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ATTALLAH SHABAZZ
FOREWORD

Behold, America. Just when our country's cultural evolution appears to have the man who was
the author of the internationally acclaimed _Roots_ passed away suddenly in the middle of the
night. Alex Haley and | had discussed the possibility of my writing his autobiography to
acknowledge our literary circle, our family of writers-my father to him and him to me.

Six years have passed since | received this initial request to prepare a new foreword for my
father's life story. My godfather's wish was that | commemorate my father's life by writing about
some of the significant events that have served as a postscript for his extraordinary life story, but
to do this it is essential to begin with the legacy that my father himself was heir to from the
beginning.

In 1919, my paternal grandparents, Earl and Louisa Little, married and began their large family of
eight children. At the same time they both worked steadfastly as crusaders for Marcus Garvey's
Universal Negro Improvement Association, acting as chapter president and writer/translator for
more than a decade. Their children were deeply involved and inspired by their parents' mission to
encourage self-reliance and uphold a sense of empowerment for people of the African Diaspora.

Given the turbulence, fear, and despair of the depression era, with its economic droughts and
racial and social inequities, my grandparents could never have imagined that one of their own
children would have his likeness on a United States postal stamp before the century's end.

Eighty years later, on January 20,1999, pride filled Harlem's historic Apollo Theatre as six of Earl
and Louisa Little's granddaughters sat encircled by a body of fifteen hundred, as family, friends,
esteemed guests, and well-wishers gathered to celebrate a momentous occasion-the unveiling of
the United States Postal Service's newest release in its Black Heritage Stamp Series.

The issuance of the stamp with the image of El-Hajj Malik EI-Shabazz-known to the world as
Malcolm X and fondly loved by myself and my five sisters as Daddy-will provide a source of
eternal pride to his children. While this was indeed a glorious moment, it does not cancel the pain



of the loss of both our parents, or even kiss away the ache of their absence. What it certainly
does is add to the blessings of our dowry.

The stamp also serves as a reminder of the stock from which we were born and confirms
significantly that how one lives his or her life today stands as a testament to one's forever after.

In his genuine humility and pure dedication to service, my father had no idea of the potency of his
deeds, of the impact his life would have on others, or of the legacy that was to unfold. As he and
my godfather, Alex Haley, worked diligently to complete this classic work-in person, from airport
telephones, via ship to shore, or over foreign wire services-he could never have imagined by
America's tone in his final days that his words, philosophy, and wisdom would be so appreciated
and honored around the world, or that it would still offer inspiration and guidance to so many.

In my father's absence, my mother nurtured and protected the significance and value of her
husband's endless devotion to human rights. She was thrilled by the opening discussions about
her husband's image appearing on a U.S. postal stamp. From her perspective, it was not as
inconceivable as others have found it. To my mother, it was his due.

As the house lights dimmed in the Apollo Theatre, the flickering images of black-and-white
photographs and film clips on the screen chronicled my father's life. Bittersweet, his youthful face
and broad smile caressed my heart. As the documentary film moved forward, the voice-over of
our dear family friend and loving "uncle" actor Ossie Davis delivered the eulogy from my father's
funeral in 1965. This became the backdrop for the montage of nostalgicchildhood memories that
played in my mind. Life with both parents and my little sisters. Life joyous and uninterrupted.

When people ask how my mother managed to keep my father's memory alive, all | can say is-for
my mother, he never left. He never left her. He never left us. My father's spiritual presence is what
sustained my mother. And we, their children, were the beneficiaries of their timeless love for one
another.

Born and raised in a family that was culturally varied, | innately gravitated to the rhythms of the
world. Mommie was our constant, as many mothers are. Daddy was the jubilant energy in our
world. He was not at all like the descriptions | grew up hearing. In addition to being determined,
focused, honest, he was also greatly humorous, delightful, and boy-like, while at the same time a
strong, firm male presence in a house filled with little women. His women. My sisters, me, and our
mother. A collaboration of qualities that enchants me even now.

". .. If you knew him you would know why we must honor him," Uncle Ossie's voice continued.
"Malcolm was our manhood, our living, black manhood. . . . and, in honoring him, we honor the
best in ourselves. . . ."

A spotlight on the Apollo podium brought me back to the present as the announcer introduced
Ruby Dee and Ossie Davis, the first of an intimate selection of my father's esteemed comrades
and appreciators from the "front line" to speak and share their remembrances.

Aunt Ruby opened, "What a privilege to witness the radical gone respectable in our times. . . ."
Uncle Ossie continued, "We in this community look upon this commemorative stamp finally as
America's stamp of approval. . . ."

When | had mentioned the issuance of the stamp to others, the news simply stopped folks in their
tracks. Touched. Teary-eyed. They could hardly believe it. They had to catch their breath, or ask
me to repeat myself. "How can this be?" they wondered. "A stamp with Brother Malcolm's face on
it?" "What does it mean?" "Is America really ready for a Malcolm X stamp, even if it is thirty-four
years after his assassination?"

| reflected on the message of Congressman Chaka Fattah, the ranking Democrat on the Postal



subcommittee, who commented, "There is no more appropriate honor than this stamp because
Malcolm X sent all of us a message through his life and his life's work.

"Stamps are affixed to envelopes that contain messages, and when we receive an envelope with
this particular stamp on it hopefully it is a message that will speak again to the conscience of this
nation. Hopefully not just to those of African descent in America but to those who want to speak
and be heard on the question of human rights throughout the world. To this day Malcolm X stands
as a leader. His thoughts, his ideas, his conviction, and his courage provide an inspiration even
now to new generations that come."

I've asked myself, What change in our society today permits the reevaluation of my father's
convictions or his stance on the human injustices that plagued the international landscape? For
years, he's been the subject of a patchwork of commentaries, numerous judgments, and endless
character assessments from a spectrum of self-appointed experts. But, in spite of the
psychoanalysis, Malcolm will always be exactly who he is, whether or not we as a society ever
succeed in figuring him out. Truth does not change, only our awareness of it.

Not everyone agreed with my father's philosophy or methodology; he was considered
complicated, intricate, and complex. Nevertheless, he was always a focused man with a
commitment and a program. His plan of action, regardless of the stages of his life, his agenda,
and his perspective were always poignantly clear.

Malcolm X never advocated violence. He was an advocate of cultural and social reconstruction-
until a balance of equality was shared, "by any means necessary." Generally, this phrase of his
was misused, even by those who were his supporters. But the statement was intended to
encourage a paralyzed constituent of American culture to consider the range of options to which
they were entitled-the "means." "By any means necessary" meant examine the obstacles,
determine the vision, find the resolve, and explore the alternatives toward dissolving the
obstacles. Anyone truly familiar with my father's ideology, autobiography, and speeches sincerely
understands the significance of the now-famous phrase.

My father affected Americans-black and white-in untold measure and not always in ways as
definitive as census charts and polls have dictated. We've misrepresented the silent majority on
both sides. There were black folks who carried as much disdain for my father as some white folks
did, and then there were some white folks for whom his life's lessons were as valuable a blueprint
for personal and spiritual development as they have been for many black folks. Nevertheless,
within the range of the boisterous and the silent there are still folks brown, red, and yellow on this
continent and elsewhere who honor and respect the true message of Malcolm X Shabazz.

Fortunately, as a child, my surroundings were filled with my father's partners for social change.
This warm, devoted circle of people was always on the front lines of the struggle, working to
ensure the rightful equilibrium of human rights-not just domestically, but globally-"by any means
necessary." Whether they were persons of note or simply hardworking citizens, these individuals
in my early life were missionaries of justice, each committed to doing his or her part. As the
dedication ceremony continued at the Apollo, the master of ceremonies, activist-entertainer Harry
Belafonte-yet another childhood "uncle"-framed the importance of this historic moment for the
audience assembled.

"Each year the Postal Service receives more than forty thousand requests recommending
subjects for U.S. stamps. Only thirty or so are chosen. Short of a national monument in
Washington-and that's not a bad idea-a stamp is among the highest honors that our country can
pay to any of its citizens."

The El-Hajj Malik EI-Shabazz/Malcolm X stamp is the twenty-second in the Black Heritage Series,
which was inaugurated in 1978. It joins such luminaries as Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass,
A. Philip Randolph, Mary McLeod Bethune, Martin Luther King, Jr., and others. | am hopeful that



the initial printing of 100 million stamps will be some inspiration to those who collect them or pass
them on as gifts to represent or encourage one's personal enlightenment and triumph.

What my father aspired to be and what Allah had destined for him was nurtured chiefly by the
fertile tutelage of his parents while his family was still together and thriving as a unit. This was
before his father's murder by the Klan, his mother's emotional breakdown, and the subsequent
scattering of his siblings and himself into an inadequate and inattentive foster care system.

My grandmother had a direct hand in the cultural, social, and intellectual education of her
children. The attitude of people of color during the '20s and '30s festered with racial tension that
produced varying degrees of misguided social and personal paralysis. Knowing this and being
globally educated members of the Garvey movement cognizant of the true origins of the African in
the Western Hemisphere, both my grandmother and her husband were intent on equipping their
children with a clear awareness of the seed of their origins and it's ancestral power. They knew
that this would provide a base of strength for their children. My grandmother knew that in spite of
America's social climate, her children would be able to discern for themselves when an act was
generated by pure racism, or simply by ignorance.

For example, there are many who know the story about when my father, while on the honor roll
and the eighth-grade class president, was told by his white teacher that his dream to be a lawyer
was unrealistic for a "colored boy." Maybe he should consider carpentry. . . . He shared this story
with us directly. The teacher actually admired my father greatly and didn't want to encourage him
to enter a field of study that he believed wouldn't allow my father to excel. Misguided, yet well
intended. A teacher crippled by a country that offered little promise or future for its indigenous and
colored inhabitants.

Without the strong support of life with his parents and siblings under one roof and chafing under
foster parents and teachers imposing limited state policies, Malcolm simply dropped out.

This is usually where the recounting of my father's life begins. In the street. Hustling, numbers
running, stealing . . . Indeed these accounts were factual and he was always the first to tell them.
But if his first fourteen years hadn't been rooted in a healthy diet of education and the richness of
his heritage, Malcolm wouldn't have found himself gravitating to the prison libraries after he was
incarcerated. The movie _Malcolm X_, which was originally contracted as _X: The Movie_, shows
him learning how to read the dictionary as if he didn't already know how. The truth is, it had been
a while since he'd read anything. But after being reacquainted with books, he proceeded to out-
read the library stock. I've seen letters that my father wrote from prison in his early twenties,
eagerly looking for the third volume of a text, or wanting help to track down out-of-print books, or
even suggesting books to his friends and family on the outside. The honor roll student
reappeared as the layers of street life faded. He read so much that he had to begin to wear
glasses.

With the encouragement of his brothers, he began studying the tenets of the Nation of Islam.
While the little brothers didn't adhere to all of the teachings personally, they did believe it was the
only current American-based ideology that had the potential to unify black people and teach self-
pride the way their childhood affiliation with the Garvey movement had done. Also, the brothers
believed that through the Nation of Islam they could finally become part of a larger family that
could reunite them once again.

It was as a result of the documentary he was producing on the Nation of Islam that Mike Wallace,
an uncompromising, truth-seeking pioneer of broadcast journalism and now the senior
correspondent of _60 Minutes_, first met my father on an assignment. He recalled those early
meetings in his remarks at the stamp's unveiling:

"It was forty years ago, back in 1959, that | first heard about a man who called himself Malcolm X.
We at Channel 13 had set out to produce a documentary that we had intended to call 'The Hate



That Hate Produced.' It was a report about a group and a man just beginning to get some
attention in the white world. The group was the Black Muslims and their leader was Elijah
Muhammad. [When] we finally broadcast the documentary, America at large finally learned about
the Nation and their desire to separate from the white man. Their hatred of the white man for that
effectively was their credo back then: The white man hates us, so we should hate the white man
back. Not long after the broadcast, which caused a considerable stir, Louis Lomax invited me to
sit down for breakfast for my first meeting with Malcolm, and strangely and rather swiftly after that
morning a curious friendship began to develop, and slowly a trust. And on my part a growing
understanding and eventually an admiration for a man with a daring mind and heart. And
gradually it became apparent to me that here was a genuine, compassionate, and far-seeing
leader in the making. A man utterly devoted to his people, but at the same time he was bent on
reconciliation between the races in America.

"And that, of course, that was heresy to the Nation of Islam at the time.

"Malcolm was still evolving, still finding his way, still finding his constituency back then when he
was struck down-to him not unexpectedly-struck down by forces who feared that his way, his
leadership, might be a serious threat to their power. | have treasured the memory of the Malcolm
that | knew. | know he trusted me as a reporter, but in the few years that | had the chance to know
him, he sent me on my own voyage of reportorial discovery and understanding.

"[The] stamp that honors him today is the kind of recognition he deserves as a courageous
American hero."

In time my father's growth and independence would be his undoing. The Nation reprimanded him,
stripped him of all powers of attorney, silenced him, and then exiled him. At first his expulsion left
him feeling like a man without a home, much the way it had been in his childhood. Ultimately,
however, it gave him the freedom he needed.

He finally began accepting long-standing invitations he'd received to travel abroad. There were
many foreign heads of state and prime ministers who had long taken note of this charismatic
champion of the people.

With my mother's blessings for his journey, my father set out to visit Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana,
Nasser of Egypt, Prince Faisal of Saudi Arabia, and more. The warm welcomes and instant
paternal relationships became an essential component of his cleansing and rebirth as he traveled
throughout Europe, Africa, and the Middle East, culminating in his great pilgrimage to Mecca.

As my father's philosophy expanded, he began to empower, enlighten, and embrace an untold
populace extending far beyond the limits of governmental control. However, as long as Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr., remained in the South, and my father in the North, neither was too difficult to
monitor. But when my father and Dr. King became colleagues and decided to bridge their two
philosophies and unite the American commonwealth toward a greater goal, they both became
tremendous threats to the status quo. Sadly, this fear was shared by some of their own
constituents and supporters who believed that the union of both would weaken or detract from the
strength of each movement.

One man whose brethrenship never wavered was the Honorable Percy Sutton, my father's
attorney and a perpetual drum for our family, who approached the podium at the Apollo. He
paused reflectively and warmly paid tribute to my father, while placing my father's life in its proper
perspective:

"It is a miracle, really, if you think about it!" The audience burst into applause. ". . . The journey of
Malcolm X was long and hard. . . . | can remember a Minister Malcolm that nobody wanted to be
near; lawyers, accountants, persons of consequence to the black community . . . were afraid to
be identified with him, afraid to be seen with him



"We would invite them to come because we needed lawyers, we needed doctors, we needed
persons of ability, but they were frightened, they were frightened by other people's attitudes
toward Minister Malcolm. . . .

"Let me for a moment tell you who Malcolm X was. Malcolm was not a spiteful man. Malcolm X
was a revolutionary. But he was not a mean-spirited revolutionary, he was a gentle man. A kind
man, a concerned man. "It was so bad, ladies and gentleman, that even at Malcolm's death there
were people who were afraid to come to the funeral. . . . There was not a major black church in
the entire city of New York that was willing to let us bury him from their edifices. It was a small
church up on Amsterdam Avenue [the Faith Temple Church of God] that permitted us to come."

Looking into Mr. Sutton's face and seeing him diplomatically balance all that he knew of my
parents' challenges brought back an old sadness, one that had not healed since the loss of his
"little sister," my mother, Betty. Feeling Mr. Sutton's steadfast devotion, | found myself massaging
the ache from my own heart as | reflected on America's treatment of my parents during my
childhood. Despite my youthful joys and sense of safety, the trials my parents faced were
unrelenting. As well, the way my father was regarded during his lifetime robbed him of any peace
in knowing that his life and contributions mattered, and that his family would live without jeopardy
or repercussion.

Now, perhaps sanctioned by a karmic wave of "in due time," America is acknowledging Malcolm
yet again.

The Honorable S. David Fineman, member of the Board of Governors of the U.S. Postal Service,
commented on the appropriateness of this acknowledgment during his introduction to the stamp's
official unveiling, "Today we honor not only a great African American but a great American.
Malcolm X was one of the most charismatic and pivotal figures of our time. He was a passionate
and persuasive voice for change, and his controversial ideas helped bring race relations to a
national stage.

"[Malcolm] X poured his energy and anger into speaking the truth about the plight of African
Americans. He spoke with a rare passion and eloquence. He became a worldwide hero. A symbol
of strength and defiance. He wasn't shy about telling us where society was going

wrong. ["Although] it has been thirty-four years since we lost Malcolm X, his words, his voice, his
vision, his story of transformation lives on. They have become part of us in a journey to
wholeness.

"We must never forget the challenge Malcolm X issued to us. 'Let us learn to live together in
justice and love."

* * *

| had long known of the individual and cultural values that others placed on my father's life. But |
would learn of another measurement and display of that value in the marketplace.

On October 2, 1992, | was on location in southern Africa producing a segment for a documentary
film. During a break in the day, | returned to my hotel room for my afternoon siesta.

This particular afternoon, | turned on my television and searched until | found a CNN broadcast.
Global news commentaries now became the backdrop in my room. | then pulled down the top
sheet and blanket on my bed so | could rest. No sooner had my head touched the pillow, | began
to fade, exchanging conscious sounds of the television for those of my inner thoughts. But in a
matter of moments | was interrupted by the broadcaster stating, "Earlier today the Alex Haley
estate auctioned off his items. . . ." | instantly sat up and listened in disbelief. The newscast



continued, "Among the items sold was the original manuscript of _The Autobiography of Malcolm
X_, with actual handwritten notes by Malcolm X himself."

| cannot possibly recapture in words how | felt at that instant. It seemed inconceivable that such a
personal and historic document could be bartered away so carelessly.

It was yet another loss to contend with. | was still brokenhearted about my godfather being gone,
and greatly disappointed by the decision to diminish the value of his life's contributions by way of
the auction block, a symbol that he fought so hard to dismantle in the telling of Roots_. Doubly
painful was the fact that this bidding war included a part of me and my family with neither our
permission nor participation. Had anyone thought to offer my father's wife and children first right
of refusal?

| jotted down as much data as possible during the news coverage and then called the legal firm
handling my godfather's estate auction in Tennessee. Although | did reach a representative, little
Information was given over the telephone so | scheduled a subsequent call following my return to
the States.

During my long hours of travel across the Atlantic, | worried about how this gross display may
have been tugging at my mother. How was she feeling about it all? As it was, she'd become
increasingly busy due to the explosion of interest about her husband, and the preparations for the
release of X: The Movie.

Malcolm X had been reborn during this period. It was approximately six weeks prior to the world
premiere and my mother and | were about to embark on a press junket that was to exceed a
hundred interviews-print, electronic, video-to promote the film and discuss the resurgence of
Malcolm.

The vibrant, pop-culture marketing of the film gave people permission to claim and learn about
Malcolm in a forum that was not threatening. For people who didn't know anything about his life,
America now provided a healthier, safer atmosphere to do so. It also gave the public the freedom
and opportunity to talk about Malcolm out loud, as opposed to in the murmured huddles that
reflected the climate of the previous generation.

So much of the public and the media were under the impression that the making of _X: The
Movie_ was a new venture. That its director had to battle alone, tooth and nail, on behalf of 35
million black Americans. Things aren't always as they seem. The components in the making of
this film were very significant and intertwined like the main branches on a family tree. They were
not to be forgotten.

Shortly after my father's assassination in 1965 and the publication of _The Autobiography of
Malcolm X_, Marvin Worth, a friend of my father's from their teenage years, approached Alex and
my mother about making a film about my father's life. Once both agreed, Marvin brought James
Baldwin on board to write the script and Arnold Perl to modify the screenplay. During what was to
take twenty-five years to realization, Marvin Worth produced the Warner Bros, documentary EI-
Hajj Malik EI-Shabazz_. This was the first definitive film stock collection of the life of Malcolm X
and it traveled extensively throughout the nation's university circuit as well as to civil rights and
Afro-American nationalist events. In the meantime, this fraternity of men worked diligently against
all setbacks and odds to create a film respectfully representative of their brother, now gone-the
man who, in their eyes, America had betrayed.

But old attitudes and distorted stubborn impressions of my father outlived Arnold Perl and James
Baldwin. Marvin Worth was the lone torchbearer, a thorn in Hollywood's side, holding true to the
initial dream for almost twenty-five years, despite the taboo image of my father. Single-handedly,
while keeping my mother abreast of all updates, he continued to commission writers again and
again.



Marvin's tenacity was astonishing, to the dismay of many. His dedication and faithfulness were
due to his own personal loyalty to my parents and his passion for displaying onscreen the
integrity and power of my father's message.

In the late '70s, Marvin began to include me informally in the process of the film development.
This became very cathartic for me. | accompanied him to meetings with prospective directors and
writers. Shortly thereafter, | began reading through different drafts submitted, and I recall him
telling me, "Some of them are overwriting. They are trying to 'create' Malcolm as the hero. | just
told them to start from scratch; if you write honestly, the hero will emerge."

Those who knew Malcolm X Shabazz personally wanted to be sure that the negative myth around
his memory would be erased by portraying the truths of his mission, and the depth of his heart.

Finally, it was the right time. In 1991, without any further delays, the deal to make the film of my
father's life came through. A long-awaited dream was to be realized. But before it made it to the
screen, we lost Alex.

My father, James Baldwin, Arnold Perl, and my godfather, Alex Haley, were all with us in spirit as
my mother, her daughters, and Marvin Worth journeyed forth toward the final realization of this
history-making film, which not only made it come to life, it ignited a cultural phenomenon.

During this period, total sales of _The Autobiography of Malcolm X _reached record numbers.
Nearly 3 million copies have been sold worldwide. At least twenty new literary works that used my
father's life as a subject appeared on bookshelves. Young males, newly born, were being named
Malcolm, Malik, and Omowale after my father. His philosophy, speeches, and life transitions were
now being adopted by a whole new generation of youngsters, internationally.

Adult appreciators were coming out of the closet, waving their Malcolm banners boldly. Both
American and foreign students utilized him as their prototype for human development, spiritual
dedication, and equality.

Parents of the '90s were not as apprehensive as the parents of the '60s, '70s, and '80s. Instead,
as their many letters and comments informed me, they were relieved that at a stage when their
children's discipline and social mores were being challenged, their son or daughter had claimed
characteristics and habits associated with Malcolm's.

Psychologists, professors, journalists, and critics rediscovered Malcolm X for review and general
analysis. New documentaries unfolded, revealing film footage long existing yet previously edited
from cultural consumption.

The sensations, passions, and sincerities of this black American crusader, plus his new crossover
and international marketability, now challenged all the preceding assessments of twentieth-
century historians, social experts, the media, and most pointedly our government.

The resurrection of Malcolm X also precipitated a new wave of unauthorized exploitation of his
image. In the early days-the '60s, '70s, and '80s, before my father's likeness had become a
licensed commaodity-my mother didn't mind the bootlegged T-shirts, cassette tapes, and framed
photos being sold at various events around the country during his birthday, Black History Month,
and the like. In those years she felt it was one of the pulses that kept Malcolm alive on campuses,
in community centers, and on cultural occasions. As a mother and educator, she was comforted
by the thought that such remembrances would enable young people to have an opportunity to be
exposed to her husband, ask questions, learn, and achieve. Pass it on!

When people commented on the exploitation, she'd generously reply, "It's love that's making them
do this for my husband."



On the other hand, if the intentions of the merchant were not honorable, you'd better believe that
she'd be heading in their direction to inform them of their malfeasance and impropriety. It was
imperative to my mother that the memory of her husband be respected with the honor she knew
he deserved. It was not okay to mistreat her husband. _Not okay_. In his absence, for more than
thirty years, she tirelessly guarded his legacy and fought to ensure that his ideology was clear.
For her, it was essential that if she was going to lose her lifemate to the struggle, then those for
whom he had struggled must be educated. They must be made aware of the conviction,
dedication, and sacrifices he made on behalf of his faith in humanity and his mission to unite us
as one community, certain of our inherent right to our own destiny. My mother took note of anyone
who maligned any characteristic of her husband or anything associated with him.

To my mother, Malcolm X Shabazz was reserved for herself, her children, and the many persons,
young and mature, who have been fortified, caressed, and inspired to employ aspects of my
father's life lessons and personal discoveries as a bridge to their own inner strength and as a
foundation for their "personhood."”

"Personhood" is a word | first heard as | listened to the eloquence of Brother Randall Robinson,
president of the TransAfrica Forum, during his remarks at the Apollo commemoration. While he is
a generation younger than my father, both he and his elder brother Max always symbolized a
genuine and authentic continuity throughout the struggle. They are men of their word, like Haki
Madhubuti, Kweisi Mfume, and Danny Glover-the few in their generation who say it, mean it, and
live it. Thank God for them as they continue to make certain that my father's beat goes on.

