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In memory of my parents, Iris and Bob

For my sisters, Evelyn and Helen





PROLOGUE The Unfinished Project

Twenty-five large cardboard boxes dominate my office in the sociology department. The outdated building feels uninspiring, and the room is small and drab. Classes start in just a few weeks, and I need to get ready for the fall semester. The late-summer heat seeps into the room, making the daunting task ahead feel even heavier. When I moved from Evanston, Illinois, to Philadelphia to begin my faculty position at the University of Pennsylvania, I had the boxes shipped directly to my new office.

After my father’s passing and my mother’s devastating stroke and subsequent death a few years later, my sister Evelyn had sent me the boxes from our parents’ home. Back then, I was living in a spacious old house near the Northwestern University campus, where I was teaching. As the only sibling with a basement big enough to store them—and the only academic among us—I became the natural custodian of this archive. For nearly a decade, the boxes had gathered dust in my basement while I continued putting off the overwhelming job of sorting through the papers they contained. But when I relocated to Philadelphia, the stack of boxes looming in my office forced me to confro–≠nt the inevitable.

I reach for a pair of scissors from my desk drawer and slice through the tape sealing one of the boxes. Inside, I find piles of yellowed papers held together with rusty staples, their edges brittle with age. The text on the pages had been created with an old-fashioned typewriter, the kind that went clickity-clack when you pecked at the keys. It hits me. These must be transcripts of interviews my father conducted with interracial couples while I was growing up in Chicago in the 1960s. As far back as I can remember, my father, an anthropology professor, was consumed by writing a book about interracial marriage. His obsession with documenting the lives of Black-white couples for his book was a constant presence in my childhood. In the rambling Victorian house in the Kenwood neighborhood, where I grew up with my twin sisters, only a year younger than me, my father’s book suffused our family life. Daddy spent countless hours cloistered in his third-floor study, engaged in the research that defined his career. The mixed marriage project was his life’s work, a passion that seemed to permeate every corner of our home and every memory of my upbringing.

Yet for all his intellectual intensity, my father had a genial, easygoing warmth about him. He was devoted to spending time with my sisters and me, balanced between lecturing us about his work and having fun with us—howling with laughter on a roller coaster or showing family movies in the living room on Saturday evenings. He was quick to chuckle. Slow to anger. Everyone felt comfortable in his company. He wasn’t strikingly handsome, but he had a pleasant, approachable look, with soft edges and a twinkle in his greenish-gray eyes.

Now, in my hands for the first time, are the original interviews—the very ones that sent Daddy roaming Chicago neighborhoods in search of Black people married to white people, found their way into our dinnertime conversations, drew him into his study afterward to labor over his book, brought unforgettable couples into our home, taught my sisters and me enduring lessons about race, family, and love. In an instant, what minutes before had felt like an arduous chore transforms into an exhilarating if uncertain expedition.

I pull the top transcript from the pile. Its thin, crackling pages are so aged that they’ve turned a dingy beige, the edges of the first sheets chipped away. At the top right corner of the first page is a four-line caption. I sink into my desk chair, captivated, and begin to read.

Interview with Mrs. ALBERTS. The original typewritten name has been scratched out with black ink and ALBERTS is written in longhand—a pseudonym. My heart jumps when I recognize my father’s handwriting.

32-- Prairie Avenue. The last two numbers of the address have been erased and replaced with two handwritten dashes.

By Robert Roberts

February 19, 1937

As far as I know, my father had conducted the interviews in the 1960s. This date must be when Mrs. Alberts got married. I retrieve more transcripts from the box and skim the notes at the top. All have dates in 1937. At first, I wonder if all the couples he interviewed were married in that year, but that seems an unlikely coincidence. Suddenly, it occurs to me: Daddy spoke to these couples in 1937. Computations spring into my head. My father was born in August 1915. That means he was only twenty-one years old when he interviewed Mrs. Alberts, while he was a graduate student at the University of Chicago.

I clutch the stack of transcripts to my chest, unable to move. I feel faint. The date these interviews took place upends the story I have always known about my father’s research. For my entire life, I thought that my white father had first started studying interracial relationships when he met my Black Jamaican mother in the 1950s. His obsession with mixed marriages was supposed to have been motivated by his falling in love with her when she was his student at Roosevelt College. As a child, I saw my father’s research as a reflection of the love my parents had for each other. I believed that my father’s faith in the promise of interracial marriage grew from the steadfast devotion they shared. Turns out that he had begun interviewing Black-white couples more than a decade before he met my mother.

My mind races. How did my young father, the son of Welsh and German immigrants raised in a whites-only neighborhood, become so intrigued by marriages between white and Black people? In deeply segregated Chicago, his childhood neighborhood of Logan Square had been violently protected from the influx of Black migrants. My father had been four years old at the time of the notorious Red Summer of 1919, when mobs of white people beat, stoned, and shot Black residents and burned down their homes and businesses. I wonder if he even knew any Black people growing up.

My father’s mother and brother were far from open to interracial relationships. Daddy waited until his own mother passed away to marry my mother, as he didn’t want to upset her. I barely knew my uncles, even though they lived in Chicago. His younger brother, Edward, disowned him after the wedding, and I never met him.

More unsettling questions flood my mind. This new timeline suggests that an academic interest in mixed marriages might have prompted my father to pursue one himself. Did he marry my mother because of his obsession with interracial intimacy, rather than the other way around? Overwhelmed by this notion, I decide to ignore the boxes a little longer.



So it was that the boxes containing my father’s papers stayed stored away in my sociology office throughout the fall and spring semesters, while I spent most of my time working from my more comfortable office in the law school. When summer arrived, I finally had the time and emotional fortitude to deal with them. With the help of two Penn undergraduate students, I sorted through the interview files, along with photographs, letters, newspaper articles, and lecture notes. Six of the boxes were filled with transcripts of interviews conducted with Black-white couples in Chicago, nearly five hundred interviews in total, spanning from 1937 through the 1980s. My father had given all the couples pseudonyms to protect their identities. The breakdown was remarkable: 138 interviews from the 1930s, just 1 from 1940, 63 from the 1950s, 234 from the 1960s, 20 from the 1970s, and 10 from the 1980s. The interviews were numbered, and it was immediately clear that many were missing. A large chunk of the 1950s interviews—likely half—had been lost. As for the 1940s, I suspect there had only ever been that one interview: my father served in the army during World War II and had been stationed in Europe during that time.

Over the next several years, I dipped into the boxes—leafing through interviews, lingering over old photographs, perusing various papers—until I decided to devote an entire summer to reading all of my father’s interview transcripts. I wanted to immerse myself in this project while staying in my childhood neighborhood, so I began searching for summer rentals in Hyde Park–Kenwood and nearby areas. Through a website for academics, I found a miraculous listing. A couple with ties to the University of Chicago, currently living overseas, was renting out their apartment just two blocks from the house I grew up in. From the living room windows, I would be able to see my old elementary school and the street leading to my childhood home. It felt like fate.

The rental apartment seemed instantly familiar. Decorated with items from the couple’s travels—brass trays, Middle Eastern carpets, and intriguing drawings—it mirrored the aesthetic of my childhood home. A spacious room at the front served as a study, lined with bookshelves and furnished with a comfortable chair and a desk, perfect for reading and taking notes. A large brown leather chair to the side provided a cozy spot for reflection. I packed lightly for myself, but I shipped six large boxes of transcripts, labeled by decade, to arrive the day after I moved in.

