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			Although Black science fiction writers first emerged post-1960, the origins of Black science fiction are evident in the 1800s. From a contemporary perspective, some nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century literature by people of African descent can be viewed as speculative fiction, including Martin R. Delany’s Blake, or the Huts of America (1859), Sutton Griggs’ Imperium in Imperio (1899), Pauline Hopkins’ Of One Blood (1902–03), Edward Johnson’s Light Ahead for the Negro (1904) and W.E.B. Du Bois’ ‘The Comet’ (1920). These texts, and others like them, are part of a larger group of works that represent Black people’s quest to tell their own stories. Many Black writers believed, as Anna Julia Cooper stated in A Voice from the South (1892), that ‘what is needed, perhaps, to reverse the picture of the lordly man slaying the lion, is for the lion to turn painter.’ In addition to being artistic endeavors, their works are often calls to action and explore various means for Black people to achieve physical and psychological freedom.

			In his 1854 speech ‘Political Destiny of the Colored Race on the American Continent’, Martin R. Delany stated:

			We must make an issue, create an event, and establish for ourselves a position. This is essentially necessary for our effective elevation as a people, in shaping our national development, directing our destiny, and redeeming ourselves as a race.

			Delany had a multifaceted career that included work as an activist, abolitionist, and author. As a novelist, he used fiction as a means to achieve social change. This is an approach to art in which, as Mbye Cham explained in ‘Film Text and Context’ (1996), the role of the artist ‘is not to make the revolution but to prepare its way through clarification, analysis and exposure, to provide people with a vision and a belief that a revolution is necessary, possible and desirable.’

			Through fiction, Blake: or the Huts of America (1859) explores the political and social landscape of the 1850s. In the novel, the Black characters make issues, create events and establish positions to gain physical and psychological freedom. Blake can be categorized as a science-fiction-style alternate history novel in that it is set in the historical past (1853), but some details contradict known facts of history. Delany’s pan-African vision and his multifaceted work in the United States, Africa, England and Canada make Blake significant to the formation of Black science fiction across nations.

			In Sutton Griggs’ Imperium in Imperio (1899) and Pauline Hopkins’ Of One Blood (1902–03), various means to transform society are expressed through the philosophies of secret Black governments – symbolized, respectively, by the Imperium in Imperio (an underground compact government that functions like a nation) and Kush (a rich and powerful ancient African nation). Edward Johnson’s Light Ahead for the Negro (1904) and W.E.B. Du Bois’ ‘The Comet’ (1920) explore the erasure of the ‘color line’, a phrase that refers to racial segregation in the United States after slavery was abolished. In The Souls of Black Folk (1903) Du Bois stated, ‘The problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color-line – the relation of the darker to the lighter races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea.’ Johnson stated that through his novel (in which the protagonist travels to the future) he was ‘trying to show how the Negro problem can be solved in peace and good will rather than by brutality.’

			The following works by Black writers from Lesotho, Cameroon and Nigeria can also be categorized as speculative fiction: Thomas Mfolo’s Chaka (1925), Jean-Louis Njemba Medou’s Nnanga Kon (1932), Muhammadu Bello Kagara’s Gandoki (1934) and Daniel Olorunfemi Fagunwa’s Ogboju Ode Ninu Igbo Irunmale (Forest of a Thousand Daemons: A Hunter’s Saga) (1938). Chaka is a fictional account of the heroic Zulu king Shaka. Although Chaka is set in the historical past (about 1787–1828), many details contradict historical facts; therefore, like Blake, Chaka can be classified as a science-fiction-style alternate history novel. Nnanga Kon is a first-contact novel based on the arrival of Adolphus Clemens Good, a white American missionary, in Bulu territory. His appearance earns him the name Nnanga Kon: ‘white ghost’ or ‘phantom albino’. Gandoki incorporates the Hausa oral tradition and focuses on the protagonist’s (Gandoki’s) fight against the British. Subsequently, jinns bring him to a new, imagined world. Ogboju Ode Ninu Igbo Irunmale recounts the supernatural adventures of Akara-ogun, ‘Compound-of-Spells’, a legendary hunter who has magical powers.

			Simultaneously works of art and political texts, Black proto-science fiction envisions societies in which people of African descent are active agents of positive change and complex individuals who direct their destinies. The artists use literature as a means to try and transform society, a methodology that reflects the interconnectedness of artistic and social phenomena.

			Dr. Sandra M. Grayson
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			The socialist concepts of a right to health care, higher education, housing and more have often resonated with the masses. The US Senator Bernie Sanders is a long-time endorser of socialism and the sweeping popularity of his 2016 and 2020 presidential campaigns has been proof of this. Yet, if you believe the public discourse regarding the base of support of socialism, you may think it’s all young and white. Not true. Black Americans have long found solace in the aspirational equality presented by this political position. 

			According to Morning Consult, 33% of Black Democratic voters believe the US should move away from capitalism and adopt socialism. This shouldn’t be a surprise when Black activists and philosophers, such as Cornel West (1953–) and Angela Davis (1944–), have publicly supported socialism for decades. 

			It began, in part, with W.E.B. Du Bois (1868–1963). The sociologist, writer and co-founder of the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP) had an immense impact on the relevancy of socialism. Du Bois carefully studied political uprisings across the world, from the nationalist Jawaharlal Nehru’s ‘Indian Socialism’ to the 1949 Chinese Revolution. W.E.B Du Bois is somewhat of a rarity as Black figures have largely been whitewashed from educational discourse. Many who’ve come up through the US educational system are familiar with him as an essayist, NAACP co-founder and political revolutionary.

