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More Praise for


Things I Should Have Told My Daughter


“An enjoyable, nonstop read. Familiar and profound. Pearl’s memories feel like my own. Her lies, lessons and love affairs wash over me like water, sage and lavender. She makes me feel at home in her life.”


—Jasmine Guy


“[Things I Should Have Told My Daughter] shows an intelligent, resilient, remarkable woman bearing witness to the sometimes insane world of politics, to friendships, love, and American culture. Her reflections often made me laugh out loud. Cleage’s journals are spellbinding!”


—Deborah Santana


“Pearl’s courageous, candid recollections of the ups and downs of her life remind us of our human nature, at times, to doubt and judge ourselves too harshly. Her wit and authenticity allows us to look at our own lives with a bit of levity, compassion and freedom.”


—Valerie Jackson


“The first time that my then six-year-old son saw Coretta having Sunday dinner at Pascals, he ran up and climbed into her lap. He felt that he knew her and that she belonged to him. She was shocked, pleased and so kind. I felt that same warmth when reading this book. I felt that I knew Pearl (was she my roommate or my best friend?) and that her narrative belonged to me and the other young women (now of a certain age) who grew up during this period of awakening. Now we get to share our lives with our daughters.”


—Collette Hopkins


“Cleage gives a history lesson you didn’t get in school.”


—Deborah Burton-Johnson, founder of Turning Pages Book Club


“In Things I Should Have Told My Daughter, Pearl Cleage writes with the candor, clarity, and integrity that we have come to count on in her work.”


—Randall K. Burkett
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I’ve been heading in this direction for years. I light a candle.


I light a joint. I turn down the music and begin to write.


—PEARL CLEAGE, 11/30/80





The Question


I told my daughter over lunch at our favorite hamburger joint that upon my death, which, as far as I knew, was not imminent, I wanted to leave the diaries and journals I’ve been keeping since I was eleven years old to my granddaughter, Chloe, who was three at the time. My daughter didn’t even pause to consider the idea.


“Absolutely not,” she said calmly, reaching for the ketchup. “She doesn’t need to know all that.”


“All what?” I said, surprised by her reaction.


“All that,” she said, raising her eyebrows as if I knew perfectly well what all that was, so she wasn’t required to provide any specifics.


“You’ve never even read my journals!”


I knew this to be true since she had politely declined my offer to provide her with unlimited access to them when I thought she might be curious somewhere around her fifteenth birthday. I didn’t want her to have to sneak and read them the way I did when I discovered a volume of my own mother’s diary, carefully concealed in the back of her closet. That discovery made me understand for the first time that my mother had a rich interior life, not to mention a sex life, that didn’t include me at all. Far from being hurt by this, it deepened my affection and respect for my mother, who had now been revealed to me as a mysterious, passionate, creative woman engaged in a valiant struggle to balance love and freedom.


My daughter didn’t see it that way. She saw the journals as uncensored, unedited slices of my life, meant for my eyes only. Any attempt to include others in such an intimate experience, after the fact and through no fault of their own, struck my child as self-indulgent, insensitive and unnecessary.


“Aren’t you even curious?” I said.


“Curious about what?” my daughter said.


“About my life,” I said. “About what happened.”


“Mom,” she said gently but firmly, “I know what happened. I was there, remember?”


After that it seemed wiser to move on to more neutral topics, but I couldn’t get her reaction out of my mind. If part of any sane woman’s life is figuring out how to spot the lies, remember the lessons and engage passionately in the love affairs, aren’t my journals among the most primary of primary sources? And even though my daughter is telling me they are probably nothing more than a toxic brew of rage, whining, scandalous behavior and unreliable memories, I am not convinced.


After all, she only has one half of the equation to consider. Yes, she was there, but my daughter was not privy to the relentless soul searching, merciless self-observation and rigorous self-analysis that allowed me to survive my early womanhood and emerge with my health and sanity still relatively intact. Those crucial conversations only took place in the pages of my journals, where clarity came slowly, over years, and the resulting behavioral changes occurred gradually enough that my daughter could not be expected to draw a straight line from one state to the other. She only saw the Sturm und Drang of my mad flight toward financial independence, sexual liberation, creative fulfillment and free womanhood, not necessarily in that order. Looking back, I wonder if it’s possible that the things I didn’t tell her are as necessary as the things I did.


“Do us all a favor,” she says gently, dropping me off at home later. “Burn them up and be done with it.”


I am shocked by her suggestion. If I was going to burn them, I could have done that every year as part of my usual New Year’s rituals: give thanks for what has just finished and what is about to begin; make your resolutions; drink champagne with the beloved; burn your journals. No way. There is a reason why I saved them all these years, carting them from my baby girl bedroom, to my college dorm, to a series of apartments and finally home. There is a reason they have survived and even if I’m not exactly sure what that reason is, I probably ought to think about it a little longer before doing anything as irrevocable as burning. I decide there is only one way to figure out who’s right. I’ll read them all and then decide.


I am surprised to realize how many there are. Stacked in cardboard boxes; stashed in my great grandmother’s Alabama steamer trunk; spilling over the sides of an overflowing and badly tattered basket, demanding organization and attention. They have mutely rebuked me many times as another year passes and I add a few new volumes to their number without going back to be sure that 1967 isn’t crowding 1996 and that those pages I took out from December of 1982 were correctly replaced and not stuck in April of 1984 by mistake. Clearly, the first challenge is narrowing my search for mystery and meaning to a manageable number of notebooks. I need an organizing principle, but based on what? Dates? Times? Places? Decades?


