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CHAPTER ONE

1884–1900 METROPOLIS, ILLINOIS




Most people pronounced his last name “Mee-show,” though some who knew him insist it was “Mi-shaw.”

The correct pronunciation of his name is only the beginning of the ambiguities and mysteries associated with Oscar Micheaux. He had no middle name, or at least no legal document has ever been found that lists one. He started out in life with a different spelling of his surname: Michaux. Perhaps because his family spoke with a soft, Southern twang, his last name has been transcribed in old newspapers and government records in a host of variations: Maschaur, Measchaur, Mishew, Misher, Mischaux, Mischeux, Mischeaux, Mitcheux.

Usually, if nothing else, the reader of a biography can be assured of the name of the central figure, and the facts of his birth and death. Yet the precise place where Micheaux was born remains elusive. Nor does anyone know the exact circumstances of his death. For decades, even his burial site stayed unmarked and unknown.

It is unclear how many times Micheaux was married, or whether he fathered any children; arguable how much of a fortune he amassed, then squandered; uncertain how many times he went bankrupt, or was arrested, though on the record he suffered bankruptcy and found himself in court on several occasions, for different reasons.

Until now, his life story has never been fully told, partly because he lived a furtive existence. Beyond his pioneering work as a maker of all-black films, he was a pioneering author, though it is unclear how many books he wrote: seven were published, some first-rate works, others potboilers. He wrote both memoirs and fiction, and blended the two freely. He embodied many walks of turn-of-the-century African-American life, fulfilling some roles that were archetypal (shoeshine boy and Pullman porter) and others that were special (South Dakotan homesteader). His most exceptional role was as a leading American filmmaker, who wasn’t allowed to set foot in Hollywood because of the racism of his times.

When writing the biography of an important film director, one usually has the motion pictures themselves to watch, study, and appraise. In the case of Micheaux, however, even the simplest questions are still debated: how many films he actually wrote, directed, and produced, even whether some rumored titles made it before the cameras at all. Micheaux scholars concur that only about one third of his output survives today; the actual number of Micheaux pictures known to exist—in any condition—is fifteen, out of a possible forty to forty-five.

Because of such uncertainties, the merits of his movies can be argued. But the films that have been found and restored make it increasingly clear that, in the context of American film history, he deserves to be considered in the same breath as the sainted D. W. Griffith. In an era when black people were ignored or belittled by Hollywood, Oscar Micheaux had to work under remarkably restricted and unheralded circumstances to create his own distinctive body of work. In his determination, he cut legal as well as financial corners. But he possessed both storytelling élan and a social conscience, and drew repeatedly on his own life story to articulate universal themes concerning the black experience, working out deeply personal, iconoclastic feelings about America and his people’s place within it.

The stories of Micheaux’s life were also stories of his race. He pioneered with his heroes and heroines—idealized black doctors, lawyers, and schoolteachers, but also cowboys and detectives—while salting his stories with warts-and-all villains. His films featured sex, violence, frank language, and situations “adult” enough that any studio in Hollywood would have vetoed them; as he struggled to get them distributed across the country, many censors did just that. (Just the fact his stories took place in a black milieu was enough for many Southern sheriffs to seize prints.) His were among the first films in history to attack lynchings, segregated housing, gambling rackets, corrupt preachers, domestic abuse, criminal profiling by police, and all kinds of racial inequities.


Micheaux was an eager courter of fame and attention, and in his time he became as famous—and controversial—as anyone in the field of so-called “race pictures.” Yet he was also a master of privacy and secrets. A self-made man who lived the American dream, who boasted a record of undeniable achievement in spite of the obstacles erected against his race, he also led a shadow existence, forced again and again to scrape together the means to continue; and in the end he was brought to ruin, tragedy, and obscurity.

In the twenty years after his death, his remarkable life of aspiration and struggle and conquest was forgotten. His novels and motion pictures were all but lost. In recent years, his reputation has been resurrected by the painstaking research and passionate advocacy of scholars and educators, white and especially black. Some of his films have been found and restored. Though his name is still unknown to most Americans—even to the most zealous motion picture fans—that is bound to change, because as his publicity claimed, Micheaux was truly “The Great and Only.”

Indeed, Micheaux was the Jackie Robinson of American film. No, a Muhammad Ali decades before his time, a bragging black man running around with a camera and making audacious, artistic films of his own maverick style, at a time when racial inferiority in the United States was custom and law.

 

Grover Cleveland had just been sworn in as president of the United States, the year a baby boy in southern Illinois was christened Oscar Michaux. The Emancipation Proclamation was just over twenty years old, and the hopeful, chaotic period of Reconstruction after the Civil War was ending. It took only that long before the equal rights measures of Reconstruction, fiercely opposed by most white Southerners, were subverted, and an economy once dependent on slave labor was reinvented on a foundation of racist social mores known as “Jim Crow.”

Emancipation had freed the Confederate slaves in 1863, and by the time of Appomattox, two years later, Southern roads and rivers were clogged with freed and fugitive slave families streaming northward. Slave families fleeing northwestern Kentucky could simply cross the Ohio River into southern Illinois, in order to pursue their dreams of a better life of opportunity and freedom.


The maternal and paternal branches of Oscar Michaux’s family came from adjacent counties in northwest Kentucky, so they might have known each other before they crossed over to Massac County in southern Illinois. The southernmost counties of Illinois—those lying between the Wabash and Mississippi rivers and north of the Ohio River—were commonly known as “Little Egypt,” a name that alluded to the fertile farmlands provided by the confluence of rivers, and to the biggest town in the area, Cairo. Both sides of the Michaux family took up farming, the occupation they as ex-slaves knew best.

Besides being close to Kentucky, Illinois boasted a liberal state government. Black people could vote in Illinois by 1870, and in 1874, after a long debate, a statute was enacted protecting their right to attend public schools. Illinois was the land of Abraham Lincoln, after all, and home to Chicago, already a magnet for ex-slaves and soon to become “the freest city in the world for the black man,” as Micheaux later wrote.

But Chicago was 375 miles north of Metropolis, and southern Illinois, which had been pro-slavery, wasn’t as hospitable. Stephen Douglas received 75 percent of the Massac County vote in the 1860 election, 873 votes to Lincoln’s paltry 121. The newspapers ran “nigra” jokes on their front pages, and lynchings were part of the near-Southern environment. Massac County had its share of “night rider” episodes ending in “unsolved” murders, and if Micheaux himself never witnessed the mob murder of a black person, knowledge and fear of such incidents were seared into his consciousness. Wrongful arrests of black people would become a common motif in his films, and the graphic lynching scenes in his work provoked discomfort among censors and sometimes his audiences.

But fully one-third of Massac County’s population was German American—most of them first-generation immigrants—and they had swung over to Lincoln and the Federal cause during the Civil War. As the ex-slaves went to work and multiplied in numbers, they formed their own close communities, “colored neighborhoods” where few ventured out of bounds, but some thrived. “Aside from a floating element” considered disreputable, as Massac County historian O. J. Page wrote in 1900, the ex-slaves were accepted as “industrious, and law-abiding,” while representing “considerable capital.”

Many earned modest livings off the land. This part of southern Illinois abounded with small lakes, timbered hills, and rolling earth with tillable soil. Tobacco and cotton were harvested in Massac County, but the ground was better for corn, wheat, and oats. Fruits and vegetables could be grown in astonishing variety.

