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			Home to Harlem

			Claude McKay (1889–1948), born Festus Claudius McKay, is widely regarded as one of the most important literary and political writers of the interwar period and the Harlem Renaissance. Born in Jamaica, he moved to the United States in 1912 to study at the Tuskegee Institute. In 1928 he published his most famous novel, Home to Harlem, which became the first bestselling novel by a Black author in the United States. He also published two other novels, Banjo and Banana Bottom, as well as a collection of short stories, Gingertown, two autobiographical books, A Long Way from Home and My Green Hills of Jamaica, and a work of nonfiction, Harlem: Negro Metropolis. In 1977 Claude McKay was named the national poet of Jamaica. Several of his works were published posthumously, including Complete Poems in 2003, Amiable with Big Teeth in 2017, and Romance in Marseille in 2020.

			Belinda Edmondson is Distinguished Professor of English and Africana Studies at Rutgers University, Newark. She is the author of several books on Caribbean literature. Her most recent book, Creole Noise: Early Caribbean Dialect Literature and Performance, won the Aldo and Jeanne Scaglione Prize for African Studies of the Modern Language Association and was a runner-up for the Gordon K. and Sybil Lewis Award of the Caribbean Studies Association. She is a member of the Johns Hopkins Society of Scholars.
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			Introduction

			One of the most striking things about Home to Harlem is that no one seems to be at home in Harlem. Not Jake, the novel’s main character, a Virginia-born African American migrant to New York; not Ray, his friend, an educated Black Haitian immigrant; and not its itinerant Black residents, whose precarious lives seem to consist of an endless rotation from boardinghouse to pool room to nightclub. Their restlessness in some ways mirrors the peripatetic life of the author himself, a Black Jamaican immigrant whose portrait of his adopted community provoked a firestorm of criticism from the African American intelligentsia at the height of the Harlem Renaissance. The novel meditates on the meaning of home for Black people, migrant or native, educated or not, in the first decades of the twentieth century.

			In many ways Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem represents the experience of Black displacement, writ large. The Harlem of the 1920s was an unprecedented cross-section of the Black communities of the New World: Southern-born African American migrants just arrived in New York City as part of the Great Migration of the early twentieth century; Black Caribbean immigrants who came as part of the largest wave of mass migration in United States history; and native-born Black New Yorkers themselves. This singular mix created a vibrant transnational Black culture that gave Harlem its reputation as the Black Mecca. In the early twentieth century many of these populations were still new to New York, and to one another. Home to Harlem reveals a Black community in a state of becoming.

			The novel is a landmark in American literary history. Home to Harlem was the first bestselling novel by a Black author in the United States, propelled by white readers fascinated by Harlem’s famed nightlife. Not until Richard Wright published Native Son in 1940 did another novel by an African American author make the bestseller list. Home to Harlem also appears to be the first sustained fictional portrait of Black urban life in the US, anticipating the “street” literature of African American writers in later decades. The novel’s portrait of a polyglot Black community heralds the arrival of a new kind of Black urban identity.

			This is not to say that Harlem did not already have a robust traditional African American community. Indeed, in 1928 it was home to prominent African American churches, fraternal societies and civic organizations, and, particularly, an enthusiastic Black reading public. Two years before, the New York Public Library finally acknowledged the importance of Black readers and Black writing by acquiring the vast holdings of Afro-Latinx bibliophile Arturo Schomburg, housing the collection in its Harlem branch. Harlem was also home to a flourishing printscape. These journals, magazines, and newspapers provided fertile ground for its flowering literary culture by catering to its diverse communities of Black readers. Serial publications included The Crisis, the NAACP’s newspaper for the African American professional class; Negro World, aimed at a working-class Black diasporic readership; and Fire!, the short-lived but influential avant-garde African American literary magazine led by Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston, among others. Not just writers but also a wide array of Black artists and musicians called Harlem home, including part-time residents like the calypsonians who regularly traveled between Trinidad and Harlem to record and perform their music.[1]

			Home to Harlem was published at a time of rapid social change, particularly in New York, where evolving gender roles effected a radical transformation in social attitudes toward sexual behavior. New York had also experienced an unprecedented influx of immigration that was changing the culture and complexion of the city. On the one hand were restrictive measures like the Immigration Act of 1924, which attempted to stem the tide of non-whites flooding into the United States. On the other hand were the influential new ideas about race and sex transforming the cultural landscape. In 1925 Alain Locke published The New Negro anthology, which advocated for a new Black “primitivism” in the arts. Black writers like McKay, Hughes, and Hurston responded by writing stories about formerly taboo subjects on intra-Black violence and sex. Home to Harlem presents a Black world teeming with disreputable denizens: cross-dressing entertainers, queer lovers, assorted “fairies,” “dandies,” and “pansies”; thieves, gamblers, hustlers, pimps, sex workers; color-struck sugar mamas and their “sweet men.”