"l grew up in the Old South in Richmond, Virginia," said Brother Randall Robinson.

"l am one of the unfortunate millions who never knew or met Malcolm X.

"So perhaps | can presume to speak for those millions like me, then and now, when | say that
Malcolm X was a shining model for a new, whole, and proud black personhood.

" Before_we in the South could see through the mean veil of Southern segregation-there was
Malcolm X.

" Before_we could function beyond the humiliation of Southern bigotry-there was Malcolm X.
" Before_ we could come to know Africa's glorious past-there was Malcolm X.

" Before we could find our self-esteem and self-respect-there was Malcolm X.

"And we owe him so dearly in ways our young must never be allowed to forget.

"Where we have now the very possibility of courage-we _owe_ Malcolm X.

"Where we have the wisdom to search for our history before the Atlantic slave trade-we owe__
Malcolm X.

"Where we have the political integrity to simply stand for something because it is right-we _owe__
Malcolm X.

"It is not often that an American government institution honors those who embody a whole and
uncompromised truth. But today is one such rare occasion. And | will keep it in my heart for the
rest of my life."

* * *



At that moment, Brother Robinson spoke for all of us, and | will forever carry in my heart the
sincerities of that ceremony. In particular, | will remember that as my five younger sisters and |
gathered onstage for Harry Belafonte's closing remarks, | remained full. As | listened to the final
notes sung by the Boys Choir of Harlem their song's message still lingered in my heart: "All black
boys are born of heroes."

| thought of my father and his parents, my mother and her parents, each family's respective
lineage and history of participation in social movements-Garvey on one side and Booker T.
Washington on the other. | thought of my sisters and | standing there, parentless, yet in constant
celebration of our parents' lives. We are blessed every day by the union and the victorious
sojourns that Malcolm X Shabazz and his beloved Betty Saunders Shabazz shared on this earth.

When [ first realized that my mother wouldn't be here to witness her husband's likeness being
unveiled on a United States postal stamp, after participating in the initial discussions, a lonely tear
began to slip down my cheek. But then it dawned on me that she wasn't missing the occasion. In
fact, she had the best seat in the house. She is now where she longed to be. Beside her
husband. And together they are toasting our healthy continuance and productive lives.

As their eldest, | have pledged time and again to care for their daughters, my younger sisters, in
their memory, in their honor, and with their celestial guidance.

When the curtain descends on this current wave of attention and the thematic celebrations cool
down, my sisters and | will remain proud. Proud of a man and his wife, proud of a cause and a
heartbeat that was a metronome for us long before the crossover audience considered them
worthy of praise. We, the Shabazz daughters and our children, will forever be nurtured by our
legacy.

My inherent idealism yearns for the issuance of the commemorative stamp and the living
document of _The Autobiography of Malcolm X_ to continue to bridge ignorance with insight, and
despondency with hope. It is essential for people to trust-even through long periods when dreams
may appear to have been deferred, delayed, and overshadowed-that there comes a time when
an unwavering will, a strong belief, and endless prayers bring great visions to realization.

_The Autobiography of Malcolm X_ is evidence of one man's will and belief in prayer and
purpose. As you read my father's autobiography, whether for the first time or after a long absence,
it is my hope that you will come to know him foremost as a man. A man who lived to serve-initially
a specific people, then a nation, and eventually all people of the world. Some have said that my
father was ahead of his time, but the truth is he was on time and perhaps we were late. | trust that
through his words we may come to honor and respect all members of the human family as he did.
In closing, | offer you my father's own words: "One day, may we all meet together in the light of
understanding.”

M. S. HANDLER
INTRODUCTION

The Sunday before he was to officially announce his rupture with ElijahMuhammad, Malcolm X
came to my home to discuss his plans and give me some necessary documentation.

Mrs. Handler had never met Malcolm before this fateful visit. She served us coffee and cakes
while Malcolm spoke in the courteous, gentle manner that was his in private. It was obvious to me
that Mrs. Handler was impressed by Malcolm. His personality filled our living room.

Malcolm's attitude was that of a man who had reached a crossroads in his life and was making a



choice under an inner compulsion. A wistful smile illuminated his countenance from time to time-a
smile that said many things. | felt uneasy because Malcolm was evidently trying to say something
which his pride and dignity prevented him from expressing. | sensed that Malcolm was not
confident he would succeed in escaping from the shadowy world which had held him in thrall.

Mrs. Handler was quiet and thoughtful after Malcolm's departure. Looking up suddenly, she said:
"You know, it was like having tea with a black panther."

The description startled me. The black panther is an aristocrat in the animal kingdom. He is
beautiful. He is dangerous. As a man, Malcolm X had the physical bearing and the inner self-
confidence of a born aristocrat. And he was potentially dangerous. No man in our time aroused
fear and hatred in the white man as did Malcolm, because in him the white man sensed an
implacable foe who could not be had for any price-a man unreservedly committed to the cause of
liberating the black man in American society rather than integrating the black man into that
society.

My first meeting with Malcolm X took place in March 1963 in the Muslim restaurant of Temple
Number Seven on Lenox Avenue. | had been assigned by _The New York Times__ to investigate
the growing pressures within the Negro community. Thirty years of experience as a reporter in
Western and Eastern Europe had taught me that the forces in a developing social struggle are
frequently buried beneath the visible surface and make themselves felt in many ways long before
they burst out into the open. These generative forces make themselves felt through the power of
an idea long before their organizational forms can openly challenge the establishment. It is the
merit of European political scientists and sociologists to give a high priority to the power of ideas
in a social struggle. In the United States, it is our weakness to confuse the numerical strength of
an organization and the publicity attached to leaders with the germinating forces that sow the
seeds of social upheaval in our community.

In studying the growing pressures within the Negro community, | had not only to seek the
opinions of the established leaders of the civil rights organizations but the opinions of those
working in the penumbra of the movement-"underground," so to speak. This is why | sought out
Malcolm X, whose ideas had reached me through the medium of Negro integrationists. Their
thinking was already reflecting a high degree of nascent Negro nationalism.

| did not know what to expect as | waited for Malcolm. | was the only white person in the
restaurant, an immaculate establishment tended by somber, handsome, uncommunicative
Negroes. Signs reading "Smoking Forbidden" were pasted on the highly polished mirrors. | was
served coffee but became uneasy in this aseptic, silent atmosphere as time passed. Malcolm
finally arrived. He was very tall, handsome, of impressive bearing. His skin had a bronze hue.

| rose to greet him and extended my hand. Malcolm's hand came up slowly. | had the impression
it was difficult for him to take my hand, but, _noblesse oblige , he did. Malcolm then did a curious
thing which he always repeated whenever we met in public in a restaurant in New York or
Washington. He asked whether | would mind if he took a seat facing the door. | had had similar
requests put to me in Eastern European capitals. Malcolm was on the alert; he wished to see
every person who entered the restaurant. | quickly realized that Malcolm constantly walked in
danger.

We spoke for more than three hours at this first encounter. His views about the white man were
devastating, but at no time did he transgress against my own personality and make me feel that |,
as an individual, shared in the guilt. He attributed the degradation of the Negro people to the
white man. He denounced integration as a fraud. He contended that if the leaders of the
established civil rights organizations persisted, the social struggle would end in bloodshed
because he was certain the white man would never concede full integration. He argued the
Muslim case for separation as the only solution in which the Negro could achieve his own identity,



develop his own culture, and lay the foundations for a self-respecting productive community. He
was vague about where the Negro state could be established.

Malcolm refused to see the impossibility of the white man conceding secession from the United
States; at this stage in his * career he contended it was the only solution. He defended Islam as a
religion that did not recognize color bars. He denounced Christianity as a religion designed for
slaves and the Negro clergy as the curse of the black man, exploiting him for their own purposes
instead of seeking to liberate him, and acting as handmaidens of the white community in its
determination to keep the Negroes in a subservient position.

During this first encounter Malcolm also sought to enlighten me about the Negro mentality. He
repeatedly cautioned me to beware of Negro affirmations of good will toward the white man. He
said that the Negro had been trained to dissemble and conceal his real thoughts, as a matter of
survival. He argued that the Negro only tells the white man what he believes the white man
wishes to hear, and that the art of dissembling reached a point where even Negroes cannot
truthfully say they understand what their fellow Negroes believe. The art of deception practiced by
the Negro was based on a thorough understanding of the white man's mores, he said; at the
same time the Negro has remained a closed book to the white man, who has never displayed any
interest in understanding the Negro.

Malcolm's exposition of his social ideas was clear and thoughtful, if somewhat shocking to the
white initiate, but most disconcerting in our talk was Malcolm's belief in Elijah Muhammad's
history of the origins of man, and in a genetic theory devised to prove the superiority of black over
white-a theory stunning to me in its sheer absurdity.

After this first encounter, | realized that there were two Malcolms-the private and the public
person. His public performances on television and at meeting halls produced an almost terrifying
effect. His implacable marshaling of facts and his logic had something of a new dialectic, diabolic
in its force. He frightened white television audiences, demolished his Negro opponents, but
elicited a remarkable response from Negro audiences. Many Negro opponents in the end refused
to make any public appearances on the same platform with him. The troubled white audiences
were confused, disturbed, felt themselves threatened. Some began to consider Malcolm evil
incarnate.

Malcolm appealed to the two most desparate elements in the Negro community-the depressed
mass, and the galaxy of o Negro writers and artists who have burst on the American scene in the
past decade. The Negro middle class-the Negro "establishment"-abhorred and feared Malcolm as
much as he despised it.

The impoverished Negroes respected Malcolm in the way that wayward children respect the
grandfather image. It was always a strange and moving experience to walk with Malcolm in
Harlem. He was known to all. People glanced at him shyly. Sometimes Negro youngsters would
ask for his autograph. It always seemed to me that their affection for Malcolm was inspired by the
fact that although he had become a national figure, he was still a man of the people who, they
felt, would never betray them. The Negroes have suffered too long from betrayals and in Malcolm
they sensed a man of mission. They knew his origins, with which they could identify. They knew
his criminal and prison record, which he had never concealed. They looked upon Malcolm with a
certain wonderment. Here was a man who had come from the lower depths which they still
inhabited, who had triumphed over his own criminality and his own ignorance to become a
forceful leader and spokesman, an uncompromising champion of his people.

Although many could not share his Muslim religious beliefs, they found in Malcolm's puritanism a
standing reproach to their own lives. Malcolm had purged himself of all the ills that afflict the
depressed Negro mass: drugs, alcohol, tobacco, not to speak of criminal pursuits. His personal
life was impeccable-of a puritanism unattainable for the mass. Human redemption-Malcolm had
achieved it in his own lifetime, and this was known to the Negro community.



In his television appearances and at public meetings Malcolm articulated the woes and the
aspirations of the depressed Negro mass in a way it was unable to do for itself. When he attacked
the white man, Malcolm did for the Negroes what they couldn't do for themselves-he attacked
with a violence and anger that spoke for the ages of misery. It was not an academic exercise of
just giving hell to "Mr. Charlie."

Many of the Negro writers and artists who are national figures today revered Malcolm for what
they considered his ruthless honesty in stating the Negro case, his refusal to compromise, and
his search for a group identity that had been destroyed by the white man when he brought the
Negroes in chains from Africa. The Negro writers and artists regarded Malcolm as the great
catalyst, the man who inspired self-respect and devotion in the downtrodden millions.

A group of these artists gathered one Sunday in my home, and we talked about Malcolm. Their
devotion to him as a man was moving. One said: "Malcolm will never betray us. We have suffered
too much from betrayals in the past."

Malcolm's attitude toward the white man underwent a marked change in 1964-a change that
contributed to his break with Elijah Muhammad and his racist doctrines. Malcolm's meteoric
eruption on the national scene brought him into wider contact with white men who were not the
"devils" he had thought they were. He was much in demand as a speaker at student forums in
Eastern universities and had appeared at many by the end of his short career as a national figure.
He always spoke respectfully and with a certain surprise of the positive response of white
students to his lectures.

A second factor that contributed to his conversion to wider horizons was a growing doubt about
the authenticity of Elijah Muhammad's version of the Muslim religion-a doubt that grew into a
certainty with more knowledge and more experience. Certain secular practices at the Chicago
headquarters of Elijah Muhammad had come to Malcolm's notice and he was profoundly
shocked.

Finally, he embarked on a number of prolonged trips to Mecca and the newly independent African
states through the good offices of the representatives of the Arab League in the United States. It
was on his first trip to Mecca that he came to the conclusion that he had yet to discover Islam.

Assassins' bullets ended Malcolm's career before he was able to develop this new approach,
which in essence recognized the Negroes as an integral part of the American community-a far cry
from Elijah Muhammad's doctrine of separation. Malcolm had reached the midpoint in redefining
his attitude to this country and the white-black relationship. He no longer inveighed against the
United States but against a segment of the United States represented by overt white
supremacists in the South and covert white supremacists in the North.

It was Malcolm's intention to raise Negro militancy to a new high point with the main thrust aimed
at both the Southern and Northern white supremacists. The Negro problem, which he had always
said should be renamed "the white man's problem," was beginning to assume new dimensions for
him in the last months of his life.

To the very end, Malcolm sought to refashion the broken strands between the American Negroes
and African culture. He saw in this the road to a new sense of group identity, a self-conscious role
in history, and above all a sense of man's own worth which he claimed the white man had
destroyed in the Negro.

American autobiographical literature is filled with numerous accounts of remarkable men who
pulled themselves to the summit by their bootstraps. Few are as poignant as Malcolm's memaoirs.
As testimony to the power of redemption and the force of human personality, the autobiography of
Malcolm X is a revelation.



New York, June 1965

CHAPTER ONE
NIGHTMARE

When my mother was pregnant with me, she told me later, a party of hooded Ku Klux Klan riders
galloped up to our home in Omaha, Nebraska, one night. Surrounding the house, brandishing
their shotguns and rifles, they shouted for my father to come out. My mother went to the front
door and opened it. Standing where they could see her pregnant condition, she told them that she
was alone with her three small children, and that my father was away, preaching, in Milwaukee.
The Klansmen shouted threats and warnings at her that we had better get out of town because
"the good Christian white people" were not going to stand for my father's "spreading trouble"
among the "good" Negroes of Omaha with the "back to Africa" preachings of Marcus Garvey.

My father, the Reverend Earl Little, was a Baptist minister, a dedicated organizer for Marcus
Aurelius Garvey's U.N.I.A. (Universal Negro Improvement Association). With the help of such
disciples as my father, Garvey, from his headquarters in New York City's Harlem, was raising the
banner of black-race purity and exhorting the Negro masses to return to their ancestral African
homeland-a cause which had made Garvey the most controversial black man on earth.

Still shouting threats, the Klansmen finally spurred their horses and galloped around the house,
shattering every window pane with their gun butts. Then they rode off into the night, their torches
flaring, as suddenly as they had come.

My father was enraged when he returned. He decided to wait until | was born-which would be
soon-and then the family would move. | am not sure why he made this decision, for he was not a
frightened Negro, as most then were, and many still are today. My father was a big, six-foot-four,
very black man. He had only one eye. How he had lost the other one | have never known. He was
from Reynolds, Georgia, where he had left school after the third or maybe fourth grade. He
believed, as did Marcus Garvey, that freedom, independence and self-respect could never be
achieved by the Negro in America, and that therefore the Negro should leave America to the
white man and return to his African land of origin. Among the reasons my father had decided to
risk and dedicate his life to help disseminate this philosophy among his people was that he had
seen four of his six brothers die by violence, three of them killed by white men, including one by
lynching. What my father could not know then was that of the remaining three, including himself,
only one, my Uncle Jim, would die in bed, of natural causes. Northern white police were later to
shoot my Uncle Oscar. And my father was finally himself to die by the white man's hands.

It has always been my belief that I, too, will die by violence. | have done all that | can to be
prepared.

| was my father's seventh child. He had three children by a previous marriage-Ella, Earl, and
Mary, who lived in Boston. He had met and married my mother in Philadelphia, where their first
child, my oldest full brother; Wilfred, was born. They moved from Philadelphia to Omaha, where
Hilda and then Philbert were born.

| was next in line. My mother was twenty-eight when | was born on May 19, 1925, in an Omaha
hospital. Then we moved to Milwaukee, where Reginald was born. From infancy, he had some
kind of hernia condition which was to handicap him physically for the rest of his life.

Louise Little, my mother, who was born in Grenada, in the British West Indies, looked like a white
woman. Her father was white. She had straight black hair, and her accent did not sound like a



Negro's. Of this white father of hers, | know nothing except her shame about it. | remember
hearing her say she was glad that she had never seen him. It was, of course, because of him that
| got my reddish-brown "mariny” color of skin, and my hair of the same color. | was the lightest
child in our family. (Out in the world later on, in Boston and New York, | was among the millions of
Negroes who were insane enough to feel that it was some kind of status symbol to be light
complexioned-that one was actually fortunate to be born thus. But, still later, | learned to hate
every drop of that white rapist's blood that is in me.)

Our family stayed only briefly in Milwaukee, for my father wanted to find a place where he could
raise our own food and perhaps build a business. The teaching of Marcus Garvey stressed
becoming independent of the white man. We went next, for some reason, to Lansing, Michigan.
My father bought a house and soon, as had been his pattern, he was doing free-lance Christian
preaching in local Negro Baptist churches, and during the week he was roaming about spreading
word of Marcus Garvey.

He had begun to lay away savings for the store he had always wanted to own when, as always,
some stupid local Uncle Tom Negroes began to funnel stories about his revolutionary beliefs to
the local white people. This time, the get-out-of-town threats came from a local hate society called
The Black Legion. They wore black robes instead of white. Soon, nearly everywhere my father
went, Black Legionnaires were reveiling him as an "uppity nigger" for wanting to own a store, for
living outside the Lansing Negro district, for spreading unrest and dissention among "the good
niggers."

As in Omaha, my mother was pregnant again, this time with my youngest sister. Shortly after
Yvonne was born came the nightmare night in 1929, my earliest vivid memory. | remember being
suddenly snatched awake into a frightening confusion of pistol shots and shouting and smoke
and flames. My father had shouted and shot at the two white men who had set the fire and were
running away. Our home was burning down around us. We were lunging and bumping and
tumbling all over each other trying to escape. My mother, with the baby in her arms, just made it
into the yard before the house crashed in, showering sparks. | remember we were outside in the
night in our underwear, crying and yelling our heads off. The white police and firemen came and
stood around watching as the house burned down to the ground.

My father prevailed on some friends to clothe and house us temporarily; then he moved us into
another house on the outskirts of East Lansing. In those days Negroes weren't allowed after dark
in East Lansing proper. There's where Michigan State University is located; | related all of this to
an audience of students when | spoke there in January, 1963 (and had the first reunion in a long
while with my younger brother, Robert, who was there doing postgraduate studies in psychology).
| told them how East Lansing harassed us so much that we had to move again, this time two
miles out of town, into the country. This was where my father built for us with his own hands a
four-room house. This is where | really begin to remember things-this home where | started to
grow up.

After the fire, | remember that my father was called in and questioned about a permit for the pistol
with which he had shot at the white men who set the fire. | remember that the police were always
dropping by our house, shoving things around, "just checking" or "looking for a gun." The pistol
they were looking for-which they never found, and for which they wouldn't issue a permit-was
sewed up inside a pillow. My father's .22 rifle and his shotgun, though, were right out in the open;
everyone had them for hunting birds and rabbits and other game.

* * *

After that, my memories are of the friction between my father and mother. They seemed to be
nearly always at odds. Sometimes my father would beat her. It might have had something to do
with the fact that my mother had a pretty good education. Where she got it | don't know. But an



educated woman, | suppose, can't resist the temptation to correct an uneducated man. Every now
and then, when she put those smooth words on him, he would grab her.

My father was also belligerent toward all of the children, except me. The older ones he would
beat almost savagely if they broke any of his rules-and he had so many rules it was hard to know
them all. Nearly all my whippings came from my mother. I've thought a lot about why. | actually
believe that as anti-white as my father was, he was subconsciously so afflicted with the white
man's brainwashing of Negroes that he inclined to favor the light ones, and | was his lightest
child. Most Negro parents in those days would almost instinctively treat any lighter children better
than they did the darker ones. It came directly from the slavery tradition that the "mulatto,"
because he was visibly nearer to white, was therefore "better."

My two other images of my father are both outside the home. One was his role as a Baptist
preacher. He never pastored in any regular church of his own; he was always a "visiting
preacher." | remember especially his favorite sermon: "That little _black_ train is a-comin' .. . an
you better get all your business right!" | guess this also fit his association with the back-to-Africa
movement, with Marcus Garvey's "Black Train Homeward." My brother Philbert, the one just older
than me, loved church, but it confused and amazed me. | would sit goggle-eyed at my father
jumping and shouting as he preached, with the congregation jumping and shouting behind him,
their souls and bodies devoted to singing and praying. Even at that young age, | just couldn't
believe in the Christian concept of Jesus as someone divine. And no religious person, until | was
a man in my twenties-and then in prison-could tell me anything. | had very little respect for most
people who represented religion.

It was in his role as a preacher that my father had most contact with the Negroes of Lansing.
Believe me when | tell you that those Negroes were in bad shape then. They are still in bad
shape-though in a different way. By that | mean that | don't know a town with a higher percentage
of complacent and misguided so-called "middle-class" Negroes-the typical status-symbol-
oriented, integration-seeking type of Negroes. Just recently, | was standing in a lobby at
theUnited Nations talking with an African ambassador and his wife, when a Negro came up to me
and said, "You know me?" | was a little embarrassed because | thought he was someone | should
remember. It turned out that he was one of those bragging, self-satisfied, "middle-class" Lansing
Negroes. | wasn't ingratiated. He was the type who would never have been associated with
Africa, until the fad of having African friends became a status-symbol for "middle-class" Negroes.

Back when | was growing up, the "successful" Lansing Negroes were such as waiters and
bootblacks. To be a janitor at some downtown store was to be highly respected. The real "elite,"
the "big shots," the "voices of the race," were the waiters at the Lansing Country Club and the
shoeshine boys at the state capitol. The only Negroes who really had any money were the ones
in the numbers racket, or who ran the gambling houses, or who in some other way lived
parasitically off the poorest ones, who were the masses. No Negroes were hired then by
Lansing's big Oldsmobile plant, or the Reo plant. (Do you remember the Reo? It was
manufactured in Lansing, and R. E. Olds, the man after whom it was named, also lived in
Lansing. When the war came along, they hired some Negro janitors.) The bulk of the Negroes
were either on Welfare, or W.P.A., or they starved.

The day was to come when our family was so poor that we would eat the hole out of a doughnut;
but at that time we were much better off than most town Negroes. The reason was that we raised
much of our own food out there in the country where we were. We were much better off than the

town Negroes who would shout, as my father preached, for the pie-in-the-sky and their heaven in
the hereafter while the white man had his here on earth.

| knew that the collections my father got for his preaching were mainly what fed and clothed us,
and he also did other odd jobs, but still the image of him that made me proudest was his
crusading and militant campaigning with thewords of Marcus Garvey. As young as | was then, |
knew from what | overheard that my father was saying something that made him a "tough" man. |
remember an old lady, grinning and saying to my father, "You're scaring these white folks to



death!"

One of the reasons I've always felt that my father favored me was that to the best of my
remembrance, it was only me that he sometimes took with him to the Garvey U.N.I.A. meetings
which he held quietly in different people's homes. There were never more than a few people at
any one time-twenty at most. But that was a lot, packed into someone's living room. | noticed how
differently they all acted, although sometimes they were the same people who jumped and
shouted in church. But in these meetings both they and my father were more intense, more
intelligent and down to earth. It made me feel the same way.

| can remember hearing of "Adam driven out of the garden into the caves of Europe," "Africa for
the Africans," "Ethiopians, Awake!" And my father would talk about how it would not be much
longer before Africa would be completely run by Negroes-"by black men," was the phrase he
always used.

"No one knows when the hour of Africa's redemption cometh. It is in the wind. It is coming. One
day, like a storm, it will be here."

| remember seeing the big, shiny photographs of Marcus Garvey that were passed from hand to
hand. My father had a big envelope of them that he always took to these meetings. The pictures
showed what seemed to me millions of Negroes thronged in parade behind Garvey riding in a fine
car, a big black man dressed in a dazzling uniform with gold braid on it, and he was wearing a
thrilling hat with tall plumes. | remember hearing that he had black followers not only hi the United
States but all around the world, and | remember how the meetings always closed with my father
saying, several times, and the people chanting after him, "Up, you mighty race, you can
accomplish what you will!"

| have never understood why, after hearing as much as | did of these kinds of things, | somehow
never thought, then, of the black people in Africa. My image of Africa, at that time, was of naked
savages, cannibals, monkeys and tigers and steaming jungles.

