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Trouble in mind, I’m blue,
But I won’t be always,
For the sun goin’ shine in my back door some-day.




Trouble in mind, that’s true,
 I have almost lost my mind;
 Life ain’t worth livin’—feel like I could die.




I’m gonna lay my head on some lonesome railroad line,
 Let the two nineteen pacify my troubled mind.




Trouble in mind, I’m blue,
My poor heart is beatin’ slow,
Never had so much trouble in my life before.




I’m gonna lay my head
On that lonesome railroad track.
But when I hear the whistle,
Lord, I’m gonna pull it back.




I’m goin’ down to the river
Take along my rocking chair,
And if the blues don’t leave me,
I’ll rock on away from there.




Well, trouble, oh, trouble,
Trouble on my worried mind,
 When you see me laughin’,
 I’m laughin’ just to keep from cryin’.
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PREFACE

Nowhere is the paradox of black life in the United States more graphically revealed than in Ralph Ellison’s portrayal of the black odyssey in Invisible Man. In the opening scene, the nameless hero is deeply moved by the words of his dying grandfather. After emancipation, his grandparents had stayed on the same place, they had worked hard, and they had brought up their children in the etiquette of accommodation and survival. On his deathbed, however, the grandfather confessed to having lived a more complex life.


Son, after I’m gone I want you to keep up the good fight. I never told you, but our life is a war and I have been a traitor all my born days, a spy in the enemy’s country ever since I give up my gun back in the Reconstruction. Live with your head in the lion’s mouth. I want you to overcome ’em with yeses, undermine ’em with grins, agree ’em to death and destruction, let ’em swoller you till they vomit or bust wide open.



The outburst visibly shook the family, some thought he had lost his mind, and the younger children were quickly ushered out of the room. “Learn it to the young uns,” the grandfather whispered intensely, and then he died. “My folks were more alarmed over his last words than over his dying,” the hero recalled. “It was as though he had not died at all, his words caused so much anxiety. I was warned emphatically to forget what he had said.” But he could never put it out of his mind.

The hero had still not sorted out the implications of his grandfather’s words when the most prominent whites in town invited him to repeat for them his graduation speech, “in which I showed that humility was the secret, indeed, the very essence of progress.” But when summoned to the main ballroom of the leading hotel for this occasion, he found himself in the midst of a noisy, raucous “smoker.” Along with some other black youths, he was compelled to participate in a “battle royal”—that is, to undergo a racial baptism. With an audience of whites looking on, the youths—dressed in boxing shorts and boxing gloves—were rushed to the front of the ballroom. The place smelled of cigars and whiskey. “A sea of faces, some hostile, some amused, ringed around us, and in the center, facing us, stood a magnificent blonde—stark naked.” The woman danced before them, accentuating the American flag tattooed upon her belly. The whites pretended to be angry if the youths looked at her, insulted if they did not.

The crowd attending the “smoker” was made up of the “better sort,” the leading citizens in the community—bankers, lawyers, judges, doctors, merchants, teachers, one of the more prominent pastors, and the school superintendent who had arranged for the hero to give his speech. With sadistic delight, they tormented the black youths in order to humiliate them, to embarrass them sexually, to degrade them, and to underscore the unmistakable limits placed on their aspirations and rewards in a white man’s society.

Once the naked woman was removed from the arena, the crowd prepared itself for the climactic scene: the battle royal. The black youths were thrown into the ring, blindfolded, and compelled to fight each other; the last survivor would be designated the winner. By this time, the audience was nearly hysterical, and then, finally, the ordeal ended. Having performed their roles to the amusement and satisfaction of the crowd, the black youths prepared to receive their promised monetary reward, but not until they had fought among themselves for it, scrambling for the coins thrown to them on an electrified rug. The shiny gold coins turned out to be worthless brass pocket tokens advertising a new automobile.

No historian could have improved upon the scene. This is more than a group of sadistic white men having fun at the expense of a group of black boys. It is a racial rite of passage, a necessary initiation into the racial ethics of the white South. “It is a ritual in preservation of caste lines,” Ellison explained, “a keeping of taboo to appease the gods and ward off bad luck. It is also the initiation ritual to which all greenhorns are subjected.”

The grandfather’s dying imperative and the battle royal provide the overture for the extraordinary black odyssey in Invisible Man, the struggle of one individual to define himself and maintain his humanity, integrity, and self-respect. Even as the ambitious hero attends college, even as he is encouraged to believe he is making remarkable progress, even as he embraces the white man’s work ethic and success credo, even as he accommodates himself to the white man’s ways of thinking and acting, he finds his expectations betrayed and his goals unreachable. He moves not upward but downward, and he ultimately leaves the South altogether, moving from a static rural society to an industrializing, urbanizing, and more promising North. But with every step, he must again perform the rituals expected of him and play the roles defined by whites, all of them equally dehumanizing, equally degrading, equally unrewarding. For hundreds of thousands of southern black men and women, this odyssey summed up the entirety of their lives.

When black Southerners in 1865 staked out their claims to becoming a free people, they projected a very different vision of the future. They aspired to a better life than they had known, to a life once thought impossible to contemplate. They wanted what they had seen whites enjoy—the vote, schools, churches, legal marriages, judicial equity, and the chance not only to work on their own plots of land but to retain the rewards of their labor. During Reconstruction, they seized the opportunity to make these goals a reality, to reorder the post-bellum South. It was a time of unparalleled hope, laden with possibility, when black men and women acted to shape their own destiny.

