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Prologue

ON THE ROAD AGAIN

Thank you for my childhood!” a petite, thirty-something white woman calls out when she sees Bill Cosby in the Richmond International Airport. She does it from a distance and keeps walking, as though she doesn’t want to intrude on his privacy, but she is an exception. Most of the travelers who recognize Cosby as he makes his way from New York City to Virginia for a concert date in Richmond want to come over and meet him, to shake his hand, to have a picture taken with him, to share details of their own lives as though he was a familiar visitor to their homes—which, of course, for much of four decades he was.

Like a walking tour of his career, the encounters recall its most treasured landmarks. In the airport lounge at LaGuardia Airport, a businessman wearing a blue blazer waxes nostalgic about listening to the comedy albums and watching I Spy as a kid. “Lifelong fan!” he says, pumping Cosby’s hand. “What a treat for an old fucker like me!” As Cosby is driven to the gate in a motorized cart, devotees of the Saturday morning cartoon show chant “Hey, hey, hey!” On the plane, a flight attendant blurts out, “Oh my god, I loved Jell-O Pudding Pops!” And at the terminal in Richmond, a smartly dressed black man wants to declare his kinship with his most famous character.

“Mr. Cosby,” he says. “My name is Cliff!”

“No, no, no, you can’t be Cliff,” Cosby responds in mock indignation. “I’m Cliff!”

Others want him to know about more personal connections. A curvaceous blonde woman wraps him in an embrace as he is about to duck into an airport restroom. “Thank you so much for what you’ve done for dyslexia!” she gushes. “I have a dyslexic son!”

As Cosby descends an escalator, a harried-looking mother who is standing below with a young boy in tow suddenly brightens up and breaks into song:

Let others sing of college days,

Their Alma Mater true,

But when we raise our voices,

’Tis only High for you!

Stepping off the escalator, Cosby puts his arm around the woman’s shoulder and joins in:

We’ll ne’er forget those days gone by,

Those glorious days of old,

When we sang the praises of,

The Crimson and the Gold!

The woman still hasn’t announced her name, but she pushes her son forward to shake his hand as if he were an old family friend. “This is Mr. Cosby!” she says. “He went to Central High, just like Mommy!”

Near the door marked “Exit,” three men in pressed green uniforms wait to greet him. Cosby’s airport escort has alerted him in advance, so he calls out: “Where are the Marines? Come over and take a picture!”

“You know I was a marine, too, a merchant marine!” he jokes as the cameras snap.

“Really?” one of the servicemen asks.

“Navy!” he establishes for the record. “Hospital corpsman!”

Now everyone who passes by wants a picture, too, so he spends the next ten minutes posing with all of them, as the driver assigned to take him to the hotel hovers on the curb outside.

“We’re such big fans!” says a woman in a sun hat who pulls her husband over to join the receiving line, and as soon as Cosby hears her bubbly voice, he senses an amusing exchange coming on.

“So I hope you bought a ticket to my concert tonight!” he says.

“You’re giving a concert?” the woman says. “Well, we’d love to come, but we’re just passing through.”

“To where?” he asks.

“We’re going on a cruise!” she says.

“So what three games do you like to play on the cruise?”

“Eating and drinking!”

“That’s only two. What about shuffleboard or blackjack?”

“Eating and drinking and sunbathing!”

“How often do you go on cruises?”

“About three times a year!”

“Do you have children?”

“No.”

“That’s why you can afford the cruise, he-he-he!” Cosby jokes.

In an age of celebrity obsession and cell phone cameras, the sight of fans thronging a famous entertainer is not unusual, yet there is something different about this picture. To begin with, Bill Cosby is in his midseventies now. He is still fit for his age, with the erect posture of a former track star and only a slight paunch. But the balding head and the white stubble and the wrinkled jowls are very much the features of a grandfather, which he has been for a decade.

Still here he is, on the road performing at an age when most men are retired, if they’re lucky enough to still be alive. And he isn’t doing it occasionally, coming out of seclusion for a brief tour every decade or headlining a few charity events a year. The dates he is playing this weekend—an eight o’clock show on Friday night in Richmond and two back-to-back seven o’clock and nine thirty shows on Saturday in Greenville, South Carolina—are three of more than sixty concerts he will give in 2013, and he is already lining up just as busy a schedule for 2014 and 2015.

Despite his age and fame, Cosby is also traveling alone. He has no entourage: no bodyguard, no publicist, not even a baggage handler. He carries his luggage himself—a leather duffle bag and a matching knapsack—and wears the clothes he will perform in this evening: brown lounging pants, sandals and socks, and a white sweatshirt emblazoned with “Hello, Friend” in bright, multicolored letters. The housekeeper of his town house in Manhattan has accompanied him to the airport in New York and helped him get to the gate, and his concert promoter is there to greet him when he gets off the plane in Richmond. But otherwise he puts himself in the hands of employees of the commercial airline industry: the flight attendants (who fuss over or flirt with him), the pilots (who come out of the cockpit to get his autograph), and the security personnel (who ask him to pose for pictures while pleading with him not to tell their bosses).

Even more remarkable, Cosby can barely see these people, or the scores of other facilitators and fans he will encounter on this trip, or the thousands of people in the audiences he will entertain. For two decades, he has battled a rare form of glaucoma that for a while clouded over one eye so badly that he took to wearing dark glasses in public. After multiple operations, the eye looks much better now, and he can go without the shades, which is a huge relief for a man who will tell you: “I perform with my face.” But he still can’t make out objects more than ten feet away. So as he travels across America, for more than thirty weeks out of the year, he has to navigate with other tools beside his vision: his acute senses of hearing, of smell, and of intuition about what lies in the fog beyond his sight.

Although Cosby’s eyesight may be failing, he can already envision what historians will say about him. They will focus, rightly, on his iconic place in the annals of television. They will describe him as the first black man to star in a TV drama—I Spy—and talk about all the other roles for African Americans that the success of that show made possible. They will analyze his contributions to children’s educational television with his early appearances on Sesame Street and The Electric Company, as well as his own creations Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids and Little Bill.

Most of all, cultural historians will measure the seismic impact of The Cosby Show on the entertainment industry and on American society. They will document how it revived the situation comedy format and laid the groundwork for other shows built around comedic personas, such as Roseanne and Seinfeld. And they will point out how, by implanting such a positive image of black family life in the national consciousness, it helped Americans envision sending a black president and his wife and daughters to live in the White House less than two decades later.

