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Praise for CREATED EQUAL





“We are familiar with movies that are based on books. Now comes a book that is based on a movie. If you were riveted by the film Created Equal: Clarence Thomas in His Own Words, as I was, and you wanted to hear the stories that were left on the cutting room floor, as I did, you will want to get this book.”


—Randy E. Barnett, professor of constitutional law at Georgetown Law, coauthor of The Original Meaning of the Fourteenth Amendment: Its Letter and Spirit


“Every great historical figure ought to get an opportunity to share his life with future generations. Created Equal, the film and now the book takes us on an exciting journey that starts in Pin Point, Georgia, and ends with Clarence Thomas, who has become an American hero to millions of people. Justice Thomas’s life story and his judicial opinions have helped shape our nation. I highly recommend this book because it is Justice Thomas’s recollection of his life and the people and circumstances that helped make him the giant he is today. It is certain to become an invaluable resource for historians, students, and other readers who will recognize it as the definitive work on Justice Thomas’s life.”


—Carol M. Swain, Distinguished Senior Fellow for Constitutional Studies, Texas Public Policy Foundation


“A compelling, must-read book that shows us how greatness comes from unflinching courage in the face of adversity. Clarence Thomas is a national treasure.”


—Laura Ingraham, host of The Ingraham Angle and former Thomas law clerk


“Few life stories are as authentically American as Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas’s, yet you’d never know it from the way he is often portrayed in the media. Michael Pack and Mark Paoletta’s Created Equal goes a long way toward correcting the distortions. They succeed in presenting the essence of Thomas—his modesty, graciousness, wit, humor, and unflinching honesty. We owe the authors a debt of gratitude for this profound and moving book.”


—Jason L. Riley, author of Maverick: A Biography of Thomas Sowell


“While I have known Justice Thomas for more than twenty-five years, I learned a great deal more about him in this compelling, book-length interview. Justice Thomas tells the riveting story of his life journey from Pin Point, Georgia, to the Supreme Court. He also explains his views on our nation’s founding principles and the process by which he approaches his work on the Supreme Court. This is a must-read!”


—Mike Lee, U.S. senator and former clerk to Justice Samuel Alito


“Clarence Thomas’s inspiring story is vitally important to this moment in our nation’s history. Every American should read this exceptional book.”


—Mark Levin, host of The Mark Levin Show


“The story of Clarence Thomas’s rise from a poor Gullah boy growing up in the Jim Crow South to one of America’s most influential intellectuals is without a doubt one of the most inspirational stories in U.S. history. The fact that so many people who claim to care about racial inequality have spent decades dismissing and lying about Thomas because he insists on thinking independently is just further proof his story needed to be told—and finally, masterfully, and elegantly, Michael Pack and Mark Paoletta have given Thomas’s life story the respect it deserves.”


—Mollie Hemingway, editor in chief at The Federalist, author of Rigged: How the Media, Big Tech, and the Democrats Seized Our Elections, and coauthor of Justice on Trial: The Kavanaugh Confirmation and the Future of the Supreme Court.


“This new book about Justice Thomas tells the quintessential success story of a journey from abject poverty to intellectual leadership on the highest Court in the land. The justice had the good fortune of a grandfather who insisted that he be educated by nuns, thus laying the groundwork for a career of pathbreaking scholarship. Like the trajectory of most judicial giants, many of his dissents have become majority rulings. And his honesty, humor, and generosity have graced everyone he meets, from janitors to presidents.”


—Ambassador C. Boyden Gray, counsel to President George H. W. Bush


“Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas is rightfully known as a towering figure in American jurisprudence. Created Equal builds upon this conventional wisdom, amplifying Justice Thomas’s own words to reveal how his grandfather’s moral guidance, an enduring faith, and a stellar education helped him develop the mindset of an Overcomer that propelled him from humble beginnings in Pin Point, Georgia, to the very pinnacle of the American Dream.”


—Ian Rowe, senior fellow at the American Enterprise Institute and co-founder and CEO of Vertix Partnership Academies


“In Created Equal Michael Pack and Mark Paoletta have provided a fascinating account of an extraordinary man who rose from the most humble beginnings to become an associate justice of the Supreme Court of the United States. Based upon Clarence Thomas’s own words it also offers an incisive commentary on some of the critical issues of our time: the Constitution and the rule of law, race relations, and our legal and judicial system.”


—Edwin Meese III, former U.S. Attorney General


“The story of Clarence Thomas needs to be told. It is the story that of a man of integrity who embodies the best of our national character. Michael Pack and Mark Paoletta have done the country a great service by bringing out the story in Justice Thomas’s own words. This book is must-reading for anyone who wants to understand the principles of our nation and the nobility of the American character.”


—The Very Reverend Paul D. Scalia, son of Justice Antonin Scalia and episcopal vicar of clergy for the Diocese of Arlington


“The interviews with Clarence Thomas collected here—excerpted from twenty-five hours of conversation over six days—are assuredly the most intimate ever conducted with a sitting Supreme Court justice. The revelations are personal and historical, with bracing lessons for students of the law, politics, race relations, the media, and human nature. Skillfully structured by Michael Pack and Mark Paoletta, Created Equal brings us deep inside the soul of an American icon: an essential document of a life at once unique and emblematic of a nation.”


—James Rosen, chief White House correspondent for Newsmax and author of Cheney One on One: A Candid Conversation with America’s Most Controversial Statesman


“An essential, revealing, and intimate portrait of a great American life. In Created Equal, the authentic voice of Justice Thomas shines through with all its intelligence, originality, charm, and wit as Michael Pack and Mark Paoletta humanize one of the most consequential Supreme Court justices in history. To know the real Clarence Thomas, you must read this compelling and important book.”


—James L. Swanson, bestselling author of Manhunt: The 12-Day Chase for Lincoln’s Killer
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I dedicate this book to my wife, the love of my life, Gina Cappo Pack, who never gets enough credit for the work we do together, this book no less than all the other projects.


—Michael Pack


I dedicate this book to my wife Tricia. Every day I wake up, I consider myself the luckiest guy in the world because she decided to share her life with me.


—Mark Paoletta













INTRODUCTION


This book is not a conventional biography but the record of a long biographical discussion. As such, the authors know that the book will be read by different kinds of readers and used in different ways. This introduction is intended as a guide.


WHY THIS BOOK WAS WRITTEN



The impetus to write this book came from the success of our documentary, Created Equal: Clarence Thomas in His Own Words.


In our two-hour documentary, Clarence Thomas looks directly at the camera and in his own words tells the audience the story of his dramatic and inspiring life. He begins with how he grew up in the segregated South and ends with his years on the Supreme Court. His life is a great American success story, with many twists and turns along the way.


Created Equal first played in more than 110 movie theaters from January to March 2020—a wide release for a documentary—until theaters were forced to close on account of COVID-19. Then, that May, PBS broadcast the film nationally in prime time. The Washington Post called it “a marvel of filmmaking.” The Washington Examiner declared that “everyone interested in the truth and a great story should go and see it.” Time magazine dubbed it “a rare insight into the mind of a justice.”


