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Then let the dream linger on.


Let it be the test of nations,


Let it be the quest of all our days,


The fevered pounding of our blood,


The measure of our souls—


That none shall rest in any land


And none return to dreamless sleep,


No heart be quieted, no tongue be stilled


Until the final man may stand in any place


And thrust his shoulders to the sky,


Friend and brother to every other man.


—Pauli Murray, “Dark Testament,”


Dark Testament and Other Poems1












part I



WHY?















AN ACTIVIST IN THE MAKING





Pauli Murray never fit in.


Prickly,


she was a thorn in the side of those in power.


Her work created ladders


for others to climb


toward equality.


She was called a communist


and named a saint.


A poor child of the Jim Crow South


whom Eleanor Roosevelt came to call


friend.


A poet and a lawyer


A woman


who felt herself a man


trapped


in a woman’s body.


A woman


who liked other women.


A woman


who fell in love


with other women.


Anna Pauline Murray,


who chose Pauli as her name,


never fit in.


As an outcast,


she saw both sides on matters of


race and gender.


Black


in a world where whites ruled,


she was brought up in a family of


intermingled races.


Woman


in a world dominated by men,


her skills surpassed those of the favored gender,


yet lacked the recognition


men so easily achieved.


She saw injustice and unfairness


with uncommon clarity.


And she didn’t accept it.


She tried to avoid it,


sidestepping all that would humiliate her


or make her feel less than


human.


She ran away from it


when that didn’t work.


But as she grew and matured,


avoiding the segregation of Jim Crow laws


and running away


didn’t work.


So, she stood.


And she fought.


Her legal work became the


foundation


of the laws that brought it down.


Brought Jim Crow down.


Yet that was not enough.


Jane Crow still reigned


and women


were


still


less than.


Undeserving


of the rights of men.


So, she stood.


And she fought.


To break down


the barriers.


The barriers that held women back.












ON THE TAIL OF HALLEY’S COMET





Anna Pauline Murray arrived on the earth


November 20, 1910,


on the tail of Halley’s Comet.


Her parents, Agnes and Will,


separated but reunited,


rekindled their love,


and Pauli was born.


The baby who shouldn’t have been,


but was.


A child of love and reconciliation.2


Beautiful Agnes,


light-skinned, sunny, hot-tempered,


and selfless.


Some days,


people would say


Pauli was fiery like her mother.


Persistent Will,


quick, wiry, energetic,


and full of music.


Other days,


people would say


Pauli had her father’s drive.


Pauli3 was Sunday’s child,


back then


a good omen.


Sunday’s child from a nursery rhyme,


“fair and good and wise and gay.”


Still, she was different.


The Murray children’s world fell apart


when Pauli was barely three.


Their mother, Agnes,


died.


Will Murray became


a shadow.


Depressed.


Not stable enough to care for six children.


Only the oldest three stayed with Will,


Grace, Mildred, and Willie.


Will’s sister Rose took the youngest two—


Rosetta and little Robert Fitzgerald.


Rose also wanted to take Pauli.


But, before she died,


as if warned by a crystal ball


that her own life would last no longer


than a whisper on a windy night,


Agnes, asked her sister Pauline


to take care of Pauli.


Agnes knew Pauli was different.


A rough board to be smoothed


to reveal “the fine grain of wood.”4


She trusted no one but her sister


Pauline Fitzgerald Dame


her best friend.


Pauli’s namesake.


Their connection was deep.


When Pauli was just a little over one,


Agnes, sick


and pregnant again,


left Pauli with her aunt Pauline


for nine months.


The bond they forged lasted a lifetime.


Pauline Dame knew her sister’s wish.


She had lost two babies at birth


and loved Pauli as her own.


And yet,


Pauline Dame gave Pauli a choice


to live with her aunt Rose


or live with her.


Pauli Murray’s choice


determined the course of her life.


She chose


Pauline Dame.


Pauli’s life would have been different


with Rose Murray Shipley’s clan


in Baltimore, Maryland.


Living with her siblings.


Close to her father.