Oscar Micheaux’s maternal grandparents, the Gough (or “Goff”) family from nearby Graves County, Kentucky, were listed in government records as “black.” They settled in southern Illinois as early as 1866, one year after the official end of the Civil War. Their only child, Bell Gough, born into slavery in Kentucky in 1856, would grow up and become the mother of Oscar Micheaux, and the first of the women who shaped and guided his life.

Micheaux’s father’s parents had relocated from Calloway County, Kentucky. Both David and Melvina Michaux show up in record books as “mulatto”—a significant fact considering Micheaux’s lifelong preoccupation in his books and films with the problem of “mulattos” passing as white. Their first son, Calvin Swan Michaux, was born in 1847. “Fair of complexion,” as Micheaux later wrote, Calvin grew up as a slave in Kentucky, before coming to Massac County while still in his teens, and meeting Bell Gough there.

The surname Michaux, as Micheaux explained in one of his novels, was probably French in derivation and adopted from the family’s Kentucky slave-owner. That slave-owner, in fact, had David Michaux’s own father “sold off into Texas during the slavery period,” according to Micheaux, and the family lost track of him. Micheaux’s paternal grandfather David died in Illinois around 1870, long before Oscar was born.

Though Calvin Swan Michaux and his family lived in Illinois for several decades, other Michauxes didn’t last long there. They were a restless clan, always hearing the siren song of the frontier. In the 1870s David Michaux’s widow took three of her children to Kansas, joining the Exoduster Movement (a phrase inspired by the Book of Exodus), which found thousands of black Americans heading west after the Civil War. This Kansas branch of the family was the first of the homesteading Michauxes, and successful at that: One of Calvin’s brothers, Andrew Jackson Michaux, eventually accumulated seven hundred acres in Barton County and became known as “the richest Negro in Kansas and banker to the black community,” according to Karen P. Neuforth, who has researched the Micheaux genealogy definitively. Andrew Michaux would become an early investor in Micheaux’s motion picture company.

At least one of David and Melvina Michaux’s children went farther west. Edward Michaux moved on to California, turning up in voter rolls in Oakland in 1892 and 1896, before following his muse and embracing the back-to-Africa movement, moving overseas to the Republic of Liberia. Edward died in Monrovia in 1910, with his estate turned over to an editor of the local English-language publication, The African League. So it is quite possible that Uncle Edward was the first Michaux to embrace writing as a profession.

Calvin Michaux and Bell Gough were joined in marriage in Metropolis, Illinois, in 1875, but the first extant deed in the name of Calvin “Mishew,” dated 1872, attests that the twenty-eight-year-old former slave was already a landowner. He paid six hundred dollars that year for “the South West quarter of the South East quarter of Section Twenty Eight (28) in Township Fifteen (15) South Range Five (5) East,” a parcel of land about six miles northwest of Metropolis and the Ohio, in a southern corner of Washington Precinct.*

The origin of the phrase “forty acres and a mule” lies in broken promises of restitution made to slaves during the Civil War and Reconstruction, but it was a standard equation used for land purchases by ex-slaves; it can be fairly speculated that both sides of the Michaux family borrowed start-up sums of money from the Freedmen’s Savings and Trust Co. of Kentucky. Such a loan would have allowed Calvin Michaux to purchase his first forty acres. And according to surviving records he did own one mule, sometimes two.

Ten of Michaux’s forty acres were “unimproved” woodland; twelve were planted with wheat, sixteen with corn, three with other “field products.” According to the 1880 and 1881 Assessor’s Books, the Michauxes also owned a horse or two, two cows, six hogs, two dogs, one wagon, one clock (“Value: 1 dollar”), one sewing machine, agricultural tools appraised at twenty dollars, and household furniture; the total value of their material goods was estimated at $126 to $130. (Even the mules were apparently of modest account: the Assessor’s Books list other neighbors with mules worth as much as $68, whereas the Michauxes’ were valued at only $35.) Their land was taxed at a value of $220. The Michauxes’ net worth was approximately $350.

Into this humble life Oscar Micheaux was born on January 2, 1884, the youngest of five in a family that would eventually have eleven children. He had a sister, Ida, older by eight years, and three elder brothers, William (b. 1878), Lawrence (b. 1879), and Finis (b. 1882). The family would ultimately grow to five sons and six daughters, with the last Michaux child, a boy named Swan, born to Calvin and Bell in 1895.

So much about the vanished world of Oscar Micheaux is difficult to conjure up today. But the hallmarks of his character—optimism, resilience, grit, and pride—were bred early and deep in him. His strengths and values came from his parents who believed in hard work, devotion to family, the rights and responsibilities of the law, the teachings of the Bible, and the higher law of God.

His father Calvin, who could neither read nor write, left the childrearing to his wife, Bell. From dawn to dusk, Michaux’s father had his hands full clearing land of tough, deep-rooted trees, stumps, and rocks. Each season brought a new round of planting, gardening, and harvesting; the marketing was year-round, and hunting and fishing kept food on the family table in between. Calvin Michaux was a paragon of hard work and devotion to others; though he “never said much,” according to Micheaux, he offered a shining example.

Oscar’s mother carried more of the disciplinary duties, but was also more loving and indulgent toward her middle child than his father was. Uneducated herself, Bell Michaux treasured books and education, and instilled in her children an appreciation for high ideals. Among her heroes was Booker T. Washington, who in 1881 had risen from slavery to become the first head of the newly established Tuskegee Institute, a vocational school for African-Americans; the Great Educator became a family role model.

Even in middle age, Oscar “could quote profusely from [Booker T.] Washington,” recalled Carlton Moss, who acted in two Micheaux productions in the early 1930s. “One of his favorites,” Moss remembered, was a brief recitation on civil rights, its words part Washington and part Micheaux: “It is true, very true indeed, that the Afro-American does not receive all he is entitled to under the Constitution. Volumes could be filled with the many injustices he has to suffer and which are not right before God and man. Yet, when it is considered that other races in other countries are persecuted even more than the black man in parts of the United States, there should be no reason why the Afro-American should allow obvious prejudice to prevent his taking advantage of opportunities around him.”

One Washington maxim Micheaux liked to quote: “It is at the bottom of life we should begin and not at the top. Nor should we permit our grievances to overshadow our opportunities.”

Bell Michaux was a deeply religious woman, baptized a Christian and then “united” at age twelve with the African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) Church, an offshoot of Methodism launched by black Americans in 1787. Bell became a “shouting Methodist,” in Micheaux’s words: When she began to “get happy” at services, her children knew it was time to steal outdoors. Throughout her life she was active in charity and church affairs. Much of the family’s social activity, in Illinois and later Kansas, revolved around church events; especially when they lived in the country, the Michauxes hosted Elders and schoolteachers to Sunday supper.

There is some evidence Oscar Micheaux himself was a deeply religious man. Micheaux was persistently autobiographical in his work, and in his second novel, The Forged Note, he describes his alter ego Sidney Wyeth as “a hopeless believer.” But he seems not to have maintained a commitment to any particular church, and in his books and films he presented a complex, skeptical attitude toward organized religion, and especially toward preachers, with their “assuming and authoritative airs.”