But any experiment in biracial democracy was bound to be perilous. Neither military defeat nor the end of slavery suggested to whites the need to reexamine racial relationships and assumptions. Confronting a society “suddenly turned bottom-side up,” the white South responded with massive resistance. The language whites employed to describe Reconstruction, the methods used to subvert the Radical governments and black voting, and the determination to indoctrinate future generations with the idea of Reconstruction as a “tragic era,” betrayed white fears that this experiment might actually succeed in restructuring the South and racial relationships. Whites employed terror, intimidation, and violence to doom Reconstruction, not because blacks had demonstrated incompetence but because they were rapidly learning the uses of political power, not because of evidence of black failure but the far more alarming evidence of black success. This was clearly unacceptable to a people who deemed themselves racially superior and who resisted any evidence to the contrary. “There was one thing,” W.E. B. Du Bois would write, “that the white South feared more than Negro dishonesty, ignorance, and incompetency, and that was Negro honesty, knowledge, and efficiency.” Within a decade, it was all over. The fate of Reconstruction and the betrayal of the promise of a biracial democratic society would affect black Americans and this nation for the next century.

What the white South lost on the battlefields of the Civil War and during Reconstruction, it would largely retake in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. In what has been called the “nadir” of African American history, a new generation of black Southerners shared with the survivors of enslavement a sharply proscribed and deteriorating position in a South bent on commanding black lives and black labor by any means necessary. The most intense years—the focus of this book—were between 1890 and the Great Migration, but the seeds had been planted in the forcible overthrow of Reconstruction in the 1870s, and the Age of Jim Crow would span more than half a century. This is the story of how the first generations born in freedom, more questioning of their “place” and less inclined to render absolute deference to whites, encountered (and in a certain sense helped to provoke) the most violent and repressive period in the history of race relations in the United States.

The term “Jim Crow,” as a way of characterizing black people, had its origins in minstrelsy in the early nineteenth century. Thomas “Daddy” Rice, a white minstrel, popularized the term. Using burned cork to blacken his face, attired in the ill-fitting, tattered garment of a beggar, and grinning broadly, Rice imitated the dancing, singing, and demeanor generally ascribed to Negro character. Calling it “Jump Jim Crow,” he based the number on a routine he had seen performed in 1828 by an elderly and crippled Louisville stableman belonging to a Mr. Crow. “Weel about, and turn about / And do jis so; / Eb’ry time I weel about, / I jump Jim Crow.” The public responded with enthusiasm to Rice’s caricature of black life. By the 1830s, minstrelsy had become one of the most popular forms of mass entertainment, “Jim Crow” had entered the American vocabulary, and many whites, northern and southern, came away from minstrel shows with their distorted images of black life, character, and aspirations reinforced. Less clear is how a dance created by a black stableman and imitated by a white man for the amusement of white audiences became synonymous with a system designed by whites to segregate the races. Abolitionist newspapers employed the term in the 1840s to describe separate railroad cars for blacks and whites in the North. But by the 1890s, “Jim Crow” took on additional force and meaning to denote the subordination and separation of black people in the South, much of it codified, much of it still enforced by custom and habit.

The triumph of Jim Crow in the 1890s and early twentieth century coincided with the coming of age of a new generation of blacks. The veterans who had fought in the abolitionist and Reconstruction struggles were mostly gone, along with their commitment to politics and agitation. Frederick Douglass died in 1895, increasingly disillusioned with the prospects of his people. In his last great public address, “The Lessons of the Hour,” he took note of the growing repression, the triumph of disfranchisement, lynching terror, and white indifference. “I have sometimes thought that the American people are too great to be small.” But he now doubted that judgment. “I cannot shut my eyes to the ugly facts before me.” Many of the achievements of Reconstruction, such as the public schools, were undermined if not devastated altogether. Some of the most promising black leaders, including George White of North Carolina and Ida B. Wells of Tennessee, chose exile in the North over a tortured freedom in the New South. Booker T. Washington would emerge in the 1890s with his program and faith in black progress, but when he died in 1915, not only had his power declined but so, too, had the credibility of his philosophy of uplift through accommodation and hard work.

The vast majority of black Southerners in this period were hardworking men and women, many of them laboring at unrewarding tasks. Only a few managed to enter the small but growing middle class. This book will draw largely from the perspectives and experiences of people who spent their lives in relative obscurity, who never shared the fruits of affluence, who never enjoyed power. This is the story of what they confronted, how they struggled, worked, tried to educate themselves, and found ways to temper their accommodation to the new racial order. And it is the story of what happened to their aspirations and expectations. This is not so much a study of black leadership and ideology as it is a story of daily struggles by black men and women to wrest some meaning and value out of their working lives. It is less a study of the institutional life of blacks than of the experience of being black in the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century South.

This is no easy history to assimilate. It is the story of a people denied the basic rights of citizenship in the land of their birth, yet fully expected to display as much patriotism as their white brethren, who enjoyed the full exercise of such rights. It is the story of a people stamped as inferior, based on the idea of race, yet fully expected to provide the basic labor of the South even as they complied with the perverse etiquette of Jim Crow. It is the story of a people largely invisible (except as caricatures) in the public’s mind and consciousness. To suggest that their story is simply another version of the classic struggle of all immigrant groups—Irish, Italians, Germans, Slavs, and Jews, for example—ignores the distinctiveness of the black experience, the unique and overwhelming obstacles blacks faced, and the indignities they were forced to endure. America was founded on white supremacy and the notion of black inferiority and black unfreedom—a notion each new wave of immigrants assimilated as quickly as the epithet “nigger.”

Violence and the fear of violence helped to shape black lives and personalities. The intention in these pages is not to depict blacks only as victims or whites only as victimizers. But the extent and quality of the violence unleashed on black men and women in the name of enforcing black deference and subordination cannot be avoided or minimized. The details make for unpleasant reading, sometimes stretching our credulity, numbing the mind to the full extent of the horror, but they must be examined if we are to understand how normal men and women could live with, participate in, defend, even reinterpret such atrocities, so they would not see themselves or be perceived as less than civilized.

