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Content note:

This memoir contains depictions of domestic and racial violence as well as the use of racial slurs.






To my siblings: Harry, Carolyn, Barton, and Louise.


“The greatest glory of living lies not in never falling but in rising every time you fall.”

—Nelson Mandela









“If I’m free, it’s because I’m always running.”

—Jimi Hendrix
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Introduction

My brother Harry Jerome was once the fastest man on Earth. A threetime Olympian and world-record holder, he was a regular presence on the front pages of newspapers across Canada and around the world. He blazed a brilliant path, setting an example of enduring courage, strength, and hope. After he retired from competition, he dedicated his life to physical education and creating athletic programs for Canadian youth. He died abruptly and prematurely many decades ago, when he was still a young man with so much more to experience and to give, but his memory lives on. The Harry Jerome Awards and the Harry Jerome Scholarship Fund recognize the achievements and potential of Black Canadian youth. In Vancouver’s Stanley Park, where he spent so many hours training, stands a bronze statue of Harry captured in the triumphant moment of crossing the finish line, and across the water in North Vancouver, where we grew up, is the Harry Jerome Community Recreation Centre. In nearby Burnaby is the Harry Jerome Sports Centre, and a new track in West Vancouver, currently under construction, will bear the name Harry Jerome Oval.

But in his lifetime my brother experienced a tremendous amount of racism. A Cub Scout leader delighted in telling him each week that he, the only Black boy in the troop, had dirty hands. Restaurants refused to serve him, and landlords refused to rent to him. When he began competing, Canadian sports reporters harshly criticized him and always focused on his race, often in belittling terms. Strangers felt entitled to insult him to his face. When he was only thirteen, a White man aimed a rifle at him, warning Harry not to put his “nigger feet” on the man’s property.

The violence of racism, both physical and verbal, and the trauma of that violence permeate our family’s history. It wasn’t just the neighbours who petitioned to keep us out of their community, it was also the kids who taunted us, the dentist who made it clear that he found my presence unpalatable, the racist policies of our father’s employer, or the people who addressed Dad in the most demeaning terms. The racism we endured outside our home profoundly affected our lives inside it. Racism strained and broke family bonds, and racism was at the root of family secrets. Our maternal grandmother’s second husband was a White man who despised Blacks; he was the one who threatened to shoot Harry if he set foot on his property. Our mother used to tell us, “God don’t love ugly,” and we believed her.

We knew that in her eyes our ugliness was bound up in our race. For years our mother either braided my hair and my older sister’s or tried to manage it with a stiff brush. Unafflicted with “nappy” hair herself, she was angry about having to contend with it on the heads of her two fidgety daughters. She more often used that stiff brush to smack us than to tame our curls. She would call us the names she knew the cruellest kids inflicted upon us in the schoolyard, and even then, she could do the outsiders one better. My brother Harry was born before our parents had married, and she’d hurl “Nigger bastard!” at him in her fury.

Our dad was also the target of her rages. She berated him for his Blackness and for earning so little money, which of course was a consequence of his Blackness, and taunted him for knowing so little about his family and their background, for having been married before he met her, and for fathering a bastard, Harry. These themes were hauled out week after week, month after month, year after year, for our entire childhoods.

As a child, I never knew why she found us so contemptible, and when I was a teenager and one of my foster mothers told me that my mother, contrary to what she had always told us, was Black, my first reaction was disbelief, although, on a subconscious level, I had always known the truth.

And so I feel compelled to write our story. I write it to celebrate the achievements of my brother Harry and of my grandfather, a man no one ever talked about when we were growing up but who, like Harry, was an accomplished Black athlete in a time of overt racism. I also write it because the story of my family — a Black family in Canada — has been lived to varying degrees by countless Black Canadians, but sadly and surprisingly, only rarely have such stories been told. Stories of racism in Canada are only now making their way into the mainstream, thanks to the likes of Tessa McWatt, Ian Williams, and Desmond Cole. For years, the fiction of Canada’s innocence has dominated the discourse. Canadians, or at least those who think they know their country’s history, take comfort in the belief that Canada was never as bad for Black people as the United States. Canadians like to believe that we never enslaved people, or lynched them, or segregated them. After the Civil War, the governor of the colony of Vancouver Island, James Douglas, himself the son of a Black woman, urged Black Americans to make Vancouver Island their new home. But Blacks were enslaved in Upper and Lower Canada, and the majority of those who accepted invitations to leave the United States for opportunities in supposedly friendly western provinces ended up returning south.