Created Equal was released digitally in October 2020 and is still streaming on many sites. Our website, ManifoldProductions.com, links to the streaming services where it can be viewed. Ironically, Amazon chose to cancel the film during February 2021, Black History Month, sparking a firestorm of controversy. In spite of this attempt to suppress the film, it remains quite popular.


Many viewers have asked for more—more details about Justice Thomas, more of the interview. An unprecedented number of viewers have approached us, both at in-person and virtual screenings and through our website. A surprising number have seen the film multiple times. Some wrote to protest the Amazon cancelling. Many told us that they wanted the film to be longer (a rare complaint about a documentary), and some even wanted to see the entire thirty hours of outtakes.


Public recognition of Clarence Thomas’s importance has been steadily increasing. Many call the current Supreme Court “The Thomas Court,” pointing to him as the most influential justice, even though he is not the chief justice. For years, he has written the most opinions in each Supreme Court term. His powerful dissents have slowly shifted the court in his direction. Justice Thomas’s life and his opinions seem to speak to this moment and beyond.


To satisfy the public’s interest in our film and Justice Thomas, we offer this book, selected excerpts from our extended interviews with Justice Thomas and his wife, Virginia. Over 90 percent of the material in this book did not appear in the film.


THE AUTHORS AND JUSTICE THOMAS



Michael Pack


I first met Justice Thomas in the context of the film. Some mutual friends, including Mark Paoletta, were interested in having a documentary made about Justice Thomas. They were tired of the numerous films, books, and articles that have lied about and distorted his life and work, and they wanted to correct the record in film.


At the time the idea of a possible documentary was brought to my attention, I knew little about Clarence Thomas. Like everyone of a certain age, I vividly recalled being glued to the television, tuning into C-SPAN to watch Anita Hill’s shocking charges and Thomas’s full-throated rebuttal. But I knew little else, and—as I later realized—I had inadvertently absorbed some the media’s biased narrative and hidden assumptions about Justice Thomas.


Our mutual friends arranged a meeting. One meeting and a little research was all it took to convince me that Clarence Thomas had a great story to tell. His was a story of overcoming great obstacles, of resilience and moral courage. I very much wanted to tell that story, a story the American people needed to hear.


Mark Paoletta was a key part of the production process throughout, especially in confirming the factual details. Justice Thomas’s wife, Ginni Thomas, often says, “Mark knows more about our lives than we do.” Really he was an unsung, uncredited executive producer of the documentary. Now he is a close friend.


Originally I planned a traditional documentary, including many interviews with friends and enemies, covering all the phases of Justice Thomas’s life and all sides of the issues raised by his jurisprudence and his career, from busing and affirmative action to the Anita Hill charges. Eventually, I realized that this project would become unwieldy and that Thomas’s own unique voice would be lost. Plus, he is the best storyteller of the events of his own life. So ours would be a subjective film—not the objective truth but Justice Thomas’s own story, told his way. Audiences could choose to accept or reject it, based on what they heard from him and the many other sources out there.


In the end we settled on a documentary based on long interviews with only Justice Thomas and Ginni Thomas, both talking directly to the camera, looking the audience in the eye, as if chatting across a dinner table. I interviewed them for over thirty hours, from November 15, 2017, to March 14, 2018. No filmmaker has ever been given such access to a Supreme Court justice. The film, and now this book, is based on those interviews. Of course, there was also extensive use of archival footage, vintage photographs, and expressionistic re-creations.


As is our standard practice, neither Justice Thomas nor Ginni Thomas had any editorial control over the film. In fact, Justice Thomas’s only suggestion was to include Ginni. He was to be the only interview subject, but he correctly saw that Ginni could talk about his (and their) states of mind in difficult moments in a way he could not. Ginni’s interview was so compelling that we have added an appendix with selections from it.


I am forever grateful for the trust the Thomases placed in me and my team to tell their stories fairly and honestly. Working on this film and now this book has been one of the great privileges of my career. I was honored to be able to share their stories with you, the viewer, and now you, the reader.


Mark Paoletta


I first met Clarence Thomas in October of 1983 at an event in Bridgeport, Connecticut, when he was the chairman of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and I was a senior in college. Along with a few others, we chatted for a little more than an hour. He was engaging and full of energy and opinions. He made a huge impression on me.


In March of 1989, I was a young lawyer serving in the George H. W. Bush White House and working on the team that vetted individuals for possible appointment as federal judges. The White House was interested in selecting Clarence Thomas for the D.C. Circuit and wanted to do due diligence on his record. Based in part on that 1983 conversation, I volunteered to reach out to Thomas to obtain copies of his speeches and writing.


What I read was electrifying. Here was a guy who stood up for what he believed in and called it like he saw it. He took on the civil rights establishment and Congress. I spoke with him several times, and he was the same as the man I remembered meeting six years before. I hoped the president would select him because he had been through the fire as a black conservative in the Reagan administration and seemed to have a steel back bone toward anyone who tried to tell him what to think or do. But given his public opinions I was not sure he would be confirmed by the Democrat-led Senate. The president did select him, and Thomas was confirmed in March 1990 to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit.


When President Bush announced on July 1, 1991, that he was nominating Clarence Thomas to the U.S. Supreme Court, I was thrilled that I would be part of the White House team working to get him confirmed. At that announcement, Thomas spoke those uplifting words, “Only in America” in his brief remarks, capturing so eloquently the hope and promise of our extraordinary country.


But immediately the left began an all-out assault to destroy this good man for no other reason than that he did not conform to the beliefs he was assigned by virtue of his race, and that he would not back down from those views. Out of that terrible ordeal, a friendship was forged.


Several months after he was confirmed, I was diagnosed with cancer. As I went through surgeries and chemotherapy, our bond grew deeper. Justice Thomas visited or called me every day, particularly during my rounds of chemotherapy, focusing on my health challenge and always cheering me up. When my treatments were done and my hair had grown back, he signed a photo of us with the words, “Great hair, buddy! We survived!” We have been close friends ever since.


Clarence Thomas is an American hero, representing the best of America. He is our greatest Supreme Court justice. As exceptional a public figure as he is, he is an even better friend, and not just to me. Justice Thomas’s wife, Ginni, is also a dear friend and an inspiring figure in her own right.


Over the years, I have been angered by the vicious, racist, and false portrayals of Justice Thomas in articles, books, and films. After the anti–Justice Thomas HBO movie Confirmation was released in 2016, I was determined to help bring about a film that portrayed the real Clarence Thomas. It was in that context, and with the help of some friends, that I began working with Michael Pack. We were blessed that this A-list documentary filmmaker turned out to be interested in making a film about Clarence Thomas. Michael Pack truly understood the monumental importance of Clarence Thomas’s life journey, his ideas, and jurisprudence. It has been one of the greatest joys in my life to be able to work with Michael on the film. Michael has made a masterpiece that every American should watch.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



We designed this book to be used two ways.


First, you can read it straight through, as Clarence Thomas’s life story, with a clear beginning, middle, and end. In this way, the structure of the book parallels the structure of our film. The actual interviews, like most conversations, meandered. Justice Thomas might circle back to reflect on an earlier phase of his life or flash forward to something more recent. We have smoothed all this out for the book, as we did for the film.


To help place you in time, we have provided a chronology, a timeline of the major events of Clarence Thomas’s life. As you read along, you can always refer back to the chronology to get your bearings.


