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Praise for BLACK TITAN


“Recounts the fascinating tale of one who rose from the iron mines of Birmingham to become Alabama's first black millionaire … with striking candor.”

—Black Issues Book Review




“I had the pleasure of knowing A. G. Gaston, a remarkable trail-blazer in his time. At last he is receiving the tribute he deserves. His niece, Carol Jenkins, and his grand niece, Elizabeth Hines, have captured him perfectly in this warm, wise, and inspiring biography”

—VERNON E. JORDAN,
former president of the National Urban League,
senior managing director of Lazar Freres, LLC




“A vividly told account.”

—The Roanoke Times




“It was my privilege to meet A. G. Gaston in Birmingham, Alabama, during the early 1970s. I was greatly inspired by his unique entrepreneurial vision and passionate belief in economic self-sufficiency. Utilizing instinctive business and organizational skills, he built a network of businesses to meet the needs of underserved African American communities in the American South. His business philosophy and example should be the prototype for people starting in business today: filling the needs of people. This book should be read by every entrepreneur.

—Byron Lewis, chairman of Uniworld Group




“Black Titan is a biography of one man and his wife, but also a look at what life was like for African Americans for an entire century.”

—Jacksonville Free Press




“I served on the Board of Tuskegee University with A. G. Gaston and saw up close his willingness to share his unrivaled expertise with anyone who asked. Even though he succeeded with only a tenth-grade education, he was a believer in formal education— and much of his philanthropy was directed to create opportunities for young people. His life story should be required reading for them—and the rest of us.”

—ED LEWIS,
cofounder, publisher, and CEO of Essence Communications




“Lovingly written.”

—Star Tribune




“During the civil rights years, A. G. Gaston's business success put him in the unique position of being an effective negotiator. His behind-the-scenes political contributions have not been appreciated until now. This book is about a life in business, but also about leadership. Gaston shows us how wealth can be used to benefit the powerless.”

—DAVID DINKINS,
former mayor of the city of New York




“Jenkins and Hines have written a fascinating book that will inspire entrepreneurs and business leaders. Black Titan is not just a family story; it is also a great biography with important business lessons.”

—PAMELA THOMAS-GRAHAM,
president and CEO of CNBC
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PROLOGUE

The man lying in the hospital bed before me resembled a carving of a wise African elder, the kind of statue you might see perched atop a rickety roadside table in a dusty Caribbean village. His skin, dark as mahogany and just as smooth, was pulled taut over his carefully delineated features; his wiry body, solid and strong despite the passing years. That he was nearly a hundred years old seemed improbable to me. True, his always close-cropped hair had by now turned entirely white. But his eyes still told you that he understood everything you'd said, and what you meant.

Here was the man who had created ten major companies well before anyone thought a black man capable of the job. Here was a man who had amassed considerable wealth at a time when the words black and wealth still felt antithetical. A man who had been a central force in the civil rights movement, who had made it into the history books. A man who would live to be 103 years old, despite this bump in his otherwise healthy life.

That we were in a hospital room on his account seemed more a minor adjustment to the tenor of his daily life than the result of a life-threatening illness. This was so not because we did not care about his well-being, but precisely because he made it seem as if nothing at all had changed. The man about to have part of his diabetes-compromised leg removed gave no sign whatsoever of the impending alteration. Instead, characteristic of nearly a century of methodical accomplishment, he was rooted in the present. And at that particular moment his niece from New York had arrived to pay a visit. As his wife of fifty years, Minnie, fussed about him, inquiring of his comfort, he leaned closer to me (the visiting niece), giving an indication that he wanted to say something important, something serious. “You know what our people need now, Carol Ann? Their own stock market. I just wish I were ten years younger. Yes, that's what we need now.” Hours later, in the recovery unit, he returned to the same discussion of investing and securities, with no mention of his own, very personal loss that day.

