beat the old man with the graying dreadlocks in a hundred-yard dash. Penny won. He always won.

The two former Central Catholic students had been brothers back when they were aspiring young artists. They had bonds. They had a past together. Back in the 1960s, Penny called himself Brother Oba, which means “king” in the Yoruba and Bini languages of West Africa. Wilson took the name Mbulu, the name of a town in Tanzania. Together in 1968, the two men launched Black Horizons Theatre, creating art from the ashes of the fiery demonstrations that rocked Pittsburgh after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. They were poets and dreamers who subscribed to the principles of Amiri Baraka’s Black Arts Movement, which espoused that theater and art could empower the Black community.

Penny was able to turn his poetry acumen and community activism into a teaching slot at the University of Pittsburgh’s newly formed Department of Africana Studies in 1969. There was no place for Wilson in the department, but he didn’t begrudge his friend his good fortune. Penny, at least, had graduated from high school. Wilson continued to struggle as a penniless poet and playwright for many years, while Penny enjoyed the perks and acclaim of academe. Penny went on to become chairman of Africana Studies in 1978, serving until 1984 and remaining an esteemed professor until his death of a heart attack on March 16, 2003. Wilson, on the other hand, worked every odd job from dishwasher to short-order cook. His first nibble at theatrical success came in 1982, when his play Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom was accepted to be developed at the prestigious Eugene O’Neill Theater Center in Waterford, Connecticut. He included his Pittsburgh friends in that small moment of triumph: Penny and another Pitt professor, Curtiss Porter, traveled to Waterford to see the play. Wilson continued to invite his Pittsburgh brothers to his Broadway openings, and he also celebrated their achievements over the years.

Back in the day, Penny had taken to wearing dashikis, while Wilson wore musty tweed sports coats he bought at the St. Vincent de Paul thrift shop; a coat went for thirty-five cents and a tie cost a nickel. Now his tweed had a better pedigree, but Wilson still related to the young man who shopped the bargain stores.

Before Wilson set foot in the church, Penny’s family sent a message to him. All the mourners were invited to say a few words about the departed. Except August Wilson. Wilson believed in speaking well of the dead. He spoke at funerals of folks he barely knew, impoverished street characters he gave a few bucks to when they were down on their luck. Not speak at Rob’s funeral? He told his younger brother Richard Kittel that he was crushed.

Many of his contemporaries saw him during the services and noticed that his legs buckled, ever so slightly. His lips sank downward, making his mustache seem like a deep frown. Sala Udin, an actor from the old days who had gone on to a career in local politics and activism, saw the normally self-restrained Wilson weep openly over the coffin. Mark Clayton Southers, an aspiring playwright, noted that Wilson was inconsolable. He didn’t know that his idol August Wilson had been silenced—because of his own success. Wilson was aware that the people who had been his dearest friends in the old days resented his acclaim. Some of them had suggested to one another, privately, that he had somehow “sold out” because of his commercial success on Broadway. When he gave his controversial speech “The Ground on Which I Stand,” in 1996, he was shattered that many of his friends from the theater failed to support him publicly. The fiery speech called for the creation of more Black theaters and denounced “color-blind casting” as demeaning to Blacks. Many of the “Wilson Warriors,” the actors who made their livings performing in his plays, were silent. That stung more.

Wilson had noticed over the years that the more successful he became, the more distant his former brothers grew. Poet Nick Flournoy, however, had remained true to their friendship, even as he continued to work primarily as a community activist. But Wilson knew others questioned his loyalties. He knew they envied his success. But he also knew that he was still the guy who wrote in basements and restaurants, even if he could afford the penthouse suite. His reception at the funeral accentuated the conflicting emotions about the city he celebrated in his plays. “I have this sort of love-hate relationship with Pittsburgh,” he once said. “This is my home and at times I miss it and find it tremendously exciting, and other times I want to catch the first thing out that has wheels.”

When he exited the church with his fellow mourners, he had trouble containing the deep lump in his throat and the steady flow from his watery eyes. A crowd had gathered at Freedom Corner, directly across the street from the church. Wilson was just a boy in the 1950s when developers encroached on the lower part of the Hill District, threatening to destroy the bustling multiethnic enclave where he grew up. The developers razed the Lower Hill to put up the Civic Arena, displacing thousands of people and creating a wasteland of urban blight. In the 1960s, protesters put up signs saying “NO Redevelopment Beyond This Point,” drawing a line at the corner of Centre Avenue and Crawford Street. The spot became known as Freedom Corner, a place where protesters gathered to begin marches for social justice and racial equality. Nate Smith had launched many of his protests there. His name was inscribed along with those of other civil rights leaders in the monument that was finally built on the spot in 2001.

Wilson’s younger cousin Renee Wilson, his uncle Frank’s daughter whom he barely knew but who had grown up to be a crackerjack community activist, had called him some time earlier. She had organized a group called People Against Police Violence to protest the deaths of five Black men killed by Pittsburgh police. She had scheduled a demonstration for March 22. The victims’ stories sounded like anecdotes from a Wilson play. One of the dead was a twelve-year-old boy who was shot in the back while fleeing from police after a car robbery. Renee Wilson was dedicated to the cause of “No justice, no peace,” and she asked her famous cousin to attend the protest. He declined her request. He had planned to be in Chicago on that day, working on his play.

Renee had also called Rob Penny. She had taken a writing class with him at Pitt and he had encouraged her to keep writing poetry. She asked that he speak at the rally. He agreed to attend, but he would not speak.

As it turned out, Penny was there, but in a coffin. Renee had planned on starting the march downtown earlier in the day, but out of respect for Penny, she postponed the beginning of the demonstration until after the funeral. Wilson must have been aware of the symbolism of the moment. Like his cousin, he had harbored dreams of changing the world, but he had had to leave Pittsburgh to do it. He had walked those same streets when he was a young man, but even though he had almost accomplished what he set out to do when he started writing his cycle of ten plays, some of his former friends had branded him as the one who had turned his back on the community, just like that statue of St. Benedict the Moor.

The hearse went one way, and the protesters another. Wilson had written plays that dramatized the reasons for the protest his cousin was leading. He had done his part. He had found his song and shared it with audiences all over the world, but he hadn’t expected to pay such a high, personal price. He looked across the street at the protesters and looked at the hearse. He followed the funeral procession. It was time for another generation to take over the struggle.






CHAPTER ONE The Blood’s Memory



When your back is pressed to the wall, you go to the deepest part of yourself, and there’s a response—it’s your great ancestors talking. It’s blood memory.

—AUGUST WILSON



In the dark hours of June 9, 1923, shots rang out on Spear Tops Mountain, a craggy peak in Spear, North Carolina, an isolated hamlet in the Toe River Valley section of Southern Appalachia. Sarah “Eller” Cutler undoubtedly heard the cussing and hollering outside her weatherworn homestead, a wooden cabin perched halfway up the mountain. She had raised many children in that cabin with no indoor plumbing or electricity, but her husband, Jacob Cutler, had died more than a decade earlier and her sons had moved on, likely finding work in the local mica mines or the bustling lumber industry. On this particular night, Eller was living with her daughter, Zonia, and her three young children. Faye was six years old, Daisy was three, and Detroit (who later went by Ray) was just a year old. The sound of gunfire on the mountain was an aberration: it wasn’t often that villagers from the tiny town of Spear made the trek up the ragged path to Eller’s property, which was only accessible by climbing more than a mile up a rocky trail that began at the Vance Bros. general store. In late spring, the path would have been overgrown with tangles of laurel and encumbered by unruly branches that jutted out from the dogwoods, oaks, and chestnut trees. This was not a well-groomed pathway for a casual walk in the woods, and the clatter must have been alarming. At fifty-five, Eller was a strong independent woman, the daughter of a former slave who was well aware that hers was the only Black family on the mountain, which heightened the danger. Undoubtedly, she scrambled to check on her grandbabies to make sure they were safe.

She also likely heard the animated voice of Willard Justice, a fifty-year-old single white farmer who lived nearby with his sister and her two sons. Eller and Justice weren’t strangers. They had a connection that would cause any woman to worry in 1923. And on that night, there were at least a half dozen armed men up on the mountain.

By the end of the night, Justice was mortally wounded. He had been shot twice, with bullets hitting him in the chest and abdomen. He made his way down the mountain to the offices of Dr. W. B. Burleson, the county physician. Bleeding profusely, he managed to dictate his last will and testament, demanding that the gunmen be prosecuted for “shooting me without a cause.” He died at 4:30 a.m. on June 11, 1923, and he was buried the next day in Yellow Mountain Cemetery just outside Spear. The stream that flows through the mountain hollow is now known as Justice Creek.

That much is documented, but the story has taken on a life of its own in the oral history passed down by the natives of this mountainous region. According to published reports, five lawmen had a warrant to arrest Justice and claimed that he was a fugitive and shot first. But that’s where the various stories diverge. Justice, on his deathbed, insisted that he was shot “without cause.” In one tale, Justice was tied to a cart and dragged down the mountain. Another claims that Justice was scalped, which is clearly apocryphal according to the medical details on his death certificate. Other stories imply that Justice was headed for the Cutler home at the time of the murder. According to mountain lore, Justice was a regular visitor at the Cutler’s austere abode. One tale claims that he was infatuated with one of the Cutler women. Another legend claims that he was paying for female companionship and that Eller Cutler ran the kind of house that would make good Christians blush. The law of the land was not kind to women in 1923: they could be imprisoned for anything from adultery to keeping a disorderly house. And miscegenation, which had been prohibited in North Carolina since 1873, was declared a felony in 1921, making the stories even more loaded.



Eller was made of strong stuff and refused to leave the mountain after her husband died. She inherited her grit from her father, Calvin Twitty, who was born into bondage on a plantation in Rutherford County, North Carolina. In 1864, a man named Calvin was left as “property” in the will of plantation owner Robert Gwynne Twitty. In that same will, the plantation owner’s daughter received a tract of land worth $8,000, “three Negroes,” and a piano. The instrument was a gift from her father and she likely practiced her études in the parlor of the Big House while her father’s enslaved workers labored in the fields. Many years later, Calvin Twitty’s great-great-grandson August Wilson would turn a piano from the antebellum era into a searing image of slavery and its tortuous hold on future generations. That play is called The Piano Lesson.

By 1880, Calvin Twitty had settled in Bakersville, the Mitchell County seat in the heart of the mountains about fifty miles north of Rutherford. He had married a woman named Martha and had eight children, including Eller, who was born around 1868, five years after the Emancipation Proclamation. He identified himself as an illiterate farmer, but he was a savvy man who fought for his rights. He claimed that he fought in the Civil War, serving for about two years with Company F in the 40th U.S. Colored Infantry. When he applied for his superannuation, officials in Washington at the Record and Pension Office denied his claim, contending there was no record of his service. This was not unusual, since names were often misspelled and escaped slaves who enlisted often did not provide their real names.

But by the time his claim was denied, he no longer needed the money. He had demanded restitution after his son William was killed in a gruesome accident on a runaway log train in November 1891. William had an accident insurance policy of $5,000, and after the accident, the Richmond and Danville Railroad awarded his father another $5,000 “as a compromise,” according to newspaper accounts. He walked away with $10,000, a sum that would be worth a shade more than $306,000 today. The story of Twitty’s financial bonanza was reported in newspapers all over North Carolina, although little was made of his son’s tragic death. One oft-republished—and racist—account noted, “The old darkey has gone to his humble mountain cabin worth $10,000, and feeling much richer than our neighbor, Mr. Vanderbilt.” Years later, his great-great-grandson would celebrate the stories of ordinary men like Calvin Twitty who did extraordinary things against all odds.

Eller shared her father’s steely resolve. She made a good match when she married Jacob Cutler in 1884. He was born around 1835, and he had been married before, to a woman named Jane. He and Jane lived on a sizeable tract of land he had purchased in Watauga County, North Carolina, and when he began his second marriage with Eller, he also owned the land on Spear Tops Mountain. After he died, Eller stayed put, even after the gruesome murder took place steps from her home. She was accustomed to the rugged territory. Spear is nestled between the Blue Ridge and Iron Mountains. The Toe River snakes through the region; it takes its name from Estatoe, the daughter of a Cherokee chief who drowned herself in the river when her lover was killed as they attempted to run off together. In 1923, there were only 611 people living in the Toe River Township and most of them lived in the hollow below the mountain. In those days, widows often moved in with other relatives, but Eller was fiercely independent. There was plenty of clean water from the streams fueled by Cutler Falls, the one-hundred-foot cascading waterfall about a mile up the 4,900-foot peak. No one remembered when the falls was christened, but Eller and her offspring had always known it to bear the name of their family, the odd Black landowners living among a handful of poor white families.

Eller worked in some capacity for Dr. Burleson. As a midwife or “granny woman,” she was inured to mountain life and undaunted by the blood and pain of childbirth. Granny women in Southern Appalachia were healers who used herbs and spiritual practices to treat all sorts of wounds, as well as bring babies into the world. Zonia, her youngest daughter, lived off and on in the family homestead. Born in 1896, she later told her children that she had gone back and forth to nearby Tennessee, where she worked as a domestic servant for a branch of the Vance family, the well-heeled clan that owned the country store and the Tar Hill Mica Mine, which provided jobs for many of the local men. Zonia also told her children that she had been raped several times by a white man and that Daisy and Detroit were the result of sexual violence. The family believed that Faye had a different father, a Black man with whom Zonia had a consensual relationship. Eller is listed as the midwife on all three of her grandchildren’s birth certificates, which are labeled with the stark word “illegitimate.”

Life was anything but easy for Zonia, and it took a worse turn after the murder on the mountain. Justice had had a brush with the law—and it did involve the Cutlers. In April 1923, Eller and Justice were charged with an unspecified crime, but Justice was dead by the time the case got to court. A year later, in April 1924, Eller appeared in court with her daughter “Zone” (a misspelling of Zonia) listed as a codefendant. The two women were accused of “keeping a bawdy house,” and a dozen witnesses testified against them, including the deputy sheriff who led the group that shot Justice. The two women were convicted and ordered to pay court costs of $171.25, a princely sum in the mountains in those days. They were also sentenced to six months in jail. It is not clear if they served time, but if they did, they would have been incarcerated in the women’s section of the Avery County Jail, located eleven miles away in Newland. But the conviction alone added to the stigma already surrounding Eller and her daughter.