This attitude may have had its roots in an incident in Metropolis, when he was a boy of about five. One Sunday after services, a group of Elders wearing Prince Albert coats and clerical vests came in wagons to visit the Michaux farm, accompanied by one of the family’s favorite Sunday schoolteachers. The older brothers went hunting for rabbit and quail to supply the special occasion, and when dinner was served the Elders seemed to devour everything in sight. Afraid he was going to be left out of the feast, little Oscar crawled into the lap of his favorite teacher and began gobbling his share. Suddenly, he found himself staring into the “angry eyes” of a tall, stout minister, whose flirtation with the teacher had been interrupted by his actions. The minister upbraided the boy for his bad manners. The boy defended himself, but Bell Michaux uncharacteristically thrashed Oscar, and afterward Oscar’s father quarreled with his wife over the incident.

This story may be apocryphal, but Michaux relates it convincingly in his third autobiographical novel The Homesteader, even giving the teacher and the A.M.E. Elder characters transparent pseudonyms (as he often would in his fiction). In real life, the Elder was Rev. Newton J. McCracken; thirty years later, in a reworking of The Homesteader called The Wind from Nowhere, Micheaux would suggest that McCracken even had presided over his baptism.

Later, the same Rev. McCracken would reappear, disastrously, in Micheaux’s life.

 

Metropolis, the hub of Massac County, was on the Illinois-Kentucky border, just north of Paducah, Kentucky, across the Ohio River. It was a river town straight out of Mark Twain, dominated by the vast, snaking Ohio, which served Metropolis “as a water supply and as a frequent topic of everyday conversation,” according to town historian George W. May. Lumber and flour mills were at the core of local industry, and trade and travel were conducted by horse and wagon (farms were still tractorless, of course), or by steamboat, though the Golden Age of the steamboat was past. Showboats stopped at Metropolis during the summer, bringing plays and recitals. Otherwise the place “lingered in a state of dull lethargy,” in Micheaux’s words.

Farm life was too busy to be strictly dull. Just as his son would do later in South Dakota, Calvin Michaux bought and sold several tracts of land around Metropolis, sometimes working more than one farm at a time. About four years before Oscar was born, Calvin paid another six hundred dollars to purchase “the undivided one-third of the west-half (½) of the north east quarter (¼) of Section Thirty-Three (33) in Township fifteen (15), South Range 5 (5), east”—a forty-acre plot in Brooklyn Precinct, just over the line from his adjacent Washington Precinct land. The family then took up residence on the Brooklyn farm, closer to Metropolis.

Later, when Oscar was in school, they sold part of the Brooklyn farm and moved into “Township Numbered (16) South of Range Numbered (5) East,” another few miles closer to town. The family kept inching nearer to Metropolis, Micheaux later wrote, “not so much to get off the farm or to be near more colored people (as most of the younger Negro farmers did) as to give the children better educational facilities.” In fact, the Michauxes lived on the east side of Metropolis, while most of the black population clustered on the west side in an area locally dubbed “Colored Town.”


Jim Crow was the way of life in Metropolis, a Southern hamlet in a Northern state. The well-built and -equipped main school was centrally located, but the “colored school” was a substandard facility tucked away in “Colored Town.” Though Illinois law guaranteed public education for black people, the issue of whether to mingle the races in the same building or classroom was left to the municipalities, and most Illinois towns and cities maintained separate schools for the races, with separate budgets that guaranteed black people would receive less funds and an inferior education. Southern Illinois was so notorious in its unequal distribution of financial resources that, in 1885, state leaders approved a special bill “designed to protect the liberties of Negroes in the less advanced counties of Southern Illinois.”

Micheaux remembered the “colored school” of Metropolis as “an old building made of plain boards standing straight up and down with batten on the cracks,” administered by two or three teachers. Students of both sexes and every age were crowded into spartan classrooms. Micheaux and his classmates were part of the phenomenon Booker T. Washington described, in Up from Slavery, as “a whole race trying to go to school” after the Great Emancipation—young people sitting alongside illiterate octogenarians, who aspired to read the Bible before they died. As one mark of their ambition, black families in Metropolis had to pay an annual tuition for the privilege of sending their children to the school—a fee identical to that paid by white folks across town with a better school and manifestly greater resources. No refunds were made for sickness or expulsion. Disobedience was met with physical punishment.

But Calvin and Bell Michaux, who put extra food on the table for teachers and preachers, set aside the necessary funds for their childrens’ education. Though Metropolis High School graduated its first class in 1877, the first “colored graduating class” didn’t make it past the high hurdles until 1896. That year twenty-nine white students graduated from high school, but so did seven who were “colored,” including the oldest Michaux child, Ida.

By the time Oscar entered school a few years later, the situation had improved slightly. Although the scope and curricula of the white and “colored” schools was still unequal, the local superintendent of public education boasted of narrowing the gap with good equipment and a supply of “the choicest and most attractive books” for the library. (Metropolis would maintain separate schools for white and “colored” children into the 1950s.)

Apart from general history, mathematics, and science courses, the “colored school” emphasized reading, writing, and the arts. Students were taught to practice dictation and write form letters and searching essays. They were expected to read certain literary works before promotion. They discussed art, poetry, and music “as agencies of communication between the soul and external things,” according to the superintendent’s report.

All this was grist for a boy who would grow into an insatiable reader and tireless writer. Yet his later reflections on his education suggest that Micheaux was just as deeply affected by its shortcomings. He described his Metropolis schooling as “inadequate in many respects.” In his books he criticized his teachers (who were paid much less than white teachers and were often recent graduates of the “colored school”) as “inefficient,” and bemoaned the distance between his home and the school on the west side of town.

Though he exalted teachers in his books and films, they often disappointed him in real life. Teaching was his first wife’s profession, and that was an ill-fated marriage; when he traveled from city to city to sell his novels, he found that local teachers didn’t always rush to purchase copies.

Micheaux insisted he always received “good grades” in his Metropolis school days, but felt unappreciated by those who tutored him. “About the only thing for which I was given credit was in learning readily,” Micheaux recollected, “but was continually critiqued for talking too much and being too inquisitive.”

By now his father owned some eighty acres and was considered “fairly well-to-do, that is for a colored man,” but the Michauxes were merely land-rich and felt constantly beset by upkeep and debt. With springtime came rougher toil and a different set of learning experiences, though Oscar’s three older brothers assumed the brunt of the farm chores. Oscar, the fifth-born, was considered the family shirker, always complaining “that it was too cold to work in the winter, and too warm in the summer,” as he himself conceded. The Michauxes made ends meet by selling fruit, vegetables, and eggs, and soon—out of “disgust” at his “poor service in the field”—Calvin Michaux reassigned his young teenage son to take the family’s goods to the local meat and garden market, a huge open-air building in the center of Metropolis.


At the market, Oscar bloomed. He discovered his métier: a born talker, he was a natural salesman. “I met and became acquainted with people quite readily,” Micheaux recalled. He soon developed little tricks, giving “each and every prospective customer” a singular greeting, or suggestion, “which usually brought a smile and a nod of appreciation as well as a purchase.” He noticed “how many people enjoy being flattered, and how pleased even the prosperous men’s wives would seem if bowed to with a pleasant, ‘Good Morning!’”