The idea of a couple of decades appeals to me. Twenty years is not enough time to be overwhelming, but it is more than enough to be a representative sample. As best I can recall, the two decades between 1970 and 1990 were pretty action-packed as far as those lies, lessons and love affairs I was talking about earlier. I know for a fact that I left college, moved to Atlanta, got married, finished college, got a job, had a baby, quit a job, wrote a book, helped elect a mayor, quit another job, got divorced, lived by my wits, became an artist, had a play produced, had my heart broken, mended it, found my honor, found my smile, realized I was a lot stronger than I had thought I was. A lot wilder, too, but all that came much farther up the road. This particular twenty-year journey begins in Atlanta on January 9, 1970 . . .





The Journals: 1970–79









JANUARY 9, 1970


It seems fitting somehow that the first entry into this journal should deal with the increasing repression and retaliation that is coming down in this country—white to black. Donald Stone is going to jail today with two other brothers. They had a demonstration in front of the Atlanta Draft Board a couple of years ago, did twenty three dollars’ worth of damage to the door frame, and now he, Stone, has to serve three years. Leah and Stanley Wise gave a party for him last night. It was crowded and it was tense at first because everybody knew what was going on, but nobody was talking about it. His wife, Flora, was smiling and talking to people but when she stood by herself, her face looked stretched. Stone was drinking. He danced once with Lonetta and laughed. Stanley brushed past him and didn’t even look around. Like he was there, but gone, too—already gone.


When he spoke, Stone said: “I had alternatives. I had alternatives open to me. I could have done other things. But going to jail is in keeping with my political reality and I figure black people are going to have to deal with jail and so I am going to serve.” His wife was not around when I heard him speaking. I guess she didn’t want to hear him talking like that. She didn’t cry, though. She was just kind of tight. I smiled at her and she smiled, but she doesn’t really know me and who wants to talk to somebody they don’t know at a moment like that? So, I didn’t approach her. A lot of SNCC people were there. Some of us went swimming at the park before we went over to Leah’s and then on the way back, we sang songs. Mostly Charles, Stanley and Porter sang. Me and Michael didn’t know all the songs. Freedom songs. Movement songs. SNCC songs. The one I like best is “One More Time.” Bernice Reagon sings it, too. My mind is opening now. I want to write things! I feel more into what is happening. Whatever is going to come down in this country is not about looking sharp. It is not about abstaining from things or really getting into a deep thing about “the people.” Whatever comes down and how we deal with it is only important at all in terms of how we learn to deal honestly with each other. Those people tonight were trying to deal not only with the abstractions of a political reality, but with the very real feelings they have for somebody they love; with how to show him what they feel for him, even though they aren’t going where he’s going—yet. At twelve noon we are going to watch him turn himself in at the post office downtown. Liberation is a constant struggle. And this is a new year.




JANUARY 12, 1970


I think that a black poet can do one of two things for his people:


1. Reflect the beauty of their black life; whole, broken and mending.


2. Lead them in a righteous direction by showing them the path and what lies ahead in liberation and victory.


If you call yourself a black poet and you ain’t doin’ that, you ain’t bein’ truthful and you ain’t bein’ fair and in general, you ain’t doin’ nothin’ for yr people/yr self/the struggle/the nation/the community. In short, you ain’t doin’ shit.


So there.




MARCH 10, 1970


Last night we saw The Battle of Algiers, and afterward, we were talking and wondering if it was going to get like that here. Then this morning, they say on the news that two SNCC people were blown to bits outside of the town in Maryland where Rap Brown is on trial as of yesterday. They were Che, from here, and Ralph Featherstone, who I think was working out of D.C. now. Porter looks like he is going to cry. I know Stanley is about to cry. Everybody around here is trying to deal with it and what it means. The press is already saying some shit about how they were carrying explosives to make trouble in the town and that they blew themselves up. That is obviously a goddamn lie. Would they ignite a bomb on themselves? Would they carry nitroglycerin? What do they think we are? Folks here are going to have a memorial service. Stanley is trying to get it together. I feel helpless and sick. What can we do? What should we do? We are so unready to retaliate to anything. We talk so damn much and ain’t five guns among the whole damn group. What are we going to do? People keep talking about being ready “when the shit comes down.” It is already coming down! Every day. All the time. God. I feel horrible and that is an ego trip to even be worrying about how I feel. Che’s real name was William Payne. They can’t find his parents to notify them and they are already saying his name on TV. No consideration for human things. Why are you surprised? I can’t write any more now. It doesn’t seem like it is worth shit anyway.




MARCH 11, 1970


(Presented at Sister’s Chapel, Spelman College, Atlanta, Georgia)


THIS STATEMENT HAS BEEN PREPARED BY PERSONS FROM DRUM AND SPEAR BOOKSTORE WHERE RALPH WAS MANAGER, AND THE AFRO-AMERICAN RESOURCE CENTER


Ralph Featherstone and William Payne were killed by a bomb placed in the car they were driving. These murders took place on a highway leading out of Bel Air, Maryland. We understand the reason for Ralph and William being in Bel Air was specifically to arrange for the entry of H. Rap Brown into that city. Rap was due to stand trial in Bel Air for alleged charges of arson and inciting to riot. We know from past experience the danger of assassination of black leaders is ever present. Ralph and William were very concerned and took upon themselves the heavy responsibility of arranging a safe entry into the city of Bel Air, Maryland, for Rap.


Borrowing a car on the evening of March 9, Ralph and William drove to Bel Air to survey the situation. At 11:50 p.m. that evening while on the highway leaving Bel Air the car exploded into a thousand pieces killing Ralph and William instantly. William’s body was mutilated beyond recognition. We believe that that bomb was intended for H. Rap Brown.


It is significant to note that the car that was driven and destroyed had been used over the past five years throughout the black belt of the South. The car was well known to State and Federal authorities. Ralph and William’s presence in Bel Air was almost certainly known. A bomb was planted at some point during the night under the right seat of the car.


