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by President Bill Clinton

I first met Bertie Bowman more than forty years ago. I was a young, eager junior at Georgetown University, excited to begin my job on Capitol Hill as assistant clerk on the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Bertie was the full-time assistant to the Committee’s documents clerk, and the only African American on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee staff. He was exactly the kind of person you want to be spending a lot of time with when you are a 20-year-old, fifth-generation Arkansan embarking on his first Capitol Hill adventure—kind, bighearted, generous with his time and friendship, knowledgeable, and dedicated. He also had an amazing life story: At age thirteen, he ran away from his Summerton, South Carolina, home, which he shared with his thirteen siblings, to our nation’s capitol to take his Senator up on his offer to “drop by and see me,” as Bertie had heard him tell an all-white crowd. He had worked his way up from sweeping the Capitol steps to become a member of the Foreign Relations Committee staff by the time I met him. Bertie and I have remained in touch since then, and I am proud to call him my friend.

With Step by Step: A Memoir of Hope, Friendship, Perseverance, and Living the American Dream, readers will see firsthand why I love Bertie Bowman so much. From his humble beginnings as a poor farm boy in the segregated South to his years as a junior member of the Senate janitorial staff to his tenure as hearing coordinator for the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, he epitomizes the kind of citizen that makes this country great; he also is representative of the kind of employee who ensures the smooth operation of our federal government. Folks like Bertie don’t make the newspapers, and the American people usually will never know their names, but they work hard every day to get done all the things the people in the papers get credit for. Step by Step is lively, personal, heartbreaking at times and heartwarming at others, but always inspiring, and a refreshing antidote to the negativity that permeates so much of what is written about Washington.

Bertie is living proof of why it is both morally right and in our country’s best interest to embrace the talents and gifts of all our people, regardless of race, educational background, or station in life. Most important, Step by Step truly is, as its title indicates, a testament to the power and promise of the American Dream: the idea that if we work hard, play by the rules, help others, and believe in ourselves and our country, we can accomplish great things.
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Summerton, South Carolina

AS A RESULT OF HAPHAZARD RECORD KEEPING, I STARTED OUT LIFE with two “official” birthdays, but not much else. Legend has it that in the early 1930s down in Summerton, South Carolina, a midwife named “Mrs. Jessie” rode around Clarendon County in an old buggy pulled by a white horse. The horse was reliable, knew the roads by heart, and took her to the farms of the colored families. Mrs. Jessie delivered all of the colored babies, and I was no exception. I was born in 1931.

Local people still share tales today about the lady with the white horse. The elders say Mrs. Jessie would hitch her horse outside the courthouse door, strut past the onlookers, and enter, waving a long list of kids’ names for all to see.

“Here they is!” Mrs. Jessie would proudly proclaim. “Here’s all the babies I brung into the world since I seen you last!”

The clerks permitted Mrs. Jessie to put the names into the record book herself, using her jagged scrawl on the pages to list the health, weight, and other physical descriptions of the baby. That was a big honor for a colored person. Nobody was allowed to touch the record book unless they were white. When Mrs. Jessie came to my entry, the comment listed beside my name, Bertie Herbert Bowman, was in big letters: “WATE—MUCH AS 10 BAG FLOWER—LONG LIKE DADDY ARM.”

The courthouse ledger showed my birthday on May 5, 1931. In her usual state of frenzy and haste, Mrs. Jessie recorded thirty-two other births, but obviously she did not midwife all those babies in one day. She might have been a legend with a constitution of iron, but she wasn’t superhuman.

In Summerton, a hamlet of nearly 2,000 people at the time, important events were always noted in the family Bible. Since Mrs. Jessie often possessed the sole responsibility for making the critical notations in the Bibles, many families still have her printed comments in their holy books. Sadly, our family Bible burned, so I have no way of knowing what was written inside, but I do recall that Mrs. Jessie’s penmanship in it was a direct match to that in the county record book.

I would later learn from my father’s cousin Celestine Gregory that my birthdate was not May 5 but April 12, a fact of which she was certain because I was born on the same day as her brother, Billy Nelson.

I was the fifth child, my father’s fourth son in a family that would eventually grow to include fourteen children. My father’s side of the family originally came from Bertie County in North Carolina, which may provide a clue as to the origin of my first name.

