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No other city in America, no other city in the Western world has

lost the population at that rate. And what’s at the root of that loss?

Economics and race. Or should I say, race and economics.

—Coleman A. Young, Mayor of Detroit, 1974–1994,

on the city’s abandonment

What does a writer need most? When I ask this

question, I think of my father.

—Bernard Malamud




Author’s Note 

In the following pages some names have been changed and some identifying details altered or obscured. Given these small deviations, the following may be read as a novel. God knows I would have preferred to have written one. But I have tried to be as factually accurate as memory and decency allow. In this, I have been aided by the very shortcoming that prevented this book from being fiction in the first place: I’m lousy at making things up.

—P. C.




Right to Go Left

“PAUL, PAUL, GET UP, GET UP.” This is my mother, shaking me awake around three in the morning on a midsummer night in 1989. Before being poked in the ribs I had been sleeping with the violent soundness of a sixteen-year-old boy and so had not, in my upstairs bedroom, heard the noise—a gunshot blast—that had awakened my parents downstairs. Me, turning away: “What the hell, Ma?” Her, pulling back the sheet: “Paul, you’ve got to go after your dad.” Me, sitting up: “Jesus—what for?” “Some guys just shot out the windows to our truck. Your dad went after them. They have a gun. Get up.” “Christ. Where’re my running shoes?”

Ever the organized housewife, even at the witching hour, she already had them in her hands, and as I too had the drill down cold by this point—such things tended to happen quite a bit in our corner of Detroit—I sleepily grabbed for the baseball bat that leaned against my bedpost for just such a purpose. The bat was an aluminum Easton, thirty-two inches in length and weighing twenty-nine ounces, with a barrel, according to the bat’s red lettering, two and a half inches in diameter: the B5 Magnum. The model name struck me as an unfortunate misnomer, as it was not, in fact, a gun, which would have been more appropriate to the occasion. A gun was what my dad had—and so did the guys we were chasing. On my bedpost hung a rosary blessed, in Rome, by Pope Pius XII, which I ritually ran my fingers over before falling asleep. I did so for a second time before running downstairs.

Though on past occasions I had had to give futile chase on foot, I was able, by sixteen, to hop in the car that I’d recently purchased with a combination of parental help and house painting money, my previous summer’s earnings. I drove slowly at first, headlights off, stopping briefly in intersections to look up and down the dark side streets. After a minute or two of searching, I caught a glimpse a couple blocks up—toward 8 Mile Road—of the getaway car, which went streaking by. On its back bumper, with my father behind the wheel, was the chase car. They were both, I guessed, going about seventy, in cars not manufactured to go much faster: four-cylinder imports, theirs from Japan, my father’s from Europe. But my father, who had raced go-carts, dune buggies, and dragsters for most of his adult life, was by far the better driver, able to get the most out of the little five-speed that was used, by and large, by my mother to run errands.

My father had amazed me throughout my childhood with his ability to spin 360s in icy intersections—it had something to do, I noticed, with violently jerking up the parking brake—and he remains the only person I know able to shift his way from first through fifth without his foot once touching the clutch. “It’s how the European rally drivers do it,” he once told me. “They never use their left foot. Their right heel is on the brake, and the ball of their right foot is on the accelerator.” “But how do you know when you can shift that way?” “Without using the clutch to disengage the gears, you mean? Oh, you can hear it when the gears mesh.” Car performance, and upkeep, was everything to this man. When he purchased a new car (new to us, I mean: we bought used cars), the first thing my father did was pull out the air conditioner. All those damn things did was use up gas, drain off power, and make it more or less impossible to work on the engine when something went wrong, stuck, as air conditioners were, smack in the middle of significantly more important components. “This is Michigan,” he’d always say. “Eight months out of the year you don’t need air conditioning anyway.”

Whom to obey, where opinion diverges: Mom or Dad? My mother was always fond of pointing out that things, as she would have it, were replaceable, but that people were not. You can always buy another (blank), but you could never, never replace (so-and-so). This was Mom’s theory, often stated, and the reason that she’d awakened me in the first place: to be sure to bring her irreplaceable husband home alive. But my father’s stance, which went stoically unstated, because self-evident, was somewhat different and, oddly enough, of a piece with that of my favorite philosopher at the time, who sang in that summer’s inescapable song—“You can have anything you want, but you better not take it from me.” That night, I sided with the old man and Axl. Instead of concentrating my efforts on calling off the chase, whatever that would’ve entailed, I joined in the pursuit, baseball bat—check—by my side. Despite many, much better incentives to rejoin the battle, these summer car chases, perhaps half a dozen in all, would be my farewell to vigilantism, that unfairly criminalized response to widespread criminality.

