
  CHAPTER ONE


  Carry Me Back


  “YOU’VE DONE IT NOW. YOU WILL NEVER GO ANY FURTHER.” THIS WAS THE verdict from my close friends. Imagine what my detractors were saying.


  It was 1970. I was newly elected to the Virginia State Senate, representing Richmond as the first African American senator since Reconstruction, and I’d been on the job for only three weeks when people thought I had all but destroyed my political future.


  Most people thought the very fact I’d been elected was a shock to the system, and it would probably be best if I stayed under the radar for a while.


  Well, it was not to be. Shortly after the election, my wife and I went up to Northern Virginia for a political retreat. At the very end of it, a musical group got up and began performing the state song, “Carry Me Back to Old Virginny.” Just to be clear, the song is a romantic ode to slavery—there’s just no other way to look at it:


  [image: Carry me back to old Virginny, There’s where the cotton and the corn and tatoes grow, There’s where the birds warble sweet in the springtime, There’s where the old darkey’s heart am long’d to go, There’s where I labor’d so hard for old massa,]


  [image: Day after day in the field of yellow corn, No place on earth do I love more sincerely Than old Virginny, the state where I was born.]


  [image: Carry me back to old Virginny, There let me live ’till I wither and decay, Long by the old Dismal Swamp have I wander’d, There’s where this old darkey’s life will pass away. Massa and missis have long gone before me, Soon we will meet on that bright and golden shore, There we’ll be happy and free from all sorrow, There’s where we’ll meet and we’ll never part no more.]


  My wife and I gaped at each other, and then we stood up and walked out of the hall and went back to our hotel. We got many calls that night, folks asking, “Is everything okay? Is your wife ill?” The next day I told inquirers that I was just unnerved by the song. “But it’s the state song,” they argued. So it was. I knew that song, as we’d been taught to sing it in school, but for some reason it had escaped my notice that it was the official state song. It horrified me, but even my black friends were unsympathetic to my indignation. “People don’t mean anything by it,” one person told me. “You have to get this out of your system.”


  So we came back to Richmond, and that following Tuesday, I went to an event at the John Marshall Hotel, and as sure as the sun would rise, at the end of the evening, they launched into it again: “Carry me back to old Virginny.”


  I mumbled, “My, God,” got up, and walked out for the second time in a week. I was upset. I drove around Richmond for an hour, trying to get myself together, and I just couldn’t shake the overwhelming feeling that I had to do something about that song. Was I crazy? Suicidal? I had never been one to posture or raise a hue and cry. But those words.


  I found the second stanza of the song particularly galling. The slave was saying he longed to die in Virginia and be reunited in heaven with “old massa and missis” where they’ll be “happy and free from all sorrow.” Good God, did he long to be a slave in heaven?


  The next day, in my first speech on the floor of the Virginia State Senate, I stood in the chamber and announced, “We can ill afford the luxury of coining into song, phrase, or what have you, words which by their very construction recall the memories of our shameful history.” My fellow senators sat in silence. You could hear a pin drop in the chamber, the cool reception masked an underlying dismay and even outrage.


  I felt justified in my position. As legislators, how could we cut the political pie fairly when we couldn’t get past the hardened crust, which in this instance was the unyielding vestige of racism? There wasn’t another state song in the entire South that romanticized—or even mentioned—slavery. Looking at the matter broadly, I believed that Virginia’s anthem failed the test of a good state song, which was to elevate and celebrate the special greatness of a state. For that reason, I introduced a bill, the first bill I ever sponsored, to abolish the Virginia state song.


  I could never have predicted the passion of the protests and the public dissent that followed. Suddenly, instead of being embraced into the senate as the first African American, I was at the epicenter of a heated controversy. My family bore the brunt of it. My kids were ostracized at school, and they didn’t understand why. I told them, in the same way my mother had tried to explain segregation on the public streetcars to me, that “this is something that will change” and they had nothing to be concerned about. I did my best to calm their fears, explaining that their father was a public official, and with that role came rights and responsibilities. It was a difficult period, but in truth the controversy only emboldened me.