Living in largely separate worlds, the two races interacted in conformity to custom, law, and “place.” But there were limits. If at times this is a violent history, it is also a study of the extraordinary resourcefulness of black men and women. Under severe constraints, black Southerners created a world of their own “behind the veil,” as W. E. B. Du Bois described it, and found ways to respond to their situation. Evidence of this response may be found at all levels, not simply in the actions and words of the most articulate leaders or in the agitation for civil rights. It may be found in the families black Southerners maintained, in the institutions they created, in the schools they worked so hard to sustain, in the businesses they established, in the churches they attended, and in the voluntary associations that afforded them important outlets and support. This interior life, largely unknown and incomprehensible to whites, permitted black Southerners to survive and endure.

Denied access to the political process, limited in what they could acquire in the schools, and dehumanized in popular culture, black Southerners were compelled to find other ways to express their deepest feelings and to demonstrate their individual and collective integrity. What helped to sustain them through bondage and a tortured freedom had been a rich oral expressive tradition, consisting of folk beliefs, proverbs, humor, sermons, spirituals, gospel songs, hollers, work songs, the blues, and jazz. Through a variety of expression, black men and women conveyed not only their disillusionment, alienation, and frustration, but also their joys, aspirations, triumphs, and expectations; they used such expression both to confront their situation and to overcome and transcend it. “How much history can be transmitted by pressure on a guitar string?” Robert Palmer asks in Deep Blues, and he answers, “The thought of generations, the history of every human being who’s ever felt the blues come down like showers of rain.”

The black community was divided over strategies of accommodation and resistance; over aspirations, priorities, and perceptions of whites and themselves; and along lines of class and color. Throughout their history in this country, they were also divided over how to designate themselves as a people. “Africans,” “colored Americans,” “blacks,” “Negroes,” and “Afro-Americans” all enjoyed some popularity at various times. The uncertainty over how to define and redefine themselves actually reflected the vicissitudes of race relations and profound shifts in racial consciousness and in the faith blacks placed in the strategies of integration and separation. For the purposes of this work, the terms “Negro” and “black” are both employed, though “Negro” is generally confined to black people as the objects of white concerns, attitudes, and policies. By the 1890s, both Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois expressed a strong preference for “Negro,” and the term “New Negro” had come into frequent use, evoking for many blacks pride in a new and less submissive generation, and for whites, fearful reminders of Reconstruction. Only with the advent of the civil rights era in the 1960s would “Negro” be discarded by blacks as a term that originated with whites and that had come to be identified with paternalism and subjugation.

Through the first four decades of the twentieth century, the essential mechanisms, attitudes, and assumptions governing race relations and the subordination of black Southerners remained largely intact. The same patterns of discrimination, segregation, unequal justice, and racial violence persisted. Sporadic breakthroughs were made by individual blacks, and the New Deal injected a measure of hope, but the great mass of black men and women in the South still lived out their lives in a severely restricted, isolated, and relatively static world. More than a million black Americans fought in World War II, as they had in World War I, to make the world safe for democracy. After the war, even larger numbers developed new strategies and tactics to make the United States safe for themselves. On some new battlefields—Montgomery, Selma, Birmingham, Jackson, Little Rock, Detroit, Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles—still another struggle would be waged over the meaning of freedom. That struggle persists.
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CHAPTER ONE
BAPTISMS


My grandmother and other people that I knowed grew up in slavery time, they wasn’t satisfied with their freedom. They felt like motherless children—they wasn’t satisfied but they had to live under the impression that they were. Had to act in a way just as though everything was all right.… Had to do whatever the white man directed em to do, couldn’t voice their heart’s desire. That was the way of life that I was born and raised into.

—Ned Cobb

What did I do
To be so black
and blue?
—From a song popularized by Louis Armstrong



THE PINE-BOARD SHACK in which Charlie Holcombe spent his childhood in the late nineteenth century rested on top of a red clay hill about a quarter of a mile from the main road in Sampson County, North Carolina. His father, a tenant tobacco farmer, rose each morning at four o’clock, laid the logs for a fire, and roused the children, while Charlie’s mother prepared a breakfast consisting of a pot of grits and a slab of salt pork. It was important to be in the field at sunup during the growing season, as the soil was poor and the labor that much more demanding. They worked till sundown.

Grandfather Holcombe did not work in the field; he had “de miseries” in his back and walked with a stick. But he performed other chores, slopping the hogs and feeding the chickens. Charlie Holcombe, considered too young and frail to work in the fields, helped his grandfather with the chores and often accompanied him to the nearby creek to catch “a mess o’ catfish” for supper. As they sat there, waiting for the fish to bite, Grandfather would “do a heap o’ thinkin’.” And sometimes he shared his thoughts with Charlie, his youngest grandson, often imparting practical lessons drawn from his own life on how a black boy might hope to survive in the South less than half a century after emancipation.

Charlie remembered one lesson in particular. After catching a large catfish, Grandfather Holcombe toyed with it for a time, admonishing his grandson to watch him. He carefully lifted the fish out of the creek, let it thrash about, then lowered the line and returned the fish to the water. It would swim again, but not for long. Grandfather suddenly pulled it out on the bank, where it thrashed about until it died. “Son,” his grandfather observed, “a catfish is a lot like a nigger. As long as he is in his mudhole he is all right, but when he gits out he is in for a passel of trouble. You ’member dat, and you won’t have no trouble wid folks when you grows up.”

Neither Charlie’s father nor his grandfather had owned the land they worked. But as a young man Charlie Holcombe aspired to improve himself and be independent of whites, and he possessed an abundance of confidence about his ability to succeed. He vowed to break with a bleak past of arduous and mostly unrewarded labor. “I thought I could manage my business better and dat I was gonna be able to own a place o’ my own someday.… I was a high-minded young nigger and was full of git-up-and-git. Dey wan’t nothin’ in de world dat I didn’t think I could do, and I didn’t have no patience wid niggers what didn’t look for nothin’ but sundown and payday.” After his parents died, Charlie moved to Johnston County, North Carolina, took a job on public works, saved some money, and married. In 1909 he settled down on a farm, determined to make it his own. But like so many aspiring young blacks—the children and the grandchildren of slaves—he confronted formidable obstacles in his struggle to be independent. “Dey was always sumpthin’ come along and knocked de props from under my plans.” That “sumpthin’ ” might be the worms, rust, or blight consuming the tobacco plants or, more often than not, poor and declining prices and the rigid controls exerted by white men over black income. The only certainty was that by the time the landlord had taken his share and deducted the cost of the fertilizer and the money or credit advances he had made, “dey wan’t but jist enough to carry on till de nex’ crop.”