What with his white T-shirts, wiry build, and messy sideburns, my father looks, in family photo albums from the mid-to-late seventies, like every other young father of that era—which is to say, like Bruce Springsteen on the back cover of Darkness on the Edge of Town. Ten years later he had softened only slightly. Blessed with a helpful disposition and familiar with his hometown’s every last alleyway, he could happily discuss directions in Detroit until doomsday. “Now remember,” he said to many visitors over the years, as they put on their coats to leave, “at 8 Mile, there, you’re gonna have to go right to go left.” The phrasing of these directions was revealing of his worldview. Life is a list of things you have to do; one of these, on the major surface streets of Detroit, is to go right to go left.

This phenomenon is the so-called Michigan left, that traffic quirk that forces one, on busy boulevards particularly, to turn right initially in order to go left eventually. If you were to drive north on Kelly Road, an eastern divider between city and suburb, and wanted to turn left onto 8 Mile Road, the city’s northern boundary, you would not, upon approaching the intersection, get into the left-hand turn lane, for the simple reason that there is no left-hand turn lane. There is a right-hand turn onto 8 Mile only, and those who would have liked to go left must employ the hairpin turnaround on the boulevard’s far side, a full four lanes over, which occurs immediately after making the turn off of Kelly.

A good deal more than just two streets converge at this intersection. If you had continued going east along 8 Mile instead of doubling back, you would quite quickly have entered into Grosse Pointe, the old, well-to-do suburb to the east of the city, along the banks of Lake St. Clair. You would, too, have remained in Wayne County, the oldest in Michigan, for which the city of Detroit—settled, three centuries back, by the French—is the county seat. By taking the turnaround to the westbound side of 8 Mile you enter Macomb County, the working-class suburban enclave that, more than twenty years after first achieving national fame, still finds itself, every four years, beloved of pollsters and trackers of voting patterns.

At the time of the Iranian hostage crisis, the gas shortages, and the Olympics boycotts, Macomb County was considered a national political trendsetter, an area in which large numbers of ethnic Catholics and unionized blue-collar workers decided to vote against Jimmy Carter in the 1980 presidential election. Such voters would later be labeled Reagan Democrats—would, in fact, constitute a “movement,” and the movement’s epicenter was said to be located five blocks to our north, in Macomb County, which began (the past tense is important here) with the suburb of East Detroit. The suburb was not to be confused with the east side of Detroit, where we lived; it was a separate entity entirely, like East St. Louis. The residents of East Detroit voted in the early 1990s to change the town’s name to Eastpointe, hoping that some of the sheen from Lakeshore Drive might rub off on their suburb, composed almost entirely of Muffler Men and collision shops, by simple virtue of no longer having the syllables de-troit in its name.

I knew that the guys with the gun would be headed to the west side, which meant that they would go to 8 Mile, which meant that, sooner or later, they would need to go right to go left. I knew too that my father, the most tenacious man I’ve ever met, would tail them every inch of the way. So I switched on my headlights, said a short prayer, and headed straight for 8 Mile, doing my best, in my little American four cylinder, to beat them to the anticipated spot.

It worked. Ten seconds later they went whizzing by, first the totally outclassed criminals, who would never shake the driver behind them, and then my father, revving the little Renault for all it was worth. The two cars were drifting, in tandem, to the far side of 8 Mile, preparing to take the turnaround that would direct them back toward the west. Knowing that I had no hope of catching them by following that path, I went left to go right—against the flow of what, hours before sunrise, was the nonexistent traffic. When I came out of the turnaround the criminals’ car, which I was now facing, came to a stop, as did my father’s car behind them.

What now? It will be interesting, I remember thinking, to see how this one shakes out. It was three in the morning, and we were three cars at a dead stop on the (then) East Detroit side of 8 Mile, with one of us—me—facing the wrong way. Come on, fellas, wouldn’t it be better to settle this on our home turf, on the Detroit side? What next, we all drive east, to Grosse Pointe, where they really didn’t want to be bothered with this shit at three a.m.? I would gladly have gotten out of their way if I could have secured a promise, then and there, that they would use the next turnaround to return to Detroit, where we all belonged.

Such a promise proved unnecessary. A few seconds later they panicked and plowed their little Japanese import over the curb of the median, slipping and sliding across the grassy island between the eastbound and westbound sides of the boulevard. After briefly bottoming out on the descent, sending sparks skyward, they tore back down the Detroit side street that I’d driven up only moments before. Unwilling to inflict similar damage to our own cars, my father and I took the next turnaround, and the guys with the gun took the opportunity to disappear back inside Detroit’s northeast corner, the streets of which I knew much, much better than the back of my hand.