  On the editorial page of the Richmond News Leader, a scathing review appeared:


  
    One cannot help but be saddened by this bit of news, for of course the song to which he objects is the State anthem. . . . To be sure, the song refers to slavery—one of the most lamentable aspects of Virginia’s history. But slavery was not something that the Negro should be ashamed of; the Negro was not the enslaver. Slavery was a period of faith and courage and fortitude on the part of the Negro, a period of patience. He suffered it. He endured it. He emerged strong.

  


  Many letters echoed this point, as if I were implying that African Americans should be ashamed of slavery—utter nonsense and in itself a romanticism of slavery, casting the slave as a courageous warrior when, in fact, he was the victim of a terrible practice. Slaves were not patient; they were trapped. Some emerged stronger; others were devastated, tortured, torn from their families, ruined, and murdered. Some had faith; others knew the kind of despair we can only imagine in our nightmares. It might have given comfort to some people to see the evils of slavery in such a noble light, but I wasn’t buying it. Furthermore, anyone who gave this justification for keeping the song wasn’t paying attention to the words. The former slave’s voice in the song is sad and nostalgic, not victorious. Growing up in Virginia, I had always been struck by the fact that in the pictures I’d seen depicting slavery, the sun was always shining, the fields were always green, and the slaves were always sitting contentedly under lush trees at the plantation house. This convenient fiction undoubtedly helped to soothe many guilty consciences.


  The Richmond News Leader, along with many others, also pointed out that “Carry Me Back to Old Virginny” was written by James Bland, an African American man. Bland had never been a slave—he was born free in New York. He wrote many songs, among them “In de Evening by de Moonlight” and “Oh, Dem Golden Slippers,” and traveled with a minstrel show. It was said that the inspiration for “Carry Me Back to Old Virginny” grew out of his encounters with former slaves who were homesick for the South. I always figured he’d written the songs he knew would sell. In any case, the fact that the author was African American did not exonerate the song, although it was a convenient justification. I was told time and again that I was trying to bring shame on one of the nation’s most prolific and beloved African American songwriters. Surely, as an African American myself, I would want one of my fellows to receive acknowledgment! And wasn’t it wonderful—and a sign of Virginia’s progress—that it had chosen a state song written by a person of my race? The fact that an African American wrote the song meant nothing to me.


  The letters poured into my office. Some were supportive, most not. I learned how many contortions people could bend themselves into to defend the indefensible. Some messages were outright vulgar, such as the report declaring “Scientists Say Negro Still in Ape Stage” or the tract from the Ku Klux Klan. But most people were just making the point that we should put the past behind us. Some accused me of being a troublemaker and said this was the kind of thing that happened when African Americans got into office.


  
    Yes, it is true that back then it may have been “horrid and shameful” because Negroes then were not treated well. Some were, some were not. But the Negro has come quite a long way since then. I’m afraid that it is just you type of negro that makes “whiteys” so mad.

  


  
    Not even a black likes a big mouth nigger!

  


  
    You and all negroes should study the life of George W. Carver, Booker T. Washington and James Bland. They worked and accomplished something good for mankind. You just leave our State Song alone and work for the future of Virginia and the human race.

  


  
    What in the world is your trouble that you do not like your State song? I should think you would be flattered that Va used one of a colored person’s songs for their State song. Don’t be so envious for God does not like envious people. . . . Now be a nice man like God would like you to be and please accept Carry Me Back to Old Va.

  


  Some tried to make the astonishing point that although slavery was bad, the condition of African Americans would have been much worse had our people been left in Africa.


  
    The senator might well reflect upon the fact that while no fair minded human being could possibly condone slavery, yet except for his forebears having been brought from Africa to this country in the slave trade, he himself and millions of others in his race, would still be suffering the sad lot of today’s African blacks.

  


  
    It would seem to me your history would have been much worse had the Negro not been brought to America as they were.

  


  
    Somewhere along the way your ancestors virginity was entirely subjected to the white race. Who has ever seen a thorough negro with ginger color in his skin? You should be glad and proud of that because with your regular features, etc., it is the only reason you have gotten to be Senator.