It is time Canadians knew the truth. This is mine.






1 The Starting Line (1888–1957)





Once riding in old Baltimore

Heart-filled, head-filled with glee,

I saw a Baltimorean

Keep looking straight at me.




Now I was eight and very small,

And he was no whit bigger,

And so I smiled, but he poked out

His tongue, and called me, “Nigger”




I saw the whole of Baltimore

From May until December;

Of all the things that happened there

That’s all that I remember.

— Countee Cullen, “Incident”







Chapter 1

My mother always told us that she was White, and we never questioned her. We wouldn’t have dared.

She’d been born in London, England, to a young White woman named Edith Elizabeth Lipscombe, and, unlike any of us, she had fair skin and poker-straight hair. Edith, my grandmother, was born in 1898 and raised in the farming community of Strand-on-the-Green in West London, where her parents made their living as market gardeners. She received very little, if any, formal education. During the First World War she went to work packing shells in a munitions factory. Later, after contact with the chemicals in the munitions made her ill, she joined the Women’s Land Army. Like many other young English women during the war, she met a Canadian soldier, and by the time he was demobilized and returned to Canada in August 1919, Edith was pregnant. Our mother, Elsie Ellen, was born on April 30, 1920. She and Edith joined my grandfather in Winnipeg after a torturous Atlantic crossing and several days of cramped train travel from Halifax; my grandparents married in Winnipeg. None of us ever knew our grandfather, who died in 1937, a few months before our mother’s seventeenth birthday, and our mother never talked about him. Edith had already given birth to another man’s child when my grandfather returned to Winnipeg in 1929 and she stayed on the northern homestead, where they’d settled, with their daughters. In 1942 she married Morris “Happy” Sumpton, a widowed Canadian National Railway conductor she’d begun living with around 1935.

When Edith chose to live with Happy Sumpton, she chose to abandon and reject three of her four children, a decision that would have cataclysmic effects on generations of our family. Sumpton was such a virulent racist that he could accept Edith only if she denied the children of her first marriage. As I would I later learn, my maternal grandfather, the man my mother never talked about, was, like my own father, a Black man. His name was John Armstrong Howard, and he was the fastest man in Canada in his day.

Army, as everyone called him, was born in Winnipeg on October 6, 1888, to Robert and Cornelia Howard. His father, a prominent athlete in his youth, ran the barber shop at the Winnipeg Grain Exchange, and his mother worked occasionally as a hairdresser. Army trained as a mechanic, but bronchitis, pneumonia, and tuberculosis afflicted all six Howard children, and from early 1908 into 1909 he spent seventeen months in a TB sanatorium in Colorado Springs. He recovered and returned to Winnipeg, where he played catcher for the Crescent Creamery baseball team. In a commemorative photograph, someone clumsily retouched Army’s image to lighten his skin and straighten his hair. He also began training and competing with the North End Amateur Athletic Club.

At six feet and three inches, Army was much taller than his fellow athletes. People described his running style as “gangly.” It might have looked awkward, but it always put him at the finish line well ahead of his competitors. He won the Olympic trials in the 100- and 200-metre dashes with ease and headed off to compete in the 1912 games in Stockholm, Sweden. A proud man, Army complained to the press that he wasn’t allowed to stay with the other athletes when the team mustered in Montréal because the hotel refused to accept a Black man. While his White teammates stayed in the hotel, he was sent to a shack near the train station.

Army’s willingness to speak up about the racism he encountered displeased Walter Knox, the Canadian team’s coach and manager. Knox told reporters that “the coloured boy was outspoken and disobedient.” (Knox was not alone in describing Army, then twenty-four years old, as a “boy.” An article in the Toronto Star about Army and the renowned Indigenous distance runner Tom Longboat repeatedly referred to Army as “the coloured boy” and was headlined “The Coloured Boy and the Indian.”) Army, the press reported, had “a swelled head and refus[ed] to accept instruction.” For his part, Army explained that Knox wanted him to train morning and afternoon, while Army felt, not unreasonably, that his performances in the last two years had ably proved that he knew what he needed to do to win. According to news reports, the team responded to his self-confidence with racist mockery. “The real fun of the team is Army Howard, nicknamed Smoke,” one paper reported. “He is [so] absolutely confident that he will be returned world champion that efforts to try to convince him otherwise or that he is up against the world’s best is absolutely useless and that is the fun.”

