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FOREWORD

Roxane Gay

I think a lot about the nature of empathy, because true empathy can be so elusive. We get so wrapped up in our lives that it is difficult to truly try to understand the lives of others. I have always been an avid reader, and I have turned to books for many reasons—solace, entertainment, to satisfy my voracious curiosity about the human condition. And it seems my instinct to read to understand others was well directed. A 2013 study by researchers at the New School found that reading literary fiction improves our capacity for empathy.

I also think a great deal about representation—whose stories are being told, by whom, and why. For far too long, there has been a dearth of stories about those of us who are, in some form or fashion, marked by difference. It is, perhaps, no wonder that there has often been little empathy for those of us who are different. If no one knows our stories, how can they care about our lives?

This dearth of inclusive representation in literature makes the 1956 Alice Childress novel Like One of the Family all the more remarkable for its grace and prescience. The novel is composed of a series of conversations between Mildred, a domestic worker, and her friend Marge. In each vignette, Mildred offers sharp insights into the nature of domestic work, race, and class, and what it meant to be a black woman, in mid-twentieth-century America. The novel is also shaped by wit and warmth. Childress is an engaging and immersive storyteller, and in her capable hands, she makes it so very easy to understand the lives of her characters and those they stand for.

Throughout the novel, Mildred shows a keen understanding of her place in the world without letting her place in the world define her. She knows her worth, even in a world that too often seeks to demean and diminish her. In the vignette “If You Want to Get Along with Me,” she discusses one of her employers, a Mrs. M., who is endlessly curious about Mildred’s life but who also has such an impoverished understanding of black women that she often ends up being insulting. As Mildred begins the story “All About My Job,” she talks about how much she needs a friend because “in the first place I’m colored and in the second place I do housework for a livin’ and so you can see that I don’t need a third place because the first two ought to be enough reason for anybody to need a friend.”

The vignettes in Like One of the Family humanize Mildred and Marge, the kind of women who were often invisible in plain sight, taken for granted if they were noticed at all. Mildred, in particular, is a vibrant character, with a rich and complex inner life. Like anyone, she has a social circle, a love interest, hobbies. It is in portraying Mildred as a well-rounded woman that we clearly see the deftness and elegance of Childress’s portrayal. We see the importance of this novel as it reminds readers of a black woman’s humanity in smart, subtle ways.

We learn Mildred is politically engaged in “Weekend with Pearl,” and again, she offers impeccable insight into what it means to be black in America, telling Marge, “We always some ‘problem’ and people takin’ pot-shots at us is always called ‘tension’ and why you and me who have been citizens for generations should be called ‘minorities’ is more than I can see.” In “New York’s My Home,” Mildred tells a charming story about her friend Mamie visiting and how their adventures throughout the city, however exhausting, renewed Mildred’s appreciation for New York.

By the end of Like One of the Family, the power of Childress’s writing and Mildred’s story are undeniable, a clarion call that endures. This is a gorgeous novel that is political without trying to manipulate readers’ sensibilities, without ever forgetting that a novel, political or not, must first and foremost entertain.

Sixty years later, what Mildred, by way of Alice Childress, had to say about race, class, and gender remains painfully relevant. In “Got to Go Someplace,” Mildred talks about the precarious nature of black life. “Don’t it give you the goose pimples when you realize that white people can kill us and get away with it?” she asks Marge. “Just think of it,” Mildred continues. “We are walkin’ targets everywhere we go—on the subway, in the street, everywhere.”

Given the murders of Alton Sterling, Philando Castile, Michael Brown, Sandra Bland, Tamir Rice, Eric Garner, Tanisha Anderson, Akai Gurley, Freddie Gray, Kajieme Powell, Ezell Ford, and so many others, at the hands of the police no less, we are still reminded that black people remain “walkin’ targets.” We are reminded of the necessity of social movements like Black Lives Matter because there is so much evidence, in every aspect of our lives, to the contrary.

A novel such as Like One of the Family encourages understanding. It is a necessary reminder that black lives matter, that working-class lives matter, that women’s lives matter.