At the same time Eller and Zonia faced charges, racial tension was rampant in the area. In 1923, violence erupted in nearby Spruce Pine after a Black laborer named John Goss was accused of rape and a mob of white residents stormed the labor camp, aiming to “run the Blacks out of the county.” Goss, who was working on a chain gang at the time of his arrest, was sentenced to death by an all-white jury that deliberated for five minutes. This was the prevailing attitude that Eller was up against when she and Zonia appeared in court on the charges of “keeping a bawdy house.” The truth remains a mystery, starting with the initial charges and continuing through the death of Willard Justice and the trial. Was Justice a fugitive or was he murdered for being friendly with Black women? Was Eller running a “bawdy house” or was she framed by her neighbors?

Mountain folk still talk about the Cutlers. Spear remains a town that time forgot. The general store is still there, a gathering spot where you can buy a mousetrap or a carton of milk, a hammer or a hero sandwich. There is an abandoned gas station and an abandoned mica factory. The trail to Spear Tops Mountain is even more overgrown than it was in Eller’s time. The land is now the property of the Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy, which hopes to preserve its natural splendor. The trail is posted and blocked off by a fence that is easily circumvented.

Halfway up the mountain today, the stones of Eller’s chimney remain on the site of her homestead. The Cutler family laid its roots in those hills, and the land below Spear Tops Mountain is still known as Cutler Hollow. Eller valued the land that bore her name. She died on that mountain at age sixty-seven in 1935, and her body, weathered by age and a hard life, was carried down the narrow path before she was most likely buried in an unmarked grave at the AME Methodist Cemetery in nearby Plumtree, where Black people were laid to rest. The graveyard is not far down the road from Yellow Mountain Cemetery, the white people’s cemetery where Willard Justice’s body was put away in a “decent manner.”



Eller’s great-grandson, August Wilson, almost certainly did not know what happened on Spear Tops Mountain that night in June 1923 or in the months that followed. His grandmother, Zonia Wilson, died when he was five, and he told interviewers he barely knew her. The little he knew about Eller was passed on by his mother, Daisy Wilson, who was one of the children sleeping in the cabin the night of the murder. She described Eller as sturdy, but stern, a tough taskmaster who insisted her grandchildren work to keep food on the table.

Wilson told interviewers that his mother was the daughter of sharecroppers who demanded she quit school after sixth grade to help in the fields, but Zonia was not a sharecropper. There were no sharecroppers in the Toe River Valley. Eller and Jacob owned the land.

Wilson repeatedly said that he didn’t do any historical research for his plays. He wrote from what he called “the blood’s memory,” which was his way of saying that he felt the pulse of his ancestors. He just knew what they must have endured. He listened to his characters talk, and he wrote down what they said. One of his most memorable characters is Aunt Ester (or ancestor), who figures in four of his plays. In each play, she is as old as slavery, her birth dating back to 1619, the year the first slave ships sailed into North America. Wilson has called her his most important character, the matriarchal force that holds his series of ten plays together. She is “the embodiment of African wisdom and tradition,” he said, a spiritual healer who can make people whole. In Gem of the Ocean, she leads a man struggling with his conscience to the mythical City of Bones, where he meets his ancestors, discovers his self-worth, and heals his soul.

Wilson said that Aunt Ester “resembles any Black woman in her 70s—someone you wouldn’t look twice at if she stepped outside.” She could have been Eller Cutler. Aunt Ester is a healer who leads people to redemption. Eller was a granny woman who soothed wounds and delivered babies. When Wilson wrote the character of Aunt Ester, he was likely thinking of all the “aunts” he had while growing up in Pittsburgh, friends of his mother who watched out for all the children in the neighborhood, as his great-grandmother did in Spear.

Aunt Ester is the blood’s memory.

Wilson also likely didn’t know that his great-grandmother’s brush with the law happened around the same time that a racist mob stormed the labor camps in Spruce Pine. He may never have heard of the name John Goss, the Black laborer accused of rape, but his great-grandmother certainly had. As she faced her own trial, she was well aware that a member of a chain gang had been sentenced to death on the scantest of evidence. Herald Loomis, the central character in Wilson’s masterpiece, Joe Turner’s Come and Gone, was a haunted figure who had survived seven years of enforced labor.

The blood’s memory, again.

Wilson never visited Spear. He almost certainly never saw the will in which Calvin Twitty was listed as property, along with a piano. His mother and grandmother never returned to Spear after they moved north. But Wilson wrote a play about a piano and created a character who could have been his great-grandmother. He knew his family was descended from slaves even before he heard Aunt Ester talking. And he knew that his grandmother Zonia tried to leave her troubled past behind her when she married and left Spear Tops Mountain for good.



In 1928, Zonia began a serious courtship with Bynam Wilson. He came from Cleveland County, seventy miles to the south. He was a bit of a mystery and had secrets of his own. Born in 1896, he had disappeared from his home in Cleveland County, where he was married to a woman named Mary Young. They had at least two children: Everett Mills in 1918 and Lucille in 1924.

His family later recalled that he vanished, leaving his children behind. On the 1930 U.S. Census, Mary Young reported that she was widowed. Maybe she believed that, maybe she didn’t. But in 1928, Bynam was in Toe River Valley, romancing Zonia. He was a wanderer, at least that’s how his grandson, August Wilson, memorialized him in a poem many years later, placing him among a generation of men, born of former slaves, full of rage and a desire to roam free. In the poem, Wilson depicted his grandfather as a bird, giant and fierce. Wilson also named one of the most mystical characters in Joe Turner after his grandfather. The character Bynum is a seeker, a man who binds lost souls together.

The blood’s memory, again.

The mythical grandfather of the poem was a man who sired many children, passing on a noble legacy to his offspring. Whatever his past, Bynam captivated Zonia Cutler. Zonia later told her children that Eller didn’t like the match, but she didn’t say why. Eller didn’t want her daughter to leave Spear Tops Mountain. But the first wave of the Great Migration of Blacks moving north had just begun. Faced with racism, Jim Crow laws, and little economic opportunity, more than 1.6 million African Americans left the South for the North between 1910 and 1930. African Americans living in the rural South headed north to such cities as New York, Chicago, Pittsburgh, and Detroit. Zonia left her past behind, but she could never forget her conviction in court with her mother and its consequences.

So early on Monday morning of July 9, 1928, Bynam and Zonia walked into the train station in Newland, also the site of the Avery County Jail. They bought two one-way tickets to Elizabethton, Tennessee, the seat of Carter County, just across the state line. They sat in the “colored” waiting room and later rode in the “colored” car. People from Spear frequently made the thirty-mile journey through the mountains and across the state line. Young couples whose parents disapproved would often elope to Elizabethton, where they could get a marriage license and tie the knot far enough away from the probing eyes of neighbors and court administrators who knew everyone born in those parts. Upon arriving in Elizabethton, the couple found their way to the courthouse. There were two other couples in line, so they waited patiently while the others exchanged their vows before a justice of the peace. Zonia and Bynam got their license. He signed the document with an X. The couple took their vows before P. P. Williams, a minister of God.

They had no intention of returning to Spear. The North beckoned. Zonia had had to make a choice before she got on that train: leave her three children with Eller or take them along to an unknown future. She left them with their grandmother. Faye was ten, Daisy was eight, and Ray was six. Eller, who was now sixty, needed help around the house. She was always short on money. She and her grandchildren lived a subsistence life, and she could be a stern disciplinarian, even though she did the best she could to keep them clothed and fed.

They lived off the land and the meager wages Eller earned as a midwife and as an assistant to Dr. Burleson. They canned and preserved apples from the trees outside their cabin. They salted hog meat and saved it for the winter. They gathered water from the clear stream—Justice Creek—that flowed through the mountain. And there wasn’t much choice when it came to schooling. Eller never learned to read or write, and she signed an X in place of her name when she was presented with legal documents. She sent her grandchildren to a segregated one-room schoolhouse in Elk Park. Located twelve miles from Spear, the school was the only place where Black children could learn their ABCs.

Years later, Daisy had bad memories of the school. She told stories about being chased and taunted by white children as she made her way to and from the building. But she didn’t have a choice. She attended school in Elk Park or she didn’t go at all. Teased and bullied, she may have felt a sense of relief when Eller pulled her from school after she had completed sixth grade. Eller needed her grandchildren to help around the homestead. But Daisy later regretted her lack of education. She knew the power of literacy, and she vowed that her own children would receive the education she never had.

She also must have wondered about her mother. Why had she left her and her siblings with their grandmother? The family legend says that after Bynam and Zonia eloped, they walked all the way from Tennessee to Pittsburgh. But the 1930 U.S. Census has the couple living in the tiny town of Rock, in Mercer County, West Virginia. Bynam was working as a loader at a coal mine, and Zonia was a homemaker. They did not go back to North Carolina, but Zonia’s sister Lillian and her husband, Arthur, who had moved north, returned to Spear to live with Eller and the children, bringing with them stories of a place called Pittsburgh, where you could hear music any night of the week and buy clothes and groceries in proper stores. People rode around in streetcars, and most of the homes had electricity and radios.

Daisy must have imagined Pittsburgh as a magical place, so different from the cabin she had called home her entire life. And then on May 9, 1935, Eller died of chronic myocarditis. Her death certificate notes that she passed away in her home. She was carried down the mountain, the procession following the same path on which the dying Willard Justice had been carted a dozen years earlier. Her granddaughters Daisy and Faye would have made the shroud; her grandson Ray likely built the coffin. Uncle Arthur escorted Eller’s three grandchildren, teenagers now, to Pittsburgh. None of them would ever return to Spear.






CHAPTER TWO The Crossroads of the World



I happen to think that the content of my mother’s life—her myths, her superstitions, her prayers, the contents of her pantry, the smell of her kitchen, the song that escaped from her sometimes parched lips, her thoughtful repose and pregnant laughter—are all worthy of art.

—AUGUST WILSON



When Daisy Cutler arrived in Pittsburgh in 1937, she discovered a bustling, smoke-filled city that was a stark contrast to the homespun world she knew. In Spear, she had to trek a mile down the mountain to buy staples like sugar or flour. Here, there were shops on every corner. The city’s three majestic, albeit polluted, rivers—the Allegheny, the Monongahela, and the Ohio—made Toe River look like a stream. And the people: there were so many of them. In 1930, there were only about 1,400 people residing in Toe River Valley, and only a handful of them were Black. In contrast, Pittsburgh’s population was bursting at around 670,000, with 8.2 percent of them Black. Since 1910, the city’s Black population had more than doubled from 25,623 to 54,983 in 1930. Most of these newcomers had made the Great Migration north from Southern states like North Carolina.

This was the kind of place where she could blend in.

Years later, her son imagined her arrival in the Steel City. He wrote that she was “wide-hipped and full of grace… already marked by the turbulence of Black life in the South, and coming North she was hopeful and willing to engage America on its own terms and its moral obligation to live up to the words of its creed so as not to make a mockery of its ideals.”

When she was finally reunited with her mother and a stepfather she barely knew, she had a choice. How would she identify herself in this new place? Zonia and Bynam had settled into married life, and they had added two more children to the family: John D., born in 1932, and Frank, born in 1934. Zonia would soon give birth to a boy named George. The younger children all shared Bynam’s surname, and Zonia was also a Wilson. Daisy may or may not have known that the puritanical word “illegitimate” was written in bold ink on her birth certificate, but she had been called “bastard” in Spear more times than she cared to remember. This was a chance for a rebirth, a christening. She didn’t hesitate to adopt Bynam’s surname. Neither did her North Carolina siblings. None of them knew the identity of their biological father.

Daisy and her sister, Faye, cemented their independence by moving into a boardinghouse on Clark Street in the city’s Hill District, which at the time was a bustling world unto its own within a larger metropolis. The neighborhood, while primarily Black, was a melting pot of nationalities that included Greeks, Jews, Syrians, Italians, and Irish. August Wilson would later describe it as “an amalgam of the unwanted” with “each ethnic group seeking to cast off the vestiges of the old country, changing names, changing manners… bludgeoning the malleable parts of themselves. Melting into the pot. Becoming and defining what it means to be an American.” This was a place where the thousands of Blacks who had made the Great Migration, including Daisy and her siblings, could take new names, forge new identities, and shake off painful memories.

The Hill, which came to be known locally as “the crossroads of the world,” had an all-Black radio station. Its weekly newspaper, the Pittsburgh Courier, was one of the most prestigious Black newspapers in the country, with a nationally acclaimed team of sportswriters and photography by Teenie Harris, a renowned artist whose work is now exhibited at museums, including the Carnegie Museum of Art.

It was also a cultural epicenter. The neighborhood boasted several movie theaters, with uniformed ushers seating moviegoers at the New Granada and Roosevelt Theatres. A jazz renaissance began in the Hill’s many clubs in the 1920s, and by the time Daisy arrived, the music thrived in the area’s clubs and dance halls. Racketeer Gus Greenlee—who was raised in Marion, North Carolina, not far from Spear—was the owner and proprietor of Crawford Grill No. 1, a smoke-filled, lively space in the Lower Hill that was almost a city block long with three floors and a central revolving stage in the main room. Greenlee opened a companion club, Crawford Grill No. 2, in 1943. Jazz legends and big bands blew tunes late into the night, with performances into the early morning at such after-hours venues as the Musicians Club and the Bambola Social Club. Such stars as Louis Armstrong, Ella Fitzgerald, and Dizzy Gillespie headlined at the big downtown theaters and then socialized at the Crawford Grill, which was a popular gathering spot during its heyday. Pittsburgh’s native-born jazz stars like pianist and band leader Earl “Fatha” Hines, singer Lena Horne, and pianist Mary Lou Williams drew crowds when they came home to perform. The Hill was the place to be, the center of the city’s Black cultural life. When famed entertainer Bill “Bojangles” Robinson visited Pittsburgh in 1940, he did the requisite VIP tour, but ended up shooting billiards at Pat’s Place, the popular pool hall in the Hill District. Hill residents closely followed the careers of such homegrown artists as Billy Eckstine; one of Eckstine’s schoolmates at Pittsburgh’s Peabody High School was a future artist named Romare Bearden, who went on to create stirring collages that captured the pathos and passion of the era.