My father would drive in his old black touring car, sometimes taking me, to meeting places all
around the Lansing area. | remember one daytime meeting (most were at night) in the town of
Owosso, forty miles from Lansing, which the Negroes called "White City." (Owosso's greatest
claim to fame is that it is the home town of Thomas E. Dewey.) As in East Lansing, no Negroes
were allowed on the streets there after dark-hence the daytime meeting. In point of fact, in those
days lots of Michigan towns were like that. Every town had a few "home" Negroes who lived
there. Sometimes it would be just one family, as in the nearby county seat, Mason, which had a
single Negro family named Lyons. Mr. Lyons had been a famous football star at Mason High
School, was highly thought of in Mason, and consequently he now worked around that town in
menial jobs.

My mother at this tune seemed to be always working-cooking, washing, ironing, cleaning, and
fussing over us eight children. And she was usually either arguing with or not speaking to my
father. One cause of friction was that she had strong ideas about what she wouldn't eat-and didn't
want _us_ to eat-including pork and rabbit, both of which my father loved dearly.

He was a real Georgia Negro, and he believed in eating plenty of what we in Harlem today call
"soul food."

I've said that my mother was the one who whipped me-at least she did whenever she wasn't
ashamed to let the neighbors think she was killing me. For if she even acted as though she was
about to raise her hand to me, | would openmy mouth and let the world know about it. If anybody
was passing by out on the road, she would either change her mind or just give me a few licks.

Thinking about it now, | feel definitely that just as my father favored me for being lighter than the
other children, my mother gave me more hell for the same reason. She was very light herself but



she favored the ones who were darker. Wilfred, | know, was particularly her angel. | remember
that she would tell me to get out of the house and "Let the sun shine on you so you can get some
color." She went out of her way never to let me become afflicted with a sense of color-superiority.
| am sure that she treated me this way partly because of how she came to be light herself.

| learned early that crying out in protest could accomplish things. My older brothers and sister had
started to school when, sometimes, they would come in and ask for a buttered biscuit or
something and my mother, impatiently, would tell them no. But | would cry out and make a fuss
until | got what | wanted. | remember well how my mother asked me why | couldn't be a nice boy
like Wilfred; but | would think to myself that Wilfred, for being so nice and quiet, often stayed
hungry. So early in life, | had learned that if you want something, you had better make some
noise.

Not only did we have our big garden, but we raised chickens. My father would buy some baby
chicks and my mother would raise them. We all loved chicken. That was one dish there was no
argument with my father about. One thing in particular that | remember made me feel grateful
toward my mother was that one day | went and asked her for my own garden, and she did let me
have my own little plot. | loved it and took care of it well. | loved especially to grow peas. | was
proud when we had them on our table. | would pull out the grass in my garden by hand when the
first little blades came up. | would patrol the rows on my hands and knees for any worms and
bugs, and | would kill and bury them. And sometimes when | had everything straight and clean for
mythings to grow, | would lie down on my back between two rows, and | would gaze up in the
blue sky at the clouds moving and think all kinds of things.

At five, |, too, began to go to school, leaving home in the morning along with Wilfred, Hilda, and
Philbert. It was the Pleasant Grove School that went from kindergarten through the eighth grade.
It was two miles outside the city limits, and | guess there was no problem about our attending
because we were the only Negroes in the area. In those days white people in the North usually
would "adopt” just a few Negroes; they didn't see them as any threat. The white kids didn't make
any great thing about us, either. They called us "nigger" and "darkie" and "Rastus" so much that
we thought those were our natural names. But they didn't think of it as an insult; it was just the
way they thought about us.

* * *

One afternoon in 1931 when Wilfred, Hilda, Philbert, and | came home, my mother and father
were having one of their arguments. There had lately been a lot of tension around the house
because of Black Legion threats. Anyway, my father had taken one of the rabbits which we were
raising, and ordered my mother to cook it. We raised rabbits, but sold them to whites. My father
had taken a rabbit from the rabbit pen. He had pulled off the rabbit's head. He was so strong, he
needed no knife to behead chickens or rabbits. With one twist of his big black hands he simply
twisted off the head and threw the bleeding-necked thing back at my mother's feet.

My mother was crying. She started to skin the rabbit, preparatory to cooking it. But my father was
so angry he slammed on out of the front door and started walking up the road toward town.

It was then that my mother had this vision. She had always been a strange woman in this sense,
and had always had a strong intuition of things about to happen. And most of her children are the
same way, | think. When something is about to happen, | can feel something, sense something. |
never have known something to happen that has caught me completely off guard-except once.
And that was when, years later, | discovered facts | couldn't believe about a man who, up until
that discovery, | would gladly have given my life for.

My father was well up the road when my mother ran screaming out onto the porch. _"Early!
Early!" She screamed his name. She clutched up her apron in one hand, and ran down across
the yard and into the road. My father turned around. He saw her. For some reason, considering



how angry he had been when he left, he waved at her. But he kept on going.

She told me later, my mother did, that she had a vision of my father's end. All the rest of the
afternoon, she was not herself, crying and nervous and upset. She finished cooking the rabbit
and put the whole thing in the warmer part of the black stove. When my father was not back
home by our bedtime, my mother hugged and clutched us, and we felt strange, not knowing what
to do, because she had never acted like that.

| remember waking up to the sound of my mother's screaming again. When | scrambled out, |
saw the police in the Irving room; they were trying to calm her down. She had snatched on her
clothes to go with them. And all of us children who were staring knew without anyone having to
say it that something terrible had happened to our father.

My mother was taken by the police to the hospital, and to a room where a sheet was over my
father in a bed, and she wouldn't look, she was afraid to look. Probably it was wise that she didn't.
My father's skull, on one side, was crushed in, | was told later. Negroes in Lansing have always
whispered that he wasattacked, and then laid across some tracks for a streetcar to run over him.
His body was cut almost in half.

He lived two and a half hours in that condition. Negroes then were stronger than they are now,
especially Georgia Negroes. Negroes born in Georgia had to be strong simply to survive.

It was morning when we children at home got the word that he was dead. | was six. | can
remember a vague commotion, the house filled up with people crying, saying bitterly that the
white Black Legion had finally gotten him. My mother was hysterical. In the bedroom, women
were holding smelling salts under her nose. She was still hysterical at the funeral.

| don't have a very clear memory of the funeral, either. Oddly, the main thing | remember is that it
wasn't in a church, and that surprised me, since my father was a preacher, and | had been where
he preached people's funerals in churches. But his was in a funeral home.

And | remember that during the service a big black fly came down and landed on my father's face,
and Wilfred sprang up from his chair and he shooed the fly away, and he came groping back to
his chair-there were folding chairs for us to sit on-and the tears were streaming down his face.
When we went by the casket, | remember that | thought that it looked as if my father's strong
black face had been dusted with flour, and | wished they hadn't put on such a lot of it.

Back in the big four-room house, there were many visitors for another week or so. They were
good friends of the family, such as the Lyons from Mason, twelve miles away, and the Walkers,
McGuires, Liscoes, the Greens, Randolphs, and the Turners, and others from Lansing, and a lot
of people from other towns, whom | had seen at the Garvey meetings.

We children adjusted more easily than our mother did. We couldn't see, as clearly as she did, the
trials that lay ahead. As the visitors tapered off, she became very concerned about collecting the
two insurance policies that my father had always been proud he carried. He had always said that
families should be protected in case of death. One policy apparently paid off without any problem-
the smaller one. | don't know the amount of it. | would imagine it was not more than a thousand
dollars, and maybe half of that.

But after that money came, and my mother had paid out a lot of it for the funeral and expenses,
she began going into town and returning very upset. The company that had issued the bigger
policy was balking at paying off. They were claiming that my father had committed suicide.
Visitors came again, and there was bitter talk about white people: how could my father bash
himself in the head, then get down across the streetcar tracks to be run over?

So there we were. My mother was thirty-four years old now, with no husband, no provider or
protector to take care of her eight children. But some kind of a family routine got going again. And



for as long as the first insurance money lasted, we did all right.

Wilfred, who was a pretty stable fellow, began to act older than his age. | think he had the sense
to see, when the rest of us didn't, what was in the wind for us. He quietly quit school and went to
town in search of work. He took any kind of job he could find and he would come home, dog-tired,
in the evenings, and give whatever he had made to my mother.

Hilda, who always had been quiet, too, attended to the babies. Philbert and | didn't contribute
anything. We just fought all the time-each other at home, and then at school we would team up
and fight white kids. Sometimes the fights would be racial in nature, but they might be about
anything.

Reginald came under my wing. Since he had grown out of the toddling stage, he and | had
become very close. | suppose | enjoyed the fact that he was the little one, under me, who looked
up to me.

My mother began to buy on credit. My father had always been very strongly against credit. "Credit
is the first step into debt and back into slavery," he had always said. And then she went to work
herself. She would go into Lansing and find different jobs-in housework, or sewing-for white
people. They didn't realize, usually, that she was a Negro. A lot of white people around there
didn't want Negroes in their houses.

She would do fine until in some way or other it got to people who she was, whose widow she
was. And then she would be let go. | remember how she used to come home crying, but trying to
hide it, because she had lost a job that she needed so much.

Once when one of us-l cannot remember which-had to go for something to where she was
working, and the people saw us, and realized she was actually a Negro, she was fired on the
spot, and she came home crying, this time not hiding it.

When the state Welfare people began coming to our house, we would come from school
sometimes and find them talking with our mother, asking a thousand questions. They acted and
looked at her, and at us, and around in our house, in a way that had about it the feeling-at least
for me-that we were not people. In their eyesight we were just _things_, that was all.

My mother began to receive two checks-a Welfare check and, | believe, widow's pension. The
checks helped. But they weren't enough, as many of us as there were. When they came, about
the first of the month, one always wasalready owed in full, if not more, to the man at the grocery
store. And, after that, the other one didn't last long.

We began to go swiftly downhill. The physical downhill wasn't as quick as the psychological. My
mother was, above everything else, a proud woman, and it took its toll on her that she was
accepting charity. And her feelings were communicated to us.

She would speak sharply to the man at the grocery store for padding the bill, telling him that she
wasn't ignorant, and he didn't like that. She would talk back sharply to the state Welfare people,
telling them that she was a grown woman, able to raise her children, that it wasn't necessary for
them to keep coming around so much, meddling in our lives. And they didn't like that.

But the monthly Welfare check was their pass. They acted as if they owned us, as if we were their
private property. As much as my mother would have liked to, she couldn't keep them out. She
would get particularly incensed when they began insisting upon drawing us older children aside,
one at a time, out on the porch or somewhere, and asking us questions, or telling us things-
against our mother and against each other.

We couldn't understand why, if the state was willing to give us packages of meat, sacks of



potatoes and fruit, and cans of all kinds of things, our mother obviously hated to accept. We really
couldn't understand. What | later understood was that my mother was making a desperate effort
to preserve her pride-and ours.

Pride was just about all we had to preserve, for by 1934, we really began to suffer. This was
about the worst depression year, and no one we knew had enough to eat or live on. Some old
family friends visited us now and then. At first they brought food. Though it was charity, my mother
took it.

Wilfred was working to help. My mother was working, when she could find any kind of job. In
Lansing, there was a bakery where, for a nickel, a couple of us children would buy a tall flour sack
of day-old bread and cookies, and then walk the two miles back out into the country to our house.
Our mother knew, | guess, dozens of ways to cook things with bread and out of bread. Stewed
tomatoes with bread, maybe that would be a meal. Something like French toast, if we had any
eggs. Bread pudding, sometimes with raisins in it. If we got hold of some hamburger, it came to
the table more bread than meat. The cookies that were always in the sack with the bread, we just
gobbled down straight.

But there were times when there wasn't even a nickel and we would be so hungry we were dizzy.
My mother would boil a big pot of dandelion greens, and we would eat that. | remember that
some small-minded neighbor put it out, and children would tease us, that we ate "fried grass."
Sometimes, if we were lucky, we would have oatmeal or cornmeal mush three times a day. Or
mush in the morning and cornbread at night.

Philbert and | were grown up enough to quit fighting long enough to take the .22 caliber rifle that
had been our father's, and shoot rabbits that some white neighbors up or down the road would
buy. | know now that they just did it to help us, because they, like everyone, shot their own
rabbits. Sometimes, | remember, Philbert and | would take little Reginald along with us. He wasn't
very strong, but he was always so proud to be along. We would trap muskrats out in the little
creek in back of our house. And we would lie quiet until unsuspecting bullfrogs appeared, and we
would spear them, cut off their legs, and sell them for a nickel a pair to people who lived up and
down the road. The whites seemed less restricted in their dietary tastes.

Then, about in late 1934, | would guess, something began to happen. Some kind of psychological
deterioration hit our family circle and began to eat awayour pride. Perhaps it was the constant
tangible evidence that we were destitute. We had known other families who had gone on relief.
We had known without anyone in our home ever expressing it that we had felt prouder not to be
at the depot where the free food was passed out. And, now, we were among them. At school, the
"on relief" finger suddenly was pointed at us, too, and sometimes it was said aloud.

It seemed that everything to eat in our house was stamped Not To Be Sold. All Welfare food bore
this stamp to keep the recipients from selling it. It's a wonder we didn't come to think of Not To Be
Sold as a brand name.

Sometimes, instead of going home from school, | walked the two miles up the road into Lansing. |
began drifting from store to store, hanging around outside where things like apples were
displayed in boxes and barrels and baskets, and | would watch my chance and steal me a treat.
You know what a treat was to me? Anything!

Or | began to drop in about dinnertime at the home of some family that we knew. | knew that they
knew exactly why | was there, but they never embarrassed me by letting on. They would invite
me to stay for supper, and | would stuff myself.

Especially, | liked to drop in and visit at the Gohannases' home. They were nice, older people,
and great churchgoers. | had watched them lead the jumping and shouting when my father
preached. They had, living with them-they were raising him-a nephew whom everyone called "Big
Boy," and he and | got along fine. Also living with the Gohannases was old Mrs. Adcock, who



went with them to church. She was always trying to help anybody she could, visiting anyone she
heard was sick, carrying them something. She was the one who, years later, would tell me
something that | remembered a long time: "Malcolm,there's one thing | like about you. You're no
good, but you don't try to hide it. You are not a hypocrite."

The more | began to stay away from home and visit people and steal from the stores, the more
aggressive | became in my inclinations. | never wanted to wait for anything.

| was growing up fast, physically more so than mentally. As | began to be recognized more
around the town, | started to become aware of the peculiar attitude of white people toward me. |
sensed that it had to do with my father. It was an adult version of what several white children had
said at school, in hints, or sometimes in the open, which really expressed what their parents had
said-that the Black Legion or the Klan had killed my father, and the insurance company had
pulled a fast one in refusing to pay my mother the policy money.

When | began to get caught stealing now and then, the state Welfare people began to focus on
me when they came to our house. | can't remember how | first became aware that they were
talking of taking me away. What | first remember along that line was my mother raising a storm
about being able to bring up her own children. She would whip me for stealing, and | would try to
alarm the neighborhood with my yelling. One thing | have always been proud of is that | never
raised my hand against my mother.

In the summertime, at night, in addition to all the other things we did, some of us boys would slip
out down the road, or across the pastures, and go "cooning" watermelons. White people always
associated watermelons with Negroes, and they sometimes called Negroes "coons" among all
the other names, and so stealing watermelons became "cooning" them. If white boys were doing
it, it implied that they were only acting like Negroes. Whites have always hidden or justified all of
the guilts they could by ridiculing or blaming Negroes.

One Halloween night, | remember that a bunch of us were out tipping over those old country
outhouses, and one old farmer-1 guess he had tipped over enough in his day-had set a trap for
us. Always, you sneak up from behind the outhouse, then you gang together and push it, to tip it
over. This farmer had taken his outhouse off the hole, and set it just in _front_ of the hole. Well,
we came sneaking up in single file, in the darkness, and the two white boys in the lead fell down
into the outhouse hole neck deep. They smelled so bad it was all we could stand to get them out,
and that finished us all for that Halloween. | had just missed falling in myself. The whites were so
used to taking the lead, this time it had really gotten them in the hole.

Thus, in various ways, | learned various things. | picked strawberries, and though | can't recall
what | got per crate for picking, | remember that after working hard all one day, | wound up with
about a dollar, which was a whole lot of money in those times. | was so hungry, | didn't know what
to do. | was walking away toward town with visions of buying something good to eat, and this
older white boy | knew, Richard Dixon, came up and asked me if | wanted to match nickels. He
had plenty of change for my dollar. In about a half hour, he had all the change back, including my
dollar, and instead of going to town to buy something, | went home with nothing, and | was bitter.
But that was nothing compared to what | felt when | found out later that he had cheated. There is
a way that you can catch and hold the nickel and make it come up the way you want. This was
my first lesson about gambling: if you see somebody winning all the time, he isn't gambling, he's
cheating. Later on in life, if | were continuously losing in any gambling situation, | would watch
very closely. It's like the Negro in America seeing the white man win all the time. He's a
professional gambler; he has all the cards and the odds stacked on his side, and he has always
dealt to our people from the bottom of the deck.

About this time, my mother began to be visited by some Seventh Day Adventists who had moved
into a house not too far down the road from us. Theywould talk to her for hours at a time, and
leave booklets and leaflets and magazines for her to read. She read them, and Wilfred, who had
started back to school after we had begun to get the relief food supplies, also read a lot. His head



was forever in some book.

Before long, my mother spent much time with the Adventists. It's my belief that what mostly
influenced her was that they had even more diet restrictions than she always had taught and
practiced with us. Like us, they were against eating rabbit and pork; they followed the Mosaic
dietary laws. They ate nothing of the flesh without a split hoof, or that didn't chew a cud. We
began to go with my mother to the Adventist meetings that were held further out in the country.
For us children, | know that the major attraction was the good food they served. But we listened,
too. There were a handful of Negroes, from small towns in the area, but | would say that it was
ninety-nine percent white people. The Adventists felt that we were living at the end of time, that
the world soon was coming to an end. But they were the friendliest white people | had ever seen.
In some ways, though, we children noticed, and, when we were back at home, discussed, that
they were different from us-such as the lack of enough seasoning in their food, and the different
way that white people smelled.

* * *

Meanwhile, the state Welfare people kept after my mother. By now, she didn't make it any secret
that she hated them, and didn't want them in her house. But they exerted their right to come, and
| have many, many times reflected upon how, talking to us children, they began to plant the seeds
of division in our minds. They would ask such things as who was smarter than the other. And they
would ask me why | was "so different.”

| think they felt that getting children into foster homes was a legitimate pan of their function, and
the result would be less troublesome, however they went about it.

And when my mother fought them, they went after her-first, through me. | was the first target. |
stole; that implied that | wasn't being taken care of by my mother.

All of us were mischievous at some time or another, | more so than any of the rest. Philbert and |
kept a battle going. And this was just one of a dozen things that kept building up the pressure on
my mother.

I'm not sure just how or when the idea was first dropped by the Welfare workers that our mother
was losing her mind.

But | can distinctly remember hearing "crazy" applied to her by them when they learned that the
Negro fanner who was in the next house down the road from us had offered to give us some
butchered pork-a whole pig, maybe even two of them-and she had refused. We all heard them
call my mother "crazy" to her face for refusing good meat. It meant nothing to them even when
she explained that we had never eaten pork, that it was against her religion as a Seventh Day
Adventist.

They were as vicious as vultures. They had no feelings, understanding, compassion, or respect
for my mother. They told us, "She's crazy for refusing food." Right then was when our home, our
unity, began to disintegrate. We were having a hard time, and | wasn't helping. But we could have
made it, we could have stayed together. As bad as | was, as much trouble and worry as | caused
my mother, | loved her.

The state people, we found out, had interviewed the Gohannas family, andthe Gohannases had
said that they would take me into their home. My mother threw a fit, though, when she heard that-
and the home wreckers took cover for a while.

It was about this time that the large, dark man from Lansing began visiting. | don't remember how
or where he and my mother met. It may have been through some mutual friends. | don't
remember what the man's profession was. In 1935, in Lansing, Negroes didn't have anything you



could call a profession. But the man, big and black, looked something like my father. | can
remember his name, but there's no need to mention it. He was a single man, and my mother was
a widow only thirty-six years old. The man was independent; naturally she admired that. She was
having a hard time disciplining us, and a big man's presence alone would help. And if she had a
man to provide, it would send the state people away forever.

We all understood without ever saying much about it. Or at least we had no objection. We took it
in stride, even with some amusement among us, that when the man came, our mother would be
all dressed up in the best that she had-she still was a good-looking woman-and she would act
differently, light-hearted and laughing, as we hadn't seen her act in years.

It went on for about a year, | guess. And then, about 1936, or 1937, the man from Lansing jilted
my mother suddenly. He just stopped coming to see her. From what | later understood, he finally
backed away from taking on the responsibility of those eight mouths to feed. He was afraid of so
many of us. To this day, | can see the trap that Mother was in, saddled with all of us. And | can
also understand why he would shun taking on such a tremendous responsibility.

But it was a terrible shock to her. It was the beginning of the end of reality for my mother. When
she began to sit around and walk around talking to herself-almost as though she was unaware
that we were there-it became increasingly terrifying.

The state people saw her weakening. That was when they began the definite steps to take me
away from home. They began to tell me how nice it was going to be at the Gohannases' home,
where the Gohannases and Big Boy and Mrs. Adcock had all said how much they liked me, and
would like to have me live with them.

I liked all of them, too. But | didn't want to leave Wilfred. | looked up to and admired my big
brother. | didn't want to leave Hilda, who was like my second mother. Or Philbert; even in our
fighting, there was a feeling of brotherly union. Or Reginald, especially, who was weak with his
hernia condition, and who looked up to me as his big brother who looked out for him, as | looked
up to Wilfred. And | had nothing, either, against the babies, Yvonne, Wesley, and Robert.

As my mother talked to herself more and more, she gradually became less responsive to us. And
less responsible. The house became less tidy. We began to be more unkempt. And usually, now,
Hilda cooked.

We children watched our anchor giving way. It was something terrible that you couldn't get your
hands on, yet you couldn't get away from. It was a sensing that something bad was going to
happen. We younger ones leaned more and more heavily on the relative strength of Wilfred and
Hilda, who were the oldest.

When finally | was sent to the Gohannases' home, at least in a surface way | was glad. |
remember that when | left home with the state man, my mother said one thing: "Don't let them
feed him any pig."

It was better, in a lot of ways, at the Gohannases'. Big Boy and | shared his roomtogether, and we
hit it off nicely. He just wasn't the same as my blood brothers. The Gohannases were very
religious people. Big Boy and | attended church with them. They were sanctified Holy Rollers
now. The preachers and congregations jumped even higher and shouted even louder than the
Baptists | had known. They sang at the top of their lungs, and swayed back and forth and cried
and moaned and beat on tambourines and chanted. It was spooky, with ghosts and spirituals and
"ha'nts" seeming to be in the very atmosphere when finally we all came out of the church, going
back home.

The Gohannases and Mrs. Adcock loved to go fishing, and some Saturdays Big Boy and | would
go along. | had changed schools now, to Lansing's West Junior High School. It was right in the



heart of the Negro community, and a few white kids were there, but Big Boy didn't mix much with
any of our schoolmates, and | didn't either. And when we went fishing, neither he nor | liked the
idea of just sitting and waiting for the fish to jerk the cork under the water-or make the tight line
quiver, when we fished that way. | figured there should be some smarter way to get the fish-
though we never discovered what it might be.

Mr. Gohannas was close cronies with some other men who, some Saturdays, would take me and
Big Boy with them hunting rabbits. | had my father's .22 caliber rifle; my mother had said it was all
right for me to take it with me. The old men had a set rabbit-hunting strategy that they had always
used. Usually when a dog jumps a rabbit, and the rabbit gets away, that rabbit will always
somehow instinctively run in a circle and return sooner or later past the very spot where he
originally was jumped. Well, the old men would just sit and wait in hiding somewhere for the rabbit
to come back, then get their shots at him. | got to thinking about it, and finally | thought of a plan. |
would separate from them and Big Boy and | would go to a point where | figured that the rabbit,
returning, would have to pass me first.

It worked like magic. | began to get three and four rabbits before they got one. The astonishing
thing was that none of the old men ever figured out why. They outdid themselves exclaiming what
a sure shot | was. | was about twelve, then. All | had done was to improve on their strategy, and it
was the beginning of a very important lesson in life-that anytime you find someone more
successful than you are, especially when you're both engaged in the same business-you know
they're doing something that you aren't.

| would return home to visit fairly often. Sometimes Big Boy and one or another, or both, of the
Gohannases would go with me-sometimes not. | would be glad when some of them did go,
because it made the ordeal easier.

