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. . . “We can only go” “down” “farther down—”
“Down” “is now the only way” “to rise” . . .

—ALICE NOTLEY, The Descent of Alette


 
PART I

“A Veil Hangs Over This Town”


 
ONE

MY MARION

I was an adult before I ever saw the picture. But even as a girl, I knew there’d been a lynching in Marion, Indiana. That was my father’s hometown. And on one of many trips to visit my grandparents, I heard the family story: the night it happened back in 1930, someone called the house and spoke to my grandfather, whose shift at the post office began at three in the morning. “Don’t walk through the courthouse square tonight on your way to work,” the caller said. “You might see something you don’t want to see.” Apparently that was the punchline—which puzzled me. Something you don’t want to see. Then laughter.

I now know that, in the 1920s, Indiana had more Ku Klux Klan members than any other state in the union—from a quarter to a half million members—and my grandfather was one of them. Learning this after he died, I couldn’t assimilate it into the frail Grandpa I’d known. Couldn’t assimilate it at all and, for a long time, didn’t try. He was an intensely secretive man, and certainly there had been other obfuscations. He always said, for example, that he was an orphan, that his parents had died when he was three. I accepted this, but the grown-ups knew better. After Grandpa’s funeral, my father discovered a safe deposit box and hoped at last to find a clue to the family tree. Instead he unearthed this other secret: a Klan membership card. All my father said later was “I never saw a hooded sheet. He’d go out. We never knew where he was going.”

Much of this story is about shame. My grandfather was illegitimate, a fact that someone born in small-town Indiana in 1886 would rather die than discuss. And so he did. But if that particular humiliation seems foreign today, what about the other secret? A lot of us who are white come from something we would rather not discuss. “That’s in the past,” we like to say, as if that did anything but give us another hood to wear.

I was in my late twenties when I first came upon the lynching photo in a book: two black men in bloody tattered clothing hang from a tree, and below them stand the grinning, gloating, proud, and pleased white folks. I couldn’t believe that this was my Marion, the lynching referred to in my family, a tree I’d walked past as a child. I looked anxiously for my grandfather’s face in that photo. Didn’t find it. That was some relief. But he too had gone to the square that night. There’d been something you don’t want to see. Then laughter. And as I began to tell people this story, that was one detail I left out, because it shamed me: there was laughter.

MY MARION. AS A CHILD, I loved the town. And one thing I loved most was the fact that it had a past, unlike the various midwestern suburbs where I grew up. Directly in front of my grandparents’ house—tall, dark green clapboard with a black stone porch—stood an iron hitching post, a black horse’s head with a ring through its nose. It was no decoration. They’d just never taken it down. They lived with history. And every visit gave me a chance to ask Grandma for the family stories, to page with her through the family album. Somehow I never noticed that all the stories and pictures were my grandmother’s. My grandfather had none.

During one summer vacation when I was nine or ten, I found a brittle yellow newspaper clipping in a desk drawer at my grandparents’ house. The headline said JOSIE CARR, and parts of certain lines had been cut out with a razor blade. I walked it into the living room asking, “Who’s Josie Carr?” No one said anything, but Grandpa took the clipping from my hand and left the room. Someone explained then that Josie was his mother. I had just found her obituary. We’d been told that she had died about 1890 “from tuberculosis.” Or perhaps she had died “from grief,” said Aunt Ruth, my father’s sister, who liked brooding on the mystery. For all those years my grandfather kept the obituary, certain facts trimmed out with a razor blade. Then that day he took it from my hand, and no one ever saw it again.

We didn’t know who Grandpa’s father was or why he abandoned Josie. Nor did we know when she died, what killed her, where she was buried—nothing. My grandmother knew everything, of course. But she said, “We don’t talk about it. It makes your grandpa feel very bad.” So we waited till my grandparents were out of earshot before discussing our slender clues.

Aunt Ruth would take the tintypes from the old beige Nabisco box. Many of those pictured were strangers to us. Uncle Rad? Aunt Pet? We couldn’t ask Grandpa. We relied on Aunt Ruth to find the images of Grandpa’s mother: “This is Josie before the tragedy. This is Josie after the tragedy.” Aunt Ruth showed us in the later picture where clumps of Josie’s hair had fallen out. “Maybe someone poisoned her,” my aunt mused. “Maybe someone was trying to get rid of her.”

Aunt Ruth held both possessions of Josie’s that came down to us. One was a locket with a handsome young man’s picture, a date—February 11, 1883—and the words “All twisted up. N” Or was it W? Or H? The other was a letter in different handwriting addressed to “Josie kind Josie” from a P.W.H., Bluffton, Indiana—October 28, 1885. A letter full of nonsense about a dog and “I have no time to write you.” Why had this one letter been saved? She must have received it around the time she became pregnant. My grandpa was born in July 1886.

My aunt was both guardian of these artifacts and the one who most needed to know what they meant. She had a recurring dream about the family mystery—that she and Grandpa were in a mausoleum, watching someone pull out a casket. In real life, of course, Grandpa did his grieving alone. My father and my aunt recalled from childhood that on every Memorial Day he rode the interurban to Gas City, just south of Marion, taking three geraniums to the cemetery. We guessed that Josie must be buried there. He, of course, never said.

Aunt Ruth would tell us the story about applying for a job in a Marion furniture store, how Grandma had warned her, “They’ll only want to talk to you about your family.” And sure enough, the man interviewing her said, “Young lady, do you know who your grandfather is?”

Then Aunt Ruth would recount the words of her long-dead auntie Mame: “Could you ever forgive us for what we did?” But Aunt Ruth never knew who “us” referred to or why they needed her forgiveness. “I guess I was brought up not to ask questions,” she said.

We had a drawing my grandfather did as a child—a palatial sort of Victorian mansion. At the bottom he had signed his initials: E.R. His name was Earl Carr. He’d taken his mother’s last name. But clearly he’d known from boyhood who his father was, and he’d imagined taking that identity. Young Mister R.

Finally on his deathbed Grandpa told us, “They cheated me. I could have had ten thousand dollars.” That was all he ever said about his secret: They cheated me.

