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Introduction

FOR MORE THAN a century, the American South has been recognized as a region blessed with a wealth of literary talent and subject matter. While that reputation has been based primarily on its many fine novelists and short story writers (and, to a lesser extent, its poets), southern soil has also proven fertile ground for the flowering of a rich autobiographical tradition that is stronger today than it has ever been. The same deep-rooted “sense of place” that allowed William Faulkner to create his microcosm of the South, the fictional Yoknapatawpha County, has also provided the impulse and materials for southern autobiographers and memoirists to present their lives, and to do so in ways that call attention to their intimate knowledge of place. As Eudora Welty has written, “Place absorbs our earliest notice and attention, it bestows on us our original awareness; and our critical powers spring up from the study of it and the growth of experience inside it.”1 With few exceptions, autobiographical writing in the South gives proof to Welty’s claim, providing an occasion for the author to reflect upon the ways in which his or her identity has been shaped by its attachment to a specific southern locale.

But “place” signifies much more than mere geographical location. When William Alexander Percy begins Lanterns on the Levee: Recollections of a Planter’s Son with the words, “My country is the Mississippi Delta, the river country,” he implies that his sense of personal identity is intimately intertwined with both the physical and cultural landscape of the Delta, with its rhythms of speech, its patterns of social interaction, its history—even its cuisine. Thus, in order to fully appreciate the degree to which the selections in this anthology present located lives, we must pay attention to the subtle links that are drawn between the lay of the land and the manners of the people who inhabit that land. Nevertheless, not all of the writers represented in Southern Selves identify so easily as Percy seems to with the communities into which they were born. Strict and often violent enforcement of the racial status quo and (to a lesser though no less pervasive extent) rigid expectations concerning gender roles and class position remind us that “place” can also connote a fixed position in a racial or social hierarchy. Therefore, many of the selections in Southern Selves represent the author’s effort to reject the place he or she had been assigned. Paradoxically, such an effort requires the author to describe in a convincingly detailed manner the ways in which individuals are kept in their “places,” and in order to accomplish this he or she must speak as an insider, one who is intimately familiar with the full range of his or her home community’s methods of social control.

No group has had more at stake in resisting its “place” in the South than African Americans, whose literature has its primary sources in the slave narrative. The basic plot pattern of oppression, acquisition of literacy, then flight to the North that can be found in the writings of Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs has been mirrored in the lives of so many other southern-born blacks that its narrative structure can be traced in most of the classic writings—fiction as well as non-fiction—by African Americans. Although most autobiographies by African Americans conclude with the narrator’s escape from a benighted South, resistance to white racism takes other forms as well, one of which is the strong bonds formed within the African-American community. From Zora Neale Hurston’s Eatonville, Florida (according to Hurston, the first incorporated all-black township in the U.S.), to Maya Angelou’s Stamps, Arkansas, to Clifton Taulbert’s Glen Allan, Mississippi, we find close-knit communities held together in times of joy and adversity by storytelling, feasting, and, most importantly, religious worship.

Though their situation was vastly preferable to that of most African Americans, many white female autobiographers and memoirists have used life-writing as an opportunity to articulate their frustrations with the rigid expectations concerning gender roles in the traditional South. In fact, the assumption that southern ladies did not engage in public discourse stifled the development of an autobiographical tradition among this group of southerners until the beginning of the twentieth century, long after women in other parts of the country had found public voices. From turn-of-the-century suffragist Belle Kearney to literary iconoclast Evelyn Scott to antisegregationists Lillian Smith and Katherine Du Pre Lumpkin, we find privileged women who struggle against patriarchy by deconstructing the image of the southern belle and exposing the paternalistic logic that had positioned them as desexualized icons of white southern culture. Nowhere is the task of toppling the image of the southern belle handled with such biting humor as in Florence King’s aptly titled Confessions of a Failed Southern Lady, where we observe a grandmother who polishes silver daily, worshiping at the altar of southern shintoism and obsessing about the family tendency to “fallen wombs.”

If many of the white female writers in this collection have an axe to grind about the restrictions placed on women in southern society, quite a few of the white autobiographers, male and female, focus their attention on the negative effects of racism in the South. Perhaps the most noticeable pattern to be found in the autobiographies of white southern liberals is the confessional motif, in which painful memories of past racist sins are recounted as acts of expiation. Lillian Smith describes a long-repressed traumatic event from her childhood in which she was forced to recognize the hypocrisy of her parents’ profession of Christian values, while Willie Morris writes with unflinching honesty about the race-baiting he and his friends would engage in between baseball games and other forms of amusement. For Tim McLaurin, the recollection of a childhood interracial friendship becomes the medium in which he explores his own complicity in southern racism.

Many of the more recent examples of southern memoir can be classified as writer’s reminiscences. These works use the act of remembrance as a means of tracing the sources of the author’s art. For Eudora Welty, Zora Neale Hurston, Harry Crews, and Reynolds Price, it is the sounds they grew up with, the voices of loved ones and neighbors, that provide the inspiration to write, and it is to those voices—and the stories they told—that they have turned as professional writers. Hurston writes that “the store porch was the most interesting place I could think of,” for that was the hub of verbal activity in the community: “Men sat around on boxes and benches and passed this world and the next one through their mouths. The right and the wrong, the who, when and why was passed on, and nobody doubted their conclusions.” For others like Richard Wright and Kaye Gibbons, voices play a significant role, but it is also their formative experiences with books that these authors reflect upon, as (in a scene from Black Boy not excerpted in Southern Selves) when Wright discovers at the public library H. L. Mencken’s scathing denunciations of southern bigotry, or when Gibbons’s writerly sensibilities are awakened by the incongruities she finds in her first grade reader.