			At 50 years old, upon reflection of his life, having recently undergone minor surgery, Du Bois sat to write the first of his three autobiographies: Darkwater: Voices from within the Veil. It followed his lifelong work of examining racism and segregation and the political implications they brought forth. Finished in 1918 and published in 1920, Darkwater begins with a Postscript that’s meant to serve as Du Bois’ ethos for the work. He aimed to write about the nature of a racially fueled world that Black people know all too well, a world that many white people still struggle to understand to this day. 

			What follows is a post war, spiritual journey of examining conflict between Black and white races, religion-fueled hope and promised salvation. Narrative sections are either autobiographical or speculative, and followed by poetry.

			The Early Years

			Du Bois’s selection for the opening of his first autobiography is ‘Credo’. Having been first published in 1904 as a pamphlet, the religious creed was one of his most widely-read works. The prose poem puts forth a righteous argument for pride ‘of race and lineage and self.’ The result is a powerful renouncement of white supremacy. Du Bois states that when we recognize and accept our own pride, it must be bestowed upon others, as well:

			I believe in Pride of race and lineage and self: in pride of self so deep as to scorn injustice to other selves; in pride of lineage so great as to despise no man’s father; in pride of race so chivalrous as neither to offer bastardy to the weak nor beg wedlock of the strong, knowing that men may be brothers in Christ, even though they be not brothers-in-law.

			Credo closes with the hallmark of patience. Du Bois believes in waiting, not idly, for the weakness and the ignorance of racism to abate. He posits that joy for humans is late, but it is on the way.

			A Great Clan

			W.E.B. Du Bois was a bastion of the American melting pot with his African, French and Dutch blood. He is privileged to recall two hundred years of his ancestry in the first narrative section of Darkwater, which formed what he calls ‘a great clan.’ Africans were first robbed of place when stolen as part of the Transatlantic Slave Trade but additionally, the buying, selling and constant moving of enslaved people continued to rob generations of their right to have knowledge of and connections to family members.

			The first ancestor we explore is Tom Burghardt, who was Du Bois’ great-great-grandfather on his mother’s side. Tom was held captive but earned his freedom when he volunteered to fight in the American Revolution. The earning of one’s freedom was a misnomer that was ubiquitous at the time. It indicated that slaveholders understood that Black men and women held true personhood and didn’t deserve to be owned. This thought wasn’t admitted outwardly very often, but despite this the fraught concept, during military service or otherwise, was popular and it granted a fraction of enslaved people a chance to live on their own terms.

			Tom married a Bantu woman. The pair had five sons, including Jack who was a veteran of the War of 1812. Jack and his wife, Violet, had many children, resulting in a ‘mighty family, splendidly named: Harlow and Ira, Cloë, Lucinda, Maria, and Othello.’ Othello or ‘Uncle Tallow’ was Du Bois’ grandfather. Du Bois recounts the differences in skin tones of his family members. Uncle Tallow was brown skinned, but Du Bois’ grandmother, Sarah or ‘Aunt Sally’ was a lighter, golden tone. The pair’s youngest of ten, Mary, became Du Bois’ mother – she was dark, bronze-skinned with wide curls. Black people understand that to describe these details is to celebrate the different forms the community takes. A few words can go far in inferring that a lighter-skinned family member might have dealt with less outright discrimination than their darker-skinned relatives.

			Du Bois’ paternal grandfather, Alexander, was stern. His own lineage stemmed from wealthy descendant Dr. James Du Bois, who enjoyed Bahamian riches. Alexander was the offspring of James’ enslaved mulatto mistress. As a result, white-passing Alexander was educated in a renowned Cheshire school but was soon forgotten by the family after his father’s death. He had a quiet life and didn’t want to call attention to his race. Du Bois writes of him:

			Always he held his head high, took no insults, made few friends. He was not a ‘Negro’; he was a man! Yet the current was too strong even for him.

			Alexander kept to himself and wasn’t known for being a public activist until the fight came to his doorstep. When white churchgoers made clear they didn’t want Black people in their church, Alexander led the resistance, becoming the Senior Warden of St. Luke’s Parish.

			Education and Race

			Du Bois entered school and realized the dream was opulence of place but not of wealth. He was rich in company – his playmates were as diverse as the homes they occupied. Easily a leader, he took the center role in a group of boys who were energetic but kept in line by his mother. Yet through this, a revelation slowly appeared: his brown skin was thought to be a disadvantage, or even worse. He didn’t internalize these thoughts, instead he continued to carry his innate beliefs and his pride in himself and found it sad for those that couldn’t see what he saw. He didn’t feel much loss at this time but he would later recount it being felt in others. 

			As a boy who graduated from high school, he was to enter the world and go ‘beyond the hills.’ With eyes set on Harvard, Du Bois was directed to the south instead. A scholarship was arranged for him at Fisk, and he took the detour in stride. This is one of the first large disadvantages that Du Bois had to face. He was done with his small town and wanted to enter the wider world with all it had to offer. However, he was quickly relegated to an institution because of the racist environment. While he took the change in good faith, it did seep into his soul and inform his later work.