If you ask Cosby about them now, he will tell you how proud he is of his groundbreaking shows. But he will also say the same thing about many other TV and movie ventures that were deemed disappointments or flops. He is grateful for the extra measure of fame and wealth that television has afforded him, and he still likes to think that he has another show or two in him. As he waits to board the flight to Richmond, he imagines a prime-time drama about a Good Samaritan swat team that turns around the lives of troubled inner-city kids, and within months he will be pitching a new sitcom in which he would play grandfather in a multigenerational family to NBC and also developing a Fat Albert project with the Henson Muppet dynasty.

For all the attention TV success won him, however, Cosby has always known that it is fleeting. What has lasted is what he is doing now, and has done consistently for more than fifty years: stand-up comedy. (Or more precisely, sit-down comedy, since he began his career perched on a chair at the end of a Philadelphia bar and still prefers to perform in a seated position.) Stand-up is what lifted Cosby’s sights beyond becoming a junior high school gym teacher. It’s what led to his biggest breaks in television and sustained him through his worst stumbles. And it’s what first made him rich and still earns him millions of dollars a year, even though with a personal fortune in investments and real estate and artwork valued at close to a half billion dollars, he hardly needs to work.

Which raises an interesting question: why does Cosby continue to perform so much? (Beside the fact that it gets him out of the house and gives him the satisfaction of meeting and entertaining so many fans?) Is he is trying to retire the all-time record for stand-up, perhaps?

“No idea,” he says with a dismissive shrug when asked if he knows how many comedy concerts he’s given in his lifetime.

Then can he think of anyone else who has given more?

This question interests him, and he takes a minute to ponder the possibilities. (How many performers have lasted for a half century? And of that small number, how many have had the desire and the fortitude and the fan base to continue to tour successfully?)

“Victor Borge?” he ventures finally. “He was out there for a long time! Don Rickles, maybe . . .”

He thinks a bit longer.

“Liberace!” he says. “Remember what they said about him? Liberace sold out wherever he went, but they said it wouldn’t last. They said his audiences wouldn’t be there next year. Then he’d come back, and he’d still be sold out. So I guess they kept making new old people!”

As Cosby nestles into an aisle seat on the flight to Richmond, he confesses that business over the last decade hasn’t always been easy. Ever since the 1960s, he has worked a circuit of venues that seat 1,500 to 3,000 people, his preferred size. (Less than that, he says, and it’s hard to make real money; more, and audiences in the back come away thinking, I might as well have had an 8-by-10 glossy.) The venues include the casinos of Las Vegas and concert halls of New York and Washington, DC; but most are the college auditoriums, regional playhouses, and athletic arenas found in smaller cities and towns, and sometimes it’s been hard to pack those houses.

Some in the concert business have whispered that Cosby’s age was a factor in the falloff, or the intimidating sunglasses he wore for a while, or uneasiness with the outspoken stands he’s taken on the failures of parenting and personal responsibility in parts of the black community. But he blames the impact of economic policies in Washington on his core audience of baby boomers. “After Clinton, the bottom fell out, and the weight was particularly heavy on the fifty-five-year-olds,” he says. Things got even worse once the Great Recession of 2008 hit—“the last four years have not been pretty,” he says—although lately the tide has turned, and ticket sales are up again. Still, he says, “The golden age is over.”

If Cosby seems so sensitive to how well his concerts sell, it’s not just a matter of pride. Like most star entertainers, he gets paid up front, so he makes a good living whether his promoters do or not. But he is famous—or notorious, among agents—for going into his own pocket to bail out the people who put up the money to stage his concerts if they stand to lose money. It’s partly because he knows what a tough business it is. “I tell promoters, ‘I didn’t go into this so you could go broke,’ ” he says. But he also sees it as a way of winning their loyalty and protecting his own mystique.

He tells the story of a benefit concert he gave to help fund a new wing for a children’s hospital in the 1980s. He was the biggest star in America at the time, with the top-rated show on television, a book at the top of the bestseller list, a ranking as the most highly paid celebrity in the country and his own private G4 jet that took him wherever he wanted. But the promoter of the concert was a “grunt,” the son of a rich businessman who had fronted him the six figures to book Cosby. He didn’t know what he was doing, and when Cosby arrived, he learned that a quarter of the house would be empty.

“Bring the kid in,” he told his agent from William Morris. “I want to talk to him.”

“Don’t give money back!” the agent warned. “This is his fault.”

Dressed in his tuxedo, the promoter appeared in the dressing room minutes later. Cosby could see his agent fuming, so he kicked him out.

“Sit down, son,” he said to the promoter. “How are you doing?”

“We’re a little short,” the promoter confessed.

“Well, I want you to go the box office and find out exactly how short,” he said.

The promoter did as he was told, and as he left the room, Cosby could see his agent hovering outside, his face flushed with anger.

“Fifty-five thousand dollars,” the promoter reported when he got back.

“How much would it take to make you whole, given your other expenses?” Cosby asked.

“Probably sixty thousand dollars,” the promoter admitted.

“Okay,” he said, “here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to let you cut sixty-five thousand dollars out of my fee, so you come out even and can tell Daddy you made a profit.”

When the promoter left, Cosby’s agent came back into the dressing room, still fit to be tied.

“You shouldn’t have done that!” he said. “The kid needs to learn a lesson!”

“Listen!” Cosby snapped. “What is this benefit for?”

“A children’s hospital?” the agent said.

“Well, think about this,” Cosby said. “William Morris can’t pay to get back the bad publicity I would get if I were to take the entire fee you negotiated, get on my private plane, and fly home while leaving this hospital more than fifty thousand dollars in debt. There’s no way I can win here.”

In the car from the airport to downtown Richmond, Cosby explains why he gravitated toward the kind of mass-appeal observational humor that is his specialty and didn’t go in for the kind of clubby, cerebral comedy that was fashionable when he was starting out in Greenwich Village—the kind designed to show audiences how smart the comedian is. “People forget that the second word in show business is business,” he says.

The fact that he never has—that he’s a master of the show and the business—explains why Cosby has risen so far and lasted so long, but it’s also a lesson he learned the hard way. In his early thirties, just when he had become a huge star, he almost went broke when his manager squandered millions of dollars of his money on a mismanaged production company. He had to pull out and turn over supervision of his financial affairs to his wife, Camille, and ever since, he’s been prepared to do legal battle with anyone—business associates, would-be copyright infringers, even personal employees—whom he suspects of trying to take advantage of him.

Experiences with the media have only compounded his wariness. As far as Cosby is concerned, it’s been annoying enough that for fifty years reporters and critics have persisted in dwelling on the presence—or lack—of racial themes in his work, when he’s always viewed himself as searching for universal humor that can touch anyone. But in recent decades, he’s endured invasive coverage of a devastating family tragedy and an embarrassing personal scandal. He’s had to respond to what he sees as deliberately mean-spirited questioning of his lavish philanthropy and his advanced academic degrees. He makes no secret that he doesn’t trust reporters, and in return some of them have spiked coverage of him with words like angry and difficult to insinuate that there’s another side to his personality besides the soft and playful one so openly on display with fans and friends.