On a sweltering June afternoon, the boxes were delivered intact, save for one with a gash that thankfully hadn’t damaged the papers. I hauled them up three flights of stairs, drenched in sweat by the time I finished. Midway through, a neighbor introduced himself with a cheerful “Let me know if I can help with anything” before bounding off—leaving me to chuckle at the irony of his offer as I continued to tackle the task alone.

I turned the dining room into my depot, stacking the boxes neatly against the walls. I started with the interviews from the 1930s, laying the transcripts in piles on the dining room table in chronological order. Once I finished reading that decade, I returned the transcripts to their boxes and moved on to the 1950s and then the 1960s, following the same method. My daily routine became a rhythm of simplicity and focus: a light breakfast of yogurt and tea, a jog around the schoolyard and the block I grew up on, and hours in the study with a stack of transcripts carried from the dining room. Often, I would lose myself so completely that lunchtime came and went unnoticed. Even after dinner, I would return to the transcripts, reading late into the night. Sometimes I would go an entire day without speaking to another human being. My daughter suggested, quite seriously, that I should set a timer to remind myself to stand up, eat, and take bathroom breaks. But the interviews were so absorbing that I would ignore the timer, and I eventually abandoned it. Each morning, I woke up eager to continue, and by the end of the summer, I realized it was the most pleasurable reading I had ever done in my life.

I was awestruck by the breadth of the interviews. My father had opened a window into the extraordinary lives of couples who had dared to cross Chicago’s racial boundaries at the turn of the twentieth century. Their stories stretched across the city’s shifting racial landscape—through the start of the Great Migration, the aftermath of World War II, and the seismic changes of the civil rights movement. But the interviews didn’t just illuminate history; they pulled me headlong into mysteries that shattered my settled understanding of my family. They unearthed vivid memories of engaging my father in discussions about his research and forced me to confront my evolving identity as a Black girl with a white father. Reading his conversations with Black-white couples sparked new, imagined conversations with him—questions I hadn’t known to ask when he was alive, questions I now sought answers to in the transcripts he had left behind.



In one of the boxes, I found a manila folder bulging with correspondence between my father and editors at various publishers, including both trade and university presses. I had no idea he had made so many attempts to publish his book. I remember only one publishing arrangement from my childhood—when my father signed a contract with the major New York publishing house Simon & Schuster. It was the biggest news we celebrated in our Kenwood home. Bigger than my father receiving a Fulbright fellowship to teach in Cairo, Egypt. Bigger than my mother becoming a U.S. citizen. Bigger than my eighth-grade graduation. When my father announced the book contract, a wave of jubilation had swept through our house. Buzzing with excitement, our whole family piled into our sky-blue Rambler and drove to Kon-Tiki Ports, a restaurant in the Sheraton Hotel in downtown Chicago, for a celebratory dinner.

Despite his lofty aspirations and our encouragement, my father failed to deliver the manuscript to Simon & Schuster. The details are hazy, but I remember that Daddy had to return the advance he received. The joy that filled our home when he signed the contract was replaced by a pall of disappointment when he breached it.

I don’t know why my father struggled so much to complete his manuscript. Perhaps, by trying to do too much, he managed to accomplish too little. Overwhelmed by the multitude of topics his work inspired, he lost focus on what was the most compelling aspect of his research: the face-to-face interviews he—and later, my mother—undertook with hundreds of interracial couples who shared their stories of crossing Chicago’s color line. These stories, stored away for decades in cardboard boxes, were left for me to explore.

At first, I thought I might finish the book my father never published. But as I explored the transcripts, I realized a different story was unfolding—the story of my parents themselves, woven through every interview. It was their story I wanted to follow, traced through the lives of the couples they had met. I would read those intertwined accounts not just to piece together their project but to solve the deeper mysteries the boxes had stirred—about my parents, my family, and ultimately, about myself.





CHAPTER 1 Origins
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Transcript of Mrs. Alberts interview, February 19, 1937

Mrs. Alberts

February 19, 1937

The first box of interviews from the 1930s is unpacked, stacks of transcripts spread in chronological order across the dining room table. A cup of green tea in hand, I carry the first pile to the study—the space that will serve as home for the rest of the summer. My eyes close as I let out a deep sigh, a steadying breath before the expedition begins. In my hands, the fragile pages feel almost sacred, holding the essence of a life’s work that once shaped my childhood and wound itself deep into the fabric of who I have become. From the top of the pile, I remove the interview with Mrs. Alberts, careful not to damage its yellowed and brittle pages.

Six months shy of his twenty-second birthday, my father arrived at a building on Prairie Avenue in a Black neighborhood of Chicago, where he hoped to interview a white woman whom he learned was married to a Black man. He walked up the stairs to the second-floor apartment and knocked on the door. A young “colored” man opened the door and left to summon Mrs. Alberts. A few moments later, she appeared at the entryway. She is a white woman, apparently about twenty-five years of age, my father noted, also commenting that the appearance of the room was very unattractive and dirty-looking. He could see two little children playing on a bed inside. Remaining at the entrance, he explained that he was from the University of Chicago and helping to conduct a study of the neighborhood. He had heard that Mrs. Alberts might know about a club that he was interested in. She asked, “Who told you about me?”

“Mrs. L. said that you might know of a club called the Mannasses Club, which is composed of Negroes who have married white persons,” my father replied.

Mrs. Alberts said she had never heard of this club. Instead, she was eager to tell my father about the Young Democratic Club she belonged to. She excitedly recounted her efforts to win her predominantly colored precinct over to the Democratic Party. “The people here used to be all Republicans, but we got a lot of them at the last election,” she boasted. “I told the people, ‘Roosevelt’s your man. Do you think there’d be any WPA if Landon got in? You don’t want to see the boys loafing in pool halls and saloons and your girls out hustling again.’ ”

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt had been elected to his second term the previous year after defeating Alf Landon, the Republican governor of Kansas, in a landslide victory. Roosevelt had introduced a sweeping series of reforms and social welfare programs, collectively known as the New Deal, aimed at bringing immediate relief from the economic devastation of the Great Depression. The New Deal included massive public works initiatives, like the millions of jobs dispensed by the Works Progress Administration, WPA for short, which Mrs. Alberts had referred to. To win another election, Roosevelt needed votes from Chicago residents.

The 1930s marked a turning point in the racial dynamics of presidential politics. Before Roosevelt, the majority of Black Americans sided with Republicans, the party of Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass. Convincing them to shift their allegiance to the Democratic Party was crucial. For many recent migrants from the South—who represented a growing share of Mrs. Alberts’s precinct—this election was their first opportunity to vote. Mrs. Alberts’s enthusiasm for Roosevelt was part of the groundswell of popular sentiment that ultimately propelled FDR to an unprecedented third term three years later, making him the longest-sitting president in U.S. history.

My father, undeterred, pressed Mrs. Alberts about the Mannasses Club. Might her husband know about the organization? When she said that he might, my father proposed to return in a week to speak with Mr. Alberts.

“Perhaps you would be interested in this club if I can get some information about it,” my father offered.