			This radical expansion of Black life in African American literature was the by-product of these major cultural shifts. The relative political radicalism that characterized Black New York society after World War I reflected new aesthetic focus on urban Black identity paired with a political disposition toward Black rights, as articulated in The New Negro. For Black communities in the United States and abroad, Harlem was a magnet of economic possibility, a hub of creativity and political discourse. It was also a draw for other, less respectable, forms of Black expression: both the “Mecca of the New Negro” and the “Mecca of the ‘Big Bluff,’ ” as one Trinidadian performer derisively put it.[2]

			When McKay wrote Home to Harlem, though, he was living in France. In fact, McKay did not spend much time in Harlem during the 1920s. He was already a published “dialect” poet in Jamaica when he migrated to the United States in 1912 at the age of twenty-three to study at the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. He abandoned his studies to work at a series of laboring jobs before moving to New York, where he gained a reputation as a member of the city’s influential leftist intellectual community.[3] Yet even then McKay was not quite at home: at the height of the Harlem Renaissance, McKay was actually traveling back and forth between New York and London or France, producing poetry and journalism for English communist Sylvia Pankhurst’s weekly magazine, Workers’ Dreadnought. In 1928 McKay had already established himself as a serious poet in the United States. He was best known—and, perhaps, is still best known—for “If We Must Die,” his fierce protest poem against the slaughter of Blacks by racist white mobs in Chicago during the so-called Red Summer of 1919. The poem anticipates the era of the New Negro and its unapologetic advocacy of African American rights.

			Home to Harlem extends the poem’s social justice politics, although not in the ways that modern readers might expect. Anti-Black racism is not the primary animating feature of the novel. Its radicalism lies partially in its portrait of a flourishing Black world that exists despite white racism. What unites the novel’s motley cast of characters is that none of them are focused on the doings of the white society that surrounds them. The world of the novel is hermetic, a Blackspace that owes nothing to white culture. White society is not especially visible, and the white characters who occupy the fringes of the story are nameless, like Jake’s East End girlfriend, who he seeks out when he decamps to London after the Armistice. The white woman wants a deeper relationship with Jake, but for him she is merely a sexual convenience, only referred to as “Jake’s woman,” “a creature of another race—of another world.” (6) In the end Jake ditches both his white girlfriend and the promise of multiracial camaraderie in the stable but culturally isolating atmosphere of post–World War I London. Instead he chooses to go home, back to the visceral racism of the United States, where the memory of racist epithets hurled by whites still enrages him. (5) For Jake, Harlem’s cultural attractions are virtually indistinguishable from the sexual allure of Black women:

			
				It was two years since he had left Harlem. Fifth Avenue, Lenox Avenue, and One Hundred and Thirty-fifth Street, with their chocolate-brown and walnut-brown girls, were calling him.

				“Oh, them legs!” Jake thought. “Them tantalizing brown legs!…”…

				Brown girls rouged and painted like dark pansies. Brown flesh draped in soft colorful clothes. Brown lips full and pouted for sweet kissing. Brown breasts throbbing with love. “Harlem for mine!” cried Jake…. (6–7)

			

			“Harlem for mine!” Jake’s exclamation reminds the reader that, unlike London, or indeed the larger United States, Harlem belongs to Black people. In all of its endless sexual possibilities, Harlem possesses a primal, almost physical attraction for “natural” Black men like Jake, who operate from an instinct for pleasure and self-preservation. For Jake, a presumably straight man, Black women “painted like dark pansies”—that is, wearing makeup like gay or cross-dressing men—are an allurement to return home, not a disincentive. In a novel that is both picaresque and peripatetic; that begins, literally, on a ship in the middle of the ocean; Harlem, in all of its chaotic glory, represents a racial constant in an unstable modern world. Familiar signifiers may be shifting, traditional populations may be uprooting, but Harlem remains Black as ever. Its primal Africanity becomes a stand-in for the lost homesteads of the Black south, the lost homelands of the Caribbean, and indeed the original ancestral home for Blacks in the African diaspora. Counterintuitive as it may be, Harlem in this rendering is the closest thing to Africa for a modern, transnational, urban community of Black migrants.

