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So the Scottsboro case came up . . . that’s the most exciting time of my life! I was happy. I stepped into a red hot situation.

—Hollace Ransdall, American Civil Liberties Union investigator, 1974



Even after all these years, the injustice still stuns. Innocent boys sentenced to die, not for a crime they did not commit, but for a crime that never occurred. Lives splintered as casually as wood being hacked for kindling. Young manhood ground to ashes. But there is another side to the story, and that is not the destruction of the boys, but the making of so many other men and women. Sometimes when I read familiar names in the newspaper or see on television a face made faintly unfamiliar by time, I cannot help thinking how well the helpers and the hangers-on did. How did Clarence Norris put it? “For lots of folks, us boys was nothing more than rungs on a ladder.”

We did not set out to exploit. The lawyers, and the Communist Party members, and the reporters, and the do-gooders wanted only to help, and we did help. But we also managed to appropriate the story for our own ends. In the long history of white highway robbery, Scottsboro was just one more holdup of black America.

The odd thing is that when the report first came over the wire that afternoon, I did not think the story was news. I don’t mean I was not incensed by it. I was twenty-six and had outrage to spare. I had it the way some women have a matrimonial hankering or a maternal instinct. But in 1931, a lynching or two in Alabama did not make headlines. The year before, the South had made sixty-one attempts and scored twenty-one successes. And those were only the cases reported. Taken together, they made a cause, but an isolated attempt at a rural jail was no reason to stop the presses, not when sixteen million American men could not find work; and more than a quarter of the population was trying to survive without any income at all; and two hundred thousand kids under the age of twenty-one were hoboing the country in search of an odd job, or a few scraps of food, or the little bit of fun that was supposed to be the birthright of youth. Harry Spencer, the publisher of The New Order, for which I wrote, was always reminding me that we had to keep our eye on the big picture, though he was waging a losing battle with his own soft spot. A few days before the arrest of the nine boys came over the wire in his office, he had seen one of his former neighbors selling apples under the Ninth Avenue Elevated around the corner from the magazine’s offices, not an unusual story in those days, except that Harry lived on Park Avenue, or had until his wife tossed out him and all his May-Day-marching, slogan-shouting, parlor-pink friends.

“Spare me the sob stories about Wall Street millionaires down to their last polo pony, pal,” I told him. As the only woman contributor to the magazine, I had to sound twice as cynical as the men. As a girl who still carried about her the heady scent of a small trust fund, diminished but not destroyed by the crash, I had to prove where my sympathies lay. The day the news of the lynch mob came over the wire, they were locked in an Alabama jail with nine Negro boys, listening to the mob baying for blood outside.

The details coming in were sparse, but I could piece together the story. A gang of white boys had reported being thrown from a freight train by a group of Negro youths. Fast as you could say Jim Crow, a makeshift posse formed, stopped the train at the next station, which was a small town called Paint Rock, rounded up nine Negro boys whom they found on the train, drove them to the county seat in Scottsboro, and locked them up. Then the story got really good. The posse found two white girls who had been on the freight train as well. At first the men did not realize they were girls. Both were wearing men’s overalls. But once they saw what they had in their hands, the accusation was inevitable. The word rape seeped out from the railroad siding where they had taken the nine Negro boys and the two white girls off the train, bumped over country roads in farmers’ trucks and traveling salesmen’s cars and drifters’ knapsacks, and hissed down the telegraph wires. By sunset, a crowd had gathered outside the rat- and vermin-infested jail that a ten-year-old with a toy gun and a little determination could have broken into, because one thing was certain, the guards did not have much interest in keeping anyone out.

I sat, shamefully safe in Harry’s office, trying to imagine the terror of those boys. I pictured the mob stomping the good Alabama earth with dusty boots and respectable lace-ups. I had already learned to look at the shoes beneath the sheets, though there were no sheets that night. The men were not ashamed of what they were doing. I could hear the rabble shouting for justice, and see them twirling and lassoing the ropes they had brought to make sure it was done. In the back of the crowd, women held babies to breasts heaving with excitement, and children’s eyes grew wide at the imminent thrill. If you think I’m exaggerating, take a look at some of the old picture postcards. They don’t show only men in overalls, and women in housedresses, and kids without shoes either. One I will never forget features a dapper man in a straw boater, holding the hand of a well-scrubbed little girl in a starched white dress, both of them gazing up in wonder at the body of a young black man swinging from a tree. His head lolls forward like the blossom on a broken flower, and his feet dangle uselessly above the fertile earth. Souvenir of the Confederacy, the card says. The U.S. Postal System designated Ulysses pornography, but it had no problem sending postcards of black bodies hanging from southern trees through the mails. Having a wonderful time. Wish you were here.

As it turned out, no dead bodies hung from southern trees that night. The sheriff called in the National Guard, and between the militia and the chilly weather, the justice-seekers lost steam and drifted off.

“What’s the South coming to?” Abel Newman, the magazine’s book editor and theater critic, said. “Sunshine bigots, fair-weather lynch mobs?”

Abel joked, but we were relieved the story was stillborn, and not merely because of those poor boys. If the lynching of a black man by a white mob in the South did not make headlines, the rape of a white woman, two white women, by Negro men was not news many of us in the North wanted to print.

Abel turned out to be wrong about sunshine bigots and fair-weather lynchers. The crowd went home that first night, but they managed to lynch the boys in the end, a fine southern legal lynching. Everyone knew how it worked. If you put away the rope, local officials worried about outside opinion promised local citizens determined to see justice done, we guarantee a trial so fast it will make your head spin and a sentence that will warm your heart. True, the electric chair does not provide the see-it-with-your-own-eyes thrill of a lynching, but it gets the job done.

The two girls, Victoria Price and Ruby Bates, identified the boys who raped them.

“That one, yonder,” Victoria repeated six times, pointing in turn to six of the defendants.

Ruby Bates turned out to be a less reliable witness. “I don’t know which one of them ravished me,” she told the court. “I just know an intercourse was held with me.”

The statement gave rise to considerable hilarity around the offices of The New Order. “Hi, Alice,” one or another of the men would greet me. “Was an intercourse held with you last night?”