Soon the state people were making plans to take over all of my mother's children. She talked to
herself nearly all of the time now, and there was a crowd of new white people entering the picture-
always asking questions. They would even visit me at the Gohannases'. They would ask me
questions out on the porch, or sitting out in their cars.

Eventually my mother suffered a complete breakdown, and the court orders were finally signed.
They took her to the State Mental Hospital at Kalamazoo.

It was seventy-some miles from Lansing, about an hour and a half on the bus. A Judge McClellan
in Lansing had authority over me and all of my brothers and sisters. We were "state children,"
court wards; he had the full say-so over us. A white man in charge of a black man's children!
Nothing but legal, modern slavery-however kindly intentioned.

* * *

My mother remained in the same hospital at Kalamazoo for about twenty-sixyears. Later, when |
was still growing up in Michigan, | would go to visit her every so often. Nothing that | can imagine
could have moved me as deeply as seeing her pitiful state. In 1963, we got my mother out of the
hospital, and she now lives there in Lansing with Philbert and his family.

It was so much worse than if it had been a physical sickness, for which a cause might be known,
medicine given, a cure effected. Every time | visited her, when finally they led her-a case, a
number-back inside from where we had been sitting together, | felt worse.

My last visit, when | knew | would never come to see her again-there-was in 1952. | was twenty-
seven. My brother Philbert had told me that on his last visit, she had recognized him somewhat.
"In spots," he said.

But she didn't recognize me at all.



She stared at me. She didn't know who | was.

Her mind, when | tried to talk, to reach her, was somewhere else. | asked, "Mama, do you know
what day it is?"

She said, staring, "All the people have gone."

| can't describe how | felt. The woman who had brought me into the world, and nursed me, and
advised me, and chastised me, and loved me, didn't know me. It was as if | was trying to walk up
the side of a hill of feathers. | looked at her. | listened to her "talk." But there was nothing | could
do.

| truly believe that if ever a state social agency destroyed a family, it destroyed ours. We wanted
and tried to stay together. Our home didn't have to be destroyed. But the Welfare, the courts, and
their doctor, gave us theone-two-three punch. And ours was not the only case of this kind.

I knew | wouldn't be back to see my mother again because it could make me a very vicious and
dangerous person-knowing how they had looked at us as numbers and as a case in their book,
not as human beings. And knowing that my mother in there was a statistic that didn't have to be,
that existed because of a society's failure, hypocrisy, greed, and lack of mercy and compassion.
Hence | have no mercy or compassion in me for a society that will crush people, and then
penalize them for not being able to stand up under the weight.

| have rarely talked to anyone about my mother, for | believe that | am capable of killing a person,
without hesitation, who happened to make the wrong kind of remark about my mother. So |
purposely don't make any opening for some fool to step into.

Back then when our family was destroyed, in 1937, Wilfred and Hilda were old enough so that the
state let them stay on their own in the big four-room house that my father had built. Philbert was
placed with another family in Lansing, a Mrs. Hackett, while Reginald and Wesley went to live
with a family called Williams, who were friends of my mother's. And Yvonne and Robert went to
live with a West Indian family named McGuire.

Separated though we were, all of us maintained fairly close touch around Lansing-in school and
out-whenever we could get together. Despite the artificially created separation and distance
between us, we still remained very close in our feelings toward each other.

CHAPTER TWO

MASCOT

On June twenty-seventh of that year, nineteen thirty-seven, Joe Louis knocked out James J.
Braddock to become the heavyweight champion of the world. And all the Negroes in Lansing, like
Negroes everywhere, went wildly happy with the greatest celebration of race pride our generation
had ever known. Every Negro boy old enough to walk wanted to be the next Brown Bomber. My
brother Philbert, who had already become a pretty good boxer in school, was no exception. (I was
trying to play basketball. | was gangling and tall, but | wasn't very good at it-too awkward.) In the
fall of that year, Philbert entered the amateur bouts that were held in Lansing's Prudden
Auditorium.

He did well, surviving the increasingly tough eliminations. | would go down to the gym and watch
him train. It was very exciting. Perhaps without realizing it | became secretly envious; for one
thing, |1 know I could not help seeing some of my younger brother Reginald's lifelong admiration
for me getting siphoned off to Philbert.



People praised Philbert as a natural boxer. | figured that since we belonged to the same family,
maybe | would become one, too. So | put myself in the ring. | think | was thirteen when | signed
up for my first bout, but my height and rawboned frame let me get away with claiming that | was
sixteen, the minimum age-and my weight of about 128 pounds got me classified as a
bantamweight.

They matched me with a white boy, a novice like myself, named Bill Peterson. I'll never forget
him. When our turn in the next amateur bouts came up, all of my brothers and sisters were 24
there watching, along with just about everyone else | knew in town. They were there not so much
because of me but because of Philbert, who had begun to build up a pretty good following, and
they wanted to see how his brother would do.

| walked down the aisle between the people thronging the rows of seats, and climbed in the ring.
Bill Peterson and | were introduced, and then the referee called us together and mumbled all of
that stuff about fighting fair and breaking clean. Then the bell rang and we came out of our
corners. | knew | was scared, but | didn't know, as Bill Peterson told me later on, that he was
scared of me, too. He was so scared | was going to hurt him that he knocked me down fifty times
if he did once.

He did such a job on my reputation in the Negro neighborhood that | practically went into hiding. A
Negro just can't be whipped by somebody white and return with his head up to the neighborhood,
especially in those days, when sports and, to a lesser extent show business, were the only fields
open to Negroes, and when the ring was the only place a Negro could whip a white man and not
be lynched. When | did show my face again, the Negroes | knew rode me so badly | knew | had to
do something.

But the worst of my humiliations was my younger brother Reginald's attitude: he simply never
mentioned the fight. It was the way he looked at me-and avoided looking at me. So | went back to
the gym, and | trained-hard. | beat bags and skipped rope and grunted and sweated all over the
place. And finally | signed up to fight Bill Peterson again. This time, the bouts were held in his
hometown of Aima, Michigan.

The only thing better about the rematch was that hardly anyone | knew was there to see it; | was
particularly grateful for Reginald's absence. The moment the bell rang, | saw a fist, then the
canvas coming up, and ten seconds later the referee was saying "Ten!" over me. It was probably
the shortest "fight" in history. | lay there listening to the full count, but I couldn't move. To tell the
truth, I'm not sure | wanted to move.

That white boy was the beginning and the end of my fight career. A lot oftunes in these later years
since | became a Muslim, I've thought back to that fight and reflected that it was Allah's work to
stop me: | might have wound up punchy.

Not long after this, | came into a classroom with my hat on. | did it deliberately. The teacher, who
was white, ordered me to keep the hat on, and to walk around and around the room until he told
me to stop. "That way," he said, "everyone can see you. Meanwhile, we'll go on with class for
those who are here to learn something."

| was still walking around when he got up from his desk and turned to the blackboard to write
something on it. Everyone in the classroom was looking when, at this moment, | passed behind
his desk, snatched up a thumbtack and deposited it in his chair. When he turned to sit back down,
| was far from the scene of the crime, circling around the rear of the room. Then he hit the tack,
and | heard him holler and caught a glimpse of him spraddling up as | disappeared through the
door.

With my deportment record, | wasn't really shocked when the decision came that | had been
expelled.



| guess | must have had some vague idea that if | didn't have to go to school, I'd be allowed to
stay on with the Gohannases and wander around town, or maybe get a job if | wanted one for
pocket money. But | got rocked on my heels when a state man whom | hadn't seen before came
and got me at the Gohannases' and took me down to court.

They told me | was going to go to a reform school. | was still thirteen years old.

But first | was going to the detention home. It was in Mason, Michigan, about twelve miles from
Lansing. The detention home was where all the "bad" boysand girls from Ingham County were
held, on their way to reform school-waiting for their hearings.

The white state man was a Mr. Maynard Allen. He was nicer to me than most of the state Welfare
people had been. He even had consoling words for the Gohannases and Mrs. Adcock and Big
Boy; all of them were crying. But | wasn't. With the few clothes | owned stuffed into a box, we
rode in his car to Mason. He talked as he drove along, saying that my school marks showed that
if | would just straighten up, | could make something of myself. He said that reform school had the
wrong reputation; he talked about what the word "reform" meant-to change and become better.
He said the school was really a place where boys like me could have time to see their mistakes
and start a new life and become somebody everyone would be proud of. And he told me that the
lady in charge of the detention home, a Mrs. Swerlin, and her husband were very good people.

They were good people. Mrs. Swerlin was bigger than her husband, | remember, a big, buxom,
robust, laughing woman, and Mr. Swerlin was thin, with black hair, and a black mustache and a
red face, quiet and polite, even to me.

They liked me right away, too. Mrs. Swerlin showed me to my room, my own room-the first in my
life. It was in one of those huge dormitory-tike buildings where kids in detention were kept in
those days-and still are in most places. | discovered next, with surprise, that | was allowed to eat
with the Swerlins. It was the first time I'd eaten with white people-at least with grown white
people-since the Seventh Day Adventist country meetings. It wasn't my own exclusive privilege,
of course. Except for the very troublesome boys and girls at the detention home, who were kept
locked up-those who had run away and been caught and brought back, or something like that-all
of us ate with the Swerlins sitting at the head of the long tables.

They had a white cook-helper, | recall-Lucille Lathrop. (It amazes me how these names come
back, from a time | haven't thought about for more than twenty years.) Lucille treated me well, too.
Her husband's name was Duane Lathrop. He worked somewhere else, but he stayed there at the
detention home on the weekends with Lucille.

I noticed again how white people smelled different from us, and how their food tasted different,
not seasoned like Negro cooking. | began to sweep and mop and dust around in the Swerlins'
house, as | had done with Big Boy at the Gohannases'.

They all liked my attitude, and it was out of their liking for me that | soon became accepted by
them-as a mascot, | know now. They would talk about anything and everything with me standing
right there hearing them, the same way people would talk freely in front of a pet canary. They
would even talk about me, or about "niggers," as though | wasn't there, as if | wouldn't understand
what the word meant. A hundred times a day, they used the word "nigger." | suppose that in their
own minds, they meant no harm; in fact they probably meant well. It was the same with the cook,
Lucille, and her husband, Duane. | remember one day when Mr. Swerlin, as nice as he was,
came in from Lansing, where he had been through the Negro section, and said to Mrs. Swerlin
right in front of me, "l just can't see how those niggers can be so happy and be so poor." He
talked about how they lived in shacks, but had those big, shining cars out front.

And Mrs. Swerlin said, me standing right there, "Niggers are just that way. . . ." That scene always
stayed with me.



It was the same with the other white people, most of them local politicians, when they would
come visiting the Swerlins. One of their favorite parlor topics was "niggers." One of them was the
judge who was in charge of me in Lansing. He was a close friend of the Swerlins. He would ask
about me when he came, and they would call me in, and he would look me up and down, his
expression approving, like he was examining a fine colt, or a pedigreed pup. | knew they must
have told him how | acted and how | worked.

What | am trying to say is that it just never dawned upon them that | could understand, that |
wasn't a pet, but a human being. They didn't give me credit for having the same sensitivity,
intellect, and understanding that they would have been ready and willing to recognize in a white
boy in my position. But it has historically been the case with white people, in their regard for black
people, that even though we might be _with_ them, we weren't considered of them. Even though
they appeared to have opened the door, it was still closed. Thus they never did really see _me_.

This is the sort of kindly condescension which | try to clarify today, to these integration-hungry
Negroes, about their "liberal" white friends, these so-called "good white people"-most of them
anyway. | don't care how nice one is to you; the thing you must always remember is that almost
never does he really see you as he sees himself, as he sees his own kind. He may stand with you
through thin, but not thick; when the chips are down, you'll find that as fixed in him as his bone
structure is his sometimes subconscious conviction that he's better than anybody black.

But | was no more than vaguely aware of anything like that in my detention-home years. | did my
little chores around the house, and everything was fine. And each weekend, they didn't mind my

catching a ride over to Lansing for the afternoon or evening. If | wasn't old enough, | sure was big
enough by then, and nobody ever questioned my hanging out, even at night, in the streets of the
Negro section.

| was growing up to be even bigger than Wilfred and Philbert, who had begunto meet girls at the
school dances, and other places, and introduced me to a few. But the ones who seemed to like
me, | didn't go for-and vice versa. | couldn't dance a lick, anyway, and | couldn't see squandering
my few dimes on girls. So mostly | pleasured myself these Saturday nights by gawking around
the Negro bars and restaurants. The jukeboxes were wailing Erskine Hawkins' "Tuxedo Junction,"
Slim and Slam's "Flatfoot Floogie," things like that. Sometimes, big bands from New York, out
touring the one-night stands in the sticks, would play for big dances in Lansing. Everybody with
legs would come out to see any performer who bore the magic name "New York." Which is how |
first heard Lucky Thompson and Milt Jackson, both of whom [ later got to know well in Harlem.

Many youngsters from the detention home, when their dates came up, went off to the reform
school. But when mine came up-two or three times-it was always ignored. | saw new youngsters
arrive and leave. | was glad and grateful. | knew it was Mrs. Swerlin's doing. | didn't want to leave.

She finally told me one day that | was going to be entered in Mason Junior High School. It was
the only school in town. No ward of the detention home had ever gone to school there, at least
while still a ward. So | entered their seventh grade. The only other Negroes there were some of
the Lyons children, younger than | was, in the lower grades. The Lyonses and |, as it happened,
were the town's only Negroes. They were, as Negroes, very much respected. Mr. Lyons was a
smart, hardworking man, and Mrs. Lyons was a very good woman. She and my mother, | had
heard my mother say, were two of the four West Indians in that whole section of Michigan.

Some of the white kids at school, | found, were even friendlier than some of those in Lansing had
been. Though some, including the teachers, called me "nigger," it was easy to see that they didn't
mean any more harm by it than the Swerlins. As the "nigger" of my class, | was in tact extremely
popular-l supposepartly because | was kind of a novelty. | was in demand, | had top priority. But |
also benefited from the special prestige of having the seal of approval from that Very Important
Woman about the town of Mason, Mrs. Swerlin. Nobody in Mason would have dreamed of getting
on the wrong side of her. It became hard for me to get through a school day without someone



after me to join this or head up that-the debating society, the Junior High basketball team, or
some other extracurricular activity. | never turned them down.

And | hadn't been in the school long when Mrs. Swerlin, knowing | could use spending money of
my own, got me a job after school washing the dishes in a local restaurant. My boss there was
the father of a white classmate whom | spent a lot of time with. His family lived over the
restaurant. It was fine working there. Every Friday night when | got paid, I'd feel at least ten feet
tall. | forget how much | made, but it seemed like a lot. It was the first time I'd ever had any money
to speak of, all my own, in my whole life. As soon as | could afford it, | bought a green suit and
some shoes, and at school I'd buy treats for the others in my class-at least as much as any of
them did for me.

English and history were the subjects | liked most. My English teacher, | recall-a Mr. Ostrowski-
was always giving advice about how to become something in life. The one thing | didn't like about
history class was that the teacher, Mr. Williams, was a great one for "nigger" jokes. One day
during my first week at school, | walked into the room and he started singing to the class, as a
joke, "Way down yonder in the cotton field, some folks say that a nigger won't steal." Very funny. |
liked history, but | never thereafter had much liking for Mr. Williams. Later, | remember, we came
to the textbook section on Negro history. It was exactly one paragraph long. Mr. Williams laughed
through it practically in a single breath, reading aloud how the Negroes had been slaves and then
were freed, and how they were usually lazy and dumb and shiftless. He added, | remember, an
anthropological footnote on his own, telling us between laughs how Negroes' feet were "so big
that when they walk, theydon't leave tracks, they leave a hole in the ground.”

I'm sorry to say that the subject | most disliked was mathematics. | have thought about it. | think
the reason was that mathematics leaves no room for argument. If you made a mistake, that was
all there was to it.

Basketball was a big thing in my life, though. | was on the team; we traveled to neighboring towns
such as Howell and Charlotte, and wherever | showed my face, the audiences in the gymnasiums
"niggered" and "cooned" me to death. Or called me "Rastus." It didn't bother my teammates or my
coach at all, and to tell the truth, it bothered me only vaguely. Mine was the same psychology that
makes Negroes even today, though it bothers them down inside, keep letting the white man tell
them how much "progress" they are making. They've heard it so much they've almost gotten
brainwashed into believing it-or at least accepting it.

After the basketball games, there would usually be a school dance. Whenever our team walked
into another school's gym for the dance, with me among them, | could feel the freeze. It would
start to ease as they saw that | didn't try to mix, but stuck close to someone on our team, or kept
to myself. | think | developed ways to do it without making it obvious. Even at our own school, |
could sense it almost as a physical barrier, that despite all the beaming and smiling, the mascot
wasn't supposed to dance with any of the white girls.

It was some kind of psychic message-not just from them, but also from within myself. | am proud
to be able to say that much for myself, at least. | would just stand around and smile and talk and
drink punch and eat sandwiches, and then | would make some excuse and get away early.

They were typical small-town school dances. Sometimes a little white band from Lansing would
be brought in to play. But most often, the music was a phonograph set up on a table, with the
volume turned up high, and the records scratchy, blaring things like Glenn Miller's "Moonlight
Serenade"-his band was riding high then-or the Ink Spots, who were also very popular, singing "If
| Didn't Care."

| used to spend a lot of time thinking about a peculiar thing. Many of these Mason white boys, like
the ones at the Lansing school-especially if they knew me well, and if we hung out a lot together-
would get me off in a corner somewhere and push me to proposition certain white girls,



sometimes their own sisters. They would tell me that they'd already had the girls themselves-
including their sisters-or that they were trying to and couldn't. Later on, | came to understand what
was going on: If they could get the girls into the position of having broken the terrible taboo by
slipping off with me somewhere, they would have that hammer over the girls' heads, to make
them give in to them.

It seemed that the white boys felt that |, being a Negro, just naturally knew more about
"romance," or sex, than they did-that | instinctively knew more about what to do and say with their
own girls. | never did tell anybody that | really went for some of the white girls, and some of them
went for me, too. They let me know in many ways. But anytime we found ourselves in any close
conversations or potentially intimate situations, always there would come up between us some
kind of a wall. The girls | really wanted to have were a couple of Negro girls whom Wilfred or
Philbert had introduced me to in Lansing. But with these girls, somehow, | lacked the nerve.

From what | heard and saw on the Saturday nights | spent hanging around in the Negro district |
knew that race-mixing went on in Lansing. But strangely enough, this didn't have any kind of
effect on me. Every Negro in Lansing, | guess, knew how white men would drive along certain
streets in the black neighborhoods and pick up Negro streetwalkers who patrolled the area. And,
on the other hand, there was a bridge that separated the Negro and Polishneighborhoods, where
white women would drive or walk across and pick up Negro men, who would hang around in
certain places close to the bridge, waiting for them. Lansing's white women, even in those days,
were famous for chasing Negro men. | didn't yet appreciate how most whites accord to the Negro
this reputation for prodigious sexual prowess. There in Lansing, | never heard of any trouble
about this mixing, from either side. | imagine that everyone simply took it for granted, as | did.

Anyway, from my experience as a little boy at the Lansing school, | had become fairly adept at
avoiding the white-girl issue-at least for a couple of years yet.

Then, in the second semester of the seventh grade, | was elected class president. It surprised me
even more than other people. But | can see now why the class might have done it. My grades
were among the highest in the school. | was unique in my class, like a pink poodle. And | was
proud; I'm not going to say | wasn't. In fact, by then, | didn't really have much feeling about being
a Negro, because | was trying so hard, in every way | could, to be white. Which is why | am
spending much of my life today telling the American black man that he's wasting his time straining
to "integrate." | know from personal experience. | tried hard enough.

"Malcolm, we're just so _proud_ of you!" Mrs. Swerlin exclaimed when she heard about my
election. It was all over the restaurant where | worked. Even the state man, Maynard Allen, who
still dropped by to see me once in a while, had a word of praise. He said he never saw anybody
prove better exactly what "reform" meant. | really liked him-except for one thing: he now and then
would drop something that hinted my mother had let us down somehow.

Fairly often, | would go and visit the Lyonses, and they acted as happy as though | was one of
their children. And it was the same warm feeling when | went into Lansing to visit my brothers and
sisters, and the Gohannases.

| remember one thing that marred this time for me: the movie "Gone with the Wind." When it
played in Mason, | was the only Negro in the theater, and when Butterfly McQueen went into her
act, | felt like crawling under the rug.

Every Saturday, just about, | would go into Lansing. | was going on fourteen, now. Wilfred and
Hilda still lived out by themselves at the old family home. Hilda kept the house very clean. It was
easier than my mother's plight, with eight of us always underfoot or running around. Wilfred
worked wherever he could, and he still read every book he could get his hands on. Philbert was
getting a reputation as one of the better amateur fighters in this part of the state; everyone really
expected that he was going to become a professional.



Reginald and |, after my fighting fiasco, had finally gotten back on good terms. It made me feel
great to visit him and Wesley over at Mrs. Williams'. I'd offhandedly give them each a couple of
dollars to just stick in their pockets, to have something to spend. And little Yvonne and Robert
were doing okay, too, over at the home of the West Indian lady, Mrs. McGuire. I'd give them about
a quarter apiece; it made me feel good to see how they were coming along.

None of us talked much about our mother. And we never mentioned our father. | guess none of us
knew what to say. We didn't want anybody else to mention our mother either, | think. From time to
time, though, we would all go over to Kalamazoo to visit her. Most often we older ones went
singly, for it was something you didn't want to have to experience with anyone else present, even
your brother or sister.

During this period, the visit to my mother that | most remember was toward the end of that
seventh-grade year, when our father's grown daughter by his first marriage, Ella, came from
Boston to visit us. Wilfred and Hilda had exchanged some letters with Ella, and |, at Hilda's
suggestion, had written to her from theSwerlins'. We were all excited and happy when her letter
told us that she was coming to Lansing.

| think the major impact of Ella's arrival, at least upon me, was that she was the first really proud
black woman | had ever seen in my life. She was plainly proud of her very dark skin. This was
unheard of among Negroes in those days, especially in Lansing.

| hadn't been sure just what day she would come. And then one afternoon | got home from school
and there she was. She hugged me, stood me away, looked me up and down. A commanding
woman, maybe even bigger than Mrs. Swerlin. Ella wasn't just black, but like our father, she was
jet black. The way she sat, moved, talked, did everything, bespoke somebody who did and got
exactly what she wanted. This was the woman my father had boasted of so often for having
brought so many of their family out of Georgia to Boston. She owned some property, he would
say, and she was "in society." She had come North with nothing, and she had worked and saved
and had invested in property that she built up in value, and then she started sending money to
Georgia for another sister, brother, cousin, niece or nephew to come north to Boston. All that |
had heard was reflected in Ella's appearance and bearing. | had never been so impressed with
anybody. She was in her second marriage; her first husband had been a doctor.

Ella asked all kinds of questions about how | was doing; she had already heard from Wilfred and
Hilda about my election as class president. She asked especially about my grades, and | ran and
got my report cards. | was then one of the three highest in the class. Ella praised me. | asked her
about her brother, Earl, and her sister, Mary. She had the exciting news that Earl was a singer
with a band in Boston. He was singing under the name of Jimmy Carleton. Mary was also doing
well.

Ella told me about other relatives from that branch of the family. A number of them I'd never
heard of; she had helped them up from Georgia. They, in their turn, had helped up others. "We
Littles have to stick together," Ella said. It thrilled me to hear her say that, and even more, the way
she said it. | had become a mascot; our branch of the family was split to pieces; | had just about
forgotten about being a Little in any family sense. She said that different members of the family
were working in good jobs, and some even had small businesses going. Most of them were
homeowners.

When Ella suggested that all of us Littles in Lansing accompany her on a visit to our mother, we
all were grateful. We all felt that if anyone could do anything that could help our mother, that might
help her get well and come back, it would be Ella. Anyway, all of us, for the first time together,
went with Ella to Kalamazoo.

Our mother was smiling when they brought her out. She was extremely surprised when she saw
Ella. They made a striking contrast, the thin near-white woman and the big black one hugging
each other. | don't remember much about the rest of the visit, except that there was a lot of



talking, and Ella had everything in hand, and we left with all of us feeling better than we ever had
about the circumstances. | know that for the first time, | felt as though | had visited with someone
who had some kind of physical iliness that had just lingered on.

A few days later, after visiting the homes where each of us were staying, Ella left Lansing and
returned to Boston. But before leaving, she told me to write to her regularly. And she had
suggested that | might like to spend my summer holiday visiting her in Boston. | jumped at that
chance.

* * *

That summer of 1940, in Lansing, | caught the Greyhound bus for Boston with my cardboard
suitcase, and wearing my green suit. If someone had hung a sign, "HICK," around my neck, |
couldn't have looked much more obvious. They didn't have the turnpikes then; the bus stopped at
what seemed every comer and cowpatch. From my seat in-you guessed it-the back of the bus, |
gawked out of the window at white man's America rolling past for what seemed a month, but must
have been only a day and a half.