But Charlie persisted, and one year he seemed primed to break out of this cycle of indebtedness. After selling his tobacco and settling with the landlord, he had something for himself—or so he thought. That was when “the man” called him back and told him he had underestimated the amount Charlie owed him for warehouse charges. The tactic was all too familiar, and Charlie’s inability to read the books made any legal protest impossible. “I knowed it wan’t right, and it made me so mad I jist hit him in de face as hard as I could. Den I kinda went crazy and might nigh beat him to death.” The judge sentenced Charlie to a year’s labor on the roads—a lenient sentence for an interracial altercation. His wife and children did what they could to make a crop, but it was not enough to meet expenses. The landlord agreed to carry them over, and it took Charlie three years to pay him back. “By that time I knowed it wan’t no use for me to try to ever make anything but jist a livin’.”

Although Charlie Holcombe made his accommodation, he wanted something better for his oldest son, Willie. “I was ’termined my oldest chile was gonna hab a chance in dis world, and I sent him all de way through high school.” That was more education than any Holcombe had known. But after completing high school, Willie wanted to go to college, arguing that it would enable him to improve his economic prospects significantly. At considerable sacrifice, the Holcombes sent their son to the Agricultural and Technical College of North Carolina in Greensboro. Willie worked hard, made good grades, and in the summer returned to help his parents with the crop. He would take the tobacco to market, carefully scrutinize the accounts, and invariably return with money in his pocket. As Willie progressed in college, however, his horizon widened and he became more ambitious. Increasingly dissatisfied with the tobacco business, he told his father this was no future for a black man with an education. He did not want to return to the farm. “Dat hurt me,” Charlie Holcombe confessed, “ ’cause I had counted on Willie helpin’ me, but I wanted him to do what he thought was best.” Willie Holcombe graduated near the top of his class. That, remembered Charlie, “was when de trouble started.”

Despite his education, Willie found few opportunities open to him. He returned home from college, disillusioned with his life and bitter over his limited prospects. When he “started settin’ around and drinkin’ and gittin’ mean,” Charlie tried to reason with him, but little he could say would alleviate the disappointment and frustration. That fall Willie took a load of tobacco to the warehouse and returned home angry and sullen; the next day he insisted on taking another load to the warehouse. Near dinnertime he had not yet returned. A neighbor finally appeared to inform Charlie that there had been a fight at the warehouse involving Willie. When Charlie reached the scene, he spotted his son lying on the ground, a puddle of blood around his head, and a group of white men standing nearby. “I knowed he was dead de minute I seed him.” For a while Charlie just stood there, not knowing what to do. He looked at the crowd and could not find a friendly or sympathetic face. “Right den I knowed dey wan’t no use to ax for no he’p and dat I was jist a pore nigger in trouble.” Holding Willie in his arms, Charlie could see that his son’s head had been bashed in. “Dey was tears runnin’ down my cheeks and droppin’ on his face and I couldn’t he’p it.” He placed his son in the wagon, tied the mule behind it, and began his journey down the road. Reaching home, he washed Willie’s head and dressed him in his best suit. Charlie and Dillie Holcombe then buried their son at the foot of the big pine tree near the well and planted some grass on the grave.

Charlie Holcombe was never the same again. The spirit he had once shown in his determination to succeed no longer animated him. “For a long time atter dat I couldn’t seem to git goin’, and dey was a big chunk in de bottom o’ my stummick dat jist wouldn’t go away. I would go out at night and set under de pine by Willie’s grave, and listen to de win’ swishin’ in de needles, and I’d do a lot o’ thinkin’.” He knew his son had been killed because of an argument, no doubt over the “settlin’ price” for the tobacco Willie had delivered. But Charlie blamed himself for his son’s death. He had failed to heed his grandfather’s admonition. “I got to thinkin’ ’bout what gran’pappy said ’bout de catfish, and I knowed dat was de trouble wid Willie. He had stepped outen his place when he got dat eddycation. If I’d kept him here on de farm he woulda been all right. Niggers has got to l’arn dat dey ain’t like white folks, and never will be, and no amount o’ eddycation can make ’em be, and dat when dey gits outen dere place dere is gonna be trouble.” When in subsequent years Charlie would encounter some “young bucks” dissatisfied with their lives and wanting to “cut loose and change,” he would listen to them, then take them out to see Willie’s grave.

No other Holcombe child would be sent to college. They all settled down with their families and accommodated to the New South in the same way their father—and grandfather—had accommodated. They went about the business of surviving. “Dey don’t hab much, but dey is happy,” Charlie Holcombe said of his remaining children, the advice of his grandfather still vivid in his mind. “Niggers is built for service, like a mule, and dey needn’t ‘spect nothin’ else.… A nigger’s place is in de field and de road and de tunnel and de woods, wid a pick or shovel or ax or hoe or plow. God made a nigger like a mule to be close to nature and git his livin’ by de sweat o’ his brow like de Good Book says.” Resigned to his “place,” Charlie no longer worried that much about the price his tobacco might bring him. The children came by occasionally to help him with the crops. He now had ample time to engage in his own “heap o’ thinkin’,” and his final years were increasingly reflective. Sitting by the fireplace, his mind often wandered back to his childhood. “And I ’member how my gran’pappy used to … take me fishin’ wid him. Seems like when a feller thinks back he only ’members de good parts.”
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THE STORY OF Charlie Holcombe evokes the contradictions of black life and coming of age in the New South—the initial hopes and aspirations, the often heightened expectations, as well as the frustrations, the terrors, the tensions, the betrayals, and the necessary accommodations. What came to be impressed on several generations of black Southerners—the first born in freedom and coming to maturity in the 1890s and the early twentieth century—was the material, political, and military superiority of white people, the extraordinary power white men and women wielded over black lives and prospects in virtually all phases of daily life. “The only thing that you would be thinking of,” remembered Ardie Clark Halyard, was “that they were the ones that had everything.” And they maintained their dominance, she sensed, because “all the time … they were taking advantage—you could see that.”