This is Josie before the tragedy. This is Josie after the tragedy. My grandpa was the tragedy. In the first picture we have of him, he is paying for this sin in sad eyes three years old. He was raised by Josie’s mother, his grandma Carr, who ran a boardinghouse in Marion at 18th and Adams. As a boy, my grandfather sat on the lap of the star boarder, Eugene Debs, the great American socialist who organized on behalf of railroad workers. Grandpa loved Debs enough to name my father after him. But he said very little about his childhood. I picked up hints that the grandmother who had raised him was less than kind.

He was always so quiet, so remote. It was part of the family lore: he had never smiled in one photograph in all of his life. He hated cars and never learned to drive. I don’t think he liked what the world had turned into. He took long walks for recreation, one time all the way to Jonesboro and back. Twenty miles. He never let my grandmother have any money and did all the grocery shopping himself: tongue, mush, hominy, green tomatoes to fry, the fatty cuts of meat. He would get up at two A.M. to be at work by three. He worked at the Marion Post Office from 1908 to 1956. There he accumulated a record one thousand days of sick time and gave it back to the government. “To act tough,” said Aunt Ruth.

For a hobby he studied railroad timetables and knew which trains rode on what tracks, every track in America. A little rack of timetables sat next to his favorite chair. I used to see him study, then refold them. He was always walking to the tracks to see a train. I often wondered why he hadn’t worked for the railroad, why he hadn’t simply hopped one of those trains and left Marion. I think he felt obligated to the family that hadn’t abandoned him. And what I finally understood was that he would not take a risk.

Grandpa wore a necktie and long-sleeve dress shirt with cufflinks every day of his life, even in the hottest weather. He owned a single necktie and would wear it till it wore out before he bought another. Such peculiarities made him a figure of intense interest to me as a girl. The way the pleasures had been carefully measured out. Every year he took the family on the same vacation: one day in either Cleveland or Chicago to window-shop and ride the elevated. If we offered him an iced tea or juice, he would specify just how much. “Two fingers,” he’d say. Maybe three. He was a teetotaler who did not allow liquor in the house. Every now and then he made us kids some little milk shakes, served in jelly jars.

He had one living relative, his cousin. We called her Great Aunt Catherine, and I remember how very old she was, how very old her dog, how steep the stair leading up to the ancient house. She had been to Josie’s funeral when she was maybe three—so Aunt Ruth said—but Catherine recalled nothing except being at a church in the country.

Great Aunt Catherine had been like a sister to Grandpa. He dropped out of school after eighth grade to work for Catherine’s father, his Uncle On. That’s how I heard the name, though really his name was Alonzo or Lon. I liked having someone in the family named On. He was Josie’s brother and ran a grocery store in downtown Marion. He’s the one who said of Josie: “When all the other girls were riding sidesaddle, she rode astride and her hair blew in the wind.” It’s the only thing anyone remembers that anyone said of her.

Aunt Ruth didn’t even know her grandmother’s name till she went to see a fortune-teller during World War II, and the fortune-teller said, “I get a Jo or a Josie.” So Aunt Ruth reported this to one of the relatives, who snorted, “Oh, she mentioned that one, did she?” That one. Still unmentionable as the world changed, as Grandpa became a grandpa, as he stooped ever lower with Parkinson’s disease till he was bent nearly double. He shook uncontrollably, and his spine curved. All twisted up. This is Josie before the tragedy. This is Josie after the tragedy. Soon there would be no one who remembered the tragedy.

When Grandpa died, I was seventeen, old enough to see how not-knowing had hurt my father and my aunt. What if my grandfather had realized that, decades after his death, his silence would still reverberate in all of us? I’m not sure even that would have moved him. As he lay dying, I remembered how I’d found that obituary, thus ensuring the loss of our only real clue. I hoped that my grandpa would speak, but all he ever told us was, They cheated me. Lying there in the hospital, he was no different than he’d ever been. Born old in the other century, already a tiny shaking grandpa, he would die still fatherless.

So I had that life for proof, that you could die and still not fix it. And as I grew older, I saw that this, in fact, was the usual story: A life of things unfixed. A whole history of things unfixed.

MY FATHER FELT FREE to look for the truth after my grandpa died. It was 1967. For a while he drove to Grant County every weekend, searching for Josie. He never found her. Cemeteries didn’t always keep records in the old days, he’d tell us. Hardly anyone bothered with death certificates. No one knew when she died—or for that matter, when she’d been born. My father found no evidence that she’d ever existed. But it had been there in that clipping, the one cut with a razor blade. My father went to all the little newspapers to look at back issues, but there was no obituary for Josie Carr. In a Gas City graveyard, he found the brother and sister who’d preceded her in death, their names on two sides of the obelisk that marked the plot. We speculated that Josie was there too but unmarked. My father checked all the cemeteries. He talked about getting caretakers to stick long steel rods in the ground. He explained that if they hit an air pocket, a body had been there once, in a pine box—both turned to nothing now. “Might have been her,” my dad would say. I didn’t ask him how he’d know the right air. He wasn’t really looking for the dust she’d become. He wanted her story. And if he got just the very last page—the scene with the preacher’s incantation and the coffin lifted slowly from the back of a wagon—that would have been something. He could have said, Here’s where they stood once: my family, my great-greats, the people who knew all the things that were kept from me.

It was Great Aunt Catherine who finally told us something. My father and my aunt had assumed that she wouldn’t. They’d known her all their lives, after all, and she’d never said a word. But when Aunt Ruth finally blurted out “Who is our grandfather?” the old woman replied, “Don’t you know that?”

So one day after returning from one of his trips to Marion, my father came up to my room and said he had to tell me who he really was. He pulled out a picture of a man named Odos Roush, and I saw my grandpa’s nose, my father’s ears. This Odos, my grandfather’s father, had been the youngest son of a well-to-do farmer. Six hundred acres east of Gas City. What Odos had done with his life, we didn’t know—except that he’d lived till the 1940s. He’d lived to be old, and for much of his life he was right there in Marion, just blocks from where my father spent his boyhood. “I might have passed him on the street,” my father said, amazed. “I might have passed his house.” He remembered one time when he was a boy, an old man had followed him up the alley. He was certain now: that was Odos. “Living three blocks away from us like that, he probably wondered how we were.” Yet as far as anyone knew, Odos never even said hello to my grandpa, his son. And his was not the face in Josie’s locket.