The Hill was the kind of place where anything seemed possible, and newcomers like Daisy and her siblings could build lives of their own. Daisy’s younger brother Ray likely would have been destined for a life in those mica mines if he had remained in Spear, but in this multiethnic community, he saw new opportunities and was encouraged by his stepfather. The two grew close. One day, Bynam sat the young man down and told him that his skin was light enough for him to “pass,” showing his stepson how to style his hair so that it was shiny and slick. He had been named Detroit Ray at birth, but he dropped Detroit and became simply Ray. In 1942, he registered for the U.S. draft as Ray D. Wilson, born in Mexico. He was more specific when he applied for veteran compensation in 1950; he pinpointed his birthplace to Aduro, Mexico. Apparently, the paper pushers in Pennsylvania failed to notice that Aduro, Mexico, does not exist.

Ray found work as an auto mechanic, a trade in which Mexican immigrants were favored by customers in Pittsburgh. He didn’t speak a word of Spanish, but apparently, no one questioned his made-up country of origin. The city was teeming with newcomers, after all. One day, his younger brother Frank visited him at work and walked in through the front door of the auto shop. Ray pulled him aside and told him to enter through the back door like the rest of the “colored people.” Frank never visited his brother at work again. When Ray died in 1971, his siblings showed up at his wake. Ray’s wife and her relatives had never known that he was Black. This story became part of the family lore, passed on from cousin to cousin.

By 1940, Faye had married and had two children, but Daisy remained single at age twenty. She eventually settled into a two-room rear apartment at 1727 Bedford Avenue in a two-story brick row house built in 1841 that had a dirt backyard. Louis and Bella Siger, a Jewish couple, operated the mom-and-pop store Bella’s Market in the front of the house. The flat had no hot water and, when Daisy moved in, it had an outhouse in the backyard. Dr. Albert Goldblum, a family practitioner (who later became a dermatologist) known as Doc to the neighborhood children, lived across the street, and the brothers Frank and Johnny Butera, who were of Italian descent, repaired watches and shoes in the house next door. This stretch of Bedford Avenue was a village within a village, where everyone knew one another’s business and where families stayed for generations.

Daisy may not have married, but she was setting down roots in this community. On April 17, 1941, she gave birth to her first baby, a girl she named Freda. She had desperately wanted a boy, and she likely chose to name her infant after Frederick August Kittel, a white Bohemian-born baker she had met in the neighborhood. Kittel was not Freda’s father, who many in the family say was likely a Black man from the Hill. But Daisy had already begun a tempestuous relationship with Kittel, a European pastry chef twenty-four years her senior who had been married for two decades to Maryanna “Jenny” Jodzis, a Polish immigrant.

Despite the unlikely match, Daisy quickly gave birth to two of his children, Linda Jean in 1942 and Donna in 1944. Kittel showed up every now and then but had little to do with the raising of the children, beginning a pattern that would last throughout the children’s youth. Daisy may have hoped that Kittel would leave his wife, but he had been married by a Roman Catholic priest, and divorce was forbidden in the church. Perhaps Kittel promised her they would marry when his wife died. That would be a long time coming.

Even if Kittel wouldn’t marry her, Daisy longed for a son, and she finally got her wish on April 27, 1945, when she gave birth to a boy she named Frederick August Kittel Jr. She nicknamed him Freddy. He later, like his mother, changed his name, choosing to become August Wilson. Kittel Sr. believed the boy was his son, but there was no way to be entirely certain at the time; DNA testing was not introduced until the late 1970s. Freda, after all, had a different father from her siblings. As Freddy grew up, he felt the void of a missing father, and some in the family suspected that he secretly wondered if a man who neglected his children could really be his biological father. But Daisy always said that Freddy was Kittel’s son.

Life couldn’t have been easy for a large family in two spare rooms with no hot water and an outhouse in the backyard. Daisy bathed the children in the kitchen, where she heated water on the stove and poured it into a large galvanized tub. The landlord eventually installed a toilet in the mid-1940s, but Daisy would have to wait until 1953 for a bathtub and a hot-water heater. But she embraced motherhood, dedicating herself to her children’s “prosperity and growth,” as her first son later observed. “She knew and taught that we all have our hands in the soup, that we all make the music play just so, that we can make of our lives what we will.”

In 1947, Daisy gave birth to a girl named Barbara. Kittel was not the father—and he knew it. At twenty-seven, Daisy was already raising four children under the age of six, doing all the cooking and cleaning and scolding and comforting on her own. The growing family subsisted on welfare checks, plus whatever meager amount Kittel contributed. After giving birth to Barbara, she left the baby at the hospital and returned home empty-handed. Young Freda, who was barely six at the time, was inconsolable. She conspired with her cousin Richard Walker, the son of Daisy’s older sister, Faye. The two children implored Aunt Faye to take the baby, and she agreed, raising the child as one of her own. August Wilson later dedicated his play The Piano Lesson to his brothers and sisters. Barbara’s name is not among them, although he did have contact with her as an adult.

Life at home was far from luxurious, but Daisy made sure her children were always busy. She loved cards and board games, and the family played tag and other running games in the backyard. The kids made go-carts out of milk crates and fashioned brooms into bats for stickball. They listened to shows on the radio. The older sisters did chores, and as Freddy grew, he had to pitch in, too. Some days, Daisy would send him around to the front of the house to Bella’s Market, where he could pick up a loaf of bread on credit. He later told a friend that Bella put her hand on her scale while weighing the meat. But Bella Siger was a vital part of the community. Her husband, Louis, died in 1945, and she purchased the building at 1727 Bedford Avenue, becoming the landlord. She let the family take home groceries when they couldn’t pay, so the family shopped there when needed, even if the store was more expensive than larger markets.

Daisy doted on Freddy and reveled in the fact that he learned to read by the time he was four. She had only a sixth-grade education, but she valued literacy as necessary for growth and success. Her mother and stepfather were illiterate. Their opportunities, even after they left Toe River Valley to seek a better life, were limited. She regretted that she had had to leave school early, so she pushed Freddy. When he was five, she marched him down to the modest Hill District branch of the Carnegie Library on Wylie Avenue, where he got his first library card. From that minute on, he read everything he could get his hands on: “editorials, essays, advertisements, instruction manuals, magazines, comic books, newspapers,” he said in a speech. There weren’t a lot of books at home, but Freddy took all of the Hardy Boys books out of the library and borrowed his sisters’ Nancy Drew mysteries. He preferred the Nancy Drew mysteries; even at such a young age, he was a discerning reader. He used his paper library card so often that it frayed until it was velvety soft. One day he lost it, and he sobbed. “I thought I was cut out of the world of books forever, because I lost my card. No more books for you. But they said, ‘You can get another one,’ so I did,” he said shortly before he died.

Not long after he was born, his grandfather Bynam disappeared. Zonia lived across the street at 1712 Bedford Avenue with Charley and Julia Burley. Julia was Daisy’s best friend, and the two women talked every day, playing cards while the neighborhood children romped freely in the backyard at 1727. Kittel was an absent presence in the family, and Charley Burley became a sort of surrogate father to Daisy’s children. Burley was a former champion welterweight and middleweight boxer who compiled a career record of eighty-four wins and a glowing reputation as one of the greatest all-around fighters in the sport. But he never got a shot at a world title and ended up supporting his family as a sanitation worker for the city of Pittsburgh.

He made an impression on young Freddy, who grew up enamored of professional boxers. Burley picked up garbage by day, but at night when he went out to listen to jazz in the thriving local clubs, he dressed to the nines, his Florsheim shoes shined, his hat tilted, and his jacket and tie crisp. “I grew up without a father, and the male image that was in my life was Charley Burley,” Wilson said years later as an adult. “And that’s what being a man meant to me, to be like him. I wanted to grow up and dress like him. He wore those Stetson hats and things of that sort, and I couldn’t wait until I got to be a man to be like Charley Burley. Everybody always called him Champ. And for a long while I was growing up, I thought he was the champion.” He later modeled his most famous character, Troy Maxson in Fences, after the Champ.

And Julia Burley was like a second mother to the Kittel children—but in the Hill District, she was just one of many women who watched out for the local youngsters. “Any one of the adults could tell you to do anything, and you did it quicker than if your mother told you to do it,” Wilson said when reminiscing about his childhood. “If Miss Pearl or Bella or Julia or Sadie said to do something and you didn’t do it, and they told your mother, it was twice as difficult.”

One of those neighborhood ladies made a significant difference for Daisy and her children. Miss Sarah Degree was a devout Catholic who took it upon herself to convert all of the local kids and make sure they were indoctrinated into the Church. One day, she was walking down Bedford Avenue, and she saw Daisy’s four young children playing in front of their brick house. She said, “Where is your mother?” Miss Sarah told Daisy, in no uncertain terms, that her children needed to find God. From that day on, Freddy and his siblings went to church every Sunday with Miss Sarah. “Sunday morning, you would see Miss Sarah coming down the street with forty kids. And she had ’em all in a line, and she would take ’em all to church,” Wilson recalled. She also held Sunday school at her house—every day of the week during the summer months. Daisy’s children made the pilgrimage to Miss Sarah’s house, which was blessed with what seemed to Freddy to be a thousand statues of saints. “At six o’clock, there’s Miss Sarah teaching us about the Bible. We had to sit there in this hot room in the middle of the summer with Miss Sarah and this huge chart that she got from somewhere, teaching us stories from the Bible and making us say the Rosary every night at seven o’clock.”

As an adult, he remembered Miss Sarah with fondness and respect. “I’ve been threatening to write the bishop of the Archdiocese of Pittsburgh a letter, because we need to honor her in some way: Miss Sarah Degree Gymnasium or Miss Sarah Degree House for Wayward Women,” he told an interviewer in 1987, a year after she died. “There’s no question: If she was white, they’d have a Miss Sarah Degree Child Care Center or something. I swear I believe that.”

With that kind of influence in the neighborhood, it made complete sense that Daisy would send her children to Catholic school. The parochial schools provided a solid education, she thought, and her children started out at Holy Trinity School, one of four Catholic parishes on the Hill. It was located on the Lower Hill, at the corner of Fullerton Street and Centre Avenue, less than a half mile from the family’s home. In kindergarten, Freddy stood out because he was already devouring books like a miniature scholar. “We came to school to learn to read, but he came to school already reading,” said Sala Udin, a childhood friend a few years older. But the star student did not show off. He never waved his hand in the air when one of the nuns asked a question. But if called upon, he always knew the answer.

The nuns ran a tight and punitive ship, keeping the students in place by rapping them on the knuckles for a tiny infraction, worse discipline for a larger one. And they also dished out a form of subtle, yet emotionally scarring, punishment on some of their students—the ones who looked like young Freddy. The parish had been traditionally white, but it was recruiting members of the Black community at the time, so the classes were mixed, but the racial makeup of the student body was new to the nuns.

Daisy was a loyal parishioner who volunteered at the church, and priests knew that she struggled to feed and clothe her large family. Daisy had a good relationship with the monsignor at Holy Trinity, and the parish helped the family financially, including support for tuition.

Freddy had his own problems. He kept to himself on the playground. He was arguably the smartest kid in the class, but he had trouble communicating. “He was a great stutterer, and that automatically made him a little dorky,” said Reginald Howze, Sala Udin’s younger brother who was in the same grade as Freddy. It took patience for other children to converse with him because sometimes it took him a few minutes to spit out a sentence. “When he would get frustrated trying to say something, he would make jerky movements trying to get his words out,” Howze recalled.

Things were rocky at home, too. In 1950, when Freddy was five and so proud of that library card, his grandmother Zonia died. Her husband, Bynam, eventually turned up in Waterloo, Iowa, where he died alone in 1980. His obituary notice said that there were no known survivors, but his family was alive and well in Pittsburgh. It’s not clear whether Zonia took ill before or after he left Pittsburgh, but her last years were difficult. The family buried her in Greenwood Cemetery, a pleasant, tree-lined resting place about nine miles north of the Hill District. Her grave is marked with a simple flat stone, inscribed “Zonia Wilson, 1896 to 1950.” She is commemorated with a simple word: “Grandma.”

Freddy barely knew the ghost of a woman who lived across the street with “Uncle” Charley and “Aunt” Julia. His older sister, Freda, had a closer relationship with their grandmother, and she later told relatives that Zonia had a haunted look and seemed to suffer from mental illness. She died far from Spear Tops Mountain, the place she had fled several decades earlier. She told her children that she had been raped. She had been tried and convicted in court with her mother. She knew that Willard Justice had been murdered. The man who had rescued her, Bynam Wilson, had gotten up and left Pittsburgh, the same way he had left another family in North Carolina. Many years later, August Wilson named one of the characters in Joe Turner’s Come and Gone after his grandmother. The character of Zonia is an eleven-year-old girl who shows up in a boardinghouse with her father, Herald Loomis, a man who is “at times possessed.” She clings to her father’s hand, as if afraid she might lose him.



Daisy did her best to provide a stable home for her family, but money was always tight with all those mouths to feed. She sent the children out to the charity food truck when it made its visits to the neighborhood. The year after Zonia died, she gave birth to another child, a boy named Edwin. He was also Kittel’s son. Kittel was still rarely around and when he did show up, the family never knew what to expect. He was an accomplished baker who claimed to have once worked at the Waldorf Astoria, but he also had a fondness for cheap wine in massive quantities. He might come bearing boxes of pastries from the bakeries where he worked or he might show up angry and drunk, slurring his words and hurling racist insults at the children, who ran cowering to hide in the closet. Those times, Daisy would yell for everyone to take cover, while sending one child off to fetch Charley Burley from across the street. It is not clear what he promised Daisy, but he was neglecting the children financially, and Daisy had a temper of her own. In May 1952, she took Kittel to court for “Failure to Support Children Born out of Lawful Wedlock.” He was ultimately ordered to pay child support. She gave birth to another child, Richard, in August 1954, and promptly sued Kittel again for “adultery and bastardry.” He was ordered to pay an extra $7.50 a week in child support.