Yet to travel with Cosby is to be struck by several personal characteristics that provide clues to his complexity. One is how extraordinary his memory is. Even in his midseventies, he can summon up granular details from every phase of his life, from the trees on the street where he lived as a toddler to the sound of instruments in the jazz bands he played with in his teens to the home phone numbers of friends he hasn’t seen in years. His prodigious powers of recall explain why he’s been able to spin vivid threads of personal experience into so much comedy and why he can still improvise for two hours straight without losing his train of thought (unless it’s part of the act). But they also suggest that he has equally vivid memories of every personal and professional slight he’s absorbed along the way.

The second is how hard Cosby works. Not only does he perform somewhere almost every week; he shows up for every concert at least two hours early, so that he can inspect the hall, check production details, and spend ample time meeting with promoters, crew, and backstage well-wishers. Intimates will tell you that he is just following the example of his mother, who toiled twelve-hour days cleaning white people’s homes, and his grandfather, who walked four miles back and forth to a factory job for forty years. But respect for hard work is also a key to Cosby’s much-debated views on racial issues. It’s not that he is oblivious to racism—far from it. It’s just that he believes that playing its victim has never gotten blacks very far, and that ultimately his people always have and always will have to work for any meaningful advances they achieve.

Although Cosby won’t be making one of his frequent appearances before black youth or black parents on this trip, his passionate and sometimes prickly opinions about race are never far from the surface. Recalling the deprivations of his youth, he uses the term lower economic class but refuses to utter the word poor, because of all the other negative characteristics it suggests (“lacking,” “inferior,” et cetera). Remembering the segregated world of strivers in which he grew up, he worries that black people today have “abandoned the old-time religion that got our grandparents from dirt floors to normal schools.” When he travels to South Carolina tomorrow, he will explain to his promoter why he has returned to the state for the first time since 2005, after supporting an NAACP protest over its refusal to stop flying the Confederate flag over the state capital. “I called the NAACP for an update on the boycott, but they never got back to me,” he says with a shrug, “and I didn’t see that it was doing any good.”

The third characteristic is how keenly Cosby studies human behavior. It’s been the wellspring of his observational humor, enough to fertilize years of successful sitcoms and decades of fresh stand-up material. But it also means that he can detect a potential con a mile away. In person, he doesn’t appear to be angry or paranoid about it; in fact, there’s an amused glint in his eye when he sees one coming. But he grew up in the projects and served in the navy and has been in show business for fifty years, so he’s never surprised to see people trying to put one over on one another.

Cosby’s antennae are up even as he lounges backstage before the show in Richmond. After catching a brief nap at the hotel, he’s arrived at the Center Stage concert hall several hours early, as usual. In a spare room down the corridor from his official dressing room, a pizza box and a Starbucks cup sit on the coffee table as he holds a phone to his ear and listens to an agent update him on new concert offers.

“Take it! Take it! Take it!” he keeps repeating, in the tone of someone listening to an overlong argument for the obvious. Then he says, “Stop questioning, just tell them no! I just played Denver . . . We’ll do it in ’fifteen.” (Except for yearly appearances in Las Vegas and Washington, DC, which keep importing new tourists, he makes a point of waiting at least two years before he returns to most cities, so the locals don’t get tired of him and he can come back with new material.)

Cosby’s promoter looms in the doorway with last-minute personal requests. A man has dropped off a box from a place called Joey’s Hot Dogs in Richmond, and the security men out back want to know if they should send it in.

“Is it just the hot dogs or Joey, too?” Cosby asks.

“I don’t know,” says the promoter.

“See!” Cosby says, rolling his eyes. “That’s why they shoot the messenger. He comes with incomplete information!”

The promoter returns several minutes later with the box of hot dogs, but no Joey, and news of another request for a meet and greet. It’s a war veteran in a wheelchair who is a huge fan of Cosby’s and wants to get his autograph.

“Who’s with him?” he asks.

“It’s just him,” the promoter says.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Cosby says. “How is he going to get back here by himself in a wheelchair?”

“He’s with a group from a hospital for wounded vets,” the promoter says, “but they say only he wants to meet you.”

“I bet!” Cosby says. “Better check that one out.”

When the promoter reports back that four vets want to come backstage with four caretakers, Cosby says: “That’s more like it, send them in.” But after fifteen minutes, no one has arrived, and it’s time for him to go the official dressing room to receive previously approved guests.

One is Stu Gardner, the longtime musical collaborator who helped write the famous theme for The Cosby Show. Gardner now lives in Richmond with his wife of forty years, whom Cosby greets as “the high school girl!” Gardner has brought along a white friend named Arthur Lisi, who composed the bridge for The Cosby Show tune, and Lisi’s wife and daughter. But instead of the iconic theme, Cosby wants to reminisce about a mostly forgotten jazz-funk ensemble that Gardner helped him put together in the early seventies called Badfoot Brown and the Bunions Bradford Funeral and Marching Band. He prances around imitating the Bunions’s bassist, Ron Johnson, and soon everyone in the room is weeping with laughter.

Next L. Douglas Wilder, the former governor of Virginia, arrives with his son. He explains that he first met Cosby after Bill and his wife, Camille, made a $100,000 donation to a state education fund. Then Wilder shares a story about an address that Cosby delivered at William & Mary College in 1993, when former Supreme Court chief justice Warren Burger was the chancellor.

“Burger was wearing his full regalia,” Wilder says, “and Cos says to him: ‘You’ve got on more jewelry than Amos ’n Andy!’ Can you believe that? To Warren Burger? I almost fell out of my chair!”

Wilder also brings up about another, more controversial incident involving Cosby and the Supreme Court. “I was there!” he says about the tirade that Cosby unleashed at an event in Washington, DC, in 2004 to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision. At the time, critics called him an elitist for blasting black Americans who didn’t show respect for education, proper English, or responsible parenting, but Wilder points out that the speech was prescient. “Everything he was talking about is what’s happening now,” he says.

At five minutes to eight o’clock, a stagehand appears in the dressing room and encourages the guests to take their seats. Cosby begins to make his way to the backstage area, but just then the contingent of veterans in wheelchairs shows up. Introduced to the man who had requested to see him, he learns that the vet suffers from a brain injury. He was shot in the head and has no control over what he is saying, so he talks loudly and randomly even while others are speaking. But Cosby isn’t fazed—he worked with stroke patients and brain damage victims as a physical therapist in the navy—and he patiently chats with the vet and poses for a photograph.