Ralph Featherstone, manager of the Drum and Spear Bookstore before coming to Washington, D.C., had worked in some of the most dangerous areas in the South: Neshoba County in Mississippi where the three murders took place in 1964; Lowndes and Wilcox counties in Alabama and the city of McComb in Southwest Mississippi. During this period of intense political activity a close and lasting friendship developed between him and H. Rap Brown. In his work in the South, Ralph has seen many black people killed. A number of those killed were personal friends of his. It is important to remember that H. Rap Brown is still missing. We do not know whether he is dead or alive.




MARCH 12, 1970


This morning, a note from the revolutionary front: Three establishment buildings were bombed successfully in New York last night. The Mobile Oil Building, the General Telephone Building and IBM. They said that a letter sent to the papers claimed that a group called the Militant Revolutionary Nine did it. Black or white? Who knows? It is a blow against the shit that is going down and that is a positive move. The memorial service for Featherstone and Che was really sad. None of the people who spoke blew their cool and cried. The tone of the things they said was that we should not be sitting around crying but that we should be uniting and working together. Stanley said it should be very clear that this is not like the Mississippi killings where three nuts come up and do something. He said it was an organized government thing and should be called that. He was swollen in the eyes and looked like the effort to talk without breaking down was intense. Porter said “death is no stranger to me,” and he looked sad, too. They said at the meeting last night at Porter’s house, Stanley cried for a long time and then got himself together. Lynn Brown thinks that Rap was in the car and is dead. They have not heard from him at all and everybody thinks he is either captured or killed. The car was not going to the courthouse so how could they be going to bomb it anyway? The news and all are acting like it had nothing to do with the trial. The ugly judge said it was not related. Yesterday morning, somebody bombed the goddamn courthouse anyway. They arrested a white woman behind it. Also in New York the apartment of some SDS folks blew up. They said they were “playing with explosives.” Weathermen. It sounds like part of the same shit to me. The Chicago trial, and now SDS, and now Featherstone, and now New York. This country must look pretty damn awful to the outside world. I am trying not to be hysterical. Times are getting worse. How do you get to the point where you are like the people in The Battle of Algiers, and can face all the shit and not break down? I am not there yet and I know it. We are both afraid. For us, for friends, for families, for what is happening here. I wonder what it’s going to be like in five years. Maybe I should have a kid now while we are still out of the camps.


To: Staff


From: Wife and Family of Ralph Featherstone


Date: March 12, 1970


Re: Funeral


The body of Brother Featherstone will lie in state at the Stewart Funeral Home, 4001 Benning Road, N.E., Washington, D.C. The body will lie in state 6 p.m. Thursday and Friday.


Memorial Services will be held Saturday at 1:00 p.m. at the Stewart Funeral Home Chapel prior to cremation.


Donations may be sent to:


Center for Black Education


1431 Fairmont St.


Washington, D.C.




MARCH 12, 1970


It seems that I have been operating on the edge of hysteria since this first began. I am overreacting to everything. I feel like I cannot respond exuberantly to any emotional thing or I will slip off and become hysterical. This afternoon, we went out to eat lunch and coming back, I started laughing and then I started crying and it was awful because I couldn’t stop it. I don’t know what’s happening. Dorie just contacted a very old woman who knew Featherstone to tell her about the memorial service and Dorie was saying, “Yes, ma’am,” and, “No, ma’am,” and it sounded so nice. She wouldn’t have ever said it to anybody here, so it was really nice and funny to hear her talking like that to an old lady. I teased her about it a little and she just grinned and said “that is my training.” The other day we were looking through some materials and we found an old SNCC agenda for some important meeting or another. It was all about bad things happening and what they were going to do about it, but at the bottom, somebody had written an order for lunch: “chicken and potatoes and some sweet potato pie,” it said. It was written in pencil and it was just weird to see it and realize that the folks doing all that dangerous Movement work in places like Neshoba and Philadelphia, Mississippi, were still having to eat and sleep and order lunch and go to the bathroom.


Working here, I am surrounded by the Movement. In the materials we are collecting and in the voices of the people who work here. Most of them are longtime activists and organizers. I listen to the stories they tell and I am in awe of their determination and their courage. They all know Daddy and respect him. I actually think he is part of the reason why I got this job. We’re charged with gathering archival materials documenting freedom struggles all over the country. They would love to have Daddy’s papers here. I think it’s great that Mrs. King started this huge project so soon after Dr. King died. I wonder if they knew what a radical Vincent Harding was when they asked him to run it!


She has been very nice to me the couple of times I’ve met her. She looks exactly like her pictures. I wanted to tell her I think the name of the place is unwieldy: The Martin Luther King, Jr., Library and Documentation Project. But then somebody told me they had thought about making it even longer: The Martin Luther King, Jr., Library and Documentation Project and Center for Non-Violent Social Change, so I figured I would let well enough alone.


I wonder: where is Rap?




MARCH 27, 1970


My cousin Deedee is going to Algeria. Why? Because somebody in a dream came to her and said “Go to Algeria!” So she got up, looked in the dictionary to make sure where it was and then started getting ready to go. She is selling her furniture and giving her things away and getting ready to go. Sonny is gone and Barbara is going to Japan in a VW bus, so I guess it makes sense that Deedee is splitting to Algiers. Kris, on the other foot, is growing the kid and becoming fed up with the women’s role in the revolution—cleaning up; doing dishes; and feeding the man. What a revolution. Stokely said the place of the woman in the revolution should be prone. Then the Panther guy said, “On the other hand, any woman walking behind her man should be getting ready to put her foot up his ass.”


Are those my only choices?




JUNE 17, 1970


We saw a movie last night called Women in Love. It was weird as hell. Some parts were really good, but some parts were dragged out and heavy-handed. There was one part where this man gave an explanation of how to eat a fig. A fig! The way he said it was so vile and nasty, but really funny. Lots of really thinly veiled double meanings and stuff. Really well done.