Army arrived in Stockholm only to face efforts to keep him out of the Olympics, and it’s hard not to suspect that Walter Knox played a part in the attempts to disqualify him. First the Swedes protested that he no longer qualified as an amateur athlete, having run against a professional sprinter in South Africa in 1909. Army was aware of the importance of maintaining his amateur status. That June, Tom Longboat had bet Army $500 that he could beat him in the 100 yards, the 800 yards, and the mile. At first Army had been willing to take up the challenge provided no money was involved, knowing that if he won it could jeopardize his Olympic eligibility. In the end, he’d declined to participate at all, worried that even without a cash prize he’d land in trouble with the Amateur Athletic Union of Canada. When Army proved that his amateur status had been reinstated, attention turned to an incident in 1911, in which Army, having won first place in a race, took money from the organizers, crossed the street, and bought the prize listed in the program. Only hours before the 100-metre heats, the races that determined which athletes would compete in the final, did Army at last receive official approval to run.

“NEGRO HOWARD WON HIS HEAT FOR CANADIAN TEAM,” proclaimed a Winnipeg headline. “The real surprise was in the 100 metres when Army Howard, coloured, of Winnipeg, won the 13th heat,” the paper reported. “It was thought he didn’t have a chance.”

Unfortunately, after this heat Army came down with a severe stomach ailment. According to some accounts, Army, unwelcome to eat with the White athletes, prepared his own meals in his room, something that could have caused food poisoning. Whatever the reason, he could barely carry himself to the starting line for the semifinal. He’d recovered for the 200-metre heats and “Winnipeg’s speed merchant,” the “dusky boy,” won easily. He did not, however, qualify for the final. Two other runners, both of whom Army had defeated at the Eaton Meet in Toronto, won the gold medals in the 100 and 200.

He returned to Winnipeg and continued to race, winning Canada’s national championships in Vancouver in 1913 in both the 100 yards and the 220 yards. That summer he intended to serve as best man at the wedding of his friend, John Morrison. Army arrived in a suit and a straw hat, but the minister refused to let a Black man in the church. Denied the opportunity to participate in the ceremony but wanting to give his friend a meaningful keepsake to mark the occasion, Army gave his Olympic competitor’s medal to John.


[image: A black and white photograph of Army Howard standing in front of a wood-panelled building. He wears a wool doubled-breasted suit, a white high-collared shirt, and a straw hat. His hands are tucked inside the vest’s pockets.]

Army Howard photographed in 1913 outside the church where he expected to serve as best man at John Morrison’s wedding. (Courtesy of John Morrison)



Army enlisted as a member of the Canadian Railway Troops on April 12, 1918. He’d tried to enlist in 1914, but the Canadian army refused to accept Blacks until the war’s high number of casualties forced its hand. He arrived in Liverpool on August 3 and served as a stretcher bearer in hospitals as part of the Canadian Army Medical Corps. Like other Black soldiers, he remained in England long after the war’s end; the last to go overseas were the last to return. During his time in England, Army competed in military athletic events, including the 1919 Inter-Allied Games in Paris (a one-off event open to military personnel from the allied armed forces) where he won a bronze medal, and he met Edith, my grandmother.


[image: A black and white photograph of three sprinters at the starting line on a track. In the middle is Army Howard, who stands straight with his hands clasped. He wears a vest with a maple leaf on it and running shorts. Two uniformed officers stand in front of a crowd of people sitting on bleachers in the background.]