At first, I laughed. I was, as I said, trying to be one of the boys. The morning one actually had been held with me the night before, I tried not to blush. I was also trying to be a modern woman. Unlike most of my friends, I had not even bothered to buy a dime-store wedding band when I had gone to a clinic to be fitted for a pessary. But after a week of hearing the line repeated, I almost began to sympathize with that poor benighted girl. Then I remembered the nine boys.

Orville Gilley, a.k.a. California Slim, the hobo poet, the only white boy who had not been thrown from the train, corroborated the girls’ story. “I’d’ve knowed every one of them if I saw them at midnight in a mine. That’s how close I looked them over.” The hobo poet was given to vivid imagery.

The most troubling testimony, however, at least for those of us who were following the story in the North, came from the accused. Each claimed his own innocence, but several of them implicated the others.

“They all raped her, every one of them,” Clarence Norris swore.

“I saw all of them have intercourse. I saw that with my own eyes,” Roy Wright, the youngest of the group, insisted.

“All but them three raped them girls,” Haywood Patterson testified. The three he claimed had not participated happened to be the friends he had hopped the freight with.

We told one another the boys had been tricked with promises of leniency, or intimidated with threats, or beaten.

“You know what southern jails are like,” Harry said. I did not, at least not firsthand, but Harry had spent a summer trying to unionize the mills in Cherokee and Spartanburg Counties in South Carolina, an experience that had left his beautiful aquiline nose slightly flattened. He regarded the injury as a badge of honor. So did I. Nonetheless, we would have been happier if the boys had not blamed one another.

By the time we heard about the testimony of the boys, we had also learned about the two girls. That was why we were sure the boys had not raped them. The girls were common prostitutes. They had been plying their trade on that Alabama Great Southern freight train. But in the South, when a white woman is caught in bed, or in this case in a railroad gondola, with a Negro man, the first word out of her mouth is rape. Another joke began making the rounds.

“Those boys are going to burn for what they could have had for two bits,” the men were saying. At least, men in the North were saying it. Southern gentlemen told a different story. Theirs was of white womanhood defiled. That was the one the jury believed.

In four days, the state of Alabama tried, convicted, and sentenced the boys to death.


8 NEGROES SENTENCED
TO CHAIR IN ALABAMA

Convicted of Attacking Two White
Girls—Mistrial for Ninth,
14 Years Old



The mistrial was due to the fact that the state had asked for a life sentence for Roy Wright, who, despite the headline, turned out to be only thirteen—birth certificates were rare, and vital statistics often a matter of conjecture—but some members of the jury argued that tender years were no excuse for heinous acts and held out for the death penalty. Eugene Williams, another defendant, was only a few months older than Roy Wright, but the state chose to ignore the fact. The prosecution knew that for a conviction, older was better. When they used the term boys, they were referring to the defendants’ social status, not their age.

By that time, I was following the story closely. My outrage grew with each new report. I told Harry I wanted to go to Alabama.

He leaned back in his swivel chair, put his long legs up on his desk, and looked unhappy. He would like to publish a series of articles on those nine young men, he said, just as he would be happy to let me write about women fighting stray dogs for spoiled produce on the city docks, and whole families living in old broken-down Fords, and babies crying out their hearts and empty stomachs in Hoovervilles, but we had to leave the sob stories to the glossies and keep our eye on the march of history.

Harry had come to his convictions through the back door. A few years earlier, he had inherited The New Order from a black-sheep uncle with a budding social conscience. Harry had toyed with the failing journal for a year or so, then decided to sell it, but when the market collapsed and potential buyers evaporated, he began to bone up on his political and economic philosophy. Within months, he understood the labor theory of value, could spout long passages of Das Kapital from memory, and believed that democratic industrialized America provided more fertile soil for a classless society than feudal Russia. Harry, whom no one except his black-sheep uncle had ever taken seriously, who had not taken himself seriously, suddenly had gravitas. He also had the passion of the convert. He was determined to save my soul. If you sympathized with the party’s aims, he argued—and I did—membership was the only logical step. In those days the party was not yet a bogeyman, but a serious moral alternative, some said the only moral alternative, for anyone with a mind and a conscience.

I agreed with him, though somehow I could not make the leap. It was not fear. Half the people I knew belonged to the party, and none of them seemed to suffer any consequences, other than an occasional tendency to bore friends. I was not even worried about the mindless rigidity of party rule. We would not learn about that for a few years. Nonetheless, I remained a fellow traveler. In those days, the term was one of approval, not opprobrium.

Still, Harry kept at me. I took it as a compliment. Most of the men at the magazine were more interested in my legs. Harry was not oblivious to them. Once, when I was leaving his office, he told me my seams were crooked. But he also wanted to straighten out my mind. Bleeding heart liberals, he lectured me, did more damage to the workers’ struggle than Henry Ford, John D. Rockefeller, and Andrew Mellon rolled up in one. The noxious practices of Ford and Rockefeller and Mellon, after all, would hasten the overthrow of a rotten system, and if you did not believe it was rotten, look at all those out-of-work men with starving families. The ameliorations of the do-gooders like me merely delayed the day of reckoning.

Harry was the real thing, all right, but he was no stuffed shirt. The night Abel Newman and I performed a tap dance to “The Internationale” at a party, Harry applauded as vigorously as everyone else. Nor was he a monk. Witness the comment about the seams of my stockings. But he was serious about the class struggle. He said he would think about sending me to Scottsboro.

A day or two later, the reports of foreign protests began coming in. Demonstrators smashed the windows of American consulates in Berlin and Leipzig and even dull respectable Geneva. In Havana, marchers chanted slogans against Yankee imperialism and judicial injustice. I told Harry I could be on the 11:10 to Birmingham the next morning. He said he was still thinking about it.

Americans were protesting as well. The day after Harry put me off a second time, I stood on a New York sidewalk and watched a demonstration go by. The turnout was respectable, though the numbers did not come close to the crowds that showed up each year for the May Day parade. Even if you dismissed the counts the newspapers gave for left-wing rallies as too low, and I always did, probably fewer than two thousand people marched. The crowd was not only smaller; it was different. For one thing, many of the demonstrators were Negroes. In those days, Negroes did not usually take to the streets to make their dissatisfaction known. They did not dare. For another, the parade marshals did not try to whitewash the turnout. Not that the marshals would ever admit that was what they were up to, but at most marches you could not help but notice.