Kenneth Gibson was elected the first black mayor of Newark yesterday. He was supported by LeRoi Jones and the folks at Spirit House. The Newark Negroes are pretty glad, but the Mafia is pissed off. I hope that is not going to be a big hassle with all that mess! That is my political note for the day.


But, back to the movie. It had all these really corny scenes of romantic love. I object to that in movies because I think that it messes people up in real relationships. They always want to make a pretty picture, never reality. It always has to be like the movies. But other parts of the movie included really raunchy love scenes and they were just as awkward and messy as real life can be, but the realness was overshadowed in certain sections by the romantic thing. I mean, running nude through the grass and all that! A real drag. Not believable.


Kris is having her baby in about another four days. I hope she is all right and the kid is all right and that she will come for a visit in August!




DECEMBER 16, 1970


Well, today a man stopped me on the street to say something smart but before he could get it out, I said, “How are you doin’ today?” And he kind of regrouped and said, “I trust in the good lord. They done killed King, so I’m on my own, I guess.” Wow. That is too depressing to deal with. I wonder if he felt anything about ol’ King for real. It kind of set him back when I greeted him before he could hit on me. Although he did remember to ask me for my phone number before I walked away, he did it in a haphazard, half-assed kind of way. Just to keep his hand in . . .





JANUARY 14, 1971


Last night at Vincent Harding’s house was strange. Mrs. DuBois and the adoring folks at her feet. I don’t quite know why. She is very intelligent, but the attitude of waiting for wisdom from the fountainhead is foreign to me in terms of Mrs. DuBois. But later, after she had exhausted herself, Howard Moore began to talk about Sister Angela Davis. He is a beautiful brother and a great lawyer who is defending Angela in California in connection with George Jackson’s brother killing a judge, trying to free his brother. She is innocent and Howard said he thinks she can win. I hope he’s right. I almost started crying when he was talking about the horrible conditions in the jail where she is being held. Later, he leaned over to Mrs. DuBois when there weren’t many people around and said: “Mrs. DuBois, do you think you could give me a word of encouragement for Angela?” Wow. It was just like all the shit that is going down rushed into that room and was right there. The whole thing was real—Angela in prison, roaches in the soup, black, communist, woman, mice tails in the food, jail conditions, political prisoners and the whole shit. Everything was present in the room with us. At the end of the party, Stanley Wise told Mrs. DuBois, with typical Wise enthusiasm, “My wife and I are coming to Africa and we will stop by Egypt and see you.” Like it was on Beckwith Street! Crazy black folk! I have to call Jane about organizing a rally for Angela at Spelman. We can do it, I’m sure. We have to do something about raising funds and keeping public interest alive. We can’t just fade away and let them kill her!




JANUARY 15, 1971


Well, it has come to Spiro Agnew on television telling us that if the State determines that a mother is unfit, the State will place the child of the welfare mother in an orphanage. Also, if a welfare mother has too many children, the State will sterilize her. Also, if someone on Medicare takes “too long to die,” the State will be empowered to “put them out of their misery.” Isn’t that horrible? He is the polluted wave of the future. I have only one comment on him: I WANT OUT!!





FEBRUARY 9, 1971


New York City


On the road with Karen for the Southern Education Program recruitment tour. We’re recruiting black grad students to teach at black southern colleges for two years after they finish grad school. We present it kind of like a Peace Corps thing, which is weird, but I think a lot of people see the South as a foreign country anyway, so. . . . Our slogan is “Teach A Brother!” Karen gives the spiel, answers questions, I hand out information on SEP, then the sponsor takes us out to dinner. It’s fun. Glad I don’t have to do the speech!




FEBRUARY 11, 1971


Princeton, N.J.


Karen made me give the speech! She didn’t even tell me until right before the program started. I tried to freak out, but she wasn’t having it, so I had to get up and do it. Once I got started, it was pretty cool. I believe in what we’re doing, so I talked about how important it was and how much they would get out of it. People seemed pretty responsive and came up after to thank us for coming and take our brochures.


When we got ready to walk across campus for dinner, the whole group of us were together, but I started talking to this guy from Trenton. He said his name was Zaron Burnett and he was a conscientious objector leaving the next day for two years of alternative service in a state mental hospital! There was snow and ice on the ground and while we were walking, he offered me his arm. It was nice. Old-fashioned and kind of courtly. We ended up sitting together and kept talking all through dinner. I really liked him. It almost felt like we were picking up a conversation in progress. He walked with us back to our car and it was really cold and very clear. Dark sky and lots of stars. I wished him luck, but he didn’t seem worried about going. Like it was another adventure and he was ready for it. It seemed like a movie scene. Little snowflakes swirling around us. A brief moment before returning to the struggle. I felt like I should kiss him, but Karen was standing right there, so I didn’t.


Home tomorrow!




JULY 22, 1971


This morning on Hunter Street, I passed a black woman at the bus stop. She was simply dressed in a green-and-white checked shirtwaist dress. It was a little too big and little bit too long, but not really sloppy. It had a little fabric-covered belt to match, too. But on top of her head was a huge, platinum blond wig. It was curled and flipped and teased and in general fixed to look as hideous as possible. It wasn’t even pulled down very far. It was just sitting there like it was a bird who had decided to light there and visit with her for a while. She had a very serious expression and she was looking down the street intently for the bus. The wig was looking, too, but I don’t think it was looking for the bus. It looked like it had had a hard night and would welcome an Alka Seltzer.