The New South into which a new generation of African Americans would be born had clearly drawn racial boundaries and modes of behavior based on centuries of enforced custom and thought. Every black child would come to appreciate the terrible unfairness and narrowness of that world—the limited options, the need to curb ambitions, to contain feelings, and to weigh carefully every word, gesture, and movement when in the presence of whites. To learn to live with this kind of harsh reality became no less than a prerequisite for survival. “In this perilous world,” Benjamin Mays recalled of his childhood in rural South Carolina, “if a black boy wanted to live a halfway normal life and die a natural death he had to learn early the art of how to get along with white folks.” Any deviation from white expectations invited instant and often violent reprisals.

Generations of black youths shared a common training and education based on their early racial experiences. The initial revelation of the meaning and force of race might be triggered by a physical altercation, an abusive epithet, a telling glance, or an exchange of words. For the black child, the encounter or incident was at times shocking and traumatic, at other times too subtle to be fully grasped, as in the way white people insisted on calling their father “boy” and their mother “girl” (or “uncle” and “auntie” if they were advanced in age).

As children, blacks and whites sometimes crossed the racial divide, playing together and sharing stories, experiences, games, even plans (and fantasies) about their future lives. The innocence of the relationship might encourage them to think of it as a genuine, even an enduring friendship, that color differences (even if acknowledged) mattered less than the personal qualities that drew them to each other. But the suddenness with which those relationships were dissolved suggested how quickly the outer world intruded—and prevailed. Parents, both white and black, often interceded to break off the fraternization, and when the shared play stopped, usually in adolescence, so did the friendship. Even before parents acted to sever the relationship, white youths might seize upon a disagreement to turn unexpectedly on their black playmates.

The suddenness with which life came to be defined on the basis of perceived racial differences, and how little one could do in response, made an indelible impression on young blacks. “The white children I knew,” a black woman recalled, “grew meaner as they grew older—more capable of saying things that cut and wound.” Often the break entailed no words at all, only a quiet but devastating snub. Robert Russa Moton would always remember the day his white playmate returned home from boarding school for the Christmas holiday. Having eagerly awaited his arrival, Robert rushed forward to greet him. But his childhood friend rejected his advances and treated him coldly, refusing even to shake his hand. “I went into the kitchen with Aunt Viny, the cook. I was feeling bad.” While Robert sat there, the white youth burst into the room and enthusiastically returned Aunt Viny’s embrace. “I sat unhappy, puzzled, thinking,” young Moton recalled. “Sometimes I wonder if I ever thought quite as seriously on life as I did that night.”

If interracial companionship and play persisted into adolescence, it did so according to the terms laid down by white playmates and at their toleration. “[W]e kep’ our places,” Sam Bowers recalled of his association with white boys in the 1880s. “We always remembered dere wuz a diffrunce. We didn’t furgit we wuz black.” That difference was made perfectly clear in the games a Virginia black remembered of a childhood spent both in slavery and freedom. When they had played “Injuns an’ soldiers,” the white boys had been the soldiers and the black boys the Indians. When they later played “Yankee an’ ’Federates,” the actual outcome of the Civil War was irrelevant. “ ’Course de whites was always de ’Federates. Take us black boys prisoners an’ make b’lieve dey was gonna cut our necks off. Guess dey got dat idea f’om dere fathers.”

When white and black youths worked together on the same job, racial differences might erupt with little or no warning. While employed in a logging camp, Jacob Reddix shared some tasks with a white youth of the same age. The two said little to each other, but at one point Reddix casually questioned a statement made by his coworker. After cursing Reddix for daring to dispute his word, the white youth grabbed a club, screaming at the same time, “You goddamn black nigger, I’ll teach you how to talk to a white man!” The intervention of the white superintendent ended the threat, but Reddix thought it best to quit the job.

The first encounter with racial insult tended to hurt the most, as it often came with neither provocation nor explanation. Mary Church, born in Memphis near the end of the Civil War, simply could not understand why a railroad conductor had summarily ordered her out of a railroad coach. After inquiring of other passengers, “Whose little nigger is this?” he had resolved to remove her from the car reserved for whites. “I could think of nothing that I had done wrong. I could get no satisfaction from Father, however, for he refused to talk about the affair and forbade me to do so.” Nor did five-year-old Louis Armstrong obtain a satisfactory response when a friend of his mother dragged him to the rear of the Tulane Avenue trolley in New Orleans in 1905. Noticing the sign “For Colored Passengers Only,” behind which he had been compelled to sit, he asked what it meant. The response provided neither information nor reassurance. “Don’t ask so many questions!” the woman scolded him. “Shut your mouth, you little fool.” For the impressionable young Richard Wright, the experience of traveling by train to Arkansas with his mother and waiting in line at the “Colored” ticket window forced him to contemplate the kind of world he was entering—“a sense of the two races had been born in me with a sharp concreteness that would never die until I died.”