Army Howard in the men’s 100-metre heats at the 1919 Inter-Allied Games in Paris (Canada. Dept. of National Defence/Library and Archives Canada)



When Army returned to Winnipeg he found it impossible to obtain employment, and when Edith and my mother joined him, racial censure kept them homeless. Edith’s farming background convinced them they could make a go of it homesteading, and they set off for Ste. Rose du Lac, about 250 kilometres northwest of Winnipeg. But even in a remote rural area this mixed-race family was not welcome. The people of the community pelted them with stones and other debris before they’d even unpacked their wagon, and they fled. For eight days they travelled north on bumpy roads and rough tracks, and sometimes no track at all, swatting away the flies and mosquitoes. Eventually they settled on land they could claim as their own. Three years later, the Manitoba Department of Mines and Natural Resources issued a certificate of title for the ten acres that they owned between Dauphin Lake and Lake Manitoba.

They had to clear the land, build a house, and chop enough logs to see them through the winter. But soon, Army left Edith and their baby and returned to Winnipeg for occasional paid work as a porter on the Canadian National Railway. He also coached boxing for extra cash.

Nothing in Edith’s life had prepared her to eke out an existence in the wilderness of northern Manitoba while tending to a baby, but somehow she learned to cope. She made friends at the Crane River Indian Reservation six miles away, and they taught her to make bannock, set traps, and dig seneca root to sell to a pharmaceutical company. In 1921, Army bought hewn logs from the O-Chi-Chak-Ko-Sipi nation and with their help built a sturdier home with dovetail construction. Gradually, he broke up the ten acres for cultivation and livestock space.

In August 1923 their second daughter, Cornelia, was born, delivered by Edith’s O-Chi-Chak-Ko-Sipi friend, Mrs. Boate. Later that year the rail line reached as far north as Rorketon, and an English family came to live within two and a half miles of Army and Edith’s home. They lasted only eight months, but they left behind a cow, the Howards’ first livestock. In 1924, Edith gave birth to a boy, but he died within a year. When Kathleen Emma was ready to be born in 1926, Edith travelled the twenty-five miles to Rorketon for the delivery.

Railways, better roads, and electricity made life in the north more bearable. When Army was home, he worked tirelessly at chopping logs and digging seneca root, but he always returned to Winnipeg for paid work on the CNR, and Edith began spending more and more of her time with the young men who came north to string electricity lines and build roads. In 1928, she gave birth to a fourth daughter, a blonde baby with blue eyes named Caroline — clearly not Army’s child. Around this time, Army left the family and moved permanently to Winnipeg, leaving Edith and the girls on their own.

Who knows how long this situation might have continued had Gurley, one of Army’s sisters, not become aware that Edith was routinely leaving her children alone for hours at a time. Edith would cook a pot of porridge, leave it on the stove, tell nine-year-old Elsie to look after her younger sisters, and vanish. Elsie, a silent child who had not spoken until she was four, should have been in school. Gurley alerted school authorities, and city officials forcibly moved Edith and her girls into town.

At first Edith and her daughters settled in a small shack on 2nd Avenue North in Dauphin. Edith cleaned the offices in a medical building at night and spent her days cleaning houses. Elsie and Cornelia, known as Connie, started school, probably at least a couple of years behind everyone else in their classes. In the summers, Edith and her daughters worked as cooks and kitchen help for harvesting crews. They became used to long days of hard work, and Edith began keeping Elsie at work long after the September term began. It wasn’t long before Elsie dropped out of school altogether to do seasonal work, take care of her younger siblings, and work as a domestic. Connie refused to accept Elsie’s authority, fought with Edith, and frequently ran away.

When Elsie was fifteen, Connie was thirteen, and Kathleen (Kay) was only nine, Edith left them and went to live with Happy Sumpton, a forty-nine-year-old railway conductor. Like Edith, Sumpton was already married to someone else, and he had several children. Only Caroline, the White child, went with her mother. Elsie became a live-in housekeeper. Connie was sent to the local girls’ training and reform school, where at least she learned some useful skills, such as how to type. Kay’s grade four teacher took her in and raised her until she finished high school. Unfortunately, this meant that Kay lived across the street from her mother and her youngest sister, and her mother and sister ignored her completely.

Toward the end of the 1930s, Edith was hospitalized for tuberculosis. She spent fifteen months resting and breathing in the fresh air at the Ninette Sanatorium on Pelican Lake, and in 1942 she married Happy Sumpton and moved with him and Caroline to Winnipeg.