Aunt Ruth believed that he’d tried to make contact. “We were living in that house on Gallatin. I swear it was my second birthday, maybe third, and just inside those double doors stood a golden thing. I think maybe . . . a doll house. And Mama was saying to Daddy, ‘We can’t let her keep it, can we?’” Aunt Ruth believed the golden thing was a gift from Odos Roush. Now this became the story that haunted her. She said she’d stopped dreaming about the trip to the mausoleum.

Apparently Josie and Odos had been quite the talk of the town, a real scandal. Everyone knew the story except my father and my aunt, or so they believed. They’d been ridiculed as children and never knew why. Whatever had happened was over eighty years gone, and for some reason people still were not talking. But after Aunt Catherine’s revelation, my dad and aunt went looking for the Roush family. They found a cousin. This man drove them around, showed them the old homestead, gave them pictures of Odos. But Aunt Ruth said later, “He knew more than he was saying.” She was sure of it. She’d been acquainted with this man for years. She’d bought shoes from him at a store on the square, and he had certainly never mentioned that they were cousins, though he’d known. Now he had furniture made by Odos’s father, but he wouldn’t let my aunt or my father even see it, implying that they would want some and weren’t about to get it. So they hadn’t exactly come home.

Now my dad had a theory about why his grandparents hadn’t married: the families prevented them. The Roushes had money and social standing. They would have wanted Odos to marry someone else. So it was tragic, a Romeo-Juliet situation. Sort of. And Josie was a fine young woman who died of grief. I asked my father how he knew these things. Well, he said, Odos didn’t marry until he was sixty-five. Probably never got over it.

One weekend my father took us all back to Indiana to show us this history. I must have been eighteen. We drove into the country east of Marion to see the house where Grandpa was born. Great Aunt Catherine had given us directions. We parked at the end of a rutted road from which we could see a church with its graves. We walked through a field of knee-deep grass, me behind my father, my aunt, mother, sisters, and brother. There was the little house, now a shelter for horses. And here where horses stood browsing through the grass—here Josie had been, with my baby grandpa. Her eyes might have seen these same trees. But what could I learn about her just by walking where she’d walked, unmarried and pregnant in 1886? I had no context in which to understand “ruin.”

We got back in the car and drove to Gas City, where Dad showed us the Roush graves: substantial even in death, all buried together, anchored by a central monument inscribed with the family name. That would have been our name. Someone had told my father that after Josie became pregnant, her brothers—Alonzo and Evrad—rode into Gas City with their guns to have it out with the Roushes. But Old Man Roush kept his boys at home.

Maybe something had created bad blood between the families, my father said. Maybe they’d been on opposite sides in the Civil War. Of course, he was wildly guessing. Really, we didn’t know anything. We hadn’t answered the most basic questions: Why hadn’t Josie married? What killed her? When? And who was the man in the locket?

HAD MY GRANDMOTHER outlived him, she would have told us everything about Grandpa. So we speculated. She was as open as he was secretive.

I had always felt deeply connected to my grandmother. Sometimes I think my love for Marion was just my love for anything close to her. I gave her my kid gifts, once decorating the evergreen in our front yard in her honor—full dandelion regalia. On each visit to Marion I would ask her to sing to me, though she could barely carry a tune. I didn’t even mind doing chores, if I could be in the same room with her.

In her family there had been a mystery, not a secret. Her own grandmother, she told me, was an Indian. More than that she didn’t know. “She died before I was born,” Grandma explained. I didn’t even think to ask this woman’s name, much less her tribe. Nor did I realize how unusual my grandmother was in her day, since she clearly felt no shame about “Indian blood.”

My grandmother liked knowing where she came from. She liked all of it, and through her I felt connected to all of American history. She was proud to belong to the Daughters of the American Revolution, able to trace her ancestry back to one Thomas Greene, cousin and aide-de-camp to General Nathanael Greene. She had been born in a one-room log cabin with a dirt floor in a now-vanished town called America. The log cabin impressed me, too; that was just like Abe Lincoln.

For a while her family lived in a mill on the Mississinewa, the river that runs through Grant County. One day she opened a trap door near the water wheel and saw hundreds of black snakes in their glistening home. That’s all I recall hearing about her years at Barley Mill. Then the family moved to a farm across the river. She had an old photo of everyone posing with cabbage heads.

I relished even the details of her family’s poverty. “One year for Christmas I got a shoebox with a string attached—my pull toy. Another year I got an orange.” For a while she had to sleep in the same bed with a tubercular aunt, and that’s how she got TB the first time. She had to move in with the high school principal’s family in Marion, serving as nanny and maid, just so she could go to high school. She’d gone on to become a teacher in a one-room schoolhouse. And then she became a writer, working mostly for her beloved church publications, for pin money.

Whenever I asked, she would tell my favorite of the family stories—the one about her great-uncle in the Civil War. It seemed that his parents had not heard from him for a while, and they were very worried. Then one night an angel appeared to them, standing at the foot of the bed. The angel said, “Don’t be afraid. Your son has been killed and is now with the Lord.” The angel gave them the date of death and disappeared. Of the two parents, only the mother believed it. But later they got word that their son had been killed on the day the angel said, at the Battle of Shiloh.

In this world turned by God, my grandmother loved her church and often said so. She taught Sunday school, directed Bible school, and quietly became a leader in religious education, known to ministers all over the state. I remember her talking through one whole Sunday dinner about a missionary.

My grandparents’ house in Marion was the only one of my relatives’ homes where I ever saw black people. They were women my grandmother knew, somehow involved with her in church work. Grandma always seemed to be walking to the church, wincing audibly, feet tender with arthritis and corns. On Sunday afternoons she would lie down exhausted. Besides, it was sinful to work on the Sabbath.

Out on the sun porch I leafed through my grandma’s books, the Writing-Made-Easys, the inevitable devotions, the bound editions of Harper’s from the time of the Civil War. I opened zippered bags of clothing to hold the cool dresses against my face. Grandpa never gave her money. She still dressed like the 1940s. She took her old hats apart and remade them to have something new for church.