The writers presented in this collection come from a wide variety of subregions within the South, from the dirt hills of Arkansas to the coastal plains of the Carolinas, from the southern banks of the Chesapeake Bay to the marshlands of southcentral Florida. Collectively, they look at two centuries of life in the South from both sides of the color line, from feminine and masculine perspectives, and from various class positions. Yet, despite their diversity, all of the writers featured here either directly state or clearly imply that their sense of selfhood is shaped in important ways by the verbal and nonverbal language of the South. These are “southern” selves, then, not in the sense that there is some essential southern identity that makes the speakers of these accounts inherently different from narrators of memoirs and autobiographies written outside of the region, but because the authors have taken pains to trace their responses to social practices and cultural assumptions they associate with the South. Through the agency of the autobiographical “I,” each of the writers asserts the uniqueness of her or his own voice and experience, however representative of race, class, gender, or region that voice may be. In doing so they remind us that we are much more than assemblages of sociological data. The example of autobiography teaches us that through the power of words we have the capacity to imagine ourselves and, thus, our world in new ways.




1 Eudora Welty. “Place in Fiction.” In The Eye of the Story: Selected Essays and Reviews. New York: Random House, 1978, pp. 116–33.




James Agee
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1909–1955

The journalist, novelist, poet, and film and literature critic James Agee was born in Knoxville, Tennessee, just a few blocks from the campus of the University of Tennessee. Not long after the death of his father in an auto accident in 1916, an event that would haunt Agee for the rest of his short life and provide the backdrop for his novel A Death in the Family (1957), Agee’s mother moved the family to the campus of St. Andrew’s School, an Episcopalian academy atop Monteagle Mountain in Sewanee, Tennessee. There Agee had the good fortune to fall under the influence of his mentor and lifelong friend Father Flye, who helped the boy cultivate his appreciation and mastery of the written word. After completing his high school education at Phillips Academy in Exeter, New Hampshire, Agee attended Harvard, receiving his degree in 1932. In 1936, while working at Fortune magazine, he convinced his superiors to let him write an article about the plight of southern tenant farmers. With the photographer Walker Evans, he traveled to Alabama and lived briefly with a family of sharecroppers. But when Agee became absorbed in his research and kept expanding the scope and length of the “article,” Fortune dropped the project, which ultimately became Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941). Had he timed the book to appear sooner, he might have avoided the lackluster response that greeted this experimental blend of documentary history, social commentary, and autobiography; at the onset of World War II, however, many readers had lost interest in the subject of class struggle in the U.S. A victim of chronic depression, Agee struggled with the manuscript of A Death in the Family while earning his living as a screenwriter and as a feature writer and film and book reviewer for prestigious national publications like Nation, Life, and Time. Two years after his death, Agee was posthumously awarded the Pulitzer Prize for A Death in the Family, which his editors pulled together from the nearly completed manuscript he left behind.

“Knoxville: Summer, 1915” was originally published in the Partisan Review in 1938, but it also appears as a prologue to A Death in the Family. An unusual piece that resists generic classification, its autobiographical dimensions are unmistakable. In 1948, American composer Samuel Barber premiered “Knoxville: Summer of 1915,” a musical piece for strings and voice inspired by Agee’s reminiscence.

FROM A Death in the Family

KNOXVILLE: SUMMER 1915

WE ARE TALKING now of summer evenings in Knoxville, Tennessee, in the time that I lived there so successfully disguised to myself as a child. It was a little bit mixed sort of block, fairly solidly lower middle class, with one or two juts apiece on either side of that. The houses corresponded: middle-sized gracefully fretted wood houses built in the late nineties and early nineteen hundreds, with small front and side and more spacious back yards, and trees in the yards, and porches. These were softwooded trees, poplars, tulip trees, cottonwoods. There were fences around one or two of the houses, but mainly the yards ran into each other with only now and then a low hedge that wasn’t doing very well. There were few good friends among the grown people, and they were not poor enough for the other sort of intimate acquaintance, but everyone nodded and spoke, and even might talk short times, trivially, and at the two extremes of the general or the particular, and ordinarily nextdoor neighbors talked quite a bit when they happened to run into each other, and never paid calls. The men were mostly small businessmen, one or two very modestly executives, one or two worked with their hands, most of them clerical, and most of them between thirty and forty-five.

But it is of these evenings, I speak.

Supper was at six and was over by half past. There was still daylight, shining softly and with a tarnish, like the lining of a shell; and the carbon lamps lifted at the corners were on in the light, and the locusts were started, and the fire flies were out, and a few frogs were flopping in the dewy grass, by the time the fathers and the children came out. The children ran out first hell bent and yelling those names by which they were known; then the fathers sank out leisurely in crossed suspenders, their collars removed and their necks looking tall and shy. The mothers stayed back in the kitchen washing and drying, putting things away, recrossing their traceless footsteps like the lifetime journeys of bees, measuring out the dry cocoa for breakfast. When they came out they had taken off their aprons and their skirts were dampened and they sat in rockers on their porches quietly.

It is not of the games children play in the evening that I want to speak now, it is of a contemporaneous atmosphere that has little to do with them: that of the fathers of families, each in his space of lawn, his shirt fishlike pale in the unnatural light and his face nearly anonymous, hosing their lawns. The hoses were attached at spigots that stood out of the brick foundations of the houses. The nozzles were variously set but usually so there was a long sweet stream of spray, the nozzle wet in the hand, the water trickling the right forearm and the peeled-back cuff, and the water whishing out a long loose and low-curved cone, and so gentle a sound. First an insane noise of violence in the nozzle, then the still irregular sound of adjustment, then the smoothing into steadiness and a pitch as accurately tuned to the size and style of stream as any violin. So many qualities of sound out of one hose: so many choral differences out of those several hoses that were in earshot. Out of any one hose, the almost dead silence of the release, and the short still arch of the separate big drops, silent as a held breath, and the only noise the flattering noise on leaves and the slapped grass at the fall of each big drop. That, and the intense hiss with the intense stream; that, and that same intensity not growing less but growing more quiet and delicate with the turn of the nozzle, up to that extreme tender whisper when the water was just a wide bell of film. Chiefly, though, the hoses were set much alike, in a compromise between distance and tenderness of spray (and quite surely a sense of art behind this compromise, and a quiet deep joy, too real to recognize itself), and the sounds therefore were pitched much alike; pointed by the snorting start of a new hose; decorated by some man playful with the nozzle; left empty, like God by the sparrow’s fall, when any single one of them desists: and all, though near alike, of various pitch; and in this unison. These sweet pale streamings in the light lift out their pallors and their voices all together, mothers hushing their children, the hushing unnaturally prolonged, the men gentle and silent and each snaillike withdrawn into the quietude of what he singly is doing, the urination of huge children stood loosely military against an invisible wall, and gentle happy and peaceful, tasting the mean goodness of their living like the last of their suppers in their mouths; while the locusts carry on this noise of hoses on their much higher and sharper key. The noise of the locust is dry, and it seems not to be rasped or vibrated but urged from him as if through a small orifice by a breath that can never give out. Also there is never one locust but an illusion of at least a thousand. The noise of each locust is pitched in some classic locust range out of which none of them varies more than two full tones: and yet you seem to hear each locust discrete from all the rest, and there is a long, slow, pulse in their noise, like the scarcely defined arch of a long and high set bridge. They are all around in every tree, so that the noise seems to come from nowhere and everywhere at once, from the whole shell heaven, shivering in your flesh and teasing your eardrums, the boldest of all the sounds of night. And yet it is habitual to summer nights, and is of the great order of noises, like the noises of the sea and of the blood her precocious grandchild, which you realize you are hearing only when you catch yourself listening. Meantime from low in the dark, just outside the swaying horizons of the hoses, conveying always grass in the damp of dew and its strong green-black smear of smell, the regular yet spaced noises of the crickets, each a sweet cold silver noise threenoted, like the slipping each time of three matched links of a small chain.