My uncle, A. G. Gaston, was the real thing if you wanted to use words like legend or icon. Beginning with the question What do our people need now? Uncle Arthur (as we called him) developed, over the course of his nearly eighty-year career, an amazingly accurate business philosophy that allowed him to create and grow numerous service-based companies for the black community in Birmingham, Alabama. By 1992 Black Enterprise (the magazine devoted to tracking the progress of African American businesses and their creators) had designated A. G. Gaston the Entrepreneur of the Century. I doubt there were many entrepreneurs—white or black—who could rival the span (seventy-three years) or the expanse (banking, insurance, motel, restaurant, real estate, construction, funeral homes and cemeteries, radio stations, senior housing, and a business college) of his empire.

For many years A. G. Gaston was referred to casually as the richest black man in America. We, his family, never knew if that was actually true, but we did know for certain that he was very good at what he did, and that he went to work every day of his life until the day he died. At his death, news accounts would put the combined worth of his companies as high as $140,000,000.

None of us really understood, as our uncle's life and legend were unfolding, how accurately his story reflected a century of hopes on the part of African Americans: initiated by the promise of the Civil War, trampled by the failures of the Reconstruction era, to finally become possible a hundred years later. The sweep of his life was nothing other than majestic: from grandparents who were former slaves, to the civil rights riots on the street just outside his office window, A. G. Gaston had seen it all. Not only had he seen it, but he had done it—and in unparalleled company. Over the course of his life Gaston had worked alongside two giants of this century, both considered saviors of the race: Booker T. Washington and Martin Luther King Jr.

Bracketed between these two men of national and world renown, A. G. Gaston played his part on a smaller stage, in the Birmingham he loved and refused to abandon. He often shared that stage with the more brilliant lights passing through, but his legacy, to all who knew and knew of him, offered just as powerful a message as those spelled out by Washington and King.

[image: ]

Uncle Arthur had always been a presence in my life. He married my mother's sister Minnie before I was born. I'm told that when Minnie Gardner married Arthur George Gaston, it was considered a melding of royal dynasties. While my uncle had begun to make his way in the world, the Gardners, a farming family from Montgomery, were considered some of the most beautiful people in Alabama. Thanks to a thoroughly shaken racial cocktail, the girls were, as they would say in the South, “beauty queens,” the boys “handsome devils.” Thusly united, my cousins and I grew up in a huge, privileged Alabama family: huge because there were so many of us Gardners (thirty siblings and spouses, forty-five first cousins, and so on), privileged because we were the nieces and nephews of A. G. and Minnie Gaston.

Minnie, one of the oldest of the fifteen Gardner children, had helped raise my mother, Elizabeth, when their parents were no longer able. She lived with the Gastons off and on while she was in school, forming a bond with them that might not have been otherwise possible given the practical considerations of being one of fifteen siblings. It was Aunt Minnie, childless in her marriage to A. G., who later chose my name—the name she had been saving for her own, unborn daughter.

 By the time I was seven I had moved to New York City with my parents, but the day school closed for the summer I could be found on a plane headed south, a tag on my dress indicating who would pick me up: the Gastons. It was by now the 1950s, and a deeply segregated Alabama of separate schools and water fountains was in full effect. Segregated buses. Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King. The dogs, the bombings, the murders. But little of this returns in the memories I have of my times with Aunt Minnie and Uncle Arthur. My cousins and I loved the summers of luxury that we were afforded by them: the grand city house, the country homes with pools for swimming, lakes for fishing, highly polished floors for sliding across in our socks.

Looking back, of course, I see how much effort went into sequestering us from the ugliness of the time. I was completely oblivious to being discriminated against in any way. It was only years later that I realized I had never been on a bus in Alabama.

Though Uncle Arthur was, arguably, the king of Birmingham, my Aunt Minnie, or simply “Auntie” as we called her, presided over our clan, the Gastons and the Gardners, like a benevolent queen. During the summer she would take charge of perhaps ten of us cousins at a time. Those summers were also very much like boot camp for us: We were educated thoroughly in manners, morality, and essential life skills like typing. Here we were schooled in the best Socratic method, for Auntie hardly ever spoke in sentences. She peppered us, instead, with statements that required us to come up with the key words to complete her phrase. She was not pleased if you failed to supply the correct answer.