			Du Bois recounts being alerted to racial disparities while raising his hat to a Southern white woman as an apologetic gesture for an accidental brush up on the street. The constant nature of these realities overshadowed his dreams. He was awarded opportunities in prizes and Harvard fellowships and went to study in Germany. With every new person he met, he became convinced of their humanity and how ‘Negro’ opportunity was meant for all. He returned to the states and taught many languages. He loved the Black institution he worked for, inspired by the people but depressed at their inadequate preparation for the harsh world.

			Profiling Evils

			Du Bois’ chapter, The Souls of White Folk, starts blindingly sharp, with an assertion that the narrator knows the souls of white people innately through their assertive behavior toward Black and brown people. He calls this belief as strong as religious faith. Multiple examples of white culture are detailed through their interactions with non-white people. Yet this transforms into an historical account of white actions. How aid sent to Africa results in a robbery of culture and spiritualism; how a mandate of capitalism-based nation building in the Congo results in murder and slavery. Du Bois suggests that this all culminates in the evolution of a white culture that believes: ‘Darker peoples are dark in mind as well as in body.’

			He perfectly encapsulates the only explanation of the treatment of Black people around the world. Working backward from the mounds of historical evidence of the mistreatment of the African diaspora, the narrator comes to a sound conclusion: white people think Black people are dark, deep within their souls.

			All the while, America positions itself as a peacemaker embodying tunnel vision of its history. This history is trained into its descendants and fated upon by the equalizer of time. The narrator proclaims there is enough room for more than one color:

			I hear his mighty cry reverberating through the world, “I am white!” Well and good, O Prometheus, divine thief! Is not the world wide enough for two colors, for many little shinings of the sun? Why, then, devour your own vitals if I answer even as proudly, “I am black!”

			Europe and Africa

			The Hands of Ethiopia, the third chapter in Darkwater, is an indictment of the perennial land grab of Africa. Du Bois states that the world’s first commerce system was fueled by the souls and bodies of men. In four hundred years, Europe was the chief exporter of one hundred million Africans. 

			This begs the question, ‘How can Africa be made whole?’ Africa could have been a talisman for the fight for human equality and fair treatment around the world. Yet when people stopped being exported from Africa, mistreatment in their native homes proliferated through the industrialization of precious minerals and more. Moreover, the ‘hands’ referenced in the title don’t refer to helplessness or individual sorrow, but reflexed pain and a will to demand more. 

			Of Work and Rights

			In Of Work and Wealth, Du Bois writes about industries that made steel for both railroads and guns – all the while wages were flatlining and inflation was rapidly increasing. Tensions boiled from the mistreatment of workers of all colors. Yet Black workers had special disadvantages because of their status and skin tone. 

			The essay transforms from an autobiographical account into a historical one, detailing and exploring reasons for the atrocities of the 1917 riots in East St. Louis. The influx of Black migrants to the city due to the First World War led to what Du Bois describes as ‘red anger’ from the white workers. Their festering resentment soon built to breaking point and resulted in horrific scenes:

			Five thousand rioters arose and surged like a crested stormwave, from noonday until midnight; they killed and beat and murdered.

			There were many factors that led to this violence, including residence segregation, union leaders blaming black men for the harsh working conditions as well as almost the entirety of US history, argues Du Bois. The men who could help stop this – policemen, firemen and the military – did nothing, or joined the mob themselves. Du Bois believed that racism was thoroughly entrenched in US society.

			Turning to the Macro

			The next essay, The Servant in the House, opens with Du Bois recounting an interaction with a white woman after a speech he gives. She wants a Black servant but calls them lazy when they don’t want to work under her stern gaze. Instead, they aspire to education and status. Du Bois is angry and nearly indignant but leaves to write this chapter.

			The concept of doing work for white people that resembled work that was done for free under slavery pained Du Bois when he was young. He did anything to remain his ‘own man’. However, there was a period between his Fisk and Harvard years where he waited tables. It felt, to him, like giving up his morals.

			But the truth of the essay comes: ‘In 1860, 98 percent of the Negroes were servants and serfs.’ Black people have always served in some form, as others lived their blessed life. In his tradition of turning to the macro, Du Bois imagines ridding menial work for all. He mentions the machinery that could be used for this, yet this was far from being possible. However, when technology threatens to take over some want to work, along with the right to do so with fairness in terms of wage and dignity. And, as we see now, some want more than work. They want a good life, in any form that takes.

			The Civil War

			In Of the Ruling of Men, Du Bois writes about the organization needed to rule a group of people for either good or evil and delves into the psyche of the people being ruled and how history accounts for it. He comments on written records, especially concerning slavery. They’re rife with tales of philanthropy, but that’s not the truth. ‘Lions have no historians,’ Du Bois writes. And indeed it wasn’t the goodness of the people in power that ended slavery, it was violence and revolt. As Du Bois writes:

			Negroes had no bards, and therefore it has been widely told how American philanthropy freed the slave. In truth the Negro revolted by armed rebellion, by sullen refusal to work, by poison and murder, by running away to the North and Canada, by giving point and powerful example to the agitation of the abolitionists and by furnishing 200,000 soldiers and many times as many civilian helpers in the Civil War.

			Looking for a better democratic system not founded on slavery, lawmakers built social programs like distribution of land to offer economic independence. However, since the ruling class didn’t atone for their sins, they repeated their mistakes.