Second, we expect some readers will want to go to the topics and incidents of interest to them, to skip around—say from affirmative action to the confirmation hearings. The index is designed to support these readers. We also offer very detailed chapters and subchapter headings, which appear in the table of contents and can guide the reader to the sections of most interest.


However you use the book, we hope that learning more about Justice Thomas’s life and ideas will be as inspiring to you as it has been to us.










TIMELINE KEY EVENTS IN CLARENCE THOMAS’S LIFE





	
JUNE 23, 1948—Clarence Thomas is born in Pin Point, Georgia, to Leola Williams and M. C. Thomas.


	
1951—M. C. Thomas leaves the family; Clarence Thomas’s parents are divorced. Clarence lives with his great-aunt Annie Jones (Leola Williams’s aunt) in her home in Pin Point with his two siblings, Emma Mae Thomas and Myers Lee Thomas.


	
1954—Clarence Thomas starts first grade at the segregated all-black school, Haven Home, in Pin Point.


	
WINTER 1955—Aunt Annie’s home in Pin Point burns down. Clarence Thomas and his brother move to live with his mother in Savannah. His sister Emma Mae stays with Aunt Annie in another home in Pin Point.


	
SUMMER 1955—Clarence Thomas and his brother Myers move to live with their grandparents Myers and Christina Anderson at their home in Savannah, Georgia.


	
FALL 1955—Clarence Thomas is enrolled in the second grade at St. Benedict the Moor Catholic School in Savannah, the segregated school for black students run by the Missionary Franciscan Sisters of the Immaculate Conception.


	
CHRISTMAS DAY, 1957—Grandfather Myers Anderson takes Clarence and his brother out to Liberty County to work on the family farm, where they will spend their summers for the next ten years.


	
1962—Clarence Thomas graduates eighth grade at St. Benedict’s and begins his freshman year at St. Pius X High School, the all-black Catholic high school in Savannah.


	
1964—Clarence Thomas transfers to St. John Vianney Minor Seminary, a boarding school outside of Savannah on the Isle of Hope. He repeats the tenth grade to complete an extra year of Latin. St. John’s has just been desegregated, and Clarence Thomas is one of the first two black students to attend the school.


	
1967—Clarence Thomas graduates from St. John Vianney and begins attending Conception Seminary College in Conception, Missouri.


	
1968—Clarence Thomas withdraws from Conception at the end of his first year. In the fall he begins attending Holy Cross College in Worcester, Massachusetts, as a sophomore.


	
SPRING 1971—Clarence Thomas is awarded his B.A. from Holy Cross College on June 4. He marries Kathy Ambush on June 5.


	
FALL 1971—Clarence Thomas begins attending Yale Law School in New Haven, Connecticut.


	
FEBRUARY 15, 1973—Clarence Thomas’s son Jamal Thomas is born.


	
SPRING 1974—Clarence Thomas is awarded a J.D. from Yale Law School.


	
1974—Clarence Thomas begins working as an assistant attorney general for Missouri Attorney General John Danforth, a Republican, in Jefferson City, Missouri.


	
1977—Clarence Thomas begins working in the legal department of the agricultural company Monsanto in St. Louis.


	
AUGUST 1979—Clarence Thomas begins working for Senator John Danforth in Washington, D.C., as a legislative assistant on energy, environment, and public works issues.


	
DECEMBER 1980—Clarence Thomas attends the Fairmont Conference in San Franciso, organized by Professor Thomas Sowell. There he speaks with Washington Post reporter Juan Williams, who writes an op-ed, “Black Conservatives, Center Stage,” which appears in the Post on December 16, 1980.


	
JUNE 19, 1981—Clarence Thomas is confirmed as assistant secretary for Civil Rights in the Department of Education in the Reagan administration.


	
MARCH 31, 1982—Clarence Thomas is confirmed as chairman of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC).


	
1983—Clarence Thomas’s grandfather Myers Anderson dies on March 30; his grandmother Christina Anderson dies on May 1.


	
JULY 1984—Clarence Thomas and his wife, Kathy Ambush, are granted a divorce.


	
1986—Clarence Thomas is confirmed to another term as chairman of the EEOC.


	
1987—Clarence Thomas marries Virginia Lamp in a ceremony at St. Paul United Methodist Church in Omaha, Nebraska, on May 30.


	
MAY 1989—Clarence Thomas is nominated by President George H. W. Bush to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit.


	
FEBRUARY 1990—The Senate Judiciary Committee votes 12–1 to recommend Clarence Thomas.


	
MARCH 6, 1990—Clarence Thomas is confirmed to be a judge on the D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals by a voice vote in the Senate.


	
JUNE 27, 1991—Justice Thurgood Marshall announces his retirement from the Supreme Court.


	
JULY 1, 1991—President George H. W. Bush announces he will nominate Clarence Thomas to be associate justice of the Supreme Court.


	
SEPTEMBER 10–16, 1991—Clarence Thomas testifies before the Senate Judiciary Committee.


	
SEPTEMBER 23, 1991—Anita Hill submits a confidential statement to the Judiciary Committee.


	
SEPTEMBER 25, 1991—The FBI interviews Clarence Thomas about Hill’s allegations.


	
SEPTEMBER 27, 1991—The Judiciary Committee votes 8–8 on the Thomas nomination and sends it to the full Senate, which is expected to vote on his nomination on October 8.


	
OCTOBER 5–6, 1991—Anita Hill’s allegations are leaked in stories in Newsday (October 5) and on National Public Radio (October 6).


	
OCTOBER 7, 1991—Anita Hill holds a press conference at the University of Oklahoma Law School.


	
OCTOBER 11–13, 1991—The Senate Judiciary Committee reconvenes the hearing to consider Anita Hill’s allegations.


	
OCTOBER 15, 1991—The Senate confirms Clarence Thomas as associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court by a 52–48 vote, with eleven Democrat Senators voting for Thomas and two Republicans voting against him.


	
OCTOBER 18, 1991—Clarence Thomas is sworn in by Justice Byron White, who administers the constitutional oath at a ceremony at the White House.


	
OCTOBER 23, 1991—Clarence Thomas is administered the judicial oath by Chief Justice Rehnquist and takes his seat on the U.S. Supreme Court.


	
1996—Clarence Thomas issues his hundredth opinion on the merits.


	
2003—Clarence Thomas issues a dissenting opinion in Grutter v. Bollinger, which is extensively discussed in the interview for Created Equal.


	
2004—Clarence Thomas issues his three hundredth opinion on the merits.


	
2013—Clarence Thomas issues his five hundredth opinion on the merits.


	
NOVEMBER 14, 2017–MARCH 14, 2018—Clarence Thomas sits for six interviews, and Ginni Thomas for three, for the documentary Created Equal: Clarence Thomas in His Own Words.


	
2020—Thomas issues his seven hundredth opinion on the merits.













CHAPTER ONE CHILDHOOD YEARS





“They had faith in this country”





MP (Michael Pack): Justice Thomas, what are the lessons of your life, when you look back over it?