When we finally arrived, Ella met me at the terminal and took me home. The house was on
Waumbeck Street in the Sugar Hill section of Roxbury, the Harlem of Boston. | met Ella's second
husband, Frank, who was now a soldier; and her brother Earl, the singer who called himself
Jimmy Carleton; and Mary, who was very different from her older sister. It's funny how | seemed
to think of Mary as Ella's sister, instead of her being, just as Ella is, my own half-sister. It's
probably because Ella and | always were much closer as basic types; we're dominant people, and
Mary has always been mild and quiet, almost shy.

Ella was busily involved in dozens of things. She belonged to | don't know how many different
clubs; she was a leading light of local so-called "black society." | saw and met a hundred black
people there whose big-city talk and ways left my mouth hanging open.

I couldn't have feigned indifference if | had tried to. People talked casually about Chicago, Detroit,
New York. | didn't know the world contained as many Negroes as | saw thronging downtown
Roxbury at night, especially on Saturdays. Neon lights, nightclubs, poolhalls, bars, the cars they
drove! Restaurants made the streets smell-rich, greasy, down-home black cooking! Jukeboxes
blared Erskine Hawkins, Duke Ellington, Cootie Williams, dozens of others. If somebody had told
me then that some day I'd know them all personally, I'd have found it hard to believe. The biggest
bands, like these, played at theRoseland State Ballroom, on Boston's Massachusetts Avenue-one
night for Negroes, the next night for whites.

| saw for the first time occasional black-white couples strolling around arm in arm. And on
Sundays, when Ella, Mary, or somebody took me to church, | saw churches for black people such
as | had never seen. They were many times finer than the white church | had attended back in
Mason, Michigan. There, the white people just sat and worshiped with words; but the Boston
Negroes, like all other Negroes | had ever seen at church, threw their souls and bodies wholly
into worship.

Two or three times, | wrote letters to Wilfred intended for everybody back in Lansing. | said I'd try
to describe it when | got back.

But | found | couldn't.

My restlessness with Mason-and for the first time in my life a restlessness with being around
white people-began as soon as | got back home and entered eighth grade.

| continued to think constantly about all that | had seen in Boston, and about the way | had felt
there. | know now that it was the sense of being a real part of a mass of my own kind, for the first



time.

The white people-classmates, the Swerlins, the people at the restaurant where | worked-noticed
the change. They said, "You're acting so strange. You don't seem like yourself, Malcolm. What's
the matter?"

| kept close to the top of the class, though. The topmost scholastic standing, | remember, kept
shifting between me, a girl named Audrey Slaugh, and a boy named Jimmy Cotton.

It went on that way, as | became increasingly restless and disturbed through the first semester.
And then one day, just about when those of us who had passed were about to move up to 8-A,
from which we would enter high school the next year, something happened which was to become
the first major turning point of my life.

Somehow, | happened to be alone in the classroom with Mr. Ostrowski, my English teacher. He
was a tall, rather reddish white man and he had a thick mustache. | had gotten some of my best
marks under him, and he had always made me feel that he liked me. He was, as | have
mentioned, a natural-born "advisor," about what you ought to read, to do, or think-about any and
everything. We used to make unkind jokes about him: why was he teaching in Mason instead of
somewhere else, getting for himself some of the "success in life" that he kept telling us how to
get?

| know that he probably meant well in what he happened to advise me that day. | doubt that he
meant any harm. It was just in his nature as an American white man. | was one of his top
students, one of the school's top students-but all he could see for me was the kind of future "in
your place" that almost all white people see for black people.

He told me, "Malcolm, you ought to be thinking about a career. Have you been giving it thought?"

The truth is, | hadn't. | never have figured out why I told him, "Well, yes, sir, I've been thinking I'd
like to be a lawyer." Lansing certainly had no Negro lawyers-or doctors either-in those days, to
hold up an image | might have aspired to. All | really knew for certain was that a lawyer didn't
wash dishes, as | was doing.

Mr. Ostrowski looked surprised, | remember, and leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands
behind his head. He kind of half-smiled and said, "Malcolm, one of life's first needs is for us to be
realistic. Don't misunderstand me, now. We all here like you, you know that. But you've got to be
realistic about being a nigger. A lawyer-that's no realistic goal for a nigger. You need to think
about something you _can_ be. You're good with your hands-making things. Everybody admires
your carpentry shop work. Why don't you plan on carpentry? People like you as a person-you'd
get all kinds of work."

The more | thought afterwards about what he said, the more uneasy it made me. It just kept
treading around in my mind.

What made it really begin to disturb me was Mr. Ostrowski's advice to others in my class-all of
them white. Most of them had told him they were planning to become farmers. But those who
wanted to strike out on their own, to try something new, he had encouraged. Some, mostly girls,
wanted to be teachers. A few wanted other professions, such as one boy who wanted to become
a county agent; another, a veterinarian; and one girl wanted to be a nurse. They all reported that
Mr. Ostrowski had encouraged what they had wanted. Yet nearly none of them had earned marks
equal to mine.

It was a surprising thing that | had never thought of it that way before, but | realized that whatever
| wasn't, | _was_ smarter than nearly all of those white kids. But apparently | was still not
intelligent enough, in their eyes, to become whatever _|_ wanted to be.

It was then that | began to change-inside.



| drew away from white people. | came to class, and | answered when called upon. It became a
physical strain simply to sit in Mr. Ostrowski's class.

Where "nigger" had slipped off my back before, wherever | heard it now, | stopped and looked at
whoever said it. And they looked surprised that | did.

| quit hearing so much "nigger" and "What's wrong?"-which was the way | wanted it. Nobody,
including the teachers, could decide what had come over me. | knew | was being discussed.

In a few more weeks, it was that way, too, at the restaurant where | worked washing dishes, and
at the Swerlins'.

* * *

One day soon after, Mrs. Swerlin called me into the living room, and there was the state man,
Maynard Allen. | knew from their faces that something was about to happen. She told me that
none of them could understand why-after | had done so well in school, and on my job, and living
with them, and after everyone in Mason had come to like me-I had lately begun to make them all
feel that | wasn't happy there anymore.

She said she felt there was no need for me to stay at the o detention home any longer, and that
arrangements had been made for me to go and live with the Lyons family, who liked me so much.

She stood up and put out her hand. "l guess I've asked you a hundred times, Malcolm-do you
want to tell me what's wrong?"

I shook her hand, and said, "Nothing, Mrs. Swerlin." Then | went and got my things, and came
back down. At the living-room door | saw her wiping her eyes. | felt very bad. | thanked her and
went out in front to Mr. Allen, who took me over to the Lyons'.

Mr. and Mrs. Lyons, and their children, during the two months | lived with them-while finishing
eighth grade-also tried to get me to tell them what was wrong. But somehow | couldn't tell them,
either.

| went every Saturday to see my brothers and sisters in Lansing, and almost every other day |
wrote to Ella in Boston. Not saying why, | told Ella that | wanted to come there and live.

| don't know how she did it, but she arranged for official custody of me to be transferred from
Michigan to Massachusetts, and the very week | finished the eighth grade, | again boarded the
Greyhound bus for Boston.

I've thought about that time a lot since then. No physical move in my life has been more pivotal or
profound in its repercussions.

If I had stayed on in Michigan, | would probably have married one of those Negro girls | knew and
liked in Lansing. | might have become one of those state capitol building shoeshine boys, or a
Lansing Country Club waiter, or gotten one of the other menial jobs which, in those days, among
Lansing Negroes, would have been considered "successful"-or even become a carpenter.

Whatever | have done since then, | have driven myself to become a success at it. I've often
thought that if Mr. Ostrowski had encouraged me to become a lawyer, | would today probably be
among some city's professional black bourgeoisie, sipping cocktails and palming myself off as a
community spokesman for and leader of the suffering black masses, while my primary concern
would be to grab a few more crumbs from the groaning board of the two-faced whites with whom
they're begging to "integrate."



All praise is due to Allah that | went to Boston when | did. If | hadn't, I'd probably still be a
brainwashed black Christian.

CHAPTER THREE
"HOMEBOY"

| looked like Li'l Abner. Mason, Michigan, was written all over me. My kinky, reddish hair was cut
hick style, and | didn't even use grease in it. My green suit's coat sleeves stopped above my
wrists, the pants legs showed three inches of socks. Just a shade lighter green than the suit was
my narrow-collared, three-quarter length Lansing department store topcoat. My appearance was
too much for even Ella. But she told me later she had seen countrified members of the Little
family come up from Georgia in even worse shape than | was.

Ella had fixed up a nice little upstairs room for me. And she was truly a Georgia Negro woman
when she got into the kitchen with her pots and pans. She was the kind of cook who would heap
up your plate with such as ham hock, greens, black-eyed peas, fried fish, cabbage, sweet
potatoes, grits and gravy, and cornbread. And the more you put away the better she felt. | worked
out at Ella's kitchen table like there was no tomorrow.

Ella still seemed to be as big, black, outspoken and impressive a woman as she had been in
Mason and Lansing. Only about two weeks before | arrived, she had split up with her second
husband-the soldier, Frank, whom | had met there the previous summer; but she was taking it
right in stride. | could see, though | didn't say, how any average man would find it almost
impossible to live for very long with a woman whose every instinct was to run everything and
everybody she had anything to do with-including me. About my second day there in Roxbury, Ella
told me that she didn't want me to start hunting for a job right away, like most newcomer Negroes
did. She said that she had told all those she'dbrought North to take their time, to walk around, to
travel the buses and the subway, and get the feel of Boston, before they tied themselves down
working somewhere, because they would never again have the time to really see and get to know
anything about the city they were living in. Ella said she'd help me find a job when it was time for
me to go to work.

So | went gawking around the neighborhood-the Waumbeck and Humboldt Avenue Hill section of
Roxbury, which is something like Harlem's Sugar Hill, where I'd later live. | saw those Roxbury
Negroes acting and living differently from any black people I'd ever dreamed of in my life. This
was the snooty-black neighborhood; they called themselves the "Four Hundred," and looked
down their noses at the Negroes of the black ghetto, or so-called "town" section where Mary, my
other half-sister, lived.

What | thought | was seeing there in Roxbury were high-class, educated, important Negroes,
living well, working in big jobs and positions. Their quiet homes sat back in their mowed yards.
These Negroes walked along the sidewalks looking haughty and dignified, on their way to work,
to shop, to visit, to church. | know now, of course, that what | was really seeing was only a big-city
version of those "successful" Negro bootblacks and janitors back in Lansing. The only difference
was that the ones in Boston had been brainwashed even more thoroughly. They prided
themselves on being incomparably more "cultured," "cultivated," "dignified," and better off than
their black brethren down in the ghetto, which was no further away than you could throw a rock.
Under the pitiful misapprehension that it would make them "better," these Hill Negroes were
breaking their backs trying to imitate white people.

Any black family that had been around Boston long enough to own the home they lived in was
considered among the Hill elite. It didn't make any difference that they had to rent out rooms to
make ends meet. Then the native-born New Englanders among them looked down upon recently
migrated Southernhome-owners who lived next door, like Ella. And a big percentage of the Hill



dwellers were in Ella's category-Southern strivers and scramblers, and West Indian Negroes,
whom both the New Englanders and the Southerners called "Black Jews."

Usually it was the Southerners and the West Indians who not only managed to own the places
where they lived, but also at least one other house which they rented as income property. The
snooty New Englanders usually owned less than they.

In those days on the Hill, any who could claim "professional”" status-teachers, preachers, practical
nurses-also considered themselves superior. Foreign diplomats could have modeled their
conduct on the way the Negro postmen, Pullman porters, and dining car waiters of Roxbury
acted, striding around as if they were wearing top hats and cutaways.

I'd guess that eight out often of the Hill Negroes of Roxbury, despite the impressive-sounding job
titles they affected, actually worked as menials and servants. "He's in banking," or "He's in
securities." It sounded as though they were discussing a Rockefeller or a Mellon-and not some
gray-headed; dignity-posturing bank janitor, or bond-house messenger. "I'm with an old family"
was the euphemism used to dignify the professions of white folks' cooks and maids who talked so
affectedly among their own kind in Roxbury that you couldn't even understand them. | don't know
how many forty-and fifty-year-old errand boys went down the Hill dressed like ambassadors in
black suits and white collars, to downtown jobs "in government,” "in fir nance," or "in law." It has
never ceased to amaze me how so many Negroes, then and now, could stand the indignity of that
kind of self-delusion.

Soon | ranged out of Roxbury and began to explore Boston proper. Historic buildings everywhere
| turned, and plaques and markers and statues for famousevents and men. One statue in the
Boston Commons astonished me: a Negro named Crispus Attucks, who had been the first man to
fall in the Boston Massacre. | had never known anything like that.

| roamed everywhere. In one direction, | walked as far as Boston University. Another day, | took
my first subway ride. When most of the people got off, | followed. It was Cambridge, and | circled
all around in the Harvard University campus. Somewhere, | had already heard of Harvard-though
| didn't know much more about it. Nobody that day could have told me | would give an address
before the Harvard Law School Forum some twenty years later.

| also did a lot of exploring downtown. Why a city would have two big railroad stations-North
Station and South Station-I couldn't understand. At both of the stations, | stood around and
watched people arrive and leave. And | did the same thing at the bus station where Ella had met
me. My wanderings even led me down along the piers and docks where | read plaques telling
about the old sailing ships that used to put into port there.

In a letter to Wilfred, Hilda, Philbert, and Reginald back in Lansing, | told them about all this, and
about the winding, narrow, cobblestoned streets, and the houses that jammed up against each
other. Downtown Boston, | wrote them, had the biggest stores I'd ever seen, and white people's
restaurants and hotels. | made up my mind that | was going to see every movie that came to the
fine, air-conditioned theaters.

On Massachusetts Avenue, next door to one of them, the Loew's State Theater, was the huge,
exciting Roseland State Ballroom. Big posters out in front advertised the nationally famous bands,
white and Negro, that had played there. "COMING NEXT WEEK;" when | went by that first time,
was Glenn Miller. | remember thinking how nearly the whole evening's music at Mason High
School dances had been Glenn Miller's records. What wouldn't that crowdhave given, |
wondered, to be standing where Glenn Miller's band was actually going to play? | didn't know how
familiar with Roseland | was going to become.

Ella began to grow concerned, because even when | had finally had enough sight-seeing, | didn't
stick around very much on the Hill. She kept dropping hints that | ought to mingle with the "nice



young people my age" who were to be seen in the Townsend Drugstore two blocks from her
house, and a couple of other places. But even before | came to Boston, | had always felt and
acted toward anyone my age as if they were in the "kid" class, like my younger brother Reginald.
They had always looked up to me as if | were considerably older. On weekends back in Lansing
where I'd go to get away from the white people in Mason, I'd hung around in the Negro part of
town with Wilfred's and Philbert's set. Though all of them were several years older than me, | was
bigger, and | actually looked older than most of them.

| didn't want to disappoint or upset Ella, but despite her advice, | began going down into the town
ghetto section. That world of grocery stores, walk-up flats, cheap restaurants, poolrooms, bars,
storefront churches, and pawnshops seemed to hold a natural lure for me.

Not only was this part of Roxbury much more exciting, but | felt more relaxed among Negroes
who were being their natural selves and not putting on airs. Even though I did live on the Hill, my
instincts were never-and still aren't-to feel myself better than any other Negro.

| spent the first month in town with my mouth hanging open. The sharp-dressed young "cats" who
hung on the comers and in the poolrooms, bars and restaurants, and who obviously didn't work
anywhere, completely entranced me. | couldn't get over marveling at how their hair was straight
and shiny like white men's hair; Ella told me this was called a "conk." | had nevertasted a sip of
liquor, never even smoked a cigarette, and here | saw little black children, ten and twelve years
old, shooting craps, playing cards, fighting, getting grown-ups to put a penny or a nickel on their
number for them, things like that. And these children threw around swear words I'd never heard
before, even, and slang expressions that were just as new to me, such as "stud" and "cat" and
"chick" and "cool" and "hip." Every night as | lay in bed | turned these new words over in my mind.
It was shocking to me that in town, especially after dark, you'd occasionally see a white girl and a
Negro man strolling arm in arm along the sidewalk, and mixed couples drinking in the neon-
lighted bars-not slipping off to some dark corner, as in Lansing. | wrote Wilfred and Philbert about
that, too.

| wanted to find a job myself, to surprise Ella. One afternoon, something told me to go inside a
poolroom whose window | was looking through. | had looked through that window many times. |
wasn't yearning to play pool; in fact, | had never held a cue stick. But | was drawn by the sight of
the cool-looking "cats" standing around inside, bending over the big, green, felt-topped tables,
making bets and shooting the bright-colored balls into the holes. As | stared through the window
this particular afternoon, something made me decide to venture inside and talk to a dark, stubby,
conk-headed fellow who racked up balls for the pool-players, whom I'd heard called "Shorty." One
day he had come outside and seen me standing there and said "Hi, Red," so that made me figure
he was friendly.

As inconspicuously as | could, | slipped inside the door and around the side of the poolroom,
avoiding people, and on to the back, where Shorty was filling an aluminum can with the powder
that pool players dust on their hands. He looked up at me. Later on, Shorty would enjoy teasing
me about how with that first glance he knew my whole story. "Man, that cat still smelled country!"
he'd say, laughing. "Cat's legs was so long and his pants so short his knees showed-an' his head
looked like a briar patch!"

But that afternoon Shorty didn't let it show in his face how "country" | appeared when | told him I'd
appreciate it if he'd tell me how could somebody go about getting a job like his.

"If you mean racking up balls," said Shorty, "I don't know of no pool joints around here needing
anybody. You mean you just want any slave you can find?" A "slave" meant work, a job.

He asked what kind of work | had done. | told him that I'd washed restaurant dishes in Mason,
Michigan. He nearly dropped the powder can. "My homeboy! Man, gimme some skin! I'm from
Lansing!"



I never told Shorty-and he never suspected-that he was about ten years older than |. He took us
to be about the same age. At first | would have been embarrassed to tell him, later | just never
bothered. Shorty had dropped out of first-year high school in Lansing, lived awhile with an uncle
and aunt in Detroit, and had spent the last six years living with his cousin in Roxbury. But when |
mentioned the names of Lansing people and places, he remembered many, and pretty soon we
sounded as if we had been raised in the same block. | could sense Shorty's genuine gladness,
and | don't have to say how lucky I felt to find a friend as hip as he obviously was.

"Man, this is a swinging town if you dig it," Shorty said. "You're my homeboy-I'm going to school
you to the happenings." | stood there and grinned like a fool. "You got to go anywhere now? Well,
stick around until | get off."

One thing | liked immediately about Shorty was his frankness. When | told him where | lived, he
said what | already knew-that nobody in town could stand the Hill Negroes. But he thought a
sister who gave me a "pad," not charging me rent, not even running me out to find "some slave,"
couldn't be all bad.

Shorty's slave in the poolroom, he said, was just to keep ends together while he learned his horn.
A couple of years before, he'd hit the numbers and bought a saxophone. "Got it right in there in
the closet now, for my lesson tonight." Shorty was taking lessons "with some other studs," and he
intended one day to organize his own small band. "There's a lot of bread to be made gigging right
around here in Roxbury," Shorty explained to me. "I don't dig joining some big band, one-nighting
all over just to say | played with Count or Duke or somebody." | thought that was smart. | wished |
had studied a horn; but | never had been exposed to one.

All afternoon, between trips up front to rack balls, Shorty talked to me out of the corner of his
mouth: which hustlers-standing around, or playing at this or that table-sold "reefers," or had just
come out of prison, or were "second-story men." Shorty told me that he played at least a dollar a
day on the numbers. He said as soon as he hit a number, he would use the winnings to organize
his band.

| was ashamed to have to admit that | had never played the numbers. "Well, you ain't never had
nothing to play with," he said, excusing me, "but you start when you get a slave, and if you hit,
you got a stake for something."

He pointed out some gamblers and some pimps. Some of them had white whores, he whispered.
"l ain't going to lie-l dig them two-dollar white chicks," Shorty said. "There's a lot of that action
around here, nights: you'll see it." | said | already had seen some. "You ever had one?" he asked.

My embarrassment at my inexperience showed. "Hell, man," he said, "don't be ashamed. | had a
few before | left Lansing-them Polack chicks that used to come over the bridge. Here, they're
mostly Italians and Irish. But it don't matter whatkind, they're something else! Ain't no different
nowhere-there's nothing they love better than a black stud."

Through the afternoon, Shorty introduced me to players and loungers. "My homeboy," he'd say,
"he's looking for a slave if you hear anything." They all said they'd look out.

At seven o'clock, when the night ball-racker came on, Shorty told me he had to hurry to his
saxophone lesson. But before he left, he held out to me the six or seven dollars he had collected
that day in nickel and dime tips. "You got enough bread, home-boy?"

| was okay, | told him-I had two dollars. But Shorty made me take three more. "Little fattening for
your pocket," he said. Before we went out, he opened his saxophone case and showed me the
horn. It was gleaming brass against the green velvet, an alto sax. He said, "Keep cool, homeboy,
and come back tomorrow. Some of the cats will turn you up a slave.”

* * *



When | got home, Ella said there had been a telephone call from somebody named Shorty. He
had left a message that over at the Roseland State Ballroom, the shoeshine boy was quitting that
night, and Shorty had told him to hold the job for me.

"Malcolm, you haven't had any experience shining shoes," Ella said. Her expression and tone of
voice told me she wasn't happy about my taking that job. | didn't particularly care, because | was
already speechless thinking about being somewhere close to the greatest bands in the world. |
didn't even wait to eat any dinner.

The ballroom was all lighted when | got there. A man at the front door was letting in members of
Benny Goodman's band. | told him | wanted to see the shoeshine boy, Freddie.

"You're going to be the new one?" he asked. | said | thought | was, and he laughed, "Well, maybe
you'll hit the numbers and get a Cadillac, too." He told me that I'd find Freddie upstairs in the
men's room on the second floor.

But downstairs before | went up, | stepped over and snatched a glimpse inside the ballroom. | just
couldn't believe the size of that waxed floor! At the far end, under the soft, rose-colored lights,
was the bandstand with the Benny Goodman musicians moving around, laughing and talking,
arranging their horns and stands.

A wiry, brown-skinned, conked fellow upstairs in the men's room greeted me. "You Shorty's
homeboy?" | said | was, and he said he was Freddie. "Good old boy," he said. "He called me, he
just heard I hit the big number, and he figured right I'd be quitting." | told Freddie what the man at
the front door had said about a Cadillac. He laughed and said, "Bums them white cats up when
you get yourself something. Yeah, | told them | was going to get me one-just to bug them."

Freddie then said for me to pay close attention, that he was going to be busy and for me to watch
but not get in the way, and he'd try to get me ready to take over at the next dance, a couple of
nights later.

As Freddie busied himself setting up the shoeshine stand, he told me, "Get here early . . . your
shoeshine rags and brushes by this footstand . . . your polish bottles, paste wax, suede brushes
over here . . . everything in place, you get rushed, you never need to waste motion. . . ."

While you shined shoes, | learned, you also kept watch on customers inside, leaving the urinals.
You darted over and offered a small white hand towel. "A lot of cats who ain't planning to wash
their hands, sometimes you can run up with a towel and shame them. Your towels are really your
best hustle in here. Cost you a penny apiece to launder-you always get at least a nickel tip."

The shoeshine customers, and any from the inside rest room who took a towel, you
whiskbroomed a couple of licks. "A nickel or a dime tip, just give 'em that," Freddie said. "But for
two bits, Uncle Tom a little-white cats especially like that. I've had them to come back two, three
times a dance."

From down below, the sound of the music had begun floating up. | guess | stood transfixed. "You
never seen a big dance?" asked Freddie. "Run on awhile, and watch."

There were a few couples already dancing under the rose-colored lights. But even more exciting
to me was the crowd thronging in. The most glamorous-looking white women I'd ever seen-young
ones, old ones, white cats buying tickets at the window, sticking big wads of green bills back into
their pockets, checking the women's coats, and taking their arms and squiring them inside.

Freddie had some early customers when | got back upstairs. Between the shoeshine stand and
thrusting towels to them just as they approached the washbasin, Freddie seemed to be doing four
things at once. "Here, you can take over the whiskbroom," he said, "just two or three licks-but let



'em feel it."

When things slowed a little, he said, "You ain't seen nothing tonight. You wait until you see a
spooks' dance! Man, our people carry _on_!" Whenever he had a moment, he kept schooling me.
"Shoelaces, this drawer here. You just startingout, I'm going to make these to you as a present.
Buy them for a nickel a pair, tell cats they need laces if they do, and charge two bits."