We drove around slowly for a bit, looking left and right at intersections, and eventually drifted south toward St. Jude Church on 7 Mile, where my father had gone to grade school and where our family still went to Mass. We always sat in the church’s western alcove at Sunday services, in the pew directly behind the votive candles; my sister and I spent the majority of each service picking at melted wax, which burnt our fingertips before it cooled and hardened, blissfully unaware that the flames in front of us had been lit by those in various stages of despair. During Saturday-evening services in the fall and winter your fingers might grow cold gripping your songbook, but look at the light of the low sun reflecting off the stained glass; forget, for a second, about the spiderwebs in the upper reaches of the ceiling, and take a minute to appreciate the acoustics in the place; ignore the stiffness in your joints, and the lack of padding on the kneelers (the result of half a century’s penitence), and acknowledge that your Savior suffered far worse, and in far less pleasant surroundings.

I hadn’t lit a candle or even offered up a prayer entirely free of cursing, but St. Jude, the patron saint of the lost cause, answered my petition that night: there, up ahead, was the criminals’ car, abandoned now, having evidently crashed into the parked Crown Regal on the corner. We would later hear that the car wasn’t even theirs, but had been stolen earlier that evening from a house several blocks away. But still: the sight of that totaled car looked, to my sixteen-year-old eyes, like victory—for my father, for me, and for what I can only call, waxing euphemistic, our way of life.

It was a victory that would prove short-lived. The next summer, the car in which I’d challenged those criminals to a game of chicken would be stolen from our driveway, and because, like an attentive mother, I could recognize in my sleep the sound of my car’s squeaky belts, its automotive wake-up cries, I got to the window in time to see it pull away. By no means a particularly nice car, it was, as my high school locker partner once put it, not without some appeal in an urban center.

Though the process was certainly cumulative, gathering momentum over the years and crimes, this event’s aftermath capped, for me, the odd position of being white in a city that wasn’t white any longer—a city where, when your car was stolen and a black Detroit cop happened, several hours later, to arrive on the scene, the quizzical look you were given said, “What are you doing here?”—as if, at seventeen, I were a doddering British farmer, stubbornly tending land in a country I insisted on calling Rhodesia.

To hell with this place, I remember thinking. Accompanying this, however, was another thought, this one hinting at the dawning of what I now realize to be a stage-one literary sensibility: I’ve got material.

What I hadn’t realized at seventeen was that the words at my disposal didn’t exactly do justice to the situations they sought to describe: not specific enough here, not accurate enough there, and in many instances entirely misleading. My Detroit experience was through-the-looking-glass on a basic linguistic level: those persons frequently identified as “minorities” were, in fact, the majority inhabitants of the city. Those persons often described as “disempowered” were, in fact, in power: the mayor, the chief of police, the city council. (“The ‘powers that be’ be black,” as I explained to those not from these parts.) East Detroit became Eastpointe, even as it began to resemble more and more the city whose name it had discarded, and many of the stores on the Detroit side of Mack Avenue came up with wholly inappropriate names, calling themselves Grosse Pointe Furniture Refinishing, Grosse Pointe Cleaners, Grosse Pointe Day School, Pointe Towing, Pointe Nails, and The Pointe After, a sports collectibles store. When you were giving directions and told someone that he needed to turn left onto 8 Mile Road, you began, straight out of the box, by telling him to turn right. This, no one would dispute, was some kind of semantically confusing city, and so getting at the truth of my material—in words with meanings that slipped and slid like a stolen getaway car—would be no easy matter.

There was, too, the disconnect of being white in a society in which this is seen as an “entitled” status but having been born and raised in late-twentieth-century Detroit, where whiteness entitled one to nothing at all. I recall watching a news program on race in America in which a grade school teacher lectured to an integrated, adult studio audience on the insidiousness of stereotyping. Her claim to expertise was a classroom experiment in which an arbitrary group of students—blue-eyed children, say—would be ostracized as inferior. I remember her instructing the white audience members on the ways in which they’d benefited from the systematic oppression of the blacks seated around them. Racial prejudice, you see: she was against it.

I started to laugh. I couldn’t help it. This parade of moral simpletonism was more than I could take. But my father, who sat on the couch alongside me, stayed serious. “No, no, she has a point,” he said, his tone gently scolding. He had, by this time, taken a poorly paid position as a draftsman for the Detroit Public Lighting Department, where his boss was black, and where his whiteness did him no favors whatsoever on qualifying and promotional exams. “Why, by now,” he said, “I must have stopped every black person in Detroit, at one time or another, and demanded they shine my shoes.”

         

The best description of Detroit in twentieth-century literature comes from Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s Journey to the End of the Night, published in the early 1930s and, in its sophisticated French fashion, quite possibly the most pessimistic novel ever written. After leaving behind World War I battlefields, Paris slums, and malarial African jungles, Céline’s restless narrator makes his way to the Motor City, to work in the Ford factory. At the beginning of the first Detroit chapter he says, in an observation yet to be improved upon: “It was even worse than everywhere else.”