Mary Ragin was my mother’s maiden name. I was told that she was uncommonly beautiful. My mother, with her glowing brown skin and her Indian-black straight hair, drew stares from men and women alike when she walked down the street. I don’t remember her too well. She died when I was little, her heart stopping suddenly in a difficult childbirth. I don’t remember how old she was when she died because I was so young.

         

MY FATHER, ROBERT BOWMAN, took another wife, Mary Rosa Richardson, a woman, like my mother, of strength, kindness, and compassion. Our family already had a full complement of children: John, Robert, Bertha, Charlie, and Annie before me, and then my two youngest brothers, Rufus and Ernest. But now our blended clan included Rosa’s children: Charlotte, Larry, Wilhelmenia, Dorothy, and Jimmy Lee, who was adopted by my mother as a baby. My family counts the loss of a girl who lived for only one month as a part of the family as well. Rosa didn’t replace my mother in my heart, but she was the woman who mostly raised me, and I loved her. My father made a very wise choice in choosing a mate. In contrast to my father, with his steel will, Rosa made us think that everything was possible and guided our household through some very tough times. She was pretty, with a smooth, fair-skinned complexion, and was unassuming even though she ruled us kids with a soft, firm command. If she couldn’t make you obey her just by appealing to your sense of what was right, a well-placed threat would usually do the trick.

Of course, I wasn’t perfect as a child. If I did something wrong, she would give me a little smack on the hands. Her discipline wasn’t very much at all, compared to my father’s. “I’m going to tell your father ’bout you being bad,” my mother would warn our group with a stern face. “And you know what he will do to you if you don’t do right. He’ll heat your rear ends up with a switch and I know you won’t like that.”

My father laid down the rules to maintain the household, a set of tough regulations that would control a whole brood of youngsters and keep order. We cooperated and never challenged him. If the rule of law had broken down, everything would have dissolved into mayhem, and neither of my parents was going to stand for that foolishness. No back talk was tolerated. Chores were divided by gender. In the early mornings, it was the boys’ responsibility to start a fire and keep it going. The girls were not allowed to make fires, but they were permitted to cook and bake. The menu was standard and routine: bacon and eggs or ham and eggs, grits or cornbread and syrup. We had it daily and were glad for it because it filled our bellies. A lot of people around there didn’t have that. Sometimes during the winter months we ate mush, which was the same as oatmeal, but consisted of cornmeal.

Mom and Dad loved to take late walks, talking low and giggling, on summer nights when the moon was out shining. We children would sit on the porch and watch them go down the road holding hands, teasing each other, for as far as we could see. We loved to see them like that. Now, don’t ask how long they stopped, where they went, or what they did. All I know is that they loved to take walks in the moonlight. Neighbors have since told me that my father was a real romantic. I know he loved his wife and family, but I knew him as a very tough man.

Home was a wooden farmhouse with a tin roof under a big oak tree that still stands today. I hear it is one of the biggest oak trees in all of South Carolina. In our simply constructed house, the bedrooms seemed very big to me during my childhood. The boys had one bedroom, the girls another, and my parents slept in their own bedroom. The girls had a much bigger room because my parents said they needed their privacy. We eight boys, restless and noisy, slept in big iron beds, four to a bed, and when it was cold we covered up with very heavy quilts made by our relatives. We each had our place in the bed, but we had to take turns getting up to put wood on the fire during the chilly night. Sometimes we would huddle in the dark, hands outstretched, warming ourselves near the blaze. Occasionally, one of us would wet the bed. To this day I don’t know which boy did it and the culprit has never admitted it. Still, I do know that often when it was my turn to put the log on the fire, I would rise out of a dry spot in the bed and after my departure, my brothers would all roll over. When I returned, I was forced to sleep on the wet spot.

My family was no better situated than everybody else. These were rough times, during the Great Depression, and even white people were suffering. Every black person was in the same boat, trying to eke out a living, keep their family fed, and maintain the land. My family was poor, but we kids did not know how poor we were. We had a kitchen stove that we cooked on, and a potbelly stove we used to burn wood for heat. It could get really cool during those long winter nights. I cannot remember ever sitting around the dinner table talking and eating, because we all couldn’t fit because of the sheer number of all of us. In fact, I cannot recall family conversations anyway. The rule in my home was that children talked with children, adults talked with adults, and no breach of the law was tolerated. We were never to talk with grown-ups until some adult asked us a question. And at mealtime we lined up and got our food, then ate it either on the porch in the winter or out in the yard during the summer when the house was too hot.