If the marshals were expecting trouble, they put men at the ends of the lines. That was where spectators who did not share the marchers’ ideals could make their differences of opinion known with eggs and tomatoes and spit. The men had to be tough-looking customers who would discourage others from picking fights, but sufficiently cool-headed not to resort to fisticuffs themselves. When the marshals were not expecting disruptions, however, they placed the window dressing on the outside. Those were the girls with blond hair that swung in time to the slogans they chanted, and rangy confident strides that hinted of tennis rackets and golf clubs. Deeper within the group, farther from the spectators on the sidewalk, marched the girls whose hair tended to frizz when the humidity rose, or whose noses were just a little too long or a little too hooked, or whose shoulders hunched from hours spent bending over sewing or adding machines. The names of the girls were different too. Eleanor Jackson and Grace Johnson and Prudence Fowler paraded on the outside. Esther Rabinowitz and Sarah Levy and Miriam Gold walked in the middle. The arrangement was not anti-Semitic. Most of the marshals were Jews. That was the problem. Everyone knew that Jews were left-wingers. The girls on the outside were there to persuade America that left-wingers were not necessarily Jews.

Where did I march, when I marched? My hair is dark, but a rain forest could not make it curl, let alone frizz. My nose is straight, but too long, a fine Quaker nose, my father used to call it, when he and I still joked about things. At Bryn Mawr, I was a fiercely competitive tennis player. When I marched, I marched with the window dressing, except for the one time I tried not to.

I cannot recall the cause I turned out for that day, but I blush when I remember my own personal protest. The marshal directed me to the end of the line. I pretended not to hear him and burrowed into the heart of the marchers. At least I tried to, but they closed ranks against me. Silently, seemingly without intention, they took one another’s hands, and moved shoulder to shoulder, and refused even to look at me, except for one girl. She had silken red hair and a sprinkling of freckles that would have placed her on the outside, if other factors had not conspired to bury her inside. She lifted her eyes to meet mine. Hers burned with defiance and disdain. They said she knew what I was up to, and she was having none of it. She did not know what I was up to, at least not in detail, but she had my number.

No attempt was made to whitewash the crowd that turned out to protest the railroading of the boys in Alabama that April afternoon. The news reports commented on the fact that many of the whites were foreign-born. The phrase was curious, since it was a pretty safe bet reporters had not stopped the protesters to ascertain their immigration and naturalization status. Readers got the message nonetheless. Among the whites, there might be a few upper-crust types with overactive consciences, but most of them were Jews with a sprinkling of Italian anarchists thrown in for good measure.

The marchers were in fine spirits. Making a stand against injustice often cheers people up. The weather helped. Sunlight hung like bunting over the broad avenues. Birdsong mingled with the sound of marching feet and chanting voices. Daffodils rioted around the bases of trees, and geraniums cheered from window boxes. It was spring in New York, noisy, intrusive, bursting with promises sure to be broken in that busted year of 1931. The thin fabric of the girls’ dresses rippled around their legs as they walked, and the strong biceps of the men bulged against their suit jackets as they hoisted their signs, and the air shimmered with hope. The marchers knew the world was falling apart, but on that lemony yellow afternoon they were alive and young and absolutely certain of how to put it together again. The despair of those years was pitiful, but looking back over the way things turned out, I find the optimism even more heartbreaking.

The marchers pumped their signs toward the cloudless sky as they walked. If I needed any more evidence that the crime against those boys was not going away, that the case was destined to become a cause, those signs provided it. Nine boys had stumbled off the train in Paint Rock and stood trial in Scottsboro. Haywood Patterson. Clarence Norris. Charlie Weems. Olen Montgomery. Ozie Powell. Willie Roberson. Eugene Williams. Andy Wright. Roy Wright. Last time there had been only two. Sacco and Vanzetti. Those two names had been short and sweet, almost musical. They went together like Marx and Engels, Gilbert and Sullivan, Lord & Taylor. But who could remember nine names? Most people did not even try. Early news accounts had not bothered to list the accused individually. I had made an effort to memorize their names, but I always forgot one or two. I had even attempted to find a mnemonic, like the one we used at school to remember the order of the stations on the Paoli Local that ran from Philadelphia out along the Main Line. Overbrook, Merion, Narberth, Wynnewood, Ardmore, Haverford, Bryn Mawr. Old Maids Never Wed And Have Babies, we used to chant. Hard as I tried, however, I could not come up with a mnemonic to help me remember the names of those nine boys. But as I stood on the sidewalk that spring afternoon, watching the crowd march by, aiming their signs at the heavens, I knew I no longer had to worry about the individual names.


FREE THE SCOTTSBORO BOYS.

JUSTICE FOR THE SCOTTSBORO BOYS.

WE SUPPORT THE SCOTTSBORO BOYS.



I did not stay until the march broke up. If I was on to something, others would be too. I could not take the chance that one of the men on the magazine would get to Harry before I did.

The offices of The New Order were in a down-on-its-luck brownstone that stood in the shadow of the Ninth Avenue Elevated. The building always smelled of cigarettes and garlic. The cigarettes came with the literary and journalistic territory. The garlic was more unusual. Two or three times a week, the Italian wife of the janitor, who lived in the basement, cooked lunch or dinner for editors and writers and visiting intellectuals. Her chicken cacciatore was legendary. Her pasta puttanesca was almost as famous, but that had as much to do with the origins of the recipe as its tastiness. What self-respecting left-wing journal of opinion could resist a dish dreamed up by oppressed women of the street? Whenever she served it, someone quoted Baudelaire about prostitution being essentially a matter of lack of choice. Oh, how we loved those women of easy virtue, in the abstract.

Harry’s office was in the former front parlor of the brownstone. He had arranged his desk so it faced the door and placed his back to the bay of windows that curved out over the street. On bright days, visitors had to squint into the light and could not read his expression. Harry pretended to be unaware of the effect. He had a newly sharpened social conscience and the remains of a soft spot, but he was not uncanny.