It is unclear whether young Freddy or any of the children were aware of their mother’s financial and legal battles with Kittel. Daisy strongly believed that her children should not be burdened by her hardships, past and present. But Freddy was keenly aware of how hard she had to work as a single mother and of the fact that the man who was said to be his father was barely present. He rarely, if ever, talked about Kittel later in his life, but those closest to him could see that he was haunted by abandonment issues. “That was something that deeply wounded him, about not having a relationship with his father,” said playwright and television writer James Yoshimura, a close friend and confidant. “It was more than bitter. We are all bitter if rejected, but there was something very psychically wounded there. It was the fuel that propelled him into how deep he wanted to develop the patriarchal characters in his plays.”

But if he bore scars from growing up without a father, August Wilson also idolized his mother as the most principled woman he knew, and grew angry if anyone dared criticize her. He was enamored when, as a young reader, he discovered Langston Hughes’s poem “Mother to Son,” which made him realize, in a way, that his mother had a life outside of her relationship with him, that she had struggled but that she had dreams, too, and that she would never give up. It begins “Well, son, I’ll tell you: / Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.”

His childhood memories of growing up in her home fueled his plays, as well as the stories he told to anyone who would listen, over and over again. One day, the whole family was at home listening to the Top 40 on the radio. The deejay announced a contest that offered a brand-new Speed Queen washing machine for the prize. The question was easy: “What product has the slogan ‘When it rains, it pours’?” Daisy quickly wrote the station phone number down on a slip of paper and sent her daughter around front to Bella’s Market. She told her to call the radio station and say, “Morton Salt.” She practically pushed her out the door: “God damn it,” she said, “just go do what I told you.” A few minutes later, she heard the deejay announce, “We’ve got a winner.” She had won. The family eagerly anticipated the arrival of that brand-new machine.

It didn’t come. When the radio station owners found out that Daisy was Black, they offered her a certificate to get a used washing machine from the Salvation Army. She said no. Her best friend, Julia Burley, urged her to swallow her pride and take the prize. “Daisy, go get the used washing machine. Then you won’t have to be wringing out them clothes on your hands.” But Daisy was adamant. “Something is not always better than nothing,” she told her kids. And then she began saving for a washing machine she could buy with her own money. She put a mayonnaise jar on the counter in the kitchen. Freddy understood that his mother was taking a stand, but he also knew that he wouldn’t be getting any spare change for a while. “She reached into her apron and took out a dime,” he told an interviewer. “She said, ‘That is the first ten cents toward the eighty-nine dollars for a Speed Queen washing machine.’ I went, ‘Oh man, no more nickels for me.’ ”

Freddy was always observing events around him, and he absorbed every detail, even if he kept his thoughts to himself. He noticed that white customers at Woolworth’s carried out their purchases in paper bags, but the cashiers refused to give bags to the Black customers. When he grew up, he was known to ask for a paper bag when he bought something as small as a pack of gum.

He was a bit of a loner as an elementary school student. But he and the other children were savvy enough to know when something big was happening in the neighborhood. They heard the adults whispering words like “demolition” and “relocation.” A major “urban renewal” project was slated for the Lower Hill. In 1955, the Pittsburgh City Council voted to redevelop the area where Holy Trinity was located and where many of Freddy’s schoolmates lived to make way for the new Civic Arena. There were some eight thousand people living in the area at the time, representing one-fifth of the Hill’s total population, coexisting with around four hundred thriving businesses. Representatives from the city’s Urban Redevelopment Authority began knocking on doors, informing residents that the city planned to take the properties by eminent domain to make way for the $21 million project. Residents would have to relocate. Of the 1,885 total families living in the Lower Hill at the time, 67.1 percent were Black, and 32.9 percent were white.

Rumors flew through the neighborhood. “To kids, this was frightening,” said Sala Udin. “Will I have a new school? Will I have to find new friends? Why are they tearing our neighborhood down? Why not just fix it up?” Many of the neighborhood’s cherished landmarks were slated for the wrecking ball: Crawford Grill No. 1, the YMCA, and the Bethel AME Church. Freddy and his friends may not have loved school, but it was a jolt to hear that Holy Trinity was to be demolished and the students would relocate to St. Richard’s School on Bedford Avenue, outside the line of the demolition area. Most of the Black families moved to the Middle and Upper Hill, with 29 percent relocated to public housing, including Udin’s large family. Most of the white families moved out of the neighborhood entirely, settling in Pittsburgh’s white enclaves like Mt. Washington and Mt. Lebanon. Daisy Wilson’s home at 1727 Bedford was not in the demolition zone. And the two-room apartment had become more deluxe. The neighbors upstairs had moved out, so the Wilson family cut a hole in the ceiling and built stairs to combine the upstairs and downstairs, giving Daisy and her children two more rooms.

Despite the upheaval, school did not change much with the move to St. Richard’s. It was still not challenging enough for a bookish boy. In fourth grade, the teacher handed out a book on the first day. Freddy took it home and devoured it, page by page. He asked the teacher for another book. She said, “No, we’re going to go through that book for the whole year.” He clung closely to his cherished library card, which would get him all the books he wanted for free. The nuns noticed his precocity—and his aloof attitude, which could have just been a mask for shyness or social anxiety. He stuttered, after all. “The nuns said I was either going straight to the top or straight to the bottom,” he remembered.

Freddy kept to himself for the most part, and the school bullies knew to stay away from him. “He had a reputation of being unpredictable and having a bad temper,” said classmate Reginald Howze. “You didn’t mess with him.” He didn’t get into fights often, partly due to the fact that his classmates were aware of his sudden temper and kept a distance. “He used to put his tongue between his teeth and growl when he got angry,” Howze said.

But things weren’t entirely intolerable for the star student. He had begun writing stories about whatever fancy turned his active mind. In sixth grade, he had Sister Mary Christopher, who inspired him and supported him. “She would stop the class and say, ‘Frederick wrote a story, and he’s going to read it for the class,’ ” he said. “I wanted to make it good. She was very, very encouraging.”

A trip to buy a new pair of shoes was a grand occasion, and it was his one memory of a special outing with Kittel. The baker took the boy downtown to buy a pair of Gene Autry boots. Before they went into the store, Kittel handed Freddy a handful of coins and told him to jingle them in his pocket, to make it look as if he had money to spare. This memory would stick with him, but not out of fondness for Kittel. He understood the implicit message: a Black boy needed to appear well-off or he could be suspected of criminal activity. He never forgot it.

Kittel named him as his son in his will when he died in 1965, but he left out Freda, who everyone in the extended family knew had a different father from Daisy’s other children. Yet when he became a prominent playwright, August Wilson rarely mentioned his father—except in an intimate, curious letter he later wrote to his friend Jean Passanante in which he wondered whether his father, whoever and wherever he was, had commissioned a photographic portrait he had of his mother, taken the year he was born. Certainly, as a boy, he didn’t dare raise the issue. His mother was the center of his universe. He lived in a matriarchal society, and all his “aunts,” whether blood relatives or pillars in the neighborhood, were to be respected and never questioned.

The same was true at school. He butted heads again with the seventh-grade teacher at St. Richard’s, Sister Mary Eldephonse. Freddy was not a fan, and the dislike was mutual. He had been the star student who got to read his stories aloud in Sister Mary Christopher’s class. But he had a feeling this new teacher was out to get him. He later said that he sleuthed around, listening to adult conversations and trying to figure out why she was so different from his other teachers. He said that he discovered that his teacher’s real name was Agatha, and he determined that she didn’t have a vocation and had joined the sisterhood to run away from her parents. He had already begun making up narratives for people he encountered. He didn’t dare confront her with his tale, but his attitude showed that he had no respect for her. She frequently sent him out of the class to sit in the principal’s office, but the principal, a nun named Sister Ann Catherine, was also the eighth-grade teacher. He sat in her class and listened, and when she gave tests, he asked to take them along with the older students. “I was the only one who got all the answers right,” he said.

But he still had to endure some time with Sister Mary Eldephonse, who made a lifelong impression on him. He craved the role of Joseph in her Christmas pageant, which was his first introduction to theater. But Sister Mary Eldephonse cast a white girl named Nancy Ireland as Mary and a boy who, like Freddy, stuttered as Joseph. Nancy was his seventh-grade crush. He wrote her love letters and left them on her desk, unsigned. He had taken to writing poetry, and he penned lyrical verse expressing his youthful desire. He later quoted one such poem, the work of a lovelorn adolescent infatuated with a fetching classmate and enamored by flowery words. The short poem reads like a long, drawn-out sigh.

Despite his flair for flowery verse, the young Cyrano de Bergerac didn’t even get a speaking role in the Christmas pageant. When he retold the story years later in his one-man show, How I Learned What I Learned, he complained that the boy playing Joseph had a speech impediment, but he didn’t mention that he, too, stuttered at the time. His friend Howze said Wilson didn’t get over his speech difficulty until years later when he was a young poet reciting his work at coffeehouses and galleries. As an adult, Wilson did not broadcast the fact that he stuttered as a boy; he didn’t mention it to his collaborator Todd Kreidler while they were working on How I Learned together. But in the show, he tells a story about a friend who was turned down for a job as a disc jockey. The friend is convinced he is a victim of racism, but when he speaks, he trips on his words and is hardly a good fit for a job as a radio broadcaster. The anecdote always gets a laugh, but Wilson was curiously silent about his own difficulty.

It is possible that the nun deliberately slighted Freddy because she disliked him, but it is equally possible that she didn’t think he was capable of a lead role. Instead, he was assigned to play the cymbals. The school didn’t own any cymbals, so they had to borrow them from another school. During rehearsals, Freddy simply clapped his hands. He did get to spend time with Catherine Moran, a waiflike white girl from a poor family who was assigned the role of the narrator. He forgot all about his love for the heartthrob Nancy Ireland and devoted his attention to the narrator.

On the night of the pageant, they consummated their love with a kiss just before the play began. It was a coming-of-age moment for young Freddy, who would later develop a reputation as a Casanova. But this preteen moment was pure innocence. “Brief. Electric. The kiss was witness and sanction and it deepened our conspiracy,” he wrote. “And I knew that years later I would have to travel through the province of unsettled schoolboys searching for the fleshy comforts of conquest. The wild, exclamatory music of sorority girls in full surrender and secret knowing of riotous muscle. But here, now, that kiss held us in the conspiracy of boundless joy.”

That kiss, so forbidden by the rules of the St. Richard’s nuns, was an act of rebellion and a defining moment for the socially inept but brilliant boy. Maybe this theater thing had potential. Maybe being an outcast didn’t mean you had to be a nobody. Maybe he could find his own way in the world, Sister Mary Eldephonse aside.

He held on to that realization of his self-worth. Life at home had changed dramatically as well, mostly for the better. Kittel had been showing up less around 1727 Bedford Avenue. He took a place in the background after Daisy met David Legion Bedford—a large, gray-haired man with a troubled past. In 1931, when Daisy was eleven and still living on the mountain with Eller, Bedford had been involved in the robbery of a drugstore on the Hill. A talented football player, he was trying to get money to attend Pitt. The robbery went awry, and he shot and killed Harry Siegel, an employee working his first night as manager. Bedford was sentenced to life imprisonment and sent to the Western State Penitentiary, an imposing brick structure about four miles north of downtown Pittsburgh. Bedford became a model prisoner who created programs to educate his fellow inmates. He made neckties in the prison work program, and the guards trusted him enough to allow him to keep scissors in his cell. He had a spotless record while imprisoned. He was accused of participating in a prison riot in January 1953, but another inmate defended him and testified that Bedford not only did not participate, he protected several inmates who took cover in his cell. After serving twenty-three years, Bedford’s sentence was commuted in 1954 by Pennsylvania governor John S. Fine.

Bedford must have been charmed by Daisy Wilson. She had a bunch of kids, but he stepped in to join the family and support them. He had a car, and the family began doing the grocery shopping at stores outside the Hill, where their choices were not limited to one overpriced market. He had a job working sanitation for the city. He got home at four in the afternoon, and Daisy had dinner on the table for the whole clan at five. There weren’t a lot of presents on Christmas morning, but Daisy and Bedford always fetched the biggest tree they could fit in the house, and Daisy cooked in earnest, making family favorites like fried chicken and greens and sweet potato pie. The children no longer feared sudden appearances by Kittel. David Bedford was a calming, stabilizing influence and there is a bit of him in Troy Maxson from Fences, who tells a tale about going to prison for murder and coming out determined to make an honest living and support a family as a sanitation worker. The children no longer had to run to line up at the food truck, bringing home powdered milk and government cheese. Bedford had a steady income, and they were more comfortable than ever before.

In 1958, when Freddy was in seventh grade, the Hill District was still in disarray over the urban development. White families were fleeing. Businesses were closing. The family moved to Hazelwood, settling at 303 Flowers Avenue, a two-family house in a white neighborhood a few miles south of the Hill District. It was bigger than the apartment, with more room for the kids to spread out. Daisy enrolled Freddy at St. Stephen’s, the local parochial school. He was the only Black boy in his class. They were in the neighborhood for a few days when Freddy got a lesson in life. In the Hill District, most families struggled to make ends meet, but they all looked out for each other, Black, white, Arab, Jew. The adults scolded and harangued the kids, but they also cared for them. Before the Lower Hill was razed, he had lived side by side with people of all races and ethnicities.

So he didn’t expect what happened one night shortly after the move. Someone threw a brick through the window of their new house. There was a note attached. It said “Stay out nigger.”