CT (Clarence Thomas): I don’t consider myself someone who reflects on that stuff a lot. We tend to make life pretty complicated. Poor people don’t have that luxury. They can’t start debating the number of angels on a pinhead. No offense to St. Thomas Aquinas, but they can’t be Thomistic. Things are simplified. They are not gray. They’re black and white. You either fed the hogs or you didn’t. You fed the chickens or you didn’t. You repaired the roof or you didn’t. You put the fodder or hay in the barn or you didn’t. Whether you did it or didn’t do it makes the difference between survival and not surviving. So that’s something my grandfather taught us. There was always right and wrong.


I went off to school and I took all sorts of philosophy and took history, took theology. You read, you thought about things. Later in life, I was thinking back on my life, and I thought after all of that, the person who had the greatest influence and probably the most accurate was Sister Mary Dolorosa in the second grade in 1955 as we were beginning the Baltimore Catechism.1 She would say, “Why did God create us?” And the answer was pretty uniform—a whole group of second graders answered in unison: “God created us to know, love, and serve him in this life and be happy with him in the next.” So that’s pretty simple. After all the existentialism, having studied metaphysics, nihilists, you’ve been through all these, and you come back to Sister Mary Dolorosa and the second grade in September 1955.


It seemed to me in a lot of ways that life was a circle that you started in one place, went away, and came back.


MP: To your grandfather’s values, to the nuns’ values after a journey away from them?


CT: In my youth, there are still freed slaves around, alive. They’re elderly, very, very old, but they’re still alive. So, that’s the world that you’re bridging. These people had a faith in the future and in a set of values that you needed, to pursue that unknown future. But there’s a way you had to conduct yourself. They had faith; they had hope; and they had charity. They were kind to each other. They were a community. They had hope in the future. That’s why my grandparents invested so much in us.


They had faith in this country and that if they did the right things, it would all work out, even though they could not see the progress. And that’s where hope comes in. I mean, think about it: you’re uneducated people in Georgia during very difficult times. And yet they still had faith, hope, and charity. Compare that to today and how many people actually convey any of those virtues to you? They convey, “Oh we all need to have a sense of community,” that sort of thing, but that’s not quite charity in any case.


There are lots of lessons that were learned. And there was always an honesty. People were always honest with us. I mean, there was a trust. You can think of today and contrast it. From the house I grew up in, it is three quarters of a mile almost exactly from my school, St. Benedict’s.2 Imagine a kid that’s quite a bit under a hundred pounds, and in the pre-dawn time frame walking to serve the 6:00 Mass at the convent there. And my biggest fear was stray dogs; not being robbed or molested or abducted. Stray dogs. Now how many kids today would be allowed to walk the inner-city streets in the dark, or any time for that matter, at the age of seven, eight, nine, ten? We walked to school every day, and no one ever bothered us, an occasional bully or something, but that was a part of life. But there was a trust. And my grandparents had a faith and a belief and trust in the community that nothing would happen to you, that it was perfectly safe.




PIN POINT



“WE WERE THOSE PEOPLE BACK UP IN THE WOODS”





MP: Justice Thomas, let’s try to retrace your journey, starting at the beginning. How did your people end up in Pin Point?3


CT: As best we can tell, our forebears were brought over in the mid-eighteenth century, and more precisely, some people think it was in the 1760s, to Ossabaw Island, which is one of the barrier islands.4 Some members of my family were on that island for more than a century and came to the landward side after that. My grandfather is from the landward side in Liberty County. As far as we know, virtually all of my family members were in that region.


MP: What was Pin Point like?


CT: Pin Point is hard to describe because it’s kind of gone away. People would have said back then, “We were those people back up in the woods.” We were isolated. It was a community. It wasn’t a town. You could see the river from there. You hear of the song, “Moon River”? Johnny Mercer’s from Savannah.5


It was close to Savannah but in a sense far away. There was one way out; it was a dirt road. All your family members were there. You played, you ran, you knew everybody. For me it was idyllic, but it was isolated, and I didn’t know how isolated it was until years later.


MP: What does it mean to be Gullah Geechee?6


CT: What does it mean to be Gullah Geechee? You know, I never thought about it when I was a kid. It was just a distinctive culture, West African. It had a mixture of English and other words that was somewhat difficult to understand. The closest thing I can think of today would be if you went to the Caribbean. The dialects are close, or if I saw someone from West Africa, the accents are close to what I grew up with. Back when I was a kid, to be called Geechee was a put down. It would be years later that they would begin to celebrate it.


MP: Tell me about when you were born, a little about your mother, and your other siblings.


CT: I was born at home, right on Shipyard Creek in 1948. My mother always said I was too stubborn to cry. And I guess that was sort of an indication of the person I would be. Ms. Lula Kemp, the midwife, came over from another little community, Sandfly, and brought me into this world, and that was June 23, 1948.


I am a middle child. My mother had had all of us, we think, before she was twenty. She was not educated. And then she and my father separated when I was a toddler. So I would have no early memories of him. I have memories of other family members but he wasn’t there—he wasn’t among the family members.


MP: What was growing up in Pin Point like?


CT: Our home was just a shack. No one had running water. You had a woodstove in the kitchen, you had kerosene lamps for illumination, and I still have a memory of one light bulb in the living room area. And of course, if there was a hole in the wall people covered it up with different things. They used newspaper or old catalogue pages.


But for us it was home, and it was well kept. I always remember on Saturdays, which was always a big day, because people cleaned and cooked and prepared themselves for the Lord’s Day. It was really a big deal. So you would have to rake the front yard. Well, the front yard didn’t have any grass. It was just dirt, and it was always interesting to see how neatly people would rake. And you see the marks of the rake in the front yard in an area that was not grass. It was just dirt. That’s just how fastidious people were about keeping things up even though the house itself was not something you would consider an elegant house. And the rule was: well, it’s yours, you have to do your best.


People raked oysters and they caught crabs and they fished. The women picked crab, people like my mother and my relatives did that at the crab factory, which was just there in Pin Point. And they also shucked oysters—all of which is hard work and requires a lot of manual labor and dexterity and standing up.


Well, when they were gone we were on our own. We were off on our adventures. We would catch minnows in the creek. We’d walk along the water’s edge throwing oyster shells. If you sail an oyster shell you can make it skip on the water. And so then we would see who could make it skip the most.


Most people didn’t have store-bought toys. So you made them. You made pluffers which was a weapon we made. Chinaberry, you would put it in a bamboo tube and you create a vacuum and push the berries through and made a popping sound. And then we would have a war with each other. The rims from old bicycles were also a great source of fun. You would take the rims and we would take a stick and you get all the spokes out and you would push it along the dirt road with a stick in the groove.


We would roll tires. In those days you had lots of old tires that had gone bad. If you go back to the movie To Kill a Mockingbird, Scout, the young girl, when she is pushed into Boo Radley’s yard, she’s in a tire.7 I have no idea how kids today can have any idea what they were doing with her inside a tire. We always did that. Inside the opening in the tire where the rim would normally go and you’re rolling down the road inside a tire. Well, if someone lets that go downhill, you could wind up rolling into somebody’s yard or down into the river.


We connected old cans and made what we called trains with coat hangers and things like that. But you name it, we did it. I remember years later reading Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer and wondering what the fuss was about. We had done a lot of those things.


MP: As you tell it, it does sound idyllic.