She would have called her aunt Rose “Mother,”


because Rose would have insisted.


And memories


of her mother and father


would have been


erased.


Instead,


Pauline Dame took Pauli south


to Durham, North Carolina.


To a clapboard house in a place called


the Bottoms,


where Pauli lived with the Fitzgeralds.


Her grandmother, Cornelia.


Her grandfather, Robert.


Her aunts, Pauline and Sallie.


The house in the Bottoms was


a home


where Pauli’s questions about Agnes and Will


were answered.


Memories of her parents were kept alive


with stories and pictures,


that filled the void in her heart.


Even though her childhood


was tinged with a sadness she called a “gray mist,”5


and the knowledge of what she had lost,


Pauli found love in the house in the Bottoms.


And pride.


Aunt Pauline adopted her


and became her mother.


In fact and by law.


Pauli became her child.


Pauli came to call her “mother”


of her own choice.












THE ACTIVIST—WAS SHE BORN OR WAS SHE MADE?





One would wonder if it was


innate.


That sense of fairness


and justice


that Pauli Murray had.


Or if it was nurtured in the little house in the Bottoms.


It wasn’t fair,


sometimes,


at home.


“How come you give Grandfather three pancakes and me only one?”6


Asserting herself came easily.


And early.


Everyday,


Pauli went to school with Aunt Pauline,


even though she was only


four


or five.


Not old enough to be a student.


Cornelia and Robert Fitzgerald were too old


to take care of her.


Sallie Fitzgerald taught at the school as well.


In Pauline Dame’s classroom,


Pauli listened


when Aunt Pauline taught her first grade class


to read.


“I can read, Aunt Pauline,”7


Pauli said one day


when she stood up


with the first graders,


and read.


Aunt Pauline may have thought Pauli


just remembered what other first graders had read,


so she gave Pauli a different book,


one Pauli hadn’t seen before.


Pauli read every word.


She was told that a pencil belonged


in her right hand,


but it felt much better in her left.


The disapproval made her feel even more


different.


Self-conscious.


She taught herself to write with both


left and right hands.


But she didn’t think it was fair


that she was the one who had to conform.












THE BOTTOMS—THE INFLUENCE OF PLACE





The activist was born


but also formed.


In the little house in the Bottoms,


her concept of family


and her concept of self


were totally different from the other five Murray children.


They were brought up in Baltimore, Maryland,


a city in the North.


Not quite as free as the state of New York,


one would say,


but still,


not North Carolina.


At first, the little house was a source of pride.


Pride of ownership


for Cornelia and Robert,


different from most Black families.


But in time,


it became


isolating.


Maplewood Cemetery


was built behind the house in the Bottoms,


with fields separating the house from the final resting place


of the whites


of Durham, North Carolina.


But as the cemetery grew,


the graves marched down the hill


until they were so near


marble angels and headstones became the closest neighbors


of the little white house.


Walking through the cemetery


was forbidden


for people of dark skin.


But Pauli decided at an early age


that a rule,


not a law,


that some white person made,


could be broken.


Maplewood Cemetery was a shortcut to everywhere,


and she used it.


But only during the day.


Ghosts,


Pauli thought,


were sure to come out at night.


Pauli talked to the newly dead.


Welcomed them to their final home.


“I knew more about the dead white people . . .


than the living ones,” she said.8


But it wasn’t by choice.


It wasn’t only the cemetery


that isolated young Pauli


in the little house in the Bottoms.


Water flowing downhill from the cemetery


poured freely onto the Fitzgerald property.


Robert Fitzgerald dug a four foot ditch


to tame the flow, but the city of Durham covered it.


Regardless of how much the Fitzgeralds asked


and pled


with those in authority


to have the city uncover the ditch,


it never happened.


To the whites who made the decisions,


in Durham, North Carolina,


water flooding the house of a Black family was of no concern.


Friends were hard to come by


when your house


swam with water when it rained.


Friends were hard to come by


when Pauline Dame


and Sallie Fitzgerald,


your mother and your aunt,


taught at your school.


Friends were hard to come by


for a girl who liked to wear


boys’ clothes


instead of girls’.