In the sweltering heat of the summer, nothing could outdo a bath. I remember taking baths underneath the big oak tree, its large branches forming a canopy over the two tin tubs in its dark shadows. Before we went into the field, we put the tubs on the ground and before long, the bright yellow sun had warmed the water into a hot soup. My mother supervised the bath activities, making sure that everybody got a decent share of time. Nobody hogged the bathwater with my mother looking out. There was one tub for the girls and one for the boys, with heaps of fun. My sisters got in and out of the tub quickly, proud and modest, and then we boys would have a good time jumping from tub to tub, splashing and acting a fool.

Winter was the harshest season of all. During the winter months, the wind would whistle through the wooden boards of the house, sending a chill through you if you were not standing directly in front of the fire. The water was cold when it was time to wash up. We didn’t take baths in the wintertime. To generate enough heat, we burned oak most of the time to warm the house. We took turns spinning and circling our bodies to take advantage of the glow. It was a rotating kind of warmth.

There was an old saying we all learned as kids: “Do you know why people from South Carolina wear long underwear in the winter and the summer, too?”

“Because what will keep you warm in the winter, will keep you cool in the summer,” people used to reply.

In the winter, I worked in the barn, getting the hay and feeding the animals. Everyone in the family shared in the hard work. We had to get ourselves out of bed before dawn every day to do the chores while our parents slept. The rooster would wake us up. We never had an alarm clock and didn’t know any people who had clocks in their homes. I didn’t even know that clocks had alarms. The only place where I saw a clock was in town.

None of us owned wristwatches either. We told time in different ways, by the angle of the sun and its rays, by the position of the moon in the night sky. We knew it was getting past noon when we felt the temperature rise. We knew the hottest time of the day was from the period of noon to 2 p.m. After that, we told time by how far away the sun was from setting in a shimmer on the horizon. You knew when winter was going to set in, around the first part of December, because you would see a beautiful full moon come up in a silver glow just after sunset. Coming from a farming background, people were close to nature and its season. Everybody paid close attention to the wishes and demands of the earth. Not so today.

In the still of the night, you would have all kinds of sounds coming from the woods, but you usually didn’t know what animals or things were making the sounds. Creatures of the dark. Night was a very happy time for me, since I could just look up into the sky and dream about somewhere else.

After the morning chores were completed, we’d walk a tiring three miles to school, while the white children, in buses, passed us on the road to their well-equipped classrooms and modern textbooks. Some of the black parents hated the bright-yellow school buses that were packed with the white children who cruelly waved to us as we trudged over the dirt roads. Many of the school officials said blacks did not pay enough taxes or show enough interest in quality education, so such luxuries or conveniences were not budgeted for the black schools.

Officials called this type of school system “separate but equal,” which was part and parcel of the Jim Crow process. As a southern black farm boy, I did not look at Jim Crow as oppressive; it was a way of life that I was raised in and in whose grip I probably would die. Every black person tolerated its isolation, its hatred, its way of regarding colored people as inferiors. When I was young, I and the other black kids walked to school with sore feet and dusty clothes to the building in St. Paul many miles away from home. Sometimes we could catch a ride in a wagon pulled by mules or, if we were lucky, a black farmer would drive us in the truck owned by the white boss.

In one of my best school memories in the early grades, I was eager to be cast for the school play, “Little Red Riding Hood,” and got the part of the “Big Bad Wolf” character. I loved acting. During the rehearsals, I proceeded to huff and puff but nothing much came out because I could not stop laughing. Following a few rehearsals where I continued to laugh nonstop, my teacher, Mrs. Blackwell, concluded that I was not good for the part. She did not like my clowning around. Instead, she permitted me to sing “God Bless America” before the start of the play. I did all right. At least, no one laughed.

My favorite thing to do at lunchtime was to play marbles. With the one-room schoolhouse in the background, we would all stand in circles in the rocky yard, hunched over and propelling the marbles against one another. The gang was all there, the little kids in one corner, the medium kids in another, and the bigger kids in a prized area. I was very good at this game and used to win all of the marbles.

One day, when I was deep into playing, I placed the marbles in a bag and some of the older boys approached me from behind and snatched it. I was so sad and angry. Running inside, I went to the principal, Mr. Shannon, and asked him to get the marbles back. He called the boys over, questioned them about the incident, and looked into their faces. The older boys replied they were just “funning,” and only teasing me because I won so much. I learned a lesson from that: “Take nothing for granted. What you think you have in the bag can get taken away quickly if you take your eyes off it.” I didn’t put it in those words back then, but I took the message to heart.