AUGUST 4, 1971


Seems like Sharon and I always talk about old times. Like when we see each other we go right back to Freshman Week at Howard when they marched us to the chapel in black dresses to take an oath by candlelight that made us officially Howard women. And how you had to come in for curfew at eight o’clock when it was still light outside and you could look right out the dorm window and watch the switching sophomores swoop on the brother you hoped would wink at you. I remember all the politics in D.C., traditional and non-traditional. I remember the counter-inaugural me and Kris went to that ended up a muddy mess no matter how much hay they threw down to soak up the puddles of rain. I remember two white boys offering us “a quarter for a dance and a cigarette for a screw.” I remember two shadowy brothers who offered grass guaranteed to “open up your head.” I remember old Phil Ochs singing anti-war songs while we sat on some bales of hay, smelling the reefer in the air so thick you could float up above the crowd on your own if you breathed long enough and deep enough. And what did President Johnson think about it? No cops came. They had bribed the God of Rain so why did they need cops? Ain’t nobody gonna riot when the mud is up to your knees!


Old times. New times will have to come later. Peace!




AUGUST 13, 1971


Friday the thirteenth. Does that mean bad luck? Does a black cat mean bad luck? Seems to me we have to sluff off these white-oriented symbols of bad luck along with all the stuff about how scary black is. I refuse to be intimidated.


Saw McCabe and Mrs. Miller. Beautiful pictures and some really spirited cussing. However, in totality, the movie somehow just missed being really hip. I dug it, though. He thought it was superficial. Maybe it was, but we all like to indulge in a superficial thing or two every now and then. After the movie, we passed by the Snooty Hooty Boutique and even though it was closed, you could see inside through the glass and in among the long dresses and suede coats were scattered six or seven real boys. They looked to be about sixteen or seventeen. They were all fragile and floaty and delicately posed like little pieces of white taffy candy. They were smiling like they had a secret we wanted to know and wearing their hair in long curls around their shoulders. One waved at someone who went by, but none of them waved at us. They looked like their eyes would glow in the dark. Like cats or mice or snakes.




SEPTEMBER 7, 1971


I have been madly in love with this man for years. He came to Detroit once to talk to my father about some anti-war activities when I was in high school and then I met him again when I got here. He was in SNCC with Karen and sometimes he drops by our office to say hello. Today he comes in wearing a pale blue flowered shirt, blue belt, baggy gray pants and tiny little black pointed toe shoes. His eyes are always the same; curious and peaceful. He has planted a garden and he is talking about it to Karen. “I wish I had listened to the old folks,” he says. “They say you must plant okra and curse it when you put it in the ground or it won’t come up. They say if you plant at a full moon, you will get tall plants, but they will be bare. If you plant on the waning moon, you will get short plants, but they will be full and good bearing.” He says the ones he planted rebelled against the rows and the renegade plants are now growing successfully all over the yard. He says a friend of his who works for the railroad brought him some cotton seeds and he will plant them by his front steps so he can say: “When I was in Georgia, I had cotton growing right outside my door.” I don’t think he knows how nice it is to see him. I remember seeing him one day at the library. He called me “Jewel Child.” That did not, of course, help the case of unrequited love.




SEPTEMBER 14, 1971


Because Library School will take up two whole years of my life, I have decided to keep a journal of events/feelings/reactions to it as long as I can stick it out. Judging from today, that might not be too long, but I will start with a reaction to yesterday so it will not be forgotten.


First, they gave us a tour of the library, starting with the Margaret Mitchell Room. Somehow, that didn’t quite put a right taste in my mouth, since her most famous character is the well-known slave-owning Scarlett O’Hara, but I didn’t let it faze me and kept right on. We proceeded to all the dusty recesses of the library and ended up in the children’s section, standing in our uncertain little group, facing a fireplace lined with a series of tiles from 1903, which tell one of the Uncle Remus stories. And there at the top, wearing his beautiful, angelic smile, was the old uncle himself, telling his stories to a little white child with a blond pageboy. That, of course, did nothing to brighten my mood or my general outlook on the whole adventure. But, onward and back upstairs to meet Mr. Rochelle.


First of all, as soon as he opened his mouth, my prejudices immediately took over: a white man with a southern accent. Two strikes. He talked on and on in a strikingly boring monotone. He said that there had been some question about whether he could function as head of the library system in a city that was now over 50 percent black; whether he could “think black enough.” Of course, he dismissed the question as not really relevant in most instances and said he was sure he could deal with it effectively. Very bored. Very patronizing. I was totally turned off. Then a young brother talked to us about bookmobiles. He was all right, but not an exciting speaker and after Mr. Rochelle, we needed pepping up. Finally, he said something about how he had been told by a warden of a prison in Atlanta not to bring “those controversial kinds of books” into the prison for the prisoners to read. That was interesting, especially in view of the whole Attica thing and George Jackson and the general level of awareness of the brothers in the prisons and the repression that is coming down on them. But the young brother did not dwell on it. Then, we were introduced to Miss Smith, a young sister from Cleveland who spoke enthusiastically about how great a chance this was for creative folks and how much she dug her work. Finally, some enthusiasm! I was much heartened.


We had lunch at Emile’s, around the corner from the library. Nothing of note, except nice little hot loaves of bread on little wooden bread boards at your table. They have good fish, too. Then we’re off on a tour of the inner-city branch libraries. I was surprised to see all the storefront libraries. They really reminded me of Kris and Jim and the Black Conscience Library they had in Detroit where they used to have free showings of The Battle of Algiers. Some of the libraries were interesting looking, but most of them did not look too alive. But it was an interesting overall tour and I was enthusiastic about it by the time it was over. Visions of working in one of those places became more real and I felt somewhat relieved, although I was still dreading courses with titles like “Libraries and Librarianship.” The night class in political science is still too new to judge. It should be interesting, I hope. But on to today . . .


At the end of the day, they told us that our entire group, including myself, of course, will be taking a remedial language arts seminar! That idea is too awful to even put on paper. Can you imagine being told that as a graduate student, you will be expected to make outlines, do topic sentences, diagram and give speeches and do all the insanely time wasting and elementary things you should have been doing all along? I was incensed. I was indignant. I will drop out of the entire program rather than take that course. I will not do it. I think it is totally absurd and insulting. Miss Bynam said that the reason was that so many people come into Atlanta University graduate programs and can’t write and read and effectively communicate. That may be true, but I, fortunately, am not one of that number. So why, why, why? I really cannot deal with it further at this time. I hope to be able to report something more positive tomorrow.