  


  Another writer scrawled on a copy of the News Leader editorial, “Wilder, you poor, stupid fool! Remember, there is always a boat to Africa awaiting you at the dock. Write an African song when you arrive!”


  Through it all, I was quite aware that much of the response was a manner of backlash against a decade of rapid progress for African Americans, which, to be fair, involved some radical changes—and some even more radical voices. The 1960s had just come to a close, and many people were reeling. Even so, their fury at my position could be quite revealing and a sure sign that we had a long way to go—as this piece from the Richmond Progress-Dixiecrat so vividly demonstrates:


  
    Mr. Wilder’s unreasoned tirade is but the latest event in a series of tragic racial misunderstandings which began when we, the good White People of the South, graciously recognized the limited progress which the colored have made in recent decades and began voluntarily and enthusiastically allowing the darkies to assume such luxuries as the right to sit in the front of the bus and to share our water fountains and rest rooms with us.

  


  This was an extreme although not entirely unusual response to my bill. Others tried to be more evenhanded. For example, a lot of people thought I objected to the word “darky” and figured the solution was to fix the song. One man suggested that the melody was pleasant, so we should conduct a lyric-writing contest for high school students to replace the words. And although my bill never made it out of committee, people spent years trying to come up with a new version, a new song, a new verse—a process I was not interested in.


  To be fair, not all letters were against my bill, although most were. As one man wrote, quite poignantly, in support,


  
    I, like you, find the state song, “Carry Me Back to Ol Virginia” hyper-insulting to blacks and all progressive thinking citizens. In my opinion, anything that seeks to glorify the unfortunate and absurd institution of slavery should best be left to the regrettable past. It disturbs me a great deal to see slavery and the “noble southern cause” continually exalted and dignified as one of America’s finest hours.

  


  I responded to all letters. To my detractors, I wrote, “Though you have indicated you disagreed with what I was attempting to do, I wanted you to know that I respect your view. All that I ask of you is that you share the same respect for my view as I for yours. We then would have affected a mini-milestone of progress.” To my supporters, I responded, “It has been stated that ‘all that is required for evil to triumph is for good men to remain silent.’ The ‘plantation mentality’ would indeed continue to haunt us, eventually to our graves, if those of us who have a responsibility to demand what is right and to criticize what is wrong fail to do so.” Yet the debate continued on for decades. In 1994, long after I had moved on from the senate, a bill was introduced to replace several words in the song:


  [image: “Darkey’s” would be changed to “dreamer’s.” “old Massa” would be replaced with “my loved ones.”]


  [image: “Massa” would be replaced with “Papa.” “Missis” would be replaced with Mamma.”]


  This whitewashing effort was tantamount to addressing a rotting foundation by painting the shutters. In any case, the bill failed to pass.


  In 1997, the effort to replace the song gained new momentum. “Carry Me Back to Old Virginny” was declared the state song emeritus, as if conferring retirement with full honors, while the state scrambled to come up with an official replacement. Over the years, contests were held and many songs proposed and rejected, but a replacement has never been found, and our emeritus song remains Virginia’s only official song in the minds of many. To this day, the controversy rages on.


  To my knowledge, after my objection, that song was not sung publicly at official events in Virginia. It proved to me that positive results can be achieved even when the perceived objective, the passing of a bill to repeal the song, never came close to succeeding. That lesson has always stayed with me.


  In those early days, my greatest supporters thought I’d doomed myself. That didn’t come to pass, but even if it had, I would not have minded. I didn’t need the job. I didn’t seek public office to better myself financially. I had a very good law practice. The principle mattered to me. It was my first test in politics. And as my mother always told me, “It’ll work out. You just make certain that you can see yourself straight.”