Auntie had created her own domain in the business world, centered on the Booker T. Washington Business College, the part of the Gaston empire she ran. She would help create the federal student loan program that allowed millions of black and white students across the country to secure loans to pay their college tuition. But before her attention and influence were global, she had her eye on us. It was our inescapable fate to find ourselves nailed to a chair in typing class on a broiling-hot Birmingham day. Everyone had to type. Everyone cried and complained. But everyone learned. Years later, nailed to my chair before the typewriter in the newsroom of a New  York television station and on a tight deadline, I felt overwhelmingly thankful for the instruction I had received at Auntie's hands.

There was another important lesson we learned from my aunt: the care and feeding of a Very Important Person. She adored her husband, and he adored her, and this was a good thing for children to experience. Not that our own homes were not loving—it's just that most of our families were consumed by the more ordinary daily scramble to keep our heads above water. In the Gaston home, however, we got to see the benefits of undivided attention—and they were many.

People marveled at my uncle's vigor, well past one hundred. Many thought it was my aunt's special dietary ministrations, and they very well may have been right. As children we were expected to help prepare his morning concoction of raw eggs and orange juice (which we scrunched up our noses at) and his evening meal of a mammoth steak, medium rare, which we were delighted to join him in. In an effort to keep Uncle Arthur's skin soft and shining, Auntie created a lotion of a hundred ingredients that she lathered on him daily. He looked so healthy that people began to ask for it for themselves, and by popular demand Auntie began bottling it. Together Aunt Minnie and Uncle Arthur seemed to have figured out the answers to everything: how to become wealthy by doing good, how to have a successful marriage, even how to live a long life.

By the time we were enjoying these idyllic summers, the name A G. Gaston was everywhere in Alabama. We took it for granted that the motel was named for him, the imposing office building, the funeral homes, the senior citizen homes; that he owned the bank, the radio station. He created a world for us; we had an up-close look at limitless possibilities. We simply never thought, A black person can't do that, because our uncle had. But there was never any indication from Uncle Arthur, the man, that he was A. G. Gaston, perhaps the richest black man in America. He was not a show-off.

The experiences that he and my aunt shared with us would make us knowing in a way not available to most children, black or white. They traveled early to Africa, bringing back art and artifacts to decorate their homes, to complement other antiques; sailed to England on  the Queen Elizabeth in the top cabin; spent time with Soviets in their homes; had their pictures taken with, and advice sought by presidents. They had dinner at the White House when that was a rare invitation for blacks, indeed. In my lucky midpoint position in New York, I often got to see them first, as they disembarked from a plane or ship, full of exotic stories and gifts. My aunt, giving a delighted squeal to see us; my uncle, ever-present pipe in hand, greeting me by the more acceptable of the nicknames my family had bestowed on me: “Well, Miss Caldonia!”
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Money provides much, but not all. For the fact remained that despite his great wealth and accomplishments, there were many places in his own city from which A. G. Gaston was barred because he was black.

Uncle Arthur was already in his seventies and a successful businessman when the civil rights protests came to Birmingham in earnest. (Martin Luther King Jr. was only twenty-six when he began operating in nearby Montgomery a few years earlier.) I wanted, but never got, the chance to be at his side as he negotiated a path from the secure world he had created to the unknown realm of revolt and beyond. I wanted to hear him debate Martin about the value of negotiation versus street protest. Should children participate? Martin said yes; A. G. Gaston said no. He fervently opposed the use of children to stand against the dogs and fire hoses of Bull Connor. Despite the fact that the national outrage King's plan engendered brought a sudden capitulation on the part of white Birmingham, I know my uncle never regretted opposing this action. Only weeks later, four small black girls would pay the price for that agitation with their lives when the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church was bombed.