Friends were hard to come by


for a girl whose grandmother ranted


at those who neared


the little house in the Bottoms,


coloring Pauli Murray’s life


with loneliness.


Outside her family,


she met very few


others.


Salesmen and tradespeople.


And even then, they were only


men.


It was in the Bottoms


that Pauli Murray learned


of Jim Crow.


Jim Crow laws


gave whites


supremacy


over people whose skin color


was dark.


Like Pauli.


Jim Crow laws


were named after a character


in a minstrel show.


A Black slave


who was lazy


and stupid.


Pauli knew that she wasn’t lazy


or stupid.


And neither was her granpa,


or her granma.


Or her aunt Pauline.


Or her aunt Sallie.


No Black person she knew


was stupid


or lazy.


Yet when whites


laughed at Jim Crow in their minstrel shows,


they were laughing


at people like her


and her family.


Being laughed at


hurt.


It wasn’t fair.


She hadn’t chosen


the color of her skin.


Jim Crow laws


were meant to keep Black people in their


place.


Not equal.


Perhaps not slaves,


but degraded,


humiliated,


and belittled.


Inferior.


They were meant to keep Black people


away


from whites.


And they did keep


Black people


away


from whites


in the South


from the end of


the Civil War.


Because of Jim Crow,


Pauli couldn’t


use the same bathrooms


as whites,


or eat in the same restaurants,


or sit next to a white person


on a train or a trolley.


Pauli attended West End School.9


Both elementary schools for Black children—


East End and West End—


were dilapidated, worn down.


So much so that


both ended up burned to the ground,


rumored to have been


on purpose.


The only way


to get a decent place


for Black children to go to school


was to force the whites to build a new one.10


Her textbooks were castoffs


from the white schools.


She never got to enjoy the smell of a new book


or hear the crack of the spine


when she was the first to open it.


Her teachers were paid


pennies on the dollar


of what white teachers earned.


Because of Jim Crow,


Pauli had to sit in the back


of all buses


and in the luggage car


when riding a train.


Because of Jim Crow,


people of dark skin


had to sit in the balcony


at the movies.


But there were no bathrooms


for them


anywhere


in the theater.


So, they had to


hold it


for the whole movie,


or leave the theater


to go to the bathroom.


Sometimes they couldn’t


hold it.


So the balcony at the movie theater often smelled


like pee.


Pauli and her family avoided Jim Crow


by walking instead of riding


and not going to the movies


and always going to the bathroom


before they left home.


Small acts of


defiance.


Even being among whites on the street


was a balancing act


for Pauli.


Some white people didn’t want


people of color


to look them in the eye


or walk on the same sidewalk


where they walked.


Each time Pauli met a new


white person,


she never knew who would be nice


and who wouldn’t.


Mostly,


she stayed away from


white people


just in case.


But sometimes


she couldn’t.


On a trip home from Baltimore


so Pauli could see her father,


Aunt Pauline slipped in the mud in front of the train station


and shattered her glasses.


Two white men stared


and did nothing


to help.


At a stop in Norfolk, Virginia,


Aunt Pauline left Pauli


guarding the suitcases in the waiting room


while she found out about the train


that would take them


to Durham.


White men with red faces


surrounded Pauli


without a word.


Until Aunt Pauline came.


It seems that the sign


Aunt Pauline wasn’t able to read


through her shattered


glasses said


“White Waiting Room.”


Pauli definitely was not white,


but she wasn’t too dark, either.


And she confused them.


Once they got on the train,


one of the men from


the waiting room


watched them


so that Aunt Pauline and Pauli didn’t


overstep


their bounds.


Again.


And sit in a place


reserved for


whites.


Jim Crow laws meant


segregation.


Meant being


separate


and different


from those who


drew white skin


in the lottery of birth.


Jim Crow meant


humiliation.


Suffering


the degradation


let Pauli understand the


injustice


and unfairness


of her lot.


Because of


nothing


but the color


of her skin.


That understanding would be


a thorn


she would always want to


pull from deep inside


her heart.