  [image: image]


  My initial act as an elected official, considered bold by many, might seem less foolhardy if you consider that my paternal grandparents were slaves. My father, Robert Judson Wilder, wasn’t born a slave, but his older siblings were. My mother, Beulah Olive Richards, was born to free blacks in Charles City County, east of Richmond. My father’s parents, James and Agnes Johnson Wilder, were slaves in nearby Goochland County. I never met my grandparents, but the fact that they were slaves was always intriguing to me. My father, who was a quiet and taciturn man, didn’t want to talk about it. My mother would gently pressure him, “Douglas is asking questions, Robert. Tell him.” And he would, reluctantly.


  My grandparents were born into slavery—James in 1838 and Agnes in 1839. Little is known of their upbringing. I imagine they kept better records of thoroughbred racehorses and purebred dogs on plantations in those days. It would have been nice had there also been formal records of the people who happened to be slaves who were helping to build this nation.


  My grandparents were also married in slavery. What prologue led to their union? Like so many African American families, what could not be remembered and passed on by older relatives is difficult, if not impossible, to piece together. It’s not that we don’t want to know. In many cases, we just can’t. We’ll never know with 100 percent certainty from what exact soil James and Agnes grew. My father never talked about anything he may have heard from his parents about the years they were slaves. He always looked ahead—planned what was next, as Wilders still are wont to do.


  However, the family does have James and Agnes’s marriage certificate. It shows that they were joined in holy matrimony at Braggs Farm, a plantation in Henrico County, Virginia, on April 25, 1856. As slaves were not allowed to officially marry, it is a decidedly informal document. It was signed by a “Mea Wilder,” and that’s how the name Wilder was adopted for our family. James and Agnes had two children in slavery and eleven more after they were freed. My father, born in 1886, was the second youngest.


  As was common practice, my grandparents were sold to separate owners, in Richmond and Ashland, but unlike many slave families that were permanently torn apart, they lived close enough that my grandfather could visit my grandmother on Sundays, walking over twenty miles each way. He didn’t have permission to do this—he just took off. The overseer knew what he was doing and fully understood that he wasn’t running away. But the overseer had to do his job, so when my grandfather returned, he would get a whipping. Finally, the overseer realized that it was pointless to whip my grandfather every week. So he concocted a scheme, God love him, by which he beat a saddle with a whip and told my grandfather to holler as if he were being whipped.


  My father recounted that when the Union soldiers approached Virginia in the dying days of the Civil War, all the slaves believed they were going to be killed by the soldiers. For days, as the entrance of Ulysses Grant’s troops into the city became inevitable, Richmond’s newspapers had been filled with stories of their brutality and immorality. All of Richmond was warned to be ready to face the very worst atrocities ever to confront a community of people because Lucifer’s own were on their way. James’s master and his overseer made sure the slaves on the plantation were well aware of the terrible fate that awaited them if Federal troops moved into and gained control of central Virginia. The slaves, having no independent source of information, believed it and hid in a tobacco silo as the city was set on fire. My grandfather nearly suffocated before breaking out to discover that the Union soldiers were not his murderers but his liberators. Richmond was torched by fleeing Confederate soldiers, not by the Union army.


  Once my grandparents were freed, they settled into life in Richmond, working hard and raising their family. James was twenty-eight and Agnes twenty-seven. They had lived lifetimes before emancipation, but they were only getting started. They might have come from slavery, but they did not allow that to be their identity. They were people who respected education and yearned for their children to be educated. They were driven people, they were family people, they were home owners. They were part of the American Dream—Lincoln’s emancipated American Dream. They fought to change America by refusing to be anything other than Americans. My grandfather was a teamster. He had his own wagon and sold meal and took care of horses.


  Incredibly for the era, the two managed to build and own a home across the street from what would become our family home at 933 N. 28th Street in Richmond. When I take time to think about that, it amazes me. The times were not conducive to any man with a full brood of children building and owning a house—never mind one merely years removed from servitude. I bet just a few years prior to their stepping into their own home, James and Agnes couldn’t have imagined it, either. But as best I can tell, it didn’t occur to them to dwell on their former lives. They just got busy raising a family on a little square of land that would shelter several generations of Wilders for decades to come.