At that moment, one of the children, a three-year-old boy, ran over to Mrs. Alberts. He appeared to have only the slightest trace of Negroid features, my father observed. His hair was rather wavy and light brown. A baby, which Mrs. Alberts identified as hers, slept in a cradle, at first obstructed from view. Two colored children played with Mrs. Alberts’s son in the apartment and a colored girl my father estimated as ten or eleven years old came and went from across the hall behind where my father was standing. My father wasn’t sure if any of the darker youngsters was also Mrs. Alberts’s. I didn’t learn who these children were, but they seemed to be perfectly at home there.

Before taking his leave, my father walked into the room to get a better look at the baby, seemingly anxious to inspect the infant’s appearance.


The baby appeared to be about a year or a year and a half old. I didn’t ask whether it was a boy or girl. It had reddish hair and light skin. I could see no trace of Negro in the baby’s hair or skin. Its face did seem to be slightly Negroid but I am sure that I wouldn’t have thought so if I hadn’t heard that Mr. Alberts is colored. Neither would I probably have noticed any trace of Negro in Mrs. Alberts’ three-year-old boy if I hadn’t been looking for it.



This was the earliest interview I found in my father’s papers and reading it left me aghast. No trace of Negro? Slightly Negroid? I didn’t recognize my father in these words, given his outspoken admiration for my dark-skinned mother, his love for my sisters and me. I was baffled until I recalled the era in which he wrote it. He was being trained as an anthropologist at the University of Chicago in the 1930s. I imagine the professor leading Daddy’s ethnographic methods class had instructed the students to take meticulous note of the racial traits of their research subjects. He was probably taught those words to describe Black people in his anthropology lectures.

One of the Black men my father interviewed later that year tried to impress him by reciting the five races. “I learned them in school many years ago,” he boasted. “There’s the Caucasian, the Ethiopian, the Mongolian, the Malay, and the Red Race, or American Indians.” He added, “I can name the five senses, too.”

The man had been reciting the racial classifications described by German professor Johann Friedrich Blumenbach in the third edition of his influential treatise, On the Natural Varieties of Mankind, published in 1795. Blumenbach was the first to lend scientific credibility to the racial category Caucasian, derived from the people who inhabited the Caucasus Mountains, which he deemed the most beautiful. He postulated that Caucasians, encompassing the white populations of Europe and neighboring regions, represented the ideal from which the other races “degenerated.” While it should be obvious that Blumenbach fabricated this scheme for categorizing human beings, most Americans today would probably respond similarly if asked to name the races, though perhaps using language that seems less offensive to modern ears.

My alarm dissipating, I reflect on other clues about my father lodged in his first conversation with Mrs. Alberts. Mixed with his fascination with the children’s physical traits is his interest in the Mannasses Club, what drew him to interview her in the first place. In his first foray into interracial marriage there’s a glimpse of an aspect of my father’s research that would become more prominent in the future—his desire not only to study mixed marriages but to promote them. Barely in his twenties, my father had already veered away from the anthropological study of innate differences between races that dominated his field to embark on a quest to reveal their commonality.

It astounds me that my father felt so comfortable stepping into the homes of strangers—crossing Chicago’s so-called color line—to ask deeply personal questions about their intimate lives. His fascination with interracial marriage, which was taboo at the time, had clearly begun when he was young, but what sparked it was a mystery to me.



Daddy was born in Chicago on August 17, 1915. Professionally, he went by Robert E. T. Roberts, but my mother and his friends simply called him Bob.

Among the items I found in the boxes was a book with a light blue cloth cover, titled Baby’s Life in gold lettering. Published by Barse and Hopkins, its copyright dates to 1913. On the first page, a printed inscription reads “This Book Is a Record of the Baby Life of,” followed by my father’s full name, Robert Edward Thomas Roberts, handwritten in black ink. Inside, there’s an old-fashioned illustration of a white baby with light hair, rosy cheeks, a thumb stuck between red lips. On the “Baby’s Birth” page, someone recorded my father’s birthplace as 3222 Dickens Avenue in Chicago and his birth weight as eight and a half pounds.

The “Mother’s Notes” section provides small glimpses into his early life. His first bank account was opened at Illinois Trust and Savings Bank with a $10 deposit made by his uncle Paul Reinert. At just a month old, he took his first automobile ride to attend his mother’s cousin’s birthday party. His first word, “Dada,” came at six months of age.

On the pages labeled “Family Tree,” names are recorded all the way back to his great-grandparents on both sides.

I never met my grandparents on my father’s side. Both had died before I was born, even before my parents were married. Daddy’s father, Alfred Roberts, was Welsh and grew up in Devauden, a small bucolic village in Wales near the border with England. His family owned two homes there in the 1800s, one called “the Well,” and the other “Beaufort House.” I inherited a painting of one of the homes, which depicts a simple two-story house made of tan stone or stucco, featuring a slate roof, brick chimneys on both ends, three windows on the second floor, and two windows flanking the front door. Alfred, born in 1884, was the ninth child of Thomas Roberts, a stonemason and landowner, and Emily Morgan. Historical records locate his birthplace of Monmouthshire in either England or Wales. Daddy had once said something about Monmouthshire belonging for one hundred years to England and one hundred years to Wales. Even my father’s pure British side is the subject of fuzzy boundaries.

As a teenager, Alfred left Devauden for Birmingham, England, to attend technical school and work as an apprentice in a photoengraving shop owned by his older sister’s husband. Daddy told my sisters and me that his father, known as Alfie, was a star soccer player—what my father called a “footballer”—in England. I recall him saying that his father had played for the legendary team Aston Villa. That may have been apocryphal, for when I reported it to a professor from England I met at a conference, he told me the following day that he had checked the team’s historical rosters and could find no Alfie Roberts on them. I suspected that this white professor couldn’t believe that I, as a Black American, had a grandfather who played for a famous English soccer team. Roberts family lore also includes the story of Alfie shooting down an enemy plane with a rifle in Serbia during World War I. He was awarded a knife made from metal retrieved from the downed aircraft. The knife reportedly remains somewhere in the Roberts family.

When his brother-in-law sold the shop, Alfie, determined to find his fortune in America, made the transatlantic journey from Liverpool to New York in 1911. By the following year, he had settled in Chicago, where he swiftly secured a position as a photoengraver. I don’t know much about my grandfather, except that he was a dedicated Mason and achieved the rank of commander, the highest office, in the Humboldt Park Commandery. This is corroborated by a large portrait passed down to me, depicting him in his Masons regalia. The jacket, embellished with medals and gold-threaded epaulets, along with the splendidly feathered hat, bears a striking resemblance to a British general’s military uniform. On a cold winter day in 1944, when he was fifty-nine years old, Alfie returned home from work and collapsed, succumbing to a brain aneurysm.

The maternal side of my father’s family was German. At the age of twenty, Daddy’s grandmother, Dora Huch, my near namesake, set sail for New York from Hamburg with her family—Louis C. Huch, my great-great-grandfather; his wife, Louise; and their six children. The year was 1883. Louis had sold his tannery in Northeim with the aspiration of establishing a more profitable business in America. Among the heirlooms in my basement, I inherited the wooden chest that carried their belongings from Germany. Louis and his son George found work at a tannery in Chicago, where George befriended another German employee, Edward Reinert. Edward immigrated to the United States in the same year as the Huchs, arriving at the port of Baltimore from Bremen, Germany, aboard a ship named the SS Braunschweig. When Louis launched his own tannery business, Edward quit his job and went to work for him.