And then Grandma died a year before Grandpa did. During my last visit with her in the hospital, I asked her to tell me that story again—the one with the angel. She couldn’t remember it, so I told it to her. “Oh yes,” she said, but in her eyes I saw puzzlement. She didn’t remember the story at all, and she didn’t remember me. She’d gone back in time to when my father was a boy. She reminded him to carry a pie to the church. She had already left me. In shock, I looked out the window to where life was going on. Grandpa came in. That is, he jerked along. He hopped. He was all quivery and bent by then, refusing to consider a cane. “Are you warm enough?” he asked her. He tried to tuck her in better.

Back in Marion with my grandmother dead, I looked around the house to find something with her handwriting on it. The house felt so strange, I wanted proof that she’d been there. Finally I found her list: what to take to the hospital. I had decided that if I found such a thing—this evidence of her hand, her reality—then everything I knew of that place would be true.


 
TWO

THE SURVIVOR’S STORY

After my grandparents died, I began writing things down. My memories. The stories told by my aunt or my father. I’ve been writing about Marion my whole adult life, though there was always an element of taboo. Looking through my earliest version of the Josie material, I find the line: “Now I’m telling it—the story no one’s supposed to tell.” Of course, the real story I wasn’t supposed to tell, I didn’t write at all.

By the time I saw the picture of the Marion lynching, my grandparents were long dead. Through all of my childhood I had heard this event discussed twice, three times at most. Grandpa would have walked by on his way to work that night. The courthouse square lay directly in his path. There he played no part in the violence. It had already happened. He just had a look. So big deal. Him and ten thousand other people—or was it fifteen? That was the figure given out by Jack Edwards, the man who was mayor of Marion in 1930. He estimated that fifteen thousand people saw this thing. I’d been worried enough to look for Grandpa’s face in the photo, and I learned later that my sister had done the same. But there had to be thousands like us. Really, thousands and thousands of people had grandparents, uncles, aunts who witnessed the lynching.

When I first learned that my grandfather had been a Klansman, I didn’t want to know more and I didn’t talk about it. The news wasn’t just shameful, it was frightening. It suggested that someone I loved wasn’t who I thought he was, that maybe I’d never really known him. Still, I felt that my sense of my grandfather couldn’t be all wrong. I didn’t just visit periodically for seventeen years; he lived the last year of his life at our house. He’d always been quiet, a homebody, never given to racial slurs. At least I never heard any, though I’m sure he shared the received ideas of other white men of his generation. So what did it really mean to be a Klansman in his day, in that place? Would looking closer illuminate anything? Or merely cause pain for my family? And why my family? There were millions like us.

Historians don’t agree on how many joined the Indiana Klan, but the numbers vary from roughly a quarter to a half million. According to the most detailed scholarly analysis I could find, Leonard J. Moore’s Citizen Klansmen: The Ku Klux Klan in Indiana, 1921–1928, the organization enrolled between one-quarter and one-third of all native-born white men in the state. The lowest membership estimate I found was in Kenneth T. Jackson’s The Ku Klux Klan in the City, 1915–1930, and if this one is true, the KKK signed up just under 18 percent of all white men. (At the same time Alabama, for example, initiated about 7.6 percent.) The point remains: clearly, millions and millions of white Americans have had a grandfather or great-grandfather in the Ku Klux Klan.

For years I just made notes and kept my silence. One of the first people I talked to about my grandfather happened to be a friend named Robbie McCauley, an African American theater artist whose performances about racism often emphasize the importance of black-white dialogue. As she and I sat in her living room one day agreeing that white people tend to have trouble speaking personally on this painful topic, I was all too aware of my own untold story. Suddenly, not telling Robbie about my grandfather felt hypocritical. So I did.

I thought I’d just taken a big risk, that I’d tainted myself in her eyes, that she might be disdainful or even angry. But Robbie’s response surprised me. “Hearing that is a relief,” she said. “It makes me feel like I’m not crazy, like I’m not making up something. The ‘nice white people’ I know all come from something.” It hadn’t occurred to me that discussing it could actually do some good.

Robbie’s point was that old stories continue to shape black-white relationships because the past has never been dealt with, and racism won’t change till white people enter the dialogue. Then I told her about searching the Marion lynching photo for my grandfather’s face and learning that my sister had done the same thing. Robbie said, “Those are the stories we need to hear, that white people aren’t telling.” But at that time, 1991, I wasn’t ready to go further. Too scary, too close to home. What would it even mean to “go further”?

Two years passed before I discussed the possibility of writing about this with my brother. Inconclusively, I thought. But not long afterward, he sent me a newspaper article he happened to see while visiting our sister in Detroit. This was how I learned that there had been a third man lynched that night in Marion—and he’d survived. He was living in Milwaukee. My birthplace. I seized upon these coincidences, made them a sign.

The clipping my brother sent said that this man, James Cameron, had opened a museum devoted to the history of lynching and that he’d written a book called A Time of Terror. I reread the piece many times, then lost it at some point along the swing shift of my ambivalence. Even so, I felt I would have to meet this man or forever regret it. Here was a living connection to the lynching I had heard about as a child. More than that, here was a first thread into a larger story about race that began with the paradox in my own family—Grandpa in the Klan, Grandma apparently in some tribe.

Cameron came so close to dying on Marion’s courthouse square that he had rope burns around his neck from the noose. He’d been dragged from the jail and beaten bloody and carried to the tree where the other two men were already hanging. In his account of those last moments—when he was certain he was about to die—he had a vision. Then, miraculously, the mob let him go, just let him walk away. He believed he was saved by divine intervention, sent back to us with news—our Ishmael. And I only am escaped alone to tell thee.

Yet who would hear what he’d come back to tell? For over forty-five years Cameron tried to find a publisher for his story, a rare written record by a lynching survivor. Finally in 1982 he mortgaged his house for $7,500 and published A Time of Terror himself. By 1993 he was struggling to renovate his museum building, an old boxing school and fitness center that the city of Milwaukee had sold him for a dollar. The museum, even more than the book, was the true work for which God had saved him, he thought. His near-death had become his life. He was then nearly eighty years old.

IN THE YEAR MY QUEST BEGAN, 1993, Black Classic Press was about to reissue the book Cameron had once self-published and sold from the trunk of his car. Eager to find out what had happened in Marion, I secured an early galley.