Every Benny Goodman record I'd ever heard in my life, it seemed, was filtering faintly into where
we were. During another customer lull, Freddie let me slip back outside again to listen. Peggy Lee
was at the mike singing. Beautiful! She had just joined the band and she was from North Dakota
and had been singing with a group in Chicago when Mrs. Benny Goodman discovered her, we
had heard some customers say. She finished the song and the crowd burst into applause. She
was a big hit.

"It knocked me out, too, when | first broke in here," Freddie said, grinning, when | went back in
there. "But, look, you ever shined any shoes?" He laughed when | said | hadn't, excepting my
own. "Well, let's get to work. | never had neither." Freddie got on the stand and went to work on
his own shoes. Brush, liquid polish, brush, paste wax, shine rag, lacquer sole dressing . . . step
by step, Freddie showed me what to do.

"But you got to get a whole lot faster. You can't waste time!" Freddie showed me how fast on my
own shoes. Then, because business was tapering off, he had time to give me a demonstration of
how to make the shine rag pop like a firecracker. "Dig the action?" he asked. He did it in slow
motion. | got down and tried it on his shoes. | had the principle of it. "Just got to do it faster,"
Freddie said. "It's a jive noise, that's all. Cats tip better, they figure you're knocking yourself out!"

By the end of the dance, Freddie had let me shine the shoes of three or four stray drunks he
talked into having shines, and | had practiced picking up my speed on Freddie's shoes until they
looked like mirrors. After we had helped the janitors to clean up the ballroom after the dance,
throwing out all the paper and cigarette butts and empty liquor bottles, Freddie was nice enough
to driveme all the way home to Ella's on the Hill in the secondhand maroon Buick he said he was
going to trade in on his Cadillac. He talked to me all the way. "l guess it's all right if | tell you, pick
up a couple of dozen packs of rubbers, two-bits apiece. You notice some of those cats that came
up to me around the end of the dance? Well, when some have new chicks going right, they'll
come asking you for rubbers. Charge a dollar, generally you'll get an extra tip."

He looked across at me. "Some hustles you're too new for. Cats will ask you for liquor, some will
want reefers. But you don't need to have nothing except rubbers-until you can dig who's a cop."

"You can make ten, twelve dollars a dance for yourself if you work everything right," Freddie said,
before | got out of me car in front of Ella's. "The main thing you got to remember is that everything
in the world is a hustle. So long, Red."

The next time | ran into Freddie | was downtown one night a few weeks later. He was parked in
his pearl-gray Cadillac, sharp as a tack, "cooling it."

"Man, you sure schooled me!" | said, and he laughed; he knew what | meant. It hadn't taken me
long on the job to find out that Freddie had done less shoeshining and towel-hustling than selling
liquor and reefers, and putting white "Johns" in touch with Negro whores. | also learned that white
girls always flocked to the Negro dances-some of them whores whose pimps brought them to mix
business and pleasure, others who came with their black boy friends, and some who came in
alone, for a little freelance lusting among a plentiful availability of enthusiastic Negro men.

At the white dances, of course, nothing black was allowed, and that's where the black whores'
pimps soon showed a new shoeshine boy what he could pick up on the side by slipping a phone



number or address to the white Johns whocame around the end of the dance looking for "black
chicks."

* * *

Most of Roseland's dances were for whites only, and they had white bands only. But the only
white band ever to play there at a Negro dance, to my recollection, was Charlie Barnet's. The fact
is that very few white bands could have satisfied the Negro dancers. But | know that Charlie
Barnet's "Cherokee" and his "Redskin Rhumba" drove those Negroes wild. They'd jam-pack that
ballroom, the black girls in way-out silk and satin dresses and shoes, their hair done in all kinds of
styles, the men sharp in their zoot suits and crazy conks, and everybody grinning and greased
and gassed.

Some of the bandsmen would come up to the men's room at about eight o'clock and get
shoeshines before they went to work. Duke Ellington, Count Basie, Lionel Hampton, Cootie
Williams, Jimmie Lunceford were just a few of those who sat in my chair. | would really make my
shine rag sound like someone had set off Chinese firecrackers. Duke's great alto saxman, Johnny
Hodges-he was Shorty's idol-still owes me for a shoe-shine | gave him. He was in the chair one
night, having a friendly argument with the drummer, Sonny Greer, who was standing there, when |
tapped the bottom of his shoes to signal that | was finished. Hodges stepped down, reaching his
hand in his pocket to pay me, but then snatched his hand out to gesture, and just forgot me, and
walked away. | wouldn't have dared to bother the man who could do what he did with "Daydream"
by asking him for fifteen cents.

| remember that | struck up a little shoeshine-stand conversation with Count Basie's great blues
singer, Jimmie Rushing. (He's the one famous for "Sent For You Yesterday, Here You Come
Today" and things like that.) Rushing's feet, | remember, were big and funny-shaped-not long like
most big feet, but they were round and roly-poly like Rushing. Anyhow, he even introduced me
tosome of the other Basie cats, like Lester Young, Harry Edison, Buddy Tate, Don Byas, Dickie
Wells, and Buck Clayton. They'd walk in the rest room later, by themselves. "Hi, Red." They'd be
up there in my chair, and my shine rag was popping to the beat of all of their records, spinning in
my head. Musicians never have had, anywhere, a greater shoeshine-boy fan than | was. | would
write to Wilfred and Hilda and Philbert and Reginald back in Lansing, trying to describe it.

* * *

| never got any decent tips until the middle of the Negro dances, which is when the dancers
started feeling good and getting generous. After the white dances, when | helped to clean out the
ballroom, we would throw out perhaps a dozen empty liquor bottles. But after the Negro dances,
we would have to throw out cartons full of empty fifth bottles-not rotgut, either, but die best
brands, and especially Scotch.

During lulls up there in the men's room, sometimes I'd get in five minutes of watching the dancing.
The white people danced as though somebody had trained them-left, one, two; right, three, four-
the same steps and patterns over and over, as though somebody had wound them up. But those
Negroes-nobody in the world could have choreographed the way they did whatever they felt-just
grabbing partners, even the white chicks who came to the Negro dances. And my black brethren
today may hate me for saying it, but a lot of black girls nearly got run over by some of those
Negro males scrambling to get at those white women; you would have thought God had lowered
some of his angels. Tunes have sure changed; if it happened today, those same black girls would
go after those Negro men-and the white women, too.

Anyway, some couples were so abandoned-flinging high and wide, improvising steps and
movements-that you couldn't believe it. | could feel the beat in my bones, even though | had
never danced.



" Showtime!_" people would start hollering about the last hour of the dance. Then a couple of
dozen really wild couples would stay on the floor, the girls changing to low white sneakers. The
band now would really be blasting, and all the other dancers would form a clapping, shouting
circle to watch that wild competition as it began, covering only a quarter or so of the ballroom
floor. The band, the spectators and the dancers would be malting the Roseland Ballroom feel like
a big, rocking ship. The spotlight would be turning, pink, yellow, green, and blue, picking up the
couples lindy-hopping as if they had gone mad. _"Wail, man, wail"_ people would be shouting at
the band; and it would be wailing, until first one and then another couple just ran out of strength
and stumbled off toward the crowd, exhausted and soaked with sweat. Sometimes | would be
down mere standing inside the door jumping up and down in my gray jacket with the whiskbroom
in the pocket, and the manager would have to come and shout at me that | had customers
upstairs.

The first liquor | drank, my first cigarettes, even my first reefers, | can't specifically remember. But
I know they were all mixed together with my first shooting craps, playing cards, and betting my
dollar a day on the numbers, as | started hanging out at night with Shorty and his friends. Shorty's
jokes about how country | had been made us all laugh. | still was country, | know now, but it all felt
so great because | was accepted. All of us would be in somebody's place, usually one of the
girls', and we'd be turning on, the reefers making everybody's head light, or the whisky aglow in
our middles. Everybody understood that my head had to stay lanky awhile longer, to grow long
enough for Shorty to conk it for me. One of these nights, | remarked that | had saved about half
enough to get a zoot.

" Save? " Shorty couldn't believe it. "Homeboy, you never heard of credit?"He told me he'd call a
neighborhood clothing store the first thing in the morning, and that | should be there early.

A salesman, a young Jew, met me when | came in. "You're Shorty's friend?" | said | was; it
amazed me-all of Shorty's contacts. The salesman wrote my name on a form, and the Rose-land
as where | worked, and Ella's address as where | lived. Shorty's name was put down as
recommending me. The salesman said, "Shorty's one of our best customers."

| was measured, and the young salesman picked off a rack a zoot suit that was just wild: sky-blue
pants thirty inches in the knee and angle-narrowed down to twelve inches at the bottom, and a
long coat that pinched my waist and flared out below my knees.

As a gift, the salesman said, the store would give me a narrow leather belt with my initial "L" on it.
Then he said | ought to also buy a hat, and | did-blue, with a feather in the four-inch brim. Then
the store gave me another present: a long, thick-linked, gold-plated chain that swung down lower
than my coat hem. | was sold forever on credit.

When | modeled the zoot for Ella, she took a long look and said, "Well, | guess it had to happen.”
| took three of those twenty-five-cent sepia-toned, while-you-wait pictures of myself, posed the
way "hipsters" wearing their zoots would "cool it"-hat dangled, knees drawn close together, feet
wide apart, both index fingers jabbed toward the floor. The long coat and swinging chain and the
Punjab pants were much more dramatic if you stood that way. One picture, | autographed and
airmailed to my brothers and sisters in Lansing, to let them see how well | was doing. | gave
another one to Ella, and the third to Shorty, who was really moved: | could tell by the way he said,
"Thanks, homeboy." It was part of our "hip" code not to show that kind of affection.

Shorty soon decided that my hair was finally long enough to be conked. He had promised to
school me in how to beat the barbershops' three-and four-dollar price by making up congolene,
and then conking ourselves.

I took the little list of ingredients he had printed out for me, and went to a grocery store, where |
got a can of Red Devil lye, two eggs, and two medium-sized white potatoes. Then at a drugstore
near the poolroom, | asked for a large jar of Vaseline, a large bar of soap, a large-toothed comb



and a fine-toothed comb, one of those rubber hoses with a metal spray-head, a rubber apron and
a pair of gloves.

"Going to lay on that first conk?" the drugstore man asked me. | proudly told him, grinning,
"Right!"

Shorty paid six dollars a week for a room in his cousin's shabby apartment. His cousin wasn't at
home. "It's like the pad's mine, he spends so much time with his woman," Shorty said. "Now, you
watch me-"

He peeled the potatoes and thin-sliced them into a quart-sized Mason fruit jar, then started stirring
them with a wooden spoon as he gradually poured in a little over half the can of lye. "Never use a
metal spoon; the lye will turn it black," he told me.

A jelly-like, starchy-looking glop resulted from the lye and potatoes, and Shorty broke in the two
eggs, stirring real fast-his own conk and dark face bent down close. The congolene turned pale-
yellowish. "Feel the jar," Shorty said. | cupped my hand against the outside, and snatched it away.
"Damn right, it's hot, that's the lye," he said. "So you know it's going to burn when | comb it in-it
burns _bad_. But the longer you can stand it, the straighter the hair."

He made me sit down, and he tied the string of the new rubber apron tightlyaround my neck, and
combed up my bush of hair. Then, from the big Vaseline jar, he took a handful and massaged it
hard all through my hair and into the scalp. He also thickly Vaselined my neck, ears and forehead.
"When | get to washing out your head, be sure to tell me anywhere you feel any little stinging,"
Shorty warned me, washing his hands, then pulling on the rubber gloves, and tying on his own
rubber apron. "You always got to remember that any congolene left in bums a sore into your
head."

The congolene just felt warm when Shorty started combing it in. But then my head caught fire.

| gritted my teeth and tried to pull the sides of the kitchen table together. The comb felt as if it was
raking my skin off.

My eyes watered, my nose was running. | couldn't stand it any longer; | bolted to the washbasin. |
was cursing Shorty with every name | could think of when he got the spray going and started
soap-lathering my head.

He lathered and spray-rinsed, lathered and spray-rinsed, maybe ten or twelve times, each time
gradually closing the hot-water faucet, until the rinse was cold, and that helped some.

"You feel any stinging spots?"

"No," | managed to say. My knees were trembling.

"Sit back down, then. | think we got it all out okay."

The flame came back as Shorty, with a thick towel, started drying my head, rubbing hard. "_Easy,
man, easy! " | kept shouting.

"The first time's always worst. You get used to it better before long. You took it real good,
homeboy. You got a good conk."

When Shorty let me stand up and see in the minor, my hair hung down in limp, damp strings. My
scalp still flamed, but not as badly; | could bear it. He draped the towel around my shoulders, over

my rubber apron, and began again Vaselining my hair.

| could feel him combing, straight back, first the big comb, then the fine-tooth one.



Then, he was using a razor, very delicately, on the back of my neck. Then, finally, shaping the
sideburns.

My first view in the mirror blotted out the hurting. I'd seen some pretty conks, but when it's the first
time, on your own head, the transformation, after the lifetime of kinks, is staggering.

The mirror reflected Shorty behind me. We both were grinning and sweating. And on top of my
head was this thick, smooth sheen of shining red hair-real red-as straight as any white man's.

How ridiculous | was! Stupid enough to stand there simply lost in admiration of my hair now
looking "white," reflected in the mirror in Shorty's room. | vowed that I'd never again be without a
conk, and | never was for many years.

This was my first really big step toward self-degradation: when | endured all of that pain, literally
burning my flesh to have it look like a white man's hair. | had joined that multitude of Negro men
and women in America who are brainwashed into believing that the black people are
"inferior"-and white people"superior"-that they will even violate and mutilate their God-created
bodies to try to look "pretty" by white standards.

Look around today, in every small town and big city, from two-bit catfish and soda-pop joints into
the "integrated" lobby of the Waldorf-Astoria, and you'll see conks on black men. And you'll see
black women wearing these green and pink and purple and red and platinum-blonde wigs.
They're all more ridiculous than a slapstick comedy. It makes you wonder if the Negro has
completely lost his sense of identity, lost touch with himself.

You'll see the conk worn by many, many so-called "upper-class" Negroes, and, as much as | hate
to say it about them, on all too many Negro entertainers. One of the reasons that I've especially
admired some of them, like Lionel Hampton and Sidney Poiter, among others, is that they have
kept their natural hair and fought to the top. | admire any Negro man who has never had himself
conked, or who has had the sense to get rid of it-as | finally did.

| don't know which kind of self-defacing conk is the greater shame-the one you'll see on the
heads of the black so-called "middle class" and "upper class," who ought to know better, or the
one you'll see on the heads of the poorest, most downtrodden, ignorant black men. | mean the
legal-minimum-wage ghetto-dwelling kind of Negro, as | was when | got my first one. It's generally
among these poor fools that you'll see a black kerchief over the man's head, like Aunt Jemima;
he's trying to make his conk last longer, between trips to the barbershop. Only for special
occasions is this kerchief-protected conk exposed-to show off how "sharp" and "hip" its owner is.
The ironic thing is that | have never heard any woman, white or black, express any admiration for
a conk. Of course, any white woman with a black man isn't thinking about his hair. But | don't see
how on earth a black woman with any race pride could walk down the street with any black man
wearing a conk-the emblem of his shame that he is black.

To my own shame, when | say all of this I'm talking first of all about myself-because you can't
show me any Negro who ever conked more faithfully than | did. I'm speaking from personal
experience when | say of any black man who conks today, or any white-wigged black woman,
that if they gave the brains in their heads just half as much attention as they do their hair, they
would be a thousand times better off.

CHAPTER FOUR
LAURA

Shorty would take me to groovy, frantic scenes in different chicks' and cats' pads, where with the
lights and juke down mellow, everybody blew gage and juiced back and jumped. | met chicks who
were fine as May wine, and cats who were hip to all happenings.



That paragraph is deliberate, of course; it's just to display a bit more of the slang that was used by
everyone | respected as "hip" in those days. And in no time at all, | was talking the slang like a
lifelong hipster.

Like hundreds of thousands of country-bred Negroes who had come to the Northern black ghetto
before me, and have come since, I'd also acquired all the other fashionable ghetto adornments-
the zoot suits and conk that | have described, liquor, cigarettes, then reefers-all to erase my
embarrassing background. But | still harbored one secret humiliation: | couldn't dance.

| can't remember when it was that | actually learned how-that is to say, | can't recall the specific
night or nights. But dancing was the chief action at those "pad parties," so I've no doubt about
how and why my initiation into lindy-hopping came about. With alcohol or marijuana lightening my
head, andthat wild music wailing away on those portable record players, it didn't take long to
loosen up the dancing instincts in my African heritage. All | remember is that during some party
around this time, when nearly everyone but me was up dancing, some girl grabbed me-they often
would take the initiative and grab a partner, for no girl at those parties ever would dream that
anyone present couldn't dance-and there | was out on the floor.

| was up in the jostling crowd-and suddenly, unexpectedly, | got the idea. It was as though
somebody had clicked on a light. My long-suppressed African instincts broke through, and loose.

Having spent so much time in Mason's white environment, | had always believed and feared that
dancing involved a certain order or pattern of specific steps-as dancing is done by whites. But
here among my own less inhibited people, | discovered it was simply letting your feet, hands and
body spontaneously act out whatever impulses were stirred by the music.

From then on, hardly a party took place without me turning up-inviting myself, if | had to-and lindy-
hopping my head off.

I'd always been fast at picking up new things. | made up for lost time now so fast that soon girls
were asking me to dance with them. | worked my partners hard; that's why they liked me so
much.

When | was at work, up in the Roseland men's room, | just couldn't keep still. My shine rag
popped with the rhythm of those great bands rocking the ballroom. White customers on the shine
stand, especially, would laugh to see my feet suddenly break loose on their own and cut a few
steps. Whites are correct in thinking that black people are natural dancers. Even little kids are-
except for those Negroes today who are so "integrated," as | had been, that their instincts are
inhibited. You know those "dancing jibagoo" toys that you windup? Well, | was like a live one-
music just wound me up.

By the next dance for the Boston black folk-I remember that Lionel Hampton was coming in to
play-I had given my notice to the Roseland's manager.

When | told Ella why | had quit, she laughed aloud: | told her | couldn't find time to shine shoes
and dance, too. She was glad, because she had never liked the idea of my working at that no-
prestige job. When | told Shorty, he said he'd known I'd soon outgrow it anyway.

Shorty could dance all right himself but, for his own reasons, he never cared about going to the
big dances. He loved just the music-making end of it. He practiced his saxophone and listened to
records. It astonished me that Shorty didn't care to go and hear the big bands play. He had his
alto sax idol, Johnny Hodges, with Duke Ellington's band, but he said he thought too many young
musicians were only carbon-copying the big-band names on the same instrument. Anyway,
Shorty was really serious about nothing except his music, and about working for the day when he
could start his own little group to gig around Boston.



The morning after | quit Roseland, | was down at the men's clothing store bright and early. The
salesman checked and found that I'd missed only one weekly payment: | had "A-1" credit. | told
him I'd just quit my job, but he said that didn't make any difference; | could miss paying them for a
couple of weeks if | had to; he knew I'd get straight.

This time, | studied carefully everything in my size on the racks. And finally | picked out my
second zoot. It was a sharkskin gray, with a big, long coat, and pants ballooning out at the knees
and then tapering down to cuffs so narrow that | had to take off my shoes to get them on and off.
With the salesman urging me on, | got another shirt, and a hat, and new shoes-the kind that were
justcoming into hipster style; dark orange colored, with paper-thin soles and knob style toes. It all
added up to seventy or eighty dollars.

It was such a red-letter day that | even went and got my first barbershop conk. This time it didn't
hurt so much, just as Shorty had predicted.

That night, | timed myself to hit Roseland as the thick of the crowd was coming in. In the
thronging lobby, | saw some of the real Roxbury hipsters eyeing my zoot, and some fine women
were giving me that look. | sauntered up to the men's room for a short drink from the pint in my
inside coat-pocket. My replacement was there-a scared, narrow-faced, hungry-looking little
brown-skinned fellow just in town from Kansas City. And when he recognized me, he couldn't
keep down his admiration and wonder. | told nun to "keep cool," that he'd soon catch on to the
happenings. Everything felt right when | went into the ballroom.

Hamp's band was working, and that big, waxed floor was packed with people lindy-hopping like
crazy. | grabbed some girl I'd never seen, and the next thing | knew we were out there Undying
away and grinning at each other. It couldn't have been finer.

I'd been Undying previously only in cramped little apartment living rooms, and now | had room to
maneuver. Once | really got myself warmed and loosened up, | was snatching partners from
among the hundreds of unattached, free-lancing girls along the sidelines-almost every one of
them could really dance-and | just about went wild! Hamp's band wailing. | was whirling girls so
fast their skirts were snapping. Black girls, brownskins, high yellows, even a couple of the white
girls there. Boosting them over my hips, my shoulders, into the air. Though | wasn't quite sixteen
then, | was tall and rawboned and looked like twenty-one; | was also pretty strong for my age.
Circling, tap-dancing, | was underneath them when they landed-doing the "flapping eagle," "the
kangaroo" and the "split."

After that, | never missed a Roseland lindy-hop as long as | stayed in Boston.

* * *

The greatest lindy-dancing partner | had, everything considered, was a girl named Laura. | met
her at my next job. When | quit shoeshining, Ella was so happy that she went around asking

about a job for me-one she would approve. Just two blocks from her house, the Townsend Drug
Store was about to replace its soda fountain clerk, a fellow who was leaving to go off to college.

When Ella told me, | didn't like it. She knew | couldn't stand those Hill characters. But speaking
my mind right then would have made Ella mad. | didn't want that to happen, so | put on the white
jacket and started serving up sodas, sundaes, splits, shakes and all the rest of that fountain stuff
to those fancy-acting Negroes.

Every evening when | got off at eight and came home, Ella would keep saying, "1 hope you'll
meet some of these nice young people your age here in Roxbury." But those penny-ante squares
who came in there putting on their millionaires' airs, the young ones and the old ones both, only



annoyed me. People like the sleep-in maid for Beacon Hill white folks who used to come in with
her "ooh, my deah" manners and order corn plasters in the Jew's drugstore for black folks. Or the
hospital cafeteria-line serving woman sitting there on her day off with a cat fur around her neck,
telling the proprietor she was a "dietitian"-both of them knowing she was lying. Even the young
ones, my age, whom Ella was always talking about. The soda fountain was one of their hang-
outs. They soon had me ready to quit, with their accents so phonied upthat if you just heard them
and didn't see them, you wouldn't even know they were Negroes. | couldn't wait for eight o'clock
to get home to eat out of those soul-food pots of Ella's, then get dressed in my zoot and head for
some of my friends' places in town, to lindy-hop and get high, or something, for relief from those
Hill clowns.

Before long, | didn't see how | was going to be able to stick it out there eight hours a day; and |
nearly didn't. | remember one night, | nearly quit because | had hit the numbers for ten cents-the
first time | had ever hit-on one of the sideline bets that I'd made in the drugstore. (Yes, there were
several runners on the Hill; even dignified Negroes played the numbers.) | won sixty dollars, and
Shorty and | had a ball with it. | wished | had hit for the daily dollar that | played with my town
man, paying him by the week. | would surely have quit the drugstore. | could have bought a car.

Anyway, Laura lived in a house that was catercorner across the street from the drugstore. After a
while, as soon as | saw her coming in, I'd start making up a banana split. She was a real bug for
them, and she came in late every afternoon-after school. | imagine I'd been shoving that ice
cream dish under her nose for five or six weeks before somehow it began to sink in that she
wasn't like the rest. She was certainly the only Hill girl that came in there and acted in any way
friendly and natural.

She always had some book with her, and poring over it, she would make a thirty-minute job of
that daily dish of banana split. | began to notice the books she read, They were pretty heavy
school stuff-Latin, algebra, things like that. Watching her made me reflect that | hadn't read even
a newspaper since leaving Mason.

_Laura_. I heard her name called by a few of the others who came in when she was there. But |
could see they didn't know her too well; they said "hello"-thatwas about the extent of it. She kept
to herself, and she never said more than "Thank you™ to me. Nice voice. Soft. Quiet. Never
another word. But no airs like the others, no black Bostonese. She was just herself.

| liked that. Before too long, | struck up a conversation. Just what subject | got off on | don't
remember, but she readily opened up and began talking, and she was very friendly. | found out
that she was a high school junior, an honor student. Her parents had split up when she was a
baby, and she had been raised by her grandmother, an old lady on a pension, who was very strict
and old-fashioned and religious, Laura had just one close friend, a girl who lived over in
Cambridge, whom she had gone to school with. They talked on the telephone every day. Her
grandmother scarcely ever let her go to the movies, let alone on dates.