A frequent guest at the Huch home, Edward became close to Louis’s oldest daughter, Dora. They tied the knot in the summer of 1890. Their daughters, twins like my sisters, were born two years later. One girl died at ten weeks; Johanna, my grandmother, survived. By 1907, Edward had saved enough money—perhaps with help from his father-in-law—to buy a solid graystone two-flat for the family. These sturdy two-story homes built of brick or graystone, with an apartment on each floor and bay windows overlooking the street, became a defining feature of European immigrant neighborhoods between 1900 and 1930, offering a foothold for families building new lives in the city. The dwelling, equipped with the modern conveniences of furnace heat and electric light, had recently been constructed on Wrightwood Avenue in the Logan Square neighborhood on Chicago’s North Side. Established out of farmland in the mid-1800s, Logan Square attracted upwardly mobile Scandinavians and Germans like the Reinerts. This was the family home my father would live in until he married my mother.

Johanna was employed as a stenographer at the engraving company when Alfie came to work there. After they wed in 1914, Alfie and Johanna rented a five-room flat in Logan Square, where my father was born a year later. The family soon moved in with Johanna’s parents on Wrightwood Avenue. So it was that my father, along with his younger brothers, Edward and Alfred, grew up in the Reinert household, which included their grandparents, Edward and Dora. On the first floor, where the children, their Welsh father, and their second-generation American mother resided, everyone spoke English. German was spoken on the second floor, where the immigrant grandparents lived.

Daddy would often regale my sisters and me with humorous stories about Dora, especially her struggles with the English language. He would burst into laughter after reciting the words she mangled, imitating her German accent. He told us that she called vitamins “wickateens.” It was evident, though, that Daddy held the greatest affection for his grandmother. In a paper he wrote as a college student for Psychology 101, whose professor emphasized the importance of heredity, Daddy praised his seventy-one-year-old grandmother for her mental sharpness and loving nature. He wrote, “Whatever physical traits I may have inherited from her are assets, as her pep, endurance, and vitality are to be envied.” It wasn’t until I read my father’s papers that I truly understood the meaning of my name. My father had told me as a child that I was named after our ancestor, Dora Huch, but I hadn’t given it much thought. Now, knowing the name held a special significance drew me closer to my father. He had named me after the family member he cherished the most.

Raised in a bilingual household, my father spoke fluent German. In retrospect, I realize that German influenced my upbringing, too. Daddy used to recite jokes from his childhood that made witty uses of German words. For example, he often repeated a funny phrase that went along with flushing the toilet: bitteschön, dankeschön, pull the chain! When anyone sneezed in our house, the response was “Gesundheit!”—Health! My sisters and I learned to pronounce German words correctly. To this day, we say Volkswagen the way Germans do—Folksvagen. Daddy taught us several German children’s songs. I can still recite my favorite lyrics in German.


Mein Hut, der hat drei Ecken,

Drei Ecken hat mein Hut,

Und hätt er nicht drei Ecken,

So wär es nicht mein Hut.



When I was in eighth grade, I enrolled in a German-language course at Kenwood High School and took early-morning classes before the start of my regular school day. I learned rudimentary German that year, but didn’t continue to study the language, replacing it with French and Spanish in high school and college. All I remember now is the alliterative request “Gib mir bitte das Brot und die Butter” (Please pass the bread and the butter), probably because, unusual for German, it flows rhythmically off the tongue. I enjoyed learning a new language, and the pleasure I felt in speaking in a different tongue lasted into my adulthood. I don’t recall thinking that learning German had anything to do with my heritage, though. Perhaps because I never met my paternal grandmother, I didn’t think of myself as being part German. The German that accented my childhood was but one of many, many flavors in the smorgasbord of cultures that marked our Kenwood home.

Besides, Mommy preferred French and also taught my sisters and me phrases in that language. One of the first books she read to us was La Vache Curieuse (The Curious Cow), written in French, about a cow whose inquisitiveness gets her in lots of trouble. As with the German songs, we could recite all the words like little Parisians.

I try to imagine what my father’s childhood community was like. Logan Square was a landing spot for immigrants arriving from Europe like his Welsh father and German grandparents, as well as assimilated ethnic Americans like his mother, in the early twentieth century. The neighborhood was on the white side of Chicago’s infamous color line, the violently patrolled boundary dividing Black and white residents of the city. A Local Community Fact Book on Chicago reported that in 1930 there were only 19 Negroes and 67 people of Other Races living in Logan Square out of a population of 114,174.

My father probably had no Black friends, classmates, or neighbors when he was a boy. His high school yearbooks display photos of white students exclusively. The only Black individuals he would have encountered were likely servants. I wonder what he absorbed about Black people as a child. If anything, he probably heard disparaging stereotypes about them from the adults around him. The dominant images of Black women, men, and children at the time depicted us as lazy, stupid, and incompetent. The Mason lodge that my grandfather commanded most certainly excluded Black people. As historian Lynn Dumenil writes about white Masons from 1880 to 1930, “Not only did Masonry not admit blacks, but Grand Lodges also denied that Prince Hall Masonry, a black Masonic order that had existed since 1774, was an authentic part of Masonry.”

The decade into which my father was born was marked by a campaign of white terror designed to uphold the city’s racist hierarchy and segregated landscape. Daddy was one month shy of his fourth birthday when the Chicago Race Riot of 1919 erupted. On Sunday, July 27 of that year, a Black teenager named Eugene Williams drifted across the invisible racial dividing line while swimming at Rainbow Beach. White men and boys, enraged by Eugene entering the whites-only section of the water, hurled rocks at him, causing him to fall off his makeshift raft and drown.

The murder ignited one of the bloodiest race riots in U.S. history. A police officer at the scene ignored demands by Black eyewitnesses to arrest a white man they identified as one of the rock throwers. Instead, he arrested one of the Black beachgoers. When Black residents protested the authorities’ failure to arrest the perpetrators, white mobs retaliated by attacking Black communities, destroying homes and businesses. Black residents, including servicemen who had recently returned from fighting in World War I, defended their communities. Over seven days of violence, with tensions lingering long after, thirty-eight people were killed—twenty-three Black and fifteen white—hundreds more were injured, mostly Black, and thousands of Black residents were made homeless by arson. That summer, which saw similar outbursts of white terror across the nation, became known as the Red Summer.

Interracial romance had made sensational news in Chicago when my father was young. Jack Johnson, the first Black heavyweight champion, flaunted his celebrity with fancy cars, jewelry, and white women. His match with Jim Jeffries, who promised to “win back the title for the white race,” became a well-publicized racial contest, dubbed “the Fight of the Century.” Jeffries earned the moniker “the Great White Hope,” which was adopted as the title of a 1967 play and 1970 movie, both starring James Earl Jones. On Independence Day 1910, the match drew more than twenty thousand spectators in Reno, and Americans across the country gathered at taverns to follow blow-by-blow reports via telegraph. Johnson defeated Jeffries in a fifteenth-round technical knockout. His victory triggered America’s first nationwide race riot, as white men attacked Black celebrants in cities across the country, including Chicago.