			McKay’s belief in all-Black spaces as the source of Black survival and cultural regeneration is here shown through Jake’s yearning for Harlem. The pleasures of Harlem are also the pleasures of segregated life, where Black culture is allowed to flourish unmolested. Black sexuality for McKay is an intrinsic part of that natural Africanity—part of his belief in the inherent superiority of primitive cultures untainted by the corruption of Western civilization and its superficial morality. McKay was heavily influenced by modernist writer D. H. Lawrence, whose novels emphasized naturalism and bodily instinct over intellect. McKay’s belief in naturalism, combined with his anticolonial, Pan Africanist politics, shaped his views of African heritage.

			Modernism gave rise to parallel “primitivist” Caribbean artistic movements like Indigénisme, Négritude, and Afrocubanísmo that similarly linked African cultural retentions to Black rights in the twentieth century. McKay’s investments in Africanity might, therefore, also be considered in the wider context of Caribbean anticolonial politics. His literary depictions of “primitive” working-class Black life actually preceded his migration to the United States, a point he himself noted.[4] Indeed, McKay’s interest in the politics of naturalism may have been influenced by the Fabian socialism of his older brother and teacher in Jamaica, Uriah Theo. However, in Home to Harlem, McKay offers a more expansive view of Black aesthetics, particularly in its portraits of Black sexuality, than did his early Jamaican dialect poetry.

			Home to Harlem’s positing of urban, not just rural, life as a site of authentic Africanity is a significant evolution of his earlier Jamaican writing. In the novel New York, via Harlem, is marked as a Blackspace and, therefore, an African space. McKay makes plain this view in his description of the aptly named Congo, the cabaret at the center of Harlem life:

			
				The Congo was a real throbbing little Africa in New York. It was an amusement place entirely for the unwashed of the Black Belt…. The Congo was African in spirit and color. No white persons were admitted there. (20)

			

			Along the same lines McKay links jazz to an African cultural inheritance:

			
				The piano-player had wandered off into some dim, far-away ancestral source of music…. The notes were naked acute alert. Like black youth burning naked in the bush. Love in the deep heart of the jungle…. Like a primitive dance of war or of love…the marshaling of spears or the sacred frenzy of a phallic celebration. (111)

			

			This depiction of jazz as an African atavism embraces unabashedly racist stereotypes of excessive Black sexuality and savagery to make its point. Certainly Black critics thought so. Yet if the novel deploys racial stereotypes, it also reflects the radical aesthetics of its era. McKay was claiming for Black culture an art form that was inescapably modern, authentically American, and ardently desired by the cosmopolitan whites who flocked to Harlem to experience it.

			White critics loved Home to Harlem. The New York Times critic gushed that the novel is “beaten through with rhythm of life that is the jazz rhythm…the real thing in rightness…. It is the real stuff, the lowdown on Harlem, the dope from the inside.” But if white critics loved the novel Black critics emphatically did not.[5] While Langston Hughes praised Home to Harlem, his was a minority opinion. W. E. B. Du Bois, writing in The Crisis, declared that after he read the novel he felt nauseated and in need of a bath.[6] Perhaps this was to be expected from the originator of the Talented Tenth concept, which relied on the notion that Black upliftment was the obligation of the respectable class—otherwise known as the “dickty” folks who are constantly alluded to in the novel but, like whites, for the most part do not appear in it.

			The critic most outraged by Home to Harlem was not a member of the native-born Black elite but a fellow Black Jamaican immigrant to Harlem, Marcus Garvey. Garvey was the leader of the transnational “Back to Africa” movement and founder of the populist United Negro Improvement Association, which published Negro World and had a massive Black working-class following in the United States and abroad. Garvey was himself an assiduous poet and patron of the Black arts, touting them as a vehicle of racial upliftment.[7] He excoriated McKay as a “literary prostitute” who, for money, had willingly provided white readers with confirmation of every stereotype they held of Black people:

			
				The white people have these Negroes to write the kind of stuff they desire to feed their public so that the Negro can still be regarded as a monkey or some imbecilic creature. Whenever authors of the Negro race write good literature for publication the white publishers refuse to publish it, but whenever the Negro is sufficiently known to attract attention he is advised to write in the way that the white man wants—that is just what has happened to Claude McKay.[8]