When one older brother complained that Oscar had it easy at the market, Calvin let the brother try his hand at salesmanship. But the brother found himself tongue-tied with customers; he was no match for Oscar’s garrulous personality. One of Oscar’s surprising talents was approaching well-dressed white folk, hailing Metropolis’s most distinguished citizens by name. (In his very first novel, the autobiographical The Conquest, as if to prove his point, he tossed off one example: Mrs. Quante of the Riverside Flouring Mills, wife of the mayor, no less.) The older brother sulkily returned to heavy farm work; Oscar got the regular job as the family pitch man. “I always sold the goods,” Micheaux boasted, “and engaged more for the afternoon delivery.”

For pocket pennies, the resourceful young man also performed odd jobs wherever he could find them. Micheaux wasn’t above taking a homemade box out onto the streets and shining shoes on his knees.

But Metropolis was “gradually losing its usefulness by the invasion of railroads,” in Micheaux’s words, and as a teenager he could barely tolerate the culture of the backward river town. And he didn’t spare the black populace: Probably the most controversial aspect of Micheaux’s books and films is his sharp-tongued criticism of his own race, a trait rooted deep in his Metropolis boyhood. He rarely itemized the faults of white people as a group, for Micheaux knew white people primarily as individuals—some as dire enemies, but a few as prosperous, generous friends. “Oscar Micheaux’s body of work,” as scholar Betti Carol VanEpps-Taylor has written, “shows little curiosity or interest in white society beyond the cordial relationships and a few enduring friendships.”

Beginning in Metropolis—and throughout most of his life, with the notable exception of his time in nearly all-white South Dakota—Micheaux strongly criticized the community he knew best, the people he understood as well as he understood himself. He was especially hard on what he saw as the ignoble tendencies of his own race.


In his first novel, The Conquest, Micheaux railed against the hypocrisy of churchgoers among the “colored churches” of Metropolis, both the Baptist congregation and the A.M.E. church patronized by his own family. Too many of the men, it seemed to Micheaux, prayed, sang, and shouted on Sundays, while stealing and drinking and fighting during the rest of the week. The colored folk of Metropolis, he complained harshly, “were in the most part wretchedly poor, ignorant, and envious. They were quite set in the ways of their localisms, and it was quite useless to talk to them of anything that would better oneself.”

Micheaux learned early to hawk his ideas as well as goods and wares, and even as a teenager he openly vented his views. This habit “didn’t have the effect of burdening me with many friends,” he conceded in The Conquest. “Another thing that added to my unpopularity, perhaps, was my persistent declarations that there was not enough competent colored people to grasp the many opportunities that presented themselves, and that if white people could possess such nice homes, wealth, and luxuries, so in time could the colored people.”

To the boys and girls “who led in the whirlpool of the local colored society,” Micheaux recalled, he was regarded as being “of the ‘too-slow-to-catch-cold’ variety.” His peers nicknamed him “Oddball,” and older people regarded him more suspiciously as “worldly, a free thinker, and a dangerous associate for young Christian folks.”

Already Micheaux had set himself apart from the common herd. He was an imaginative talker, an individualist who saw himself as a leader not a follower—a singular, even peculiar, figure among his peers. “At sixteen I was fairly disgusted with it all,” he wrote later, “and took no pains to keep my disgust concealed.”

It doesn’t stigmatize Micheaux to say that he didn’t get far in high school. (“I didn’t finish school,” his alter ego Martin Eden confesses in Micheaux’s last film, The Betrayal.) The 1899 report on local public schools makes it clear that, after eighth grade, teenage black and white boys alike were siphoned off by work. Certainly, however, Micheaux learned to read and write, and to “learn readily” in many ways.

Realizing that his future would be sorely limited in dull old Metropolis, Micheaux made his first courageous decision: to leave home. Some of his older siblings had come to the same conclusion: His sister Ida, after graduating from high school, took a teaching job in Carbondale, while two of his older brothers had quit before finishing their education to become hotel waiters in a nearby town, “much to the dissatisfaction of my mother, who always declared emphatically that she wanted none of her sons to become lackeys,” wrote Micheaux.

In due time, his older brothers Lawrence and Finis would enlist in the Spanish-American War. After decamping to Springfield, their unit was demobilized, though Lawrence elected to join a Chicago troop and was dispatched to Santiago, Cuba. It is unclear how much action Lawrence saw in his short time in the military, only that Oscar’s brother died in a San Luis hospital in 1898, one of many victims of a typhoid epidemic.

It was the death of another Michaux, in fact, that helped to liberate the entire family from Massac County. Oscar’s father had been struggling with work and debt when, in 1900, he fell heir to part of the estate of his younger brother, William, one of the homesteading Exodusters, who had passed away in Great Bend, Kansas. That triggered the family’s move to Kansas.

By this time, Oscar himself was already gone. Metropolis had one train that went to St. Louis and another that led to Paducah, but the river town had been in a state of perpetual suspense hoping for a line upstate. When the Chicago and Eastern Railroad finally reached nearby Joppa in late 1900, Oscar hopped aboard and headed north. Almost seventeen, the future novelist and filmmaker was more than six feet tall, slender, with slightly rounded shoulders. He had a high forehead, a strong chin (like the heroes in his books), and burning brown eyes.

One final ambiguity about Oscar Micheaux: Among the limited primary sources and few surviving eyewitnesses, there is no consensus about the darkness of his skin. The handful of photographs of Micheaux are not much help: He was surely not ebony-complected, yet he was dark enough that he could never have “passed” for white—a quest of so many characters in his books and films.

In a rare mention in Time magazine, Micheaux was described as “chocolate-colored.” According to people who worked on his last film, in 1947, his skin was more like “coffee with cream.” To Agnes Becker, a white homesteader with little experience with black people, who became acquainted with Micheaux in South Dakota, “his tongue was so red, his teeth so white, and his face so black.” Perhaps she exaggerated. But even to fellow race-picture pioneer George P. Johnson, a black man who knew him well, Micheaux was “a Negro,” and “unmistakably so.”









CHAPTER TWO

1900–1904 BLACK METROPOLIS




Much of what is known about Micheaux’s early life can be gleaned from his autobiographical novels, especially the three that cover his first thirty-five years, time spent largely in Metropolis, Chicago, and South Dakota. His first novel, The Conquest, is considered by biographer and historian Betti Carol VanEpps-Taylor as “the most accurate of the autobiographical versions.” Scholar J. Ronald Green agreed, saying it was “fundamentally trustworthy as autobiography and history.” Again and again, in research for this book, that judgment was upheld: Available documents and accounts corroborate the details and the chronology of Micheaux’s early life as recorded in his fiction.

After leaving Metropolis, according to The Conquest, Oscar stopped first in a town of about eight thousand people—roughly one tenth of whom were “colored”—where there was said to be work for $1.25 a day at an early car manufacturing plant. The plant employed approximately twelve hundred men, including many black laborers. According to Micheaux, he was hired and assigned to a foundry of roaring furnaces and deafening machines. Though he tried to stretch his designated hours, Micheaux was never quite able to put in a full week of work.

In any event, he didn’t enjoy the hot, deafening foundry, and he found the town uninteresting. It didn’t help when he developed malaria and missed days on the job, lying in bed. “I came there in June and it was some time in September that I drew my fullest pay envelope which contained sixteen dollars and fifty cents,” he later wrote.