This is Cameron’s story of the lynching as reported in A Time of Terror:

It began on the evening of August 6, 1930. Cameron had been pitching horseshoes with a school friend, Tommy Shipp, and an acquaintance, Abe Smith—both nineteen. Cameron was sixteen. The three decided to go for a joyride in Shipp’s car. As they drove past city limits into the countryside, Smith announced that he wanted to rob someone to get money for a new car of his own. Cameron wavered inside; he wanted to get out but didn’t. The three young men drove to the River Road—Lover’s Lane—to look for a victim. Spotting one parked car, Smith pulled out a .38-caliber pistol, handed it to Cameron, and ordered him to tell the white man and woman inside to “stick ’em up.” Cameron didn’t even know Smith very well, and later he would tell the sheriff that he didn’t know why he’d followed Smith’s orders. Actually he did know. While something inside him said “go back go back” even as he approached the car, he felt propelled forward by someone with a stronger will.

There he stood, pistol in hand, ordering the driver and the woman to get out. When they did, Cameron realized that he knew the man, Claude Deeter, a regular customer at his shoeshine stand, someone who’d always tipped him, who’d always been decent to him. Now he knew he couldn’t go through with it. He handed the gun back to Smith and ran. A few minutes later he heard shots, but he never stopped running. As it turned out, Deeter had been mortally wounded.

Cameron arrived home with new eyes, because he saw that a gulf had opened between past and present. He looked at his mother differently, feeling sorry for her for the first time in his life, though he lied when she asked him why he was so agitated. He couldn’t sleep. He kept telling himself he hadn’t really done anything wrong; he’d just been foolish. “The trouble was,” he writes in his memoir, “this was Marion, Indiana, where there was little room for foolish Black boys.” Cameron hadn’t been in bed long when the police arrived—guns drawn, surrounding the house, raking it with searchlights. He could hear his mother getting up from the sofabed to answer the pounding at the door.

Shipp and Smith were already locked in separate cells in the Grant County jail by the time Cameron got there. In his book he describes three hours of interrogation, the kicks and punches delivered when it was over, the confession he then signed without even reading it. The officers locked him into an upstairs cell block with thirty black men arrested for riding a freight train.

By next morning—August 7, 1930—rumors were circulating through Marion that the white woman in the car, Mary Ball, had been raped. The spark was lit. Cameron writes that there was no particular “race problem” in the town, just the strictly enforced segregation common to so many towns at that time, just an everyday sense of limits, if you were black. “And once the boundary was crossed, anything might happen to the trespasser. . . . The realization dawned on me that I had crossed the boundary into the most sacred area of all, the world where white women lived.”

He noticed a crowd of white people gathering outside the jail right after breakfast, some pointing to the windows of the cell, some shaking their fists. He could feel the tension among his older cellmates, who’d abandoned their usual card games to pace. Small groups of white people kept coming upstairs to peer into the cell block. A white prisoner assured Cameron that “people in this part of the country wouldn’t lynch anybody.” A black prisoner countered that the white guy was “nuts.” Hadn’t Cameron been charged with the rape of a white woman?

The mob outside the jail grew steadily larger. Then around midday Deeter died. His bloody shirt went on display outside the police station like a red flag. White people began to stream in from the surrounding countryside, while entire black families fled Marion. Around five-thirty a reporter from the Marion Chronicle came by to interview Cameron. He told the journalist his story, but he could see that he wasn’t being heard, that the truth didn’t matter. “Ask the girl,” Cameron finally implored him. But the reporter just smirked: “You’ll never get out of this.”

In his book, recalling how he felt as that day built toward its violent climax, Cameron couldn’t quite fit the dimensions of his fear into words. “At times, even now,” he wrote, “I awaken in the middle of the night, reliving that whole day—and night. . . . I can never return to sleep. I suffer headaches all through the night. I just lie there, thinking, praying, saying my rosary, hoping, reassuring myself that it all happened a long, long time ago. I am not the same man. I am somebody else now.”

At dusk Cameron peered out from his second-floor cell block and saw white faces for as far as he could look in any direction. He heard people demanding “those three niggers.” The crowd began to throw rocks at the windows of the jail. Some carried shotguns. Some carried pistols. Some carried bats, clubs, crowbars, or stones. And among them Cameron recognized people he knew: customers from his shoeshine stand, boys and girls he’d gone to school with, people whose lawns he’d mowed. He saw Klan members in robes, faces unmasked, who seemed to be monitoring the crowd. He sensed a carnival air. And there, laughing and talking with them all, were the scores of policemen ostensibly protecting the jail.

The assault began at nightfall. Some men ran into the alley with gasoline cans and doused the brick wall, but they couldn’t get it to burn. Then, for the next hour, men took turns pounding with a sledgehammer on the door of the jail and the stone casement around it, while the mob chanted itself into a frenzy, and people pulled stones out with their bare hands. Cameron could hear Sheriff Jacob Campbell ordering, “Don’t shoot! There are women and children out there!”

The ringleaders burst in and pulled Shipp out first. As Cameron wrote: “I could see the bloodthirsty crowd come to life the moment Tommy’s body was dragged into view. It seemed to me as if all of those 10 to 15 thousand people were trying to hit him at once.” Clubbed and stoned, then hung from the bars of a jailhouse window, Shipp was dead long before the hysterical mob ever got him to the tree. Smith fared no better. Both were killed several times over. Someone rammed a crowbar through Smith’s chest, while souvenir hunters cut off Shipp’s pants and distributed the pieces. Cameron couldn’t stop watching: the delirium, the sadism, and finally a weird ecstasy. Over at the tree, “people howled and milled around the lifeless bodies, their voices a mumbo jumbo of insane screams and giggles.” They began posing for pictures with the bodies.

And then he could hear the men coming up the steps to get him. Cameron remembers what they carried—ropes, swords, rifles, and, he thinks, a submachine gun. He remembers the chanting outside: “We want Cameron!” But when the ringleaders pushed into his cell block, they couldn’t pick him out. At first none of the other prisoners would identify him either, but the white mobsters threatened to “hang every goddamn one of you niggers,” and Cameron watched in horror as about half of his black cellmates dropped to their knees groveling. Finally one old black man pointed him out.