			

			McKay was stung by the backlash from Black critics. McKay was, after all, a Black nationalist himself, albeit one for whom the taboo subjects of Black life—sex, mostly—were not excluded from the upliftment project. He penned a smackdown letter to Du Bois in reply, accusing him of writing “racial propaganda instead of art” and rejecting “any free baptism of grace in the cleansing pages of the Crisis.”[9] Particularly hurtful was the charge that he was a hustler looking for dirt to whet white people’s appetite for Black degradation. McKay complained that Black critics saw him “as a hog rooting in Harlem, a buzzard hovering over the Black Belt scouting for carcasses and altogether a filthy beast.” He pointed out that

			
				[i]f my brethren had taken the trouble to look a little into my obscure life they would have discovered that years before I had recaptured the spirit of the Jamaican peasants in verse, rendering their primitive joys, their loves and their hates, their work and play, their dialect. And what I did in prose for Harlem was very similar to what I had done for Jamaica in verse.[10]

			

			As a police officer in Jamaica whose career took him into the streets of Kingston, Black life, whether rural or urban, was indeed McKay’s main poetic theme, culminating in his 1912 dialect poetry collection Constab Ballads, published in Jamaica. Constab Ballads portrays early twentieth-century Kingston through a wide array of street characters, including a female sex worker who memorably curses the arresting officer (“No palm me up, you dutty brute / You’ jam mout’ mash like ripe bread-fruit”). Her torrent of dexterous vernacular finds an echo in the verbal abuse hurled by the constantly fighting West Indian women in Home to Harlem, who square off naked and trade lyrical insults in a Caribbean dialect (“ ‘Mek a quick move or I’ll box you bumbole ovah de moon’ ”). It is, Jake musingly observes, “a language all their own.” (56) Later Jake himself appropriates the popular West Indian expletive “bumbole” (“asshole”). (74) Black West Indian women are presented as vectors for vernacular language, a point emphasized when Jake hears a group of longshoremen singing a popular—and ribald—“Port-of-Spain song” that had been “made up by the bawdy colored girls of the port.” (163)

			McKay’s interest in Caribbean influence on African American culture reveals itself in these details, as well as in his choice of Ray as Jake’s best friend. Ray is a Haitian immigrant who appears halfway through the novel, when Jake becomes a pullman porter. Although Ray is less prominent in the story than is Jake, he is no less central to its meaning. Ray’s presence is relatively contained: he arrives halfway through the novel, then departs Harlem for Marseille before it ends, going on to become the main character in Banjo (1929), McKay’s similarly picaresque sequel set in Marseille. Although Home to Harlem mostly chronicles Jake’s happy-go-lucky life, it is Ray, as Jake’s sober Caribbean alter ego, who provides the intellectual ballast to the story. Ray’s knowledge of literature and history enables McKay to effectively situate Harlem and the Black American experience within a global context. Ray is an immigrant refugee. A former student of the prestigious Howard University, Ray tells Jake he fled to the United States during World War I when “Uncle Sam grabbed Hayti” and Americans jailed his father and killed his brother for protesting the occupation. (78)

			Initially Ray draws Jake’s interest by his description of a book he is reading, French naturalist writer Alphonse Daudet’s 1884 novel Sapho, about “a sporting woman who…had the soul of a wandering cat.” (73) In explaining the heroine’s connection to the ancient lesbian poet Sappho (“ ‘Tha’s what we calls bulldyker in Harlem,’ ” says Jake), Ray reframes the non-normative sexuality so familiar to Jake not as deviant but as natural, in line with that of the classical Greeks. The implication here is that Jake should view Harlem’s queer and pansexual Black communities as an organic part of a larger Black cultural tradition, not in opposition to it.