Army Howard, meanwhile, had died of pneumonia in 1937; although Edith was still his legal wife at the time, his sister Gurley and his fellow railway porters arranged his funeral and tended to his affairs. The following year, one of his close friends, a fellow porter, made a trip to Dauphin to check up on Army’s daughters. His name was Harry Vincent Jerome.


[image: Context Break]

If growing up we knew little of our mother’s background, we knew even less about our father. I regret now that I didn’t ask him more questions about himself when he was alive, but the truth is he didn’t know much about his early history and was never sure of his exact birth date, guessing that he was born on May 15, 1904, or possibly on that day in 1902. His parents’ names were Harry and Margaret Jerome, and they named him after his father. I don’t know what happened to his parents, but by age nine, Dad was on his own. Many decades later, as he was approaching retirement and wanting to prove his age, he directed inquiries to the birth registries in Boston, Massachusetts; Dartmouth, Nova Scotia; and Detroit, Michigan. It was in these cities that he remembered first earning a living shining shoes and selling newspapers.

What we knew without any doubt was that our father was a most gentle and loving man. He raised neither his voice nor his hand to his children. He took great pride in a clean and neat appearance: his shoes were immaculately polished; his long, tapered fingers held finely shaped nails that were manicured and never dirty. He had rich brown skin, and he kept his nappy hair under a tight stocking at night to somewhat flatten it. He hung his clothes meticulously to prevent creasing and was most proud of the shoes he bought just prior to my older brother’s birth, and which Dad was still wearing thirty-five years later.

He had little formal education, but Dad loved music and books. He especially prized the works of Herman Melville, and he quoted a lot of Shakespeare. Above all other literature, he held the poetry of Walt Whitman dearest. He brought home the Saturday Evening Post, Time, and Life magazines discarded by his passengers. His vocabulary reflected a level of knowledge far above his formal experience or servile position.

I don’t know exactly when or how our dad came to Canada, a country with an Immigration Act that for decades tried to keep out as many people of colour as possible. Black men were welcomed only so that they could work as sleeping car porters on our national railways. They carried luggage, turned down beds, polished shoes, served refreshments, and did just about anything else the White passengers demanded, always hoping for tips. Dad worked hard and with pride in an often demeaning job that, although considered a good job for a Black man, paid poor wages. There were long days without sleep, and long absences from his children. Worst of all, perhaps, was the constant condescension and racial slurs. All too often delighting in their superiority over the Black men carrying their bags, passengers often addressed Dad and his fellow porters as “blackie” or “boy.”

Dad was at least sixteen years older than our mother, and he had been a Catholic until he divorced his first wife, some years before our parents met. In 1939, though not yet married, our parents moved to Prince Albert, Saskatchewan, as that was the layover point of his railway run. They rented a small house and developed some close friendships.

When their first child, Harry Winston Jerome, came into the world on September 30, 1940, at Holy Cross Hospital the nuns were delighted that he was born on St. Jerome’s Day. Judging by the pride with which our dad told of this wonderful event, again and again for the remainder of his life, the thrill for him never diminished.

Eleven days after Harry’s birth, our parents purchased and moved to their first home in the community of East Kildonan, a suburb of Winnipeg. Winnipeg, the hub of transportation, offered opportunities for better railway runs. Over the next few years my mother’s sisters, Kay and Connie, lived with my parents and sorted out their lives as young single women. Dad supported them until they found jobs and could live independently in the big city.

With the Second World War raging in Europe and Canada calling up its youth, Connie enlisted in the Canadian Women’s Army Corps. Soon after, she met and eventually married Harold Pitts, a young Winnipeg Black man also in the military. Their first child, Brian, was born in 1942. In 1945, just five months after the birth of their second child, Eddy, Uncle Harold fell from the back of an army truck and was fatally injured. Eventually, Connie left her sons with her mother-in-law, married a White man, and moved to Chicago. Kay, too, ended up in Chicago. Connie, light-skinned and straight-haired, divorced herself from her blackness, passing for White and living in a part of Chicago where Black people were only seen if they were servants or delivery people. Later, while married to her second husband, Connie lived in Wisconsin, still passing as a White woman. Her son Eddy remembers that she infrequently returned to Winnipeg to visit with him and Brian, and they had no sense that she was their mother. She’d sit on the opposite side of the living room from them, and they thought of her as a distant aunt.