But the men by now, one by one, have silenced their hoses and drained and coiled them. Now only two, and now only one, is left, and you see only ghostlike shirt with the sleeve garters, and sober mystery of his mild face like the lifted face of large cattle enquiring of your presence in a pitchdark pool of meadow; and now he too is gone; and it has become that time of evening when people sit on their porches, rocking gently and talking gently and watching the street and the standing up into their sphere of possession of the trees, of birds hung havens, hangars. People go by; things go by. A horse, drawing a buggy, breaking his hollow iron music on the asphalt; a loud auto; a quiet auto; people in pairs, not in a hurry, scuffling, switching their weight of aestival body, talking casually, the taste hovering over them of vanilla, strawberry, pasteboard and starched milk, the image upon them of lovers and horsemen, squared with clowns in hueless amber. A street car raising its iron moan; stopping, belling and starting; stertorous; rousing and raising again its iron increasing moan and swimming its gold windows and straw seats on past and past and past, the bleak spark crackling and cursing above it like a small malignant spirit set to dog its tracks; the iron whine rises on rising speed; still risen, faints; halts; the faint stinging bell; rises again, still fainter; fainting, lifting, lifts, faints forgone: forgotten. Now is the night one blue dew.


Now is the night one blue dew, my father has drained, he has coiled the hose.

Low on the length of lawns, a frailing of fire who breathes.

Content, silver, like peeps of light, each cricket makes his comment over and over in the drowned grass.

A cold toad thumpily flounders.

Within the edges of damp shadows of side yards are hovering children nearly sick with joy of fear, who watch the unguarding of a telephone pole.

Around white carbon corner lamps bugs of all sizes are lifted elliptic, solar systems. Big hardshells bruise themselves, assailant: he is fallen on his back, legs squiggling.

Parents on porches: rock and rock: From damp strings morning glories: hang their ancient faces.

The dry and exalted noise of the locusts from all the air at once enchants my eardrums.



On the rough wet grass of the back yard my father and mother have spread quilts. We all lie there, my mother, my father, my uncle, my aunt, and I too am lying there. First we were sitting up, then one of us lay down, and then we all lay down, on our stomachs, or on our sides, or on our backs, and they have kept on talking. They are not talking much, and the talk is quiet, of nothing in particular, of nothing at all in particular, of nothing at all. The stars are wide and alive, they seem each like a smile of great sweetness, and they seem very near. All my people are larger bodies than mine, quiet, with voices gentle and meaningless like the voices of sleeping birds. One is an artist, he is living at home. One is a musician, she is living at home. One is my mother who is good to me. One is my father who is good to me. By some chance, here they are, all on this earth; and who shall ever tell the sorrow of being on this earth, lying, on quilts, on the grass, in a summer evening, among the sounds of the night. May God bless my people, my uncle, my aunt, my mother, my good father, oh, remember them kindly in their time of trouble; and in the hour of their taking away.

After a little I am taken in and put to bed. Sleep, soft smiling, draws me unto her: and those receive me, who quietly treat me, as one familiar and well-beloved in that home: but will not, oh, will not, not now, not ever; but will not ever tell me who I am.


Dorothy Allison
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(1949–   )

A native of Greenville, South Carolina, Dorothy Allison has emerged as an important and iconoclastic voice in contemporary southern writing. Whether cofounding a feminist bookstore in Tallahassee, Florida, directing a feminist credit union in Washington, D.C., or editing the journal Quest, A Feminist Quarterly, Allison has been an activist in the women’s and lesbian movements since early adulthood. She earned a master’s degree from the New School for Social Research in New York City before turning her attention to literary pursuits. Known primarily for her first novel, Bastard Out of Carolina (1992), which was nominated for the National Book Award and has recently been made into a film directed by Angelica Huston, Allison is an accomplished poet, essayist, and memoirist, as well as a fiction writer. Her other works include a collection of poems, The Women Who Hate Me (1983); a collection of short fiction, Trash (1985); a collection of personal essays, Skin: Talking About Sex, Class, & Literature (1994); and a memoir adapted from a spoken-word performance, Two or Three Things I Know for Sure (1995). Her most recent work is Cavedweller (1998), a novel about a single mother’s return to a spiteful and closed-minded small town in Georgia, where she struggles to reclaim and raise the daughters she abandoned over a decade earlier.

In part because the term “redneck” has always had a masculine emphasis, most writers who identify openly with lower- and working-class southern white identity have been men. Yet in her autobiographical writing and fiction alike, Dorothy Allison has added her voice to the growing number of authors who write from the perspective of the southern “poor white.” In the following selection, the essay “Gun Crazy” from Skin, she recalls her early fascination with firearms and her attraction to the masculine world of power they represent.