Céline had visited the city at its incontestable peak. Detroit was then the fourth-largest city in America and seemed poised to go higher. Its population, lured in large part by Henry Ford’s promise of a five-dollar workday, had doubled between 1910 and 1920 and increased another 60 percent between 1920 and 1930, by which time it exceeded a million and a half residents. Italians, Poles, Slavs, Chaldeans, Appalachians, poor southern whites and poorer southern blacks—the Unwashed Masses met the Great Migration in Michigan’s southeastern corner.

A great deal has been written about Detroit in the ensuing seventy years, and the thesis of much of it is that, if not worse than everywhere else, Detroit is, at a minimum, worse than most places. Though later commentators have lacked Céline’s gift for overstatement, it hasn’t been for want of trying, and such efforts may be warranted, as the facts of Detroit’s decline cannot be overstated. For more than five decades now, Detroit has found itself on the dwindling edge of an inverted frontier: people have fled it in the hundreds of thousands, the millions, to settle elsewhere. It has a sense of Manifest Destiny that runs in reverse. I once heard a white Detroiter remark, “We’re the last of the Mohicans.” It was an irony three hundred years in the making.

The city was settled in 1701 by Frenchmen more optimistic than Céline, men who had come down from Montreal in the company of Algonquin Indians to set up a trading post. Today, in the plaza of the Detroit Historical Museum in the city’s midtown, three flags stand together: an “ancient” French flag—three yellow fleurs-de-lis, symbol of the French monarchy—that commemorates the city’s settling; a Union Jack, testifying to the British control that began in 1760; and a Stars and Stripes with “1796” etched into the base of its flagpole, the date of the British surrender of Detroit.

The city was incorporated six years later, and the nineteenth century would see Detroit’s first mayors; their names—Zachariah Chandler, Levi Cook, Zina Pitcher—read like an index of characters for the collected works of Nathaniel Hawthorne. The sequence of twentieth-century mayors tracks the usual progress of aspirant immigrant groups, with Catholic names like Miriani and Cavanagh eventually taking the city’s administration, in the 1950s and 1960s, back to its papist roots.

Before Céline, the most prominent French writer to comment on the city was Alexis de Tocqueville, who visited Detroit twice in 1831 while doing research for Democracy in America. His journal entry for July 22 contains this passage: “We arrived at Detroit at 4 o’clock. A fine American village. Many French names on the houses; French bonnets. We went to see Mr. Richard, the priest in charge of the Catholic church in Detroit.” Father Gabriel Richard—a Catholic American pioneer, lionized in every Detroit-area parochial school—had arrived back in 1798 to assist at Ste. Anne’s Church. From Detroit’s earliest days, the place had been crawling with priests; a Jesuit, Father Vaillant, was in the company of Antoine Cadillac at Fort Pontchartrain de Detroit’s settlement. Ste. Anne’s Church was founded within days. Father Richard took it over a century later, in 1802, and in 1804, with the help of another priest, he began a prep school for boys. He was the first person in Michigan to own a printing press, and he published Detroit’s first paper. Entering the village to visit Father Richard, Tocqueville had noted “huts of a sort with a fire in the middle. On one side extreme civilization, on the other the extreme opposite.” The city was on the frontier then, with civilization ceasing just beyond its borders.

By the time I was born, civilization surrounded the city and the Wild West lawlessness was contained within. This, at least, was the suburban view. Not everyone agreed. “I’ll be damned,” Coleman Young once said, explaining his opposition to antigun laws, “if I’m going to let them collect guns in the city of Detroit while we’re surrounded by hostile suburbs and the whole rest of the state who have guns, and where you have vigilantes practicing Ku Klux Klan in the wilderness with automatic weapons.” This led to a famous “Uncle Coleman Needs You” recruitment poster, with the finger-pointing mayor in the posture of Uncle Sam, seeking help to “Defend Detroit Against Armed Suburban Attack.” It was still cowboys and Indians, and each side was afraid of having its wagon train surrounded.

Tocqueville notes in his journal that “on leaving Mr. Richard” he felt “embarrassment about which way to set out.” My father would have told Tocqueville not to be embarrassed; all he had to remember, really, was that when he got to 8 Mile there—well, it was a bit confusing. Democracy in America was all well and good, but directions in America—now there was an idea for a book.

         

“We took our freedom in 1973,” Coleman Young said during a 1989 campaign speech, and though he was referring to his first election, sixteen years before, he could just as easily have meant that 1973 was the year that the city’s minority population became its majority population. Blacks accounted for 16 percent of Detroit’s citizenry in 1950; 28 percent in 1960; 43 percent in 1970. Trace this arc, and 1973—the year of my birth—becomes the point at which the teeter-totter briefly struck a balance before tilting pronouncedly to one side, as it has ever since.