In the arena outside, a sold-out crowd of more than two thousand people is watching a reel of excerpts from an internet show called OBKB that Cosby produces at his home in Massachusetts and puts up on his website. The clips of him interviewing kids and family members hark back to his Jell-O commercials and guest host gigs on The Tonight Show, but they are also meant to demonstrate that he is up to speed with the digital era.

Then a black-and-white image of a pale, round-faced man appears on the screen. “Please join in a moment of silence for the memory of Jonathan Winters!” the stage announcer says. The mercurial comedian, who has just died, is one of Cosby’s all-time favorites, a man he compares to the jazz saxophonist John Coltrane for his astonishing powers of improvisation. An interviewer once asked him if he had fifty dollars in his pocket, which comedian would he most want to buy a ticket to see, and Cosby answered without hesitation: “Jonathan Winters!”

Asked to expand on what the comedian means to him, Cosby cites Winter’s professional words of wisdom. “You get tired of your material before your audience does,” Winters told him when they first met in comedy clubs in the early sixties. Ever since, Cosby has taken that as a warning to keep retiring bits, no matter how famous, before they get stale. (“That’s why ‘Noah’ and ‘The Dentist’ had to go!” he says.) “Some of us have to entertain ourselves while we’re working,” Winters also said. That too resonated with Cosby, who has never liked to rehearse or memorize, on stage or on television. He has always thought he works best when, like a jazz musician, he is riffing on well-developed themes rather than performing note-for-note.

Now the video intros are over and, without introduction, Cosby strolls onto the stage. The crowd rises, applauding and cheering. He motions for everyone to sit down, and then sits down himself in a chair draped with another of the “Hello, Friend” sweatshirts that he takes wherever he goes, as a greeting and a memorial.

In his mind, he has a rough outline of the stories he will unspool over the next two hours—where he will begin, how he will build, and how he will end—that still leaves plenty of room for his imagination to roam, depending on his mood and the vibe he feels from the audience. (The outline also ensures that each performance is unique; between the two-hour concert in Richmond tonight and the two in Greenville tomorrow, Cosby will repeat no more than twenty minutes of material.)

For Doug Wilder’s benefit, he wants the climax of his performance to be a funny story that he has borrowed from the former governor: about a high school date that went awry when Wilder decided to pour a bottle of Canoe cologne in his bathwater before he went to the girl’s house. Leading up to that story, Cosby plans to spend a good half hour charting his introduction to romance, from young boyhood to his late teens.

First, he will be nine years old, peeking through a stairway banister with his friend Poppy Whitehead to watch Poppy’s older sister French-kiss a boy. Then he will be thirteen, playing spin the bottle at a birthday party and getting to brush lips with his junior high school sweetheart, Doris Mann. Finally, he will be sixteen, taking a stack of Miles Davis albums to the house of a girl named Bernadette Johnson but making the mistake of bathing in Canoe first. It will be a long, vivid reenactment that ends with Bernadette’s father brandishing a gun to make Cosby go away. Then, in the punch line, the father sees him years later at Bernadette’s wedding to another man. “I had nothing against you,” the father explains, “but I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life with that smell in the house!”

As Cosby eases into his routine, a voice can be heard at the rear of the concert hall. It’s far up in the balcony, and it sounds like someone arguing with an usher or blurting out commentary about the show. Not everyone in the audience notices, but it’s loud enough that more than a few heads turn to see what’s going on.

Even though Cosby can’t see more than a few of yards into the audience, his keen ears immediately recognize the source of the commotion in the balcony. It’s the brain-damaged veteran in the wheelchair he has just met backstage. Now he understands why the encounter was arranged: the vet knew that he might talk uncontrollably during the show, and he wanted Cosby to be prepared. He also registers why no one is trying to silence the vet, because he can’t help his outbursts. So even as Cosby continues to perform, offering no hint that anything is wrong, he is calculating how he will deal with that eternal bane of stand-up comics: the distractions from the audience or the room that can disrupt even the best of routines.

Cosby calls them “concentration thieves”—and it’s not just the comic’s focus but also the audience’s attention that they can steal. He starts thinking about how he will vary his rhythm—how he will slow down in places and speed up in others—to keep the audience from being distracted. He also begins making snap alterations to the outline in his head.

When Cosby talks about his material, he divides it into two categories: “gourmet meals” and “fast food.” The gourmet meals are the long stories he loves to tell, the ones that conjure a vivid setting and a world of characters that “put the audience there.” They don’t always deliver a laugh a minute, but they leave the audience with a deep sense of satisfaction. The fast food is made up of the more obvious jokes and physical bits that are good for a quick laugh but don’t linger in the memory.

Cosby’s cologne story and his other tales of romantic misadventures are a classic gourmet meal. But to make sure that he keeps the audience laughing despite the distracting vet, he decides to add a few extra helpings of fast food. At one point, he veers off into a trusty Northerners versus Southerners joke about the difference between a “beating” and a “whooping.” (“In a whooping, the parents give you a knife . . .”—he doesn’t have to finish the sentence, and the crowd is laughing—“to cut the switch.”) During his romantic reverie, he throws in a gag about asking his father what platonic means. “It means you won’t get any!” his father says.

The stratagems work. As Cosby nears the end of the show, no one is paying attention to the noise in the back anymore, and he is able to serve up one last long story. He is in high school, and his Granddad Samuel, a religious man, tells him that he shouldn’t play with a friend named Rookie Jackson because Jackson was “born out of wedlock.” When Cosby asks his mother what that phrase means, she mistakenly assumes that her son has gotten a girl pregnant. He is sent to his room as his parents carry on an agitated conversation in the kitchen. Then his father comes to tell him that they’ve decided that “you’ll bring the baby here.” The conversation that ensues is funny and touching and, Cosby admits later, imagines the kind of rapport he might have had with his real father if the man hadn’t been such an unreliable drunk.

The “out of wedlock” story goes over well, but Cosby wants to leave the crowd laughing a little harder. So as he slips on the sandals he took off at the start of the concert, he tells a slightly naughty story about a funny moment that he and his wife, Camille, shared at the very beginning of their fifty-year marriage. They had been wed for only four weeks and were still in the throes of young passion. Camille had taken a particularly long time preparing for bed one night, and when she emerged from the bathroom, she glanced at the sheets and witnessed the evidence of her husband’s excitement.

Camille got down on her hands and knees and started looking under the bed.

“What’s under there?” Cosby asked.

“I think there’s a dog in this room!” Camille said, and they both roared with laughter.