FROM Skin: Talking About Sex, Class & Literature

GUN CRAZY

WHEN WE WERE LITTLE, my sister and I would ride with the cousins in the back of my uncle Bo’s pickup truck when he drove us up into the foothills where we could picnic and the men could go shooting. I remember standing up behind the cab, watching the tree branches filter the bright Carolina sunshine, letting the wind push my hair behind me, and then wrestling with my cousin, Butch, until my aunt yelled at us to stop.

“Ya’ll are gonna fall out,” she was always screaming, but we never did.

Every stop sign we passed was pocked with bullet holes.

“Fast flying bees,” Uncle Jack told us with a perfectly serious expression.

“Hornets with lead in their tails,” Bo laughed.

MY MAMA’S YOUNGEST BROTHER, Bo, kept his guns, an ought-seven rifle and a lovingly restored old Parker shotgun, wrapped in a worn green army blanket. A fold of the blanket was loosely stitched down a third of its length to make a cloth bag, the only sewing Bo ever did in his life. He kept his cleaning kit—a little bag of patches and a plastic bottle of gun oil—in the blanket pouch with the guns. Some evenings he would spread the blanket out in front of the couch and sit there happily cleaning his guns slowly and thoroughly. All the while he would sip cold beer and talk about what a fine time a man could have with his weapons out in the great outdoors. “You got to sit still, perfectly still,” he’d say, nod, and sip again, then dab a little more gun oil on the patch he was running through the rifle barrel.

“Oh, you’re good at that,” someone would always joke.

“The man an’t never shot an animal once in his life,” Bo’s wife, Nessa, told us. “Shot lots of bottles, whiskey bottles, beer bottles, coke-cola bottles. The man’s one of the great all-time bottle destroyers.”

I grinned. Stop signs and bottles, paper targets and wooden fences. My uncles loved to shoot, it was true, but the only deer they ever brought home was one found drowned in a creek and another that Uncle Jack hit head-on one night when he was driving his Pontiac convertible with the busted headlights.

“LET ME help you,” I begged my uncle Bo one night when he had pulled out his blanket kit and started the ritual of cleaning his gun. I was eleven, shy but fearless. Bo just looked at me over the angle of the cigarette jutting out of the corner of his mouth. He shook his head.

“I’d be careful,” I blurted.

“Nessa, you hear this child?” Bo yelled in the direction of the kitchen and then turned back to me. “An’t no such thing as careful where girls and guns are concerned.” He took the cigarette out of his mouth and gave me another of those cool, distant looks. “You an’t got no business thinking about guns.”

“But I want to learn to shoot.”

He laughed a deep throaty laugh, coughed a little, then laughed again. “Girls don’t shoot,” he told me with a smile. “You can do lots of things, girl, but not shooting. That just an’t gonna happen.”

I glared at him and said, “I bet Uncle Jack will teach me. He knows how careful I can be.”

Bo shook his head and tucked the cigarette back in the corner of his mouth. “It an’t about careful, it’s about you’re a girl. You can whine and wiggle all you wont. An’t nobody in this family gonna teach you to shoot.” His face was stern, his smile completely gone. “That just an’t gonna happen.”

WHEN I WAS in high school my best girlfriend was Anne, whose mama worked in the records division at the local children’s hospital. One Sunday Anne invited me to go over to the woods out behind the mental hospital, to a hollow there where we could do some plinking.

“Plinking?”

“You know, plinking. Shooting bottles and cans.” She pushed her hair back off her face and smiled at me. “If there’s any water we’ll fill the bottles up and watch it shoot up when the glass breaks. That’s my favorite thing.”

“You got a gun?” My mouth was hanging open.

“Sure. Mama gave me a rifle for my birthday. Didn’t I tell you?”

“I don’t think so.” I looked away, so she wouldn’t see how envious I felt. Her mama had given her a gun for her sixteenth birthday! I had always thought Anne’s mama was something special, but that idea was simply amazing.

Anne’s mama refused to cook, smoked Marlboros continuously, left the room any time any of her three children mentioned their dead father, and drank cocktails every evening while leaning back in her Lazy-Boy lounge chair and wearing dark eyeshades. “Don’t talk to me,” she’d hiss between yellow stained teeth. “I got crazy people and drunken orderlies talking at me all day long. I come home, I want some peace and quiet.”

“My mama thinks a woman should be able to take care of herself,” Anne told me.

“Right,” I agreed. “She’s right.” Inside, I was seething with envy and excitement. Outside, I kept my face smooth and noncommittal. I wanted to shoot, wanted to shoot a shotgun like all my uncles, pepper stop signs and scare dogs. But I’d settle for a rifle, the kind of a rifle a woman like Anne’s mama would give her sixteen-year-old daughter.

[image: ]

THAT SUNDAY I watched closely as Anne slid a bullet into the chamber of her rifle and sighted down the gully to the paper target we had set up thirty feet away. Anne looked like Jane Fonda in Cat Ballou after she lost her temper—fierce, blonde, and competent. I swallowed convulsively and wiped sweaty palms on my jeans. I would have given both my big toes to have been able to stand like that, legs apart, feet planted, arms up, and the big rifle perfectly steady as the center circle target was fissured with little bullet holes.

Anne was myopic, skinny, completely obsessed with T.E. Lawrence, and neurotically self-conscious with boys, but holding that rifle tight to her shoulder and peppering the target, she looked different—older and far more interesting. She looked sexy, or maybe the gun looked sexy, I wasn’t sure. But I wanted that look. Not Anne, but the power. I wanted to hold a rifle steady, the stock butting my shoulder tightly while I hit the target dead center. My mouth went dry. Anne showed me how to aim the gun a little lower than the center of the target.

“It shoots a little high,” she said. “You got to be careful not to let it jump up when it fires.” She stood behind me and steadied the gun in my hands. I put the little notch at the peak of the barrel just under the target, tightened my muscles, and pulled the trigger. The rifle still jerked up a little, but a small hole appeared at the outer edge of the second ring of the target.

“Goddamn!” Anne crowed. “You got it, girl.” I let the barrel of the rifle drop down, the metal of the trigger guard smooth and warm under my hand.

You got to hold still, I thought. Perfectly still. I sighted along the barrel again, shifting the target notch to the right of the jars Anne had set up earlier. I concentrated, focused, felt my arm become rigid, stern and strong. I pulled back on the trigger slowly, squeezing steadily, the way in the movies they always said it was supposed to be done. The bottle exploded, water shooting out in a wide fine spray.