INTRODUCTION

Trudier Harris

Knoxville, Tennessee, is an unlikely place to meet black artists, unless they happen to be invited for special occasions. In December of 1978, Alice Childress and I were there participating in the conference on Black American Literature and Humanism held at the University of Tennessee. In one of the lulls, during which artists and scholars had an occasion to mingle, Childress asked me if I had read any of her work. Although she mentioned the titles of several of her books (even giving me an autographed copy of her novel, A Hero Ain’t Nothin’ but a Sandwich), I found the title of one—Like One of the Family ... Conversations from a Domestic’s Life—especially intriguing. Having known many black women who worked as domestics, including several in my family, I could not wait to read Childress’s depictions of their interactions with their employers.

When I returned to Williamsburg, Virginia, I searched for the book—long out of print—and for more information about this writer who had written so much but been read so little. Childress’s life reflected a nurturing and support that would later evolve into the striking independence characteristic of her work. The great-granddaughter of a slave who was abandoned by her former master at Emancipation, Childress was born in South Carolina in 1920. She therefore grew up with a sense of life from the underprivileged side of the veil. Raised by her grandmother Eliza, Childress was taken at the age of five to New York, an archetypal journey from the South to the promised land of the North that generations of blacks had taken before her. Grandmother Eliza encouraged Childress to jot down certain ideas because they were worth remembering, thereby offering the support that eventually led her to become a writer. The grandmother instilled a sense of value in Childress—value of herself as a human being and of her thoughts. This priceless estimation of her own worth encouraged Childress to explore the world of literature, to seek out those voices, as Richard Wright had done with H. L. Mencken, Theodore Dreiser, Sinclair Lewis, and others in the 1920s, which could enhance her perceptions of the world and her own budding artistry. That she is primarily self-taught, not a high school graduate, is a wonder considering her accomplishments since those exploratory days of the thirties and forties.

Childress’s upbringing and struggles in New York effectively influenced the kind of writer she would become. She says of herself: “I attempt to write about characters without condescension, without making them into an image which some may deem more useful, inspirational, profitable, or suitable.”1 She has also commented that she concentrates “on portraying have-nots in a have society, those seldom singled out by mass media, except as source material for derogatory humor and/or condescending clinical, social analysis.”2

Before these ideals could be realized, however, Childress had to serve a long apprenticeship. As her young adult years had already revealed, the dream of better opportunity in the North was elusive. She pursued a variety of jobs, including assistant machinist, photo retoucher, saleslady, and insurance agent as she worked relentlessly to gain audiences for her work as a playwright, actress, and novelist. She also did domestic work for a few months; the day she quit she surprised her employer by throwing her keys at her head. The woman later asked her to return to work. This “only work” that Childress could find turned out to be valuable, for it provided her with firsthand experience of the job situation she would later depict in Like One of the Family. Her first commercial acting success came with the American Negro Theatre, where she originated the role of Blanche in their famous production of Anna Lucasta in 1944. She later played the same part on Broadway with the original cast, which included such stars as Canada Lee and Hilda Simms. For this she was nominated for a Tony award.

Childress began to be published in 1950 when her short play, Florence, appeared in the journal Masses and Mainstream.3 She first directed the play in 1949 at the American Negro Theatre, where she served as actress, writer, drama coach, and director. But Childress’s first major success came with the Greenwich Mews Theatre 1955 production of Trouble in Mind, a play in which she challenged directly the stereotyped presentations of blacks in the theater. The main character, Wiletta Mayer, an aging black actress, is once again called upon to play a role that she knows is antithetical to the feelings of a black mother for her son. In the play within the play, entitled “Chaos in Belleville,” she is required to give up her son to the white men she is told will protect him when she knows that he will be lynched for the “crime” of voting and urging other blacks to vote. Wiletta tries to lead the cast in a walkout of the racist production. However, paltry bids for stardom win out over principle, and the cast opts to pursue a project they do not believe in and from which they know the white director will release Wiletta for challenging his authority. The price of black human dignity is too dear for them to pay, so they smile at racial insults and try to retain some vague notion of what they believe is their professionalism. But at the end Wiletta still envisions the kind of work she wants to perform.