  My grandparents were very devout, and my grandfather was a deacon and trustee of the First African Baptist Church, one of the largest churches in the world. They built a life for their family, and I am the lucky recipient of their devotion. That ancestry, so recently experienced and so close up and personal, imposed upon us a certain obligation that I never forgot.


  I was born January 17, 1931, the seventh of eight children. I had six sisters and one brother. Two other children had died before I was born—a daughter, Ruth, the oldest of all the siblings, who died at three years old of pneumonia, and a son who died shortly after birth.


  I had a big name for a little boy: Lawrence Douglas—although my mother always called me Douglas. When I was quite young, I asked my mother where I got my name. She explained what large shoes I had to fill. Lawrence was after Paul Laurence Dunbar. My birth certificate has it spelled Laurence, but because it was so often misspelled in school, I started spelling it in the more common way as Lawrence. My mother told me he was a great author and poet. Douglas was after Frederick Douglass, the great orator and abolitionist. “He was a slave,” she said, “and then he fought against slavery.”


  My eyes grew big. “He was a slave?” I asked.


  “Yes,” she said, “just like your father’s parents. These two men rose above it. One was a great writer, and the other was a great orator. And if you’re going to be named after them, you’ve got to measure up.”


  Measuring up—and especially the value of education—had a long legacy in my family. When my grandmother was a slave in Ashland, she cared for the household’s children. Each time the tutors came to teach, grandmother sat in the room with her sewing and learned right along with them—reading, writing, and arithmetic—and then taught her own children. So while education was illegal for slaves, they had a desire to learn, and they did learn.


  I was always impressed that even before emancipation, the value of education was being sewn into the essence of the Wilder family’s being. My mother was a learned woman, fierce about education. She was born in Charles City, Virginia, in 1892 and never knew her natural father. Early in her life, her mother, Mary Richards, brought her to Richmond to live with her grandmother, but the pair didn’t stay long. They moved to Newark, New Jersey, where Mary found work as a housekeeper. She also found a husband, Robert Tolan. He was the chauffeur of the family for whom both of them worked.


  Tolan treated my mother as if she were his own child. She always described him as a wonderful man who was good to her and her mother. My mother always talked fondly of her time in New Jersey, where she excelled in an integrated school system. Then everything changed in the worst way it could for a child barely entering high school. My grandmother Mary was diagnosed with cancer. My mother was only fourteen when she watched her mother succumb. She had lost both her parents and most of her already small family.


  Unable to help my mother grow into a young woman, Tolan sent her back to Richmond to live with her two remaining known relatives, her grandmother and Mary’s sister, Kate Watkins. We came to know her as Aunt Kate. Tolan never forgot my mother, though. He stayed in contact during the years, always sending little cards and gifts around holidays and on birthdays.


  My mother graduated from Richmond’s segregated high school system in 1909. She had ambitions to be a journalist. She would have been a good one. An excellent writer who loved words, my mother had an impressive command of the English language. She was the best crossword puzzle solver I’d ever met. In her daily life, she spoke colloquially, but she knew words. She had an enormous vocabulary, and she could completely solve the Sunday New York Times crossword puzzle, getting upset with herself if she missed a single clue. She’d call out to me, “Give me a four-letter word that means . . . ,” and in this way, she drew me in to the love of language.


  My Aunt Kate, who had helped raise my mother, was not an educated woman, but she was a devout woman, and she made a great impression on us. She would host what she called silver teas, which meant that people put silver in the plate—not pennies but nickels and dimes. She’d ask my mother to volunteer her children to perform at these teas, and we’d recite poetry, sing songs, play the piano, or otherwise perform. I never sang at those teas, but I performed bits from plays or speeches. The teas taught us to have a public presence and hold our own in the world. Often, others in attendance asked our mother to volunteer us for their own events, which she did.


  Expectations were high, and they were repeated on a daily basis. We were expected to conduct ourselves well and learn to be productive and self-reliant. The worst sin on earth was to be a laggard. My mother made me believe that I was the greatest little boy in the world, capable of doing anything I set my heart on.