“Goddamn!” Anne shouted again. I looked over at her. Her glasses had slipped down on her nose and her hair had fallen forward over one eye. Sun shone on her sweaty nose and the polished whites of her teeth. She was staring at me like I had stared at her earlier, her whole face open with pride and delight.

Sexy, yeah. I pointed the barrel at the sky and let my mouth widen into a smile.

“Goddamn,” I said, and meant it with all my heart.


Maya Angelou

[image: ]

(1928–   )

Born Marguerite Johnson in St. Louis, Missouri, Maya Angelou and her brother spent most of their youth in Stamps, Arkansas, where they were raised by their paternal grandmother. Despite the painful lessons she learned in Stamps about racial prejudice in the South, she also learned through the example of her grandmother to take pride in herself and to appreciate the strong bonds that held together the African-American community in the small-town, segregated South. During the fifties, Angelou pursued a career in dance and theater, eventually touring twenty-two countries in the cast of Porgy and Bess before moving to Harlem in 1959, where she immersed herself in the burgeoning Black Arts movement. After living abroad for several years she returned to the States and continued to write and act for the stage and film. Her creative interests expanded into autobiography and poetry in the late sixties, and with the publication of I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings in 1970, she received resounding critical acclaim as a major new voice in American literature. The author of six volumes of poetry, she has been the Reynolds Professor of American Studies at Wake Forest University in North Carolina since 1981.

No other major writer in America today has engaged in the autobiographical act in such a sustained manner as Angelou, who has written, to date, five volumes of autobiography. I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings spans her early childhood to age sixteen, ending with the out-of-wedlock birth of her first son. Her life story is continued sequentially in Gather Together in My Name (1974), covering the period from age sixteen to nineteen, and Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry Like Christmas (1976), which traces her life up to the mid-1950s. The Heart of a Woman (1981) recounts her personal and artistic growth against the backdrop of the larger struggle for racial justice in the United States during the fifties and early sixties. And in All God’s Children Need Traveling Shoes (1986) she describes her years in Africa and the spiritual rebirth that occurs as a result of her connection to her ancestral roots. Each of the five volumes emphasizes a different aspect of her personal growth, but through them all runs the constant process of self-discovery and self-affirmation. In the following excerpt from I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Angelou describes a joyous gathering of the immediate community while subtly evoking the lurking fear of whites that made African-American racial solidarity in the Jim Crow South an imperative rather than a luxury.

FROM I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

THE LAST INCH of space was filled, yet people continued to wedge themselves along the walls of the Store. Uncle Willie had turned the radio up to its last notch so that youngsters on the porch wouldn’t miss a word. Women sat on kitchen chairs, dining-room chairs, stools and upturned wooden boxes. Small children and babies perched on every lap available and men leaned on the shelves or on each other.

The apprehensive mood was shot through with shafts of gaiety, as a black sky is streaked with lightning.

“I ain’t worried ’bout this fight. Joe’s gonna whip that cracker like it’s open season.”

“He gone whip him till that white boy call him Momma.”

At last all the talking was finished and the string-along songs about razor blades were over and the fight began.

“A quick jab to the head.” In the Store the crowd grunted.

“A left to the head and a right and another left.” One of the listeners cackled like a hen and was quieted.

“They’re in a clench, Louis is trying to fight his way out.”

Some bitter comedian on the porch said, “That white man don’t mind hugging that niggah now, I betcha.”

“The referee is moving in to break them up, but Louis finally pushed the contender away and it’s an uppercut to the chin. The contender is hanging on, now he’s backing away. Louis catches him with a short left to the jaw.”

A tide of murmuring assent poured out the doors and into the yard.

“Another left and another left. Louis is saving that mighty right …” The mutter in the Store had grown into a baby roar and it was pierced by the clang of a bell and the announcer’s “That’s the bell for round three, ladies and gentlemen.”

As I pushed my way into the Store I wondered if the announcer gave any thought to the fact that he was addressing as “ladies and gentlemen” all the Negroes around the world who sat sweating and praying, glued to their “master’s voice.”

There were only a few calls for the R. C. Colas, Dr. Peppers, and Hire’s root beer. The real festivities would begin after the fight. Then even the old Christian ladies who taught their children and tried themselves to practice turning the other cheek would buy soft drinks, and if the Brown Bomber’s victory was a particularly bloody one they would order peanut patties and Baby Ruths also.

Bailey and I lay the coins on top of the cash register. Uncle Willie didn’t allow us to ring up sales during a fight. It was too noisy and might shake up the atmosphere. When the gong rang for the next round we pushed through the near-sacred quiet to the herd of children outside.

“He’s got Louis against the ropes and now it’s a left to the body and a right to the ribs. Another right to the body, it looks like it was low … Yes, ladies and gentlemen, the referee is signaling but the contender keeps raining the blows on Louis. It’s another to the body, and it looks like Louis is going down.”

My race groaned. It was our people falling. It was another lynching, yet another Black man hanging on a tree. One more woman ambushed and raped. A Black boy whipped and maimed. It was hounds on the trail of a man running through slimy swamps. It was a white woman slapping her maid for being forgetful.

The men in the Store stood away from the walls and at attention. Women greedily clutched the babes on their laps while on the porch the shufflings and smiles, flirtings and pinching of a few minutes before were gone. This might be the end of the world. If Joe lost we were back in slavery and beyond help. It would all be true, the accusations that we were lower types of human beings. Only a little higher than the apes. True that we were stupid and ugly and lazy and dirty and, unlucky and worst of all, that God Himself hated us and ordained us to be hewers of wood and drawers of water, forever and ever, world without end.

We didn’t breathe. We didn’t hope. We waited.

“He’s off the ropes, ladies and gentlemen. He’s moving towards the center of the ring.” There was no time to be relieved. The worst might still happen.

“And now it looks like Joe is mad. He’s caught Carnera with a left hook to the head and a right to the head. It’s a left jab to the body and another left to the head. There’s a left cross and a right to the head. The contender’s right eye is bleeding and he can’t seem to keep his block up. Louis is penetrating every block. The referee is moving in, but Louis sends a left to the body and it’s the uppercut to the chin and the contender is dropping. He’s on the canvas, ladies and gentlemen.”