The humiliation is what so many remembered. The incidents involving public transportation almost always occurred in full public view, and the scenarios that were acted out became all too familiar. White passengers and spectators would cheer the conductors enforcing the racial codes, while any black witnesses needed to maintain a discreet silence. James Weldon Johnson never forgot his racial initiation, not only his forcible ejection from a railroad coach reserved for whites but also, even more vividly, the smug satisfaction on the faces of the white passengers. Reflecting over the incident some years later, Johnson insisted the passengers had entirely misread his reaction. “If their satisfaction rose from any idea that I was having a sense of my inferiority impressed upon me, they were sadly in error; indeed, my sensation was the direct opposite; I felt that I was being humiliated.” When Ida B. Wells was forcibly removed from the ladies’ coach, she, too, remembered in particular how the “white ladies and gentlemen” vigorously applauded the action of the conductor.

For many black youths, early racial encounters became nothing less than defining moments in their lives. When James Robinson, born in 1907, attempted to board a bus in Knoxville, Tennessee, a white man cursed him and roughly pulled him off the steps of the vehicle. “You damn little darkey, didn’t anybody learn you to stay in your place?” he shouted at Robinson. “You get the hell back there and wait till the white people get on the bus.” With a glance to the approving spectators, the white man exclaimed, “Give the nigger an inch and he’ll take a mile.” When Robinson looked appealingly to several black spectators for sympathy, they turned their heads. Finally, when all the whites had boarded, the driver slammed the door in Robinson’s face and drove off. “Inwardly I boiled. It hurt inside, all the way down.… I wanted to cry but hate wouldn’t let me.… What hurt me most of all was that grownup Negro men had not dared to speak in behalf of a helpless child.”

The indignities visited on black youths were meant to impress on a new generation the solidity of racial lines and the unchallengeable authority and superiority of the dominant race. Harassment played invariably on racial stereotypes, forcing blacks from the earliest age to act out roles for the amusement of whites, to cater to their whims and desires. That was reason enough, Ed Brown recalled of his childhood in Georgia before World War I, to avoid whites altogether, to make every effort to stay out of their sight. “My motto was, when I was a boy, Don’t Meet Nobody. When I seen somebody comin or heard a horse, I’d step outside the road and they’d pass on by.… Because nine times out of ten you’d be made to dance, or to drink some whiskey.”

To be forced to dance or imbibe some alcohol, or to be compelled to fight each other, all for the entertainment of white spectators, were familiar acts of public submission. Nor were whites averse to exploiting for their own amusement the alleged sexual prowess of black males. In the optical company in Memphis where he worked, young Richard Wright found himself confronted by two white employees, one of whom questioned him about the size of his penis. “I heard that a nigger can stick his prick in the ground and spin around on it like a top,” he remarked, laughing. “I’d like to see you do that. I’d give you a dime, if you did it.” Wright chose to ignore them, but only after he had been compelled to deny in their presence that their questions and comments had in any way offended him. His face and demeanor, however, must have suggested otherwise, as the two white men warned him to watch his step. In reflecting over this incident, Wright wondered if there were any way a black youth could maintain his dignity in the presence of whites. “I had been humble, and now I was reaping the wages of humility.”

While racial harassment forced on young blacks a recognition of limits, it also awakened in many of them a new sense of themselves, a capacity for rage, and, not infrequently, the rationale and the willingness to destroy white lives—all of which needed to be contained if they were to survive. Elaborate scenarios came to be plotted in their imaginations, however, sometimes shared with close friends, more often harbored individually. Few whites, especially those who claimed to know the Negro best, were capable of comprehending the accumulation of black resentment or the degree to which black men and women, whatever their age or outward appearance, were willing to avenge the indignities heaped on them. After being thrown off the bus in Knoxville, James Robinson did not adapt easily to the lesson he had been forcibly taught in racial etiquette. “Revenge was my only thought. I considered setting Lang’s grocery on fire. He had done nothing to me but he was white; Lang and every other white man was my natural enemy. I was a Negro and in their eyes this was my crime.” Benjamin Mays overheard talk about a black woman living with a white man; both came down with a lingering illness and suffered for years before they died. Many blacks, Mays recalled, thought it God’s punishment, and some of them found comfort in the belief “that God would mete out the punishment that Negroes were powerless to inflict.”

The talk and reported incidents of white violence became for Richard Wright a critical part of his childhood “education.” When he was scarcely ten years old, “a dread of white people” lodged itself “permanently”in his feelings and imagination. “Nothing challenged the totality of my personality so much as this pressure of hate and threat that stemmed from the invisible whites. I would stand for hours on the doorsteps of neighbors’ houses listening to their talk, learning how a white woman had slapped a black woman, how a white man had killed a black man. It filled me with awe, wonder, and fear.” He asked countless questions for which he received no satisfactory responses, and he imagined scores of scenarios involving resistance and vengeance that he lacked the power or the opportunity to act out. The presence of whites informed every action, every thought, his very demeanor. “Tension would set in at the mere mention of whites and a vast complex of emotions, involving the whole of my personality, would be aroused. It was as though I was continuously reacting to the threat of some natural force whose hostile behavior could not be predicted.” Young Wright had not yet been subjected to the abuse of white men or women, neither verbally nor physically, “but I had already become as conditioned to their existence as though I had been the victim of a thousand lynchings.”

All too often, thoughts of revenge against whites found an outlet only in violence against blacks. In the South Carolina countryside in which he grew up, Benjamin Mays believed his people fought each other “because they were taking out on other blacks what they really wanted but feared to take out on whites.” The need he felt as a young man to reconcile his blackness, his manhood, and his rage, Mays confessed, drained him emotionally. “To exercise manhood, as white men displayed it, was to invite disaster.” Mays had seen his father cringe in the presence of whites, and yet his father relished telling the story of how as a youth he had outwitted and outfought two white men. Every time his father related the story, Mays recalled, “he would laugh, and laugh, and laugh. It was his prize story.”