			The period after the Civil Rights era brought an attempt to bring balance between the Black and white races. With the passing of The Civil War Amendments – the 13th (1865), 14th (1868) and 15th (1870) – to the American Constitution the tide was turning to help bring free Black men and women into the fold. These amendments brought with them abolishment of slavery or involuntary servitude, except when punishment for a crime; citizenship rights and equal protection under the law for emancipated slaves; and ensuring voting rights were in place, irrespective of race, color or past servitude. The 14th Amendment overturned the infamous Dred Scott vs. Sandford (1857) Supreme Court ruling that denied Black people the right to citizenship.

			For some, this time known as the Reconstruction Era evened out the playing field for Black and white Americans. However, with Jim Crow Laws introducing segregation, redlining, Gerrymandering and countless other white supremacist systems enacted around the states for decades to come the only thing that ended was slavery – not the mistreatment of Black people.

			On this period of time, Du Bois writes:

			Reconstruction became in history a great movement for the self-assertion of the white race against the impudent ambition of degraded blacks, instead of, in truth, the rise of a mass of black and white laborers. The result was the disfranchisement of the blacks of the South and a world-wide attempt to restrict democratic development to white races and to distract them with race hatred against the darker races.

			He believes more equanimity is possible by supporting working class laborers of all backgrounds. Socialism – and communism, for some – arose in the US as a response to this treatment. But, again, white races were centered to the exclusion of Black and Asian people.

			Additionally, there were loopholes in the 13th amendement, which prevented slavery but allowed slave-like conditions to be replicated in chain gangs and prison labour. And the years following up until the modern day would include numerous examples of the mistreatment of Black people, including the War on Drugs and the FBI’s treatment of the leaders of the Black Panther Party, which were systemic efforts to incarcerate and kill more generations of Black men and women.

			An Anthem for Women and Children

			Du Bois was a pioneer scribe of the pain of women. In The Damnation of Women he wrote how both virginity and motherhood was worshiped when in fact mothers were hated and virgins were marginalized. Religion is a common refrain for people, no matter the race. Churches have firm opinions of how women should behave and what they should do with their bodies. This often takes the form of abstinence pledges and early age betrothals. Then when a woman enters a marriage and begins motherhood they’re placed on a pedestal. Yet, this is only how it is on the page. Because in truth women are often sexualized and marginalized, both in the present day and in Du Bois’ time. 

			Simply, Du Bois argues for economic independence for women. The concept may in theory be a basic human right in many parts of the world, but in reality it is not guaranteed. Proper education and opportunities were and are in short supply if you’re Black or brown. He wraps it with a love letter to the women in his life and all the honest details of their existence.

			Hope for the Future

			In The Immortal Child Du Bois writes about the life of a great musician. His life wasn’t better than fate allowed but it did improve upon his ancestors’ circumstances. The fact that he was allowed to grow his talent was more the exception than the rule. Du Bois opens the chapter:

			If a man die shall he live again? We do not know. But this we do know, that our children’s children live forever and grow and develop toward perfection as they are trained. All human problems, then, center in the Immortal Child and his education is the problem of problems.

			Education can be used to equalize the masses but Du Bois understands that standardized training doesn’t consider the child or culture. He also goes on to ask a deeper question: 

			Is it worth while? Ought children be born to us? Have we any right to make human souls face what we face today?

			His answer is that the only way to change things is through future generations; however Du Bois explores the difficulties surrounding this when he writes of how best to bring up Black children who must live their lives shrouded in prejudice. This chapter speaks to the pain still prevalent today that comes from Black lives that are cut short too soon for reasons of racism. It puts words to the confusion and pain that Black mothers felt, and still feel today. Du Bois suffered his own loss – his first son died at just 18 months old – and his personal grief can be felt in his words. 

			Deferred Perfection

			The science-fiction short story, The Comet, is the closing chapter of Darkwater. The story opens in New York on the steps of a bank where a man named Jim feels invisible in the sprawling city. As a Black man in the 1920s, he’s only noticed in a way that disparages his humanity. Jim works at the bank as a messenger. On this day, while his affable colleagues comment on a comet that’s due to make landfall at noon, the president of the bank orders Jim down to the vault to recover a couple volumes of old records. 

			While searching the vault, he finds an old compartment behind a door where the missing volumes are located. Jim becomes locked in by the old and failing vault system. After hours trapped inside, he’s able to escape the room and is welcomed by a foul odor and the corpse of the vault clerk. Upon entering the main floor, Jim sees what looks like robbery and murder. Knowing he would instantly be charged if found amidst the chaos, he tiptoes outdoors onto Wall Street.

			Instead of the bustling nature of city life, there is only silence. He finds the bodies of many men, women and children throughout the street. Finding a vehicle, he continues his search, only stopping miles away when he hears screams and sees a woman trying to attract his attention. When approaching each other they stare, realizing they hadn’t registered each other’s race before now. She’s richly dressed, and he’s in the garb of a working man, which further sets their division. Yet the two take off to search for more survivors. 

			The themes of social standing and equality are strong in this story. Even with the world vacated of all life, both Jim and the woman must convince themselves that their attraction to each other is warranted. And they only find solace in their equality with the introduction of religion. 

			Religion is still popular among the US masses, and groups continue to interpret their sacred texts in ways that defend their actions. Sometimes this is to positive ends, as with the acceptance of homosexuality and gay marriage. Yet it has a dark side. The Christian faith touts equality and fairness, yet class and race – in the twentieth century – held much more standing in society for the devout. Jim understood his place in society and his rightful egalitarian place in truth before, during and after the events of the story. It was more so the woman who was to embark on a journey, where she would discover whether she was willing to accept the new dynamic brought upon them by the upending of social constraints. 