The extent to which the play challenged prevailing images of black character is attested to in Childress’s alternate endings. The more militant option, demanded by the producers to show togetherness and black and white unity, had the cast leave the theater behind a marching Wiletta. Only when the racist director agrees to call in the author for the requested changes do Wiletta and the cast agree to continue work. Childress disagreed with this version because it let the director off the hook, gave him the right to “do it for them.” Childress considered it wishful thinking that the races would agree to change. The original two-act version, published in Lindsay Patterson’s Black Theater (1971), ends after Wiletta’s criticisms and with the certainty that, on the morrow, she will no longer be a part of the cast.

The black woman in Trouble in Mind who would not be quiet when silence negated her humanity anticipates, in her almost apologetic outspokenness, the militant Mildred of Like One of the Family. After reading the book, I was converted to an abiding faith in the voice of Alice Childress that was strong enough to inspire my first book-length project—on domestic workers in Afro-American literature.4 Although I eventually treated several other writers in the study, Childress and Mildred were my motivation and inspiration. A part of that study included interviews with women who had worked as domestics, and Mildred was the source of the anecdotes I used in trying to get them to talk with me about their work. Mildred’s description of being tested for honesty, especially in a conversation like “The Pocketbook Game,” was one of the tangible, ongoing ties she had to many of these domestic workers. Even in 1980 and in 1981, black women were still being tested for their honesty in white women’s houses, and they were still being cheated out of their rightful wages.5

Childress’s voice in Like One of the Family was different from most I had heard. She dared to test assumptions about the expected in Afro-American literature. Instead of a handkerchief-headed black woman, or one bowing and scraping before her “quality white folks,” Mildred stood up straight and tall. Childress’s dramatization of Mildred and of her other characters was lifelike and the issues concerning them immediate. In this collection of crisp conversations of two to three pages each, I shared the adventures of a black maid, a day worker who told her friend Marge about her experiences with the white folks in the New York area. The conversations were structured as dramatic monologues so that although I never heard Marge’s voice, I felt her presence and intuited her thoughts through my own reactions to the stories Mildred told. When Mildred said she had snatched a newspaper out of her white employer’s hand at breakfast one morning, I wanted to say, as Marge implies: “Aw come on, girl, naw you didn’t!” And, like Marge, I wanted to pat Mildred on the back for being so daring. When Mildred stands toe-to-toe with the preacher and tells him, in terms comparable to Langston Hughes’s Madam Alberta K. Johnson in “Madam and the Minister,” exactly why she hadn’t been coming to church, I wanted to join Marge in her symbolic outcry: “Move, girl, them lightning bolts you stirred up might zap me.” And when Mildred plans parties for the children in her apartment building and gives them lessons in black history, I wanted to applaud an author who could create a sassy character but who could also transcend stereotypes in that creation.

In its conversational form, Like One of the Family is an example of one of the patterns of interactions so characteristic of women who frequently integrated art into their lifestyles. Women who did not have the leisure to compose and who did not consider themselves artists in any traditional sense of the word made art out of conversation in the way that Paule Marshall relates the women did in the West Indian community in which she grew up in New York. And as Kathryn Morgan maintains of the storytelling process that enabled her to learn of her infamous great-grandmother Caddy and eventually to write a book about her, the stories “were usually told in the kitchen while my mother was preparing a meal or performing some other chore. She never sat to tell them and sometimes we would have to follow her from room to room to hear the end of a legend.”6 The careful words, the artistic turns, the striking images—all were relevant to making order out of chaos, to shaping an imaginative response to a world that often stifled imagination.

In the traditional places that characterize the differences between the gathering and storytelling sites of men and women, kitchens become comparable to barbershops and cooking takes the place of shooting pool. Instead of moving out of the usual realms of their environments to share experiences with others, women frequently tell their tales where they are—in the dining room or living room while they are shelling beans for dinner, ironing, or while chastising their children (indeed, the stories might be instructional in the chastisement). Tasks do not interfere with performance, and art and life are synonymous. So too with Mildred and Marge; they make no distinction between art as life and art as artifact. Creativity is not something that they put on and take off as occasion warrants.

The alternate endings to Trouble in Mind, which preceded the publication of the first Mildred conversations, establish a precedent for the delicate balance Childress tries to maintain in Like One of the Family. Her conversations hover precariously between wish fulfillment and reality, between the desire of the person of low social status to be self-assertive and concern with the potential consequences of such behavior. In all her adventures with her white employers, Mildred the maid is a combination of lady in shining armor charging off to attack insensitive racist infidels and the black woman of flesh and blood who knows that a direct confrontation with her white employers could lead to physical violence against her as quickly as it could lead to her dismissal. Day workers were noted for quitting, not showing up, or telling off the inconsiderate. They did not rely on long-term situations.