In 1912, Johnson’s marriage to white socialite Etta Terry Duryea sparked a new round of racial tensions in Chicago. The boxer returned one evening to the apartment they shared above his Café de Champion to find her dying from a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head. While the Black-owned Chicago Defender offered some sympathy, the white Chicago Tribune blamed Johnson, accusing him of beating up his wife and tearing her away from her family and friends. Public outrage against Johnson intensified when within two months he began an affair with another white woman, Lucille Cameron, a nineteen-year-old whom the Chicago press sensationally branded as a prostitute. A mob hung him in effigy from a lamppost in downtown Chicago.

When the Black Appomattox Club subjected Johnson to an inquisition, he remained defiant. “I do want to say that I am not a slave and that I have a right to choose who my mate will be without dictation from any man,” a witness reported him declaring. With the cooperation of a white former girlfriend, Belle Schreiber, federal prosecutors secured Johnson’s conviction in 1913 under the Mann Act, known as the White-Slave Traffic Act of 1910, passed by Congress to criminalize trafficking of women, for transporting her across state lines. After seven years on the run, Johnson surrendered in July 1920 and was held in Leavenworth Prison for nearly a year.

The fury that white residents were unleashing in Chicago streets over Black encroachment on their property, beaches, and women must have reached my father’s impressionable consciousness. Did his parents take the side of their white neighbors? Or did they express compassion for the Black people under attack? I wonder if the animosity many Americans directed against German immigrants during World War I might have shaped their attitudes. According to historian Frederick Luebke, after the United States declared war on Germany in 1917, “citizens of German origin were individually harassed and persecuted, German ethnic organizations were attacked, and serious efforts were made to eliminate German language and culture in the United States.” A landmark U.S. Supreme Court case, Meyer v. Nebraska, decided in 1923, struck down the Nebraska Foreign Language Act of 1919, which prohibited teaching German in public schools. My father told my sisters and me that the church his grandparents attended stopped holding services in German after World War I.

An especially heinous act of anti-German violence occurred in 1918 when Robert Prager, a German immigrant, was lynched in Collinsville, Illinois, by a group of drunken men who falsely accused him of being a spy. I can imagine that the prejudice, discrimination, and attacks against Germans evoked empathy in the ethnically mixed Roberts-Reinert household toward the Black victims of injustice. But I can just as easily imagine that the family’s unified white identity blocked any sense of camaraderie with the city’s Black residents.

Daddy’s brother Edward eventually developed dramatically different views about Black people compared to my father. Their differences were so pronounced that, as already noted, Edward disowned my father when he married Mommy, having nothing to do with our family. My father’s other brother, Alfred, served as best man at my parents’ wedding. I met Uncle Alfred, along with two of his children—my blond-haired cousins, Tommy and Tracey, twins who were born the same year as my sisters. While we weren’t very close, they occasionally visited our house for my parents’ backyard parties. From old photos of my father and Edward in their twenties, it is clear they once had a strong bond. In one picture, my father is embracing two of Edward’s little boys—cousins I never even knew existed as a child.

When I was invited to lecture at the University of Oregon, I decided to reach out to one of Edward’s sons—my cousin Bill, a neuroscientist at the university. His initial response was “I don’t have a cousin named Dorothy.” Once I explained our connection, he invited me to his home. When I arrived, a massive banner protesting the Iraq War hung across the front of the house. He greeted me at the door with an unguarded hug, as if no distance stood between us. Dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, with his hair tied back in a ponytail, he gave off a hippie vibe. I was struck by the uncanny resemblance to my father—and by how different he was from his own.

Among my father’s papers, I found a card dated August 1980, with a handwritten message:


Birthday greetings to you, brother Bob. Our respective careers have progressed to a time where we can look back and sense some measure of accomplishment. But in life all is not sunshine—there are less pleasant situations too—the circumstances that have kept us apart for many years. I’m sorry to say that I have not yet been able to resolve these matters in my own mind and most likely never will. My position must be a reflection of early associations which are difficult if not impossible to erase. I trust that you can understand my feelings. I have always admired your sincerity, honesty and your ability to do what you believe in—along with your many other fine qualities. Best wishes for the future. Ed.



Those words were likely the first Daddy received from his brother in twenty-five years. Edward died from a brain tumor three years later. I don’t recall the brothers having any contact with each other before Edward became fatally ill and my father visited him in the hospital. Perhaps the awareness of his impending death compelled Edward to seek as much of a reconciliation as his prejudices allowed. What strikes me most is his claim that their opposing perspectives stemmed from “early associations,” formative experiences so indelible they drove a permanent wedge between brothers. Those experiences might have occurred during the era of white terror gripping Chicago. If so, why did my father emerge from it so profoundly different from his brother? A clue might lie in these boxes.



Aunt Ella, Daddy’s maternal aunt, married a missionary named Paul Rostad. I remember meeting Uncle Paul when I was little. I have a black-and-white photo of him standing next to my mother before I was born, his arm linked affectionately in hers. The couple ran a mission in a village called Churachandpur in the hilly region of Manipur, in India’s farthest northeast corner, bordering Burma and the Himalayas.

On August 17, 1931, his sixteenth birthday, my father embarked with his grandmother Dora on a voyage to India to visit her missionary daughter, Ella. Daddy had already graduated from high school that summer. The trip was what we now call a gap year before he started college. They spent six months living at the mission in Churachandpur. On their way to India and on their return to Chicago, my father traversed the globe with Dora, making stops in Shanghai, Hong Kong, Kyoto, Singapore, Manila, Colombo, Rangoon, Cairo, Jerusalem, Paris, Naples, and Berlin. I imagine Dora could afford such an extravagant trip with money from her father Louis Huch’s tannery business, which had passed down to his sons upon his death in 1909.

Among my father’s papers, I discover a folder with keepsakes from his year abroad. A brochure with a picture of a large ship and a sailboat on the cover proclaims in bold black type “$1295.00 ROUND THE WORLD/CRUISE-TOURS/ DOLLAR STEAMSHIP LINES AND THOS. COOK & SON.” Inside, the opening message tantalizes: “A journey of everlasting memories, of impressions never to be stamped from the mind. Too many of us have not seen them.” The voyage must have made an indelible impression on my teenage father as promised.

There are three booklets labeled Guest List on the cover and titled THE LOG of the President Liners to and from the Orient and Round the World on the inside, one for each leg of the journey. The third booklet is for the SS President Adams, sailing from Bombay, April 8, 1932, with Dora and Robert listed under “Naples.” Inside the booklet is a page from an old newspaper, the Berlin News, aged to the color of mustard. Its date, May 22, must be from 1932. The first column bears the headline “Americans in Berlin.” I scan it for my father’s and great-grandmother’s names.


Mrs. Dora Reinert and Robert Roberts arrived in Berlin recently after a trip to India, where Mrs. Reinert visited her daughter. She is now on her way to her old home in southern Germany. “We had a wonderful trip around the world,” stated Mrs. Reinert when she registered.



The folder also contains a three-ring notebook with a cover page inscribed, “DIARY OF MY TRIP TO INDIA AND AROUND THE WORLD, August 17, 1931–June 4, 1932, by Robert E. T. Roberts.” I can hardly believe my good fortune. Inside are yellowed three-hole pages with typed daily entries, beginning on the first day of the journey—the train ride from Chicago to San Francisco, where he and Dora boarded the SS President Fillmore. As the ship pulled away from the pier, the stewards passed out colorful paper streamers to the passengers on deck to be thrown toward the shore. “The hundreds of colored streamers floating in the air made a pretty sight as we left San Francisco,” my father wrote.