CHILDHOOD—THE INFLUENCE OF FAMILY





Upon her mother’s death,


three-year-old Pauli


was thrust


into a family


of adults.


Granpa Fitzgerald


who fought for


the Union


in the Civil War.


Granma Cornelia,


the proud daughter


of a member of the


North Carolina General Assembly


and his almost-white, part-Cherokee slave.


Sallie Fitzgerald,


her always cheerful aunt.


And Pauline Dame,


her godmother,


later


her adopted mother.


All in the Fitzgerald home.


In the little white clapboard house


in the Bottoms,


Pauline Dame never sought to steal


the memory of fiery Agnes,


or driven Will.


She kept memories of Pauli’s parents


alive


in pictures and stories.


“You’ve got your mother’s sweet disposition,” Dame would say


and, “You look just like your father.”11


Pauli would glow


at the comparisons.


She’d do her best


to make them proud.


In a home where three


of the four adults were,


or had been,


teachers, education


was bound to be the


centerpiece


of Pauli’s life.


She read to her grandfather,


daily.


The newspaper.


She read the news of the


Great War


because he couldn’t see


to read the paper


himself.


She also recited


words like


“ammunition” and


“preparedness”


and “conscription.”


And said,


“Yes, sir,”


and


“No, sir.”


Never just


“Yes” or “No,”


and never,


ever


“Yessuh” or “Nosuh.”12


Because of Robert Fitzgerald,


his children


and grandchild


marched


everywhere


in step.


Their backbones straight.


Granpa gave Pauli


storytelling.


Reynard the Fox and the Little Red Hen


and Aesop’s Fables.


When she’d been especially good,


Granpa would tell her


true stories


of his childhood


or of fighting for the Union


in the Civil War.


How he had set up schools


for Black children


in North Carolina


and how the Ku Klux Klan


rode around the little schoolhouse


to make him


stop.


She loved him,


her hero,


but Granpa Fitzgerald kept Pauli


isolated


as well.


“I don’t want you bringing stray young’uns up here,” he told her. “I won’t have every rag, tag and bobtail in the Bottoms cluttering up my yard.”13


Pauli read to Granma Cornelia, too.


The Bible.


Her grandmother’s


favorite book.


Because Granma Cornelia


didn’t know how to read.


Pauli read on Sundays.


Psalms.


She didn’t always know the


meaning


of what she read.


She skipped any word


she couldn’t pronounce.


But reading


to her grandmother


brought them close.


That closeness


made Pauli the family ambassador


to Cornelia—


the cactus of the family.


Full of thorns


that might deflate


whoever


was in her way.


From the porch


of the little white clapboard house,


Cornelia Fitzgerald would


rant and rave


at anyone who dared to trespass


on her land


or looked at her wrong.


“No count,”


“Good for nothing,”


“No mannered,”


“Yaller bellied, white livered”14


To Cornelia,


a rattlesnake


was more respectable


than some of her


neighbors.


When her neighbors


brought up her white heritage


as an offense,


she countered.


“You think I’m insulted?” Cornelia would say. “I’ll tell anybody I’m a white man’s child. A fine white man at that. A southern aristocrat. . . . I don’t like trashy folks whether they’re Black, white, blue or yaller. If you mix with the dogs you’ll be bitten by the fleas.”15


Pauli, her favorite,


had near-magical powers


to calm her grandmother.


Pauli used the Bible


to soothe the waters.


“[Let me] read you ‘Zekiel


in the valley of the dry bones,


and Dan’l in the lion’s den,” she’d say


and get her granma


to leave her ranting


to listen to the Bible.16


Pauli saw the ranting


and raving,


but she also saw


another side of her grandmother.


Bringing food


to those in need,


even when the little house


in the Bottoms


went


without.


Bringing potions


and salves


she had made


herself


to those in the Bottoms


who were ailing.


Cornelia’s pride was


her white father, who


had defended poor Black people


free of charge


and had saved


many of them


from the gallows.17


Pauli couldn’t help knowing


that as proud as Cornelia was


of her white blood,


she never mentioned the


slave blood


running through her veins.