Childress chooses to depict a day worker rather than the “old faithful” family servant, to push the limits of possibility for what a black domestic in the mid-twentieth century demanded of her employers. In the sixty-two conversations in this volume, Childress allows Mildred to discuss a range of topics that others might judge antithetical to a domestic’s intellectual ken, and the character raises issues that others would perhaps have her overlook. Mildred begins with many stereotypical attitudes and concepts about blacks and consistently refutes them when they violate her humanity. She is especially iconoclastic about historical notions of where she should and should not be—both psychologically and physically.

The concept of physical space—and its attendant psychological implications—has as its basis the broad concept of place for all blacks. Place can refer to status, to physical location, or to both. Status encompasses the sense of place slaves very quickly learned was expected of them; status and physical location include the sense of place the sharecropper landlord consigned to his black tenants, as well as the sense of place the blacks on southern buses were taught was theirs. Place in any context espouses the hierarchy of masters and slaves, owners and owned, privileged and nonprivileged.7

By directly confronting her employers in a violation of the expected behavior of domestics, Mildred adds the psychological disturbance to the physical disturbances she effects by meeting them in their living rooms. In the initial, title conversation, “Like One of the Family,” Mildred challenges that time-honored lie about domestic workers as she simultaneously violates physical space. Her white employer brags to a visiting friend about Mildred: “We just love her! She’s like one of the family and she just adores our little Carol! We don’t know what we’d do without her! We don’t think of her as a servant!” Mildred explodes the myth by asserting that she has none of the privileges of one of the family, not even the dog, for it can sleep on the “satin spread” where Mildred cannot; the child is “likable” rather than adorable, “but she is also fresh and sassy,” forcing Mildred to restrain herself from spanking her on occasions. But Mildred’s tour de force comes in her description of the work apportioned to various family members, especially the black one: “After I have worked myself into a sweat cleaning the bathroom and the kitchen ... making the beds ... cooking the lunch ... washing the dishes and ironing Carol’s pinafores, ... I do not feel like no weekend house guest. I feel like a servant.” And Mildred uses the occasion to demand better wages and more respect.

In “Let’s Face It,” Mildred further rejects the concept of physical spatial limitations; she deliberately sits down in the presence of a visiting white southerner who is lecturing her on the proper place for “Nigras.” He has waited restlessly for the opportunity to talk with Mildred because he has stereotyped her as the “right” sort of “Nigra.” He has called her “sister” (tantamount to “Auntie”) and has complimented her on the good, stable sort she seems to be in these changing times. Because of examples like her, he is not losing his faith in “Nigras.” Mildred then shocks the man by sitting in a big leather chair opposite him in the living room. When he relates the tale of one of his colored friends, a black minister, the epitome of an Uncle Tom, she upsets him further by threatening to go to Alabama and whip his model “Nigra.” By settling herself in the living room of the white family for whom she works, at the same eye level with the guest and in a chair similar to his, Mildred eradicates the physical symbols of inequality. In being sassy, she refuses to recognize psychological inequality. In this case and others, she is driven to stand up for her rights.

Mildred also redefines physical and psychological boundaries in “Interestin’ and Amusin’.” Given a small amount of time to do some yea-saying, she uses it to make a nay-saying speech on World War II. Serving at a buffet cocktail party for Mrs. H., Mildred is struck by the company’s overuse of the words “wonderful” and “amusing.” When the hostess asks Mildred’s opinion, having cooed to her guests about how wonderful Mildred is, she opts for a response that will eliminate the hint of laughter from those who clearly find her “amusin’.” When Mrs. H. tries to shush her after Mildred claims a motherly interest in all young people, not just young men going off to die, she ignores her and continues: “I do not want to see people’s blood and bones spattered about the streets and I do not want to see your eyes runnin’ outta your head like water. ... When there is true peace we’ll have different notions about what is amusin’ because mankind will be wonderful.”