In the early fall of that year, Micheaux recalled, “a ‘fire-eating’ colored evangelist” visited the town, inaugurating a revival at a local church near the foundry. The evangelist’s daily preaching and shouting drew so many hundreds that the revival spilled into an open field, with the converts “running about like wild creatures, tearing their hair and uttering prayers and supplications in discordant tones.” Oscar himself attended on several occasions, and again was struck by the hypocrisy of some he recognized in the crowd, who outside of church were not known for their virtuous behavior. Feeling the eyes of others upon him, gauging his willingness to surrender to the Lord, Oscar sat stubborn and “quite unemotional” throughout the raucous revival, and was as pleased as the outraged local aldermen when the evangelist left town.

By year’s end, Oscar too was ready to move on. From a relative he heard a rumor of employment farther north, “bailing water in a coal mine in a little town inhabited entirely by negroes,” according to Micheaux. He joined the overnight shift, a twelve-hour stint for $2.25. “The work was rough and hard and the mine very dark,” he recalled. Black smoke hung above the tunnel-like room where he toiled. The damp and headaches forced him to quit after six weeks.

All along Micheaux was thinking of Chicago, where his oldest brother, William, was now working as a train waiter. But first he stopped to visit his sister Ida, who was teaching at a “colored school” in Carbondale. Eight years older, Ida hadn’t laid eyes on Oscar for some time. “I had grown into a strong husky youth,” Micheaux wrote, “and my sister was surprised to see that I was working and taking care of myself so well.”

Impressed by Oscar’s prospects, Ida thought her brother might be in the market for a girlfriend. Ida had a candidate in mind, a local girl from nearby Murphysboro, a few years younger than Oscar. The girl’s father was a mailman. In Micheaux’s novels her surname appears sometimes as Rooks, sometimes as Binga,* but her first name is always the same: Jessie. When Ida described the eligible girl as “the prettiest colored girl in town,” however, Oscar balked. Unconventionally handsome himself, he thought people were foolish about feminine beauty. “I was suspicious when it came to the pretty type of girls,” he wrote, “and had observed that the prettiest girl in town was ofttimes petted and spoiled and a mere butterfly.”

In spite of his misgivings, Jessie was summoned to meet Micheaux. When she arrived, he recalled, “I found her to be demure and thoughtful, as well as pretty. She was small of stature, had dark eyes and beautiful wavy, black hair, and an olive complexion.” The two seemed to click, though Oscar did most of the talking. Jessie shyly averted her eyes and sat with folded hands, answering Oscar’s stream of questions in a tiny, quavering voice.

That was in mid-winter, a Sunday morning early in 1902; Oscar left town later in the day. By 9:40 that evening, “the coldest night I had ever experienced,” he stepped off the “fast mail” express in the city of his dreams, a place that might as well have been Oz, for all its surreal qualities. Imagine a young country bumpkin of the late nineteenth century, a farm hick acquainted only with backwater towns, passing through a portal into a world of tomorrow. Chicago was “new and strange,” Micheaux recalled, and that must have been an understatement.

Trolley lines ran from downtown into the countryside. Horse-drawn vehicles shared the roads with street cars, bicycles, and the occasional chauffeur-driven automobile. The bridges were stone, the sidewalks cement. There was a lake as big as an ocean, vast public parks teeming with activity, an expanse of high-rises (at twenty-one stories, Chicago’s Masonic Temple was the world’s tallest building), and a public library that flowed around a block. At night the city was afire with lighted windows and corner lamps and electric signs. The streets were loud with music and laughter pouring out of the theaters and saloons. Most astonishing of all were the people thronging the streets—more black people than Micheaux had ever imagined. Although the population of the city was 98 percent white, roughly thirty thousand of Chicago’s inhabitants were black.

Ninety percent of Chicago’s black citizens lived in the Black Belt, the South Side neighborhood that was Micheaux’s ultimate destination, though at that time plenty of white people—up to 40 percent—also dwelled there with little friction. The area ran from Twelfth to Thirty-first streets, bounded by Lake Michigan on the east and Wentworth Avenue on the west. Black physicians, attorneys, and professionals lived in splendid brick homes, while most ordinary folk dwelled in wood houses. The newcomer wandered the streets for a long time, gawking at the sights before arriving in the residential area where his brother lived.

State Street between Twenty-sixth and Thirty-ninth was fast becoming “the centerpiece of black life in Chicago,” as Chicago historian Robin F. Bachin has written. This stretch, soon to be dubbed “the Stroll,” was jammed with sports venues, theaters, restaurants, nightclubs, dance halls, and taverns, which catered to a mainly black clientele, though they weren’t always owned by black people.

The Stroll was where the black and tans met and congregated, promenading day and night. “Excitement from noon to noon,” wrote Langston Hughes in his autobiographical novel The Big Sea, describing the thrill of experiencing the Stroll for the first time in 1918. “Midnight was like day.”

Oscar’s brother lived in a rooming house at 3021 Armour Avenue, two blocks west of the Stroll, not far from the Union Stock Yards. William wasn’t home to greet his brother, but his landlady welcomed the young man, who had just turned eighteen, and Oscar eagerly confided in her his dreams of striking it rich in the big city. When William came home and the landlady recounted their conversation, he scolded Oscar, telling him to keep his mouth shut so people wouldn’t realize he was so “green.” William wrote their parents in Kansas, describing his little brother as “a big, awkward, ignorant kid, unsophisticated in the ways of the world,” according to Micheaux. Though Oscar tried to laugh off William’s jibes, being painted as a rube in a letter that would be read by his entire family made him feel “heartsick and discouraged,” and for the first time in his life he suffered an extended attack of “the blues.”

William, who was six years older than Oscar, regarded himself as a man of the world. Oscar, on the other hand, viewed his brother as a poseur who had taken on city airs. William had been gainfully employed as a waiter on a railroad dining car, but “in a fit of independence—which had always been characteristic of him—had quit, and now in midwinter was out of a job.” Indeed, William was flat broke, “but with a lot of fine clothes and a diamond or two,” Micheaux recalled. “Most folks from the country don’t value good clothes and diamonds in the way city folks do,” he observed ruefully.

On his first Sunday in Chicago, Oscar thought the two brothers might go to church together. But William got flashily dressed up for the occasion—“wearing his five dollar hat, fifteen dollar made-to-measure shoes, forty-five dollar coat and vest, eleven dollar trousers, fifty dollar tweed overcoat and his diamonds”—and then headed off without so much as a backward glance at his brother. Oscar trailed behind, sitting alone in an opposite pew and feeling snubbed.

The Armour Avenue landlady, who was embroiled in some kind of romance with William, carried William on his back rent. But Oscar was obliged to pay six dollars a month as his share, so he urgently sought employment at the nearby stockyards (“Mecca for the down-and-out”). The $1.50–a-day work was decent but intermittent, and he drifted elsewhere. “I soon found the mere getting of jobs to be quite easy,” Micheaux wrote later in The Conquest. “It was getting a desirable one that gave me trouble.”

After “trying first one job, then another,” Oscar headed for the steel mills of Joliet. A few weeks of heavy toil later—wrecking and carrying around broken iron, and digging in a canal “with a lot of jabbering foreigners,” under a foreman who was a “renowned imbecile”—Oscar heard that the nearby coal chutes were paying better, and he quit the steel industry, too.