If A. G. Gaston was labeled too conservative—as he was by many who wished for more radical action from a man of his influence—it was a label that would stick to King himself later, as the young turks of the Black Power movement and Malcolm X rejected his philosophy of nonviolence. Regardless of his image among the better-known civil rights leaders, A. G. Gaston was, without a doubt, involved: In 1963 Gaston was negotiating behind the scenes with the white power  elite in Birmingham; he spent upward of $160,000 of his own money to bail protestors out of jail once they had been arrested by Bull Connor's men. Both the A. G. Gaston Motel (Martin's headquarters) and my aunt and uncle's home were bombed. When my uncle died in 1996, surviving participants of the Alabama struggle admitted publicly that without his influence and financial backing, they might not have succeeded in their efforts. It was recognition long overdue.

Though he was an avid supporter of the quest for civil rights in America, Gaston was nonetheless aware that segregation had given him many of his business opportunities. In a separate but equal society, being the one to provide the “equal” (to a captive audience, no less) was something of an advantage. But he did not take advantage. When segregation ended in Birmingham, and blacks could pick and choose from white and black facilities, like most black businessmen he lost some battles. The motel, the first fine establishment for blacks in Alabama, ultimately closed. But the bank and the insurance companies flourished. A. G. Gaston had built loyalty among his customers, many of whom stayed with him. The memory of not being able to get a mortgage to buy a house until Citizens Federal Savings & Loan came along did not fade for some people. The memory of the respect he demanded for his clients remained.

In return for this loyalty—the loyalty of the customers and the loyalty of his employees, many of whom stayed in the Gaston companies for decades—he essentially gave these business over to them. In 1987, in a then unprecedented business move for a black entrepreneur, he sold companies valued at thirty-five million dollars to his staff for a tenth of that. The move ensured that the institutions he built would stand, even after he died.
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As an adult I would learn many important lessons from A. G. Gaston. It was a long time before I recognized what it was that made him different from the rest of us: a singular focus. There were many examples of this spread over the course of my adult life—not the least of which was the focus he evidenced that day in the hospital when he lost his leg to diabetes.

I could have learned so much more from my uncle, but inexplicably, I seemed to have no interest in money, in business, in empire building. So we seldom had detailed discussions of the intricacies of corporate branding—which he had accomplished so masterfully long before business schools taught whole courses on it. Nevertheless, by the strength of his personal code he tried to impart some common sense to me. The issue of tipping was one we tussled over regularly. He, of course, was in the best possible position to argue the benefit of frugality. It had made him a wealthy man. But I was by now an established news anchor in New York City and always felt the need to leave a large tip—to create an image of wealth, regardless of the reality.

After one fairly large group dinner, I mentioned that perhaps we should leave more money behind for the waiter, especially since this was my town, and I was known here. On this night, after we had had the same old argument, perhaps for the hundredth time, Uncle Arthur finally announced: “Carol Ann, I just can't do it.” We settled the matter by agreeing that I should pay the tip—and the bill—every time they came to visit.

Uncle Arthur always liked to say that building wealth was simple. He even made a list of ten rules to live and work by, which he published in his autobiography Green Power. It always seemed to me that rule number seven was the key, the rule by which A. G. Gaston lived his life and amassed his fortunes: “Find a need and fill it. I never made any money trying to make money as such.” This was the rule that had governed my childhood summers spent in Alabama, the moral lesson that continues to shape the members of the Gardner-Gaston clan all these years later. It is a lesson as potent now as it was when Uncle Arthur first took the plunge into business, just under a hundred years ago.

A. G. Gaston was the real thing, indeed, and through his life it is possible to see not merely how the deep racial divisions in the United States hindered the advancement of blacks both economically and socially, but also the ways in which triumph over those odds was sometimes possible by way of hard work, determination, and a belief in the very system our white government had put in  place to keep its black citizens at the bottom of the heap. I have been lucky enough in my life to see the genius that was A. G. Gas-ton up close, to learn from him the lessons for success that shaped his own personal history. This book is an attempt to share that wisdom with all of you.

—Carol Jenkins
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1
MARENGO COUNTY


What I did any man can do—if
he has willpower, determination
and a plan.