By putting Mildred on the side of life, meaning, and substance, and by placing her in the living room, Childress succeeds in passing judgment on the people at the cocktail party who really engage in none of those things. Mildred, the assumed bottom rail culturally and intellectually, becomes the top rail morally and racially, for as a black maid Mildred represents blacks whether she wants to or not. But representative as she is, she is also decidedly individual. She has her individual triumph as the audience recognizes the truth and seriousness of what she says in contrast to the falsity and triviality of what the whites have said. One Mildred, a black maid whom they have considered inconsequential and utterly lacking in intelligence, turns the intellectual tables on them all.

Debunking myths and demanding change—that is the pattern of interaction throughout Like One of the Family. Childress allows Mildred to violate all the requirements for silence and invisibility that were historically characteristic of domestics. Mildred questions authority by confronting white women about their child-rearing habits in “Inhibitions” and gives them helpful hints on raising children in “Listen for the Music.” Mildred also forces her white employers to confront specific stereotypes they have about black people. In “The Health Card,” a white woman indicates her stereotyped belief that blacks are unclean and unhealthy by asking Mildred to show proof of the status of her health. She believes that her family can contract germs from Mildred because she lives in “filthy” Harlem. Unabashed, Mildred lets the woman know that she expects the same show of health cards from her and her family. Indeed, one must be careful, Mildred exclaims to the woman, “and I am glad you are so understandin’, ’cause I was just worryin’ and studyin’ on how I was goin’ to ask you for yours, and of course you’ll let me see one from your husband and one for each of the three children. ... Since I have to handle laundry and make beds, you know ...” Mildred’s ploy succeeds; as the two women stand there smiling at each other, the white woman guiltily and Mildred indulgently, perhaps they construct a bond that emphasizes their mutual humanity. At least, that is the intention of the encounter.8

Mildred insists, further, upon polite requests and respectful actions from the children, as in “Inhibitions.” She does not believe it is the maid’s responsibility to allow a child to play in the hamburger that everyone has to eat for dinner. The child’s temper tantrum and the white woman’s frustration and plea for leniency only intensify the problem. Mildred finds herself confronting two children rather than an adult and a child. The mother can finally see the problem she has created, but only because Mildred pushes the limits of authority and politeness. A similar focus on politeness underscores “Mrs. James.” The white woman in this conversation refers to herself in the third person to emphasize to Mildred the distance between them and the formal courtesy she expects. Mildred takes the occasion to let Mrs. James know that black women deserve the titles of “Mrs.” or “Miss” as much as white women do.

Mildred constantly challenges the use and abuse of black domestics. In “I Hate Half-Days Off,” she recognizes the need for collective representation to protect domestics from excessive labor. A white woman interviews Mildred for a job and describes work days that will begin before breakfast and end “after the supper dishes”; she describes the half-days off with a calculation typical of devious politicians: “Well, you have one half-day off every Tuesday and one half-day off every Sunday and every other Thursday you get a full day off, which makes it a five and a half day week.” The woman also has a cagey plan to pay only on the first and the fifteenth day of each month so that she can get a free week’s work. Of such “brilliance,” Mildred sarcastically concludes: “How come all of them big-shots in Washington that can’t balance the budget or make the taxes cover all our expenses, how come they don’t send for that woman to help straighten them out?” Mildred also recognizes the need for organized representation for black domestics in “We Need a Union Too.”

In “On Leaving Notes,” again a white employer tries to trick Mildred into extra work. At the end of the day, just as Mildred is leaving, she finds a note pinned to three house dresses. The woman has requested that Mildred take them home, wash and iron them, and return them the next day; she has appended a dollar to the lot, considerably less than the seventy-five cents per housecoat that the nearby laundry charges. The work is outside the agreement Mildred has with the woman; therefore, she leaves the mess and complains the next day of the attempted exploitation. Mildred is consistent and generally effective in her bids to protect her labor and to bring about change in the process.

Interspersed throughout the conversations is a strong nationalistic pride as well as a simple philosophy for living. Mildred values black people, especially black children, and she is touched acutely by the prejudices that affect them. This is particularly evident in “Ain’t You Mad?” but also in conversations such as “Got to Go Someplace,” in which she laments the lack of public recreational spaces for black people. But Mildred also stresses interpersonal and communal sharing, evident in her recounting work experiences to Marge, attending funerals (“I Go to a Funeral”), visiting friends (“Weekend with Pearl”), and going to parties (“Dance with Me, Henry”). She expresses a poetic sensibility in “I Wish I Was a Poet,” and, throughout the conversations, she generally exudes a joy at being alive.