I found it difficult to “keep up with the Joneses” at school. Some of the older kids owned more clothes and had parents who gave them more money to spend. Some classmates made fun of me, the poor farm boy, because I didn’t have much and never had a lot of money. After a while, I realized that I just had to ignore them, go to school, and work on the farm.

The teacher was strict about us reading, writing, and spelling. She would call on us to read sentences from the frayed readers, spell out certain words, and give the meanings of the words. If one child failed to wither under her questioning, she called on the next one in the row. The boys sat on one side of the room, while the girls sat on the other side. I’m sorry now that I didn’t pay more attention in school. I really didn’t focus on school and book learning. I was not a bad boy, but I did get into my share of trouble. Mr. Shannon constantly told me that I was a good kid. “You’re not as bad as people say that you are,” he said to me. “But I have to keep my eye on you anyway.”

I had a master strategy, a clever plan to charm my teachers and distract them from looking at what I did not accomplish in school. Smiling sheepishly, I would present them with eggs and sweet potatoes and told them that my mother sent the gifts. If I hadn’t done the homework, I would just grin and explain that I forgot to bring it. I would give them a long explanation and they would tell me to bring it later, which I never did. I hated homework. When the presents ceased to work, I picked colorful flowers from the yards of my neighbors and put together tasteful bouquets to set on their desks. Many of my teachers got so caught up in the flowers that they forgot all about my homework.

Going to school was an outlet, an escape from home and the farm, but sometimes I was very tired by the time I got to school, after getting up at five in the morning and doing my chores and walking three miles to class. I liked my school, my teachers, and friends and would have liked to spend more time with them. As I got older, I liked the girls, but the only time I could really talk to a girl was on Sunday, because after school I always had to hurry home and do the evening chores. I wonder now whether I would have married one of those girls if I had stayed.

Other than school, church was the occasion where boys and girls could sit together without their parents fussing. “Going to meeting” was the big event of the week because it brought us all together as a unified community. Whenever people who had gone away came back for a visit, they always came on a church day so they could see everybody and be seen. They could let everybody know they had succeeded in life, had “made it,” and done well for themselves.

Church was where we could sing and laugh and worship as we pleased. Church was one of the only places where the signs of Jim Crow in public places, FOR COLORED and FOR WHITES, were not present and did not matter. Church was the place where kids could look nice—hair combed, faces washed, and clothes neat.

Traditionally, folks stayed at church all day on Sunday. When we came home Sunday night, we looked forward to eating some more good food, and we were still charged up from playing with our friends at church. That was the one time my father did not say anything about our excitement. He just let us play.

         

WHEN I WAS GROWING UP, life in Summerton hadn’t changed much since the Civil War. The majority of the land there was owned by white people, who were large landowners renting or contracting out their fields to blacks; seven out of every ten people in the county were black and nearly every one of those lived on a farm. My father was a sharecropper, working 25 acres of his own land but plowing and planting crops on 175 rented acres of field owned by a white man. That was not uncommon around there.

Clarendon County, where we lived, was 600 square miles of farm and pasture, broken up by woodlands of gum trees, oaks, and pines. To the eye, it was flat, marshy land. They call it low country, but it is not as low as right along the scenic coast. If you know South Carolina first-hand, you know that a plain cuts across the state, dividing the rich coastal country from the sand hills.

Summerton, with the surrounding communities of St. Paul, Davis Station, Cross Roads, and Goat Island, was about sixty miles inland. The town was originally called “Summertown” when it was founded by white plantation owners who desired a kind of resort community where their wives and children could escape for a time from the harsh summer heat. Blacks worked as cooks, servants, nannies, and lawn men in the more affluent resorts. However, the land in Summerton was still fertile enough for black folk to grow good crops, depending on the amount of rain to nourish the plants. The trick, according to good farmers, was to get enough moisture to quench a plant’s thirst but not enough to drown it. It was a delicate balance. Too dry was worse than too wet. The weather could be fickle sometimes and the farmers knew it.

“We need some rain in the worst way,” my father would say, standing over the parched soil. “We don’t want the plants to burn up.”

A week later, my father would say that he wished the rain would stop so the crops could catch a breath from all the moisture. Whenever we prayed, it seemed, we prayed about the rain but the message to the Almighty switched back and forth between “Lord, please let it rain” and “Lord, please let this rain stop.”