Babies slid to the floor as women stood up and men leaned toward the radio.

“Here’s the referee. He’s counting. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven … Is the contender trying to get up again?”

All the men in the store shouted, “NO.”

“—eight, nine, ten.” There were a few sounds from the audience, but they seemed to be holding themselves in against tremendous pressure.

“The fight is all over, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s get the microphone over to the referee … Here he is. He’s got the Brown Bomber’s hand, he’s holding it up … Here he is …”

Then the voice, husky and familiar, came to wash over us—“The winnah, and still heavyweight champeen of the world … Joe Louis.”

Champion of the world. A Black boy. Some Black mother’s son. He was the strongest man in the world. People drank Coca-Colas like ambrosia and ate candy bars like Christmas. Some of the men went behind the Store and poured white lightning in their soft-drink bottles, and a few of the bigger boys followed them. Those who were not chased away came back blowing their breath in front of themselves like proud smokers.

It would take an hour or more before the people would leave the Store and head for home. Those who lived too far had made arrangements to stay in town. It wouldn’t do for a Black man and his family to be caught on a lonely country road on a night when Joe Louis had proved that we were the strongest people in the world.


Larry Brown
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(1951–   )

Content to be the second most famous novelist to hail from Oxford, Mississippi, Larry Brown currently lives and writes in Yocona, a hamlet just a few miles away from Rowan Oak, William Faulkner’s former home, and the University of Mississippi. After graduating from Oxford High School in 1969, Brown served a stint in the U.S. Marine Corps before returning to his home county in Mississippi and joining the Oxford Fire Department. Primarily a self-taught writer with little formal literary training, Brown painstakingly honed his craft as a writer for years during his days off from the fire department. The publication of his story “Facing the Music” in the Mississippi Review in 1986 delivered him from obscurity and earned him many admirers, but it would be another four years before he would place enough trust in his talents to let go of the financial security of his regular job. Upon the critical and financial success of his first novel, Dirty Work (1990), Brown left his job as a firefighter to embark on a full-time career in writing. He is the author of two additional novels, Joe (1991) and Father and Son (1996), and two collections of short fiction, Facing the Music (1989) and Big Bad Love (1991). The son of a sharecropper, Brown writes mainly of working-class southerners who have reached the end of their ropes; yet critics have praised his ability to render his often desperate characters with sympathy and compassion.

In his gripping memoir On Fire (1994), from which the following selection is taken, he discusses his dual career as a fireman and author of serious fiction, and reflects upon his decision to make writing his full-time vocation.

FROM On Fire

IT GRIEVES ME deep in my heart now to have to write about the death of Sam. He died while I was staying overnight at the University of Notre Dame, where I had gone to give a reading. He was involved in two fights with a black chow over a bitch that was in heat. He was hurt badly in the first fight, and did not survive the second one.

Only a few days before I left for South Bend, I had noticed that he was running with a little cocker spaniel one of my neighbors owned. I figured she was in heat and this turned out to be the case. I was driving by one day and Sam was there, and he trotted out into the road to meet me. I told him to stay out of the road, and to get his little ass home after a while. I knew he was happy, because he looked happy, and I knew he was probably finally at long last getting himself a little from the cocker spaniel, so I was happy for him.

But on Saturday afternoon, the kids brought him home pretty chewed up. His throat was wet from where the chow had mauled him, and he was all hunched up, and he stank. He just kind of stood there in the carport in a little miserable drawn-up ball, shivering. He looked really bad, but I never thought of taking him to the vet. He’d been in fights before and had healed up okay. I told the kids to put him in the pen and not let him out. He smelled too bad to stay in the house.

I had an early flight out of Memphis the next morning, and Mary Annie took me up there like she always does. She couldn’t go to the gate with me because of the terrorist threat and tighter security while the Gulf War was being fought, so we had to say goodbye in the terminal. I got to South Bend late in the afternoon, and had just forty-five minutes to take a shower and be ready to go to dinner with some people and then give my reading. There was a party afterward, like there always is, and it was nearly midnight when I got back to my hotel on the campus. A couple of kids from the university walked up just as I was about to go in, and wanted to talk some more, so I invited them up to my room for a drink.

My thoughts were more on home than anything else as I talked to these kids. The place I was in held no importance to me other than the money it brought me. I felt sometimes that I was just a whore with a high price. I could be had, I’d do my gig and jump through my hoops, but you had to come up with a check and some plane tickets. Otherwise I’d stay home.

I never went to college, and I felt alien on college campuses. All I had done was stay in a room for ten years and write. I felt that I was ill-equipped to spout any advice to fledgling writers, and I liked critiquing their manuscripts even less. There was always something so terrible, so bad, written by somebody who had no idea what a story was supposed to be about, that it would be nearly impossible to find anything good to say about it. I didn’t like that part of it. What I liked was standing before a couple of hundred people and reading one of my stories and watching what happened to them. That night I had a new one, a long one, one that I had worked on for nearly a year, one that had taken nearly an hour to read, and I was about talked out.

The students finally left. I probably hastened their departure by starting to pour them Cokes instead of whiskey and Cokes, by giving the gentle hint that the hour was late and I was tired. I had probably given them more of my time than they had hoped for. I wished them good luck with their work.

Next morning I went down to the dining room and had a huge breakfast by myself, then lingered over my coffee and cigarettes. I love my coffee and cigarettes, although I’m certainly aware of how bad smoking is for you. My body is getting older and I can feel the ravages of time much sharper now than I could twenty years ago. I wouldn’t be happy if I couldn’t smoke, because I would always want something I couldn’t have. It’s the same way with drinking. I’ve seen many people damaged by drinking and I still see them, and I know the evils of it, having tasted them myself many times.