More often than not, Mildred is able to make her points in relatively polite and certainly witty ways. Not so in “Ain’t You Mad?” The racial anger underlying many of the conversations surfaces overtly in this one, and it is here that Childress comes closest to being a propagandist; the message is consciously allowed to become more important than art and direct lecturing takes the place of witty manipulation. Mr. and Mrs. B. complacently insist over their leisurely breakfast that “you people,” meaning blacks, must be angry about a recent attempt to integrate a white university. When Mr. B. asks Mildred what is to be done, her reaction approaches violence. She “hollers” rather than attempting her usual ploy of moral suasion: “What the hamfat is the matter with you? Ain’t you mad? Now you either be mad or shame, but don’t you sit there with your mouth full ’tut-tuttin’ at me! Now if you mad, you’d of told me what you done and if you shame, you oughta be hangin’ your head instead of smackin’ your lips over them goodies!” Further screaming and disagreement ensue, with Mildred comparing the helpless woman trying to integrate the school to Mrs. B., who would have the law and the Klan to assist her if she were threatened. The ugly encounter continues until Mrs. B. jumps up, waves a newspaper in Mildred’s face, and insists that she go home. It is at this point that Mildred angrily snatches the newspaper and offers parting advice on the responsibility of all human beings to make the world a better place.

Mildred represents conscience and concern, her employers insensitivity and condescension. By noting the casual way Mr. B. finishes the “last piece of buttered, jellied toast” and the offhand way Mrs. B. swashes down her bacon “with a gulp of coffee” as they consider the wretchedness in Alabama, Mildred emphasizes the distance between black and white: between the security, stability, and complacency of the B.s’ life on the one hand and the insecurity and disruption that Autherine Lucy must have been experiencing—insecurity and disruption that Mildred herself shakes at the thought of—on the other.9 Mildred selects detail here to make the B.s seem like villains whose place in society prevents them from ever sympathizing with or even understanding what vitally concerns the black community.

“Ain’t You Mad?” is the only conversation in which Mildred is sent home. Significantly, she is not fired though she radically violates every sort of spatial boundary set for the domestic; but it is also significant that only in this conversation do she and her employers fail to reach a new level of understanding. Usually, the people she enlightens as to their ignorance accept their enlightenment. They are shocked that they have been so narrowminded concerning racial issues; they evince an eagerness to change. They and Mildred recognize their mutual humanity and Mildred works harmoniously with them for at least a few more days or weeks—a pattern which might occur once or twice in real life, especially in Mildred’s New York and in the life of a maid with so vivacious a personality as Mildred’s, but which surely could not be the norm. “Ain’t You Mad?” is striking, therefore, in that it is the least realistic confrontation in the conversations, yet it has the most realistic, least optimistic ending.

It is significant that the conversations were initially published in Paul Robeson’s newspaper Freedom under the title “Conversation from Life” and continued in the Baltimore Afro-American, as “Here’s Mildred,” for audience is a key factor in how the episodes are developed. In creating Mildred, a heroine of the black working class, Childress may have been influenced by Langston Hughes’s Jesse B. Simple, another heroic figure conceived for audience approval and interaction. Serialized in the Chicago Defender, Hughes’s tales featured a gregarious, beer-loving, bar-hopping Harlemite who shared his adventures in the white world and his homely philosophies with a meticulously correct black man named Boyd, who usually provided the motivating frame for Simple’s reflections. Indeed, as early as 1950, Childress adapted Hughes’s Simple Speaks His Mind for the stage in a show entitled Just a Little Simple. With his commonsense philosophy and his belief in dignity for all human beings, Simple shares with Mildred a recognition that human value must not be determined by one’s status in a society.