			The woman’s wholesale acceptance of the repressive society presented a class conundrum when she believed it was just her and Jim left in the world. She did not suddenly believe in his humanity because of some higher calling. She made logical calculations for her own survival. When she allowed her prejudice to fall by the wayside to give in to her desire for human connection, she gained moral authority. Yet it’s not known if she knew this or even cared. Jim, too, struggled even though he always believed in his own humanity. He had to allow himself to accept and even reciprocate the woman’s affection, even though she came from the same camp as his oppressors.

			The Beauty of Life

			Despite a life and history that were incredibly difficult Du Bois is still able to see beauty. In Of Beauty and Death he asks, ‘this Death – is this Life?’

			Black people can’t paint the picture of beauty or happiness on their face when they’re under the thumb of a white supremacist system. He writes: 

			Ugliness may be indefinite but Beauty must be complete – whether it be a field of poppies or a great life, – it must end, and the End is part and triumph of the Beauty.

			There are many fleeting moments of beauty in Darkwater, including the ‘the sail-flecked, restless sea, humming its tune’ he sees when travelling in Maine; the ‘wild and sweet and wooing’ sounds of jazz from Tim Brymm; and when Du Bois is surrounded by his community in Harlem: ‘black eyes, black and brown, and frizzled hair curled and sleek, and skins that riot with luscious color and deep, burning blood.’

			Overall, Darkwater is summed up by its belief in what could be. A viewpoint shared by countless revolutionaries, across struggles. Is true equality a dream because we won’t realize it? Yet, we slumber because our grandchildren’s grandchildren might.

			Patty Nicole Johnson
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			These are the things of which men think, who live: of their own selves and the dwelling place of their fathers; of their neighbors; of work and service; of rule and reason and women and children; of Beauty and Death and War. To this thinking I have only to add a point of view: I have been in the world, but not of it. I have seen the human drama from a veiled corner, where all the outer tragedy and comedy have reproduced themselves in microcosm within. From this inner torment of souls the human scene without has interpreted itself to me in unusual and even illuminating ways. For this reason, and this alone, I venture to write again on themes on which great souls have already said greater words, in the hope that I may strike here and there a half-tone, newer even if slighter, up from the heart of my problem and the problems of my people.

			Between the sterner flights of logic, I have sought to set some little alightings of what may be poetry. They are tributes to Beauty, unworthy to stand alone; yet perversely, in my mind, now at the end, I know not whether I mean the Thought for the Fancy – or the Fancy for the Thought, or why the book trails off to playing, rather than standing strong on unanswering fact. But this is always – is it not? – the Riddle of Life.

			Many of my words appear here transformed from other publications and I thank the Atlantic, the Independent, the Crisis, and the Journal of Race Development for letting me use them again.

			W.E.B. Du Bois

			New York, 1919.
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			I believe in God, who made of one blood all nations that on earth do dwell. I believe that all men, black and brown and white, are brothers, varying through time and opportunity, in form and gift and feature, but differing in no essential particular, and alike in soul and the possibility of infinite development.

			Especially do I believe in the Negro Race: in the beauty of its genius, the sweetness of its soul, and its strength in that meekness which shall yet inherit this turbulent earth.

			I believe in Pride of race and lineage and self: in pride of self so deep as to scorn injustice to other selves; in pride of lineage so great as to despise no man’s father; in pride of race so chivalrous as neither to offer bastardy to the weak nor beg wedlock of the strong, knowing that men may be brothers in Christ, even though they be not brothers-in-law.

			I believe in Service – humble, reverent service, from the blackening of boots to the whitening of souls; for Work is Heaven, Idleness Hell, and Wage is the “Well done!” of the Master, who summoned all them that labor and are heavy laden, making no distinction between the black, sweating cotton hands of Georgia and the first families of Virginia, since all distinction not based on deed is devilish and not divine.

			I believe in the Devil and his angels, who wantonly work to narrow the opportunity of struggling human beings, especially if they be black; who spit in the faces of the fallen, strike them that cannot strike again, believe the worst and work to prove it, hating the image which their Maker stamped on a brother’s soul.

			I believe in the Prince of Peace. I believe that War is Murder. I believe that armies and navies are at bottom the tinsel and braggadocio of oppression and wrong, and I believe that the wicked conquest of weaker and darker nations by nations whiter and stronger but foreshadows the death of that strength.

			I believe in Liberty for all men: the space to stretch their arms and their souls, the right to breathe and the right to vote, the freedom to choose their friends, enjoy the sunshine, and ride on the railroads, uncursed by color; thinking, dreaming, working as they will in a kingdom of beauty and love.

			I believe in the Training of Children, black even as white; the leading out of little souls into the green pastures and beside the still waters, not for pelf or peace, but for life lit by some large vision of beauty and goodness and truth; lest we forget, and the sons of the fathers, like Esau, for mere meat barter their birthright in a mighty nation.

			Finally, I believe in Patience – patience with the weakness of the Weak and the strength of the Strong, the prejudice of the Ignorant and the ignorance of the Blind; patience with the tardy triumph of Joy and the mad chastening of Sorrow.

		

	
		
			Chapter I

			The Shadow of Years

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			I was born by a golden river and in the shadow of two great hills, five years after the Emancipation Proclamation. The house was quaint, with clapboards running up and down, neatly trimmed, and there were five rooms, a tiny porch, a rosy front yard, and unbelievably delicious strawberries in the rear. A South Carolinian, lately come to the Berkshire Hills, owned all this – tall, thin, and black, with golden earrings, and given to religious trances. We were his transient tenants for the time.