And so does the audience in Richmond.

Missioned accomplished—having left his fans happy and shown again why younger comedians such as Jerry Seinfeld and Chris Rock and Louis C.K. worship Bill Cosby in the same way that he reveres Jonathan Winters—he rises to his feet. He scoops up the second “Hello, Friend” sweatshirt draped over the back of his chair and waves to the audience as they give him another standing ovation. Then he walks offstage as the house lights come up and satisfied reviews reverberate through the hall:

“He’s so great!”

“I just love him!”

“I can’t wait to tell my parents!”

As the crowd files toward the exits, the air fills with a jaunty whistle and a rhythmic clacking sound. It’s “Sweet Georgia Brown,” the tune that has ended Bill Cosby concerts for decades. There’s a funny tale behind that, too, and it’s as good a place as any to begin his story.


PART ONE


1

GRANDDAD SAMUEL’S BIBLE

The basketball game took place, as they always did in those days, on the black side of town. Sometimes it would be at a Negro high school. Sometimes it would be at a black boxing gym, or even between makeshift hoops erected in a Colored ballroom. On Saturday nights, there would be a dance afterward. Black folks would come from all over the host city and pay a quarter to watch their local men square off for four eight-minute quarters against a squad from out of town, and afterward they would stay to jitterbug until the wee hours. It was 1954, so there were never any white faces in the crowd.

The setting that night was Wilmington, Delaware, and the visiting team was called the Mount Airy Badgers. Or “The Philadelphia Mount Airy Badgers” as the poster outside billed them—“All the way from Philadelphia!” Their coach was a man named Berry, or Mr. Berry, as the players addressed him. He would pack all six men in his squad into his car and drive them to out-of-town games. He even paid them a few dollars, although sometimes he bought them hamburgers and milkshakes instead or made them bid for the chance to sit in the front seat, next to the heater.

The men who played for the Badgers were mostly college and former college players, some of them with wives and children already. But that day, there were two high school students in Mr. Berry’s car, a fourteen-year-old named Herb Adderley and a sixteen-year-old named Bill Cosby. They went to school together, at Germantown High, but neither of them was allowed to play on the varsity basketball team. In Adderley’s case, it was because he was only a sophomore, and the school coach, Mr. Webb, had a rule against sophomores playing on the varsity squad. In Cosby’s case, it was because Mr. Webb also had a rule that you couldn’t play varsity if your grades weren’t good enough. And Cosby was a terrible student. In fact, he had transferred to Germantown that year after being held back in the tenth grade at Central High School—twice.

Instead of playing for Germantown, Cosby and Adderley would take the bus after school from East High Street to the corner of Pulaski and West Coulter, to play for the Wissahickon Boys Club. Wissahickon was a famous institution in black Philadelphia: the first all-Negro boys club in America. It was a place where local Colored boys ranging in age from eight to eighteen could come in the afternoons and on the weekends to get extra instruction in math and reading and, most inviting of all, play basketball and swim in the club pool, nicknamed “the Bathtub.” It was also a place where boys could learn and play alongside older black men from the neighborhood who volunteered their time to help keep the youngsters out of trouble.

That’s how Cosby and Adderley came to play for the Mount Airy Badgers. Two older players from the Wissahickon Boys Club joined the traveling basketball squad and suggested to Mr. Berry that he bring along the teenage athletes. Cosby was gifted enough, they told him, six feet tall with the speed of a track and field man. But the real prize was Adderley. He was already a local legend for his prowess at any sport he tried: basketball, baseball, and particularly football. “Adderley’s going to turn pro someday!” boys in the neighborhood were already predicting.

The Badgers arrived in Delaware dressed in their shorts and jerseys, as they always did, because they never knew if there would be a place to change. They made their way to the court and had begun their warm-up routine when they heard a musical whistle that they recognized instantly.

It was “Sweet Georgia Brown.” Or, to be precise, it was the version of the jazz classic recorded by Brother Bones, a bluesman known for accompanying himself with two sticks he slapped together called “the bones.” And there was a reason the players knew this recording so much better than other versions by musicians such as Ethel Waters and Django Reinhardt. It was the whistled rendition by Brother Bones that had been adopted as a theme song by the most famous black basketball team in the world, the Harlem Globetrotters.

The Badgers worshiped the Globetrotters. All black people did. They were the Colored team that regularly beat the best white professional and college teams in exhibition matches. They were the Negro athletes who traveled the world to places such as Berlin and Rio de Janeiro—the ’Trotters were said to have been to more than thirty countries!—and made folks back home feel so proud when the newspapers reported that thousands of foreigners had packed stadiums to see their games.

Most of all, the Badgers loved the Globetrotters for the style of play that they had made famous. There was the fancy dribbling—behind the back, through the legs, lying on the ground—that delighted crowds and froze opponents in their tracks. There was the dazzlingly fast passing that made the other team look hapless. There were the lightning fast breaks that ended with the ball handler going up for a layup only to bounce the ball off the backboard so the player behind him could put it away. So beloved were the Globetrotters that every kid in every black neighborhood in America could tell you not only their names but also their nicknames: “Goose” Tatum, “Showboat” Hall, and the team’s newest star, “Meadowlark” Lemon. And of course, there was the greatest of them all, the man who had all but invented the Globetrotters style, who didn’t need a nickname. He was just Marques—Marques Haynes.

The coach from the Delaware team had brought a phonograph player and a 78 rpm recording of “Sweet Georgia Brown” that Brother Bones had made for Tempo Records. As soon as the record started playing, the Badgers forgot their warm-up drills and tried to play like their heroes. When the game began, they went on low dribbling and passing behind their backs and leaping toward the rim. Their best player, Bozo Walker, forgot that there was anyone else at the court. He stood at the foul line, dribbling through his legs, back and forth, before hoisting lobs toward the basket.

Yet the Badgers weren’t dazzling; they were dreadful. They lost control of their fancy dribbles and let the other team steal the ball. They tried to pass without looking and threw out of bounds. They heaved prayers from half court and missed the rim entirely. After two quarters, they were already losing badly.

As Mr. Berry huddled with his team on the sidelines during halftime, he gave them a tongue-lashing. “You are not the Harlem Globetrotters!” he scolded. “And they would be embarrassed to see you play this way!”

Then Mr. Berry tried to offer some positive encouragement. “This team can still be had if you play like you are supposed to,” he said.

As the game resumed, “Sweet Georgia Brown” was playing again. Mr. Berry asked the referee to make the other coach turn it off, but it was too late. The music was back in his player’s heads, and they fared as badly in the second half as they had in the first. At the end of thirty-two minutes, they had lost both the game and their pride.