I sat to the side of his desk, turned the chair so I was not facing the windows, and told him I was going to Alabama whether he sent me or not. I could always sell the pieces elsewhere, I said.

He suspected I was bluffing, but he could not be sure. Before I had begun writing for The New Order, I had turned down an offer to work on one of Hearst’s papers. Harry thought I had acted on principle, and he was not entirely wrong. But I’d had selfish motives as well. Hearst papers were more likely than most to relegate women to the purdah of society, fashion, and gossip.

I had expected an argument, but I should have realized that if I had been following the story, Harry had too. Lawyers for the International Labor Defense, the legal arm of the Communist Party, were planning to appeal the case. Party workers were heading south to organize Negroes to stand shoulder to shoulder with their white brothers in the class struggle. Time magazine had devoted several breathless paragraphs to foreign demonstrations in support of the blackamoors, as it called them. Harry did not have to see the marchers’ signs demanding justice for the Scottsboro boys to recognize a rallying point for the revolution when it hit him.

We talked about people to contact in Birmingham, and how much trouble I could expect in Scottsboro, and whether there was a chance that I might get in to see the boys in Kilby Prison.

“Be careful,” he warned me in that deep plummy voice that had grown deeper since his wife had left for Reno and he had gone from one pack of Camels a day to two. “Joe Brodsky from the ILD went down to get a stay of execution, and some leading local citizens tried to run him out of town.”

I picked up my gloves and handbag from his desk and stood. “I’ll rely on their southern chivalry.”

He rose and began walking me to the door. “That’s another thing. Remember you’re a lady.” He meant woman, but his vocabulary, like his manners, had been instilled before he had begun reading political and economic theory.

I raised my eyebrows. The trick was never to stop being a woman while you were acting like one of the boys, but if one of the boys pointed out you were a woman, to feign astonishment. It was the mental equivalent of looking down at your body and throwing up your hands in surprise. Nonetheless, in this case, I knew he had a point. If southern gentlemen did not like northern men coming down to make trouble, they would be doubly furious at a northern woman questioning their judgment.

Years later, a student who was interviewing me for an oral history project cited the Supreme Court ruling, still four years in the future the day I stood in Harry’s office, guaranteeing black men the right to sit on juries. She added, accusingly, that in Alabama, women, unlike blacks, had not sat on juries until 1966.

“Sat on juries,” I told her, “they weren’t even allowed in the courtroom. No women and no boys under twenty-one. The testimony was too racy. That was why all the men were fighting to get in. There were only two exceptions. That was at the second trial in Decatur in ’33. One other reporter and I were the only women.”

The student pushed the tape recorder on the coffee table between us closer to me and asked how I had felt leaving my sisters standing outside the courthouse. Only one sister, I wanted to tell her, only a half-sister, and it was not my fault. Then I realized my mistake. She was speaking politically.

“Better one than none,” I’d told her.

“Two,” she said.

“I beg your pardon.”

“You said there was one other woman reporter and you.”

“Of course, two,” I’d agreed and changed the subject.

“Good luck,” Harry said and flashed a lock-up-your-daughters grin that neither economic conditions nor party discipline could dim. “Grim as this is, I cannot help but see the irony.”

I knew what was coming.

He did not disappoint me. “Those boys are going to burn for what they could have had for two bits. The girls are ladies of the night, women of easy virtue, nymphes de pavé. Like our friends across the garden.”

Now he had surprised me, though I should have made the connection myself. The garden to which he referred was a small rectangle of threadbare grass, a flowering cherry tree, and a few pots of annuals Harry had the janitor put in every spring so that during the summer months he could move the lunches and dinners and parties for good causes outdoors. I had flirted with Thomas Wolfe and talked to Edmund Wilson in that garden, or perhaps it was the other way around. But the garden itself was not what Harry had in mind. He was referring to the building on the other side of it, the House of the Heavenly Rest. That was where the friends Harry referred to lived, at least temporarily. When the police arrested underage prostitutes, they took them there to await trial under the supervision of the nuns, rather than to jail. Once, as I was passing the house, I saw a slight girl break free of two policemen, who were leading her up the steps. She sprinted down the block toward the El, but the police were too fast for her. They grabbed her before she reached the flashing shadows of the train racing overhead. They did not take her back to the house. They slapped on handcuffs and bundled her into a squad car. As it pulled away, I caught a glimpse of her childish face in the rear window. Beneath a mask of cheap makeup, it was twisted with hate. Her expression haunted me for days. I found myself having fantasies about scrubbing off the cheap makeup and turning the venomous snarl into a smile.

Standing in Harry’s office, remembering that girl who had not had a chance, I made up my mind. I would go to Birmingham, and to Scottsboro, and to Kilby Prison. I would also go to Huntsville. Huntsville was where Victoria Price and Ruby Bates lived.

I came out of Harry’s office to find Abel Newman lurking in the hall. Abel, the critic and editor with whom I had performed a tap dance to the anthem of the CP, had given me my first assignment for the magazine, a review of a fat tome by two dour professors called Sex in Civilization. He had no idea how little I knew about either at the time, or maybe he did. Maybe he thought it was a joke, on the magazine, and me, and himself.

A few years before Abel had come to the magazine, he had written a play. It had bowled over both the arbiters of American taste and the theatergoing public. Critics hailed him as the new O’Neill. Hollywood beckoned. Broadway waited for the next one. But the play was never filmed, and his name never appeared in the credits of any of the other scripts he worked on during the four months he spent in California. More to the point, a second play had not materialized. People had stopped asking about it. I had never mentioned it.

He was leaning against the wall now with his hands in his pockets and a cigarette dangling from a finely modeled mouth that stopped just this side of girlish. His hair was dark and full, and his eyes, behind horn-rimmed glasses, were black and watchful. His square face would have been rugged, were it not for that mouth.

Without taking the cigarette from between his lips, he asked where the fire was.

“Alabama.”

“Don’t tell me, let me guess. Scottsboro.”

“Can you think of a better place these days?”