In early spring, when the rains started to wane, my father and other farmers plowed the earth and planted cotton, corn, oats, wheat, tomatoes, cucumbers, soybeans, watermelons, field peas, butter beans, sweet peas, and other vegetables. We raised sweet corn for eating while putting aside the other corn crop for feeding to the hogs and cows.

There were three ways to farm back in those days if you did not own the land—and few of the blacks owned land. First, if you could afford to rent, you paid eight dollars an acre, and then you farmed the land with your own fertilizer, mule, and equipment. Second, you could contract-farm, a slow process where you would get paid a dollar or two by the week for your labor. If you stayed there until harvesttime, you would get a bonus determined by the owner for the abundance of the crops. I did not know any families that took part in this contract process.

Or a farmer could sharecrop. This meant the white man owned everything, including the land, the fertilizer, the mules, and the equipment. Sometimes a farming family would be advanced food for the season: hog meat, two chickens, millet, cornmeal, and molasses. The cost of the food would be deducted from the profits at harvesttime. The black people provided the muscle and sweat, laboring in the sun, which burned in your chest as you cleared the stubborn weeds around your precious crops. Whatever way you farmed, using any of the three methods, you got a free house for your family. But unfortunately, despite the plentiful crops of the harvest, some farmers came up short and had to borrow money and food to tide them over until the next harvest season.

My father paid $320 a year to the McClarys for the use of his land. No one in the family knows where he got the money to get his start, but the deal was made with a handshake and a promise to do his best. He was a tireless worker, laboring long after others were panting from the heat and sore muscles, and he never complained. Farming was a daily responsibility. It was not an easy life.

Looking back, I realize that my father believed a man’s character was molded by hard work, determination, and keeping your word. Like most southern black men, he trusted in the credo of Booker T. Washington, that a man could be lifted by the mastery of his trade, sweat, and perseverance. Maybe he was like so many farmers who had large families with lots of children, potential workers to take their place in the field. They hoped to harvest the crops with a profit so that they could overcome the huge debt put on them by white owners.

My father was very strict with us, and he never gave us gifts of any kind, except around Christmastime. This was when I got new overalls and a pair of shoes. Holidays were fun when everybody came together, laughing and playing. We also hung stockings over the fireplace and got candles and trinkets in them. My father was the best provider. Nobody went hungry. Some men escaped their families and responsibilities, going north, but he never did. His family was everything to him.

What did my father look like? I can still see him in my mind’s eye so clearly. He had rough skin, straight black hair, and bushy eyebrows. Later in my life, I would come to think that he resembled President Richard Nixon with his profile and his notable eyebrows. I don’t think my father was a man to fret, stew over past mistakes, or be sentimental. He liked his privacy, going off by himself. Occasionally, he would get together with his men friends at a café on a Saturday night, drinking and listening to the live music there. My mother did not object because she knew he worked hard during the week. We boys respected yet feared my father because he was a man of action and few words. He didn’t talk much except to get a point across to us.

My brother Charlie was a prankster who was always into something and blaming it on me. I was a soft touch. I tried not to make a fuss at first, but my parents knew how Charlie was. At school, it took the teacher a long time to realize that it was Charlie who hid the pencils or made funny faces when her back was turned, not me.

Still, Charlie would lie with a straight face, and say innocently: “My brother Bertie did it.” He could be very convincing when he tried. When I got older, I always thought Charlie could be a salesman or even a politician.

Charlie, whose nickname was Cherokee, was a handsome guy with straight hair just like my father’s. As he got older, he had a beautiful gray streak going through his hair that the girls really liked. Most of my brothers were born with straight hair, but I had nappy hair. And you know with colored folk, hair was everything.

When Charlie graduated from school, he departed for New York City, seeking a better life there than he found in the segregated South. Although my father did not like his leaving the farm, he did not raise a ruckus. Charlie’s actions inspired my brother John to dream of escaping Summerton.

Escaping, or “going up the road” as the locals put it, was a very common dream among blacks in our town in the 1930s and ’40s. Plenty of blacks from the fields ran off to the northern cities of Chicago, Detroit, Washington, D.C., New York City, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. During this time, my older brother Robert had already joined the Marine Corps and another brother, John, was also on his own.