CT: There was always plenty to eat. You lived on the water, so that was a cornucopia. Some people made turtle stew. It was called kudda. They’d have raccoon or some people ate possum. There was lots of fish. They made conch. Someone killed a deer. Someone killed a wild hog. Someone came back with a big flounder, someone went way out and got whiting or mullets. So there was always lots of food. Now you may not like the way it was fixed. You may not like that particular food, but there was always lots of food. And it was peaceful.


When I was six years old, in those days the schools were still segregated. The school that blacks in Pin Point attended for grammar school was called Haven Home, which doesn’t exist anymore. You went to the head of Pin Point, and you walked down the road and the bus came, and it was exciting to be big enough to go to the first grade. And the first day of school in those days was a huge event. All my cousins were there. It wasn’t like you were going with a bunch of strangers. It was like a family outing for the kids. There were all your relatives there. It was safe. It was my complete world.




MOVING TO SAVANNAH



“THAT IS THE WORST PLACE I’VE EVER LIVED”





MP: Why did you and your family leave Pin Point?


CT: The house burned down. One day I came home, someone said there had been a fire, and we get there and this little shack that we had all been living in was just ashes and twisted tin. Everything that you ever knew in life is just there. I mean it’s smoldering. I had lived in that house in Pin Point with my mother’s Aunt Annie until that house burned down in the winter of 1954.


They left my sister [Emma Mae] in Pin Point with Annie. She was the oldest. My brother was five years old and I was six. We went to Savannah to live with my mother who was working as a maid.


My mother lived in one room in an old tenement with an outdoor bathroom. That is the worst place I’ve ever lived.


Whenever you flushed the toilet, or someone else flushed, it didn’t actually go in the sewer system—it went in somebody else’s yard. My all-encompassing word is gross. I mean, it was putrid. It was the smell of raw sewage. There were these boards, people would make these sort of makeshift paths to get across the gross wetness in the backyard.


We lived upstairs and one of our chores on the weekend was to empty the chamber pot in the outdoor toilet. In the summer in 1955, I was carrying the chamber pot down and had a significant amount of stale urine in it. I tripped at the top of the stairs and I fell all the way down. And then the pot and its content emptying out followed me and then washed me. It underscored all that had happened moving from Pin Point to the west side of Savannah.


And so you had the contrast between rural poverty, which is what we had in Pin Point and which was very livable. Then you had urban squalor and that was horrible.


I was supposed to go to school in the afternoons in those days and my mother wasn’t there to make me go, because she had to go to work, so I wandered the streets by myself. I was six. That was a hard year. You were hungry and didn’t know when you’d eat, and cold and didn’t know when you’d be warm again. My mother didn’t have money for kerosene. We had a kerosene stove in the room but there was never any kerosene so it was just whatever the weather was outside is what you got inside. She and my brother slept on the bed, and I slept on a little chair that was too small.




WALKING TO HIS GRANDPARENTS’ HOME



“THE LONGEST AND MOST SIGNIFICANT JOURNEY I EVER MADE”





MP: In 1955, you moved to live with your grandparents. How and why did that happen?


CT: My mother had difficulty with two little boys and working as a maid which required some unevenness in her hours because not only was she cleaning, she was raising other peoples’ kids. So that meant babysitting and things like that. So she asked my grandparents for help. And my grandmother, who did not have children, she was my mother’s stepmother, suggested that she let her raise these two boys.


And one day, one Saturday morning we woke up and my mother said, “Put all your things in the grocery bag,” and remember the paper grocery bags in those days, and my brother took one and neither one was full. All of our items, just imagine everything you have, in less than a paper bag. So we took our grocery bag each, and walked the couple of blocks from Henry Lane to East Thirty-Second Street.


That was the longest and most significant journey I ever made because it changed my entire life. And that walk along East Broad Street was a walk that I would replicate literally hundreds of times in the years after that. But I would always remember the first walk.


And that’s how we went to live with my grandparents.


MP: What happened on the other end when you showed up to your grandparents’ house?


CT: My grandfather was this myth. We saw him maybe once or twice when we lived on the west side. He was very stern. And he sat us there at the kitchen table and he said, “Boys, the damn vacation is over.” He said from then on it was going to be “rules and regulations and manners and behavior.” Oh my goodness. And he meant it. And he just explained what the rules were: my grandmother was always right, that he was in charge. He made it very clear that it was by grace that we were there, his grace. And the door in 1955, when we went to live with him, was swinging open inward. If we didn’t behave ourselves, there’d be a day when it would swing outward and we’d be asked to leave.


MP: Could you describe your grandparents’ house?


CT: They lived in this new house, and it was beautiful. For us, it could have been a palace. My grandfather and his cousins built that house. He didn’t believe in mortgages and debt. That house cost him six hundred dollars. The floors were hardwood and had beautiful fixtures. To me it was a luxury.


We had never been in a house with a bathtub, a beautiful white porcelain toilet. My brother and I, one of our activities was to flush the toilet every time we had a chance. I mean we would walk by and flush the toilet. And my grandfather would chastise us and, as he would say, “You’re runnin’ up my damn water bill.” It was the most amazing thing to us. We’d never been someplace where you had a working toilet. Beautiful, as we used to say back then, modern kitchen with a refrigerator, et cetera, and lots of food.


It was the first time we had ever had our own toothbrush. We had our own room. My brother and I had twin beds. My grandmother made these wonderful bedspreads. They would eventually buy us a desk. My brother and I shared a bureau. We shared a closet. It was like the most beautiful place we had ever lived. They had all the appliances. He had a freezer for food. He had the Magic Chef stove. We never lived any place with a hot water heater. There was plenty of food.


And my grandmother would just lavish you with those things. My grandmother was as sweet as she could be. She would always be saintly.




GRANDFATHER MYERS ANDERSON



“I WILL NEVER TELL YOU TO DO AS I SAY. I WILL ALWAYS TELL YOU TO DO AS I DO”





MP: Would you describe your grandfather, what he looked like, how much schooling he had?


CT: My grandfather was West African, obviously. He was illegitimate and never knew his father. He was born in Savannah. His mother died when he was seven or eight years old. When his mother died, he was raised by his grandmother, who was a freed slave.8 She raised him on the family farm in Liberty County, which was twenty-five miles south of Savannah. The farm was a stone’s throw from where we were living on the farm. It’s the same land that’s been in the family since after the Civil War.


His grandmother was really hard on him. His grandmother would go to the dirt road and then spit on the dirt in the summer, and he would have to run way down the road to the store. And she said, “You better be back before that dries.” So that doesn’t sound exactly as someone who is warm and fuzzy.


His grandmother died when he was around fourteen, and he went to live with one of her sons, Uncle Charles, who was more of a fisherman. He was a hard man. He had twelve or thirteen kids of his own and even though he’d been hard, I remember when Charles died, it affected my grandfather greatly and he felt obligated always to look out for his widow. We built a house for her, and we always made sure that when we had produce, that she got some of it. She lived right next to us where we farmed in Liberty County.


My grandfather had a total of nine months of education. He went to one of those one-room schools in Liberty County. He went to the third grade, but school was three months out of the year because you had to work.