It was a long, somber ride back to Philadelphia that night, except for one ray of comic relief. Young Bill Cosby started ribbing the rest of the team about how foolish they had looked. He hummed “Sweet Georgia Brown” and imitated their clumsy Globetrotter moves. His rubbery face and big brown eyes captured how smug they had looked while they were showboating and how confused they looked when they lost control of the ball. The way Cosby told it, it was already a funny story.

Cosby enjoyed making people laugh because, along with playing sports, it seemed like the only thing he could do well. At Germantown High, he was falling behind in his classes again. He was spending all of his free time hanging out with his friends and watching TV and trying to teach himself to be a jazz drummer, banging away on a $75 used kit that he kept in his bedroom. But he wasn’t great at that either; he was never going to be the next Philly Joe Jones. Worst of all, he was starting to feel like a disappointment to the two people he looked up to most in the world: his mother Anna, the tireless maid who worked so hard to put food on the table and clothes on the backs of her three sons; and his Granddad Samuel, the proud factory worker who had tried to guide him with his Bible stories and words of wisdom.

Cosby didn’t know it yet, but he was a year away from giving up. In his junior year, he would drop out of Germantown High and enlist in the navy like his father, Bill Cosby Sr., had done when Bill Jr. was in elementary school. It was ironic, because Cosby had always resented his father for leaving his mother and his little brothers alone to fend for themselves. In fact, resented was too gentle a word to describe how he felt about his namesake. But now Junior was about to run away from life’s responsibilities and disappointments, too, just like his old man had done before him.

• • •

One hundred and twenty-five years before that basketball game in Delaware, a white farmer named John Cosby died in a town in Nelson County, Virginia, deep in the Blue Ridge Mountains. He was hardly a big plantation baron, but he fit a more typical profile of white slave owners of the time, two-thirds of whom owned ten indentured servants or fewer. When an inventory of his property was prepared, it included four black slaves: a woman named Maria, valued at $230; two girls named Barbary and Anarchy, assessed at $120 and $100 respectively; and another child, a boy, named Sam, also valued at $100. But John Cosby didn’t leave a will, so for the next thirteen years his six heirs fought over his estate.

In 1833, John Cosby’s four slaves were sold at auction. The two girls went to two local white farmers for more than $750 each, reflecting the demand for young slave women who could do domestic chores. The mother and her boy were purchased together by Richard Cosby, one of John’s sons, for only $350. But in the following decade, Richard mysteriously disappeared from Virginia, and when Maria died, she and Sam belonged to a man who was related by marriage to one of John Cosby’s daughters.

How long Sam lived is unknown, but he was believed to have had three children. There was only family lore to attest to two daughters named Catherine and Louisa. But there were Nelson County records to confirm a son named Zachariah, known as Zack, born on January 17, 1841. When Zack died eighty-three years later, in 1924, his name was listed on his death certificate as Zachariah Cosby, son of Sam Thomas Cosby, the first official evidence that he and his black relatives had retained the family name of his father’s original white owner.

After the Civil War ended and he became a free man, Zack Cosby married a local black girl named Louisa Johnson and stayed on in Nelson County as a sharecropper, farming a 133-acre plot of land. They didn’t wait long after the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery to start a family. A year later, in February 1866, Louisa gave birth to a girl named Mary, whom they nicknamed Molly. Seventeen more children followed, and when the thirteenth, a boy, was born in December 1881, he was given the name of his grandfather: Samuel Russell Cosby.

At the age of twenty, Samuel wed another local girl named Gertrude Thornhill and took to the life of farming like his parents. But by the time he turned thirty, more and more Southern blacks of his generation were chasing the promise of factory jobs in big Northern cities. The exodus called the Great Black Migration would see more than a million and a half African Americans relocate from the rural south to the industrial north in the two decades between 1910 and 1930. Blacks from deep southern states mostly traveled up the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers to cities in the Midwest like Chicago, Saint Louis, and Pittsburgh, but Virginia blacks also migrated up the Atlantic coast to the Northeast. In Samuel and Gertude’s case, they set out toward Philadelphia, bringing with them an infant son who had been born in Virginia in 1913 named William Henry Cosby.

What the Cosby family found in Philadelphia, however, was far from the “promised land” that southern blacks imagined in the industrial north. Some one hundred and thirty thousand African American migrants arrived in the city in the 1910s and 1920s, and most of them met a chilly reception. Never mind Philadelphia’s history as a cradle of abolitionism: the Irish, Italian, and Jewish immigrants who populated its leading industries—textiles, garment making, publishing, and shipbuilding—had no interest in competing for work with poor southern blacks and organized to keep those trades “Whites Only.” Even low-skilled municipal jobs such as garbage collecting and street cleaning were reserved for Italian Americans. The black arrivals had to fight for scant skilled jobs with companies like the Pennsylvania Railroad and Midvale Steel that didn’t hang out “No Negroes Need Apply” signs or otherwise had to settle for menial work as janitors in factories and maids in white people’s homes.

The city’s small population of established middle-class blacks was barely more welcoming. Known as “Old Philadelphians,” they were descended from African Americans who had gained their freedom before the end of slavery, some as early as the Revolutionary War. Some had college degrees and professional training that allowed them to serve as doctors, lawyers, and teachers to other blacks within their segregated world, much of it centered downtown on a few blocks around South Street. They, too, were none too happy about the influx of the southern migrants, whom they looked down on as rural bumpkins and whose arrival they worried would inflame white racism.

For the new arrivals, finding housing was another of the ordeals that would lead historian W. E. B. Du Bois to write of Philadelphia that “there is more race prejudice here than in another city in the United States.” In the Irish and Italian wards of South Philadelphia, riots broke out merely on the rumor that blacks might be moving into the area. The threat to white neighborhoods served as a powerful recruiting tool for the Ku Klux Klan, which by the late 1920s had established twenty klaverns around the city, making Philadelphia the white supremacist group’s largest outpost in the Northeast. Shunned elsewhere, virtually all the migrants settled in squalid slum housing in the “river wards” south of the city or in tiny, chock-a-block row houses in North Philadelphia.

When Samuel and Gertrude Cosby moved into the North Philadelphia district of Germantown, which had originally been founded by German Quaker abolitionists, it was still a racially and ethnically mixed neighborhood. But even there, a klavern of “the Klan” sprang up as the southern migrants began to stream in after World War I. At a local black church, a congregation of “Old Philadelphians” held a meeting to debate whether the migrants were “an asset or a liability” to the city’s Colored community. Eventually, more white families would flee to the suburbs, an exodus that Samuel Cosby would watch gather force until, by the time his grandchildren had grown up, blacks outnumbered whites in Germantown by more than four to one.