One can pick any number of points in Detroit’s last hundred years and say, Here—this is where the city’s history took a turn. Though it may not be the historical watershed of Young’s 1973 victory, or the 1967 riots, or the 1943 riots, 1972 stands out as the year that Berry Gordy Jr. packed up Motown Records and left Detroit for Hollywood. That event—Motown leaving Motown—helped set the stage for the semantic confusion that has bedeviled Detroit ever since. It was like the wind leaving Chicago, or Los Angeles losing its wings.

If Detroit was no longer Motown, what was it? People were leaving so fast that there wasn’t time to ask the question, let alone formulate an answer. Although the city’s population had been shrinking, for reasons not exclusively racial, for some time before 1967, the reasons for moving out after the riots—at the time, the worst in American history—were overwhelmingly racial. And Coleman Young’s election six years later sealed the deal. “If white flight was a redefining fact of life in Detroit before Young assumed his office,” the coauthor of Young’s autobiography dryly puts it, “he was a doorman to those with their bags already packed.”

The numbers bear this out. In 1950, the city’s population peaked at just below 2 million residents; in 1960, it dipped to 1.67 million; in 1970, that number slipped to 1.5 million; in 1980, after Young had served a term and a half in office, the number fell to 1.2 million; and in 1990 the total number of residents stood, on tiptoes, at just over a million. The population of Detroit is now well under that figure, and will never again come within whispering distance of it.

In November 1973, when Coleman Young beat Police Chief John Nichols 52 to 48 percent—when, in his words, he “became the goddamn mayor of Detroit”—he’d received well in excess of two hundred thousand votes. (This came to more than 90 percent of the black vote and about 10 percent of the white.) Thereafter, Young’s victory margins widened to the near monarchical—60 percent of the vote in 1977, 66 percent in 1981—though his totals declined steeply. By the time of his fifth victory in 1989, he would receive nearly one hundred thousand fewer votes than he had in 1973, despite receiving a much higher percentage of the total. The distinguishing feature of Young’s tenure was that, as the years went on, he found himself in firmer control of less and less. His grip on Detroit tightened and the citizenry slipped between his fingers, with deposits settling north of 8 Mile or west of Telegraph.

It is one of the many ironies of life in Detroit that it was almost always whites who suspected that blacks were undercounted in the city and much more of a majority than was officially reported. This runs counter to the usual urban legend, which holds that blacks are purposely undercounted in the national census. Detroit’s whites seemed to accept this story, at least as far as their city was concerned—blacks, in the white mind, were made more culpable for the city’s miserable state the more of them there were—and many people in our neighborhood relished the thought of being even more pronouncedly a minority than went down in the books. To this way of thinking, 76 percent, or whatever the official figures said, was severely underselling things. “This city’s a quarter white?” the guy at the pizza place would say. His arcade games, like the motorized horse rides outside the Kmart at 8 Mile and Gratiot, wouldn’t accept our Canadian coins. Store owners slipped them to unsuspecting customers as change but never took them back. “Detroit’s a quarter white—are you kidding? There’s me, and you, and who else?”

The white population of Detroit dropped by nearly a million and a half between 1950 and 1990, by which point there were a little more than two hundred thousand whites left in the city—characterized, by the president of the Malcolm X Academy Local School Community Organization, as those “white people who forgot to move out of the city when the rest of them did, or they are too poor to move out of there, or they are city workers or something.” That accurately summed it up, at least in our neck of the woods. Her organization supported the Detroit Board of Education’s desire to open a school for at-risk black males in a predominantly white neighborhood on Detroit’s west side. The response of the city’s black power structure to the residents’ objections to the Malcolm X Academy, which would open in the fall of 1992, could be fairly distilled as follows: What are you doing here?

The residency requirement for city workers had been around since the early twentieth century but went basically unenforced until Coleman Young, who campaigned in 1973 against the overwhelmingly white Detroit police department as an “occupying army,” came to power. Once in office, Young worked quickly to integrate the force, in keeping with his campaign pledge. But when a budget crisis early in his first term necessitated layoffs, Young seized on the residency requirement as a way to unload not the most recently hired, almost all of whom were black, but those officers, almost all of whom were white, who were not in compliance with the 1914 law that mandated that city employees live within the city limits.

Most city workers abided by the requirement, living as close as possible to Detroit’s borders without living beyond them. 8 Mile Road was the wall, and they lived with their backs against it. To mix historical metaphors, many folks who felt that they were among the last of Detroit’s Mohicans also felt that, by living in our corner of the city, they were engaged in something equivalent to Custer’s Last Stand.