Most all the trouble I was ever in was caused by drinking, whether it was trouble with the law or fights or whatever, because whiskey twists my head and I need to stay away from it unless there’s somebody around who can take care of me, but there’s nothing more enjoyable to me than to get into my truck late on a summer evening and ride down the road for an hour or so, drinking a beer, looking out at the fields and the warm horizon where the sun has just gone down, listening to Otis Redding or ZZ Top or Leonard Cohen, and watching the road go by. I love the land I was born to and I never tire of seeing the seasons and the weather change over it, or the hawks that sit high in the trees, or the rabbits that bound across the road, or the coons that band together in spring when they’re rutting, or later at night, the owls that swoop low across the ditches or fly down to light in the road in front of you with mice caught in their talons, owls that glare at you with a hateful look before gathering their prey and swooping back up into a black and rainy night on their huge beating wings.

I finished my coffee, went back to my room and called MA’s office, and found out that she and Shane had been in a wreck and had been taken to the hospital. Everything fell apart in that minute. I tried to hold myself together, but all I could find out was that they had been in a wreck and had been taken to the hospital by ambulance. My mind blanked out and I couldn’t think of any of the phone numbers I needed. I tried to call my mother and she was gone. I tried to call MA’s mother and she was gone. Both of them gone to the hospital, I knew. I couldn’t even remember the fire station numbers. The only number I could think of was Square Books in Oxford, so I called Richard Howorth, told him where I was and what had happened and gave him my number, and asked him to find out what he could and then call me back. Then I sat down beside the phone to wait.

It was a terrible time, that waiting. I couldn’t drive it out of my mind that one of them or maybe both of them were dead. All those dead in the highways I’d seen, the bodies I’d pulled from cars. I knew that was the wrong thing to think, and I sat there and willed the phone to ring. It did. It was Richard, saying he had talked to a nurse at the hospital who was reluctant to give him any information, always a bad sign. He gave me the number of the hospital, and I called, and was eventually connected to my brother who was there waiting, and he told me that MA and Shane were bruised up some, but not seriously hurt.

It was nearly time to meet with my class, but I had other plans. I took my bags downstairs and told the group waiting for me about what had happened, and asked them to get me to the airport as soon as they could. I had a ticket for a flight at three o’clock, and I wanted to exchange it for an earlier flight if I could.

I missed a United flight by five minutes and couldn’t buy a ticket for a Northwest flight that was already overbooked. What I had to do was hold onto the ticket I had and wait for the three o’clock flight. I spent most of the time in a bar drinking whiskey and making phone calls. I finally got ahold of MA and talked to her for a while. Her chest was badly bruised, and Shane had come out of his seatbelt and hit the windshield and had a big knot on his head, but they had no cuts, no broken bones. She promised that they were all right, and then she said there was something she had to tell me. That’s when she told me that Sam was dead. He had gotten out of the pen and gone down and fought the chow again.

She had taken him to Dr. Harlan, our vet, and he had put Sam on a table and shaved his neck to expose the dozen big cuts in his throat, and had done all he could do for him. She said the whole time she moved around the room as the vet did his work, Sam kept his eyes on her, and she said he seemed to pleading with his eyes, seemed to be trying to say, Please help me. Then he died.

Maybe the whiskey made me cry in a public place, in an airport in South Bend, Indiana, with people watching, with snow falling. Maybe I was so overcome with relief that they were all right that I couldn’t take the extra load of losing him. I knew that I was still over six hours away from home, and those six hours had to be gone through and lived through and there wasn’t any way to shorten them.

They went somewhere. I went through them. Richard picked me up at the airport in Memphis and at eight-thirty that night I walked into my house. I even missed the funeral. Billy Ray had already buried him under a good tree in the pasture. He wouldn’t speak of him then, and he won’t speak of him now.


Will D. Campbell
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(1924–   )

A self-proclaimed “redneck” and “renegade Baptist preacher,” Will Campbell has followed his ministerial calling wherever it has led him, whether it be as an adviser to Martin Luther King during the early battles of the war for civil rights in the South, or as a goodwill ambassador and guidance counselor to members of hate organizations. Born on a small farm near Como, Mississippi, Campbell was immersed from infancy in the evangelical religious culture of the Deep South and was ordained a minister in the Southern Baptist Church at age seventeen. After earning a doctoral degree at the Yale Divinity School, Campbell served for a short while as a chaplain at the University of Mississippi before leaving in 1956 to work for the National Council of Churches, on whose behalf he served as a liaison to the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. Campbell stepped into one of the most memorable tableaus of the civil rights era when he helped escort a group of African-American students through a jeering mob in Little Rock, Arkansas, only to be turned away at the entrance to the school. Campbell lives with his wife, Brenda, on the small farm outside of Nashville, Tennessee, that has been their home for over thirty years.

The author of more than ten books, Campbell has written on various aspects of southern religion, history, and culture. His books include The Glad River (1982), a novel about a combat veteran’s spiritual recovery; Forty Acres and a Goat (1986), a memoir reflecting on the lessons of the civil rights movement; and Providence (1992), a mixture of memoir and documentary history in which he traces the history of one square mile of land from its days as a hunting ground for the Chickasaws, to its use as a cotton plantation, to an interracial Christian cooperative, to its present use. His best known work is his autobiography, Brother to a Dragonfly, which was nominated for a National Book Award in 1978. Moving gracefully between his relationship with his older brother Joe, who died of a drug overdose, and his involvement in, then disaffection from, the civil rights movement, Campbell uses the two parallel stories to affirm the dignity and humanity of the poor white. In the following selection, Campbell recounts his initial meetings with Ku Klux Klansmen, which initially met with considerable resistance from his brother Joe. When Campbell reminds his brother of the “long conversation in Fairhope,” he refers to an earlier scene in which they learned of the murder of Jonathan Daniels, a close friend of Campbell’s who was registering African-American voters in Alabama. In that scene, the grieving (and somewhat inebriated) Campbell was forced by his agnostic friend P. D. to admit that, as a Christian, he must find it in his heart to forgive his enemies, even if that means the men who killed his friend.

FROM Brother to a Dragonfly

SEVERAL STATES of the South had seen a rapid resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan. That organization had intrigued and frightened me since the group of robed and hooded men had presented the pulpit Bible to the church and Uncle Jessie had walked out on them. I had been faintly aware of the paradoxical symbolism the day I had preached my first sermon, holding that huge book with my nervous hand, my fingers trembling on the large embossed letters, K.K.K., raised on the outside back cover.