Kay, on the other hand, embraced her Blackness. She moved to Chicago because Gurley, her father’s sister, had opened a seamstress’s shop on State Street, and Kay wanted to know her father’s family. In one of Chicago’s Black neighbourhoods, she found many Howard relatives, married a Black man from the south named Jessie, and had two daughters. She earned a degree in education and became a teacher, and later completed two master’s degrees. Kay, an energetic and often outspoken woman, worked in the anti-poverty and better-housing movements with Reverend Jesse Jackson.

These two sisters lived very different lives in the same city, perpetuating the estrangement that began when Edith chose a man who despised Blacks over her Black daughters. Elsie, my mother, made her own choice. She married a Black man and raised Black children, but she always insisted that she was White, and she never told us about her Black father, despite the presence of two large silver trophies bearing his name that lay half-hidden in the back of a linen closet.





Chapter 2

My earliest memories of my family are of our home in St. Boniface, where my parents and Harry moved after a couple of years in East Kildonan. Carolyn was born there in 1942, I followed two years later, and then, in 1945, my brother Barton was born. I remember our rather large home at 139 Enfield Crescent and the French school just across the lane where Harry did grade one. This was a school that met the needs of the French enclave of the city. Since our family spoke not a word of French and no instruction was given in English, he did very poorly. The next year, Harry started grade one for a second time, at an English school, Queen Elizabeth Elementary, and for the rest of his school days he was one grade behind for his age.


[image: A black and white photograph of Carolyn, Harry, and Valerie as young children sitting shoulder to shoulder and smiling at the camera. Harry sits between his two sisters. Carolyn and Valerie both wear similar white dresses with puffy sleeves and Harry wears a long-sleeved shirt and black pants. They all have curly hair.]

(left to right) Carolyn, Harry, and me. Harry looks to be around six, Carolyn is four, and I am two. When we lived in Winnipeg, Dad had our portrait taken every year. Our mother later destroyed most of the family photographs. This one survived as part of Barton’s collection.



We grew a large vegetable garden in the backyard. Carolyn and I spent a lot of time skipping rope, and she was so adept that she could bounce a lacrosse ball while she skipped and sang each routine’s song. At the end of our block was a nuns’ residence, and sometimes we wandered down to visit with them. Harry had a good friend, Stanley, who lived across the street. Harry joined Cub Scouts, donning the first of many uniforms he would wear in his lifetime. But too often we heard talk of upsetting or shameful incidents that had befallen our family’s friends, the Durhams. Tilman Durham was Black and worked as a porter, and his wife, Sadie, was White. We could see that they really loved each other. Sadie’s left hand was small and grew just below the elbow joint. Sadie always spoke kindly to us, and she tried to cajole our mother into not being so volatile and reactive. The Durhams had so many children that they were truly impoverished, and they seemed to experience a never-ending list of traumas: fires, car accidents, scaldings, illnesses. They lived downtown in a rundown home that horrified me when we visited them. I was always so relieved to go back to our quiet, clean street. The Durhams’ sons were so completely out of control that I was thankful that they didn’t live near us. But I did envy the way Tilman and Sadie treated each other, in contrast to the awful fights between my parents, which frightened me.

I remember a terrible argument one Sunday morning when I was about five. Dad had just come home from a trip and, in what I would come to recognize as a pattern, my mother began verbally assaulting him. In the midst of her rage, she grabbed a blue enamelled saucepan filled with corn soup off the stove and flung it across the room. At the same instant, Barton, who would have been almost four, came through the back door, directly in the path of this sharp-handled missile. The pot handle gouged the centre of his forehead. I can still see Dad gathering Barton’s little body up in his arms and carrying him out to the curb to wait for a taxi to take them to the hospital. Don’t ask me why no one called for an ambulance.

