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Introduction

Born in 1924, celebrated author and activist James Baldwin spent his formative years in Harlem—New York City’s center of gravity for African Americans at that time. His world was one of both rich culture and deep poverty. Baldwin’s teacher Orilla Miller once remarked that James grew up in some of “the worst poverty” she had ever seen.

New York, like much of the rest of the country, would be hit hard when the stock market crashed in 1929; still, Wall Street didn’t have much to do with the suffering on Harlem’s streets. These problems were systemic and had been baked in long before the onset of the Great Depression. Baldwin would later recall just how destitute life was as a child and how he bore witness to an abundance of violence, drug addicts, and dilapidated housing in the streets of Harlem.

Baldwin’s mother, Emma Berdis Jones, was not a native of New York but rather a transplant from Maryland, who had arrived in New York with a wave of Southern migrants looking for more opportunities further north. The identity of Baldwin’s biological father remains a mystery, but the man who stepped in to take on the paternal role was David Baldwin, a preacher from whom James would get his last name. David made a living working in factories, where long, grueling shifts barely brought home enough money to get by.

James was just one of nine children in the Baldwin household, and life was hard, but from an early age, he was actively seeking ways to pull himself out of the hardship into which he was born.


Chapter One

Early Life in Harlem

“From Miller, I began to suspect that white people did not act as they did because they were white but for some other reason, and began to try to locate and understand that reason.”

—James Baldwin

The man the world would come to know as James Baldwin was born James Arthur Jones on August 2, 1924, in New York City’s Harlem Hospital. A few years later, in 1927, his mother married David Baldwin, from whom James would get his now-famous last name. James was always uncomfortable with the fact that he never knew his father, and he expressed this discomfort in his later book, Nobody Knows My Name.

The union of James’s mother and David Baldwin would produce many children, whom James often ended up babysitting. As James himself once described it, “As they were born, I took them over with one hand and held a book with the other.” It sounds almost comical, but from a young age, James learned all about reading, writing, and raising children. Counting George, Barbara, Wilmer, David, Gloria, Ruth, Elizabeth, and Paula, he had eight brothers and sisters in all. Baldwin once humorously described his mother as “given to the exasperating and mysterious habit of having babies.”

Being from such a large family during an economic depression would have been hard for anyone, but the prejudice and discrimination so rampant in American life made the situation even worse. David Baldwin faced blatant discrimination on the job, and he often took out his rage on his wife. Privy to all of this, little James did his best to keep himself and his siblings out of the way whenever his stepfather erupted.

It was in an effort to escape some of this volatility at home that James started a habit of spending his free time at local libraries. It was here that he would develop a passion for reading and begin to perfect his craft. As Baldwin would later put it, “I read my way through two libraries by the time I was thirteen. I read myself out of Harlem.”

As much as he was prone to go on a tirade, James’s father did have a softer side, and one of his healthier outlets was his work with local Pentecostal churches. Baldwin would later describe his father as a “Pentecostal storefront preacher.” The family initially went to Harlem’s famed Abyssinian Baptist Church before switching to the Mount Calvary of the Pentecostal Faith Church, which was known by the locals as simply Mother Horn’s Church since it was pastored by Rosa Horn.

James Baldwin himself would initially be an enthusiastic churchgoer, enthralled by “the excitement and ecstasy of worship, music, poetry, and communion.” Biblical sermons also had a significant influence on how James would approach his own writing. He had a unique way with words from a young age, and his school teachers quickly took note. One of them, a certain Orilla Miller, was so impressed by a play that Baldwin had crafted that she sought to take little James under her wing.

According to Miller’s later recollection, she knew there was something special about Baldwin from the very beginning. She would later recall, “I realized that he was just a remarkable child.” Miller herself came from an interesting background. She originally hailed from the Midwest, but upon graduating from Antioch College, she came to New York. Here, she became both politically and culturally active, making a point to join the CPU (Communist Party of the United States), as well as getting a job with the FTP (Federal Theatre Project). In 1935, Miller was assigned to teach young children at a public school in Harlem; this is where she and James crossed paths.