My grandfather was almost six feet tall. He was muscular, a very strong and lean man, and hardworking. He had lost a finger working on a lumber boat or something going up and down the Intracoastal. He didn’t worry about it, but he always talked about it. Somehow, he must’ve gotten his glove caught up in some machinery and it pulled his finger off. He didn’t allow us to wear gloves much as a result of that when we were working.


My grandfather had worked at various things. He’d moved houses, worked various jobs, and decided he wasn’t going to work for anybody. He got an old truck and started selling wood. He would go in the woods at night to cut the wood, come back and sell it during the day. Then he added to his delivery business selling ice and then coal. Eventually the ice business went away as a result of refrigeration and his coal and wood morphed into a fuel oil delivery business. By the time we went to live with my grandfather he was delivering fuel oil.


In our neighborhood, you have these old houses, and my grandfather bought some of those and he used those as rental property. There was another business that he’d been involved in that he would tell us about occasionally. At some point in the late forties or early fifties, he bought a cinder block–making piece of equipment. I don’t know exactly what that was, but he had a building for it, which would eventually become one of the garages that was made out of the cinderblock. He made the cinder blocks for some of the houses that he built behind us. And he made all the cinder blocks for the house we grew up in. He tried to get a permit to expand that business from the city of Savannah, but they declined, and he sold the machinery to a white man who went on to do very well.


MP: Please tell me about your grandmother, Aunt Tina.


CT: Aunt Tina was a small woman, about 5'2" or so, very slight, and I think she must have had some mixture with Native American blood. She, even to her death, had perfect teeth. She had been a maid, like most black women had been, and she worked for people at different places. She was from a county just north of Liberty County, Bryan County, in the Richmond Hill area. Aunt Tina had had a child early before she met my grandfather, but the child died shortly after or in childbirth. She had no children. I don’t think she could have children, and she always referred to us as her boys. She and my grandfather were married almost fifty years. They both died in 1982.


She was a saint. She taught me how to sew and how to cook. Most people don’t know how to thread a bobbin, and she taught me how to do that. She taught me how to cut out patterns. She made dresses and things for people. She taught me how to reupholster furniture, how to upgrade venetian blinds. Fruitcakes. Not a lot of people know how to make fruitcake. Well, I do. Not a lot of people want to know how to make fruitcakes. But she taught me how to do that. She taught me how to clean. She nursed us when we were sick, made us take castor oil once a year, cod liver oil every Friday night to clean out our system. She was a wonderful lady, and she was the person I would go to when my grandfather was such a difficult person.


MP: How did your grandfather raise you?


CT: My grandfather said, “I will never tell you to do as I say. I will always tell you to do as I do.” Years went by and I thought about who would put that burden on themselves because a kid sees all, and a teenager sees and knows even more. And that’s the burden he put on himself. I asked my brother when we were both in our forties, “Did you ever think he was a hypocrite because of what he said, ‘Do as I do?’ ” My brother without hesitation said, “No.” Whatever mistakes he made, he admitted them, and he just said follow me. He made us follow him. He wouldn’t let us play organized sports. He wouldn’t let us stray. He kept us close to him as though we were his apprentices in life, that we were adults in training. He was the one who was going to train us, so we were to follow him. Watch how he did it. “Watch how I live my life and you will learn.”


You could never just have something and enjoy the mere having. He would always connect the dots for you. He would say, “There was a reason why I have this house. One, I don’t throw money away on Cadillacs, clothes. I don’t waste money. I don’t drink excessively.” (He took one drink a day.) You had to work for it. Everything was about work. “Why do I have this car? One, I don’t waste money.” He didn’t believe in debt so he didn’t buy a car on time. He didn’t buy anything on time. To save money, you pay cash. So he said, “Because I work hard I can have this; because I don’t waste what I earn, I can have this. Now if I went out and I wasted my money on drink, I couldn’t have this and I couldn’t send you all to school. I couldn’t raise you all.” He would always go the next step and explain to you why this is possible.


He would often talk about the difference between what you’re supposed to do and what you wanted to do. He would say things like, “Don’t confuse want and need. You may want a new suit, but you don’t need it. You may want a new car, but you don’t need it.” So you were constantly being exposed to this dichotomy between what you might desire, or what you might feel like at the moment and what you need. And he would constantly tell you that.


MP: What was it like working with him on the oil truck?


CT: If you look at an oil truck, even today, it has a hose on the back. My grandfather’s rule was once you reach that point, and I think for us that was about nine or ten years old, where you could pull that hose, then you were required to be on the oil truck. So the rule was, we got out of school at 2:30. You had to be home, dressed, and ready to be on the oil truck by 3:00. If you wanted a snack, you grab that on the run, and you got dressed, ready to go. And that’s the way it worked. And even in spring, you got home, and you have to be ready to work. He had other chores for you. On Saturdays, invariably, I was the one who went on the oil truck with him, and that was all day.


When you rode with him, he was the professor, and you were to be seen and not heard. You could not initiate a conversation unless you wanted to clarify an instruction he had given. You were constantly getting this one-way input. And you couldn’t get away from him because you always had to be around him.


MP: Didn’t your grandfather even take the heater out of the truck?


CT: In 1956, my grandfather bought a new GMC truck. He removed the heater and plugged up where the heater was. And his thinking was this: having heat in a truck during the winter when you have to get in and out to deliver oil, one, it made you lazy. It made you not want to get out in the cold. And two, you might catch cold from going from hot to cold, back and forth. So he put that heater on a shelf in the garage, and there it rotted while I froze in that truck.




HIS GRANDFATHER’S WISDOM



“IF YOU DON’T WORK, YOU DON’T EAT”





MP: Could he read the Bible?


CT: He could make out certain words in the Bible. When he got a portion of it, like most of the people I knew, most were uneducated and most were functionally illiterate and many were totally illiterate, they would get a part of the Bible that they would memorize or that would become a part of their lexicon.


MP: What was some of the advice your grandfather would give you?


CT: He had lots of sayings. Some of them weren’t exactly complimentary. He was without education so he had to learn things the hard way. He had to learn through experience in the school of hard knocks, and he was passing it on.


He thought that we were destined to have to work for everything because of what happened in the Garden of Eden, and because of our fallen nature. And we would have to earn everything by the sweat of our brow—that was biblical. And we would have to work from sun to sun, biblical. “If you don’t work, you don’t eat”—biblical. The philosophy of life that he had came from biblical sources.


He was a literalist. I guess today they would say he was an originalist or he was a textualist, but he was literal in that sense like people arguing over a literal notion out of the Bible.


We would often say we couldn’t do something; he would make us. I mean, he pushed you to the limit. And when we went to the country to work on the farm, you got up at 4:00. And then when you didn’t want to do work, he’d say things like, “You have no trouble with work. You can lay by it all day and never touch it.” I think of course the proper English is lie by, but he just says, “Lay about all day and never touch it.” Or if you don’t work hard enough, or you’re not making much effort, he just looked at you and he said, “Boy, you’re worth a carload of dead men to me.”


MP: Didn’t he say, “Hard times make monkey eat cayenne pepper”? What did that mean?


CT: He would say to us ominously, “There are things in your life that are hard, that one day you’re going to have to do.” We were sitting at the table, I sat at one end of the table, my grandfather sat directly across in front of me at the longer end at the other end, and my brother sat to one side and my grandmother on the other. I spent every meal that we had at that table looking at my grandfather. And in those days when you were a child, you were not permitted to initiate conversation. You are to be seen and not heard. You are to speak when you’re spoken to. That was it. And that was enforced.