While I was still a little boy, my father decided he wanted to move across the road to another house for a little more space. He wanted to stretch out. The new house, constructed of brick, had a couple more rooms and a bigger barn. Folks thought the house was kind of “modern”-style for those days. Very fancy. Along with four bedrooms, the house contained a large kitchen with an enormous stove. We had no electricity back then, so we used kerosene lamps or candles, which my mother worried would hurt our eyes. Refrigeration meant buying huge blocks of ice from the icehouse in town to keep the food packed so that it remained cool and unspoiled.

Like many of the houses in town, our place had no indoor plumbing. We didn’t even know what a kitchen sink was. For fresh water, there was a well with a hand pump and sometimes you got a workout just to get a decent amount in the bucket. The toilet was in an outhouse situated a good distance from the house. You wanted to put the outhouse as far away as possible and hope that when the wind blew hard it would not be blowing in your direction. At night, our family used a slop bucket in the house rather than going all the way to the outhouse.

There was no green, manicured lawn around our house, just a yard of weeds that my brothers and I cut with a scythe while my sisters kept it neat by sweeping. When the yard was clean, the sand on top was the color and consistency of beach sand. Summerton is only sixty miles from Myrtle Beach. Whereas the soil on the farm was a gray-brown color, when it was plowed it turned up the tinge of a red clay. When Martin Luther King, Jr. frequently referred to the red hills of Georgia, it reminded me of the brick color of the ground back home. I used to love to plow that soil with the blade and the ox because it made me feel like a big man. My father put me to work when I was ten years old. I was doing a man’s work when I was belt-high: weeding, planting, and plowing. The grown-ups praised my father for rearing me right, to be a hard worker like him. Now, other kids my age did little chores around the house, sweeping or mopping, but they did not plow or run the heavy equipment.

I plowed barefoot in the fields, day in and day out, with my shoeless feet in the earth. That was a good feeling. I still like to walk around with no shoes on. We had to wash our dirty feet in a basin on the back porch before we went into the house. We only wore shoes in the winter, because it got too cold to do otherwise. There was a time when I was proud to be a farmer’s son. Turning over that red soil gave me a good feeling, because I could look down the row I had just done and know that I had accomplished something. It was also wonderful to know my brothers thought I could earn my keep. After I finished a day’s work, Robert would pat me on the back and say that I was doing a good job. That felt great.

Robert later told me, long after I left the farm, that my father thought I was one of his best workers. I knew that nobody had to stand over me to see if I did the job. I just did it. But my father never spoke a word about the quality of my work to me. There were no compliments from my father. In fact, he wouldn’t say anything, but sometimes I would catch him sitting there, studying me like he would look at a clear sky for a dark cloud.

         

WHEN MARCH CAME, the frosts were over, and it was time to get ready for planting. I assisted in the planting and cultivation of the cotton, corn, hay, field peas, wheat, oats, and tobacco. We didn’t do much tobacco, only about an acre. The month of May brought the start of hot weather, and the mosquitoes, gnats, and flies swarmed out of the marshes and swamps and into the cotton fields where we worked. Some people were so used to them that they could no longer feel them. However, with the overpowering heat, others became sick from staying out in the fields too long and getting bitten so much.

In Summerton, malaria, “the fever,” was a serious topic of talk during that time. Everyone was afraid of it because it had a very high death rate. The fever was caused by a mosquito-borne disease that produced high temperatures, chills, and flulike symptoms. Government officials say almost 30,000 people died from malaria in the southeastern states in the 1940s. Federal programs distributed fresh bed-nets, insecticides, and antimalaria drugs, and later quinine would be introduced in several coastal areas. Still, there were special roots and herbs used to combat the fever among local blacks and to make them well. The elders, at the first sign of the fever, would offer the ailing person feverfew for reducing the fever, white willow to heal inflamed organs and relieve night sweats, and burdock to purify the blood. In a few days, health would be restored.

“Cover yourself, boy, before you go into the field, because I don’t want you to get the fever,” Daddy told me. He wanted me to take every precaution against the disease. Since I covered myself with long pants and long-sleeved shirts in the field, I never got the fever, although I got bitten several times. I didn’t know anyone personally who died from malaria, but word traveled to us that a number of people had perished from the disease.

We kids swam in the creek and often came home hot all over with a fever from the bugs. Whenever this happened to me or any of my siblings, my mother took a special flower, put it in a towel with alcohol and tied it around our heads. How funny we must have looked. I have no idea what the flower was but some say it was lavender. Unbelievable as it may seem, the home remedy always brought the fever down.