He remembers the white men gripping him viselike, and the chorus of voices yelling “Nigger! Nigger! Nigger!” as they got him outside. He remembers the bricks and rocks and spittle that hit him as they carried him toward the courthouse, and the crowbar glancing across his chest, and the pickax handle hitting his head, and children biting his legs. “Once or twice, I thought I saw a kind face in the press around me. To each of them I called out for some kind of help. . . . But nothing happened.” Police began clearing a path to the tree where the other two bodies were hanging, and someone called out for the rope. Cameron felt numb, encased in ice, and as someone put the noose around his neck and snaked the other end up over a branch, he remembered what his mother had told him about sinners facing death, about the thief on the cross, and he prayed, “Lord, forgive me my sins. Have mercy on me.” In his mind and body and soul he was dead at that moment, and he stopped thinking.

Suddenly a woman’s voice called out, sharply and clearly, “Take this boy back! He had nothing to do with any raping or killing!”

A silence fell over the mob, as Cameron remembers it. Or perhaps it was part of what I call his vision—because he recalls that the people around him were struck dumb, and that he suddenly felt himself surrounded by what seemed to be a film negative and on it were the images of the people in the crowd, and he couldn’t tell anymore if they were black or white.

Then the spell broke. “And hands that had already committed murder became soft and tender, kind and helpful,” he writes—and believes to this day. “I could feel the hands that had unmercifully beaten me remove the rope from around my neck. Now, they were caressing hands!”

Then the crowd drew back. He says that many bowed their heads, that they couldn’t look at him as he staggered back to the jail.

In the years after the lynching, Cameron spoke to many white people who were present in the square that night. No one had heard any voice. No one but him. “You were just lucky,” people told him. But something had stopped the rampage cold, and Cameron knew he hadn’t imagined the voice. Sometimes he could still hear it.

FOR THE FIRST HOURS, days, months after his near-death, however, Cameron felt sick with rage and wanted to kill a white man. Any white man.

The four white detectives who drove him out of Marion that night—to a jail in nearby Huntington—ordered him to lie on the floor of the backseat the whole way, for safety, while they cracked jokes like “this nigger back here is as white as a sheet.” Then as soon as he got to the Huntington jail, the old white man in the facing cell began apologizing to him. The old man had had a fight with his son because the son wanted in on the lynching. The old man said that, for all he knew, his son had put the rope around Cameron’s neck. “I am sorry, son,” he told Cameron. “Sorry to my heart.”

Early the next morning, the detectives drove Cameron back to Marion. He lay down on the floor beneath a mat while they cruised the courthouse, where part of the lynch mob remained on guard. Cameron remembers the cops crowing gleefully that “those niggers are still hanging on the tree” and “look how their necks have stretched.” One detective called out to a newsboy, bought the day’s paper, and pulled the mat back to show Cameron the front page. There he saw for the first time the infamous photograph of his dead companions surrounded by festive white people.

Later that morning the detectives delivered Cameron to the state reformatory at Pendleton, where, he says, certain white guards gathered to laugh at him—his shredded clothing, his ashen complexion—while others stood watching in the distance with tears running down their cheeks. As incredible as this sounds, Cameron insists on it, writing that he never forgot the white people who shed tears for him: “They are etched in my memory, stamped upon my heart.”

What ultimately defused young Cameron’s rage was his friendship with one particular and unlikely benefactor, Sheriff Bernard Bradley of Anderson, Indiana. Cameron had been charged with both murder and rape. Granted a change of venue for his trial, he moved to the jail at Anderson, a town about thirty miles south of Marion. As he arrived there, word spread that Marion mobsters planned to storm the Anderson jail, lynch Cameron, and “break in” Sheriff Bradley, who had just taken office. But Bradley promised his young prisoner that if any mob showed up, he and his deputies would shoot to kill. Bradley had patrols in the streets every night for weeks. Rumor had it that he had even armed the town’s black residents. Cameron writes in A Time of Terror that that clinched it for the mob leaders, who decided not to try anything.

Once the tension eased, Sheriff Bradley called Cameron to his office and announced that he was going to make him a turnkey trusty, which would allow him to leave jail during the day. The sheriff said he didn’t believe Cameron was guilty of rape or murder. “I want you to treat me like a father,” Bradley told him, “and I’ll treat you like a loving son.” Utterly shocked, Cameron studied the sheriff’s eyes and body language, “because no white man had ever spoken to me like that before.” But he decided that “my concentration, my scrutiny, could detect no deceit or falsity.” He came to love this sheriff, this anomaly who’d grown up in the all-white town of Elwood—a town about halfway between Marion and Anderson, a town still notorious today for its association with the Ku Klux Klan. Cameron could only conclude in retrospect that Sheriff Bradley must have been “a weird sort of person, because he was mysterious and apparently outside natural law. By his nature, he seemed to have belonged to another world.” And indeed he did. Sheriff Bradley was a Catholic, a group both feared and hated by the 1920s Klan.

Meanwhile, back in Marion, a grand jury concluded that the authorities had acted “in a prudent manner” on the night of August 7, 1930.

TO LEARN THAT SOMEONE had lived through it and never let it go—that was the catalyst for me. In August 1993 I went to Milwaukee to meet James Cameron. I went not as a journalist on assignment but on my own time. That way I would have no obligation to write about it. Really, I felt anxious just calling him up, making the appointment. I told him nothing of my own connection to Marion on the phone; nor did I know what I would say to him when we met. I told myself that I was merely going to find what had been hidden from me. I didn’t analyze my intentions beyond that. Certainly there was nothing I could do about a lynching that happened decades before I was born, though somehow I felt I was living with it. I didn’t see a way to set that right. But I could go to Milwaukee.

As it happens, that was where I’d first learned something about racism. I was born in Milwaukee and lived there until I was seven, then moved to an all-white county just north of the city. I know that I didn’t learn hatred from my parents. They never used what we now call the n-word, for example, and I can’t imagine them tolerating that word in our house. But I did learn a certain caution, a certain fear. My parents had told me about black people. That my aging great-aunts, still living in inner-city Milwaukee, were afraid of them when they walked to the German church service on Sunday. That if some moved to your neighborhood, you should stay away. And if you drove through their neighborhood, you had to roll up the windows.