CHAPTER THREE Something Is Not Always Better Than Nothing



From my early childhood, books have always been an important part of my life. That has carried over in my adulthood and I have often fallen asleep with a book in my arms where there should have been a woman. I have stained the pages of books with coffee, ketchup, water, mustard, bourbon and more than a few times with tears.

—AUGUST WILSON



On a muggy morning in September 1959, Freddy put on a jacket and tie and picked up his book bag. He walked out the door of the family’s new home at 4738 Sylvan Avenue, a few blocks away from their former home on Flowers Avenue. The family had stayed on Flowers Avenue for only a few months; that nasty, racist note was not a one-time occurrence. One night, hoodlums smashed the windshield of David Bedford’s car, and the family had had enough. They were now settled into a new rental home, which had three bedrooms and was far more comfortable than the flat on the Hill. The backyard looked out on the smoky towers of J&L Steel, which was perched a few blocks away on the banks of the Monongahela River. The plant provided jobs for many in the neighborhood, and its blast furnaces emitted clouds of dark, sulfurous air. (In the 1940s, the Pittsburgh air was so polluted that the city was shrouded in dark clouds all hours of the day. That started to improve when Mayor David L. Lawrence began efforts to clean up the air in 1946, reducing smoke pollution significantly in the next twenty years, but the air in Hazelwood was murky when the family lived there.) The plant wasn’t particularly welcoming to Black workers, who struggled to get union cards. The new neighborhood, however, was welcoming to the Wilson family, and Freddy had made a few friends on the street. “Looking back on it, those very important years from twelve to eighteen years were spent in a place with Little League teams and middle-class experiences,” he said. “You could sleep with your windows open, and a friend could come stick his head in your window to wake you up.”

But an impressionable teenager does not forget a brick being thrown through the window, and the experience certainly made the already circumspect Freddy more guarded, especially in unfamiliar places.

It was his first day in a new school, and as he walked out the door that morning, he most likely didn’t know that the story of a Black family encountering racism in a middle-class white neighborhood was playing to great acclaim in New York. Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun had opened on Broadway in March 1959 at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre. It was directed by a man named Lloyd Richards, the first Black man to direct on the Great White Way. The play introduced white audiences to the lives of a Black family for the first time, and a significant number of Black people went to the theater to see it, also a first. “Never before in the entire history of the American theater had so much of the truth of Black people’s lives been seen on the stage,” James Baldwin wrote of the play. Freddy’s only experience with theater, however, had been that Christmas pageant in seventh grade.

Broadway was certainly not on Freddy’s mind that morning. At five foot seven and 175 pounds, he had grown into a sturdy boy with broad shoulders, strong arms, and powerful fists. He still had a reputation for being hot-tempered, but he was also a stellar student capable of work years above his grade level. This was an opportunity he couldn’t pass up. The monsignor at St. Stephen’s had agreed to sponsor him at Central Catholic High School, the prestigious all-boy college-preparatory school in the tony Oakland neighborhood of the city. That meant the parish paid his tuition. Students had to have excellent grades to get in, and Freddy landed a highly desirable spot. This was a great honor, and Daisy held on to great hopes for her eldest boy. He would go to college. He would study law at Notre Dame—at least that’s what Daisy hoped. She repeatedly reminded him that he had an IQ of 143; she expected him to use it. Central Catholic, known for its high standards and superior instruction from the Christian Brothers, was the first step toward that dream. Established in 1927, the school had a student body of 1,800 boys from more than fifty parishes in 1959. Its motto was to “inspire boys to become men of faith, men of scholarship, and men of service.”

Freddy must have been well aware his mother was banking on his success as he walked over to Second Avenue to catch the streetcar. Oakland is just a few miles from Hazelwood, but the neighborhoods are strikingly different. Known as Pittsburgh’s center of higher learning, Oakland boasts the leafy campuses of the University of Pittsburgh and Carnegie Mellon University.

Freddy’s bus came to a stop at 4720 Fifth Avenue. The day was already scorching hot, and the pea-soup air that gave the city its nickname Smoketown added to the oppressive heat. When he looked up at the building, he saw an imposing Flemish Gothic structure, with soaring towers and buttresses. Almost all the students arrived in streetcars or hitched a ride to the school, and they climbed the steps and entered through the massive Fifth Avenue front doors. Few of them looked like him. There were only a handful of African American students in his grade. But the school boasted its own library, and Freddy had already devoured hundreds of books at the Hazelwood and Hill District branches of the Carnegie Library.

The students at Central Catholic were tracked—placed in classes based on their academic ability—starting on the first day. Freddy had taken the school’s placement exam, and he was placed in 3F, the third-highest rank. He walked up the four flights of stairs to the freshmen classrooms, passing through the cavernous stairwell in which every noise echoed. He was one of about forty boys in his class—and the only Black student in the room. His homeroom teacher was Brother Vincent, a bespectacled man with a shock of white hair. Like all the other Brothers, he wore a floor-length black robe and a white collar. Every day, he called the class to order for morning prayers and the Pledge of Allegiance.

The school was stifling, especially on the fourth floor. At Central Catholic, the teachers, all Christian Brothers, moved from class to class, and the students stayed in their homerooms. It was a long time to sit still. For study hall, the freshmen were marched downstairs to the auditorium, a stuffy, dark expanse with stained-glass windows blocking out any natural light. The day dragged on, but Freddy was encouraged when Brother Dominic, the English teacher, showed up to lead the class. English was his favorite subject.

Lunchtime, on the other hand, was torture. He didn’t know any of the other students, and they weren’t particularly friendly. He sat alone at his own table because none of the other students would sit with him. “It was like I was contaminated or something,” he told an interviewer. But one day he was quietly eating his lunch alone, and a student named Tom Kennedy sat down at his table. He was a star on the freshman football team. Kennedy didn’t say anything. He just sat there. “He ate his lunch. I ate my lunch. I came in the next day, and there’s like four guys sitting at the table. I’m like, ‘That’s my table.’ Now, I didn’t have anywhere to sit. I had to eat my lunch standing up. I liked it better when I had my own table, at least I had a table. I thought, ‘This ain’t working.’ ”

At recess, the boys were not allowed to run around and play ball or just hang out. They were required to walk in a counterclockwise circle, single file, in the courtyard behind the school. The goal was to encourage quiet contemplation—but for Freddy, it was anything but peaceful. Years later, he described this ritual as torture. The students had to walk with their eyes looking straight ahead, and the taunts began almost immediately. A potato chip bag “accidentally” hit him in the back. Someone stepped on the back of his shoe.

As an adult, he remembered experiencing shock at this treatment. The Hill had been an “amalgam of the unwanted,” a melting pot of people who helped each other out and watched each other’s children. Here, he was singled out as the “unwanted” student. “The neighborhood I grew up in was very mixed, there were white, black, all sorts of people. So going from there to Central Catholic at fourteen was really the first time I had confronted anything like… racism, actually.”

Daisy was enthusiastic about all the doors Central Catholic would open for her prolific child. When he complained about the school, she likely told him about another Black boy from the Hill District, Rob Penny, who had gone to Central Catholic. He was a star athlete, the standout sprinter on the track team who won a chestful of medals and awards. Penny graduated in 1957, two years before Freddy enrolled. Samuel Howze, whom Freddy had known from his days at Holy Trinity and St. Richard’s, also attended Central Catholic, but he was a few years older. Later Freddy learned that Howze (who changed his name to Sala Udin in the 1960s) felt the school was a breeding ground for racism, encouraged by the Christian Brothers. One day in the cafeteria, Howze and his handful of Black friends sat down at their table to find a note: “This is Negro history week. Invite a nigger to lunch.” By this point, Howze and his friends were seething. They pinpointed the troublemakers, who were snickering at another table. They rushed them all at once, upending the table and starting an all-out brawl. Shortly thereafter, Howze was “invited to find another school.”

While Freddy did not witness that fight, he was aware of it and the culture in which it was allowed to happen. His introduction to the elite world of preparatory school was bracing, and every day was another lesson that this cold-blooded environment was the distinct opposite of the warm melting pot of the Hill District. He arrived almost every morning to find a note on his desk saying “Nigger, go home.” He tore the notes up and pretended nothing had happened. That is how he started every single day—until the day he, like Howze, couldn’t take it anymore. Freddy was known for doing a slow boil and eventually exploding. One morning, Brother Vincent called the class to order and, on cue, all of the boys stood to say the Pledge of Allegiance. The boys recited in unison, but when they got to the part “One nation under God,” Freddy heard it. The student behind him substituted the N-word for the word “nation.” He turned around, grabbed the boy by the shoulders, threw him to the floor, and started punching him, hard. Pandemonium broke out, and at the end of the day, there were about forty boys waiting to attack him when he left the building. The principal sent Freddy home in a cab, for his own protection.

And it kept happening. Freddy would hold his anger in, until one day he would explode and he’d end up in a cab again. But he didn’t take a cab to school in the morning. Sometimes, his tormenters would be waiting on the steps of the school, ready to jeer at him as he made his way through the door.

Unlike Rob Penny, the Hill District athlete who had thrived at the school, Freddy couldn’t even catch a break with sports. He tried out for the football team, but didn’t make the cut. They told him he was too small. At five seven and 175 pounds, he was hardly small. His stepfather, David Bedford, a high school football player himself before he got into trouble with the law, tried to intervene, but the coaches wouldn’t budge.

The only outlet Freddy had at the school was Brother Dominic’s English class. Freddy found great pleasure in reading and writing, and Brother Dominic became a mentor. The teacher encouraged Freddy’s writing and told him he could be a successful author. Freddy was already thinking of writing as a career. One day, at age fourteen, he walked into the Hazelwood branch of the Carnegie Library on his way home from playing basketball. He discovered the “Negro” section, a collection of thirty or so books. He picked up a sociological tract and read the phrase “the Negro’s power of hard work.” He always remembered how that phrase struck him. “That word ‘power’ was magical. I had never seen or heard of it associated with the word Negro before. Even though the context of its usage was in explaining the Negro’s suitability for slavery, it didn’t matter. I wrenched it from its place in the text and set it separate in my mind in a high place.” He thought of that word “power” when he worked after school cutting the lawn for a neighbor named Herbert Douglas, who had gone blind after suffering a heart attack at forty-one. His disability did not hinder him and he built a successful parking garage business in Pittsburgh. His son, Herbert Douglas Jr., had won the Bronze medal for the long jump at the 1948 Olympics. Freddy respected his neighbor’s perseverance and wanted to do a good job. “I was proud of the fact that a blind man trusted me to cut his lawn, and I am afraid after reading that line about the Negro’s power of hard work, I didn’t so much cut Mr. Douglas’ lawn as plow it,” he said.

At fourteen, he alternated between wanting to be the next heavyweight champion of the world or the next Hank Aaron. One day, when the Milwaukee Braves were in town, he waited at the ballpark to shake the hand of Hammerin’ Hank. But he was also a regular habitué of the library. He spent hours reading in the “Negro” section, discovering other possibilities while reading Langston Hughes for the first time. “One thing I took beyond all others that that shelf of books gave me was the proof that it was possible to be a writer,” he said of his time in the library. He sought out any Black writer he could find. He took out The Complete Poems of Paul Laurence Dunbar and returned it—three decades later. He rethought everything that had ever happened to him and his family and reevaluated every encounter he had had with people in positions of authority: “the teachers, the principal, the policeman, the mailman, the landlord, the grocer, the pharmacist, the people in the welfare department, the clerks in the department stores, the fireman, the streetcar conductor, the insurance man, the furniture salesman.” They were all white. That led him to think about his mother and her forebears. “I began to understand how it was my grandmother and grandfather came to be in Spear, N.C. I began to understand the profound implications of slavery.”

He also read Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, which changed the course of his trajectory. “It opened a world that I entered and have never left,” he said of the novel. He discovered, there on that shelf of thirty-odd books, that he could become a writer.

He was armed with that new sense of self-discovery when he handed in an English class assignment for Brother Dominic, who was teaching poetry writing. He wrote a poem about a Black man, and he deliberately used the word “Black” and not “Negro.” That did not fly with Brother Dominic, who called his star student in for a discussion. Freddy was proud of his work and fashioned himself as a budding Langston Hughes. But his mentor had other thoughts. “You shouldn’t just write about Blacks,” he told his fourteen-year-old student. “You should write about universal subjects.” Later, Freddy would realize how wrong that was because it implied that the Black experience was outside of the universal experience. In fact, he would dedicate his career as a writer to dispelling that wrong-headed notion. But he wanted to please his favorite teacher, so he started writing nature poems. That period did not last long, but the misguided advice nagged at him. He was a young writer in search of his voice, and he identified more with the books he was reading than with the style of poetry writing that he was being taught.

While he was struggling internally, the daily insults persisted. After almost making it through the year, Freddy exploded. Shortly before his fifteenth birthday, he saw a nasty note on his desk for the last time. He stormed into the principal’s office. “I’m gonna quit,” he said. “I’m gonna quit.” The principal ran and got Brother Dominic, who tried to convince him to stay. But Freddy was done. He was done with the snickers, the jabs, the “accidental” kicks during the ritual walk at recess, the loneliness. All of it. He announced he was leaving, and he walked out.

His mother was not pleased. There was quite a scene when he got home. She lectured him about her dream for him to become a lawyer. She drummed in how he was the smartest of all of her children, how she had worked so hard to get him into that school, that she had done everything she could to make sure he would succeed. As adults, his siblings said that Daisy was hardest on her eldest son because she expected the most from him. He probably looked at his feet while she screamed at him because he had taken to staring downward and scrunching his shoulders at Central Catholic. In the school’s 1959–60 yearbook, he stands in the back row of his homeroom photo, gazing at the ground. Daisy gave him an ultimatum. “Well, okay if you’re not gonna be a lawyer, go down there and learn how to fix cars or something,” she told him. Her brother Ray, the “Mexican,” fixed cars. He made good money.