It was appropriate that Childress’s conversations should originally appear in Freedom, for they were militant in nature. Her iconoclastic portraits of a working-class woman who fought her exploitative situations in very creative ways touched close to the proletarian themes which were historically true of black characters in American history—Nat Turner, Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman. Mildred’s militancy, therefore, could have been viewed in the larger, worldwide political context of breaking the yoke of the bourgeoisie on the masses of workers. Childress says that she “wrote the pieces originally for Paul Robeson’s newspaper Freedom for no compensation at all, then for five dollars per column. The Baltimore Afro-American ran them all (one per week) for twenty-five dollars each and then I wrote new ones for them (unpublished) for the next year or two.”10

Mildred identifies herself as a Negro (as did the earlier nationalist Marcus Garvey), yet many of her actions equal or surpass those of the consciously militant blacks and Afro-Americans of the 1960s. Her nationalistic sentiments would be echoed later in the writings of Nikki Giovanni and Sonia Sanchez, and her concerns about South Africa anticipated what is a prevailing concern in the 1980s. The term that would later be assigned to complacent middle-class blacks, therefore, did not at all apply in substance to the vivacious, racially conscious Mildred as she paraded across the pages of the Baltimore Afro-American.

The many domestic workers who subscribed to that paper and who found themselves in situations equally or more restricting than Mildred’s could applaud her victories; the conversations thereby transcended their individuality and responded to a collective consciousness. When Mildred says no, sometimes in thunder and always with humor, the domestic workers who could and could not do so had found their voice. Those who managed to protest against overwork and general physical abuse found some new stratagems to employ after reading about Mildred’s exploits. And perhaps there were others who were so much a part of the families for which they worked that Mildred’s feats simply seemed incredible. Whatever the gamut of responses, the column brought to light the daily problems of the little people, the invisible people, those who don’t seem to matter statistically but who, like those in Douglas Turner Ward’s Day of Absence (1966), have in reality the capacity to stop the worlds in which they work from functioning. Ward’s domestics and other “menial” workers go on strike one day and cause such confusion among the whites that they riot. Childress says that in reaction to her column, “floods of beautiful mail came in from domestics (male and female) telling me of their own experiences.” They gave their approval to Mildred’s exploits and escapades and then told their own stories of protest.

With this audience-based sense of performance, then, Childress could incorporate her theatrical background into the showman’s side of Mildred’s personality, and she could co-opt this traditional medium to present her depictions of Mildred. In newspapers, therefore, Mildred is a stage personality, performing for her readers as she performs for Marge and for those of us who read of her exploits today. On stage, she creates a legend of herself, one that we can question, alter, or correct, but one that we cannot deny her in the process of creation, for that process is solely within her control. We may fuss and fume at being held outside—like the situation of the storyteller who allows us to identify with his hero, but who will not allow us to add, subtract, or correct him while he is in the process of relating the tale—but such is the nature of Childress’s artistry at work in the newspapers and in Like One of the Family.

The collection of monologues was originally issued by a small Brooklyn-based publisher in 1956. The publishing history of the volume demonstrates the exploitation of women writers endemic to the publishing industry. Childress is stoic in describing her experience: “I never received a penny in advance from the book from the publisher and not a dime in royalties. He also sold the German rights and other European rights without my consent. A lawsuit would not have paid for the legal fees required. I have been compensated by pieces taken from the book and used in school books—particularly ‘The Pocketbook Game’ and ‘The Health Card’—here and abroad.” The named conversations illustrate, in their tremendous popularity, the wit and humor of a writer who refused to be undone by the foibles of individuals who would not be fair with her. And, ironically, such exploitation allowed Mildred’s voice to be heard by the select few who would listen; her sass cannot be weighed in gold.

Perhaps those in a position to review the original publication chose not to do so because of Childress’s former association with Robeson, or perhaps they chose to ignore it because it went against the prevailing grain of the time. Whatever the reason, Like One of the Family—as near as I have been able to uncover—was reviewed only once in the four years following its publication. That lone review appeared in Masses and Mainstream in July 1956,11 an appropriate place considering the history of that journal and Childress’s personal history. Mildred’s fans from the newspaper might have been aware of the volume, but no black journal voiced a response to it, although Richard Wright’s Pagan Spain and James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room were both reviewed in black magazines such as The Crisis in 1956. If the maids and butlers who applauded Mildred in Freedom and the Baltimore Afro-American did not know that the book had been published, then Mildred was lost to them as well. The volume apparently went underground, and only a few copies remained to document Mildred’s voice, one of which I was lucky enough to acquire in 1979.