“Not if you’re Alice Whittier, defender of the downtrodden, champion of the dispossessed, advocate of the disenfranchised. Note the alliteration.”

“You forgot Jeanne d’Arc.” That was his favorite dig at me.

He grinned. His smile did not have Harry’s lock-up-your-daughters flash. It was more subversive than that. “Your French governess is showing, Ace. In the circles you’re trying to sink to, she’s known as Joan of Arc, not Jeanne d’Arc, and definitely not Jeanne la Pucelle.”

It was just like Abel to make fun of me for using Jeanne d’Arc and to know about Jeanne la Pucelle.

“Much as I’d like to wander down history’s primrose path with you, pal,” I said as I started down the hall, “I have a train to catch.”

He stood looking after me. “Give ’em hell,” he called, and for a moment I thought he was wishing me well. Then he went on. “You save them darkies,” he added, and I knew he was only making fun of me, again.




[image: Chapter 2]


Scottsboro, the county seat of Jackson county in northern Alabama, is a charming southern village with some 2,000 inhabitants situated in the midst of pleasant, rolling hills. The cottages of the town stand back on soft lawns, shaded with handsome trees. A feeling of peace and leisure is in the air. The people on the streets have easy, kind faces, and greet strangers, as well as each other cordially. In the Courthouse Square in the center of town, the village celebrities, such as the mayor, the sheriff, the lawyers, lounge and chat democratically with the town eccentrics and plain citizens . . . They all wanted the Negroes killed as quickly as possible in a way that would not bring disrepute upon the town.

—Hollace Ransdall in a report to the ACLU, 1931



I spent a single day in Scottsboro. The town was so small, so homey, so self-sufficient—or willfully isolated; it depended on your point of view—it did not have a hotel. But I did not need to spend the night to find what I was looking for. I went there expecting bigotry and hatred and injustice. I was not disappointed. I also anticipated hypocrisy. What I discovered was worse.

I stepped down from the train into the morning mist. Greening live oaks and white clapboard buildings came shimmering out of it like a mirage. The town was prettier than I had expected, but I would not be taken in by that. I knew the smugness and boredom that could spread like mildew across the deep lawns and climb the sleepy trees. I was on intimate terms with the mean-spiritedness and duplicity that could lurk behind freshly painted facades. A few rays of sunshine were already piercing the haze. The mist would burn off as the day ripened, leaving the town standing sharp and clear in the sunlight. That was what I was waiting for.

I set out from the railway station in the direction of the courthouse. The square in front of the solid brick building dozed in the silky spring air. Towering trees promised shelter from a spring rain or refuge from a scalding summer sun. Around the perimeter, painted signs—there was not a neon light in view—offered hardware and furniture and GOOD EATS AT MODERATE PRICES. Behind the plate-glass window of a drugstore, a chrome counter and a dark wood apothecary corner pledged to quench your thirst and cure whatever ailed you. It was innocent and homey, but I saw through the facade to things as they had been the morning the trials began.

Ten thousand locals, and some who were not so local—license plates heralded from Tennessee and beyond—had crowded the two thousand residents of Scottsboro that morning a few weeks earlier, and who could blame them? There was not much to do in a small southern town, especially these days when the entire country was down on its luck. But here was entertainment for the whole family. Women opened their picnic baskets, spread their cloths, and laid out fried chicken and coleslaw and biscuits. Men compared rifles and shotguns. They did not carry them to menace, one citizen assured a reporter on the scene. It was the first Monday of the month, Fair Day in Scottsboro, when people came to gossip and buy and barter, and nothing bartered better than a firearm. Children chased one another through the crowd and around the courthouse. Dogs yelped after them. A vendor sold ice cream. Old people gossiped. Babies slept and woke and cried and giggled. If you did not know better, you would have thought you were at a revival meeting, except that here and there among the men, if you looked closely, you could see the outline in overall or jacket pocket of a bottle or a preserving jar. If you got really close, you could smell the lightning on their breath. And here, if the townspeople had anything to say about it, no one was going to be saved.

There had been a parade that morning, not like the one I had stood on the sidewalk and watched go by in New York. This was automotive, and even more jubilant. Twenty-eight shiny new Ford trucks, gassed up by the local dealer, cruised the crowded streets, horns honking, fresh paint gleaming. In Scottsboro, as elsewhere, business was bad, and the dealer was hoping the sight of southern justice in action would raise spirits and open palms that had closed against hard times. And there was music. The local hosiery mill had fielded its band. People forgot the holes in their shoes as their feet kept time to “Dixie.” When word of the first conviction came whistling out of the courthouse, the band let loose with “There’ll Be a Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight.” The jury, which was still deliberating in the second trial, admitted they had heard the song and interpreted the good news, but Judge Alfred E. Hawkins saw no reason to declare a mistrial.

Now, a few weeks later, the hoopla was over. Men left neatly tended houses to sell feed and tend bank windows and give shaves and haircuts. Behind well-laundered curtains, women put on hats and gloves to face their neighbors. Negro servants swept shady porches. Heady aromas of baking pies and roasting meats floated from back kitchens, promising dinners and suppers that smelled as if they would be worth waiting for. A few people greeted me or tipped their hats as they passed. They did not seem unfriendly, even to an outsider. Harry had warned me to be careful. The lawyer, who had come down from New York, had been threatened. But as the morning wore on, I discovered that people were eager talk to me. They could not wait to tell me the real story. They wanted me to know the truth. They did not even seem resentful that I was a female as well as a Yankee. There are, occasionally, advantages to being a woman, especially if you have been brought up to be a lady and say please, and thank you, and hide a clinical cast of eye beneath lowered lashes and the brim of a stylish hat.

I stopped two matrons coming out of a store and asked, sweetly, if I could talk to them about the recent trial. They assured me it had been as fair as the day is long. Most towns, one of them added, would not have bothered with legal proceedings and just lynched the niggers, but that was not the Scottsboro way.

A local merchant, on the other hand, lamented the costs of the trials when so many poor white folk were on hard times, especially since thirty cents’ worth of rope would have done the job just as well.

A man in spats and a stiff collar, taking the air in the town square, explained that lying, and stealing, and—he hesitated—other forbidden acts no gentleman would mention to a lady, were simply what colored folk did.