That is how he ended up at Clifford B. Connelley Trade School, a public vocational high school in the Hill District that had been teaching carpentry, plumbing, and automotive trades skills to both Black and white students since it opened in 1930. Unlike vocational technical schools today, which now boast programs to prepare students for such white-collar professions as computer science and engineering, Connelley was a stopping point for students who were ill-equipped for college. When Freddy showed up at the school, he learned that auto mechanics was full. So was the auto body shop. He was assigned to the sheet metal shop, where he sat, day after day, making tin cups.

The point of the school was to provide students with the skills to earn a living in a trade; academics were secondary. But the school did require the students to take academic classes in the afternoon, and when Freddy first entered the classroom, he was appalled. “They’re doing fifth-grade work! Half the kids can barely read,” he told his mother. He clashed with the sheet metal teacher, and one day, the teacher knocked him off his stool. He told his mother, “I don’t want to be an auto mechanic. I don’t want to make tin cups.”

He transferred to Gladstone High School, which was conveniently located just across the street from his house on Sylvan Avenue in Hazelwood. The commute was easy enough. But he was confused and disappointed in himself. He was also bored. The classes weren’t challenging for a boy who had already read more books than most of the teachers. He wasn’t impressed with the school, but at least no one was leaving nasty notes on his desk.

And there was one particular teacher who fascinated and infuriated him at the same time. The history teacher was a Black man Wilson later referred to as Mr. Biggs. Every day after class, he would take off his sport jacket and put on a smock. The students could see that it was a stock-boy uniform. He was a tenth-grade history teacher who moonlighted as a stock boy and also worked as a soda jerk over the summer. He must have been saving his money for a bigger dream; he wanted to be someone in life. He didn’t want to teach history to surly tenth-grade students.

Freddy sensed Mr. Biggs was the kind of Black man who wasn’t comfortable in his skin. He didn’t like the Black students and turned a blind eye when white students lied about having completed their homework assignments. But Mr. Biggs ran an after-school club to prepare students to apply for college, and Freddy joined, sensing an opportunity. One major assignment was to write a research paper on a historical figure. He decided to write about Napoleon. He admired the fact that he was a self-made emperor. Plus, he had taken Napoleon as a nickname with his friends in Hazelwood. They went to pick apples at an abandoned orchard in the area, and each took a name. One boy called himself Tarzan because he was a good climber. A kid named Earl was Daniel Boone because he was a scout. And Freddy was Napoleon because he was the leader. The other boys looked up to him. Whenever they were unsure of the plan for the day, they asked him, “What do we do next?”

So Freddy left school that day and started to research his paper. He worked tirelessly on it. He called it “Napoleon’s Will to Power,” a phrase he took from a line by Victor Hugo. He read book after book, even though he knew most of the kids in the class were copying their papers straight from the encyclopedia. He was so proud of his work that he hired his sister to type it for him on a rented typewriter. It was twenty pages long; he knew, because he paid her by the page. It had a long section with footnotes. It was a classy piece of writing.

He handed it in, expecting to get nothing but praise—and a top grade. The next day, Mr. Biggs asked him to stay after class. Freddy was excited. Finally, maybe someone besides Brother Dominic would recognize his intelligence and talent. He walked into the room, and Mr. Biggs showed him the paper. He had written an A and an E (the grade for failure at the time) at the top of the title page. Freddy was confused. “I’m going to give you one of these two grades,” Mr. Biggs said. “That doesn’t make much sense to me,” Freddy replied. Mr. Biggs flipped through the pages, all twenty of them, and said, “Where did you do your research?”

Freddy pointed out that all of his sources were listed in the bibliography. Mr. Biggs replied, “Well, you have some older sisters. Is it possible that they could have written this paper?” By this point, Freddy was writing papers for his sisters—and they were paying him to do it. He told Mr. Biggs that, yes, he had written the paper and his word should be enough to prove it. Mr. Biggs leaned back in his chair, circled the E on the title page, and handed the paper back to Freddy, who was incensed.

Freddy tore the paper to shreds, threw it in the wastebasket, and stormed out of the room. He didn’t go back to school the next day. He was on strike. The morning after he tore up his paper, he stood beneath the basketball hoop in the playground at Gladstone High School, an imposing brick building set on a slight hill at the corner of Sylvan and Hazelwood Avenues. Even though his house was right across the street, the kitchen was in the back, so his mother could not see him. He dribbled the ball with ferocity. He shot. Again and again. He was hoping that the principal would see him and ask why he wasn’t in class. He was hoping Mr. Biggs might see him, too. It didn’t happen. After a few days, he gave up. For the rest of his life, he would go on the defensive if he perceived that anyone was undervaluing his work. The incident with Mr. Biggs was more than just a failure of an adult to encourage singular achievement. It was a defining moment that would color his interactions as an artist later in life.

“I dropped out of school, but I did not drop out of life,” he said of that pivotal period. Every morning, he got back on the same streetcar that took him to Central Catholic in Oakland, but he got off at the main branch of the Carnegie Library, a stately, white-pillared building with vaulted ceilings. He was naive enough to think that the library, built by the steel magnate Andrew Carnegie, held every book in the world. He remembered being handed one book to slog through for the entire year in fourth grade. “I felt suddenly liberated from the constraints of a pre-arranged curriculum that labored through one book in eight months,” he said. Every day, from 9:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m., he read voraciously, books on “cultural anthropology, theology, the Civil War, slavery, furniture making, photography, airplanes, automobiles, trains and boats, agriculture, culinary art, pottery and table manners.” He read biography. He read W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk and Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery. He read the Emancipation Proclamation and the U.S. Constitution. He may have been a high school dropout, but he was more convinced than ever that he was going to be a writer.

But he could keep his secret from his mother for only so long. Even though he came home every day promptly at 3:00 p.m., as if he had been at school just across the street from their home, Daisy eventually figured it out—and all hell broke loose. She was so furious she made him sleep in the basement. Her genius eldest son was fifteen—and a high school dropout. “My mother was through with it,” he said. “My entire academic career, I never got anything less than an A. Out of all her kids, I was the one with the most potential. This is what the nuns would tell her. They’d say, ‘Mrs. Kittel, he’s either going straight to the top or straight to the bottom. There is no middle ground for him.’ ” Daisy never forgot that. She screamed, “Just like they said, straight to the bottom!”

She wasn’t easy on her eldest son, who had been her hope for upward mobility. “She told him he was no good, that he would amount to nothing,” his sister Linda Jean told the New Yorker. “It was relentless. It was an agony for him. He suffered many indignities. He was often denied food. She would take the food out of the refrigerator, put it in her bedroom, lock the door, and then go out. He was made to live in the basement for a while. She said he was dirty. She didn’t want him in the house upstairs.”

He took his mother’s criticism hard, but he was at sea. He picked up odd jobs, but continued to read and dream of becoming a writer. In 1962, when he was seventeen, he enlisted in the U.S. Army at his mother’s insistence. He later told his friend the novelist Charles Johnson that he got frustrated and quit. “Being a proud and hot-blooded young man, he left when he was told he was still too young to apply for officers’ training school,” Johnson wrote. According to other accounts, he was allowed to take the exam and his score was “off the charts,” but he was not accepted into the training program. Later in life, he didn’t talk much about his experience in the services or clear up the various versions of the story. There are no military records on file at the U.S. National Archives for a Frederick August Kittel, but all accounts say that he left the army after a year.

Later, he was dismissive of the army as one of the only viable choices for young Black men. “Anyone who goes into the army and makes a career out of it is a loser,” he said. “They sit there and are nurtured by the army and they don’t have to confront life.” In Fences, the young, talented athlete Cory joins the marines after his father throws him out of the house. He wanted to be a football star, but the military was the best option available to him once he was on his own. At the end of the play, however, Cory decides the military is not the career for him. “I got six [years] already,” he says. “I think that’s enough.”

One year was certainly enough for Freddy. After he got out of the army in 1963, he went off to Los Angeles with a man named Horace, one of his sister’s ex-boyfriends. Horace was a pharmacist, and he set Freddy up with a job in a drugstore. The City of Angels was alluring to the young man at first. He later wrote a poem called “LA 1963.” In the beginning of the poem, he is enchanted with the city; it is full of beautiful women and ripe with possibility. But he eventually became disillusioned and remembered that waitresses in Los Angeles would call him “boy,” which angered him. Years later, he became enraged when anyone said, “What’ll you have, boys?” when taking a restaurant order. He left Los Angeles at the end of the year, and he didn’t talk much about his experience. His poem, brimming with optimism at first, ends tersely, and Wilson got out of Los Angeles and returned to Pittsburgh, which felt like home.






CHAPTER FOUR A Period of Reinvention



His art was anchored in lacerations and a latticework of scar tissue.

—CHARLES JOHNSON



One late afternoon in January or February 1964, Peggy Martin was sitting at the return desk of the University of Pittsburgh library, which was located in the school’s huge, landmark Cathedral of Learning at the time. She had recently flunked out of the university, and her mother had told her she wasn’t allowed back in the house unless she had a job. At nineteen, she was a bookish young woman despite her academic failure, and she was well-suited for a job in the library. That day, she looked up at the window opposite the desk. The sun was about to set, and the window was covered with moisture. She saw a young man standing there, bathed in a watery glow. “I was mesmerized,” she said. “I was like, ‘Who is that god over there?’ ”

She beckoned him over, and he said he was looking for some books. He introduced himself as August and readily admitted that he wasn’t a student, but he hadn’t been able to find certain books at the main branch of the Carnegie Library, just a few blocks away. For some reason, she immediately trusted him and got the books. The two made a deal. He could ask her for books, she would sign them out, and they would meet at the entrance to the library for the exchange. He always brought them back, and a friendship was born. They were both voracious readers. She was reading Freud, so he did, too. They both read the Welsh poet Dylan Thomas. He requested books by the historian John Hope Franklin, including From Slavery to Freedom and The Free Negro in North Carolina, 1790–1860, which held particular interest to him given his mother’s roots. Martin decided to learn three new words a day, and when August found that out, he did the same thing. Their sentences were full of outrageously long and obscure words.

They were not romantically involved, but they had a bibliophile affair. Martin was a young white woman who had befriended Black students at Pitt, and she later surmised that the man—who called himself August, not Freddy—likely saw her with her Black friends and intuited that he could trust her. (He hadn’t officially rechristened himself as August Wilson yet, but he was no longer going by his given name with new friends.) He was a frequent visitor to the Carnegie Library, which is adjacent to the Pitt campus, and he had taken to hanging around the campus and had noticed a pretty young white girl eating lunch with the Black students in the cafeteria. When they finally met, he never told her he was a high school dropout. He just had a certain magnetism that made her feel special. He focused his eyes on her as if she were the only person in the world, even if they were simply sharing new words one of them had discovered in a book. August Wilson had that effect on women from an early age, and he would use it for the rest of his life.

He had continued to read voraciously when he returned to Pittsburgh from Los Angeles. The City of Angels had been an eye-opener for him. Outside of his home cocoon, he saw how the rest of the world lived, and he wasn’t sure he liked it. And at nineteen, he was searching for a purpose. Life had changed with his family. His mother had moved twice: first to Homewood and then back to the Hill District, where she settled in a house at 1621 Bedford Avenue, a few doors down from where he grew up. She would live there for the rest of her life. She was still partnered with David Bedford, but she was about to use her wiles to get something out of Frederick Kittel, the absentee father of her children. His wife, Maryanna Jodzis Kittel, passed away on January 6, 1964. Daisy Wilson went into action. She and Kittel went to the courthouse in nearby Butler County and got married on May 1, 1964. They chose the courthouse carefully; it was far enough outside of Pittsburgh so Kittel’s brothers would not be aware of the union. Interracial marriage had been legal in Pennsylvania since 1780, but it wouldn’t become legal nationwide until the 1967 Loving v. Virginia Supreme Court decision struck down laws banning miscegenation.

Daisy’s son Richard concluded that the marriage was Daisy’s ploy to get dependent benefits for her children. “My mother was very practical and pragmatic, and she wanted to do the best she could for us,” he said. “We were her life.” At any rate, Kittel did not move in with Daisy after the marriage; she was still living with David Bedford. A few months after the civil ceremony, Kittel filed for divorce, stating that he had suffered indignities that rendered his “condition intolerable and life burdensome.” The divorce never went through; after Kittel’s initial petition for divorce, he dropped the case and did not file any further paperwork with the courts.

It is unclear what Daisy’s eldest son knew of the negotiations with Kittel. The young man who now called himself August was declaring his own independence at the time, and he had always had a small, nagging suspicion that Kittel might not be his biological father. He didn’t talk about it, but some family members speculated about it privately years later. On March 5, 1965, he moved out of his mother’s home and settled in a furnished basement apartment at 85 Crawford Street, a stone’s throw from St. Benedict the Moor church and not far from the Connelley Trade School, where he had halfheartedly made tin cups. He worked odd jobs, and he adopted a sartorial style that was more akin to the 1940s than the turbulent 1960s. He bought woolen coats from the St. Vincent de Paul thrift shop, and he always had his shoes shined, a lesson he had learned from Charley Burley. He smoked a pipe, completing the tweedy image. “He was always in businessman appropriate. Everyone else was wearing boots and army fatigues,” his younger brother Richard said. He would walk down the street reciting poetry to himself, and more often than not, he had an armful of books he had gotten from Peggy Martin, along with yellow legal writing pads. He was cultivating an image of a romantic poet. “A lot of people thought there was something wrong with my brother,” Richard Kittel said. They either thought he was a lawyer—or the neighborhood nut.

Daisy Wilson was not happy with her son’s chosen vocation. When he told her he wanted to be a writer, she looked at him fiercely and said, “How you gonna eat?” She hounded him about other men his age from the neighborhood who had made something of themselves, in her view, at least. “She thought I was a failure,” he told an interviewer. “She was always pointing to Sidney—Sidney McClanahan, who worked down at the Ford plant. She’d say, ‘Look at Sidney. He’s making eleven dollars an hour.’ Sidney had a house, a car. He was a success. I had nothing.”