We’re Catholic, so we ate fish on Friday. So my grandmother served us fish early on. It had a head on it. Well, we got to the head and we wouldn’t eat the head and we definitely weren’t eating the eye. My grandfather, staring at us, said, “Why aren’t you eating the head?” I’m not eating that. And he goes on this lecture about, “You all got it too good. And if you were starving, you’d eat it.” And then he tries to persuade us to eat it by telling us about his grandmother and that she ate cow eyes. Now, I don’t think it is a persuasive argument to tell a kid that somebody else ate cow eyes and therefore you should eat a fish head. No, it did not work.


Now I’m definitely not eating fish head or cow eyes. So it’s in that context that he would say, “Hard times make monkey eat cayenne pepper.” But it has a larger meaning. He didn’t say cayenne. He said, “Hard times make monkey eat Carrie-Anne pepper.” And it would be years later when I was in the grocery store that I bought cayenne pepper. When people can’t read and don’t see the written word, they repeat derivations or mispronunciations if not malapropisms that they hear from others. So “cayenne” from someone who has never seen the actual word becomes “Carrie-Anne.” So at any rate we knew what he meant. You will eat very, very hot peppers if you have no choice. But I’m not eating a cow eye.


MP: Did he ever use corporal punishment with you and Myers?


CT: You got whippings. When we were kids, we all received our just deserts. We’ve confused or conflated punishment and abuse. What used to just be punishment has now become the equivalent of abuse. All corporal punishment is abuse today.


It may be abusive to send undisciplined kids in the world. My grandfather was never abusive—ever. He never hit us in anger. He never punched us or anything like that. He would tell us, “If you do ‘A,’ you’re going to receive this just punishment.” He was never abusive. He was hard but never really mean.


MP: A very good distinction.


CT: Someone asked about whether the nuns gave you corporal punishment. And my answer normally is, “Not as much as I deserved.” My grandfather was a just and honest person. I remember there were few times, and since I was the older brother, not by much but I was the older brother, I would sometimes be held responsible for my brother and me. And there were times that I would say that, you know, I didn’t do certain things and then he would agree, “Maybe you didn’t do it.” And I had already been punished. And he would say, “That’s for the one you got away with.” If you’re Catholic, you examine your conscience. And we have Catholic guilt anyway, so, yeah, I haven’t gotten all I deserve. I’m lucky to get away this easy.




THE NUNS



“YOU KNEW THEY LOVED YOU”





MP: How did your grandfather become Roman Catholic?


CT: My grandfather wasn’t much for it. He said his father was a jackleg preacher. That’s self-taught. My grandfather thought his father took advantage of his mother and that’s how he was born. So that was one problem he had.


Most of the religions around us that blacks were involved in were more evangelical. My grandfather wasn’t into a lot of jumping and falling out and expressive stuff. And he certainly wasn’t into being in church all day on Sunday. He would say to me, “Boy, if God knows everything, why you’ve got to be in church more than an hour?”


Of course, I couldn’t say anything, but my question is, “Why do you have to be in at all if he knows everything? He knows what you’re thinking and you can just call it a day.” But I wasn’t going to say that—that would have gotten me in trouble.


Sometime in the late forties or so, Mr. Sam Williams—who was another black gentleman who was a friend of my grandfather’s and another black businessman, and they were in business together for a while—he was a Catholic convert, and he persuaded my grandfather to attend St. Benedict’s. And he liked it. He liked the order, he loved the liturgy, he liked the discipline. He converted, and he was a very devout Catholic.


When we went to live with him, my grandfather took my brother to St. Benedict’s, and my brother hadn’t started school yet. The nuns of course admitted him immediately.9 Then he took me, and they looked at my attendance record and that was, oh boy. I hadn’t really gone to school very much. I was nominally a second grader. There was some doubt, but they liked him. They allowed me to start second grade on his word.


Now the curious thing about going to live with my grandparents was nobody ever exchanged any papers. I was never adopted, they never got formal custody. There was never any guardianship papers. And yet they could put me in school; they could take me to the health department. They could claim me on their tax return. It was a different era.


MP: What was Catholic school like for you?


CT: Fabulous. When we started, you had to invest in school uniforms. We wore blue pants, and they were gabardine or something, and a blue tie and a white shirt. The rule was, in our house, you wore the shirt two or three days. And because they were all cotton they had to be ironed. My grandmother made our lunch, usually bologna sandwich or ham. You had egg on Fridays or fish, obviously non-meat. And she’d make a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich as dessert. She made it every morning, every single morning. And then my grandfather left us money for milk. And usually in the early days it was, I think, a nickel. There would always be two nickels, one for my brother, one for me. He would leave it every single morning. It almost brings tears to your eyes.


The Catholic schools were very orderly. It was segregated. The nuns didn’t much appreciate the fact that blacks were treated that way. They were mostly Irish nuns and they were outspoken too. Oh God, I love it. They were on our side from day one. We would start lining up in the school yard two by two, grade by grade. And you said the Pledge of Allegiance. And then you walked in.


MP: And was there discipline and hard work?


CT: It was very disciplined. There were about forty kids per class and no noise. My brother used to say, “When you walked in there, you could hear a gnat tiptoeing across cotton.” It’s an old building with double hung panes, and even compared to the black public schools, these schools were in bad shape as a physical plant. They were old buildings. But the education was fabulous.


You knew the nuns cared about you. They lived at the convent, across the street from the school. You knew that the nuns cared enough to live there. They didn’t come in from suburbs. You knew they loved you. When you think somebody loves you and deeply cares about your interests, somehow, they can get you to do hard things. I found that even in the worst days, even when I had fallen away from the Church, I would go visit the nuns. Somehow, I would find a way back to go sit and say hello.


MP: The nuns were called racial slurs sometimes, including being called the “n——er nuns”?


CT: They were called a lot of things. Because they worked with black kids, and they thought that these racial barriers were wrong. Some people called them pejoratives, including the N-word. They never backed down when it came to us. And I think they wore that as a badge of honor.


MP: Who was Sister Virgilius? Why was she important to you?


CT: Sister Mary Virgilius Reidy became the embodiment of what they were. Sister Virgilius was from Kerry, Ireland. She was scary because she was the principal of my grammar school, and she was a tough Irish nun. But there were other nuns who had influenced me before her. Sister Mary Aquin, my seventh-grade teacher who trained me to be an altar boy and was as sweet as they came. Both she and her blood sister, Sister Mary Daniel, were down there, and I got to know them. They became like my favorite aunts over the years. Sister Mary Katherine was in the sixth grade. She was as sweet, as kind as they came. She was older. Sister Mary Francis Paul was in the fifth grade. She was tough and beautiful, and young and energetic. Sister Mary Geraldine was fourth grade, just a very kind person. That’s when you started learning geography. Sister Mary Chrysostom, she was third grade. She made us memorize the multiplication table. In those days you had to memorize it up to twelve; that took a total in my life of less than an hour, I think. And then we spent the next month and a half or so waiting on other people to do it. Sister Mary Consuello was in charge of the convent. She was always generous beyond perhaps their means.