A white-haired grandmother shelling peas on her porch cited Genesis 9:20–27, the curse on Ham, and explained the boys had to go to the electric chair because God said so.

The woman who sold me a Coca-Cola, or as she called it, a dope, at a small store papered with signs for Grove’s Chill Tonic and Prince Albert and Nehi, told me rape was the least of it. The papers couldn’t print the rest, she explained. It wasn’t fit for decent folks’ eyes. “Them black brutes chewed the breast clear off the white gal.”

I put the cold water-beaded bottle on the counter to write down her words. I would not quote them, but back in New York I would doubt my memory of them.

By midafternoon I had filled two small notebooks. I was sitting in the town square, flipping through the incriminating evidence, when the deputy came to find me. A few hours earlier, I would have thought it strange that he was aware of my existence. By now I knew the equivalent of smoke signals had gone up the moment I had stepped down from the train. He said Judge Hawkins and the mayor and a few other folks wanted to see me.

I followed him across the square, up the steps, and down a hall. Spittoons, each surrounded by a halo of crusty brown detritus, stood at regular intervals. I made a mental note of the local color.

The deputy opened a door at the end of the corridor. I stepped into a room with high windows and a long table. Five men stood. They were, after all, southern gentlemen. I recognized two of them from newspaper photographs, but the others were not unfamiliar. I knew their like existed in small towns all across America. Some were good at heart, and some were not so good, and most were a bit of both. They were fond of children, and liked dogs, and wanted to love their wives. Since they were southerners, they would tell you that they did not hate Negroes, and they would not be lying. Each of them harbored a lingering affection for a Negro woman whose soft breast and accommodating lap had been a shelter from life’s earliest fears and miseries. Maybe that was why they continued to seek solace with the daughters and granddaughters of those women. Each of them could remember a Negro playmate, beloved and inseparable, a veritable shadow, until they were old enough to know better, or so their elders said.

The only surprise in the room was the Honorable George Huddleston. Huddleston, who represented Alabama’s Ninth District in Congress, was a self-proclaimed liberal, who liked to tell the story of the time, as a boy, he had hoed cotton for two full days to make a single nickel. When he was paid, he kissed the coin and swore from that moment forward he would be a friend to the poor and oppressed. The story was corny, but Huddleston’s credentials were solid. I wondered what he was doing here.

Judge Hawkins, who had presided over the trials, introduced himself and the others, and assured me they would be happy to answer any questions I might have, though he could not imagine what else I wanted to know.

“It was all in the newspapers,” he explained. “The state of Alabama gave the defendants a fair trial. A jury convicted them. Justice was done. Violence was avoided.” His voice, like his smile, was sincere. He was speaking from the heart, and did not understand why I could not understand.

When I started to ask about affidavits swearing that the girls had worked as prostitutes, he cut me off.

“Little lady, do you think that you know better than twelve good men and true?”

“But the affidavits—” I started again.

“Nigger affidavits,” one of the others interrupted. “Not worth the two bits them bucks and wenches got paid to swear them.”

The conversation went on that way for some time. The longer we talked, the less we said. I grew frustrated with their smug pride in the fact that the town had tried rather than lynched the boys. They became impatient with my refusal to see reason. Finally, the mayor reminded me that there was no hotel in Scottsboro, said he could not be responsible for my safety, and offered to have the deputy escort me to the train depot. I told him I had found my way from the station and could find my way back. That was when the Honorable George Huddleston stood. He glared down the table at me. Something about him, something besides his liberal credentials, teased at my memory.

There had been a lawsuit, an extremely foolish lawsuit, I seemed to remember. It must have been a year or two earlier. Something about an unpaid bill. That was it. Huddleston had refused to pay a bill for a fur his wife had charged without his permission. He had argued that he gave her a monthly allowance of seventy-five dollars and should not be held responsible for expenditures beyond that sum charged by her to his credit. The judge had ruled in favor of Huddleston, and conjugal happiness. There was no telling what would happen to the institution of marriage, the judge said, if wives were free to run around defying their husbands and charging expensive geegaws willy-nilly.

Every head at the table turned to Huddleston. He opened his mouth. His voice came out deep, and smooth with southern honey.

“I do not care, Miss . . . Miss . . .”

I was surprised. The lowest ward heeler knew the importance of remembering names. But then I was not a constituent, merely an interloper.

“Miss Whittier,” I said.

“I do not care, Miss Whittier, about affidavits. I do not care about trials. I do not care whether those boys are innocent or guilty.”

“May I quote you on that, sir?”

He ignored me and went on. “I am in favor of their being executed as quickly as possible. They were found riding on a freight train with two white women.”

“Is riding a freight train a capital offense in Alabama, Congressman?”

Huddleston glared down the table at me. “I have one thing to say to you, Miss Whittier. Then I suggest you be on your way.” He paused. I waited. We all waited.

“You outsiders cannot understand how we southern gentlemen feel about this question of relations between Negro men and white women.”

His mouth snapped shut on the statement. That was it, his great pronouncement? But a murmur of agreement went around the table. Several of the men nodded vigorously. They knew wisdom when they heard it. They began pushing back their chairs and standing.

“One more question, Congressman,” I said.

Some of the men looked incredulous, others disgusted. Clearly they had misjudged me. I was not a well-bred young lady.

Huddleston stood waiting.

“You’ve made it clear how southern gentlemen feel about relationships between Negro men and white women.” I paused. “Would you care to make a statement about how southern gentlemen feel about relations between white men and Negro women?”

The men stopped shuffling away from their chairs, and hitching up their braces, and putting on their hats. Every face swiveled to Huddleston again. Some of them looked embarrassed, and some of them looked guilty, and all of them looked as if they were holding their breath. But Huddleston remained calm. I could not rattle him. Whether that was because of a clear conscience or a lifetime in the public eye, I had no idea.

“That is a thing of the past,” he said. “It does not take place in this day and age.”

Later, when I came to know Clarence Norris, the last of the Scottsboro boys to die, I would remember Huddleston’s words.