She didn’t care much for his poetry, either. When a brothel in the neighborhood burned down and three prostitutes died in the flames, Wilson wrote a tribute called “The House of the Seven Whores.” He went home one day and recited the poem to his mother. Daisy was not amused. She was furious. If her son frequented such establishments, she didn’t want to know. At the time, he was looking for love and inspiration wherever he could find it. He later told Charles Johnson, who became a close confidant after they met at the Seattle Repertory Theatre in 1991, that he once took sage advice from a prostitute, who told him, “If you want to be a writer, you better learn how to write about me.” It took him a while to realize that she was telling him to write about residents of the Hill, in their voices and in words they would use.

At the age of twenty, Wilson was one of about fifty-five thousand African Americans living in the Hill District, a neighborhood that he later likened to “a third-world country,” given the poverty, life expectancy, and high infant-mortality rate. But to a twenty-year-old aspiring writer, it was a place teeming with life, a stage on which the human comedy played itself out—junkies and artists, hookers and hoodwinks, fruit vendors and con men, every single one of them looking for opportunity. And some found it. Lena Horne had spent five formative years there, and guitarist and singer George Benson grew up there, busking and playing in unlicensed nightclubs at an early age. Wilson later marveled at the vitality of the area: he remembered walking the streets that boasted “nine drugstores… three wallpaper and paint stores, two lumberyards, a live fish market, four funeral homes, eighteen barber shops, thirteen beauty shops, and one hundred and forty-seven bars.” It also had eighty-two churches and the Mainway Supermarket, which charged exorbitant fees because it could. Wilson steered clear of the supermarket and rarely worshipped, preferring instead to write in restaurants and cafés, beginning a tradition he would continue for the rest of his life. He jotted down thoughts on napkins, receipts, and random scraps of paper. So often was his pen on paper that the older men who observed him later told him they thought he was drawing. They never imagined a young Black man would be writing florid verse, especially a high school dropout.

And in April 1965, the boy who had been called Freddy renounced all childish things and officially rechristened himself. The elder Frederick Kittel, a hard-and-heavy alcoholic, was dying of cirrhosis of the liver, and for reasons of her own, Daisy took him in, sending David Bedford to sleep in the basement. On paper, she was his wife, and her vows had stated “until death do us part.” Kittel got the couch in the living room. Wilson told the New Yorker that he had one last visit with his absentee father, who reminisced about his days in the U.S. Army during World War I. But the old man was as volatile on his deathbed as he was during his lifetime: “He suddenly looked up and said, ‘Who are you?’ ” Wilson recalled. “He basically chased us out of there, but for a couple of hours we had a great time.” Wilson later wrote a lukewarm tribute called “Poem for the Old Man,” which begins with him painting a picture of a man who knew his way around women.

Kittel Sr. died on April 1. He left each of his five “beloved” children $659.01. The eldest sister, Freda, had a different father, as did Barbara, the daughter Daisy had sent away to live with her aunt; neither one was included in Kittel’s will. He tried to keep Daisy from inheriting his small estate, but she contested the will and later received a settlement of $8,000. The family did hold a wake for Kittel at a funeral home in Homewood, and his obituary notice identified him as Daisy’s husband and the father of six of her children. It also included his brothers Rudolph and Emil as next of kin. The family arranged for a requiem mass, but they buried him at St. Stanislaus Cemetery, in a pauper’s grave with no headstone. There is one unmarked grave between Kittel and his first wife, Maryanna Jodzis Kittel, who was also buried in the “singles,” or pauper’s, section. The two remain separated in death, just as in life.

Years later, when he was already a famous playwright, Wilson told and retold the story of what happened on April 1, 1965, never mentioning Kittel’s death that day. He had twenty dollars in his pocket because his sister Freda had paid him to write a paper for her. His three sisters had all graduated from high school, which gave Daisy pride. Her three sons never did. Freda was the only one of her children to go to college. She was a student at Fordham University in New York, and the paper was called “Two Violent Poets: Carl Sandburg and Robert Frost.” He took that twenty-dollar bill, engraved with the jowly face of Andrew Jackson, and traded it for a used Royal Standard manual typewriter, which was probably twenty years old. He bought it at McFarren’s Typewriter Store on Liberty Avenue downtown and carried it a long way home to the Hill, making the trip on foot because he didn’t have any money left for bus fare. In his oft-told version of the story, he sat down in front of the machine, loaded a piece of onionskin in the slot, and rolled it up. He looked at the blank sheet of paper and typed out various versions of his name. August Kittel. Frederick Kittel. Frederick August. He thought of his mother and typed again. Frederick Wilson. August Wilson. He stopped when he got to August Wilson. He was already using the first name August with new friends like Peggy Martin. It worked. He liked the sound of it. He went by that name for the rest of his life, although he didn’t change it legally until 1981. He told this story over and over, and the timing of the tale is perfect, even if it meant he left his mother to handle the funeral details while he went shopping for a typewriter. The symbolism was beautiful, and by repeating it so often, he made the story an indelible part of his legend. And he ended his poem to his father with a look toward the future, noting that he was exploring new opportunities but would someday distinguish himself as a writer.



This was a period of reinvention. The boy who called himself Napoleon while playing with his friends in Hazelwood began speaking with an affected Welsh accent, an homage to Dylan Thomas. He mastered the art of code-switching, speaking like a British poet at times and conversing in street language when appropriate. He became fast friends with three other poets on the Hill: the activist Nick Flournoy, the recovering heroin addict Chawley Williams, and Rob Penny, who had preceded him at Central Catholic. This was a turbulent time, and revolution was in the air. Two years earlier, Martin Luther King Jr. had led his March on Washington and gave his “I Have a Dream” speech. Malcolm X was assassinated in February 1965. The next month, peaceful protesters were beaten and tear-gassed during the Selma-to-Montgomery freedom march, an atrocity that was broadcast on live television and became known as “Bloody Sunday.” Many of the Pittsburgh poets were writing angry, militant verse. Not Wilson. He was writing flowery, ornate poems about a young man’s love conquests and failed attempts at romance. He was focused on becoming a poet, not a revolutionary. Years later, he wrote about being a self-conscious artist holed up in his basement apartment worrying about aesthetics and words. In his introduction to a 1991 collection called Three Plays, he wrote, “As I bedded down each night with my immortal self, the guns of social history and responsibility that went boom in the night and called the warriors to their stations went largely ignored.”

The newly minted August Wilson was young and impressionable and wanted to make new friends in this exciting life of freedom. He sympathized with the street people and junkies in the neighborhood and allowed them to shoot up in his Crawford Street basement flat. Chawley Williams, a streetwise man who ran numbers when he wasn’t dealing drugs, protected him. “When I met August, I was in the drug world,” Williams told the New Yorker. “Here come August. He’s sensitive, he’s articulate, he has talent, he’s trying to write. And the hustlers of the streets is at him. They could get him to do things, ’cause he wanted to belong. He would allow them to come to wherever he stayed at to eat, to get high and shoot their dope, to lie up with different women. They were trying to get him to get high. I put a halt to that.” Later Wilson paid tribute to Williams in his one-man autobiographical show, thanking the elder poet for pushing away the pushers. He described one incident in which the baritone-voiced Williams slammed a junkie against the wall when he offered to share dope with Wilson. “That’s August, man, that’s August. Don’t you never offer him none of that shit.” He also partially modeled the title character in his play King Hedley II after Williams.

Williams introduced Wilson to a friend named Cy Morocco, who couldn’t read but was a generous soul who would become one of the models for the gentle idiot savants who create the soul of Wilson’s plays, such as the trumpet player Gabriel in Fences or Hambone in Two Trains Running. The day they met, Wilson shook Morocco’s hand and said, “Nice coat.” Morocco gave it to Wilson. “No, man, I just said I liked it.” Morocco flashed a snaggletoothed grin, ran back to his apartment, returned wearing another coat, and asked Wilson what he made of the latest article in Time magazine. Wilson later learned that Morocco was illiterate and asked for summaries so that he could pretend he read the article himself. He also told everyone he could play the saxophone, but when he performed at open mike nights, he could barely spit out a note. “He was a joke among the musicians,” said Pittsburgh composer and jazz musician Nelson Harrison. “When he came around with the saxophone, everyone would run.” Morocco later became unhinged and wandered the streets. Wilson dubbed him “the original homeless man,” and did all he could to take care of him. The police would occasionally pick him up and bring him to jail to force him to take a shower; they gave him used clothes as well. Wilson thought of him often in later years. “He was an African lost in America,” he wrote in How I Learned. “Cause when you’re African in America there’s adjustments and things that you have to make.… But Cy had trouble making that adjustment.” Morocco remained a generous soul; he didn’t have much, but he collected rocks and gave them away to his friends even when he was homeless.

A young woman named Barbara Peterson lived next door to Wilson at 85 Crawford Street. She was an aspiring artist, but she had been rejected by Carnegie Mellon University. In his one-man show, Wilson was direct about why he thought she was denied admission: she was Black. Peterson got a job modeling for an introductory painting class at the university, and while she sat still in her pose, she listened, good and hard. She went home and painstakingly followed the professor’s instructions, and she later showed him her portfolio. The professor was so impressed that he got her a full scholarship. She went on to become the director of art for the Pittsburgh Public Schools. “That was my first real lesson in life,” Wilson wrote in How I Learned. “I said, ‘August, there’s a way under, around, or through any door.’ ”

Her boyfriend was in jail at the time, and Wilson and Peterson began a romantic relationship—until the boyfriend was released from jail. She had purchased two chickens. She cooked one and put the other in Wilson’s freezer. She came to get the chicken out of the freezer the night she left him. It made an impression, and he always thought of her as someone who knew her way around obstacles.

He had many female companions during those formative years. And he was writing, always writing. He wrote where he ate. One favorite haunt was Eddie’s Restaurant, where he would nurse one cup of coffee for hours until the owner, Eddie T. Owens, kicked him out. Owens took pity on the young writer and gave him a job. He lasted all of a day. “He took a break to write and sat in the booth to work on whatever he was writing,” Owens’s daughter Valerie Johnson said at the time of her father’s death in 2000. “My older sister caught him and reported him to Eddie, who said, ‘You’re not here to write.’ ” Despite his dismal job performance, Wilson later used Eddie’s Restaurant as the model for the setting in his 1992 play, Two Trains Running, which unfolds during the heated year of 1969.

Wilson found other places to write when he was kicked out of the restaurant. He wrote at Pat’s Place, the local pool hall where the elders gathered. The seniors called him Youngblood: He used that name for a character in his early play Jitney!. He had picked up Claude McKay’s novel Home to Harlem, which mentioned that railroad porters would stop at a pool hall named Pat’s Place while in Pittsburgh. He sought out the elders and absorbed their chatter. “They talked philosophy, history; they discussed whatever the topic of the day was—newspapers, the politics of the city, the baseball games, and invariably they would talk about themselves and their lives when they were young men,” Wilson said. He had an excellent memory, and he remembered every word. But he was still writing like a romantic English poet, and it wasn’t until later that he put the language and expressions of these elders to use in his plays.

He had a string of odd jobs: dishwasher, stock boy, short-order cook. He sold eggs door-to-door with his younger brother Richard. He quit many of these jobs when he encountered the slightest hint of racism. In How I Learned, he recounts quitting a job at a toy store before he even started. The manager had told him he would shoot him if he stole anything, so he walked away. “I quit. Motherfucker.” He stormed off a landscaping job because his boss accommodated a white woman who refused to let Wilson mow her lawn. He resigned on the spot, only then realizing that he was fourteen miles out of town and had to walk home. He quit a job at Klein’s Restaurant, a tony place known for its fresh lobster and garlic puffs, after the manager berated him for being twenty seconds late. The daily indignities made a huge impression on Wilson as a young adult and contributed to his determination to prove the bigots wrong. He knew he was smarter than these men in charge who did not trust him, and the insults stung. He later created characters who had suffered similar slights. Troy Maxson, the lead character in Fences, played on a Negro League baseball team, but he could not move up to the Major Leagues because of the color of his skin. He ended up as a trash collector, a job he felt was beneath him. Wilson felt the same way about his jobs.

And he was earning just enough to pay the rent—or not. When he first met Chawley Williams, the older man gave him the name of a lawyer to call when he went to jail. Williams didn’t say “if,” he said “when.” That was not lost on the young Wilson. “As a twenty-year-old Black man in the Hill District in Pittsburgh in 1965 you going to jail,” he wrote. “The opportunities on Centre Avenue in 1965 was the opportunity to die an early death. Opportunity to buy some dope. Opportunity to steal something. And if you’re lucky, an opportunity to maybe find a girlfriend.”

And that is how he ended up in jail. He took a young lady home one night, supposedly to listen to his record collection. But the landlord had padlocked the door because he was behind on the $25 rent. He called the lawyer, who told him it was fine to break open the padlock. But the lawyer was wrong: the apartment was furnished, and it was illegal to enter a furnished apartment after being evicted. Wilson was arrested, and he spent three formative days in jail. He was okay with the other inmates until night set in and the cells were locked. He heard a lone voice singing. When the song was over, another inmate down the corridor called out a suggestion, asking for the man to sing a tune. It’s not clear what the suggestion was. Wilson described this incident in How I Learned. In the original, unpublished version, he remembered hearing “Just Friends,” a tune popularized by the white jazz trumpeter Chet Baker. He wept when he heard the mournful lyrics. But in the posthumously published version of the play, the scene is changed. In this version, Wilson hears “After You’ve Gone,” a Bessie Smith classic. Many of the stories in that “autobiographical” play are greatly exaggerated, and clearly, the script was edited for publication after his death, perhaps to emphasize his love for the blues. Either way, whatever song he heard touched him deeply. Warm tears fell onto the cold floor of Wilson’s cell. He had fashioned himself as a great writer and here he was in jail, like a petty criminal. But that lone voice, that artistry, got him through the night. When he was finally released, he vowed to remember the power of art, the power of a Black man singing through the darkest of nights. He was even more committed to his dream. He was, after all, a genius bound for greatness, and he ended up in jail for $25 in back rent. The incident made his desire to prove his worth to the world even greater.