When I was eight or nine my parents sent me to an art class in Milwaukee on Saturdays, where I met some black children for the first time in my life—one boy and one girl—and I paid particular attention to them. The boy was very serious and spoke to no one, and I realized after a session or two that he was the best artist there. The girl was lively and friendly, and I decided to get to know her. She and I took adjoining desks. After class we would wait together outside for our parents to pick us up.

One day when my mother came for me, I told her about my new friend, who at that time I probably called “Negro.” I thought my parents had been misinformed, that they’d be happy to hear the good news: “She’s really nice.” My mother didn’t reply. “Could I invite her to our house?” My mother kept driving, acting like she hadn’t heard me, and soon enough I realized that she wasn’t going to answer.

I had presented my mother with a real dilemma. We didn’t just live in an all-white county, we lived in a county where our new minister greeted us with the words: “Carr.” Pause. “You’re not German, are you?” We lived in a town where the neighborhood children ran over to greet us on day one, calling out as they entered our yard, “Are you Catholic or Lutheran?” This was the hidebound little town that I was proposing to integrate.

So I lost my new friend when the art class ended, but even at that age I knew that something was wrong with this setup. So I moved to the next stage of racism—relating to black people as “those we have wronged.” That guilt would build another barrier.

Now I was going to meet Cameron, and I would have to acknowledge my connection to that defining moment in his life under the lynching tree. I considered this with some apprehension. As I drove into the neighborhood near his museum, I realized I must also be near the parochial school where I attended kindergarten and first grade. Back then the area was undergoing “white flight.”

America’s Black Holocaust Museum sat on a quiet street between a public school and a soul food restaurant. Greeting me at the museum’s locked steel door, Cameron was more robust than I expected. At seventy-nine, he had a lot of presence. A full head of gray hair, a kind face, soft-spoken, a down-home midwesterner, he had in many ways lived an ordinary life. He put in six days a week at the museum, all alone. It was not yet open to the public. As we sat down in a small makeshift office crammed with books, I asked him to talk about his life between the lynching and the present.

First came four years in prison as an accessory to voluntary manslaughter in the death of Claude Deeter. Ordered to serve his parole outside the state, he went to Detroit, eventually returning to Anderson to live. There Cameron organized a chapter of the NAACP. One day early in the 1950s a local movie theater refused his son a seat on the ground floor, directing him to the balcony, and Cameron called on the state attorney general to enforce the equal accommodations law. “We began to get threatening letters, and my wife became frightened,” he said. They moved to Milwaukee in 1953. It was a homecoming of sorts. Cameron had been born in La Crosse, Wisconsin.

All along Cameron worked a series of blue-collar jobs—at a shoeshine parlor, the Delcro factory, a cardboard-box factory. He attended night school to learn air conditioning and steam combustion, then worked at a shopping mall. After retirement he went into business for himself as a rug and upholstery cleaner. He converted to Catholicism in 1953, attributing his faith to the example of Sheriff Bernard Bradley and his belief that the Virgin Mary had been the “voice from heaven” who saved his life. He attended mass daily. By the time we met, he’d been married for fifty-five years and raised five children.

But mostly what he’d done for more than six decades was struggle obsessively to bear witness. He’d begun writing A Time of Terror in prison, but authorities confiscated the manuscript when they paroled him. By early the next year he’d written it out again. Once he moved to Anderson, he began going back to Marion to interview white people who’d witnessed the lynching. Cameron estimates that he then rewrote the book about a hundred more times as he accumulated nearly three hundred rejections before self-publishing.

He also became a self-taught historian, filling the basement of his home with books. As I sat in his office, he pulled out pamphlets he’d produced over the years—on the Klan, the Confederate flag, the Thirteenth Amendment, slavery, Reconstruction, the first civil rights bill, the second civil rights bill. He’d written hundreds. His latest bore the title: “Definite and Positive Proof That Free Black Men Did Vote Right Along with Free White Men in the Formation of the Constitution of the United States of America.” Cameron self-published as much as he could afford at $20 per copyright.

He hadn’t even begun to renovate the ex–boxing school. He gave me a tour of the disassembled premises. Here where I saw old weightlifting machines, lockers, and a pool table, he would someday have his bookstore, his contemplation room, and his lecture and screening room. Cameron pointed into the gymnasium with its basketball hoops and piles of chairs. “That’ll be my Chamber of Horrors.” That would be the room with, for example, the photo taken in Marion’s courthouse square. Cameron intended to exhibit large pictures in the style of the Jewish Holocaust museum Yad Vashem in Israel. He recalled how that institution had inspired him when he and his wife, Virginia, visited in 1979. “It shook me up something awful. I said to my wife, ‘Honey, we need a museum like that in America to show what happened to us black folks and the freedom-loving white people who’ve been trying to help us.’” He figured he would need $150,000 to $200,000 to renovate. He was paying utilities and phone out of his Social Security.

The building was his third location. With $5,000 of his own money he opened the museum in 1988 on the second floor of Milwaukee’s Black Muslim headquarters, then moved to a storefront around the corner, but he never had room to exhibit more than ten photos or to store many of his ten thousand books on race relations. And to his utter frustration, he would sometimes go for days without a single person coming in. And I only am escaped alone to tell thee.

His exhibits had been packed away for over a year already, while the approach of his eightieth birthday kindled a sense of urgency. “I got one foot in the grave and the other one got no business being out,” he chuckled, then looked somber. Black Classic Press had delayed the reprinting of his book again. “I wish that book would hurry up and come out so I can get some speaking engagements under my belt and then I can get my money to put the boiler in.”

Clearly Cameron was part of that tradition of African Americans who would hold this country to her ideals. He said he wanted to replace the word racism with un-American. He pulled out a copy of Ralph Ginzburg’s 100 Years of Lynchings: “This should be in every home, just like the Bible.” When I asked him if he’d ever studied history—meaning formally—he replied, “Yes. I live in history.”

“My grandparents were from Marion,” I announced.

“They probably remember it,” said Cameron.

This benign assessment of what I felt to be shameful slowed me down. “My father remembers it, too, even though he was only six when it happened.”

“Yeah, that made an impression on him. Sure.”