Young blacks underwent the rites of racial passage in a variety of ways. But the specter and threat of physical violence—’the white death’—loomed over nearly every encounter. If they themselves were not the victims, the violence fell on members of the family, friends, and neighbors, almost always with the same intent—to remind black men and women of their “place,” to impose severe restraints on their ambitions, and to punish any perceived signs of “impudence,” “impertinence,” or independence. Benjamin Mays looked on helplessly in 1898 as a crowd of armed white men rode up to his father, cursed him, drew their guns, and forced him to remove his hat and bow down to them. “I was not yet five years old, but I have never forgotten them.… That mob is my earliest memory.” Martin Luther King, Sr., born in 1899, spent his youth in rural Georgia, where he witnessed drunken white men beat a black man to death for being “sassy,” a term commonly used by whites to identify troublemaking, “uppity,” and “impudent” blacks. In this instance, the victim’s “sassiness” consisted of refusing the demand of the white men that he hand over his paycheck. He had been murdered not for violating the racial code but for being successful at his mill job and pocketing his pay. Shocked by what he had seen, King asked the familiar question “Why, I thought, why did they do that?” He had no answers, and he could find comfort only in hating whites. “My way to protect myself, I thought, was to build around myself an armor made of my hatred of whites. It was needed. It was valuable. And it helped me to deal with the memories, the terrible dreams and recollections. To hate those responsible made it bearable, and so I indulged myself, and began to despise every white face I saw.” Six-year-old Pauli Murray would never forget the sight of John Henry Corniggins’s body lying out in the field, where he had been shot to death for walking across a white man’s watermelon patch. Rushing home, a distraught Murray pleaded with her Aunt Paulin for some explanation. But there was no easy way to explain the South’s racial mores. “I can’t tell you, child,” Aunt Paulin replied, trying to calm her niece. “There are some things you’ll understand better when you get older.” That obviously pained response only reinforced the terror Pauli had experienced that day. The sight of John Henry’s body, his little brother crying as he knelt by his side, the mother’s ear-shattering screams as she approached the scene—these memories could not be easily erased.

Struggling to understand the limits imposed on their behavior, young blacks came to appreciate the frequency and random nature of much of the racial violence. It seemed designed not only to punish the alleged offenders but also to send a message to the entire community. Eight-year-old Lucy Miller stood in her front yard in Daytona Beach in 1907, watching white residents parade through the black community the body of a black man they had just lynched. The victim, Lucy learned, “had dared to stand up for his rights,” and whites were now using his corpse, placed on the back of a wagon, as an example “so that there would not be any effort on the part of blacks to get out of their place.” Benjamin J. Davis, born in 1903, spent his childhood in Dawson, a rural town in southwestern Georgia. Among his earliest memories was the day the sheriff and his deputies came across the railroadtracks with a wagon to arrest a black man accused of having “sassed” a white man in the downtown area. News of the incident had already spread to the black neighborhood, and the delegation of law enforcement officials had been expected. The black residents lined the road leading to the victim’s home. “The wagon passed right in front of my house,” Davis recalled, “and I stood in front of the picket fence watching the proceedings. It looked like a parade, on the one hand, and a funeral, on the other. Men, women, and children were sobbing.” His mother offered a simple explanation of the arrest: “They say he didn’t behave himself downtown.” Davis knew, too, that the victim would probably be sentenced to a long term on the county chain gang and that many blacks never survived that ordeal.

It was impossible to dismiss examples of white violence and terrorism as aberrations; they were too much a part of everyday life. But to make sense of the violence, to comprehend its meaning and implications, provoked questions that defied any easy answers. Born in 1878 and reared in Georgia, Richard R. Wright, Jr. (a prominent educator unrelated to the Richard Wright who grew up in Mississippi and became a noted writer) made every effort to avoid white people. He could not recall the face of a single white child before he was ten years old. His notions of racial differences and relations with whites were based on conversations with boys older than himself. From them he learned to fear whites and to accommodate to the prevailing etiquette. His racial baptism came “with great suddenness and tragedy” during his teenage years in Augusta. On Christmas Day he saw a crowd of whites chasing a large black man; they caught him near Bethel church and when he turned on them swinging a heavy stick, they shot him. The mob then jumped on the prostrate body, smashing his face and torso with the heels of their shoes. No policeman appeared, and no one tried to assist or defend the victim. Young Richard, who had stood only a few feet away from the attack, fled with his companion. The tragedy he had just witnessed became, as he said, “indelibly imprinted” upon his memory. Although he would subsequently observe other black men shot, hunted, and beaten, none made as much of an impression. “I have not seen anything that stunned me like that incident.” Nor could Audley Moore, born before the turn of the century in New Iberia, Louisiana, easily put out of her mind the first sight of a lynching victim. “I remember Grandma allowing us to look through the shutter and be careful not to open it too much, so they wouldn’t see us.” The victim was being drawn by a wagon. “He was tied and his head was bumping up and down on the clay, the hard, crusty road … and the men hollering behind; white men, like wolves, were behind this man. Well, you know that’s a terrible thing for a child to see, and you grow up that way.…”

The perceived absence of legal redress compounded the impact of these initial encounters with white violence. From the very outset of their lives, young blacks came to learn that in the New South the differences between justice and injustice, the law and lawlessness, were at best ambiguous, at worst senseless, so blurred as to be indistinct. The ways in which they experienced the courts and police power were hardly calculated to enhance their respect for the law or for the white man’s sense of fair play. The very relationship black people bore to protective agencies contrasted sharply with that of whites. Even as white children were inculcated with the image of the policeman as a friend and protector, black children learned to fear him as the enemy. As a child in Durham, North Carolina, Pauli Murray viewed the local police as “heavily armed, invariably mountainous red-faced [men] who to me seemed more a signal of calamity than of protection.” Based on conversations with other boys and adults, Richard R. Wright, Jr., recalled, “I was convinced early that policemen were my enemies. I never approached a policeman with a question until I had been in Chicago for nearly a year.” That same negative image always dominated Albon Holsey’s perception of law enforcement. Growing up in Georgia at the turn of the century, he and his friends always lived in “mortal fear” of the police, “for they were arch-tormenters and persecutors of Negroes.… I ran from policemen so often when I was a boy that even now [in 1929], though I am past forty, if one walks upon me unexpectedly my first impulse is to take to my heels.”