In charge of the coal chutes was a big black man who hired Oscar to extract coal from a box car, then crack and heave it into a chute; the job paid $1.50 per twenty-five tons. The trouble was, Oscar could only manage sixteen to eighteen tons a day, and his daily earnings peaked at one dollar. When the contractor took him out for a drink, trying to encourage him by telling him he’d be heaving thirty tons in no time, “I cut him off by telling him that I’d resign before I became so proficient.”

Resign he did, returning to Chicago to a less sympathetic landlady, and a brother increasingly indifferent to his troubles. Oscar signed with a hiring agency, which promptly did nothing on his behalf, swindling him out of his agency fee of three hard-earned dollars. He tried the newspapers, standing outside when the papers came off the press, grabbing one, scanning the ads, choosing a prospect, then running like crazy to the stipulated address. One way or another, the jobs were always filled before he got there. “The only difference I found between the newspapers and the employment agencies was that I didn’t have to pay three dollars for the experience,” he wrote.

One day, while talking to “a small, Indian-looking Negro,” he heard of an opening for a shoeshine man in a barbershop in the supposed boom town of “Eaton” (probably Wheaton), west of Chicago. Oscar filled his grip and “beat it,” arriving in the town on a cold, bleak day in early May. On the town’s main street he found a dingy two-chair barbershop, which had just been taken over by a new proprietor with a German-speaking assistant. “They seemed to need company,” Micheaux recalled. He got the position, which paid no wages but all the fees and tips he could wangle from his shoeshine customers—and an upstairs room where he could bed down. “Shining shoes is not usually considered an advanced or technical occupation requiring skill,” Micheaux explained later. “However, if properly conducted it can be the making of a good solicitor.”

Solicitation was half the challenge: “Eaton” was in rural Illinois, where the rustic class put little stock in the regular polishing of their footwear. Oscar had to hover outside the barbershop, snatching at passersby and launching quickly into his spiel. “If I could argue them into stopping, if only for a moment, I could nearly always succeed in getting them into the chair,” Micheaux recalled.

Business was paltry, however, so he found another sideline in which he had some experience: Early in the day he would go out and find spot farm jobs, pitching hay or shocking oats for area farmers, then head to the barbershop to shine shoes by late afternoon. But the local farm youth outworked him—“Whew!”—and as the summer wore on he pined for company. So he began writing letters to Jessie, the pretty, thoughtful girl he had met in Carbondale.

Staying in “Eaton,” Oscar accumulated enough savings to open his initial bank account. The sight of his “twenty-dollar certificate of deposit,” he later reflected, opened his eyes to new horizons. Soon Oscar was dreaming of saving enough money to invest in land, or a business. It was during his time in “Eaton,” Micheaux wrote later, that he laid “the foundation of a future” for himself, with both his first savings and his first stirrings of ambition.

Now he set a fresh goal for himself: to obtain a more decent, better-paying niche as a porter on one of the Pullman Company’s “magnificent sleepers”—a job that would offer him “an opportunity to see the country and make money at the same time,” in his words. And so Oscar returned to Chicago, temporarily busying himself with lawn-mowing, window-washing, and odd jobs while haunting the different Pullman offices.

“I was finally rewarded by being given a run on a parlor car by a road that reached many summer resorts in southern Wisconsin,” Micheaux wrote. He headed out on weekends, returning on Monday mornings, but he had a hard time making much money on such minor routes—or getting the Pullman bosses, who were besieged by black men seeking porter jobs, to pay any attention to him.

 

The Pullman Palace Car Company was headquartered in Chicago. Its founder, George Pullman, pioneered the plush sleeper cars with folding upper berths that were used by the higher-paying passengers on trains. Pullman cars were available on Midwestern lines by 1865 (one carried the body of the assassinated President Lincoln from Chicago to Springfield); before long they became common in most overnight routes throughout the United States. Pullman retained ownership of the cars, leasing service to railroad lines, which switched the cars from train to train on long runs so that passengers could stay on their reserved sleepers for the entire trip. The Pullman company swiftly branched into luxury lounge, club, and dining cars.

The first-class services offered on a Pullman car were integral to the glamour and mystique of train travel, and those services were provided by black men with direct or family ties to slavery, a background the company unofficially thought vital to the psychology of the job. Dressed in spotless uniforms of jacket and necktie, the porters were expected to meet a customer’s every demand, or indignity, with an obliging smile. Besides stocking linens and amenities and preparing berths and cars for each run, porters brushed clothes, cleaned the cuspidors and lavatories, and shined shoes (by now a Micheaux specialty). They slept in the “smokers,” the men’s toilets.

Pullman porters were paid $25 to $40 weekly, depending on length of service. But porters were expected to furnish, out of their own earnings, the polish and rags used for shining shoes. They paid for their company-assigned uniforms and regular laundering, as well as any food they bought on the train. These and other requirements, which slashed their salaries in half, forced the porters to survive largely on tips.

In 1894, a bitter, national porter strike marked the first organized uprising against such institutionalized inequities. Only in 1925, after a long struggle, was the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters organized, becoming the first major black trade union. Portering was considered by many “a continuation of the slavery the war [Civil War] supposedly ended,” as Jack Santino observed in Miles of Smiles, Years of Struggle, his study of the Pullman porters. At the same time, it was among the best of all possible jobs available to ordinary black men of the time—offering, besides income and tips, exciting travel and a certain cachet.

Visiting the main Pullman office in Chicago twice a week, Oscar grew frustrated by his inability to get past the chief clerk. He already had a wide circle of acquaintances, and one day a friend advised him to leapfrog the clerk and approach the superintendent of hiring directly. So the next day Micheaux waylaid the boss as he arrived, making an appeal to the top man even as the chief clerk stared at him furiously. The superintendent left Oscar outside at the railing, but after a few minutes called him inside and asked for references. Micheaux provided letters from employers and friends, after which the superintendent asked if he could afford the company’s uniform. When Oscar said yes, he was directed to the company tailor, and to a man who tutored porters in a Pullman car dubbed “The School.”

“The School” sat in a nearby railroad yard for just such tutoring purposes. According to Micheaux, always a ready learner, he absorbed all that was necessary for portering in one day, while other new employees had been in “The School” for five days before they graduated alongside him. All that night, his feverish thoughts about his first assignment, “perhaps to some distant city I had never seen,” had him tossing and turning.

When he arrived at porter headquarters the next day, however, Micheaux discovered that the office was crammed with qualified black men waiting for a mere handful of assignments, including old fellows who were “emergies,” or emergency substitutes, as well as previously discharged or retired employees, who showed up hoping not enough regulars would materialize. He watched with sinking spirits as the sign-out clerk favored the familiar faces, passing up the “emergies” and most new employees. Finally, the clerk called out Oscar’s name, and asked him if he felt confident about serving his first car. When Micheaux declared that he was, the clerk paused suspensefully, then delegated him to the Fort Wayne yards in the West District, to prepare the Atlanta sleeper for its next excursion to Washington, D.C. “Put away the linens,” the clerk ordered, “put out combs, brushes, and have the car in order when the train backs down.”

Micheaux “fairly flew” to Sixteenth Street, where the yards held “not less than seven hundred” passenger and Pullman cars, which had to be cleaned and prepared daily for their runs. After searching and searching, the novice porter found the Atlanta. “O wonderful name!” Micheaux later wrote ecstatically. “She was a brand new observation car just out of the shops. I dared not believe my eyes, and felt that there must be some mistake; surely the company didn’t expect to send me out with such a fine car on my first trip.”