I don’t remember how long Barton stayed in hospital, only how fragile and vulnerable he was. That’s when my understanding of the ferocity within our mother began to grow, along with the knowledge that she could unleash it at any time, against any of us. That day’s events formed a nightmare that recurred throughout my childhood. I can still see my mother in her yellow chenille bathrobe, the blue-speckled enamel saucepan, and Barton’s small body. For many years, until I was well into adulthood, I believed that the troubles that plagued Barton his entire life began with this incident. He would stare at the floor, lost in his own little world, rocking back and forth, back and forth, for hours at a time. Then he began experiencing mild seizures. I don’t remember finding these episodes particularly traumatic, at least not at first: he’d tremble and fall to the floor and within minutes it would be over. But as he grew his seizures became more severe, and the violent wrenching of his small body was both frightening and heartbreaking to witness. By the time he was six his seizures would make his skin turn blue, nearly purple, his rigid limbs thrash and flail, and saliva foam at his lips. His eyes would roll back until only white could be seen between his flickering eyelids.

But in his preschool years, when his seizures were still mild and infrequent, it wasn’t apparent that he was what was called slow. Carloyn, Harry, and I were continually told to watch Barton when we were out playing. He was such a cute kid. My sister and I treated him as if he were a fragile doll when we pulled him along the sidewalks in his red wagon. He had loose, almost blond curls, whereas we older three had tight nappy hair. Mine was almost red, while Carolyn’s and Harry’s was black, like our dad’s. Our skin colour ranged from oldest to youngest, with Harry being the darkest and Barton the most fair. In terms of our society’s standards, Barton looked better than the three of us, even if he was stunted intellectually.

Although our mother often suggested we move to a cheaper part of town where we’d be closer to the Durhams, Dad was always concerned about sparing us some of the negative influences of less stable communities. Tilman and Sadie had lost one child to a traffic accident on the busy street outside their home and two others in house fires. We were supposedly safer in St. Boniface, and to help with expenses my parents rented out the very top room of our house.

One of our tenants, the reclusive Mrs. Betts, was a smoker, and one night when Dad was away, I woke to my mother’s horrific screaming. She yanked me from my bed and pitched me from the top of the staircase down to the main floor, where Carolyn and Harry stood shivering in their coats. Barton slid down the stairs just behind me. There could not have been much damage since I recall spending only one or two nights in the home of our next-door neighbour, Mrs. Ball, before we went home again. Mrs. Betts was evicted the next day. Although I never actually saw or even smelled the fire that night, fear of fire stayed with me for a long time.

Music always featured in our home life. Collecting 78 rpm records by his favourite singers was not something Dad could often afford, but he was proud of the old recordings he had of Lily Pons, Lena Horne, Marion Anderson, Louis Armstrong, Paul Robeson, and other renowned Black artists, and he loved to sing. He regularly travelled to the United States, and he would bring back records for us, usually stories set to music.

Harry didn’t play any organized sports at this time, probably because there weren’t any close by to join. But sports were occasionally talked about in the context of what was reported on the radio. In spite of the enormous talents of Black athletes, Blacks weren’t allowed to play in the major leagues of baseball in the United States. The Negro Leagues brimmed with amazing athleticism, and their teams toured the United States and Canada. The players would billet in private homes because hotels refused to accept them. In 1945 the “End Jim Crow in Baseball” movement formed in New York City, and it took two years of lobbying and protesting before Branch Rickey, president of the Brooklyn Dodgers, signed a contract with Jackie Robinson.

Dad was far more interested in Jackie Robinson breaking the colour barrier in baseball than he was in the great hero’s athletic accomplishments. For my brother, as with most kids, it was the excitement of the plays described on the radio broadcasts rather than the politics of desegregation that caught his attention, but the fact that a Black athlete was accepted into professional baseball probably influenced Harry’s future pursuits in that sport.

In 1948, Canada’s Barbara Ann Scott won the Olympic gold medal in figure skating. I remember jubilation and joy in our household over this exciting performance, and when her post-Olympic tour reached Winnipeg, our mother took Harry and Carolyn to see her. When Harry returned home, he spoke of the Olympics as if he had seen the real thing. He retained a lifelong love of ice skating and hockey, although it would take several more decades for Blacks to have much presence in the NHL, long after Canada’s Willie O’Ree became the first Black player in the NHL in 1958.

The summer when I was five years old, our mother took the four of us to a large summer camp somewhere along one of the lakes north of Winnipeg. Harry stayed in a cabin with a group of older boys, and we younger three were in a separate cabin with our mother. We were the only Blacks at the camp, but we lived in a White neighbourhood so we were used to being the only Blacks. And then, after about three days, we were told that our behaviour would not be tolerated and that we had to leave.