If the sight of law enforcement officials in the towns and cities made blacks nervous, the not uncommon sound in the countryside of bloodhounds and posses tracking down black fugitives—many of them escapees from a peonage farm, a prison-labor camp, or a chain gang—brought a chilling terror and a renewed sense of vulnerability to black homes. The warning sounded by older residents echoed in the minds of young blacks: that white men with hounds and guns were not always overly particular about whom they caught in their manhunts. The object was to bring back a black body, not necessarily the guilty party.

The subject of the police often dominated conversations among young blacks. The stories invariably revolved around chases, harassment, clubbings, illegal arrests, and coerced confessions. But other tales also made the rounds, tales that did wonders for black pride and soon became legendary. With particular relish, some blacks recounted their success in outwitting law enforcement officers. Still others took delight in their exploits, even if caught. Richard R. Wright, Jr., vividly recalled the fate of a boy in his neighborhood in Augusta, Georgia. Sentenced to the chain gang, the boy seemed proud of his notoriety and enhanced standing in the community. “Some of the boys,” Wright remembered, “talked about him as though he were a hero.” Several days later, however, they spotted their friend with chains around his ankles working on the local roads. It was a sobering sight. “Several of us went out to see if it were really true,” Wright recalled; “the sight put fear in me.”

For black youths, as for their parents, the daily reminders of “place” and inequality were nearly everywhere. The degrading racial etiquette, the places they were forbidden to enter (parks, libraries, restaurants, even some churches) or where they were rigidly separated from whites (public transportation and theaters), the dehumanizing caricatures, the ritualized subservience, the verbal and physical harassment, the savage public murders, and the quiet murders—all of these, the dramatic and the mundane, became part of their lives and elevated their racial awareness to new levels. Albon Holsey sensed as a teenager in the first decade of the twentieth century that the odds were stacked against him, no matter what he did.


At fifteen, I was fully conscious of the racial difference, and while I was sullen and resentful in my soul, I was beaten and knew it. I knew then that I could never aspire to be President of the United States, nor Governor of my State, nor mayor of my city; I knew that the front doors of white homes in my town were not for me to enter, except as a servant; I knew that I could only sit in the peanut gallery at our theatre, and could only ride on the back seat of the electric car and in the Jim Crow car on the train. I had bumped into the color line and knew that so far as white people were concerned, I was just another nigger.



By adolescence, then, most black youths had already experienced in a variety of ways the racial mores and etiquette of the New South. Margaret Walker, whose childhood was spent in Mississippi, recalled that by age ten, she had run the entire gauntlet of racial baptisms. Black adults had looked on helplessly while white boys had thrashed her. She had sat in the Negro section on the streetcar, marked off by iron bars that could not be moved. She had climbed a fire escape to enter a segregated theater that did not have a regular Negro entrance. She had attended school in a one-room wooden shack. And etched deeply in her memory was the night her father, who taught in a local college, was chased home at gunpoint by a drunken policeman who resented the sight of a “nigger” carrying books and a fountain pen.

Race consciousness came early. The initial lessons in race relations invariably revolved around the difficulty of effecting any changes and the permanency of the position of inferiority assigned blacks. “The boys talked about it constantly as something fixed,” Richard R. Wright, Jr., recalled of the many conversations he had with friends. What he learned in school about the Dred Scott decision, Wright came to discover, was not simply history. The U.S. Supreme Court’s idea that “a black man has no rights which a white man is bound to respect” remained a defining principle in southern life half a century later, and Negroes who accepted that principle were thought to be “good Negroes,” while those who wanted rights were “bad Negroes.” Many older persons, Wright remembered, seemed resigned to the notion that God had cursed the Negro race, that the white man was created to rule, the black man to serve. And to a large degree that notion simply mirrored harsh day-to-day realities. Such expressions as “white is right, black is wrong” or “that’s a white man’s job!” conveyed meanings readily understood by young blacks. Some parents went so far as to tell their children, “It’s a white man’s world, and you just happen to be here, nigger.”

If black youths sought answers or comfort from their ministers or churches, they often came away disappointed with the results. When Margaret Walker began to wonder about her circumscribed place, she looked to religion for an explanation. Why, she asked, would an almighty God permit such repression and exploitation? “Why were there segregated churches and segregated hospitals and cemeteries and schools? Why must I ride behind a Jim-Crow sign? Why did a fullgrown colored man sit meekly behind a Jim-Crow sign and do nothing about it? What could he do?” The more she thought about it, the more convinced she became that God sided with whites because God was white, and she simply resigned herself to that truth. “The world was white, and I was black.” While in hiding to avoid whites threatening to lynch his uncle, James Yates heard his mother’s whispered and anguished prayers, “Oh my Lord, save us!” The next day, he asked her, “Mama, you say the Lord loves everybody. Why does he let white folks treat us Blacks like this?” Not satisfied with her response, he persisted, “Mama, why didn’t the Lord create some Black angels? In all the Sunday School books and the bible all you see are white folks.” This time, his mother’s response quieted him. “Boy,” she replied, “stop questioning the Lord’s will.” That ended the session. “Whenever Mama came out with ‘boy!’ I knew to stop whatever I was doing or saying.”

That they faced insuperable obstacles, with or without God’s active consent and participation, found additional reinforcement in an economic order that made the fear and violence of poverty as pervasive in the lives of young blacks as the fear and violence of white people. The equation of hard work and material well-being, as they could easily see, had little relevance to their lives. Observing their parents and other black adults, children knew how much arduous labor they performed, how six days a week they wasted their bodies in the fields, trying without success to make crops that would meet the expenses of subsistence living. If too young to go out into the fields, children performed a variety of household chores, not all of them to their liking. Asked to write
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