The real problem is that I don’t really want to be a librarian. I love books. I love reading and this program is a multi-year fellowship that will allow me to quit my other job and have more writing time, but can I survive a whole class on the Dewey Decimal System??




SEPTEMBER 23, 1971


An old man with a long cigar and a straw hat cocked to the side walked me from Cynthia’s house back to work. He talked the whole time and took my elbow crossing the street and only toward the end of our stroll did he begin to get a little off the point, but I was saved by having reached my destination. Working for twenty-five years as an inspector at Sears. Very proud of that. Inspects steering wheels. Very proud of that, too. “Well,” he says, “you certainly are a beautiful kid. Look like you never been loved.” It seems that is my great charm, according to other folks’ assessments also. My pure, sweet, untouched innocent look. Ha!




SEPTEMBER 24, 1971


Karen and I come out of the office at noon and see a man lying on the floor just outside our door. He is lying on his side and can’t be seen breathing, but has the smell of wine strong around him. Bill Mahoney is with us and he asks Karen if she knows who he is. She said, “Yep,” and headed for the alcoholic rehabilitation center. Mahoney stands over the man for a while and then leans down and gently shakes his shoulder. “Are you all right?” he says. The man slowly opens his eyes and says, “Yeah, yeah,” and turns back over to go to sleep again. Mahoney says, “Are you sick?” The man says, “Help me, help me,” and extends his hand, then pulls it back. Mahoney, with the beautiful, bland expression that is his alone, squats down by the man and says, “How do you feel?” The man says, “Why can’t my people get together? Why can’t they just get together?” Mahoney says, “We’re going to get together. Don’t worry about it. We are going to get together.” The man says, “Even after black power, we still can’t get together.” Mahoney says, “Yes, but after Attica, I think things will be a little different.” The man lapses into groans and tosses his head back and forth. Mahoney helps him sit up and the man holds Mahoney’s hand very tight. Mahoney asks him his name and where he lives. The man says it, but Mahoney can’t quite understand and asks him again and the man repeats it, a little indignantly like he’s annoyed to have to repeat himself. Then Karen comes with a man from downstairs at the rehab center and the man says roughly, “You better leave that dope alone. It will kill you.” Mahoney takes one side and the rehab man takes the other and they hoist the drunk guy, who says, “O-o-o-o-o! Dope! Did you hear what he said?” And he looks at Mahoney and shakes his head like “This is just what I was talking about,” even though, of course, it wasn’t. They head off down the hall and I remember what I know of Mahoney’s history. Freedom rides with baseball bats and firebombs waiting at the end of the line. Parchman Prison with holes in the ground for political prisoners. How did he manage to come through all of that still able to reassure a drunk man that everything is going to be all right?


All this, and it’s only noon.




OCTOBER 1, 1971


Damn if the new month doesn’t start with a bang. It’s hotter than it should be outside and I creep into the Morris Brown College snack bar to get a hot dog and prepare to head back to work. I take out my book, but a short, chubby, intense-eyed young man joins me with a brisk, “Are you busy?” “No,” I say. What else can you say? He pulls up a chair and tells me he heard me question the presence of television cameras at the rally the other day and how hip he thought that was. “Thank you,” I say. “I just don’t like to see strange white folks taking our pictures.” He smiles in a mysterious way. “I am a member,” he says, “of section one.” I nod. What the hell is section one? I wonder. No need to wonder long. He tells me. “Section one,” he says, “is a military organization that was started by my brother and is kind of a backup to the Black Panthers. It is a secret group that cannot be arrested by the FBI,” he says with a madman’s glow of satisfaction. “Yes.” I nod again. Why is he telling me, I wonder? For all he knows, I could be an FBI agent who asks hip questions at rallies to throw folks off. I almost suggest this to him, but the mad glow in his little eyes makes me take another bite of hot dog instead. He says softly, “We have been planning to do something big for nine years and in 1973, we will be ready to blow the lid off and really do our thing.” I am remaining cool and taking slow sips of Coke. “Is that so?” I say, trying to sound supportive and noncommittal at the same time. He nods. “Yes.” He also tells me how they believe in an eye for an eye and if the police beat up someone, section one takes a policeman and beats him up and ain’t that revolutionary? I listen a while longer and then excuse myself, gently folding the remaining half of my dog and my chips up in a napkin for disposal. I’m still hungry, but I figure it’s time to go. It is a trip what people say sometimes. Section one? “No one knows,” he says in parting, “how many members we have.” “Good,” I say. “Very good.”




OCTOBER 4, 1971


I need some time to myself by myself! There must be time for thought and music and peace and solitude! Also: No one can keep a creative house and work every day from nine to five. Can’t be done, folks. Ain’t no way.





OCTOBER 6, 1971


Miss Victoria Delease. I don’t know how to spell her last name, but it sounds like “de-leez.” A big woman with red coat/hat/dress ensemble. Nice gravelly voice and nice easy smile and relaxed manner. Rev. Jackson: small and quick, wiping his face under his glasses. “Are you a good public speaker?” he said to me. “I don’t know,” I said, surprised to be asked. “I haven’t done much public speaking.” “Well,” he said, “come to South Carolina and we’ll put you to speaking.” She is running for Congress. She is from Ridgeville, she says, in Dorchester County. The South always designates things in terms of counties and my mind fills up with lynch mobs and Klan hoods and night riders. But she smiles like it holds no terror for people with sense. “Yes,” she tells Karen, “it will take a hard fight, but I don’t think it’s hard enough to make me quit.” Rev. Jackson doesn’t talk. He drove six hours to get here this morning. She says, “It would have taken longer but he drove eighty the entire way.” She is trying to get a day care proposal funded and they are messing over her. She is not taking it though. Karen is to help them get it together. I hope they do. Her name sounds like fleur-de-lis on the wallpaper. Victoria Delease. I wish I knew how to spell it! She is really big. When she walks toward you, you can see her getting bigger and bigger like in a cartoon or something. Victoria Delease. Anyhow, when I saw her, I wasn’t scared anymore. Just that quick. White folks are a bitch. Scared to go someplace in my own country because the white folks might get me. Isn’t that a bitch? I never thought of it like that. No wonder folks are so easily intimidated. And I never saw anybody get shot or anything. Take heart! This week Atlanta, next week Dorchester County, next week, Jackson, Mississippi! Ha!