I took my time making my way to the station. I did not want to give the mayor and the others the satisfaction of thinking they had run me out of town. I even made a detour down a broad street that lay napping in the shade of sheltering oaks. The trees reminded me of the local citizens, stolid, rooted, unassailable except by a force of nature. The good people—folks, as they called themselves—of Scottsboro had made up their collective mind. The kindly dowagers and the dapper man in the town square, the woman who quoted her Bible while she shelled peas, and the venerable leader who had sworn to fight for the poor and oppressed, were all in agreement. The boys had to die for the good of the community.

At least the white citizens were in agreement. I spoke to only one Negro in Scottsboro, and I did not want to talk to her. I knew from an incident I had heard about in Birmingham what could happen to a local Negro who talked to a white outsider. A bellboy in a hotel there told a reporter, in answer to the reporter’s questions, that he did not know whether the boys were innocent or guilty, and did not like to venture an opinion. No one at the hotel had seen the bellboy since. I had no intention of getting anyone in Scottsboro into the same predicament, but the woman sitting on her porch, drinking iced tea and working on her needlepoint, was, like Judge Hawkins, like all the white people I spoke to that day, proud of her community. She did not want me to go away with the wrong impression.

She beckoned to me as I passed. I made my way up the path and onto the porch. She said she had heard I was going around town talking to people. “I reckon you’ve only been hearing from white folk.”

I admitted that was true.

“Don’t you think you ought to hear what nigras have to say?”

I thought of the bellboy and told her I had spoken to enough people, but she waved my words away as if she were swatting a fly, turned toward the screen door, and called, “Nettie.”

A moment later a tall woman with skin like polished jet stepped onto the porch. We stood facing each other. We were the same height. We were also, I guessed, about the same age.

The white woman explained to her that I had come all the way from New York to find out how folks felt about the trial, and I wanted her opinion.

Nettie lifted her eyes to me, then looked back at the whitewashed floorboards.

“You don’t have to—” I began, but the woman sitting in the rocking chair cut me off.

“Decent colored folk know those boys are no good. Isn’t that true, Nettie.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Decent colored folk are as scared of those boys as decent white folk, aren’t they?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You know they got to burn sure as I do, isn’t that so?”

This time Nettie hesitated a moment, but only a moment. She nodded.

“Is there anything else you want to tell the lady?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Perhaps you’d like to sing one of your church songs for her.”

Nettie lifted her eyes from the floorboards again. There was no hatred in them. There was nothing in them. She had made them completely blank.

“No, really . . .” I said.

“But she’d like to,” the woman insisted.

“I have a train to catch,” I pleaded.

The woman frowned at me. “Then maybe you’d like to give Nettie a nickel.”

“What?”

“You know, a nickel for her troubles.”

The last word hovered over us, as the woman went on staring at me and Nettie went back to contemplating the floorboards.

“Of course.” I opened my purse, fumbled inside, and extracted a coin. I held it out to Nettie. She took it and thanked me, then glanced down at the coin. When she looked up again, she held my eyes just long enough for an emotion to break through the flat surface. Disdain flashed sudden and quick as lightning.

The woman had told me to give Nettie a nickel. I had handed her a quarter.

The railroad station was deserted. I was the only one leaving Scottsboro that evening. I made my way through the sour-smelling waiting room with its twin cuspidors out to the platform and settled on one of the benches. In the distance, a bank of clouds, their edges stained pink by the setting sun, sat low on the horizon. A breeze chased a sheet of yesterday’s news down the tracks. I did not try to make out the headlines. I knew what they would say. Scottsboro had turned out to be much as I had imagined, a small-minded small town festering with fear and hatred and injustice. There had been only one surprise. I had gone to Scottsboro expecting hypocrisy. What I discovered was faith, fervent, devout, and unquestioning. Where I saw bigotry, the local citizens saw only the will of God and the laws of nature.
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The white girls were found in the car in a terrible condition mentally and physically, after their unspeakable experience at the hands of the black brutes.

—Jackson County Sentinel, 1931

The doctor who examined the two women right after they were taken off the train testified that neither showed the slightest violence committed upon them in the actual act of sexual intercourse, though small bruises on the arm, back and a scratch on the neck were reported.

—Hollace Ransdall, Confidential Report for the ACLU, 1931



The citizens of Scottsboro had been eager to give me the lowdown during the day I spent there, but the one man who could have told me some of the things I wanted to know was not talking, at least not to me. Years later, Dr. R. R. Bridges admitted he had gone to some lengths to avoid me. By that time, he was dying. Maybe he felt guilty. Maybe he was afraid of “going to torment,” as Lester Carter would put it later. Dr. Bridges would have phrased it differently. He was an educated man from an old and respected southern family. But that did not mean he did not fear for his eternal soul.

The education and the family were two of the reasons Sheriff Wann had sent the girls to Dr. Bridges to be examined. The sheriff wanted only the best for his star witnesses, and Doc Bridges was the best. Everyone in the county said so, and Dr. Bridges did not contradict them
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Setting fictional characters loose among the ghosts of history is a dicey matter. I have tried to be true to the facts of the Scottsboro case and faithful to the spirit of the time and the significance of the events. For the facts, I am deeply indebted to two superb nonfiction accounts. Scottsboro: A Tragedy of the American South, by Dan T. Carter, is the definitive history of this unconscionable chapter in American history. Stories of Scottsboro, by James Goodman, is a brilliant study of the myriad voices and conflicting perceptions of the case. Three autobiographical volumes provided insight into the young men who became known as the Scottsboro boys: Scottsboro Boy, by Haywood Patterson and Earl Conrad; The Last of the Scottsboro Boys, by Clarence Norris and Sybil D. Washington; and The Man from Scottsboro: Clarence Norris in His Own Words, by Kwando Mbiassi Kinshasa.

The eyewitness accounts of Hollace Ransdall for the American Civil Liberties Union and Mary Heaton Vorse for The New Republic proved invaluable for both understanding the events and creating the fictional character of Alice Whittier. Alice is a product of my imagination, but she could not have come into being without the writings of those two extraordinary women. Tad Bennicoff of the Seely G. Mudd Manuscript Library of Princeton University generously provided transcripts of Ransdall’s reports, and the Southern Historical Collection of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill kindly made available an interview with Ransdall for the Southern Oral History Program.