But Laura really liked school. She said she wanted to go on to college. She was keen for algebra,
and she planned to major in science. Laura never would have dreamed that she was a year older
than | was. | gauged that indirectly. She looked up to me as though she felt | had a world of
experience more than she did-which really was the truth. But sometimes, when she had gone, |
felt let down, thinking how | had turned away from the books | used to like when | was back in
Michigan.

I got to the point where | looked forward to her coming in every day after school. | stopped letting
her pay, and gave her extra ice cream. And she wasn't hiding the fact that she liked me.

It wasn't long before she had stopped reading her books when she came in, and would just sit
and eat and talk with me. And soon she began trying to get me to talk about myself. | was
immediately sorry when | dropped that | had once thought about becoming a lawyer. She didn't



want to let me rest about that. "Malcolm, there's no reason you can't pick up right where you are
and become alawyer." She had the idea that my sister Ella would help me as much as she could.
And if Ella had ever thought that she could help any member of the Little family put up any kind of
professional shingle-as a teacher, a foot-doctor, anything-why, you would have had to tie her
down to keep her from taking in washing.

I never mentioned Laura to Shorty. | just knew she never would have understood him, or that
crowd. And they wouldn't have understood her. She had never been touched, I'm certain she
hadn't, or even had a drink, and she wouldn't even have known what a reefer was.

It was a great surprise to me when one afternoon Laura happened to let drop that she "just loved"
lindy-hopping. | asked her how had she been able to go out dancing. She said she'd been
introduced to lindy-hopping at a party given by the parents of some Negro friend just accepted by
Harvard.

It was just about time to start closing down the soda fountain, and | said that Count Basie was
playing the Roseland that weekend, and would she like to go?

Laura's eyes got wide. | thought I'd have to catch her, she was so excited. She said she'd never
been there, she'd heard so much about it, she'd imagined what it was like, she'd just give
anything-but her grandma would have a fit.

So | said maybe some other time.

But the afternoon before the dance, Laura came in full of excitement. She whispered that she'd
never lied to her grandma before, but she had told her she had to attend some school function
that evening. If I'd get her home early, she'd meet me-if I'd still take her.

| told her we'd have to go by for me to change clothes at the house. She hesitated, but said okay.
Before we left, | telephoned Ella to say I'd be bringing a girl by on the way to the dance. Though
I'd never before done anything like it, Ella covered up her surprise.

| laughed to myself a long time afterward about how Ella's mouth flew open when we showed up
at the front door-me and a well-bred Hill girl. Laura, when | introduced her, was warm and sincere.
And Ella, you would have thought she was closing in on her third husband.

While they sat and talked downstairs, | dressed upstairs in my room. | remember changing my
mind about the wild sharkskin gray zoot | had planned to wear, and deciding instead to put on the
first one I'd gotten, the blue zoot. | knew | should wear the most conservative thing | had.

They were like old friends when | came back down. Ella had even made tea. Ella's hawk-eye just
about raked my zoot right off my back. But I'm sure she was grateful that I'd at least put on the
blue one. Knowing Ella, | knew that she had already extracted Laura's entire life story-and all but
had the wedding bells around my neck. | grinned all the way to the Roseland in the taxi, because
| had showed Ella | could hang out with Hill girls if | wanted to.

Laura's eyes were so big. She said almost none of her acquaintances knew her grandmother,
who never went anywhere but to church, so there wasn't much danger of it getting back to her.
The only person she had told was her girl friend, who had shared her excitement.

Then, suddenly, we were in the Roseland's jostling lobby. And | was getting waves and smiles
and greetings. They shouted "My man!" and "Hey, Red!" and | answered "Daddy-o0."

She and | never before had danced together, but that certainly was no problem. Any two people
who can lindy at all can lindy together. We just started out there on the floor among a lot of other
couples.

It was maybe halfway in the number before | became aware of how she danced.



If you've ever lindy-hopped, you'll know what I'm talking about. With most girls, you kind of work
opposite them, circling, side-stepping, leading. Whichever arm you lead with is half-bent out
there, your hands are giving that little pull, that little push, touching her waist, her shoulders, her
arms. She's in, out, turning, whirling, wherever you guide her. With poor partners, you feel their
weight. They're slow and heavy. But with really good partners, all you need is just the push-pull
suggestion. They guide nearly effortlessly, even off the floor and into the air, and your little solo
maneuver is done on the floor before they land, when they join you, whirling, right in step.

I'd danced with plenty of good partners. But what | became suddenly aware of with Laura was
that I'd never before felt so little weight! I'd nearly just _think_ a maneuver, and she'd respond.

Anyway, as she danced up, down, under my arm, flinging out, while | felt her out and examined
her style, | glimpsed her footwork. | can close my eyes right now and see it, like some blurring
ballet-beautiful! And her lightness, like a shadow! My perfect partner, if somebody had asked me,
would have been one who handled as lightly as Laura and who would have had the strength to
last through a long, tough showtime. But | knew that Laura wouldn't begin to be that strong.

In Harlem, years later, a friend of mine called "Sammy The Pimp" taught mesomething | wish |
had known then to look for in Laura's face. It was what Sammy declared was his infallible clue for
determining the "unconscious, true personality" of women. Considering all the women he had
picked out of crowds and turned into prostitutes, Sammy qualified as an expert. Anyway, he
swore that if a woman, any woman, gets really carried away while dancing, what she truly is-at
least potentially-will surface and show on her face.

I'm not suggesting that a lady-of-easy-virtue look danced to the surface in Laura-although life did
deal her cruel blows, starting with her meeting me. All | am saying is that it may be that if | had
been equipped with Sammy's ability, | might have spotted in Laura then some of the subsurface
potential, destined to become real, that would have shocked her grandma.

A third of the way or so through the evening the main vocalizing and instrumental stylings would
come-and then showtime, when only the greatest lindy-hoppers would stay on the floor, to try and
eliminate each other. All the other dancers would form a big "U" with the band at the open end.

The girls who intended to compete would slip over to the sidelines and change from high heels
into low white sneakers. In competition, they never could survive in heels. And always among
them were four or five unattached girls who would run around trying to hook up with some guy
they knew could really lindy.

Now Count Basie turned on the showtime blast, and the other dancers moved off the floor,
shifting for good watching positions, and began their hollering for their favorites. "All right now,
Red!" they shouted to me, "Go get 'em, Red." And then a free-lancing lindy-girl I'd danced with
before, Mamie Bevels, a waitress and a wild dancer, ran up to me, with Laura standing right
there. | wasn't sure what to do. But Laura started backing away toward the crowd, still looking at
me.

The Count's band was wailing. | grabbed Mamie and we started to work. She was a big, rough,
strong gal, and she lindied like a bucking horse. | remember the very night that she became
known as one of the showtime favorites there at the Roseland. A band was screaming when she
kicked off her shoes and got barefooted, and shouted, and shook herself as if she were in some
African jungle frenzy, and then she let loose with some dancing, shouting with every step, until
the guy that was out there with her nearly had to fight to control her. The crowd loved any way-out
lindying style that made a colorful show like that. It was how Mamie had become known.

Anyway, | started driving her like a horse, the way she liked. When we came off the floor after the



first number, we both were wringing wet with sweat, and people were shouting and pounding our
backs.

| remember leaving early with Laura, to get her home in time. She was very quiet. And she didn't
have much to say for the next week or so when she came into the drugstore. Even then, | had
learned enough about women to know not to pressure them when they're thinking something out;
they'll tell you when they're ready.

Every time | saw Ella, even brushing my teeth in the morning, she turned on the third degree.
When was | seeing Laura again? Was | going to bring her by again? "What a nice girl she is!" Ella
had picked her out for me.

But in that kind of way, | thought hardly anything about the girl. When it came to personal matters,
my mind was strictly on getting "sharp" in my zoot as soon as | left work, and racing downtown to
hang out with Shorty and the other guys-and with the girls they knew-a million miles away from
the stuck-up Hill.

| wasn't even thinking about Laura when she came up to me in the drugstore and asked me to
take her to the next Negro dance at the Roseland. Duke Ellington was going to play, and she was
beside herself with excitement. | had no way to know what was going to happen.

She asked me to pick her up at her house this time. | didn't want any contact with the old
grandma she had described, but | went. Grandma answered the door-an old-fashioned, wrinkled
black woman, with fuzzy gray hair. She just opened the door enough for me to get in, not even
saying as much as "Come in, dog." I've faced armed detectives and gangsters less hostile than
she was.

| remember the musty living room, full of those old Christ pictures, prayers woven into tapestries,
statuettes of the crucifixion, other religious objects on the mantel, shelves, table tops, walls,
everywhere.

Since the old lady wasn't speaking to me, | didn't speak to her, either. | completely sympathize
with her now, of course.

What could she have thought of me in my zoot and conk and orange shoes? She'd have done us
all a favor if she had run screaming for the police. If something looking as | did then ever came
knocking at my door today, asking to see one of my four daughters, | know | would explode.

When Laura rushed into the room, jerking on her coat, | could see that she was upset and angry
and embarrassed. And in the taxi, she started crying. She had hated herself for lying before; she
had decided to tell the truth about where she was going, and there had been a screaming battle
with grandma. Laura had told the old lady that she was going to start going out when and where
she wanted to, or she would quit school and get a job and move out on her own-and her grandma
had pitched a fit. Laura just walked out.

When we got to the Roseland, we danced the early part of the evening with each other and with
different partners. And finally the Duke kicked off showtime.

| knew, and Laura knew, that she couldn't match the veteran showtime girls, but she told me that
she wanted to compete. And the next thing | knew, she was among those girls over on the
sidelines changing into sneakers. | shook my head when a couple of the free-lancing girls ran up
to me.

As always, the crowd clapped and shouted in time with the blasting band. "Go, Red, go!" Partly it
was my reputation, and partly Laura's ballet style of dancing that helped to turn the spotlight-and
the crowd's attention-to us. They never had seen the feather-lightness that she gave to Undying,
a completely fresh style-and they were connoisseurs of styles. | turned up the steam, Laura's feet
were flying; | had her in the air, down, sideways, around; backwards, up again, down, whirling . . .



The spotlight was working mostly just us. | caught glimpses of the four or five other couples, the
girls jungle-strong, animal-like, bucking and charging. But little Laura inspired me to drive to new
heights. Her hair was all over her face, it was running sweat, and | couldn't believe her strength.
The crowd was shouting and stomping. A new favorite was being discovered; there was a wall of
noise around us. | felt her weakening, she was lindying like a fighter out on her feet, and we
stumbled off to the sidelines. The band was still blasting. | had to half-carry her; she was gasping
for air. Some of the men in the band applauded.

And even Duke Ellington half raised up from his piano stool and bowed.

If a showtime crowd liked your performance, when you came off you were mobbed, mauled,
grasped, and pummeled like the team that's just taken theseries. One bunch of the crowd
swarmed Laura; they had her clear up off her feet. And | was being pounded on the back. . . when
| caught this fine blonde's eyes. . . . This one I'd never seen among the white girls who came to
the Roseland black dances. She was eyeing me levelly.

Now at that time, in Roxbury, in any black ghetto in America, to have a white woman who wasn't a
known, common whore was-for the average black man, at least-a status symbol of the first order.
And this one, standing there, eyeing me, was almost too fine to believe. Shoulder-length hair, well
built, and her clothes had cost somebody plenty.

It's shameful to admit, but | had just about forgotten Laura when she got loose from the mob and
rushed up, big-eyed-and stopped. | guess she saw what there was to see in that girl's face-and
mine-as we moved out to dance.

I'm going to call her Sophia.

She didn't dance well, at least not by Negro standards. But who cared? | could feel the staring
eyes of other couples around us. We talked. | told her she was a good dancer, and asked her
where she'd learned. | was trying to find out why she was there. Most white women came to the
black dances for reasons | knew, but you seldom saw her kind around there.

She had vague answers for everything. But in the space of that dance, we agreed that | would get
Laura home early and rush back in a taxicab. And then she asked if I'd like to go for a drive later. |
felt very lucky.

Laura was home and | was back at the Roseland in an hour flat. Sophia was waiting outside.

About five blocks down, she had a low convertible. She knew where she wasgoing. Beyond
Boston, she pulled off into a side road, and then off that into a deserted lane. And turned off
everything but the radio.

* * *

For the next several months, Sophia would pick me up downtown, and I'd take her to dances, and
to the bars around Roxbury. We drove all over. Sometimes it would be nearly daylight when she
let me out in front of Ella's.

| paraded her. The Negro men loved her. And she just seemed to love all Negroes. Two or three
nights a week, we would go out together. Sophia admitted that she also had dates with white
fellows, "just for the looks of things," she said. She swore that a white man couldn't interest her.

| wondered for a long time, but | never did find out why she approached me so boldly that very
first night. | always thought it was because of some earlier experience with another Negro, but |



never asked, and she never said. Never ask a woman about other men. Either she'll tell you a lie,
and you still won't know, or if she tells you the truth, you might not have wanted to hear it in the
first place.

Anyway, she seemed entranced with me. | began to see less of Shorty. When | did see him and
the gang, he would gibe, "Man, | had to comb the burrs out of my homeboy's head, and now he's
got a Beacon Hill chick." But truly, because it was known that Shorty had "schooled" me, my
having Sophia gave Shorty status. When | introduced her to him, she hugged him like a sister,
and it just about finished Shorty off. His best had been white prostitutes and a few of those poor
specimens that worked around in the mills and had "discovered" Negroes.

It was when | began to be seen around town with Sophia that | really began tomature into some
real status in black downtown Roxbury. Up to then | had been just another among all of the
conked and zooted youngsters. But now, with the best-looking white woman who ever walked in
those bars and clubs, and with her giving me the money | spent, too, even the big, important
black hustlers and "smart boys"-the club managers, name gamblers, numbers bankers, and
others-were clapping me on the back, setting us up to drinks at special tables, and calling me
"Red." Of course | knew their reason like | knew my own name: they wanted to steal my fine white
woman away from me.

In the ghetto, as in suburbia, it's the same status struggle to stand out in some envied way from
the rest. At sixteen, | didn't have the money to buy a Cadillac, but she had her own fine "rubber,"
as we called a car hi those days. And | had her, which was even better.

Laura never again came to the drugstore as long as | continued to work there. The next time |
saw her, she was a wreck of a woman, notorious around black Roxbury, in and out of jail. She
had finished high school, but by then she was already going the wrong way. Defying her
grandmother, she had started going out late and drinking liquor. This led to dope, and that to
selling herself to men. Learning to hate the men who bought her, she also became a Lesbian.
One of the shames | have carried for years is that | blame myself for all of this. To have treated
her as | did for a white woman made the blow doubly heavy. The only excuse | can offer is that
like so many of my black brothers today, | was just deaf, dumb, and blind.

In any case, it wasn't long after | met Sophia that Ella found out about it, and watching from the
windows one early morning, saw me getting out of Sophia's car. Not surprisingly, Ella began
treating me like a viper.

About then, Shorty's cousin finally moved in with the woman he was so crazy about, and Sophia
financed me to take over half of the apartment withShorty-and | quit the drugstore and soon found
anew job.

| became a busboy at the Parker House in Boston. | wore a starched white jacket out in the dining
room, where the waiters would put the customers' dirty plates and silver on big aluminum trays
which | would take back to the kitchen's dishwashers.

A few weeks later, one Sunday morning, | ran in to work expecting to get fired, | was so late. But
the whole kitchen crew was too excited and upset to notice: Japanese planes had just bombed a
place called Pearl Harbor.

CHAPTER FIVE
HARLEMITE

"Get'cha goood haaaaam an' cheeeeese . . . sandwiches! Coffee! Candy! Cake! Ice Cream!"
Rocking along the tracks every other day for four hours between Boston and New York in the



coach aisles of the New York, New Haven & Hartford's "Yankee Clipper."

Old Man Rountree, an elderly Pullman porter and a friend of Elk's, had recommended the railroad
job for me. He had told her the war was snatching away railroad men so fast that if | could pass
for twenty-one, he could get me on.

Ella wanted to get me out of Boston and away from Sophia. She would have loved nothing better
than to have seen me like one of those Negroes who were already thronging Roxbury in the
Army's khaki and thick shoes-home on leave from boot camp. But my age of sixteen stopped that.

| went along with the railroad job for my own reasons. For a long time I'dwanted to visit New York
City. Since | had been in Roxbury, | had heard a lot about "the Big Apple," as it was called by the
well-traveled musicians, merchant mariners, salesmen, chauffeurs for white families, and various
kinds of hustlers | ran into. Even as far back as Lansing, | had been hearing about how fabulous
New York was, and especially Harlem. In fact, my father had described Harlem with pride, and
showed us pictures of the huge parades by the Harlem followers of Marcus Garvey. And every
time Joe Louis won a fight against a white opponent, big front-page pictures in the Negro
newspapers such as the _Chicago Defender_, the _Pittsburgh Courier_, and the _Afro-
American_ showed a sea of Harlem Negroes cheering and waving and the Brown Bomber
waving back at them from the balcony of Harlem's Theresa Hotel. Everything I'd ever heard about
New York City was exciting-things like Broadway's bright lights and the Savoy Ballroom and
Apollo Theater in Harlem, where great bands played and famous songs and dance steps and
Negro stars originated.

But you couldn't just pick up and go to visit New York from Lansing, or Boston, or anywhere else-
not without money. So I'd never really given too much thought to getting to New York until the free
way to travel there came in the form of Ella's talk with old man Rountree, who was a member of
Ella's church.

What Ella didn't know, of course, was that | would continue to see Sophia. Sophia could get away
only a few nights a week. She said, when | told her about the train job, that she'd get away every
night | got back into Boston, and this would mean every other night, if | got the run | wanted.
Sophia didn't want me to leave at all, but she believed | was draft age already, and thought the
train job would keep me out of the Army.

Shorty thought it would be a great chance for me. He was worried sick himself about the draft call
that he knew was soon to come. Like hundreds of the black ghetto's young men, he was taking
some stuff that, it was said, would make yourheart sound defective to the draft board's doctors.

Shorty felt about the war the same way | and most ghetto Negroes did: "Whitey owns everything.
He wants us to go and bleed for him? Let him fight."

Anyway, at the railroad personnel hiring office down on Dover Street, a tired-acting old white clerk
got down to the crucial point, when | came to sign up. "Age, Little?" When | told him "Twenty-one,"
he never lifted his eyes from his pencil. | knew | had the job.

| was promised the first available Boston-to-New York fourth-cook job. But for a while, | worked
there in the Dover Street Yard, helping to load food requisitions onto the trains. Fourth cook, |
knew, was just a glorified name for dishwasher, but it wouldn't be my first time, and just as long as
| traveled where | wanted, it didn't make any difference to me. Temporarily though, they put me on
"The Colonial" that ran to Washington, D.C.

The kitchen crew, headed by a West Indian chef named Duke Vaughn, worked with almost
unbelievable efficiency in the cramped quarters. Against the sound of the train clacking along, the
waiters were jabbering the customers' orders, the cooks operated like machines, and five
hundred miles of dirty pots and dishes and silverware rattled back to me. Then, on the overnight



layover, | naturally went sightseeing in downtown Washington. | was astounded to find in the
nation's capital, just a few blocks from Capitol Hill, thousands of Negroes living worse than any I'd
ever seen in the poorest sections of Roxbury; in dirt-floor shacks along unspeakably filthy lanes
with names like Pig Alley and Goat Alley. | had seen a lot, but never such a dense concentration
of stumblebums, pushers, hookers, public crap-shooters, even little kids running around at
midnight begging for pennies, half-naked and barefooted. Some of the railroad cooks and waiters
had told me to be very careful, because muggings, knifings and robberies went on every night
among these Negroes . . . just a few blocks from the White House.

But | saw other Negroes better off; they lived in blocks of rundown red brick houses. The old
"Colonial" railroaders had told me about Washington having a lot of "middle-class" Negroes with
Howard University degrees, who were working as laborers, janitors, porters, guards, taxi-drivers,
and the like. For the Negro in Washington, mail-carrying was a prestige job.

After a few of the Washington runs, | snatched the chance when one day personnel said | could
temporarily replace a sandwich man on the "Yankee Clipper" to New York. | was into my zoot suit
before the first passenger got off.

The cooks took me up to Harlem in a cab. White New York passed by like a movie set, then
abruptly, when we left Central Park at the upper end, at 110th Street, the people's complexion
began to change.

Busy Seventh Avenue ran along in front of a place called Small's Paradise. The crew had told me
before we left Boston that it was their favorite night spot in Harlem, and not to miss it. No Negro
place of business had ever impressed me so much. Around the big, luxurious-looking, circular bar
were thirty or forty Negroes, mostly men, drinking and talking.

| was hit first, | think, by their conservative clothes and manners. Wherever I'd seen as many as
ten Boston Negroes-let alone Lansing Negroes-drinking, there had been a big noise.

But with all of these Harlemites drinking and talking, there was just a low murmur of sound.
Customers came and went. The bartenders knew what most of them drank and automatically
fixed it. A bottle was set on the bar before some.

Every Negro I'd ever known had made a point of flashing whatever money he had. But these
Harlem Negroes quietly laid a bill on the bar. They drank. They nonchalantly nodded to the
bartender to pour a drink for some friend, while the bartenders, smooth as any of the customers,
kept making change from the money on the bar.

Their manners seemed natural; they were not putting on any airs. | was awed. Within the first five
minutes in Small's, | had left Boston and Roxbury forever.

| didn't yet know that these weren't what you might call everyday or average Harlem Negroes.
Later on, even later that night, | would find out that Harlem contained hundreds of thousands of
my people who were just as loud and gaudy as Negroes anywhere else. But these were the
cream of the older, more mature operators in Harlem. The day's "numbers" business was done.
The night's gambling and other forms of hustling hadn't yet begun. The usual night-life crowd,
who worked on regular jobs all day, were at home eating their dinners. The hustlers at this time
were in the daily six o'clock congregation, having their favorite bars all over Harlem largely to
themselves.

From Small's, | taxied over to the Apollo Theater. (I remember so well that Jay McShann's band
was playing, because his vocalist was later my close friend, Walter Brown, the one who used to
sing "Hooty Hooty Blues.") From there, on the other side of 125th Street, at Seventh Avenue, |
saw the big, tall, gray Theresa Hotel. It was the finest in New York City where Negroes could then
stay, years before the downtown hotels would accept the black man. (The Theresa is now best
known as the place where Fidel Castro went during his U.N. visit, and achieved a psychological



coup over the U.S: State Department when it confined him to Manhattan, never dreaming that
he'd stay uptown in Harlem and make such an impression among the Negroes.)

The Braddock Hotel was just up 126th Street, near the Apollo's backstage entrance. | knew its
bar was famous as a Negro celebrity hang-out. | walked in and saw, along that jam-packed bar,
such famous stars as Dizzy Gillespie, Billy Eckstine, Billie Holiday, Ella Fitzgerald, and Dinah
Washington.

As Dinah Washington was leaving with some friends, | overheard someone say she was on her
way to. the Savoy Ballroom where Lionel Hampton was appearing that night-she was then
Hamp's vocalist. The ballroom made the Roseland in Boston look small and shabby by
comparison. And the lindy-hopping there matched the size and elegance of the place. Hampton's
hard-driving outfit kept a red-hot pace with his greats such as Amett Cobb, lllinois Jacquet, Dexter
Gordon, Alvin Hayse, Joe Newman, and George Jenkins. | went a couple of rounds on the floor
with girls from the sidelines.

Probably a third of the sideline booths were filled with white people, mostly just watching the
Negroes dance; but some of them danced together, and, as in Boston, a few white women were
with Negroes. The people kept shouting for Hamp's "Flyin' Home," and finally he did it. (I could
believe the story I'd heard in Boston about this number-that once in the Apollo, Hamp's "Flyin'
Home" had made some reefer-smoking Negro in the second balcony believe he could fly, so he
tried-and jumped-and broke his leg, an event later immortalized in song when Earl Hines wrote a
hit tune called "Second Balcony Jump.") | had never seen such fever-heat dancing. After a couple
of slow numbers cooled the place off, they brought on Dinah Washington. When she did her
"Salty Papa Blues," those people just about tore the Savoy roof off. (Poor Dinah's funeral was
held not long ago in Chicago. | read that over twenty thousand people viewed her body, and |
should have been there myself. Poor Dinah! We became great friends, back in those days.)

But this night of my first visit was Kitchen Mechanics' Night at the Savoy, the traditional Thursday
night off for domestics. I'd say there were twice as manywomen as men in there, not only kitchen
workers and maids, but also war wives and defense-worker women, lonely and looking. Out in the
street, when | left the ballroom, | heard a prostitute cursing bitterly that the professionals couldn't
do any business because of the amateurs.