He began to tell me his story, even though he had said he didn’t like to do that one on one. It was still too emotional for him. Showing me a postcard of the Marion jail, he pointed out where Tommy was, where Abe was, where he was. Almost compulsively, he described how they were beaten, how he’d been told later that the Marion sheriff, Jake Campbell, was a Klansman, and how, when the mob was about to hang him, he prayed. “And then this voice spoke from heaven. It was from heaven. No human voice could have quelled the fury of that mob.” Then a great silence fell over the crowd, and he entered what seemed like a room made of film negatives, where everyone stood “petrified,” and he couldn’t tell anymore if they were black or white.

I told him my family’s story, leaving out the cruel part—the laughter. “Then, after he died, we found out that my grandfather was in the Klan.”

“That happens,” he replied.

“All my father said was that he never saw a hooded sheet.”

“You know what?” Cameron told me. “During the Roaring Twenties Indiana had over a half million Klansmen, and Marion had the first chapter. They were called the mother den of all the Klans in Indiana. It was an upgoing thing. If you weren’t in the Klan, you were nobody, and that’s what gave them the liberty to lynch black people with impunity. Sure.”

“My grandfather may well have approved of it.”

“Sure.” He got up, saying that he had something special to show me, a new artifact for the museum. Someone in Marion had sent him one of the infamous “souvenirs” that were always part of a classic lynching. The ropes used to hang Tommy Shipp and Abe Smith had been cut into pieces and distributed among the spectators. From a letter-sized envelope Cameron pulled a piece of fraying rope, like a thick clothesline, maybe an inch and a half long. “I’m going to put that in a glass case with all kinds of padlocks on it,” he said, placing the little plug of rope in my palm. “You’re the first one to have seen this.”

In my conversations with Cameron I found myself constantly astonished at some of his reported interactions with white people—not the brutal ones, the “nice” ones. The actual lynch mob probably numbered between twenty-five and fifty, he said, while thousands watched. Cameron eventually interviewed more than two hundred of these spectators, and all were happy to see that he’d survived (rumor had it he’d died of the beating), but none had lifted a finger to help him, and no one apologized.

I was reminded of one more thing I’d heard as a child. That the lynching was “necessary.” That “those guys would have gotten off.” I did not share this with Cameron, but I thought about the infamous photograph. The white people posing with those bodies look so pleased with themselves, so confident that they’ve done the right thing.

Before I left, Cameron gave me a manila envelope labeled “The Pardon.” This was important to him. In 1991 he had decided that he would ask to be forgiven. He wrote a letter to Indiana governor Evan Bayh, requesting a pardon “for the foolish role I played in the commission of a crime that resulted in the loss of three precious lives.” Cameron said the idea to request a pardon just came to him. He wanted to clear his name before he died. He wanted to “wipe this whole thing clean.” Bayh signed the pardon in February 1993, and Cameron went back to Marion. The mayor gave him a key to the city in a ceremony at a Marion hotel, and Cameron wiped away tears as the inscription on his pardon was read.

“Now that the state of Indiana has forgiven me for my indiscretion,” he told the overflow crowd, “I, in turn, forgive Indiana for their transgressors of the law in Marion on the night of August 7, 1930. I forgive those who have harmed me and Abe and Tom, realizing I can never forget the traumatic events that took place that night.”

His hope now was that Marion would show the rest of Indiana how people of all races could “be welded into one single and sacred nationality.” The newspaper printed the text of Cameron’s speech, using one of his phrases as a headline: LET MARION SET A BEACON LIGHT.

I LEFT THE ENCOUNTER with Cameron knowing that I had to write about it. Not that my reluctance just melted away.

This was still a hard story to own. As Robbie had put it, most white people “come from something”—slaveowners, Klansmen, dissemblers, dehumanizers, averters of eyes. And we do not have stories that make us proud.

I knew I was merely one among the many reluctant. Years ago I met with a large group of women—white, black, Asian, Latino—to discuss whether we could work together on a special issue of a women’s journal that would address racism. Many of those who were not white spoke eloquently about their struggles, while we white women sympathized. Then one of the black women challenged us to speak personally. Basically, she was saying, “Why do you really think racism should end? What’s it to you?” And she made it clear that “It’s wrong” would not suffice. There was a painfully long silence. Finally I got up and talked about the little girl in my art class. The story ended very dramatically when one of the black women got to her feet and declared, “I was that little girl.” Not literally, of course, though I stopped breathing for a moment. This was the point Robbie always harped on—the “dialogue.” We had become characters in the same story.

And this, for one thing, is what it will take to end racism. When it is no longer a black story but a white story, too. Or as Robbie put it, “It won’t be over until you have to live with it the way we have to live with it.”

So I had these encouragements. I had my own belief that the silence of white people was a lie of omission, distorting history, straining relationships with black people and keeping them unequal, even permitting terrible things to happen. (Why shouldn’t they happen, if they can just be erased?) Yet speaking was painful, too. It’s easy to make all the right noises about racism in general (“terrible” “wrong”), but make it specific, and we’re talking about ourselves and the people we know and love.

I could barely stand to think about it. I knew that my grandfather hadn’t participated in the lynching, but I felt he was implicated. Beyond the mob of twenty-five to fifty killers were thousands of witnesses like those in the infamous photograph, and beyond them were the white people at home who condoned it. Because no one was guilty, everyone was guilty. All participated in the code of silence.

I couldn’t follow my grandfather’s lead. I had to break the code. Thoughts of Marion always brought me back to the biggest lesson I had learned there as a child: how my grandfather erased his own mother from history, as if that would erase his shame. Parts of certain lines cut out with a razor blade. Then the last record of her existence, that obituary, taken and—what?—burned? It’s just a family story, but I saw it as a model for the larger American family, with its repressed history of racial traumas: not just slavery but something as recent and as shared as Jim Crow. Who learns the details in school? I didn’t. Someone razored them out, so Jim Crow becomes “a time when people were ignorant.” But the details can send you reeling, and if you’re white, they’re shameful.

James Baldwin once said that you have to accept the history that created you, that if you don’t accept it, you cannot atone. So even as I asked myself, Why me? Why my family? I knew that I was being handed an opportunity to find that history and to begin the process of atoning. I could go to Marion as a journalist and gather the facts. Soon finding the details of what happened became an obsession with me. It was personal. I felt that I had to know whether the Klan—my grandfather’s Klan—was behind it. I dreaded what I might find. His choices distressed me, yet I felt terrible for him. And I could only hope my family would see that I had
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