Sister Mary Virgilius, my eighth-grade teacher, when she saw my entrance exam scores to high school, she looks me in the eye in 1962 and says, “You lazy thing, you.” In other words, I was underachieving. It was actually accurate, and I’ve never forgotten it.


About twenty years later, I sought her out, tried to find my nuns, and she was in Boston, Massachusetts, retired from teaching. I went by to see her, and I sat with her, and I thanked her for teaching me and making me believe that we could learn, and for not letting me slip into victim status and forcing me out of it.


She had a tough edge, but they were like your favorite aunts, all the nuns. And then I started wondering, like I did with my grandfather, what did it take for them to be so tough, when underneath it was just warm and fuzzy and kind. To have that kind of discipline. I got to know them as a non-student, as an adult, and they were the sweetest loving people. Think of what love it took for them to force us not to fall into that victim status and to demand much from us, to keep a game face on. I got to know them later in life; they didn’t have to have a game face, and they were totally different.


MP: What was your grandfather’s attitude towards your going to school?


CT: My grandfather understood that education was the key because he didn’t have it, and that’s what held him back. He wasn’t going to let that happen to his boys. And he said that he went to third grade, but school was three months out of the year because you had to work. Education wasn’t some social experiment. It wasn’t a lot of this drivel you hear today. It was the key. It was something that had to be done. Reading, writing, arithmetic, and, by golly, you are going to learn it. You were never going to miss a day of school. And he made that very clear. Remember now I am seven years old, my brother is six, and he says to us, “You are going to go to school every day. And if you are sick, you are still going, and if you die, you will go. I will take your body for three days and make sure you’re not faking.” And he meant it. The thing about it is, it’s one thing if somebody says that and you think they’re exaggerating. He wasn’t that kind of guy. In your mind you knew he had laid down a marker. Nothing you did or said was going to get you out of going to school. You were going to go dead or alive. Well or sick. And that’s the way we went.




CARNEGIE LIBRARY



“THIS WONDERFUL OASIS OF LEARNING”





MP: You loved going to the library. Why was that important to you?


CT: We’re little kids in the summer of 1955, still living on Henry Lane with my mother. Half a block over is Henry Street, right on the corner on Henry Street near East Broad is the Carnegie Library.10 On Saturdays, someone told us, “Carnegie Library has a reading session, all you got to do is go over.” They had little chairs and a lady read to you. Most importantly, they gave you cookies and juice afterwards. Of course, because of my desire to learn, I went over for my cookie and juice. And that’s when I was introduced to Dr. Seuss at that library.


Under the front of the library, there’s a basement area and I would go there. I would continue to go there when I lived with my grandparents. Then about the fourth grade or so, they allowed us to go upstairs to the real library where the big books are. It was everything. My grandfather, who threw up every roadblock to prevent you from being on a sports team, who would always find something for you to do if you were just sort of sitting around, if you announced you have to go to the library, he would suddenly say you don’t have to work today, and he would drop you off. It became this world that, despite anything else was going on, you could go to a library.


A few years later, when they desegregated the Savannah Public Library, I must have made a hundred trips over there. I was a regular over there. You walked through white neighborhoods, black neighborhoods, night, day. Nobody ever said or did anything to me. My view of libraries, particularly the Carnegie Library, is just this wonderful oasis of learning, of peace, of quiet, of just wonderment.


MP: The Carnegie Library was segregated, right? What were some of the books you read there?


CT: Everything was segregated. It was a way of life. You went on with your life. Any book you wanted you could get. It would be like being in a regional library. You couldn’t get “book A” because, “We don’t have it here today, but it’ll be here tomorrow.” It was like a branch library. Is it right for it to be segregated? No, but you could get every book.


I loved the Horatio Hornblower books. Why I was interested in that is beyond me, but they were interesting. I loved any sports book. My favorite is Crazy Legs McBain.11


One of the advantages of the library being right there in my neighborhood, and as a result of being segregated, one of my classmate’s mother, Mrs. Cameron, was one of the librarians. And they lived up the lane from us. We were on the farm during the summer, so I couldn’t get to the library. Mrs. Cameron would make it to the 8:00 Mass, which is the one we went to, and she would bring me more library books, four or five, every Sunday. And I would read those four or five and then exchange them with her again the following Sunday. Now if I were at Savannah Public Library [the whites-only library], I couldn’t do that. But I was able to do that because Mrs. Cameron was my friend’s mother, she was a neighbor, and she was a fellow Catholic.




LESSONS FROM WORKING ON THE FARM



“OLD MAN CAN’T IS DEAD, I HELPED BURY HIM”





MP: I wanted to ask about the farm. When did you go there and what were your grandfather’s plans for you there?


CT: We had spent many years going out to the country. It was customary in those years in the fifties to take rides on Sundays. It was a day of rest, the Lord’s Day. The streets were pretty much empty. There were no businesses open.


My grandfather would take us for Sunday afternoon rides. You went to 8:00 Mass. We would take a ride out to see my grandmother’s folks in Bryan County, and my grandfather’s folks in Liberty County. We would also do that on certain holidays, especially Christmas. We would ride out and spend time with Cousin Hattie and Cousin Robert Chip in Liberty County.


On our second Christmas with my grandparents, toward the end of that day, my grandfather said, “Let’s go over to where I grew up on the farm.” And that was right next to his Uncle Charles, where he was raised ultimately. He drove up on now fallow fields, and we walked across this field to where there was an oak tree, and he looked around, and pulled out some old cord, and twine, and some sticks, and he marked off where he was going to build a house. We stepped it off, and he marked it off.


Then we started bringing cinder blocks out, and it became every weekend, and every day off, and he started building a house. And that house is still there. We finished that in May of 1958, and every summer after that we farmed. I turned ten in 1958. You started clearing land and we started building garages, and built barns, chicken coops. We had to dig a well for water. We built a pump house, screened in the porches. It was constant activity. He said that even if all we could do was hold a nail, we were going to be there to hold that one nail.


Then we started farming. We started plowing with Cousin Jack’s horse, Lizzie, which was a very spirited animal. We would go running behind them. When you were on the farm, we were barefooted and the horses were plowing up the dirt, and we’re running along behind them, and occasionally they plowed up a snake. We’d scurry a little bit. And he said, “You all need to worry about those two-legged snakes out here. That snake’s not going to bother you.” And then we started doing corn and beans and peas, and okra.


MP: What was the reason he gave for why he brought you out to the farm?


CT: My grandfather thought that we were, as he said, “getting up in age,” and he thought we needed to be kept busy during the summer. And he didn’t want us around our “no good friends” in the city, “that riff raff.” He said, “Idle hands are the devil’s workshop.” That was reiterated every place you went. He wasn’t going to have us with idle hands. He wanted us also to experience the way he grew up, in the ways, he said, “of slavery time.”


He thought that the best way to do that was on the farm. Your time is dominated by labor, and there’s a lot of it, from sun to sun. You woke up at “fo day,” which means “before day.” And you labored. You would always find there’s always more work than you had time. Even if we couldn’t do much, he would make us go. We put up fence lines, we cut down trees, and he would always do it manually. You didn’t use a chainsaw, you used to crosscut saw. It seems like everything was done to be doubly hard.
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