Daddy meticulously chronicled his activities on board practically by the hour every day. He played ping-pong, shuffleboard, miniature golf, dominoes, and card games like Michigan rummy, poker, and pinochle with other passengers, mostly a girl named Helen. I wonder if my sister Helen was named after the girl he befriended at sea. He read detective stories and the Radio News, a folder distributed each day with reports on world events, baseball scores, and stock market prices; conversed with passengers and sailors; and stood at the bow to look for flying fish. He had a penchant for “talking pictures,” like Dishonored starring Marlene Dietrich, viewing two or three every day, often going to another deck to watch one a second time. He seemed to be attuned to world news, mentioning, for example, discussing the fighting in Manchuria between Japan and China with another passenger. He bought newspapers, presumably written in English, at every port. His mother sent him a package of Chicago newspapers while he was living in India.

In his travel diary, I glimpse early signs of the investigative nature that propelled my father’s interracial marriage research. He spent one afternoon helping the sailors perform a chore, had a lengthy conversation with the ship’s doctor, who was from India and took my father to his office to show off his athletic medals, and asked the ship’s electrician to take him to the engine room so he could see how the ship was powered. “We went down several flights of stairs and finally came to the furnaces where steam was being made,” he wrote on a Saturday. “We also saw the ice plant and the water tanks. We then went to the stern and saw the screws which make the propellers turn. It was very hot in the engine room and I was glad to get back on deck.”

My father detailed sightseeing with his grandmother at stops in Hawaii, Japan, China, and the Philippines. I search for a radical awakening in his entries, some epiphany my father experienced as he encountered people who weren’t white like him, but I find only matter-of-fact observations. “We went through the country and the suburbs of Manila. Most of the native houses were on stilts and had thatched roofs. The chief crops seem to be rice and there are rice fields all over the country.” Or “At 8:00 A.M. grandmother and I went out for a walk. The streets of Kyoto are crowded with bicycles. There are many more bicycles than automobiles in Japan.” Or “Most of the people in Singapore are Chinese. There are also many Malayans and Indians. Most of the houses have thatched roofs. The Malayans who are fishermen catch fish in traps.” I sense that even before this journey, my father had already developed a curiosity and openness that prepared him to imbibe the flurry of interactions with cultures so different from his own without the slightest indication that he found them strange or forbidding.

When Daddy and his grandmother arrived in Calcutta, they were greeted by his uncle and aunt. “Aunt Ella gave me a beautiful hand-woven bag which is a present from Thankai who is the interpreter at Churachandpur,” he wrote. “The bag hangs over the shoulder and is used by the natives to carry their things in when they go out on a hike.” He was perfectly happy to carry the bag over his shoulder as the “natives” did. As he traveled from Calcutta to Churachandpur, he described the Indian customs he witnessed with similar equanimity. Sacred cows roaming the streets and goats being slaughtered for sacrifice; men bathing in the muddy Ganges river and collecting some of the water to take back to their homes; snake charmers, magicians, and hypnotists performing in the street; sharing a berth with an Indian stranger on an overcrowded train, where reservations were disregarded; animal skulls hitched on poles at a village entrance to keep evil spirits away; Churachandpur boys sitting barefoot on the floor and scooping out handfuls of rice from a large bowl set between them, which they mixed with bits of fish and vegetables. He observed that he saw a white person other than his aunt and uncle only twice while living in the Indian village.

One entry, on a Sunday in 1931, stands out. That morning, my father accompanied his grandmother, aunt, and uncle to church. Uncle Paul delivered the sermon, which a local preacher translated into Lushei, one of the village’s dialects. Afterward, a crowd of about thirty villagers gathered at the house to listen to phonograph records Aunt Ella played for them, a popular form of entertainment my father also enjoyed. He retired to his room after lunch.


In the afternoon while I was reading Treasure Island a Paihte boy, Henkai, knocked on my door. He entered my room and gave me a nice hand-woven cloth made by his sister. It was about five feet long and three feet wide. Cloths like these are used by the hill people as shawls or skirts (on the men). I thanked Henkai for the gift and gave him some chocolate. Then I played the ukulele and sang songs for him. Henkai told me that he wanted to learn English better so I let him read a book and corrected his pronunciation of words.



One of my father’s prized possessions when I was growing up was a sheet of cotton fabric, tan with a brown geometric design, that he had brought back from India. He used to wear it around the house, wrapped around his waist, his chest bare, when he was lounging at home on hot summer days. I suspect that treasured cloth was the one that Henkai gave him.

According to the diary, Daddy continued to help Henkai practice his English by reading Treasure Island and American magazines together. In exchange, he began to teach my father Paihte, his native tongue. Daddy also showed Henkai and other village boys how to play baseball, using a wooden bat that Henkai had fashioned from a branch cut down from a tree. He organized a game with five players on each side. “The boys seemed to like baseball,” my father reported.

The typed entries end on Saturday, December 5, 1931. That day, my father was joined by one of the Indian boys as he gathered nuts outside for his pet parrot. He played soccer with Henkai and other pals from the village. In the evening, he entertained about thirty men from the mission who were attending a tea party at Paul and Ella’s house, playing phonograph records and singing along to his ukulele. “Then I played ‘Caro Nome’ from Rigoletto on the phonograph,” he wrote. “While Galli-Curci was singing on the record I sang the same notes to the amusement of the men.” I had no idea my father had such musical—and comical—talents. Tucked in the back of the notebook are two notepads with my father’s practically indecipherable scrawl recording events in 1932. I guess he tired of typing up his notes.

Later, in a college essay, my father wrote that what impressed him most about India were “the beauties of nature, the hardiness of the people, freedom from war and strife, primitive kindness and hospitality, and no worry about unemployment.” I am convinced that his six months living in Churachandpur is what put him decidedly on the path toward a career in anthropology, sparking his interest in racial caste and curiosity about human diversity—though I can’t tell if he had yet questioned the mission’s colonial and religious underpinnings. Half a century later, he returned to India as a Fulbright senior lecturer, accompanied by my mother, to teach at the University of Rajasthan. On their way back, they traced the same journey around the world that Daddy had taken with his grandmother, their last overseas excursion as husband and wife.



In November 1922, when my father was seven years old, my mother, Iris Rosalie White, was born in Jones Pen, later renamed Jones Town, on the Caribbean island of Jamaica. We were never sure which day in November to mark as her birthday. She told us that she was born around midnight on November 22 and her father told the clerk the wrong date, but it was not clear if the correct date was the twenty-second or the twenty-third. We were celebrating Mommy’s birthday when we heard the news that President John F. Kennedy had been killed, which was on November 22, 1963.

Jones Pen was a thriving corner of Kingston, Jamaica’s capital, when my mother was growing up, a neighborhood where lovely homes, often owned by Black Jamaicans, lined the streets. From the way she spoke lovingly about her childhood house, I believe her parents owned theirs. The area was renowned for its artisans—dressmakers, tailors, milliners, and carpenters—who fashioned refined clothing and handcrafted furniture. My grandparents were among them. A midwife delivered babies for the community, while rum bars run by Chinese businessmen offered spaces of respite after long days of work. Over time, economic and political shifts, along with waves of migration to Europe, Canada, and the United States, frayed the oasis in the city. As one Jamaican journalist later wrote, it left “homes to become tenement yards.”