			My own people were part of a great clan. Fully two hundred years before, Tom Burghardt had come through the western pass from the Hudson with his Dutch captor, “Coenraet Burghardt,” sullen in his slavery and achieving his freedom by volunteering for the Revolution at a time of sudden alarm. His wife was a little, black, Bantu woman, who never became reconciled to this strange land; she clasped her knees and rocked and crooned:

			“Do bana coba – gene me, gene me!

			Ben d’nuli, ben d’le—”

			Tom died about 1787, but of him came many sons, and one, Jack, who helped in the War of 1812. Of Jack and his wife, Violet, was born a mighty family, splendidly named: Harlow and Ira, Cloë, Lucinda, Maria, and Othello! I dimly remember my grandfather, Othello, – or “Uncle Tallow,” – a brown man, strong-voiced and redolent with tobacco, who sat stiffly in a great high chair because his hip was broken. He was probably a bit lazy and given to wassail. At any rate, grandmother had a shrewish tongue and often berated him. This grandmother was Sarah – “Aunt Sally” – a stern, tall, Dutch-African woman, beak-nosed, but beautiful-eyed and golden-skinned. Ten or more children were theirs, of whom the youngest was Mary, my mother.

			Mother was dark shining bronze, with a tiny ripple in her black hair, black-eyed, with a heavy, kind face. She gave one the impression of infinite patience, but a curious determination was concealed in her softness. The family were small farmers on Egremont Plain, between Great Barrington and Sheffield, Massachusetts. The bits of land were too small to support the great families born on them and we were always poor. I never remember being cold or hungry, but I do remember that shoes and coal, and sometimes flour, caused mother moments of anxious thought in winter, and a new suit was an event!

			At about the time of my birth economic pressure was transmuting the family generally from farmers to “hired” help. Some revolted and migrated westward, others went cityward as cooks and barbers. Mother worked for some years at house service in Great Barrington, and after a disappointed love episode with a cousin, who went to California, she met and married Alfred Du Bois and went to town to live by the golden river where I was born.

			Alfred, my father, must have seemed a splendid vision in that little valley under the shelter of those mighty hills. He was small and beautiful of face and feature, just tinted with the sun, his curly hair chiefly revealing his kinship to Africa. In nature he was a dreamer, – romantic, indolent, kind, unreliable. He had in him the making of a poet, an adventurer, or a Beloved Vagabond, according to the life that closed round him; and that life gave him all too little. His father, Alexander Du Bois, cloaked under a stern, austere demeanor a passionate revolt against the world. He, too, was small, but squarish. I remember him as I saw him first, in his home in New Bedford, – white hair close-cropped; a seamed, hard face, but high in tone, with a gray eye that could twinkle or glare.

			Long years before him Louis XIV drove two Huguenots, Jacques and Louis Du Bois, into wild Ulster County, New York. One of them in the third or fourth generation had a descendant, Dr. James Du Bois, a gay, rich bachelor, who made his money in the Bahamas, where he and the Gilberts had plantations. There he took a beautiful little mulatto slave as his mistress, and two sons were born: Alexander in 1803 and John, later. They were fine, straight, clear-eyed boys, white enough to “pass.” He brought them to America and put Alexander in the celebrated Cheshire School, in Connecticut. Here he often visited him, but one last time, fell dead. He left no will, and his relations made short shrift of these sons. They gathered in the property, apprenticed grandfather to a shoemaker; then dropped him.

			Grandfather took his bitter dose like a thoroughbred. Wild as was his inner revolt against this treatment, he uttered no word against the thieves and made no plea. He tried his fortunes here and in Haiti, where, during his short, restless sojourn, my own father was born. Eventually, grandfather became chief steward on the passenger boat between New York and New Haven; later he was a small merchant in Springfield; and finally he retired and ended his days at New Bedford. Always he held his head high, took no insults, made few friends. He was not a “Negro”; he was a man! Yet the current was too strong even for him. Then even more than now a colored man had colored friends or none at all, lived in a colored world or lived alone. A few fine, strong, black men gained the heart of this silent, bitter man in New York and New Haven. If he had scant sympathy with their social clannishness, he was with them in fighting discrimination. So, when the white Episcopalians of Trinity Parish, New Haven, showed plainly that they no longer wanted black Folks as fellow Christians, he led the revolt which resulted in St. Luke’s Parish, and was for years its senior warden. He lies dead in the Grove Street Cemetery, beside Jehudi Ashmun.

			Beneath his sternness was a very human man. Slyly he wrote poetry, – stilted, pleading things from a soul astray. He loved women in his masterful way, marrying three beautiful wives in succession and clinging to each with a certain desperate, even if unsympathetic, affection. As a father he was, naturally, a failure, – hard, domineering, unyielding. His four children reacted characteristically: one was until past middle life a thin spinster, the mental image of her father; one died; one passed over into the white world and her children’s children are now white, with no knowledge of their Negro blood; the fourth, my father, bent before grandfather, but did not break – better if he had. He yielded and flared back, asked forgiveness and forgot why, became the harshly-held favorite, who ran away and rioted and roamed and loved and married my brown mother.

			So with some circumstance having finally gotten myself born, with a flood of Negro blood, a strain of French, a bit of Dutch, but, thank God! no “Anglo-Saxon,” I come to the days of my childhood.