Boarding nervously, Micheaux got busy, making the Atlanta “fairly presentable” in time for the rush of arriving passengers, who called out to have their grips stowed, deflectors arranged for their windows, and other routine requests and special favors. Despite the anxiety and confusion he felt, Oscar performed well, though at Pittsburgh he was “chagrined” to learn that his sleeper was going to be turned around and sent back to Chicago.

According to the Pullman employment card of “Oscar Michaux,” this first portering occurred on December 7, 1902. Micheaux had been in Chicago for less than a year; he was a month shy of nineteen years of age.

 

Having passed his trial by fire, Micheaux was put into the rotation and began to make frequent long trips, gradually visiting all of America’s major cities east of the Mississippi. He finally made it to the nation’s capital, and discovered that Washington, D.C. had quite a substantial Black Belt, too. As Micheaux later wrote, he “had never seen so many colored people. In fact, the entire population seemed to be Negroes.”

Yet Micheaux preferred the rural west, and by February he had wangled a spot on a continuing run that took him through Colorado, Wyoming, and Idaho, to Portland, Oregon. In The Conquest he rhapsodized about the time he spent gazing out the windows at the wide-open lands, the train hugging the curves as it climbed high in the Rockies, “their ragged peaks towering above in great sepulchral forms, filling me alternately with a feeling of romance or adventure.” It was exhilarating. “I never tired of hearing the t-clack of the trucks,” he wrote, “and the general roar of the train as it thundered over streams and crossings throughout the days and nights across the continent to the Pacific coast. The scenery never grew old, as it was quite varied between Chicago and North Platte. During the summer it is one large garden farm, dotted with numerous cities, thriving hamlets and towns, fine country homes so characteristic of the great middle west, and is always pleasing to the eye.”

He was struck by the picturesque American Falls of the Snake River in Idaho, where the federal government had constructed a seventy-mile canal and converted “about a quarter of a million acres of Idaho’s volcanic ash soil into productive lands that bloom as the rose.” He mused about one day settling near Snake River, “investing in some of its lands and locating, if I should happen to be compelled by stress of circumstances, to change my occupation.”

Around February, Micheaux banked his first one hundred dollars earned as a Pullman porter; his financial “modesty and frugality” would become a fixed lifetime habit. He soon realized, however, that he’d never be able to save much money out of his twenty-five-dollar monthly salary—considering that he had to pay for summer and winter uniforms at his own expense (twenty and twenty-two dollars, respectively); train meals (albeit discounted for employees); the regular laundering of his outfit; and rent for intervals spent in Chicago (no longer with his brother).

The tips were good for about another hundred dollars per month, Micheaux calculated, but that still wasn’t enough for a man who aspired to leave portering behind one day and do something grand with his life. That was the evil genius of the Pullman system, which kept porters on a taut leash. No wonder cheating and stealing from customers—and management—was so widespread, even, to an extent, “sanctioned by the company,” wrote Micheaux.

One lucrative tactic was the practice of “knockdowns,” which Micheaux called “a veritable disease among the colored employees.” At one point in the long runs, tickets were sold on board; the company revenue was always underreported by the white conductors, and the porters participated in the conspiracy in exchange for their “skim,” or “knockdown.” “‘Good Conductors,’” wrote Micheaux, “a name applied to ‘color blind’ cons, were worth seventy-five, and with the twenty-five dollars salary from the company, I averaged two hundred dollars a month for eighteen months.”

The Portland run was as far as you could get from headquarters, and tailor-made for knockdowns. For a year and a half, Micheaux worked this and other routes, savoring the “great opportunity of observation” train life afforded. He relished the colorful gamut of people as much as the diversity of places. The passengers often wanted to hear themselves talk, and he listened as they unbosomed themselves. Western sheepherders spoke to him of the tricks of sheepherding, farmers of farming.

As in Metropolis, Micheaux talked easily with affluent white people; equally important, he was also a good, watchful listener. In his novel The Forged Note, Micheaux’s alter ego, Sidney Wyeth, has a carousing, ragtime-playing friend who complains, “I’ve never seen you drink anything stronger than beer when you’ve been with me. You seem to go along with me, to see me and the others act a fool.”

Passengers wise and foolish were worth observing; besides advice, travelers gave him valued gifts of whiskey, cast-off clothing, and books. Passengers often left reading matter behind in the sleeping cars, and Micheaux absorbed everything he got his hands on: newspapers, muckraking articles in magazines, government land reports, history books, and novels. He absorbed a wide variety of literature, from Shakespeare’s plays to detective stories (he was an unabashed fan of the Nick Carter dime novels) as well as popular Westerns such as Owen Wister’s The Virginian. He avidly followed the works of the now-forgotten novelist and journalist Maude Radford Warren, who taught literature at the University of Chicago, and who wrote a series of stories extolling the achievements of women pioneers out West.

“What I liked best was some good story with a moral,” Micheaux wrote later, and he praised Warren’s stories as “very practical and true to life.” He enjoyed their travelogue quality, too, even seeking out the real-life settings of her tales. “Another feature of her writings which pleased me,” he wrote, “was the fact that many of the characters, unlike the central figures in many stories, who all become fabulously wealthy, were often only fairly successful and gained only a measure of wealth and happiness, that did not reach prohibitive proportions.”

As the trips accumulated, so did the money in his bank account. The knockdowns and graft certainly helped. But Micheaux was continually worried about the notorious company practice of employing incognito “spotters,” as the company detectives were called, and he had the queasy feeling that he was mired in wrongdoing and doomed to be caught. “While I was considered very fortunate by my fellow employees,” Micheaux explained later, “the whole thing filled me with disgust. I suffered from a nervous worry and fear of losing my position all the time, and really felt relieved when the end came and I was free to pursue a more commendable occupation.”

The finis was writ between Granger, Washington, and Portland, when Oscar had a run-in with a boozy Irish conductor who was clever at knockdowns but reluctant to yield the porter’s fair share. The conductor tried to whittle down Oscar’s slice of the extra, and the two had an argument. The debate was settled in Micheaux’s favor, but the conductor had been “spotted,” and was promptly fired. “They ‘got’ me on that trip” too, Micheaux wrote.

In the end, Oscar decided that the enormously profitable Pullman business was “greedy and inhuman,” oppressing its black porters with “near-slave” wages and conditions. He maintained in The Conquest that he had “no apologies or regrets to offer” for his part in the knockdowns and other cheating.

He didn’t mention the exact cause of his dismissal, but the company discharge records of “Oscar Michaux” state that he was let go on May 31, 1904, for “Abstracting $5.00 from purse of lady passe.”

 

So that was that. The “stress of circumstances” compelled Oscar to change his profession, or—to use a trick he worked more than once as a filmmaker—to change places.

To the end of his life, Micheaux nurtured a love and nostalgia for Chicago. It was a great and beautiful city, his first home away from Metropolis, which he had abandoned permanently. At the same time, Chicago disappointed, even “disgusted” him in certain ways. The Black Belt had its seamy side, marked by gambling dens, brothels, and a prevalent loafer and criminal presence. Several times in his novels Micheaux complained of the conspicuous “beer cans, drunken men and women” of the Stroll, though Chicago’s black underworld also enlivened his films.