September was a happy time, because that was when the cotton was ready to pick, thus that was when everybody had money. I helped to bale the cotton. I was always thinking ahead. I remember putting a little water on the cotton to make it heavier so it would weigh as much as possible. Truthfully, I never felt the least bit guilty, because we all knew the cotton buyers fixed their scales so they could pay less than the crop was worth. They shortchanged us. When it was the buying season, the cotton gin stayed open all night for people transporting raw cotton for sale. There was grueling work to be done at harvesttime.

Once you gathered the cotton, you started with the stack cutter, a two-wheeled, sharp-bladed device pulled by two mules, which had a seat on which you could ride. Somehow, when I was eleven, I had an accident and got thrown off the cutter.

“What have you done, child?” my mother asked me, cradling my head.

“I fell off the cutter and it ran over my legs,” I replied, trying not to look at my slashed limbs. I was determined to be brave, like a grown-up.

A few of the men carried me home, with my mother at my side and a blood-soaked blanket tossed over my legs. I refused to let my siblings see me cry. They placed me down on the bed and uncovered my legs to see the extent of my injuries. Today, of course, I would have been rushed to a hospital, received an antibiotic and stitches as treatment, but there wasn’t any emergency room back then in Clarendon County for blacks. My mother knew what to do, wrapping some spiderwebs around my mangled legs to stop the bleeding. I was laid up for a long time, knowing full well that if my legs got infected I might lose them, but luckily no gangrene set into them.

         

SEVERAL MEMBERS OF MY FAMILY were located nearby in the tight-knit community. In fact, my grandmother’s house was very close and one of my aunt’s clan lived a few miles away. The landscape in the summer was lush, green, full of fruit trees and flowers. Down the way a piece was the Hemmingway farm, where I worked sometimes for spare change by picking boll weevils from the cotton plants in the field. The Hemmingways were white and owned over a thousand acres, like the McClarys, our landlords and owners of the cotton gin where we took our crop. John, my oldest brother, worked for the McClarys at their sawmill and other places. He was allowed to have a job of his own, so he would have his own money and not be totally dependent on working on our farm.

The boll weevils, which infested the cotton plants, could ruin a crop. I filled up a pint-sized can with the bugs in about a half a day for less than a quarter per can, supervised by the Hemmingway’s son, Bubba, who made sure that the bottom of the can was not just stuffed with green leaves.

Bubba was about my age, and since we were neighbors we had played together since we were little kids. We loved to play marbles together. I beat him most of the time. Sometimes I allowed him to win because he was so bad at the game. In fact, he was terrible at sports—all sports. When he played ball, kicking it back and forth in our made-up games, I let him hit it over the line for a point every so often, just to make the game more interesting. I was never athletic, but I was a champ in comparison to Bubba Hemmingway.

Bubba and I sat around and talked a lot about coming to each other’s house to spend the night, having a sleepover of sorts. Neither of us ever mentioned it to our parents. It was just something we discussed, but it was not going to come true. Bubba was usually the one to bring it up, I think, because he was curious about how we lived. We always knew how white people lived because we worked in their homes, but they never got into ours. We remained a mystery to them. When white people sometimes came by our homes, we met them at the door, whether they stopped to drop off clothes for my mother to wash or to get something from the garden. We did not let them enter.

Bubba’s father, Mr. Hemmingway, was a rough-looking man, around six-foot-four, weighing about two-hundred pounds. I never really saw his wife or his daughters, since they always put the food out for us when they fed us some lunch during our workday in the fields. They made sure that we were a distance from the house and went hurriedly back through the door to “safety.” The lunch wasn’t anything much: syrup and biscuits or cornbread, sometimes a baloney or peanut-butter sandwich, and always a glass of milk.

For the main shopping in Summerton, we stopped at the Hemmingway’s small store, which was a short foot from their house. If you wanted to get something from there, such as sardines or candy or cookies, you could buy them, but you wouldn’t receive any money after working all day. That was the arrangement. Even worse, depending on what you got, you sometimes owed the Hemmingways and had to come back the following day to work it off.

The McClarys owned a bigger store that also sold clothes, along with tractors and all the latest farm equipment. Mr. McClary was a businessman, a wheeler-dealer whom I never saw, since he was always in his office. He employed only white workers at the store, and most black folks had no reason to go in his place, because they could not afford his farm equipment.

We all preferred the general store in town, which was owned by Mr. McDougal, who would let us trade goods for goods, unlike the other store owners, who liked to
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