  My father was a salesman for the Southern Aid Life Insurance Company, the oldest black-owned insurance company in the country. His early dream had been to be a lawyer. The understanding was that his brother Charles would become a doctor with my father’s help, and then Charles would help my father with his education. When Charles became a doctor, it was a phenomenal achievement for the son of former slaves. But on Christmas Day 1925, at the age of thirty, Charles died, just as he began practicing medicine. My father was never able to realize his dream. His brother’s death crushed his aspirations. He had a house full of children who needed his care and support, so he stayed with the insurance company. He started as a salesman and moved up to a supervisor, but he never went far. He worked at that same company until he retired, never making more than about fifty bucks a week. But we got by, and my father never asked anyone for anything. He came home for lunch every single day, taking a streetcar from wherever in the city he was working.


  We lived in what I’ve often called a “gentle” poverty, in the segregated neighborhood of Church Hill. We were taught to be proud of our neighborhood, which was rich with American history. Patrick Henry gave his “Give me liberty or give me death” speech at the St. John’s Episcopal Church there, and the neighborhood was named after that church. Many of the homes were old, dating back to before the Civil War. But ours was new. My father had a house built for us by an African American contractor named Jeb Bailey. His daughter, Ethel Bailey Furman, the first African American architect licensed in Virginia, drew the plans. As a woman and not being white, her professional life hadn’t been easy, but she kept at it. The lesson from her life was clear: If you have strikes against you, you don’t argue or fuss, you just do what has to be done and persevere. I still have the contract for the house. It cost $2,500—one-third at signing and the rest on completion. No banks were involved.


  Our home was a seven-room corner lot structure with four bedrooms and a bath, and my father believed in having the right things. We always had enough space in our house and as many amenities as we could afford. We had an angora cat and a collie or spitz, all purebred. We also had canaries and goldfish. We had a grape arbor and fruit trees in our backyard, along with a stable, which was used as a barn. We had two hundred homing pigeons (thus squab on occasion for breakfast), sitting hens with fresh eggs, geese, ducks, turkeys, and even guinea hens. The stable also housed workhorses that my father leased to men with vegetable carts or meal wagons.


  As financially strapped as he was, my father believed in uplift and improvement. He had a piano in the house, and all of us were expected to take lessons. My sister Naomi played well, but my other sisters opted to sing in choral groups. My brother was completely disinterested. I, on the other hand, loved playing the piano. I took lessons, paid for by my father at some meager price, afforded by one of his coworkers, a music scholar, who taught to supplement his income. I excelled in the lessons. My mother insisted that I practice immediately upon coming home from school and later confessed how much she loved to hear me play in the afternoons.


  My dad was quite a figure in the community. He had a way about him—a dignity and intellect that made people seek his counsel. I can still remember the way he’d stand on the porch and look down on the supplicants from a high perch. He was five feet seven inches, but his deep, booming voice and his elevated position on the porch made him seem larger. He had a singer’s resonance, and he was a bass baritone, performing with the Sabbath Glee Club. They traveled the country for performances and recorded songs such as “Somebody’s Watching at Your Door.” I always remember the way my father demanded respect, even from whites. He was never subservient. He had dignity. He never left the house without being properly attired and wearing a necktie or a bowtie and a used Homburg hat, though you couldn’t tell it was used. He dressed as if he were somebody, and he was somebody. That was a strong lesson of my childhood—you had to be the person you wanted others to respect.


  At home, my father was a strict disciplinarian who didn’t tolerate bickering or grumbling. “Whatever you have, you’re better off than I was when I was born,” he’d tell us if we expressed unhappiness. “I don’t want to hear any complaints.” Although I would sometimes chafe at his stern demeanor, as any child would, when I got older and learned about his history as the son of freed slaves, I cut him some slack. I could not even imagine the confusing and troubling context of his life, and it made me admire him more when I understood his upbringing. I suppose one might say, “But it was wonderful. His parents were free!” Yet I often contemplate the way it must have been for them, feeling the lingering effects of slavery. I imagine it was a form of posttraumatic stress to go on in life after they were freed. And the effects of that bitter heritage lived on in their children. My father was a very good and responsible man, but he could never allow himself to be carefree. There was an edge to him that endured until his death.