My mother’s father, Alexander Nathaniel White, was born in St. Mary Parish on the northeast side of Jamaica in February 1891 to Francis White and Caroline Hamilton. Her mother, Rebecca Smith, was born diagonally across the island in St. Elizabeth, on the southwest side, on Christmas Day 1894. Her parents’ names were George Smith and Jane Campbell. I suspect my grandparents met and married in St. Andrew Parish, where Kingston is located. Mommy had five siblings, an older sister, Violet, and the younger Carmen, Alfred, Carlton, and Herbert, whom we called Uncle Bertie. She also told us about two sisters—one named Ivy, who died before she was born, and Marion, the youngest, who succumbed to typhoid—and a beloved little brother called Neville, who died when a wheelbarrow he and his brothers were playing with fell on him, leaving a bad cut on his leg. Mommy said the boys weren’t supposed to be playing, so hid the cut from their parents. The wound became infected and eventually caused his death. Now thinking about the story, I wonder if Mommy exaggerated some parts of it to impress on my sisters and me the potentially fatal dangers of disobedience.

I knew my grandparents on my mother’s side. They lived with us in Kenwood for two years, when I was between eleven and thirteen. My mother called them Dada and Mama. They were a lopsided pair, Grandpa, wire-thin, stern, straight-backed. He always looked like he was standing at attention. Grandma was plump and cheerful with a ready smile and generous spirit. Dressed simply in a cotton frock, she stood wider and taller than her mate. My mother got her slender figure from her father, her height from her mother, and her dark brown skin from both. Mommy told me she weighed only ninety-nine pounds when she met Daddy and used to drink half-and-half to put on extra weight. As she got older, she veered more toward her mother’s physique, never losing her graceful appearance. Grandma and Grandpa had the African features and salt-of-the-earth disposition of couples in black-and-white photographs of Black people in the American South emerging from slavery and sharecropping.



[image: Rebecca and Alexander stand side by side on the steps of a house, dressed formally in a suit and a dress.]
My maternal grandparents, Rebecca and Alexander White, at our Kenwood house, c. 1968

As an adolescent, I didn’t think to ask my grandparents about my Jamaican ancestors. I have no excuse for failing to ask my mother as an adult about what she remembered of her grandparents. So, I know nothing about the generations on my Jamaican side that preceded Mama and Dada. From 1655, when the British took control of the island, until slavery was abolished in 1838, most Jamaicans of African descent were enslaved—which means my mother’s great-grandparents may have been born in bondage.

My grandfather was a cabinetmaker, another word for carpenter, though the former serves better, for he built beautiful pieces of furniture out of wood. My grandmother was a skilled dressmaker who sewed garments for her family as well as for customers. From what I can tell, Mommy had a happy childhood. Whenever she got together with her brothers and sisters, my Jamaican aunts and uncles, their favorite pastime was to repeat words of wisdom their parents would say, savor memories of Mama’s delicious meals and meticulously sewn shirts and dresses, and recall Dada’s remarkable woodworking skill. I never saw my mother laugh so hard as when she was reminiscing about Jamaica with my aunts.

When my grandparents came to live with us, my parents prepared special places to make them feel at home. They set up a woodworking shop for Grandpa in the basement, where my sisters and I sometimes sat beside him, watching as he crafted intricate furniture for the house. Grandma claimed a side of the kitchen table for her sewing—outfitted with a modern sewing machine and an ironing board—where she softly hummed hymns as she created clothing for the family. As a child prone to headaches, I remember how Grandma would gently anoint my forehead with oil and murmur prayers over me. “You don’t have a headache because you lack aspirin,” she’d say. To her, healing came from faith and touch, not pills.

My grandparents belonged to another era—not ones to engage in long talks with children. Though I loved them dearly, we never shared the kind of closeness I now enjoy with my oldest granddaughter. Their love showed in what they made for us—jewelry boxes with finely inlaid wood from Grandpa, and soft cotton housecoats tailored to fit from Grandma.

At some point after my mother left Jamaica, her parents had become Seventh-day Adventists. They were strict adherents to the doctrine and followed many of the Old Testament rules religiously. They kept the real Sabbath day, and my father would drive them to church on Saturday mornings. My mother could no longer prepare foods that the Mosaic law forbids. I knew that Orthodox Jews refused pork, but learned that creatures that ate from the bottom of the ocean were also considered unclean. My mother stopped cooking shrimp. My father had to give up bacon.

Two of my cousins on my mother’s side had been raised by my grandparents in Jamaica. My cousin Edwin, Aunt Carmen’s son, and my cousin Neville, the son of my uncle Alfred in Toronto, grew up together under my grandparents’ care. Sending children away to spend their childhoods with relatives “back home” was a common practice in the Jamaican immigrant community. It gave the parents who had immigrated to the United States or Canada or England more freedom to work long hours at multiple jobs. The grandparents received a steady income from remittances sent by their children working hard across the sea. I suppose that was a fair bargain. But I remember thinking how lucky I was that my parents hadn’t sent me away. Edwin told us frightening stories of life under the strict discipline that our grandparents enforced. Having to get up early to do grueling chores. Obeying their commands without grumbling or talking back. Enduring harsh punishments for what seemed to be minor infractions. Although my mother retained some aspects of the strict child-rearing approach she learned in Jamaica, I was relieved she forsook the custom of sending children back home.

As a young child, my mother was an exceptional student. She earned coveted admission to the prestigious Wolmer’s Preparatory School and Wolmer’s High School for Girls in Kingston, whose origins date back to 1729. That year, John Wolmer, a white goldsmith, bequeathed most of his estate for the establishment of a free school open to Jamaican students regardless of race, class, or gender. Its motto, “Age quod agis,” a Latin phrase meaning “Do well whatever you do,” perfectly captures my mother’s approach to life. At Wolmer’s, she received a first-class British education that rivaled the best schools in London. Her studies included British and European history, mathematics, botany, French, Latin, and Scripture. That must be where she got her melodious accent—a lovely blend of British and Caribbean tones. She spoke with the precise enunciation of the Queen’s English, softened by the charm of a delightful West Indian lilt.

Growing up, there was no historical event, no esoteric word, no natural phenomenon I brought to my mother that would not elicit a crystal clear explanation. She could help with every homework assignment, no matter the subject. Whenever I learned something new in elementary school, Mommy would claim she had learned it at Wolmer’s when she was much younger. She could recite entire sonnets by the British poets Wordsworth, Keats, and Shelley. In her final years, weakened by a stroke, when she frequently confused which city she was in or what she’d had for breakfast, she would recall all six stanzas of Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s “The Charge of the Light Brigade” she’d memorized as a child in Jamaica. Theirs not to make reply, / Theirs not to reason why, / Theirs but to do and die. She would chuckle at the absurdity of Jamaican schoolchildren forced to repeat poems written by Englishmen about snow.

Mommy’s intellectual prowess was demonstrated daily in her invincible skill at word games and puzzles, which were her favorite hobbies. She completed the Chicago Tribune crossword puzzle every evening after dinner with remarkable alacrity. In hard-fought family Scrabble contests, she was the inevitable victor, winning with a word unfamiliar even to my father, but proven accurate when we checked the dictionary. She would have been delighted, I mused, when I learned I was the answer to the clue in a crossword puzzle: 42 across, author of Shattered Bonds: The Color of Child Welfare, in the New Yorker on June 28, 2023.