For the next several decades, Samuel Cosby stoically endured the indignities that came with being black in the era before the end of legal segregation. He was lucky enough to be one of the southern migrants who found a manufacturing job—at the Ellwood Ivins Tube Co. in Elkins Park, in the township of Cheltenham northeast of the city. Determined not to sit at the back of a bus or a trolley car, Samuel proudly walked the two-mile route to and from Germantown to the factory on Oak Lane, even through the snows of winter and damp heat of Philadelphia summers. He made the trek every day for three decades, until the day he retired.

At work Samuel stayed quiet, skipping lunch in the cafeteria so as to avoid any trouble with fellow workers. In the privacy of his own home, he shared his views on what he saw around him every day. “Racism is a waste of time,” he told his children and grandchildren. But on the job, he kept his views to himself and his head down.

Samuel was a disciplined man who took pride in his work, which required great strength and mental focus. The Ellwood Ivins plant, known locally as “the Tube Works,” was among the first in America to perfect the art of “cold drawing” steel to produce precision tubes for use in everything from airplanes and helicopters to refrigeration equipment. The process involved baking short, thick tubes in huge furnaces, covering them in acid, and then, once they were cool enough to handle, stretching them through a cylindrical cast to increase their length and narrow their width. The steps were then repeated several times to produce smooth, seamless metal tubes as long as twenty-five feet and as narrow as an inch or less in diameter.

In the days before fully automated assembly lines, factory hands had to carry the tubes from station to station. In Samuel’s case, the years of porting long, heavy tubes of steel gradually stooped his tall frame and caused his muscle-bound, callused arms to hang permanently in front of him. A family friend who worked alongside him in the factory compared his posture to that of a powerful gorilla.

Yet for all his brute physical strength, Samuel was a gentle and deeply spiritual man. He kept only two books in his house: a copy of the Old Testament and one of the New Testament. After work, once he bathed the factory filth from his body and ate dinner with his family, he passed his evenings immersed in their pages. On the weekends, he spent so much time worshipping and singing in the choir at the Corinthian Baptist Church, a red brick sanctuary on North Twenty-First Street, that some of the parishioners mistook him for an assistant to the pastor, Reverend Hopkins.

After their oldest son William, Samuel and Gertrude had five more children, two boys and three daughters, including one girl who died shortly after they arrived in Philadelphia. The family moved into a row house on West Godfrey Avenue in an area within Germantown called Somerville. In his teens, William was sent to live with relatives in Virginia—he had “behavioral problems,” family members recalled—but by his early twenties he returned to Philadelphia and began courting a petite, round-faced girl who lived around the corner.

Her name was Anna Pearl Hite, and they were an unlikely pair in several ways. She was spirited and bright, while William was moody and not as well educated. She was as tiny—less than five feet tall—as he was tall and strapping. She was also a year older, at a time when most men pursued younger women. Yet in other ways, their relationship had the trappings of an arranged marriage, since they lived so close to each other and both had Virginia roots and friends in common before they met. It seemed inevitable that they would wed, and finally, at ages of twenty-three and twenty-four, they did. The ceremony took place on the day before Labor Day 1936. Ten months later, on July 12, 1937, Anna gave birth to a baby boy at three o’clock in the afternoon at Germantown Hospital. He was named William Henry Cosby Jr. after his father. He was also given his father’s nickname—Bill—although within the extended family they took to calling the baby “Junior.”

The young family moved into a row house at 6058 Beechwood Street, around the corner from Samuel and Gertrude and several blocks from Anna’s parents. Although other nearby areas of Germantown had become ethnic strongholds—from “Irishtown” to predominantly black “Dogtown”—Beechwood was a diverse and relatively prosperous street. A Polish family named Jablonski and an Irish family named Gates lived down the block. Across the street, Italian men played bocce. Jews and Germans owned the stores on the corner, and at sunrise every morning, a “huckster man” arrived with a horse-drawn cart peddling regional delicacies of every kind, from porgies and whiting to rabbits and muskrats.

Two houses down, at 6062 Beechwood, there was another black couple named Gaines who had been childhood friends of Anna and Bill Cosby Sr. They also had a son, six months younger, and by the time they were toddlers, Johnny Baines and Bill Cosby Jr. were inseparable. “Johnny, come out and play!” Bill would call out from the street each morning, and they would set off on a new adventure.

Both boys had sweet natures and a knack for getting into mischief. They loved to climb trees and pick blackberries and search in the bushes for garden snakes, which they brought home in their pockets. Once they climbed over a neighbor’s fence and let her dog out of the yard, then pretended to find the pet and return it to its distraught owner. Inside the Baines home, they stood on chairs to reach a candy dish hidden on top of a china cabinet and knocked the cabinet over.

“Uh-oh, we better run!” Bill cried, but it was too late.

“What happened here?” Mrs. Baines asked as she rushed into the room.

“We don’t know!” the boys answered in unison, their mouths still stuffed with candy.

If Bill Cosby welcomed any opportunity to play on Beechwood Street or to visit the Gaines household, it was partly because of the tense atmosphere inside his own home. When he was just shy of two years old, his mother gave birth to another child, a second boy named James. The new baby battled one illness after another, and as the emotional and financial pressure grew, Bill’s father began to drink heavily. On many nights, rather than come home from his factory job, Bill Sr. headed to a local tavern. Often it wasn’t until Bill Jr. had gone to bed and was pretending to be asleep that he heard his father’s heavy, stumbling footsteps in the hallway and listened as his parents argued about how much liquor he had consumed and how much money he had spent.

The confrontations were particularly heated on Friday, the day his father received his weekly wages.

“Well, you better take this, because that’s all I have!” Bill Sr. shouted.

“But you got paid today!” Anna pleaded.

“Well, this is all I have, so don’t ask for more!” he snapped.

One week, Bill Sr. came home on Friday with no money at all in his wallet. He claimed that he had been robbed, but Anna finally forced him to admit that he had bought a round of drinks for everyone at the bar. After that, she tried to get to the tavern before he arrived on Fridays, to snatch the pay out of his hand before he could squander it. Yet even after he turned over the money, there would be more arguments on Saturday night when he wanted to go out again.

“Gimme ten dollars!” Bill Sr. demanded, as Anna cried that she needed the money to pay for groceries.

Decades later, Bill Jr. could still recall the precise number of nights that the fights between his parents turned violent. “I remember my father beating my mother up three times,” he said. “I was too small to do anything about it.”