  I didn’t have a close relationship with my father, but I worshipped my brother Bob, who was ten years older than me. My mother thought my adoration of Bob approached idolatry. She used to say, “You think he’s Jesus Christ!” I copied him in everything he did. What he liked I liked. It got so bad that when Bob announced that he hated potatoes, I said I hated them too. Nothing my mother said would convince me to eat potatoes. He also threw away the tip of the ice cream cone, and for years I didn’t eat the tip of an ice cream cone because Bob said so.


  Bob took me under his wing, and he let me accompany him when he hung out with his friends, delivered newspapers, or played sports. The older kids didn’t like me being around, but Bob shrugged it off. “He’s my brother,” he’d say. “He can be here if I’m here.” Bob knew how things were on the street, and because I was small, he wanted me to be tough. He taught me to box guys who were bigger and older, and sometimes I’d come home bloodied, and our mother would be upset. But we didn’t stop. My brother told me that once you get in a tussle with a kid who’s older and you knock him down, he’ll tell the world, and people will know you mean business.


  The saddest day of my young life was when Bob left home, being drafted in World War II to join the army and serve with the First Cavalry, leaving me with a house full of women. He wore a dressy uniform with riding pants and spurs. He was such a handsome guy—five feet ten inches with curly black hair and bronze skin. He was always popular with the girls. Upon discharge from the service, he eventually moved north and raised a family. He decided to go to the New England School of Photography in New Haven, Connecticut. His marriage ended in divorce, and he returned in later years to work and eventually retire in Richmond. Sadly, he died soon after retiring. I was the lieutenant governor of the state at the time, and a few months before he died, Bob wrote me a lovely letter, telling me what he thought of me. I cherish those words from my beloved brother. Tears filled my eyes as I read, “Sometimes I get up at night and think about how grateful I am to have a brother with such a heart.” His approval meant everything to me.


  My older sisters coddled me, and my younger sisters fought with me, in the way of most big families. My mother would chastise me, saying, “You cannot fight my girls,” to which I would reply plaintively, “But your girls are ganging up on me!” There was a time when I was absolutely convinced that I did not belong in my family. “Did the stork bring me?” I asked my mother, and when she seemed to acknowledge it, I wanted to know, “Does the stork ever make a mistake?” I’d tell my sisters that I was in the wrong place, that I was meant for another home—perhaps one with a car and more money. “My real parents are coming to get me one day,” I warned them. They thought that was hilarious.


  My oldest sister, Naomi, was a schoolteacher and was there at home to correct and direct our attention to proper speech and decorum—although with my disciplinarian father, there was little need for any additional help in that regard. Our neighborhood had just about everything one could imagine. The blacksmith shop was right across the street. My father would send me over there to have a piece of iron forged into whatever he had in mind. It was my first opportunity to see the smithy drive nails into the horses’ hoof coverings to put the shoes on. There was a hardware store on one corner and a printing shop on the other. There was a bakery and dry cleaner’s one block away and a laundry two blocks away. The barbershop and
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Carry me back to old Virginny,
‘There let me live 'till T wither and decay,

Long by the old Dismal Swamp have I wander'd,
‘There’s where this old darkey’s life will pass away.
Massa and missis have long gone before me,
Soon we will meet on that bright and golden shore,
"There we’ll be happy and free from all sorrow,
‘There’s where we’ll meet and we'll never part no more.





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.png
Carry me back to old Virginny,

‘There’s where the cotton and the corn and tatoes grow,
‘There’s where the birds warble sweet in the springtime,
"There’s where the old darkey’s heart am longd to go,
‘There’s where I labor'd so hard for old massa,
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Day after day in the field of yellow corn,
No place on earth do I love more sincerely
"Than old Virginny, the state where I was born.
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“Darkey’s” would be changed to ‘dreamer’s.”
“old Massa” would be replaced with ‘my loved ones.”
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“Massa” would be replaced with “Papa.”
“Missis” would be replaced with Mamma.”