         

It wasn’t until I read The Autobiography of Malcolm X that I began to get a sense of just how signal a role Detroit played in this country’s racial history. Among much else to recommend it, the book is an invaluable guide to the early days of Detroit’s—which is to say, America’s—Black Power movement. I remember being surprised, as a college student who’d left Detroit for a dorm in west Michigan’s cornfields, to learn that Malcolm himself was raised just outside Lansing, that he moved to Detroit after being released from prison (that he was, in fact, nicknamed “Detroit Red”), and that in 1931, after Elijah Muhammad met a mulatto door-to-door salesman on the streets of this city, a man with a strange story to tell, the Nation of Islam was founded here. Malcolm X had worked in the auto factories, and in his spare time stood on street corners, recruiting for the Nation of Islam. All of this seemed to give my Detroit experience a history that predated Coleman Young and served to validate my sense that I had indeed been born right smack in the middle of America’s racial shitstorm.

Around this time, too, I would discover Ze’ev Chafets’s book Devil’s Night, a survey of the political and racial landscape of late-eighties Detroit. Chafets, who was raised in suburban Detroit before moving to Israel, took his title from the local custom, on the night before Halloween, of attempting to burn the city down. The news the next day would report fire tallies as if they were the winning Daily Three combination: 810 (1984), 479 (1985), 386 (1986). Catholic school friends of mine whose fathers were firemen wore T-shirts under their uniforms that broadcast these totals in front of a background of flames—DEVIL’S NIGHT 1985—already, at the age of twelve, exhibiting the ironic pride in the city’s awfulness that was many an adult Detroiter’s means of coping. Neighborhood men stood guard in doorways on Devil’s Night, in fulfillment of their biological duty. Once a year they loaded guns, gripped baseball bats, and weighed lead pipes in their hands, objects that, the other 364 days of the year, sat in the backs of sock drawers, leaned against basement walls, and awaited the next plumbing project. City officials recommended leaving your lights on. My father leapt off our front porch more than a few times, if only in pursuit of teenagers carrying cartons of eggs. Can’t be too careful.

Near the end of the book, in a passage I underlined, Chafets writes: “Under Young, Detroit has become not merely an American city that happens to have a black majority, but a black metropolis, the first major Third World city in the United States. The trappings are all there—showcase projects, black-fisted symbols, an external enemy and the cult of personality.” That’s what Detroit was, after it had ceased to be Motown. A Detroit News editorial cartoon that ran shortly after the publication of the book shows an angry mayor with his press secretary standing beside him, saying: “Look at the bright side—nobody’s gonna have the gall to call us a Fourth World city.”

The cult of personality, of course, centered around Young himself, Detroit’s uncontested king; the external enemy was white suburbia and, to a lesser extent, those white city residents like ourselves—“motherfuckers,” as Young would have put it—who did not support him; the showcase projects were disastrous civic undertakings like the People Mover, the elevated train system downtown that made a three-mile loop and drew no riders; and the black-fisted symbol was the big black fist at the intersection of Jefferson and Woodward avenues.

After Young himself, The Fist may have been the most disliked entity in Detroit. (Disliked by whites, I mean.) Twenty-four feet long, eight thousand pounds, and set square in the center of Detroit’s downtown, The Fist stood, ostensibly, as a tribute to Joe Louis, a native Detroiter. A big man, Louis, though you would never know it from the statue with which Detroit memorialized him: 95 percent of his body was missing. All that remained, the symbolism lost on no one, was his extended right forearm and clenched right fist. Nothing since the political ascent of Coleman Young had so antagonized the ever-diminishing mass of Detroit’s whites.

For many white Detroiters, such feelings led to difficulty during the 1989 campaign, when they were forced to choose between Young and Tom Barrow, who happened to be Joe Louis’s grandson. My father, who voted for Barrow, voiced a popular sentiment: “I never go downtown anymore anyway,” he said. Other Barrow voters—old Italian men in barbershops, particularly—tried to soften the symbolic impact of The Fist by remembering that, at the end of his career, Louis had been beaten badly by Marciano. Others made the decision, bordering on the immoral in their minds, to sit out the election. “It almost seems like a sin,” you could hear them saying, “not voting against Coleman Young.” “Oh, what difference does it make, really?” someone else would chime in. “You could raise Abraham Lincoln from the dead. Nobody’s going to beat Coleman Young.”

And yet we stayed in Young’s Detroit, in part because we had a means of escape besides the suburbs. The other side of 8 Mile was Macomb County; the other side of the Detroit River was another country.