			They were very happy. Early we moved back to Grandfather Burghardt’s home, – I barely remember its stone fireplace, big kitchen, and delightful woodshed. Then this house passed to other branches of the clan and we moved to rented quarters in town, – to one delectable place “upstairs,” with a wide yard full of shrubbery, and a brook; to another house abutting a railroad, with infinite interests and astonishing playmates; and finally back to the quiet street on which I was born, – down a long lane and in a homely, cozy cottage, with a living-room, a tiny sitting-room, a pantry, and two attic bedrooms. Here mother and I lived until she died, in 1884, for father early began his restless wanderings. I last remember urgent letters for us to come to New Milford, where he had started a barber shop. Later he became a preacher. But mother no longer trusted his dreams, and he soon faded out of our lives into silence.

			From the age of five until I was sixteen I went to a school on the same grounds, – down a lane, into a widened yard, with a big choke-cherry tree and two buildings, wood and brick. Here I got acquainted with my world, and soon had my criterions of judgment.

			Wealth had no particular lure. On the other hand, the shadow of wealth was about us. That river of my birth was golden because of the woolen and paper waste that soiled it. The gold was theirs, not ours; but the gleam and glint was for all. To me it was all in order and I took it philosophically. I cordially despised the poor Irish and South Germans, who slaved in the mills, and annexed the rich and well-to-do as my natural companions. Of such is the kingdom of snobs!

			Most of our townfolk were, naturally, the well-to-do, shading downward, but seldom reaching poverty. As playmate of the children I saw the homes of nearly every one, except a few immigrant New Yorkers, of whom none of us approved. The homes I saw impressed me, but did not overwhelm me. Many were bigger than mine, with newer and shinier things, but they did not seem to differ in kind. I think I probably surprised my hosts more than they me, for I was easily at home and perfectly happy and they looked to me just like ordinary people, while my brown face and frizzled hair must have seemed strange to them.

			Yet I was very much one of them. I was a center and sometimes the leader of the town gang of boys. We were noisy, but never very bad, – and, indeed, my mother’s quiet influence came in here, as I realize now. She did not try to make me perfect. To her I was already perfect. She simply warned me of a few things, especially saloons. In my town the saloon was the open door to hell. The best families had their drunkards and the worst had little else.

			Very gradually, – I cannot now distinguish the steps, though here and there I remember a jump or a jolt – but very gradually I found myself assuming quite placidly that I was different from other children. At first I think I connected the difference with a manifest ability to get my lessons rather better than most and to recite with a certain happy, almost taunting, glibness, which brought frowns here and there. Then, slowly, I realized that some folks, a few, even several, actually considered my brown skin a misfortune; once or twice I became painfully aware that some human beings even thought it a crime. I was not for a moment daunted, – although, of course, there were some days of secret tears – rather I was spurred to tireless effort. If they beat me at anything, I was grimly determined to make them sweat for it! Once I remember challenging a great, hard farmer-boy to battle, when I knew he could whip me; and he did. But ever after, he was polite.

			As time flew I felt not so much disowned and rejected as rather drawn up into higher spaces and made part of a mightier mission. At times I almost pitied my pale companions, who were not of the Lord’s anointed and who saw in their dreams no splendid quests of golden fleeces.

			Even in the matter of girls my peculiar phantasy asserted itself. Naturally, it was in our town voted bad form for boys of twelve and fourteen to show any evident weakness for girls. We tolerated them loftily, and now and then they played in our games, when I joined in quite as naturally as the rest. It was when strangers came, or summer boarders, or when the oldest girls grew up that my sharp senses noted little hesitancies in public and searchings for possible public opinion. Then I flamed! I lifted my chin and strode off to the mountains, where I viewed the world at my feet and strained my eyes across the shadow of the hills.

			I was graduated from high school at sixteen, and I talked of “Wendell Phillips.” This was my first sweet taste of the world’s applause. There were flowers and upturned faces, music and marching, and there was my mother’s smile. She was lame, then, and a bit drawn, but very happy. It was her great day and that very year she lay down with a sigh of content and has not yet awakened. I felt a certain gladness to see her, at last, at peace, for she had worried all her life. Of my own loss I had then little realization. That came only with the after-years. Now it was the choking gladness and solemn feel of wings! At last, I was going beyond the hills and into the world that beckoned steadily.

			There came a little pause, – a singular pause. I was given to understand that I was almost too young for the world. Harvard was the goal of my dreams, but my white friends hesitated and my colored friends were silent. Harvard was a mighty conjure-word in that hill town, and even the mill owners’ sons had aimed lower. Finally it was tactfully explained that the place for me was in the South among my people. A scholarship had been already arranged at Fisk, and my summer earnings would pay the fare. My relatives grumbled, but after a twinge I felt a strange delight! I forgot, or did not thoroughly realize, the curious irony by which I was not looked upon as a real citizen of my birth-town, with a future and a career, and instead was being sent to a far land among strangers who were regarded as (and in truth were) “mine own people.”

			Ah! the wonder of that journey, with its faint spice of adventure, as I entered the land of slaves; the never-to-be-forgotten marvel of that first supper at Fisk with the world “colored” and opposite two of the most beautiful beings God ever revealed to the eyes of seventeen. I promptly lost my appetite, but I was deliriously happy!

			As I peer back through the shadow of my years, seeing not too clearly, but through the thickening veil of wish and after-thought, I seem to view my life divided into four distinct parts: the Age of Miracles, the Days of Disillusion, the Discipline of Work and Play, and the Second Miracle Age.