As their relationship grew, Miller wished to nurture the child’s creativity by taking him to see theatrical productions in New York City. This may sound like a nice gesture, but this teacher’s efforts would set off a firestorm at Baldwin’s home due to his stepfather’s own internal prejudice. Miller was a white woman, and David Baldwin—who had suffered through racism his whole life—had developed what James Baldwin later described as an outright hatred of white people. According to Baldwin biographer James Campbell, “David Baldwin hated white people, and his devotion to God was mixed with a hope that God would take revenge on them for him.” In the end, however, David Baldwin was overruled by James’s mother, and he was allowed to go to the theater with Miller regardless.

Orilla Miller and James shared many literary interests, but in particular, they were both very fond of the British author Charles Dickens. The two would have long conversations about the characters that were presented in Dickens’ masterpiece A Tale of Two Cities. In 1936, Miller would take James to see a film adaptation of the novel. It was wonderful for him to see the narrative he had read so often come to life like this. After this outing, Miller took James to watch a theatrical production of Macbeth produced by Orson Welles. In this version of the play, the backdrop for the story had been changed to the island of Haiti, and all of the actors Orson used were African Americans.

Along with this exposure to the arts, Orilla Miller and her husband Evan exposed James Baldwin to political intrigue, for it was right around this time that Evan took James to a May Day parade hosted by local communist organizers. Here, Baldwin saw people of all backgrounds actively seeking change. He did not always agree with the principles presented, but this idea of revolutionary solidarity would stick with him for the rest of his life.


Chapter Two

The Young Preacher

“Confronted with the impossibility of remaining faithful to one’s beliefs, and the equal impossibility of becoming free of them, one can be driven to the most inhuman excesses.”

—James Baldwin

In 1936, James Baldwin was 12 years old and had just begun attending Harlem’s Frederick Douglass Junior High School. Here, he would meet another early mentor in the form of a math teacher named Herman W. Porter. Porter would later recall Baldwin’s literary ability as being “better than anyone in the school—from the principal on down.”

As well as being a math instructor, Porter was the faculty advisor for the school’s magazine, a periodical called The Douglass Pilot. Taking note of Baldwin’s abilities, Porter recruited him to write for the magazine. Just like Orilla Miller before him, Porter was so impressed with the young man’s abilities that he was determined to intervene in his life.

It was during one of these interventions that Porter came to the Baldwin residence to take the teenager with him to the public library to research some material for future articles for the magazine. Upon his arrival at the Baldwin abode, he was amazed at what he saw. He described the living conditions as being “unbelievably poverty-stricken.”

According to Porter, Baldwin’s mother answered the door with a whole “gaggle of youngsters” immediately underfoot. After meeting her and all of James’s brothers and sisters, Porter was then introduced to David Baldwin, who grudgingly gave his permission for Porter to escort young James down to the library. The two took the bus to get there. During the course of the bus ride, Porter became concerned for his student, noticing that he seemed a little anxious. James was indeed feeling a bit high-strung due to the pressures he faced in life, and he demonstrated as much by throwing up as soon as the pair disembarked. Fortunately, James was able to get a hold of himself in the end, and he and Porter went to the library as planned.

Once there, they hit the books. It was from this impromptu session that James would produce his first piece for the school magazine entitled, “Harlem—Then and Now.” It was an academic and reflective piece in which he considered the history of Harlem from the bygone past to the present. In the article, James asked, “I wonder how many of us have ever stopped to think what Harlem was like two or three centuries ago? Or how it came to be as it is today?” James then answers that question by remarking, “Not many of us. Most of us know in a vague way that the Dutch lived in Harlem ‘a long time ago,’ and let it go at that. We don’t think about how the Indians were driven out, how the Dutch and English fought, or how finally Harlem grew into what it is today.”

In those days, young Baldwin felt a flux of forces pulling on him in different directions. With the encouragement of his mentors at school, he suspected that the best course in life for him was to become a writer. At the same time, however, he had become
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