While he found cities marvelous, in many ways Micheaux remained a small-town creature, a man of the soil who preferred travel and open land and untamed territory. The Pullman job had hooked him on traveling, and he daydreamed about living out West. Oscar felt “the spirit of Horace Greeley” ringing in his ears. “I come of pioneer stock,” he wrote in his 1943 novel, The Wind from Nowhere. “It seems to run in our family and blood to make conquest.”

He decided he ought to buy land somewhere on the vanishing frontier, but how and where? Micheaux considered the Snake River area in Idaho, but worried that the surroundings might be too arid. He thought hard about Iowa, until one day he spoke with an Iowa farmer in a smoking room during a train trip. The farmer told Micheaux he had paid eighty dollars per acre for his agricultural holdings in that state.

Eighty dollars an acre! “I concluded on one thing,” Micheaux explained later, “and that was, if one whose capital was under eight or ten thousand dollars, desired to own a good farm in the great central west he must go where the land was new or raw and undeveloped.”

Until he figured things out, he would continue to work hard and save money. Micheaux decamped to St. Louis, Missouri, where he presented a set of non-Pullman references, and underwent the same tutoring, and was promptly hired by the Southwest Division of the very same company that had just fired him, with the Chicago office none the wiser. Rooming on Pine Street in the Ville neighborhood of St. Louis, Oscar went back to work portering for Pullman on short runs to the west and south, while biding his time on his grander ambitions.

The St. Louis job afforded Micheaux his first extended exploration of the South, which had been home to his parents before the Civil War, and he fell in love with the region—its food, climate, terrain, and the gentler aspects of its culture. In many ways he felt himself a displaced Southerner. He abhorred the Jim Crow way of life, which suffocated the humanity out of black and white people alike; all the black passengers on trains crossing into the South had to be gathered up and escorted into segregated cars. But Micheaux realized early on that the North was not the pure haven of freedom that he and many other descendants of slavery had imagined it to be. The stories of his films would often swing between city and country, North and South, reflecting his divided loyalties.

In a sense, the romance of the West was his answer to the divided self. In The Conquest, Micheaux wrote of overhearing two waiters at a lunch counter in Council Bluffs, Iowa, talking about the Rosebud reservation in southern South Dakota, which was slated to be opened up by lottery to homesteaders in the fall of 1904. The following day, in Omaha, he encountered two Washington, D.C., surveyors en route to the Rosebud, who encouraged him to write the Department of Interior for particulars on the land. The pamphlets he received in the mail boasted “deep black loam, with clay subsoil” for the earth, and sufficient average rainfall.

“This suited me better than any of the states or projects I had previously looked into,” Micheaux wrote in The Conquest. “Besides, I knew more about the mode of farming employed in that section of the country, it being somewhat similar to that in southern Illinois.”

Everywhere Micheaux went in the summer of 1904 people were talking about the Rosebud. The newspapers were full of government advertisements for the upcoming lottery. By then Micheaux had saved the remarkable sum of $2,343, a nest egg he thought would be sufficient to purchase a decent homestead. Eager to get in on America’s last great frontier, he made the decision to go. “Get there, begin with the beginning, and grow up with the country”: that was his credo.









CHAPTER THREE

1904–1906 THE ROSEBUD




North and South Dakota, part of the Louisiana Purchase, were admitted to the union in 1889. Most of South Dakota’s white population had streamed to the wild country for the Black Hills gold rush that had erupted less than twenty years earlier, about 1870. Not all the fortune hunters got rich or stayed on, and the ranches and so-called towns of the region—few and far apart, most of them making Metropolis look large and sophisticated—were spread over tens of thousands of square miles of undulating plains, badlands, and rugged mountains. Besides cattlemen, the new state was inhabited mainly by lingering cowboys and a number of Indian tribes, including some not yet vanquished.

The Rosebud Reservation had been part of the Great Sioux Reservation, which was ceded to Red Cloud’s warring Oglala tribe in an 1868 treaty that closed the vast expanse between the Missouri River and the Big Horn Mountains to white settlement. The land was held in common by Indian tribes until 1888, when it was divided into six autonomous reservations, one of which, the Rosebud, was designated for Chief Spotted Tail and the Brule Sioux. The Rosebud covered parts of northern Nebraska and a large portion of South Dakota that ranged west of the Missouri River, stretching nearly to the sacred Black Hills. Its name came from the wild yellow and pink flower that carpeted this part of the Great Plains, whose sweet fragrance charged the air in the spring; rosebuds were also used in making a “savory dessert, much prized by the Sioux,” as Micheaux biographer and Western historian Betti Carol VanEpps-Taylor has noted.

“The soil of these plains is exceedingly fine,” Lewis and Clark wrote while exploring the territory in 1804, and after the 1868 treaty the U.S. government began pressuring the Sioux to open portions of the Rosebud to farmers, cattle ranchers, and businessmen, selling uninhabited 160–acre allotments as surplus land to raise cash, ostensibly to support Indian land-use projects.

An early attempt to open the Indian lands had been defeated in Congress in 1902, but in April 1904 Congress approved a negotiated agreement with leaders of the Brule Sioux, and on May 13, President Theodore Roosevelt announced that 2,400 allotments would be made available by lottery for homestead settlement in the fall. These land parcels, dug out of an eastern chunk of the Rosebud, would be assimilated by Gregory County, South Dakota. (Gregory was the designated name of the government townsite planned at the western edge of the county.)

Studying the government land surveys, Micheaux concluded that Gregory County might be ideal for farming. “Two hundred miles north, corn will not mature,” he wrote. “Two hundred miles south, spring wheat is not grown; two hundred west, the altitude is too high to insure sufficient rainfall to produce a crop; but the reservation lands are in such a position that winter wheat, spring wheat, oats, rye, corn, flax, and barley do well.”

One month after Roosevelt’s proclamation, according to one South Dakota historian writing fifty years later, the new town of Gregory already boasted “250 buildings and 500 inhabitants that filled an area which had consisted of four surveyors’ holes and a stake just the August before.” Other tiny towns dotting the county started to mushroom with prospective settlers, capitalists, speculators, and all manner of opportunists and miscreants. Each young town was hoping to become a shipping point for cattle drives and farm products, and the towns competed fiercely over water and railhead advantages, and over which would become the county seat.

 

The notarized registration was slated to commence at 9 (A.M. on Tuesday, July 5, 1904, and to terminate at 6 P.M. on Saturday, July 23. The incorporated towns of Yankton (closest to Iowa), Fairfax (along the Nebraska state line), Bonesteel (west of Fairfax in Gregory County), and Chamberlain (in central South Dakota, near the junction of the White and Missouri rivers), would serve as the official registration points.

Early on July 5, Micheaux took a train from Great Bend, Kansas, where he had stopped to visit his family, to South Dakota. The closest stop was the town of Bonesteel, the county terminus of the Chicago & North Western Railroad, but it was notoriously “crowded and lawless” and “overrun with tinhorn gamblers,” in Micheaux’s words. Instead Micheaux chose Chamberlain, the farthest outpost, but a large town known for its superior hotel accommodations and service from three separate railroads. In Chamberlain, on July 28, a blindfolded child would draw out of a canvas bag the first envelope with a completed government form. The first person selected
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