         

Though debatably Third World, Detroit has always been the most Canadian of American cities. A few miles from our house was the city of Windsor, Ontario—a place so scrupulously clean, so highly habitable, that it never seemed to qualify as a city. As with many kids in Detroit, I’d grown up watching Canadian television, turning the rabbit ears on top of our set just slightly to the south and east in the morning before school so that I could see the cartoons on Channel 9, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. (More confusion: Canada is south of Detroit. Check any atlas.) This was how I eventually learned, multiplying by nine-fifths and adding thirty-two, to convert the day’s predicted high from Celsius to Fahrenheit; it’s also how I stumbled into certain misspellings, adding an unnecessary u to color, for instance, or putting the r before the e in theater.

In the evening I’d tighten the tinfoil around those rabbit ears, tilting them this way and that with my arms outspread so that I could watch my favorite program, Hockey Night in Canada. The rest of America, I learned later, had to settle for stateside news, weather, and sports. That there were kids in Ohio, Illinois, Indiana, and Kentucky unable to follow the exploits of the Toronto Maple Leafs, the Montreal Canadiens, and the Vancouver Canucks—that kids in these states didn’t even know who Guy LeFleur was—seemed to me awfully sad. I could sing “O Canada” long before I knew the lyrics to my own country’s anthem.

The announcers on Hockey Night in Canada provided me with a fourth possible pronunciation of the name of my hometown. Whites in the city said “Di-troit,” accent on the second syllable; blacks said “Dee-troit,” accent heavily on the first; and Grosse Pointe girls whose noses sought a certain altitude ironically parroted the French pronunciation—“Day-twa”—to highlight how poorly European refinement squared with Rust Belt reality. But the Canadians, whose national sport is curling, were not content to leave Detroit a two-syllable city, and their three-syllable pronunciation was my favorite, particularly when it came from the Hockey Night announcers: “De-troy-it are fighting off the Canadiens’ power play.” “De-troy-it bring the puck out of the zone.” “De-troy-it are a hard-checking hockey club.” Noun-verb agreement also posed problems.

My mother and I made trips about once a month to a Canadian hockey store for equipment repairs for both my father and myself. To get to the store we took the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel, the underwater mile, completed in 1930, that connects the two countries beneath the Detroit River. That there was always water in the tunnel—that the white tiles along its walls, just inches outside my passenger window, were always leaking—never ceased to cause me alarm, but my mother managed to distract me each time by leaning forward in her seat as we neared the midpoint of the tunnel, trying to be the first of us into Canada, which began at the sweating maple leaf flag on the wall.

For all its obvious similarities to the United States, Canada was still a somewhat baffling place to a kid, a place where people purchased petrol, not gasoline, and bought it by the litre, not the gallon. The bank signs told you that it was zero degrees outside when it felt more like freezing, and money was not worth what it said it was: our dollar was worth more than a dollar over there, I learned, while theirs was worth less than a dollar over here. I entrusted all this to the adults, held my mother’s hand, and waited for the man to finish sharpening my hockey skates.

After I got older, and had learned about terms like liberal guilt and reparations payments and equal opportunity/affirmative action employer, Canada seemed to provide a respite from Detroit’s racial problems, which are America’s racial problems writ large. Could it really be possible, I would think when I found myself on the other side of the Detroit River, that had I been born a mere five miles to the southeast my life would have been indelibly altered? That, rather than having been born with not only the Catholic version of original sin but the white American version of it as well, I would instead wear that special glow that gathers around those living in the land of the Underground Railroad’s final, as opposed to penultimate, stop?

Five miles was nothing: drive five miles due west of our house and you were still in Detroit. Another five, and it was Detroit still. Five more: Detroit. My father and I could have driven west along 8 Mile Road in pursuit of those guys with the gun for what would have seemed like forever, and Detroit would have been on our left the whole time. But five miles in the right direction set everything, or at least certain things, right. Visits to Canada—so tantalizingly close you could see it—offered a racial escape, a glimpse of life lived without indebtedness and burden.

But there was no escape. Coleman Young’s constant presence on our television set and the front page of our newspaper saw to that. “White people,” he once said, “find it very hard to live in an environment they don’t control.” This is perfectly true and, if the demographers are to be believed, increasingly pertinent. Whites, a minority in Detroit for many decades now, may some decades hence become a national minority—not to the same extent, or with same stark dichotomy as in Detroit, but still. The Motor City, as ever, remains ahead of the racial curve—a case study, or cautionary tale.

Or incomparable material, as I began to think of it the night my car was stolen. I’d leave for college a year after that experience with grand theft auto, and the goal of my life from that point forward was to write a novel about the city that I’ve been trying, with limited success, to leave behind ever since.