Since 1956 when I began my work with the National Council of Churches, a large part of my time had been spent in combating the brush fires of violence for which the Klan was said to be responsible. Even prior to that, Joe and I were more than vaguely aware of their activities. I was still the chaplain at Ole Miss when Autherine Lucy had been admitted to the University of Alabama by Court order. There had been student demonstrations and there had been riots. Since Robert Shelton, Imperial Wizard of the United Klans of America, lived in Tuscaloosa it was assumed that his organization was involved. Meridian is not far from the Alabama line and Joe had followed the incident with great interest. During the upheaval he called one night and said that he had overheard a conversation in the drug store to the effect that several carloads of Ole Miss students were on their way to Tuscaloosa to join the demonstration which was then a full blown riot and completely out of control. He gave me the name of a particular fraternity which had been mentioned and I recognized it as the one to which two sons of the most prominent segregationist in Mississippi belonged. I walked across the campus to the fraternity house, had some coffee with some students and asked if I could use the telephone. There was a notebook by the phone where long distance calls were logged. Casually thumbing through it I saw that there had been several calls made to Tuscaloosa that day and one of the boys had made three calls to his home town. I assumed that what Joe had heard had been accurate when I discovered the next day that several students known to be involved in segregationist activities were not on campus. But neither of us ever knew for sure. Three days later Miss Lucy was suspended for “safety,” and that university remained all-white until 1963. (Today every member of the starting basketball team is black, as is the president of the student body.)

It was assumed that the Klan was responsible for many of the acts of violence directed at the Freedom Riders in the spring of 1961. Beginning in Washington with New Orleans as their goal, a group organized by the Congress of Racial Equality had boarded a Greyhound bus with the stated purpose of riding as an integrated group. In Anniston, Alabama, the bus was stoned and burned and in Birmingham the group was so harassed with violence and arrests that they gave up. But in Nashville a tough and determined little group headed by John Lewis and C. T. Vivian vowed that the ride would be completed. After days of negotiation between Federal and State officials and the bus company, the trip resumed. With air cover and a military convoy ahead and behind the trip was safe enough. But when the bus reached Montgomery it was the job of city police to protect them. As they left the bus there were no police in sight and for fifteen minutes the riders were beaten and terrorized by the waiting mob. Most of them were friends and acquaintances of mine. Few of them escaped injury. John Seigenthaler, then administrative assistant to Robert Kennedy, and now publisher of the Nashville Tennessean, was on the scene as the personal representative of the President. When he saw two young women being attacked he stepped between them and their attackers, announcing that he represented the President of the United States. And that was the last thing he remembered for a long time. A blow to the head left him unconscious where he lay in the sun for more than an hour before being taken to a hospital. Because the National Council of Churches was so unpopular in the South at the time, Seigenthaler had often kidded me about my role. “How does it feel to represent forty million Protestants?” When I walked into his hospital room the next morning, just as the priest who had come to give him communion was leaving, I said, “John, I’m here representing forty million Protestants.” “Well, by god, come on in. I’m pretty sure one of your forty million Protestants hit me on the head yesterday. But I have never been so glad to see an old Baptist reprobate in my life. I hope representing forty million Protestants is safer than representing the President of two hundred and thirty million people.”

The following year, 1962, James Meredith enrolled at the University of Mississippi, after being blocked physically in the school doorway by Governor Ross Barnett and Lieutenant Governor Paul B. Johnson, Jr. The resulting riot left two men dead and scores injured and the campus was occupied by army troops. When I visited Meredith six weeks later I had to pass through three military check points to reach him and found as his roommate Ramsey Clark.

William Moore, a white Baltimore postman, was slain as he walked along a lonely road in northeastern Alabama carrying a sign urging “Equal Rights for All.”

In Birmingham that same year, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and several other ministers were arrested, fire hoses were turned on demonstrators with such force that their only defense was to lie flat on the streets, letting the velocity of the water roll them along like seashells at high tide. Police dogs were used on marchers, including school children. It was the year four little girls were murdered at their prayers when a bomb exploded in the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. President Kennedy expressed Americans’ “deep sense of outrage and grief,” but the crime was never solved. There was little doubt in the minds of most people that the Klan was involved.

The following June three young civil rights workers, Michael Schwerner, Andrew Goodman and James Chaney, were killed while working in a voter registration drive in Mississippi. Six weeks later their bodies were unearthed from a recently constructed pond levee. All of those charged, including the sheriff of the county and his chief deputy, were said to be Klan members.

IT WAS the same year Joe had wept on the telephone when he, knowing that I was on my way home to visit our parents, called to say that Daddy had asked him to relate to me that it would be best if I not come. It was not because he did not want to see me, not because he disapproved of anything I was doing, not because he did not love me. He had learned from a neighbor that a local racist group had said if I came home that summer I would leave in a box. Joe said it was the hardest thing our Daddy ever had to do—ask one of his own sons not to come home—and that it was one of the few times he ever remembered seeing him cry.

It was of such things that Joe talked when I told him that I was going to North Carolina to visit with a Klan leader, said by the FBI to be potentially the most dangerous man in the state.

A young television journalist, Peter Young, then living in North Carolina, had read an article I had written concerning the death of Jonathan Daniel in which I had expressed compassion for his killer. Despite the fact that his own racial views were opposed to theirs, he had become so involved in covering Klan activities in the state, had so related to their condition and tragedy that he had suffered serious physical and emotional exhaustion. He wanted to introduce me to some of his Klan friends. Joe wasn’t interested in their tragedy, insisting that we had enough of our own without taking on more.

“Will, these people are killers. You don’t know what you’re getting into. They know who you are. The whole thing is a trap and you’re walking straight into it with your hand on the trigger. I really thought you had better sense.”

He begged, pleaded, argued and cajoled.

“If you do it it means you don’t love me. It means you don’t love Mamma and Daddy. You don’t love Brenda and the children. Now I’m asking you. Just don’t do it. Getting mixed up with the Negroes was one thing. Getting mixed up with the damn Ku Klux Klan is sheer lunacy.”

I reminded him of our long conversation in Fairhope.

“Well, hell. That was drunk talk. I didn’t agree with all that crap anyway. P. D. is crazy, Brother. He’s a nut. Don’t be
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