Up and down, along and between Lenox and Seventh and Eighth avenues, Harlem was like
some technicolor bazaar. Hundreds of Negro soldiers and sailors, gawking and young like me,
passed by. Harlem by now was officially off limits to white servicemen. There had already been
some muggings and robberies, and several white servicemen had been found murdered. The
police were also trying to discourage white civilians from coming uptown, but those who wanted
to still did. Every man without a woman on his arm was being "worked" by the prostitutes. "Baby,
wanna have some fun?" The pimps would sidle up close, stage-whispering, "All kinds of women,
Jack-want a white woman?" And the hustlers were merchandising: "Hundred-dollar ring, man,
diamond; ninety-dollar watch, too-look at 'em. Take 'em both for twenty-five."

In another two years, | could have given them all lessons. But that night, | was mesmerized. This
world was where | belonged. On that night | had started on my way to becoming a Harlemite. |
was going to become one of the most depraved parasitical hustlers among New York's eight
million people-four million of whom work, and the other four million of whom live off them.

| couldn't quite believe all that I'd heard and seen that night as | lugged my shoulder-strap
sandwich box and that heavy five-gallon aluminum coffee pot up and down the aisles of the
"Yankee Clipper" back to Boston. | wished that Ella and | had been on better terms so that | could
try to describe to her how | felt. But | did talk to Shorty, urging him to at least go to see the Big
Apple music world. Sophia listened to me, too. She told me that I'd never be satisfied anywhere
but New York. She was so right. In one night, New York-Harlem-had just about narcotized me.
That sandwich man I'd replaced had little chance of getting his job back. | went bellowing up and
down those train aisles. | sold sandwiches, coffee, candy, cake, and ice cream as fast as the



railroad's commissary department could supply them. It didn't take me a week to learn that all you
had to do was give white people a show and they'd buy anything you offered them. It was like
popping your shoeshine rag. The dining car waiters and Pullman porters knew it too, and they
faked their Uncle Tomming to get bigger tips. We were in that world of Negroes who are both
servants and psychologists, aware that white people are so obsessed with their own importance
that they will pay liberally, even dearly, for the impression of being catered to and entertained.

Every layover night in Harlem, | ran and explored new places. | first got a room at the Harlem
YMCA, because it was less than a block from Small's Paradise. Then, | got a cheaper room at
Mrs. Fisher's rooming house which was close to the YMCA. Most of the railroad men stayed at
Mrs. Fisher's. | combed not only the bright-light areas, but Harlem's residential areas from best to
worst, from Sugar Hill up near the Polo Grounds, where many famous celebrities lived, down to
the slum blocks of old rat-trap apartment houses, just crawling with everything you could mention
that was illegal and immoral. Dirt, garbage cans overflowing or kicked over; drunks, dope addicts,
beggars. Sleazy bars, store-front churches with gospels being shouted inside, "bargain” stores,
hockshops, undertaking parlors. Greasy "home-cooking" restaurants, beauty shops smoky inside
from Negro women's hair getting fried, barbershops advertising conk experts. Cadillacs,
secondhand and new, conspicuous among the cars on the streets.

All of it was Lansing's West Side or Roxbury's South End magnified a thousand times. Little
basement dance halls with "For Rent" signs on them. People offering you little cards advertising
"rent-raising parties." | went to one of these-thirty or forty Negroes sweating, eating, drinking,
dancing, and gamblingin a jammed, beat-up apartment, the record player going full blast, the fried
chicken or chitlins with potato salad and collard greens for a dollar a plate, and cans of beer or
shots of liquor for fifty cents. Negro and white canvassers sidled up alongside you, talking fast as
they tried to get you to buy a copy of the _Daily Worker_: "This paper's trying to keep your rent
controlled . . . Make that greedy landlord kill them rats in your apartment . . . This paper
represents the only political party that ever ran a black man for the Vice Presidency of the United
States . . . Just want you to read, won't take but a little of your time . . . Who do you think fought
the hardest to help free those Scottsboro boys?" Things | overheard among Negroes when the
salesmen were around let me know that the paper somehow was tied in with the Russians, but to
my sterile mind in those early days, it didn't mean much; the radio broadcasts and the
newspapers were then full of our-ally-Russia, a strong, muscular people, peasants, with their
backs to the wall helping America to fight Hitler and Mussolini.

But New York was heaven to me. And Harlem was Seventh Heaven! | hung around in Small's and
the Braddock bar so much that the bartenders began to pour a shot of bourbon, my favorite brand
of it, when they saw me walk in the door. And the steady customers in both places, the hustlers in
Small's and the entertainers in the Braddock, began to call me "Red," a natural enough nickname
in view of my bright red conk. | now had my conk done in Boston at the shop of Abbott and
Fogey; it was the best conk shop on the East Coast, according to the musical greats who had
recommended it to me.

My friends now included musicians like Duke Ellington's great drummer, Sonny Greer, and that
great personality with the violin, Ray Nance. He's the one who used to stag in that wild "scat"
style: "Blip-blip-de-blop-de-blam-blam-" And people like Cootie Williams, and Eddie "Cleanhead"
Vinson, who'd kid me about his conk-he had nothing up there but skin. He was hitting the heights
then with his song, "Hey, PrettyMama, Chunk Me In Your Big Brass Bed." | also knew Sy Oliver;
he was married to a red-complexioned girl, and they lived up on Sugar Hill; Sy did a lot of
arranging for Tommy Dorsey in those days. His most famous tune, | believe, was "Yes, Indeed!"

The regular "Yankee Clipper" sandwich man, when he came back, was put on another train. He
complained about seniority, but my sales record made them placate him some other way. The
waiters and cooks had begun to call me "Sandwich Red."



By that time, they had a laughing bet going that | wasn't going to last, sales or not, because | had
so rapidly become such an uncouth, wild young Negro. Profanity had become my language. I'd
even curse customers, especially servicemen; | couldn't stand them. | remember that once, when
some passenger complaints had gotten me a warning, and | wanted to be careful, | was working
down the aisle and a big, beefy, red-faced cracker soldier got up in front of me, so drunk he was
weaving, and announced loud enough that everybody in the car heard him, "I'm going to fight
you, nigger." | remember the tension. | laughed and told him, "Sure, I'll fight, but you've got too
many clothes on." He had on a big Army overcoat. He took that off, and | kept laughing and said
he still had on too many. | was able to keep that cracker stripping off clothes until he stood there
drunk with nothing on from his pants up, and the whole car was laughing at him, and some other
soldiers got him out of the way. | went on. | never would forget that-that | couldn't have whipped
that white man as badly with a club as | had with my mind.

Many of the New Haven Line's cooks and waiters still in railroad service today will remember old
Pappy Cousins. He was the "Yankee Clipper" steward, a white man, of course, from Maine.
(Negroes had been in dining car service as much as thirty and forty years, but in those days there
were no Negro stewardson the New Haven Line.) Anyway, Pappy Cousins loved whisky, and he
liked everybody, even me. A lot of passenger complaints about me, Pappy had let slide. He'd ask
some of the old Negroes working with me to try and calm me down.

"Man, you can't tell him nothing!" they'd exclaim. And they couldn't. At home in Roxbury, they
would see me parading with Sophia, dressed in my wild zoot suits. Then I'd come to work, loud
and wild and half-high on liquor or reefers, and I'd stay that way, jamming sandwiches at people
until we got to New York. Off the train, I'd go through that Grand Central Station afternoon rush-
hour crowd, and many white people simply stopped in their tracks to watch me pass. The drape
and the cut of a zoot suit showed to the best advantage if you were tall-and | was over six feet.
My conk was fire-red. | was really a clown, but my ignorance made me think | was "sharp." My
knob-toed, orange-colored "kick-up" shoes were nothing but Florsheims, the ghetto's Cadillac of
shoes in those days. (Some shoe companies made these ridiculous styles for sale only in the
black ghettoes where ignorant Negroes like me would pay the big-name price for something that
we associated with being rich.) And then, between Small's Paradise, the Braddock Hotel, and
other places-as much as my twenty-or twenty-five-dollar pay would allow, | drank liquor, smoked
marijuana, painted the Big Apple red with increasing numbers of friends, and finally in Mrs.
Fisher's rooming house | got a few hours of sleep before the "Yankee Clipper" rolled again.

* * *

It was inevitable that | was going to be fired sooner or later. What finally finished me was an angry
letter from a passenger. The conductors added their-bit, telling how many verbal complaints
they'd had, and how many warnings I'd been given.

But | didn't care, because in those wartime days such jobs as | could aspire to were going
begging. When the New Haven Line paid me off, | decided it would be nice to make a trip to visit
my brothers and sisters in Lansing. | had accumulated some railroad free-travel privileges.

None of them back in Michigan could believe it was me. Only my oldest brother, Wilfred, wasn't
there; he was away at Wilberforce University in Ohio studying a trade. But Philbert and Hilda
were working in Lansing. Reginald, the one who had always looked up to me, had gotten big
enough to fake his age, and he was planning soon to enter the merchant marine. Yvonne, Wesley
and Robert were in school.

My conk and whole costume were so wild that | might have been taken as a man from Mars. |
caused a minor automobile collision; one driver stopped to gape at me, and the driver behind

bumped into him. My appearance staggered the older boys | had once envied; I'd stick out my
hand, saying "Skin me, daddy-o!" My stories about the Big Apple, my reefers keeping me sky-
high-wherever | went, | was the life of the party. "My man! . . . Gimme some skin!"



The only thing that brought me down to earth was the visit to the state hospital in Kalamazoo. My
mother sort of half-sensed who | was.

And | looked up Shorty's mother. | knew he'd be touched by my doing that. She was an old lady,

and she was glad to hear from Shorty through me. | told her that Shorty was doing fine and one

day was going to be a great leader of his own band. She asked me to tell Shorty that she wished
he'd write her, and send her something.

And | dropped over to Mason to see Mrs. Swerlin, the woman at the detention home who had
kept me those couple of years. Her mouth flew open when shecame to the door. My sharkskin
gray "Cab Calloway" zoot suit, the long, narrow, knob-toed shoes, and the four-inch-brimmed
pearl-gray hat over my conked fire-red hair; it was just about too much for Mrs. Swerlin. She just
managed to pull herself together enough to invite me in. Between the way | looked and my style
of talk, | made her so nervous and uncomfortable that we were both glad when | left.

The night before | left, a dance was given in the Lincoln School gymnasium. (I've since learned
that in a strange city, to find the Negroes without asking where, you just check in the phone book
for a "Lincoln School." It's always located in the segregated black ghetto-at least it was, in those
days.) I'd left Lansing unable to dance, but now | went around the gymnasium floor flinging little
girls over my shoulders and hips, showing my most startling steps. Several times, the little band
nearly stopped, and nearly everybody left the floor, watching with their eyes like saucers. That
night, | even signed autographs-"Harlem Red"-and | left Lansing shocked and rocked.

Back in New York, stone broke and without any means of support, | realized that the railroad was
all that | actually knew anything about. So | went over to the Seaboard Line's hiring office. The
railroads needed men so badly that all | had to do was tell them | had worked on the New Haven,
and two days later | was on the "Silver Meteor" to St. Petersburg and Miami. Renting pillows and
keeping the coaches clean and the white passengers happy, | made about as much as | had with
sandwiches.

I soon ran afoul of the Florida cracker who was assistant conductor. Back in New York, they told
me to find another job. But that afternoon, when | walked into Small's Paradise, one of the
bartenders, knowing how much | loved New York, called me aside and said that if | were wilting to
quit the railroad, | might be able to replace a day waiter who was about to go into the Army.

The owner of the bar was Ed Small. He and his brother Charlie were inseparable, and | guess
Harlem didn't have two more popular and respected people. They knew | was a railroad man,
which, for a waiter, was the best kind of recommendation. Charlie Small was the one | actually
talked with in their office. | was afraid he'd want to wait to ask some of his old-timer railroad
friends for their opinion. Charlie wouldn't have gone for anybody he heard was wild. But he
decided on the basis of his own impression, having seen me in his place so many times, sitting
quietly, almost in awe, observing the hustling set. | told him, when he asked, that I'd never been in
trouble with the police-and up to then, that was the truth. Charlie told me their rules for
employees: no lateness, no laziness, no stealing, no kind of hustling off any customers, especially
men in uniform. And | was hired.

This was in 1942.1 had just turned seventeen.

* * *

With Small's practically in the center of everything, waiting tables there was Seventh Heaven
seven times over. Charlie Small had no need to caution me against being late; | was so anxious
to be there, I'd arrive an hour early. | relieved the morning waiter. As far as he was concerned,
mine was the slowest, most no-tips time of day, and sometimes he'd stick around most of that
hour teaching me things, for he didn't want to see me fired.

Thanks to him, | learned very quickly dozens of little things that could really ingratiate a new



waiter with the cooks and bartenders. Both of these, depending on how they liked the waiter,
could make his job miserable or pleasant-and | meant to become indispensable. Inside of a week,
| had succeeded with both. And the customers who had seen me among them around the bar,
recognizing me now in the waiter's jacket, were pleased and surprised; and they couldn't have
been more friendly. And | couldn't have been more solicitous.

"Another drink? . . . Right away, sir . . . Would you like dinner? . . . It's very good . . . Could | get
you a menu, sir? . . . Well, maybe a sandwich?"

Not only the bartenders and cooks, who knew everything about everything, it seemed to me, but
even the customers, also began to school me, in little conversations by the bar when | wasn't
busy. Sometimes a customer would talk to me as he ate. Sometimes I'd have long talks-
absorbing everything-with the real old-timers, who had been around Harlem since Negroes first
came there.

That, in fact, was one of my biggest surprises: that Harlem hadn't always been a community of
Negroes.

It first had been a Dutch settlement, | learned. Then began the massive waves of poor and half-
starved and ragged immigrants from Europe, arriving with everything they owned in the world in
bags and sacks on their backs. The Germans came first; the Dutch edged away from them, and
Harlem became all German.

Then came the Irish, running from the potato famine. The Germans ran, looking down their noses
at the Irish, who took over Harlem. Next, the Italians; same thing-the Irish ran from them. The
Italians had Harlem when the Jews came down the gangplanks-and then the Italians left.

Today, all these same immigrants' descendants are running as hard as they can to escape the
descendants of the Negroes who helped to unload the immigrant ships.

| was staggered when old-timer Harlemites told me that while this immigrant musical chairs game
had been going on, Negroes had been in New York City since 1683, before any of them came,
and had been ghettoed all over the city.They had first been in the Wall Street area; then they
were pushed into Greenwich Village. The next shove was up to the Pennsylvania Station area.
And men, the last stop before Harlem, the black ghetto was concentrated around 52nd Street,
which is how 52nd Street got the Swing Street name and reputation that lasted long after the
Negroes were gone.

Then, in 1910, a Negro real estate man somehow got two or three Negro families into one Jewish
Harlem apartment house. The Jews flew from that house, then from that block, and more
Negroes came in to fill their apartments. Then whole blocks of Jews ran, and still more Negroes
came uptown, until in a short time, Harlem was like it still is today-virtually all black.

Then, early in the 1920's music and entertainment sprang up as an industry in Harlem, supported
by downtown whites who poured uptown every night. It all started about the time a tough young
New Orleans cornet man named Louis "Satchmo" Armstrong climbed off a train in New York
wearing clodhopper policemen's shoes, and started playing with Fletcher Henderson. In 1925,
Small's Paradise had opened with crowds all across Seventh Avenue; in 1926, the great Cotton
Club, where Duke Ellington's band would play for five years; also in 1926 the Savoy Ballroom
opened, a whole block front on Lenox Avenue, with a two-hundred-foot dance floor under
spotlights before two bandstands and a disappearing rear stage.

Harlem's famous image spread until it swarmed nightly with white people from all over the world.
The tourist buses came there. The Cotton Club catered to whites only, and hundreds of other
clubs ranging on down to cellar speakeasies catered to white people's money. Some of the best-
known were Connie's Inn, the Lenox Club, Barron's, The Nest Club, Jimmy's Chicken Shack, and
Minton's. The Savoy, the Golden Gate, and the



Renaissance ballrooms battled for the crowds-the Savoy introduced such attractions as Thursday
Kitchen Mechanics' Nights, bathing beauty contests, and a new car given away each Saturday
night. They had bands from all across the country in the ballrooms and the Apollo and Lafayette
theaters. They had colorful bandleaders like 'Fess Williams in his diamond-studded suit and top
hat, and Cab Calloway in his white zoot suit to end all zoots, and his wide-brimmed white hat and
string tie, setting Harlem afire with "Tiger Rag" and "St. James Infirmary" and "Minnie the
Moocher."

Blacktown crawled with white people, with pimps, prostitutes, bootleggers, with hustlers of all
kinds, with colorful characters, and with police and prohibition agents. Negroes danced like they
never have anywhere before or since. | guess | must have heard twenty-five of the old-timers in
Small's swear to me that they had been the first to dance in the Savoy the "Lindy Hop" which was
born there in 1927, named for Lindbergh, who had just made his flight to Paris.

Even the little cellar places with only piano space had fabulous keyboard artists such as James P.
Johnson and Jelly Roll Morton, and singers such as Ethel Waters. And at four A.M., when all the
legitimate clubs had to close, from all over town the white and Negro musicians would come to
some prearranged Harlem after-hours spot and have thirty-and forty-piece jam sessions that
would last into the next day.

When it all ended with the stock market crash in 1929, Harlem had a world reputation as
America's Casbah. Small's had been a part of all that. There, | heard the old-timers reminisce
about all those great times.

Every day | listened raptly to customers who felt like talking, and it all added to my education. My
ears soaked it up like sponges when one of them, in a rare burst of confidence, or a little beyond
his usual number of drinks, would tell me inside things about the particular form of hustling that he
pursued as a wayof life. | was thus schooled well, by experts in such hustles as the numbers,
pimping, con games of many kinds, peddling dope, and thievery of all sorts, including armed
robbery.

CHAPTER SIX
DETROIT RED

Every day, | would gamble all of my tips-as high as fifteen and twenty dollars-on the numbers,
and dream of what | would do when 1 hit.

| saw people on their long, wild spending sprees, after big hits. | don't mean just hustlers who
always had some money. | mean ordinary working people, the kind that we otherwise almost
never saw in a bar like Small's, who, with a good enough hit, had quit their jobs working
somewhere downtown for the white man. Often they had bought a Cadillac, and sometimes for
three and four days, they were setting up drinks and buying steaks for all their friends. | would
have to pull two tables together into one, and they would be throwing me two-and three-dollar tips
each time | came with my tray.

Hundreds of thousands of New York City Negroes, every day but Sunday, would play from a
penny on up to large sums on three-digit numbers. A hit meant duplicating the last three figures of
the Stock Exchange's printed daily total of U.S. domestic and foreign sales.

With the odds at six hundred to one, a penny hit won $6, a dollar won $600, and so on. On $15,
the hit would mean $9,000. Famous hits like that had bought controlling interests in lots of
Harlem's bars and restaurants, or even bought some of them outright. The chances of hitting
were a thousand to one. Many players practiced what was called "combinating." For example six



centswould put one penny on each of the six possible combinations of three digits. The number
840, combinated, would include 840, 804, 048, 084, 408, and 480.

Practically everyone played every day in the poverty-ridden black ghetto of Harlem. Every day,
someone you knew was likely to hit and of course it was neighborhood news; if big enough a hit,
neighborhood excitement. Hits generally were small; a nickel, dime, or a quarter. Most people
tried to play a dollar a day, but split it up among different numbers and combinated.

Harlem's numbers industry hummed every morning and into the early afternoon, with the runners
jotting down people's bets on slips of paper in apartment house hallways, bars, barbershops,
stores, on the sidewalks. The cops looked on; no runner lasted long who didn't, out of his pocket,
put in a free "figger" for his working area's foot cops, and it was generally known that the numbers
bankers paid off at higher levels of the police department.

The daily small army of runners each got ten percent of the money they turned in, along with the
bet slips, to their controllers. (And if you hit, you gave the runner a ten percent tip.) A controller
might have as many as fifty runners working for him, and the controller got five percent of what he
turned over to the banker, who paid off the hit, paid off the police, and got rich off the balance.

Some people played one number all year. Many had lists of the daily hit numbers going back for
years; they figured reappearance odds, and used other systems. Others played their hunches:
addresses, license numbers of passing cars, any numbers on letters, telegrams, laundry slips,
numbers from anywhere. Dream books that cost a dollar would say what number nearly any
dream suggested. Evangelists who on Sundays peddled Jesus, and mystics, would pray a lucky
number for you, for a fee.

Recently, the last three numbers of the post office's new Zip Code for a postal district of Harlem
hit, and one banker almost went broke. Let this very book circulate widely in the black ghettoes of
the country, and-although I'm no longer a gambling person-I'd lay a small wager for your favorite
charity that millions of dollars would be bet by my poor, foolish black brothers and sisters upon,
say, whatever happens to be the number of this page, or whatever is the total of the whole book's
pages.

Every day in Small's Paradise Bar was fascinating to me. And from a Harlem point of view, |
couldn't have been in a more educational situation. Some of the ablest of New York's black
hustlers took a liking to me, and knowing that | still was green by their terms, soon began in a
paternal way to "straighten Red out."

Their methods would be indirect. A dark, businessman-looking West Indian often would sit at one
of my tables. One day when | brought his beer, he said, "Red, hold still a minute." He went over
me with one of those yellow tape measures, and jotted figures in his notebook. When | came to
work the next afternoon, one of the bartenders handed me a package. In it was an expensive,
dark blue suit, conservatively cut. The gift was thoughtful, and the message clear.

The bartenders let me know that this customer was one of the top executives of the fabulous
Forty Thieves gang. That was the gang of organized boosters, who would deliver, to order, in one
day, C.0.D., any kind of garment you desired. You would pay about one-third of the store's price.

| heard how they made mass hauls. A well-dressed member of the gang who wouldn't arouse
suspicion by his manner would go into a selected store about closing time, hide somewhere, and
get locked inside when the store closed.The police patrols would have been timed beforehand.
After dark, he'd pack suits in bags, then turn off the burglar alarm, and use the telephone to call a
waiting truck and crew. When the truck came, timed with the police patrols, it would be loaded
and gone within a few minutes. | later got to know several members of the Forty Thieves.

Plainclothes detectives soon were quietly identified to me, by a nod, a wink. Knowing the law
people in the area was elementary for the hustlers, and, like them, in time | would learn to sense



the presence of any police types. In late 1942, each of the military services had their civilian-
dress eyes and ears picking up anything of interest to them, such as hustles being used to avoid
the draft, or who hadn't registered, or hustles that were being worked on servicemen.

Longshoremen, or fences for them, would come into the bars selling guns, cameras, perfumes,
watches, and the like, stolen from the shipping docks. These Negroes got what white-
longshoreman thievery left over. Merchant marine sailors often brought in foreign items, bargains,
and the best marijuana cigarettes to be had were made of the _gunja_ and _kisca_ that merchant
sailors smuggled in from Africa and Persia.

In the daytime, whites were given a guarded treatment. Whites who came at night got a better
reception; the several Harlem nightclubs they patronized were geared to entertain and jive the
night white crowd to get their money.

And with so many law agencies guarding the "morals" of servicemen, any of them that came in,
and a lot did, were given what they asked for, and were spoken to if they spoke, and that was all,
unless someone knew them as natives of Harlem.

What | was learning was the hustling society's first rule; that you never trusted anyone outside of
your own closemouthed circle, and that you selected withtime and care before you made any
intimates even among these.

The bartenders would let me know which among the regular customers were mostly "fronts," and
which really had something going; which were really in the underworld, with downtown police or
political connections; which really handled some money, and which were making it from day to
day; which were the real gamblers, and which had just hit a little luck; and which ones never to
run afoul of in any way.

The latter were extremely well known about Harlem, and they were feared and respected. It was
known that if upset, they would break open your head and think nothing of it. These were old-
timers, not to be confused with the various hotheaded, wild, young hustlers out trying to make a
name for themselves for being crazy with a pistol trigger or a knife. The old heads that I'm talking
about were such as "Black Sammy," "Bub" Hewlett, "King" Padmore and "West Indian Archie."
Most of these tough ones had worked as strongarm men for Dutch Schultz back when he
muscled into the Harlem numbers industry after white gangsters had awakened to the fortunes
being made in what they had previously considered "nigger pennies"; and the numbers game was
referred to by the white racketeers as "nigger pool."

Those tough Negroes' heyday had been before the big 1931 Seabury Investigation that started
Dutch Schultz on the way out, until his career ended with his 1934 assassination. | heard stories
of how they had "persuaded" people with lead pipes, wet cement, baseball bats, brass knuckles,
fists, feet, and blackjacks.

Nearly every one of them had done some time, and had come back on the scene, and since had
worked as top runners for the biggest bankers who specialized in large bettors.

There seemed to 