In the novel I wanted to shock, after the manner of the foremost literary influence of my youth, Coleman Alexander Young. Like the mayor, I’d say whatever the hell I wanted, consequences be hanged. “I’m smiling all the time,” Young once said, sounding his credo. “That doesn’t mean a goddamned thing,” he added, “except I think people who go around solemn-faced and quoting the Bible are full of shit.” Damn right, I thought, and adopted the sentiment as my literary doctrine. But behind the bluster, I knew my book’s real burden would be to dramatize the way in which the usual racial dynamic was inverted in Detroit.

There is a theory that goes something like this: blacks can’t be racists, no matter how prejudiced their feelings, because they lack the power—the institutional power—to act on those feelings. This was true of the white minority in Detroit: you might have disliked Coleman Young, but you couldn’t do a damn thing about it. The fathers up and down our street spent each evening sitting in their favorite armchairs, watching the local news, cursing Young’s image on their television screens. Their cursing might have made them feel better—though, in fact, it made them feel worse—but, in any case, it had absolutely no effect. Was this racism, then, or was it something else?

In short, I needed to make clear just what I thought was so funny about my father’s shoeshine crack, and I needed to somehow do so without ruining the joke.

No sweat.




6 Mile

IN THE WINTER OF 1995, my parents put a For Sale sign in front of our house. It was our second bungalow in the city, just south of 8 Mile, and it sold within weeks.

This was how the novel I tried to write always ended, in draft after unsuccessful draft: with a family leaving the city behind long after most everyone else had abandoned it. The brother and sister in the book, young adults parentless in the manner of Peanuts characters, find a card that their mother and father, departed for Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, have left for them on the kitchen table: “The house is yours. Please take as good care of it as everyone else in Detroit does of theirs. Ha-Ha! Love, Mom & Dad.” In actuality, my parents were very much a part of the picture, and I came home from my senior year of college to help them and my sister move half a mile outside the city limits on a single-digit February day.

“Put that bag in the basement,” my mother said, directing traffic from her new kitchen. It was an oversize black garbage bag, puffed with air, and my father’s employment history could be tracked with a fair degree of accuracy by sorting through the T-shirts stuffed inside it. Most of these shirts, for companies with names like General Kinetics, Katech, Booth-Aarons, and Diamond Racing, were ringer Ts—two-toned, with dark stitching around the neck and sleeves—and some dated back to before my birth. The letters were peeling, there were pockets missing or half pulled off, and many had stains on the back from when my father failed to use the creeper and instead slid unassisted under whatever wreck he was repairing, settling on the cement in a pool of oil.

If General Motors gets a cold, the saying goes, Detroit gets pneumonia. My father never worked directly for any of the Big Three, but the succession of car companies that employed him did subcontracting work for GM, Ford, and Chrysler, making our family prone to periodic cases of the sniffles. His working arrangements harkened back to the auto industry’s pre-union days: good, steady, demanding work—but you can be replaced. My father viewed the UAW guys, with their cushy, collectively bargained contracts, as soft. Two doors down from our second house was a father who’d worked the line at Chrysler since the age of eighteen, and it pained my old man to contemplate how much his neighbor made, how little he knew, and how little worry went along with it. “I can’t imagine how much he’s got socked away,” my father often said. He had to live by his wits, and his worries were frequent.

Along with his T-shirt collection, my father kept every issue of every car magazine he ever subscribed to or bought off the newsstand, and I carried thousands of such magazines out of my parents’ Detroit basement and into the basement of their new home in boxes marked DAD’S MAGS. There were issues, in varying quantities, of Super Stock, Rodder & Superstock, Rod Action, Rod & Custom, Popular Hot Rodding, Popular Cars, Speed & Supercar, Car Craft, Hot Cars, Hi-Performance Cars, Super Street Cars, Cars Magazine, Drag Racing, Drag Strip, and National Dragster among many other titles, how-to manuals, and spiral notebooks filled with figures, in my father’s familiar handwriting, on engine displacement, foot-pounds of torque, and camshaft ratios.

In some cases there were duplicate copies. Unable, say, to wait for his April 1978 issue of Car Craft (“Pinto Showdown!”) to arrive in our mailbox, he’d drive with me to Custom Speed, an auto parts place on Gratiot just north of 8 Mile, and buy a preview copy a day or two early. Sometimes, instead of actually purchasing it, he’d just stand in the store and read the magazine, along with one or two others, from cover to cover, until I began to complain about my legs hurting and having to use the bathroom. “Just hold on a sec, okay, bub?” he’d say, rubbing my head. More than one store manager, my mother insisted, instituted a “This Is Not a Library: Magazines Must Be Purchased” policy because of her husband’s reading habits.

These magazines were the sum total of my father’s reading material, and they offer a fair précis of his mental weather. Social context disappears behind these magazine’s headlines. The cover of the August 1967 Drag Strip trumpets the arrival
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