One night, before going to bed, I signed up for Ancestry.com on a whim. I stayed up until two in the morning clicking on the leaves called hints that promised to reveal records about my ancestors. Like magic, records appeared detailing my father’s lineage. Among them was a photo of my paternal grandfather, grandmother, great-grandmother, and uncle uploaded by one of my Welsh relatives. I don’t recall ever seeing a photo of my grandmother before that moment, though my sisters remember my father showing us a wedding photo of his parents. I liked how she looked—diminutive, chubby, and kind. She seemed to embody the tenderness of a loving mother, and I found myself imagining the bond she shared with my father. Until that night, I hadn’t given much thought to their relationship—or to hers with me.

Later, I discovered five photos of her with Uncle Edward’s firstborn son. In one of them, she stands with Uncle Edward, who is holding the baby boy, while she looks on with admiration. The inscription on the back reads “Milwaukee Fair, Aug. 10, 1948.” In the other photos, she is alone with the infant, holding him lovingly on her lap, both looking happy. I could see her sweet smile more clearly. It felt such a shame that the prejudice she harbored had kept my parents from marrying sooner—and perhaps from giving her the chance to hold her oldest son’s first daughter.

[image: Alfie and Johanna Roberts, Dora Reinert and uncle Alfred Robert standing outdoors in front of a brick building.]
From right: my paternal grandparents, Alfie and Johanna Roberts; great-grandmother, Dora Reinert; and uncle Alfred Roberts, Chicago, c. 1942

The website turned up no records at all about my mother’s ancestry. Only a single document surfaced—Mommy’s petition for naturalization as a U.S. citizen in 1961. Online, it was my father’s side—the side that had been muted all my life—that suddenly rose into focus, while my mother’s side, so central to my childhood, barely left a trace.

[image: Robert Roberts, and his grandmother Dora Reinerta both facing the camera.]
Passport photo of my father, Robert Roberts, and his grandmother Dora Reinert, 1931





CHAPTER 2 The Master’s Student

[image: A portrait of Robert Roberts with a beard and mustache, wearing a collared shirt.]
Robert (Bob) Roberts, c. 1937

Mr. and Mrs. Alberts

February 25, 1937

Morning light spills across the study as I finish reading my father’s interview with Mrs. Alberts. From across the hall, the neighbors’ big black Lab barks—his signal that it’s time for a walk. Clipped to the first transcript is another, its pages just as fragile with age, this one labeled with both spouses’ names. I slip into the kitchen for another cup of tea, then return to the study, ready to see what unfolds next.

As promised, my father returned to the Alberts’s apartment the following week to interview the couple together. It would be the second of four visits he made to the Alberts home between February and April that year. This time, he brought along his friend and colleague Mike, who was interested in Negro-white mixture from the point of view of physical anthropology. Mike carried with him several instruments to take anthropological measurements. I picture a black doctor’s bag filled with calipers and a small scale, harkening back to the days of phrenology and to Samuel Morton’s collection of crania to measure racial differences in intellectual capacity. It conjures up the scene in Quentin Tarantino’s film Django Unchained, when the vicious enslaver played by Leonardo DiCaprio holds an enslaved person’s skull in his hands. I’m relieved that my father distinguished his interest in the sociological aspects of interracial marriage from Mike’s concentration on its corporeal dimensions.

The two researchers were admitted into the apartment. Once inside, my father encountered Mr. Alberts face-to-face—a colored man with apparently about fifty percent of white blood. His features were about half white and half Negro, his hair was rather curly, black, and grown long, and his color was tan. He was dressed “poorly” in an old sweater and dirty overalls. My father observed many people milling around the apartment. During the entire two hours I spent there the room was filled with from about eight to a dozen persons, all of these individuals were obviously colored. They were of all ages and, from time to time, some left the room and others entered.

In due course, my father discovered that the cast of characters were all part of the Alberts household. Mr. and Mrs. Alberts and their three children, Raymond, four, Ronald, three, and Robert, thirteen months (I assume my father assigned them these alliterative names); Mr. Alberts’s mother-in-law from a prior marriage; the mother-in-law’s husband; and two children from his prior marriage—Rosemary, thirteen, and Roberta, fifteen. Roberta was already married and her husband also lived in the apartment. The pieces were fitting together. The children with no trace of “Negroid blood,” whom my father met on his first visit, were the ones born to the current, white Mrs. Alberts. The two older colored children he saw had been born to the first wife, who had died, and must have been colored, too, as was her mother.

I try to make sense of the cacophony of ages, races, and kinship ties crammed together in the Alberts’s apartment. It occurs to me that their extended family was living in one of the tenement flats that journalist Isabel Wilkerson describes in The Warmth of Other Suns, her Pulitzer Prize–winning book chronicling the Great Migration. She recounts the living conditions faced by Ida Mae Brandon Gladney, a Black migrant from Mississippi, upon her arrival on the South Side of Chicago in August 1938—the same time my father was interviewing Black migrants with white spouses. With thousands of Black southerners seeking housing in an increasingly segregated city, Wilkerson writes, “[m]any rooms sat airless and windowless, packed with so many people that some roomers had to sleep in shifts.”

The bedroom and living room were one combined space. My father sat on the bed, which doubled as a couch, next to Mrs. Alberts. He explained to Mr. Alberts the research project that occasioned his visit in greater detail than he had to Mrs. Alberts. To my surprise, he did not identify it as a study focused on interracial marriage. Instead, he told the couple, “We are testing relationships to find out if we have a caste system here in Chicago as was found in Natchez, Mississippi.”

I find it fascinating that my father called the racial hierarchy in Chicago a “caste system” and that he compared the system in the North to the one in the South. I imagine that his year living in a village in India, where caste structured social relationships, helped him to view racism in America similarly and to recognize its presence in Chicago. Understanding how caste in India dictated suitable marriage partners may have sparked his interest in exploring the connection between interracial marriage—and its prohibition—and this system of racial domination.

My father had gone to college without his parents’ financial support. Unable to afford an elite college’s tuition, he had enrolled in the humble Central YMCA College. At first, he worked in the Reinert tannery during the day and attended classes at night. I suspect it was in college where my father first became acquainted with Black people. When Central YMCA College closed in 1945, a quarter of the student body was Black and a third was Jewish.

From the time he arrived at college at age seventeen, Daddy had been questioning dominant views about race. In the essay he wrote during his first year for Psychology 101, he opposed the professor’s views about the importance of inherited traits in determining psychological fitness. Recognizing that his ancestry as far back as could be traced was northern European, my father dispelled the popular opinion that “the Nordic sub-race is mentally superior to any other group.” “If this were true (I think the idea of Nordic innate superiority is false), the mere fact that I belonged to the superior group would give me a decided advantage over the members of other racial groups,” he wrote.

Instead, he went
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32— Prairie Avenus
By Robert Roberts
Yebruary 19, 1987

I walked up the stairs $o Mrs.Albew?s's second floor apartment
a$ 38-3 Prairie Avenus, at about 3 p.m. The stairs just in fromt of her
door were in almost total derkness, theye being no hall light or window.
I knoeked on $he d0or which was opensd by a young colored men who in-
formed Mrs.Alberfr of my pressnce, and left. After a few moments Mrs.
Alberls came to the door.
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