The voice that Childress found in Mildred resonates in the characters of her subsequent books: in Benjie’s independence and (sometimes wrongheaded) defiance in A Hero Ain’t Nothin’ but a Sandwich (1973), in Cora James’s refusal to give the slaveholders any more of her soul in A Short Walk (1979), and in Rainbow’s decision to give up the prettiest boy on the block rather than demean herself in Rainbow Jordan (1981). Mildred’s concern for children is echoed in the books that Childress has written for them, including When the Rattlesnake Sounds (1975), about Harriet Tubman, and Let’s Hear It for the Queen (1976), which Childress wrote in celebration of her granddaughter’s eighth birthday.

In most of her adolescent and adult writings, Childress presents material judged to be controversial, so much so that reactionaries have banned them from the reading public. In the 1970s, A Hero Ain’t Nothin’ but a Sandwich, which deals with the drug addiction of a thirteen-year-old, was the first book banned in a Savannah, Georgia, school library since Catcher in the Rye was banned in the fifties. Childress says it was also among nine books banned in the “Island Trees” court case concerning the selection and rejection of school library literature. After a Supreme Court hearing her book was returned to the shelves of the Hand Trees Library along with the others. Wedding Band, a play about an interracial love affair written early in the 1960s, was first presented by the Mendelssohn Theatre, at the University of Michigan. Joseph Papp produced Wedding Band in 1973 at the New York Shakespeare Festival, and he also produced it for ABC television with Childress’s screenplay. When it finally aired on prime time television, eight of the 168 television stations in the viewing area would not carry it, and another three showed it only after midnight. Another sixties play, Wine in the Wilderness, which depicts several young blacks coming to a true understanding of their identity while a riot is going on, was banned from television in Alabama. Such negative public reaction to Childress’s works reflects a refusal to see blacks as human, a stance that Childress consistently undercuts in the voice of Mildred.

The significance of Mildred’s voice is obvious. Childress lets us hear the many women in Afro-American history whose occupations have silenced them. Through Mildred, we are again aware of numerous indignities that the majority of black women workers in this country experienced, for, indeed, the majority of them were domestic workers. While certainly some of the southern experiences differed from the northern ones in degree, they did not differ in kind. The women were uniformly overworked, expected to neglect their families for those of their white employers, and frequently expected to accept hand-me-downs and service pans—the name for leftover food domestic workers were given to take home to their families—instead of remuneration for their extensive expenditure of labor. By daring to look low, to depict another character type in Afro-American fiction, Childress gave to the literature a dimension that it had rarely had before.

Notwithstanding the silence surrounding the publication of the volume, Childress’s creation of Mildred, a working-class black woman who commanded the attention of a volume rather than a part of it, was unlike anything preceding it in Afro-American literature. The tradition of the tragic mulatto in the nineteenth century required idealized, overly educated, overly sentimentalized portraits of black women. The plantation tradition to which Charles Waddell Chesnutt and Paul Laurence Dunbar reacted required stylized figures, familiar stereotypes such as Mammy Jane Letlow in Chesnutt’s The Marrow of Tradition (1901), and only fleeting glimpses of more complex female characters. More complex characters, such as Irene Redfield in Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929), share some of the extraterrestrial features of their nineteenth-century sisters in accomplishments, beauty, and separation from the masses of blacks. Only Janie Crawford in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) and Lutie Johnson in Ann Petry’s The Street (1946) came close to realistic presentation of working-class characters without middle-class embellishments, but even Janie is supported by a middle-class husband and Lutie’s vision is marred by an unwavering adherence to the destructive preachments of the American Dream. Nor is Mildred bogged down in the quagmire of judging herself by a standard of physical beauty antithetical to her racial background, as is the case with Gwendolyn Brooks’s Maud Martha, which appeared in 1953.

Mildred breaks the mold of casting black women as alien to or bemoaning their own experiences in order to make them acceptable to white audiences. She was conceived








Notes












OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/tp.jpg
(oNv(RSATloNS
A
bomes-n( s LIFE

Foreword by Rone Gay

Introduction by Trudie Hars

BEACON PRES, BOSTON