Wilson soon discovered two different kinds of music that changed his life forever. He was a frequent patron of the St. Vincent de Paul thrift shop, where he bought 78 rpm records for five cents each to play on his antique Victrola. One day in 1965, he walked into the store and bought an old 78 record with a yellowed label on it. It was Bessie Smith’s “Nobody in Town Can Bake a Sweet Jelly Roll Like Mine.” He took it home and played it, and his world changed. Her strong contralto filled the room, and Wilson discovered the blues.


Nobody in town can bake a sweet jelly roll like mine, like mine

No other one in town can bake a sweet jelly roll so fine, so fine

It’s worth lots of dough, the boys tell me so

It’s fresh every day, you’ll hear ’em all say

Don’t be no dunce, just try it once. You’ll be right in line.



“The universe stuttered and everything fell to a new place,” he later wrote. He said that he played the record twenty-two times, marveling in music that spoke to him and his culture. He was not trained musically, but he heard something in Smith’s bravado, so full of persistence and sexual confidence as she unabashedly cooed about her “sweet jelly roll,” a euphemism for sex. The blues genre, which was not popular in Pittsburgh’s vibrant music scene, moved him in a way that nothing else ever had. It connected him to the past, evoked what he later called the “blood’s memory.” In the introduction to Three Plays, he recounted his epiphany when he played the old album over and over again:


Suffice it to say it was a birth, a baptism, a resurrection, and a redemption all rolled up in one. It was the beginning of my consciousness that I was a representative of a culture and the carrier of some very valuable antecedents. With the discovery of Bessie Smith and the blues I had been given a world that contained my image, a world at once rich and beautiful, and at crucial odds with the larger world that contained it and preyed and pressed it from every conceivable angle.



In that moment, he discovered his muse. “The blues gave me a firm and secure ground,” he wrote. “It became, and remains, the wellspring of my art.”

During these years, he never stayed in one place very long; Crawford Street was not his only home after he moved out of Daisy’s house. He moved in and out of boardinghouses in the neighborhood, but he didn’t really understand the residents of those humble homes until he heard Bessie Smith’s voice. “I began to look at the people in the rooming houses differently,” he recalled later. “I had seen them as beaten. I was twenty, and these were old people. You could never have told me there was a richness and a fullness to their lives. I began to see it.” He began to appreciate Black life on its own terms.

He came to believe that the blues expressed Black life in its fullest, and the music had an indelible influence on his later plays. The blues, he later said, “is the best literature that the Blacks have. It’s certainly at the bedrock of everything I do, because it’s the world and the people. The music comes out of Black life as created by Black people.”

Interestingly, “Jelly Roll” was the B side of the Columbia blue label 78 rpm single, which was released in September 1923. Wilson never mentioned the A-side track, a sultry tune called “If You Don’t I Know Who Will” in which Smith lets her lover know that if she doesn’t get “furs and things” and “diamond rings,” she has another paramour waiting to deliver. Wilson became fixated on the B side, and it became part of the lore he constructed about his formative years. The song that had touched a nerve when he was briefly in jail, “After You’ve Gone,” was a Bessie Smith signature tune. She sang with joyful ribaldry about her empty bed and string of bad lovers, and her worldly, wise, ain’t-nobody’s-business attitude hit the young Wilson in a familiar place.

When he discovered that record, he was living with a waitress he had become infatuated with at Pope’s Restaurant. Everyone called her Snookie, but her real name was Willa Mae Montague. She introduced him to marijuana, and he liked it. She was separated from her husband, Billy, when they met, and before long, Wilson moved into her place. He took her on dates at the Oyster House in downtown Pittsburgh; a fish sandwich cost just thirty-five cents. Life was good. He had a job in the mail room at Kroger, where he had access to free paper and pens. Wilson was in love with Snookie, and he later memorialized the short-lived relationship in How I Learned. As he tells it, Snookie showed up for a Valentine’s Day date with her estranged husband. In the play, Wilson says Billy pulled a gun on him, activating Wilson’s flight-or-fight instinct. It is a great story, but it isn’t true. “I never saw Billy with a gun,” Montague said. In fact, the two men became great friends and visited her together. She got tired of both of them and ended up with another man, Reginald Howze, Wilson’s boyhood friend. But the embellished story meshed perfectly with the myths Wilson cultivated later in his life.

Wilson was learning more about the Hill District. One night in 1966, he was on his way home and came across a crowd outside the Crawford Grill at the intersection of Kirkpatrick Street and Wylie Avenue. People on the Hill knew that there was a window on the side street where they could stand and hear the music, even if they couldn’t afford a ticket. There were two hundred people on the street that night, listening to John Coltrane work his magic on the saxophone. Wilson was mesmerized standing on the street with his neighbors. It was another life lesson for the young poet. “It remains one of the most remarkable moments of my life,” he wrote in How I Learned. He and the other listeners were “stunned into silence by the power of art and the soaring music of John Coltrane and his exploration of man’s connection to the divinity. And the power of possibility of human life.” At that moment, he became converted to jazz. Previously, he would shrug when he saw his contemporaries walking around with Coltrane or Archie Shepp albums, saying, “Aw, man, it ain’t got no words! If it didn’t have any words, I wasn’t that interested.” He observed the power the music had over that crowd and viewed it as a force that “enabled them to survive these outrageous insults that American society has forced on them.” He was young. He wanted to be a writer. “This is what I want my art to do,” he told himself. And he went out and bought some Coltrane albums to add to his growing music collection.

Sadly, Coltrane would die a year later of liver cancer, but his music inspired Wilson. He was searching—for a voice, for a woman, for a philosophy, for the elusive thing that would define his life. That same year, he went to see a free screening of The Battle of Algiers, Gillo Pontecorvo’s stunningly brilliant and brutal depiction of the Algerian people’s fight for independence against the French. Wilson was on his way to the screening at the New Granada Theater on Centre Avenue when he ran into his younger brother Richard, then in seventh grade. He took him along, and after the screening, they had a long conversation about the film, which was told in documentary style. Richard remembers his older brother telling him that people needed to take responsibility to achieve liberty. “You can’t be a drug addict. You have to clean yourself up,” Wilson said.

Wilson had a special fondness for Richard, the baby of the family. Richard had fair skin, even lighter than Wilson’s. Since Daisy had moved back to the Hill, he attended the Epiphany School, near the Civic Arena where the neighborhood had been demolished. At the end of each school day, the white students would turn one way and head for Fifth Avenue to go to their homes downtown. Richard turned the other way toward Centre Avenue and the Hill District. “I went with all the Black kids, and I was questioned about that by the white kids,” he said. Wilson faced the same kind of questions, and he understood the confusing situation for his younger brother. Wilson identified as Black, and he encouraged his younger sibling to feel just as comfortable with his racial identity and to ignore the questions.

When he was in middle school, Richard frequently stopped by his older brother’s apartment to play with the typewriter. Wilson always rented furnished apartments, and his prized possessions were the typewriter and his massive record collection. Some in the neighborhood thought that Wilson was Richard’s father, given that he dressed in a suit jacket and tie and carried himself like a distinguished gentleman. He read his poetry aloud to his younger brother, who noticed the affectation in his brother’s voice when he recited his verse. “He had two voices,” Richard said. Over the years, Wilson offered Richard fatherly advice, sometimes solicited, sometimes not. His younger brother got caught in a cycle of petty crimes; he was arrested more than twenty-two times and spent years in and out of the penitentiary. Wilson never lectured, but he believed in self-determination and he frequently told his brother to reinvent himself. “He told me to be my own man,” Richard said.

Wilson was working on that concept himself, starting with changing his name. He wanted to be seen and heard for who he was and to be appreciated for his poetry. He and his fellow poets began taking road trips, reading their work at local coffeehouses and bars. In 1966, the Hill artists got a home of their own when the Halfway Art Gallery opened a storefront on Centre Avenue. It was the brainchild of Chawley Williams and a visual artist named Ewari “Ed” Ellis, who took the idea to Reverend Richard Martin, a missionary from St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church of Sewickley, a suburb about thirteen miles northwest of Pittsburgh along the Ohio River. The priest had set up a storefront office on the Hill, but he was having difficulty attracting people to his self-described “parsonage.” The gallery changed that. It was funded by the church, but it was run by the artists. It became a gathering spot for the community, with poetry readings, jazz sessions, art exhibitions, and activist meetings on any given night. When it opened, Wilson recited Dylan Thomas’s poem “Should Lanterns Shine” from memory.

It was there that Wilson and his fellow poets came up with the name Centre Avenue Poets’ Theater Workshop; together they established what they called “the Centre Avenue tradition.” They put out a magazine called Signals. In 1968, Signals Press published a journal called May We Speak, edited by poet Gerald Rhodes and featuring the work of eight African American Pittsburgh poets, including Wilson and his cohorts Rob Penny, Charles P. (Chawley) Williams, and Nick Flournoy. Wilson’s verse was lofty and full of references from the classical Western canon. But the titles of his contributions to the journal show an increasing political consciousness from his earlier work when he ignored the “guns of social responsibility.” The volume includes four Wilson poems: “Christmas and Cassandra,” “The Dark Christmas,” “To Whom It May Concern,” and “For Malcolm X and Others.”

“To Whom It May Concern” is a sensual love poem that ends:


Or rather only imagine we fall off,

The imagination being the only

Link to the shadow, and the clothes being

Quite similar to the storm, the arrangement

Of the town, with the church

At the centre, and the bell, ringing.



The Malcolm X poem is opaque, with the young Wilson imagining “a flock of saints / Run ground as thieves.” He is troubled “in the gloom / and glutton of this time.”


I live and turn my wheel,

And move from place to place,

Always forward, never behind,

No foot except my own

Carries my dangerous hand

That never knew blood

Or love enough to stroke a cat.



Many years later, in his speech “The Ground on Which I Stand,” Wilson introduced himself as a man who was rooted in the Western tradition “pioneered by the Greek dramatists” but, more important, he stressed, he was anchored in the Black Power Movement and the Black cultural nationalism of the 1960s. Both influences are present in these early poems.

In February 1968, the Afro-American Institute of Pittsburgh, a community activist group, staged a three-day celebration of Malcolm X, who had been assassinated three years earlier. It included art exhibits, a fashion show, and jazz workshops, culminating at the Savoy Ballroom on the Hill, with a keynote speech by playwright-activist Amiri Baraka (who began writing as LeRoi Jones but changed his name to Amiri Baraka sometime after Malcolm X was assassinated in 1965). Wilson was also one of the speakers at the event, and, at twenty-three, he wowed the crowd with his powerful rhetoric. “When you see a revolution going on—and it’s your revolution—you don’t get out the way. You join in,” he told the crowd. Later in his play Two Trains Running, a recently released prisoner named Sterling tries to convince the patrons of a diner to attend a rally celebrating Malcolm X’s birthday at the Savoy Ballroom.

Baraka’s presence at the event was transformative for Wilson and the Centre Avenue Poets’ Theater Workshop. The activist/artist gave a thundering oration, urging the crowd to join him in the Black Nationalist Movement. He also brought along the Spirit House Movers, a spoken-word collective that added a backing track to his militant speech. Wilson had never seen a play before, apart from the Christmas pageant in seventh grade. But Wilson became a devotee of Baraka’s fiery poetry. He had a copy of Black Magic: Poetry, 1961–1967, a collection published in 1967. “I wore that book out,” Wilson said. “The cover got taped up with Scotch tape, the pages falling out. That was my bible. I carried it wherever I went.”

While Wilson was initially struck by the poetry, he soon became aware of Baraka’s groundbreaking plays. Dutchman had won an Obie Award in 1964, and he had followed it up with such plays as A Black Mass, an origin story based on the myth of Yakub (Baraka used the spelling Jacoub) as espoused by the Nation of Islam. Baraka had founded the Black Arts Repertory Theatre/School in Harlem in 1965, which in its short-lived existence was a larger, more established version of the Halfway Art Gallery. He then founded Spirit House, a combination theater/artists’ community in Newark, New Jersey.

A seed was planted at the celebration for Malcolm X. “We talked about doing theater, because theater was part of our name,” Wilson said about conversations with his poet friends. And then came April 4, 1968. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in Memphis. Riots broke out the next night in the Hill District and other areas of Pittsburgh, as they did in cities across the nation. Newspapers reported “gangs of Negroes” looting, destroying property, and throwing firebombs. On the second day of the disturbance, looters swarmed the Mainway Supermarket on Centre Avenue; a few hours later, it was torched to the ground. “It was the first place to burn because the owners overcharged us and they were disrespectful and the people hated shopping there,” Wilson wrote in How I Learned. (A friend, the photographer Frank Floyd Hightower, staged a photo of Wilson, then twenty-three, standing among the smoldering wreckage.) Governor Raymond P. Shafer and Mayor Joseph M. Barr called a state of emergency and enforced a curfew. Thousands of rifle-bearing National Guardsmen and Pennsylvania State Police were called in to patrol the streets of the Hill District. More than six hundred people were arrested.

Around this time, Wilson and Rob Penny began hanging around with members of the Black Action Society (BAS), a student activist group at Pitt. They came up with the idea of starting a theater modeled after the arts organization Baraka had founded in Harlem. They called it Black Horizons Theatre. None of them knew much about theater. Wilson said he didn’t see his first professional production until 1976, when the Pittsburgh Public Theater mounted Athol Fugard’s Sizwe Banzi Is Dead (with electric performances by Joe Morton and an older actor named Joe Seneca, who went on to appear in Wilson’s first Broadway play, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom). But Wilson and the others had heard Baraka stir the crowd earlier that year, and so they set out to put on plays. The fledgling troupe held meetings at a place called the Pan Fried Fish restaurant on Wylie Avenue. It had the best fish sandwich in town, but the owners were two cantankerous brothers who couldn’t be bothered to name the place or put up a sign, so it became known as Pan Fried Fish. Wilson would arrive early for meetings so he could go hang out at the jitney station next door.
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