For years, Bill Sr. had taken extra jobs as a handyman to help pay the bills, but the more he drank, the less he worked. By the time Bill Jr. was five years old, his parents didn’t have money to afford the rent on Beechwood Street. So they moved the family to cheaper digs five miles away on Stewart Street, and Johnny Baines remembered the day his friend left the neighborhood as one of the saddest in his life. “When he moved,” Johnny said, “I thought the world had ended.”

The house on Stewart Street was a dilapidated hovel on a row of equally distressed buildings. There was no hot water and no tub in the bathroom. To bathe her sons, Anna had to heat water on the stove in the kitchen and sponge them down out of a large pot. Bill Jr. only had one change of clothes—two shirts and two pairs of pants—so his mother did a wash every day. She boiled the clothes he wasn’t wearing and hung them on a line outside. If it was raining, she dried the clothes with an iron, leaving singe marks that he did his best to hide when he went out.

Frightened by his parents’ fights and his brother’s illnesses and heartsick over his separation from Johnny Baines, Bill Jr. had only one thing to look forward to: his visits with his grandparents. When his mother felt overwhelmed, she would send him to stay with her mother, Martha Hite, in Germantown. Anna’s father had died when she was a child, and her mother had remarried a local minister named Robert Morgan. But the second husband never seemed to be in the house when Bill visited, so he had his Grandma Martha to himself.

He took special delight in one game they played together. Martha would lie on the sofa in her living room, pretending to be asleep. When Bill approached, she sat up abruptly and spit the false teeth out of her mouth, and he ran away squealing in mock terror. He thought it was the funniest thing in the world, and later he would describe those rare moments of release as “the greatest laughs I ever had.”

When Bill visited his father’s parents, Granddad Samuel read stories aloud to him. They were always from the Bible: Adam and Eve, Noah and the flood, Joseph and his brothers. Samuel finished by drawing a lesson for his grandson—about the importance of not being wasteful or of telling the truth. Because of his thick Southern accent, Bill didn’t always understand what his grandfather was saying, but he was mesmerized by the way Samuel told stories: how he gave each character a different voice, and wove words together into a long, spellbinding narrative.

At the end of each story, he got a reward. Samuel kept a sock filled with coins wrapped around his belt, and he would unspool the sock and pull out a quarter.

“Junior, take this quarter and put it in the bank,” his grandfather said, trying to teach him a lesson in thrift. “Don’t go wasting it on ice cream!”

Samuel liked to smoke cigars, but Gertrude didn’t want the stench in her house. So he kept a stash of stogies in the basement, and when he wanted to smoke he would say that he needed to fix the furnace. Bill would tag after him—like “an open basket  . . . trying to catch everything he had to say,” he recalled. As he watched Samuel light his cigars and smelled the pungent fumes, he felt that they were sharing an exciting secret.

Gertrude had her own ways of making her grandson feel special. She was a talented seamstress, always sewing clothes when he visited. One day when Bill was five years old, she handed him her needle and asked him to thread it through a small hole in the garment she was mending.

“Will you please do this for Grandma?” she asked. “Her eyes are not as good as yours.”

Bill didn’t know exactly what that meant either—what was wrong with Grandma’s eyes?—but being able to help her gave him a warm feeling.

Apart from the visits with his grandparents, Bill would remember the year he spent on Stewart Street as the worst time of his youth. But in the world beyond that dingy block, two historic events were unfolding that would reshape his family’s life.

The first came on the morning of December 7, 1941, when the Imperial Army of Japan launched a surprise air and sea attack on the American naval base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. Aboard the USS West Virginia, a black Cook Third Class from Texas named Dorie Miller had just served breakfast and was gathering laundry when a torpedo struck the hull of the warship. Miller rushed to the deck and helped pull his wounded white captain out of the line of fire. Then he manned an antiaircraft gun and began firing on the swarming Japanese airplanes. Whether Miller shot down anything was never determined for certain, but his heroics earned him the only commendation for valor awarded after that historic battle to a Negro serviceman.

Once his identity became public, Dorie Miller became a folk hero in black America. The navy distributed recruiting posters across the country emblazoned with his portrait under the slogan “Above and Beyond the Call of Duty.” Thousands of other Negro men were inspired to sign up for the global fight that Pearl Harbor forced the United States to join.

One of those men was Bill Cosby Sr. Suddenly he saw a way to flee the fights with his wife over money and drinking and the burdens of raising two demanding little boys. He decided to enlist in the navy and become a mess steward like Dorie Miller. Over the next decade and a half, he served three tours of duty at sea, never advancing in rank beyond a steward’s mate. He returned only for brief leaves and short periods between tours, during which he sired two more sons but otherwise spent most of his nights drinking in local saloons.

The second development was the arrival of public housing in Philadelphia. In the US Housing Act of 1937, better known as the Wagner-Steagall Act, Congress had granted cities across the country the power of eminent domain to tear down slum areas and construct new residences for “families whose incomes are low enough that they cannot afford housing provided by private enterprise.” In Philadelphia, $20 million were allocated to construct three so-called housing projects to accommodate the city’s working poor. One, the Tasker Homes, would go up in a poor white area of southwest Philly, but the other two were planned for predominantly black areas of North Philadelphia: the James Weldon Johnson Homes, at Twenty-Fifth and Ridge Avenue, and the Richard Allen Homes, south of West Girard Avenue.

In 1940, the Philadelphia Housing Authority began razing scores of run-down row houses that lined nine square blocks running between Poplar Avenue to the north and Fairmount Avenue to the south, and between Twelfth Street to the west and Ninth Street to the east. In their places it erected more than four hundred squat, two-story brick structures modeled after British garden apartments. Each contained three units, two labeled “B” and “C” upstairs and one “A” apartment downstairs, with its own small yard. The sprawling complex also included a large playground, a recreational center, and a maintenance building where residents could buy seed for their gardens and borrow lawn mowers to cut their grass.

Named after the founder of the African Episcopal Methodist Church, the Richard Allen Homes were completed in 1941, and there was immediately a long waiting list of blacks from across North Philadelphia. One of them was Anna Cosby. When she visited a Hite relative who had moved into the homes, she was drawn to the clean, modern apartments and the prospect of living in a community of more than a thousand families who could keep an eye on one another’s children. It seemed like a godsend for a hardworking maid raising two small boys largely on her own. So Anna filled out an application and was thrilled when a unit became available.

Apartment A at 919 Parrish Place was even smaller than the house on Stewart Street, with two tiny bedrooms separated by paper-thin walls, but at least there was hot water and a bathroom with a tub. There was no telephone because the Cosbys couldn’t afford one. The railroad tracks running along Ninth Street were a half a block away, so the rattle of passing trains could be heard all day and night. But the apartment had new appliances and clean linoleum floors, and the rent was only forty-six dollars a month
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