			The Age of Miracles began with Fisk and ended with Germany. I was bursting with the joy of living. I seemed to ride in conquering might. I was captain of my soul and master of fate! I willed to do! It was done. I wished! The wish came true.

			Now and then out of the void flashed the great sword of hate to remind me of the battle. I remember once, in Nashville, brushing by accident against a white woman on the street. Politely and eagerly I raised my hat to apologize. That was thirty-five years ago. From that day to this I have never knowingly raised my hat to a Southern white woman.

			I suspect that beneath all of my seeming triumphs there were many failures and disappointments, but the realities loomed so large that they swept away even the memory of other dreams and wishes. Consider, for a moment, how miraculous it all was to a boy of seventeen, just escaped from a narrow valley: I willed and lo! my people came dancing about me, – riotous in color, gay in laughter, full of sympathy, need, and pleading; darkly delicious girls – “colored” girls – sat beside me and actually talked to me while I gazed in tongue-tied silence or babbled in boastful dreams. Boys with my own experiences and out of my own world, who knew and understood, wrought out with me great remedies. I studied eagerly under teachers who bent in subtle sympathy, feeling themselves some shadow of the Veil and lifting it gently that we darker souls might peer through to other worlds.

			I willed and lo! I was walking beneath the elms of Harvard, – the name of allurement, the college of my youngest, wildest visions! I needed money; scholarships and prizes fell into my lap, – not all I wanted or strove for, but all I needed to keep in school. Commencement came and standing before governor, president, and grave, gowned men, I told them certain astonishing truths, waving my arms and breathing fast! They applauded with what now seems to me uncalled-for fervor, but then! I walked home on pink clouds of glory! I asked for a fellowship and got it. I announced my plan of studying in Germany, but Harvard had no more fellowships for me. A friend, however, told me of the Slater Fund and how the Board was looking for colored men worth educating. No thought of modest hesitation occurred to me. I rushed at the chance.

			The trustees of the Slater Fund excused themselves politely. They acknowledged that they had in the past looked for colored boys of ability to educate, but, being unsuccessful, they had stopped searching. I went at them hammer and tongs! I plied them with testimonials and mid-year and final marks. I intimated plainly, impudently, that they were “stalling”! In vain did the chairman, Ex-President Hayes, explain and excuse. I took no excuses and brushed explanations aside. I wonder now that he did not brush me aside, too, as a conceited meddler, but instead he smiled and surrendered.

			I crossed the ocean in a trance. Always I seemed to be saying, “It is not real; I must be dreaming!” I can live it again – the little, Dutch ship – the blue waters – the smell of new-mown hay – Holland and the Rhine. I saw the Wartburg and Berlin; I made the Harzreise and climbed the Brocken; I saw the Hansa towns and the cities and dorfs of South Germany; I saw the Alps at Berne, the Cathedral at Milan, Florence, Rome, Venice, Vienna, and Pesth; I looked on the boundaries of Russia; and I sat in Paris and London.

			On mountain and valley, in home and school, I met men and women as I had never met them before. Slowly they became, not white folks, but folks. The unity beneath all life clutched me. I was not less fanatically a Negro, but “Negro” meant a greater, broader sense of humanity and world-fellowship. I felt myself standing, not against the world, but simply against American narrowness and color prejudice, with the greater, finer world at my back urging me on.

			I builded great castles in Spain and lived therein. I dreamed and loved and wandered and sang; then, after two long years, I dropped suddenly back into “nigger”-hating America!

			My Days of Disillusion were not disappointing enough to discourage me. I was still upheld by that fund of infinite faith, although dimly about me I saw the shadow of disaster. I began to realize how much of what I had called Will and Ability was sheer Luck! Suppose my good mother had preferred a steady income from my child labor rather than bank on the precarious dividend of my higher training? Suppose that pompous old village judge, whose dignity we often ruffled and whose apples we stole, had had his way and sent me while a child to a “reform” school to learn a “trade”? Suppose Principal Hosmer had been born with no faith in “darkies,” and instead of giving me Greek and Latin had taught me carpentry and the making of tin pans? Suppose I had missed a Harvard scholarship? Suppose the Slater Board had then, as now, distinct ideas as to where the education of Negroes should stop? Suppose and suppose! As I sat down calmly on flat earth and looked at my life a certain great fear seized me. Was I the masterful captain or the pawn of laughing sprites? Who was I to fight a world of color prejudice? I raise my hat to myself when I remember that, even with these thoughts, I did not hesitate or waver; but just went doggedly to work, and therein lay whatever salvation I have achieved.

			First came the task of earning a living. I was not nice or hard to please. I just got down on my knees and begged for work, anything and anywhere. I wrote to Hampton, Tuskegee, and a dozen other places. They politely declined, with many regrets. The trustees of a backwoods Tennessee town considered me, but were eventually afraid. Then, suddenly, Wilberforce offered to let me teach Latin and Greek at $750 a year. I was overjoyed!

			I did not know anything about Latin and Greek, but I did know of Wilberforce. The breath of that great name had swept the water and dropped into southern Ohio, where Southerners had taken their cure at Tawawa Springs and where white Methodists had planted a school; then came the little bishop, Daniel Payne, who made it a school of the African Methodists. This was the school that called me, and when re-considered offers from Tuskegee and Jefferson City followed, I refused; I was so thankful for that first offer.
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