[image: A black and white photograph of Valerie’s mother with her four children in front of her. Carolyn and Valerie are on the left and Barton and Harry on the right. They are standing on a grassy area, and behind them are a couple trees and a bridge.]

With our mother at our ill-fated trip to a summer camp. I’m on the left with Carolyn just behind me. Barton is in front of Harry.



We stood in a hushed silence, feeling shamed and disgraced, as we waited on the platform for the train back to Winnipeg. I was baffled. Only once we were on the train, our hastily packed belongings stuffed into the overhead racks, did our unhappy mother explain that the boys in Harry’s cabin had taunted him with a barrage of racial slurs every night until he’d finally retaliated physically. There wasn’t evidence of an injury, but what Harry had done was unacceptable, and the apology offered wasn’t sufficient to allow us to stay for the week we had paid for. Later, when I became a Brownie and then a Girl Guide, I never wanted to go to the summer camps. Harry, however, continued to go to camp outings as a Cub Scout and to a camp for newspaper delivery boys, and with the help of his friends, he learned to deal with his tormentors.

As a Winnipeg Cub Scout Harry endured a humiliation he never spoke of at home. I only learned about it long after his death, when I was at a track meet in 2001 and a woman in a trench coat approached me to say that she’d led Harry’s troop. Without any embarrassment, she told me how she’d enjoyed “teasing Harry about his colour.” Meetings always started with inspection, where everyone stood at attention while the troop leader examined them and their uniforms. When the young boys held out their hands for her scrutiny, turning them over to show her that they were clean, she would pretend that Harry had failed. “Dirty!” she would proclaim, evoking laughter from the troop, who soon learned to anticipate my nine-year-old brother’s weekly failure to render his flesh white. She truly thought I would find her recollection of the role she played in teaching Harry his place in the world as amusing as she still did, so many decades later. I could only stare at her in shock.

While Harry spent his time outdoors with his friends, I spent most of my time with Carolyn. And when she was at school, I spent my time playing with dolls and pulling Barton around in his wagon. Once, while piggybacking Barton down the staircase, I jumped down the last three steps. I fell with a crash and broke my collar bone. But my complaints to our mother about the pain went unheeded. The break wasn’t diagnosed until about ten days later and only then because all of us had chicken pox and a doctor came to the house to treat us.

I looked forward to the days when I could go to school. I was anxious to escape the fighting that went on whenever Dad came home from his run, but I was also keen to do schoolwork. I had learned to read the Dick and Jane pre-primers and thought I would be so grown-up if I could go off and do hard work like printing and writing. Ironically, on my first day I was so frightened that I howled my head off, and my mother took me home before the lessons began.

Although Dad made a small wage, I don’t recall feeling as though we were poor. There was always plenty of food, and our mother did all the cooking and quite a lot of baking. I especially remember the Christmas cakes, the batter for which was mixed in a huge quantity in the enamel baby bathtub. Later, when we lived in North Vancouver, Dad would bring home crates of fruit from his runs to the Okanagan, and my mother would preserve them. I fondly remember the large blue steamer that held eight or ten jars at a time, bubbling and steaming on the stove. And at the end of the day rows of two or three dozen jars of peaches (my favourite), pears, or Bing cherries would be cooling on the counter.

We seemed to have adequate clothing, which I remember as mostly new. Our mother sewed well and made most of our dresses. Dad was proud that he had bought a top-of-the-line Singer sewing machine with which she transformed cotton flour sacks into respectable wear as easily as she could store-bought fabric. My sister and I wore blue tunics to school, which were the prescribed uniform. I didn’t wear my sister’s hand-me-downs as we were always the same size. Our winter clothing was great, thick, bulky stuff, sometimes called Red River coats, that weighed a ton but kept out the icy chill of the Manitoba winters. At no time did my parents own a car, so we were always dressed for waiting at bus stops or walking to our destinations.

We walked to and from school. As a six-year-old it seemed to me that our walk was a very long one. After the first few weeks, Harry and Carolyn walked with their friends, and I walked with mine. This new independence surprised everyone, since they thought of me as timid. One frigid afternoon in
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