OCTOBER 6, 1971


Slow afternoon. It is hard to say how these folks who just left have affected me. They really made me feel so optimistic and hopeful and really good. Rev. Jackson and Mrs. Delease. They are back up there in Dorchester County just doing their thing. Over there in the woods, just doin’ it. The Dorchester Community Educational Project. Right on! The first year of integrated education in that area, all the black kids failed a standardized test!!!! You don’t hear about shit like that on the news. All of the black kids failed! Now that is a real weapon. If you can control everything and even make folks think they ain’t shit, it is a bitch. It really, really is. But they are tutoring and doing a whole community center thing. I dig the South for days. I really do. There is something different about southern people. They are warm and nice and they speak to you and stuff. It is amazing. I do dig me some southern folks. I wish the whole country could have black folks like down here, not crazy Californians and other crazies. People can say everybody down here is backward and country. I know better.




OCTOBER 7, 1971


Early in the day. Not much happening yet. Paschal’s Restaurant is quiet and smells like early morning coffee and sleepy people. Yesterday Julian was in here, smiling wanly and shaking hands with people who know his name. He looked slightly bored and even a little put upon, but why come in Paschal’s if you don’t want folks to pat your back and squeeze your hand? Not if you’re Julian Bond! The Julian Bond!


“Think white,” Mayor Massell told us yesterday. “We must stop the flow of white folks from Atlanta to the suburbs. That would be a tragedy,” he says. He is all het up because the mayor of Dallas said he didn’t want Dallas to be another Atlanta. Isn’t that a bitch? Think white, folks! Think white! Only thing is, we’ve been doing that for years and the white folks are still running. So . . . fuck ’em.


Fania Davis says that in Angela’s little cell there is not enough light and so Angela is losing her eyesight. When she comes to the visitors’ area, the sun makes her squint and she can’t see so good anymore. Huey Newton is in China with Elaine Brown. The people applauded him at a public meeting of some sort and he smiled and applauded them back. That was nice, I thought. I don’t think Eldridge Cleaver would have had the sense to do that. I wonder how it is for him now in Algeria. Probably a big, fly-ridden bore, knowing him. So strange. There must be a lesson in there someplace.





OCTOBER 8, 1971


I think that the thing is to take your life into your own hands. I think that is the only way that you get anything together. I look back nostalgically because I’m forgetting the boredom and the lack of direction. Only the good times stand out. It ain’t gonna do. I am proceeding to give some work to Carlton Molette and will continue to give some work to A.B. so that I can get my writing shit together and do it. I want to write, so why not write? I know I am as good as Nikki Giovanni and Johari Amini and probably a lot more of them, but who will know if I am busy doing dishes and shit like that? Best grab your own life and run with it. And that is just what the kid intends to do.


So there.




OCTOBER 12, 1971


The day before the trip to Wallace country. I am not scared yet. I went to Madison, Georgia, so I guess I can make it to Birmingham, Alabama. Just read The Feminine Mystique. The “problem with no name” is really a trip. The women’s lib anthology that I’m reading really makes me see how universal the problems of “women” are. This may be a sweeping generalization, meaning middle-class women in America, but you know what I mean. I mean, the frustration of finding yourself saddled with a lot of chores and stuff that are a drag and it is weird when you find what is expected of you. Last night: dishes to be done, but he has reading to do, so he just leaves them for me. It is not like he feels he has to do them. It is never his job to do them; he is just helping me when he does them. That is a basic and very important difference. It means that the housework is my work to do. He never comes home an hour early from Emory to start dinner. Of course, most husbands don’t even do anything at all, but that is not my problem, is it? But housework is not even the totality of the problem because the lady in one of the chapters had a maid. The problem it seems to me is the total submergence of your personality into the life of your man. It would be unthinkable for me to say, “If I get a Master’s degree at Atlanta University, I’d like to pursue a Ph.D. at Howard.” Would the entire family move? I doubt it very seriously. I really do. But I, for no reason other than he said it, would move wherever: Dartmouth, California, Yale, Harvard, etc. etc. etc. It is strange. I would like to live in New York for a little while in order to just be there and exploit whatever possibilities are there in terms of writing. However, it will not happen unless he is in the mood to move. I understand all of this a little more now, but still not enough. I am reading more and understanding more. It is interesting, but it is weird. This feminist anthology is really well put together and interesting. Makes you feel good to read it. All that stuff about how conditioning of girls starts so fast was really frightening. I wonder if I will do that to my daughter. I am going to consciously try not to. That would be a drag. It is bad to get them into that cutesy thing. I think it is bad anyway.


So, on to Alabama and maybe I will broach this subject with Karen about “the problem that has no name.” It is funny how embarrassed you are to admit that sexism even exists. Men have done almost as good a job as white folks.