John Wexley wrote a play about Scottsboro called They Shall Not Die, which inspired the play in the book, but Abel Newman, the man, is not based on John Wexley, the playwright.

Much of the trial testimony in the book is taken verbatim from the trial records. I am grateful to Nancy Moore and the Cornell Law Library, and to the Minnesota Law Library for access to the trial transcripts, and to Patrick Rayner for overcoming interlibrary loan obstacles. Karen L. Jefferson, Head of Archives & Special Collections of the Robert W. Woodruff Library of the Atlanta University Center, granted me access to a wealth of information and helped unearth particular items in the papers of the Commission on Interracial Cooperation and the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching. The Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture of the New York Public Library led me back to the records of the International Labor Defense. Bob Clark, archivist of the FDR Library in Hyde Park, generously helped me track down President Roosevelt’s unobtrusive involvement in the case. And once again, I am especially beholden to Greg Gallagher of the Century Association library; Adrienne Fischier and James Harney of the Harvard Club of New York library; David Smith of the New York Public Library; and Mark Bartlett and the entire extraordinary staff of the New York Society Library for their enormous aid, continued support, and unfailing good humor.

I have relied heavily on Raymond Daniell’s coverage of the trials for The New York Times, and I am grateful to Eden Ross Lipson for taking me behind the scenes at the paper to get a glimpse of the real Daniell. Many other friends helped with suggestions, insights, and sympathetic ears, and for all of that, my thanks go to Liza Bennett, Anne Eisenberg, Nimet Habachy, Joe Keiffer, Michelle Press, and Louise Shaffer. I am deeply grateful to Richard Snow and Fred Allen, superb editors, ace historians, and boon companions.

Once again, my greatest debt of gratitude is to my editor, Starling Lawrence, who makes me feel I can go out on a limb, if only to give him a good laugh when I fall off it; my agent, Emma Sweeney, whose enthusiasm, encouragement, and friendship I treasure; and my husband, Stephen Reibel, whom I owe more than I can say.
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

LONESOME DOVE

The Pulitzer Prize-winning novel – a story of love, honour, loyalty and betrayal.

It begins in the office of The Hat Creek Cattle Company of the Rio Grande.

It ends as a journey into the heart of every adventurer who ever lived . . .

From the author of The Last Picture Show and Texasville – here is Larry McMurtry’s Pulitzer Prize-winning masterpiece.

A powerful, triumphant portrayal of the American West as it really was. More than a love story, more than an adventure, Lonesome Dove is an epic: a monumental novel which embraces the spirit of the last defiant wilderness of America.

‘What McMurtry has created is nothing less than a masterful odyssey, and an enduring addition to the lore of Western Americana’

The Los Angeles Times
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

GREAT JONES STREET

Don DeLillo

Why are free spirits always so fucking dumb?

Bucky Wunderlick is a rock and roll star. Dissatisfied with a life that has brought fame and fortune, he suddenly decides he no longer wants to be a commodity.

He leaves his band mid-tour and holes up in a dingy, unfurnished apartment in Great Jones Street. Unfortunately, his disappearing act only succeeds in inflaming interest . . .

Great Jones Street, Don DeLillo’s third novel, is more than a musical satire: it probes the rights of the individual, foreshadows the struggle of the artist within a capitalist world, and delivers a scathing portrait of our culture’s obsession with the lives of the few.
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

ANNIE JOHN

Jamaica Kincaid

At times I would no longer hear what it was she was saying; I just liked to look at her mouth as it opened and closed over words, or as she laughed. How terrible it must be for all the people who had no one to love them so and no one whom they loved so, I thought.

An adored only child, Annie has until recently lived a peaceful and content life in Antigua. She is inseparable from her mother, who sits at the very centre of the little girl’s existence.

When she turns twelve, however, Annie’s world becomes more complicated and treacherous, and most unnervingly, her mother, seeing Annie as a ‘young lady’, ceases to be the source of unconditional adoration and takes on the new and unfamiliar guise of adversary.

A haunting and tragicomic tale told with Kincaid’s trademark candour and complexity, this is a true coming-of-age classic.
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

BREATH

TIM WINTON

And somehow, somewhere along the track, I went numb. I couldn’t say what it was & didn’t dare try. How do you explain the sense of being made to feel improper? I withdrew into a watchful rectitude, anxious to please, risking nothing. I followed the outline of my life, carefully rehearsing form without conviction, like a bishop who can’t see that his faith has become an act.

When paramedic Bruce Pike is called out to deal with another teenage adventure gone wrong, he knows better than anyone what happened and how. Thirty years before, that dead boy could have been him. Bruce remembers what it was like to be a risk-taking kid, to feel that thrill and that fear . . .

This is the story of Bruce and his best friend Loonie, and the surfing obsession that changed their lives. It is about the exhilaration of the sea, the treacherous addiction to risk, and the intoxicating power of forbidden love.
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Half a century of great classics from Picador

On 6 October 1972, Picador published its first list of eight paperbacks. It was a list that demonstrated ambition, cultural breadth, and no small mischievous spirit, including great writers such as Jorge Luis Borges, Hermann Hesse, Richard Brautigan, and Angela Carter.

Within a few years, Picador established itself as one of the pre-eminent publishers of contemporary fiction, non-fiction, and poetry. In the decades that followed it became the home of writers such as Cormac McCarthy, Don DeLillo, V.S. Naipaul, Emma Donoghue, Colm Tóibín, Hanya Yanagihara, Alan Hollinghurst, Carol Ann Duffy, Jon Ronson, and Kae Tempest.

In Picador’s fiftieth anniversary year of 2022 the Picador Collection was launched, a series highlighting what we believe are some of the most important and exciting titles to be found in modern literature. This curated list features a wealth of modern classics, while also retaining the commitment to boundary-pushing publishing that made the white spines of Picador beloved for generations.

These are books to stay up with late into the night, to daydream about in idle moments, and to press fanatically into the hands of others. They are books intended to start a conversation – with you, the reader, within communities, and within popular culture.

Why not begin your collection today?
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