“Hold your head high and don’t take a back seat to nobody,” Granma told Pauli. “You got good blood in you . . . Aristocrats . . . going back seven generations right in this state.”18


Pauli understood her grandmother.


She understood her grandmother’s pain,


that even though she was brought up


as part of a white family,


upon marrying a Black man,


she became Black


and lost the privilege and protection


from discrimination


she’d had at her father’s house.


When she married Robert Fitzgerald,


Cornelia Smith lost the privileges she had become


accustomed to.


She understood her grandmother’s pain,


that even though she had been cared for by a nanny as any white girl would have been,


she lived in the Bottoms


and few respected her.


She understood


her pain


that even though she was


seven-eighths white,


she still had to endure


the Ku Klux Klan


circling her home with torches.


Nightly.


Pauli understood.


But still.


Granma Cornelia’s way


left her


isolated


in the little house


in the Bottoms.


Because of Granma Cornelia’s


rants,


the neighborhood was convinced


Cornelia’s evil eye


had killed a horse


and made a girl fall


pregnant.


The horse


had been eating her corn.


The girl


had let him loose.


So, Pauli


had few friends


her age.


In the house full of adults,


where children


other than Pauli


were seldom seen,


reading


became Pauli’s


escape.


She didn’t have


children’s books,


so she read


every book


on her grandfather’s shelves.


The Works of Paul Laurence Dunbar.


Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery.


Zane Grey’s adventure novels.


Gene Stratton-Porter’s books on conservation.


Ellen Glasgow’s books


on how the South


had changed.


She also read


Aunt Pauline’s books.


Historical novels.


All books that


well-read adults


would be


proud


to have read.


When she ran out of books


in the little white house,


she trekked to


the Durham Colored Library


where the librarian introduced her


to the Bobbsey Twins,


The Five Little Peppers and How They Grew,


and Frank the Young Naturalist.


Once Pauli was old enough


to be in school,


friends were still


hard to come by.


She was the daughter


of Pauline Dame.


One of the strictest teachers


at Pauli’s school.


And the most


respected.


Pauli wanted to be


good


but often,


wasn’t.


She knew she should have been


“a model of good conduct . . . not a ringleader of mischief.”19


Reading,


writing,


and arithmetic


were no problem.


She excelled.


But not in behavior.


Her behavior was


not what was


expected


of a teacher’s child.


Pauli bounced


when she should have been


still.


She talked


when she should have been


quiet.


Sometimes her good sense


just didn’t work,


like when she sneaked away


to buy


pickles and candy


at the store next to the school.


Or when she pulled


a rotting plank


from the school fence


to make a springboard.


Once, on a rainy day,


when about a hundred students


ended up in the school basement


for recess,


Pauli organized a game


of Policeman.


Pauli ended up


bloodied.


With a gash on her forehead.


Everyone thought she was


dead.20


It just seemed that,


in elementary school,


whenever there was


trouble,


Pauli couldn’t be far from it.


Every teacher


had a direct line


to Pauline Dame.


Pauli couldn’t get away with


anything.


Pauli endured Pauline Dame’s


disappointment.


Much harder to bear than any


punishment.


Pauline Dame raised Pauli


with an iron fist


wrapped


in a velvet glove.


She gave Pauli


choices.


Chores she had to do,


but Pauli got to


choose


how she would


help.


Picking the fruits of the


garden and orchard.


Helping tend the vegetable garden.


She helped with the chickens


and stacking wood,


kept oil in the lanterns


and coal in the scuttles.


She even scrubbed the outhouse


and swept the porch.


Cooking and sewing


were chores she never


chose.


There was only


enough


in the little white house


to live on,


but no more.


Pauli was expected to


work for her spending money,


but she could


decide


how she would earn it.


She worked


after she finished her chores.


She sold magazines


and delivered newspapers.


She swept a neighborhood store


and helped her Aunt Sallie with housekeeping.


Black children didn’t earn a lot


when they worked


in Durham, North Carolina,


and it would take her until high school


to earn enough money


to buy a bike.
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