OCTOBER 22, 1971


This is a misty Friday and I am remembering days when my bangs would swell up and become afro-fied and I would be embarrassed lest someone see my nappy hair. Days of wine and roses. Gone now. Seems one of our friends has flipped out again or so goes the story that is making the rounds. His problem seems to stem from people’s reactions to how light he is. A lot of people don’t realize he’s black and I guess it makes him feel bad. I need to have an old-fashioned talk with him so I can advise him to tell the folks who mess with him about being light to go fuck themselves. Karen said a woman in The Lovin’ Spoonful coffee house once talked about him like a dog and asked him how he liked “coming up here to party with us.” And he would not tell her he was black. I would have said: “Bitch, kiss my black us ass.” But I know that kind of shit is hard to do. It really is. I remember the time they told me to get out of a March in D.C. They said: “Get out. We ain’t lettin’ the beast march with us.” They thought I was white and they refused to believe me when I said I wasn’t. But what can you do? They wouldn’t let Kris and Jilo into the Topographical Research Center in Chicago because they didn’t have PROOF of being black. Isn’t that a bitch? Weird folks in weird places. I feel for our friend. A.B. says he wrote a math book for six-year-olds based on the metaphysical concepts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Okay, but my mind fixes on stories of a Mississippi prison guard telling him, “If you want to eat, you gotta act like a monkey.” I can see his eyes gleaming up from that hole in the ground and not wanting to act a fool, but hungry, so hungry . . .




DECEMBER 1, 1971


I am going to write a little note to Robert Hayden. I think his poems are wonderful. I really dig his poem “Runagate, Runagate,” and I think I will tell him just that. I would like to send a note to Langston Hughes, but I waited too late . . .




DECEMBER 2, 1971


Yesterday in NewArk (that’s the way we’re supposed to spell Newark since they elected a black mayor) they passed a regulation on the school board to make it mandatory that all classrooms in the city have a liberation flag in the room displayed the same size and quality as the good old stars and stripes. Isn’t that amazing? That is something for little kids to grow up seeing that! It will change their whole outlook right from the beginning. Rather than saying the American pledge of allegiance, they should say some kind of pledge to the liberation flag. I wonder what they would say? “I pledge my life to the liberation struggle of my people and dedicate myself to that struggle until victory is won and we live in peace.” Something like that, I guess.


Pictures of Nassar’s funeral: all those people crying in the streets. I wonder how it will be when Mao dies or Fidel.


Peace in our time and a chicken in every pot.





DECEMBER 2, 1971


The Palestinian guerillas killed the prime minister of Jordan at a meeting. They shot him down dead. They showed them on television after their capture. They were in no way down and out or cowed or anything like that. They were giving victory signs and carrying on. They also said they had intended to kill him for a long time and would only increase their opposition to Israel and “the lackeys of the West.” And they showed one man and said: “This one is reputed to have had the blood of the man to drink as he slid down on the floor and lay dying in the hotel lobby. This man drank his blood.” And the story was corroborated by witnesses. “He really did it,” they said, nodding. The thing is the blood drinker looked just like a regular person. He gave the victory sign and then the thumbs-up sign. He was smiling, too. That is enough to make you stop and think. About everything.




DECEMBER 7, 1971


A moment of peace to record some thoughts for my twenty-third birthday. Isn’t that weird? I still feel seventeen . . . eighteen at the most. It is nice though. This has been a very good birthday so far and it is only ten-thirty. Michael got up early this morning and fixed breakfast for me! Eggs and bacon and hot coffee cake and orange juice and coffee. And he wouldn’t let me help or do the dishes or anything. It was very nice and I feel properly spoiled. Carolyn Lewis called from New York to wish me happy birthday. I felt good to know she is okay. Nice that she still keeps in touch. We’ve known each other since seventh grade!


I am very happy today. I have no complaints. Peace and power!




DECEMBER 15, 1971


Things here are getting to be a drag. All the crazy folks see our office as a haven or something. It is really sad, but also scary. A brother came by yesterday and asked Pat if she would “aknead” with him after work. What does that even mean? It’s a made-up word, but what does he think it means? We don’t know, but it was really frightening. He had come in here the Friday I was out with his pants sitting wide open and no drawers on. Dick floating in the wind. I think he digs Pat. That is a drag, too. How is she supposed to deal with these insane, insane, insane niggas? She brought a gun to work today, so I guess that is her answer to that question.




DECEMBER 20, 1971


This occurs to me as if it were my own original thought and brand new to the world. White folks don’t have to do anything to you specifically. After they do it to a couple of other people that you know about, you are so incapacitated by fear that you ain’t no use to the struggle anyhow. For example, I was terrified of going to Alabama. I have never been there so I don’t know how it is, right? Gut reaction: terror. I am in fear and trembling for days before we go, hoping Karen won’t say anything out of the way to the white folks so we won’t get killed. Not talked at, but killed. A death fear. That kind of fear just for a non-offensive first visit to Birmingham. How did those Movement folks ever get up enough courage to start marching and demonstrating? I don’t know what I could/would have done. Being in Detroit is different from being in Mississippi/Alabama/Georgia! It is so depressing. If you know one person who got lynched, you are immediately fearful that next time it might be you. And these Movement folks I know all knew folks who got killed; murdered. It’s horrible. It is a psychological thing mostly, I think. Oppression is built on a series of assumptions, and if they begin to crumble, the system is in grave danger. The assumptions have got to be just as strong with the oppressed as with the oppression mongers. The oppressed must feel inferior and then he will act inferior. Amazing. I just thought about this in terms of me going to Alabama and it all became very clear. Damn these racist white folks! They are a bitch!!!!!!!!





JANUARY 6, 1972


It is strange the way black folks deal with each other in public sometimes. In front of the white folks. Sometimes even when we know each other real well, black folks get into a whole funny bag. Acting real weird and ill at ease. Like their whole being is screaming, “Don’t let me do nothin’ niggerish in front of these white folks and don’t let this person with me who I think I love do nothin’ foolish either.” What a weight to carry around! It’s like the Léon Damas story about the black man on the bus who felt bad because the only other black man on the same bus was ugly and sweaty and dirty and ill-kempt. It is hard to express it. So sad.
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