			Ray seals his friendship with Jake by relaying to him the glories of Toussaint L’Ouverture and the Haitian revolution. Jake is now smitten. With Black history, certainly; with its immigrant chronicler, perhaps, as well. The transmission of these two stories, one of radical sexuality, the other of political revolution, provides the logic for this unlikely friendship. The personal affirmation that both men bring to each other is the high point of the novel and, arguably, its real romance:

			
				Jake felt like one passing through a dream, vivid in rich, varied colors. It was revelation beautiful in his mind. That brief account of an island of savage black people, who fought for collective liberty and was struggling to create a culture of their own. A romance of his race, just down there by Panama. How strange! (76–77, emphasis added)

			

			By linking Harlem’s “primitive” street life to Black struggles for freedom in Haiti, Ray’s narrative gives shape and meaning to Jake’s peripatetic life—and his own. Jake and Ray combined function as a kind of composite character, similar to a doppelgänger: the first the US-born natural, instinctive man, representing the superior impulses of the body; and the second the educated immigrant who is most alive when discussing books and stories of Black history. (75–76) Critics have taken these two characters to represent McKay himself, a reading that persists despite McKay’s protestations to the contrary. “I couldn’t indulge in such self-flattery as to claim Jake in Home to Harlem as a portrait of myself,” writes McKay, in his memoir, A Long Way Home. “My damned white education has robbed me of much of the primitive vitality, the pure stamina, the simple unswaggering strength of the Jakes of the Negro race.”[11]

			In that McKay himself was openly bisexual, his “deviant” sexuality would not be considered so dissimilar from Jake’s, who casually cruises for sex, even with women made up like men.[12] Jake provides Ray with an alternative to the respectable but sterile life of Du Bois’s Talented Tenth. For Ray, like McKay, feels trapped by his colonial education, which he views as a useless consolation prize for capitalism’s losers. Also like McKay, Ray becomes a working-class laborer after he drops out of college. He tells a fellow college dropout that

			
				modern education is planned to make you a sharp, snouty, rooting hog. A Negro getting it is an anachronism. We ought to get something new, we Negroes. But we get our education like—like our houses. When the whites move out, we move in and take possession of the old dead stuff. Dead stuff that this age has no use for. (135)

			

			Still, Ray loves books and “always dreamed of writing words some day.” (126) Books and education are not, for Ray (or McKay), the same thing.

			The split between instinct and erudition is a theme that McKay would continue to explore in his later novels Banjo and Banana Bottom (1933). If Ray stands in for McKay the writer, then it is McKay who is freed of his British education and colonial allegiances, be it colonial Jamaica or the “motherland” of Great Britain, when he migrates to the United States. Respectability and social status are the products of a colonial inheritance, and as such they keep the Rays and McKays of the world from being their natural Black selves. In the most basic reading of their relationship, Ray desires to become Jake, whose “primitive vitality”—or sexual dynamism—is presented as the antidote to the “dead stuff” that so oppresses him. In turn, Jake ultimately follows Ray’s lead and leaves Harlem. He does so, however, with a newfound political consciousness, born of his relationship with Ray. He now has an awareness of his historical place as an unapologetic Black man, free to travel around his native country however he pleases. In the end Jake and Ray are united by their vagabondage, whether in the United States or Europe. Their wanderlust mirrors McKay’s, who continued his peripatetic existence for most of his life, a long way indeed from both Harlem and his other, abandoned, home, Jamaica. The question of where home lies for the modern Black subject continued to be a theme in his later writing, even if Home to Harlem attempts—unsuccessfully—to answer it. The answer to that question is another question, as Jake’s lover puts it: “ ‘What you wanta go knocking around them foreign countries again for…? This heah is you’ country, daddy. What you gwine away from it for?’ ” (185–186)
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			I

			Going Back Home

			All that Jake knew about the freighter on which he stoked was that it stank between sea and sky. He was working with a dirty Arab crew. The captain signed him on at Cardiff because one of the Arabs had quit the ship. Jake was used to all sorts of rough jobs, but he had never before worked in such a filthy dinghy.

			The white sailors who washed the ship would not wash the stokers’ water-closet, because they despised the Arabs. And the Arabs themselves made no effort to keep the place clean, although it adjoined their sleeping berth.

			The cooks hated the Arabs because they did not eat pork. Whenever there was pork for dinner, something else had to be prepared for the Arabs. The cooks put the stokers’ meat, cut in unappetizing chunks, in a broad pan, and the two kinds of vegetables in two other pans. The stoker who carried the food back to the bunks always put one pan inside of the other, and sometimes the bottoms were dirty and bits of potato peelings or egg shells were mixed in with the meat and the vegetables.

			The Arabs took up a chunk of meat with their coal-powdered fingers, bit or tore off a piece, and tossed the chunk back into the pan. It was strange to Jake that these Arabs washed themselves after eating and not before. They ate with their clothes stiff-starched to their bodies with coal and sweat. And when they were finished, they
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