THE IRON MINES

Pick any sweltering day in the year 1919. On the outskirts of Birmingham, Alabama, in a small mining village, hundreds of black men are at work, side by side. The old-fashioned broiler that is the Alabama sun beats down hard upon them, and to a man, each is afloat in his own sweat. In the ground beneath their feet, men less lucky than they swim in the blackness of the pits. Thousands of pounds of iron will emerge as a result of their labor; and thousands of men will die in its pursuit.

Some of the men you see and cannot see are convicts, leased out by the state to bring in revenues; some are war veterans, newly returned to face few opportunities and ample disdain. Nevertheless, one of these men, bruised like all the others by the demands of his working life, is on the verge of taking his first step in the direction of becoming a bona fide millionaire—one hundred times over.

Before this man is through, he will serve as an adviser to President John Kennedy. He will play a pivotal role in the American civil rights movement. One day he will even be likened to the great giants of American industry—Rockefeller, Morgan, and Carnegie among them. Like just about every other black man in Alabama in the early part of the twentieth century, A. G. Gaston started with next to nothing: His mother was a cook in the kitchen of a prominent white family; he never had more than a tenth-grade education. After the war he had taken his position in the mines as a means of survival—only to emerge utterly determined that his life was worth more than what the mines were offering.

That determination was a kind of miracle given the context in which Gaston had been raised. And that miracle is the foundation of the story you are about to hear.

THE OLIVE AND VINE COMPANY

In order to appreciate A. G. Gaston and his extraordinary success against all odds, we must first understand the world as he knew it.

Gaston was born in the tiny, western Alabama town of Demopolis. Situated halfway between Montgomery, Alabama, and Jackson, Mississippi, Demopolis boasts a long and infamous history. The town is located at the confluence of the Tombigbee and Black Warrior Rivers, used as water highways by Native peoples, early explorers, traders, and settlers. Lodged within the geographic triangle of Tuscaloosa to the north, Mobile to the south, and Montgomery to the east, Demopolis sits dead center in what came to be known as the Black Belt of southern agriculture—as much for the darkness of the soil as for the color of the people who tended it.

President Andrew Jackson, who would launch a meticulous removal of Native American inhabitants from their lands during his administration, had actually started his sweep years before as a militiaman. In the case of Demopolis and its environs, it was the Choc-taws who were forced to relocate in 1816. The following year the land was granted by the U.S. Congress to a group of aristocratic exiles who had been banished from France after the revolution for their allegiance to France's fallen dictator Napoleon Bonaparte.

The exiles named their new home Demopolis—”city of the people”—and re-created there a French village called Aingleville. They had come with the intention of coaxing groves of olives and grapes from the region's fertile soil, founding the Olive and Vine Colony toward this end. However, the combination of unsuitable growing conditions for their preferred crops and the inexperience on the part of the settlers resulted in a magnificent failure in production. According to legend, the exiles were comically unprepared for rural life; men and women alike were said to tend to their farming duties in full court attire. Not a few of the exiles quickly succumbed to the harshness of the agricultural regime, and many of those who survived fled back to Paris once amnesty had been granted to them by the new, more reasonable King Louis Philippe.

Not all who had come to Demopolis from France, however, died or left immediately, and those who remained—among them Napoleon's former aide-de-camp, General Lefebvre-Desnouettes— laid roots deep in the Alabama soil. The area's few remaining Choc-taw Indians (the very tribe whose families had been displaced by the arrival of the French) helped educate the settlers as to which crops would thrive on the land, and shared their own food with the newcomers to protect them from starvation.

As the decade of the 1820s dawned, much of the area's French influence had been amalgamated into the wider culture of the region. With many exiles departed, the land that made up the newly formed Marengo County (977 square miles, in which Demopolis is included) came into the hands of the cotton farmers who had begun to make their fortunes across the South—in large part through slave labor. The cotton farmers dug in their heels and accomplished what, by and large, the French could not: They coaxed riches from the soil, tilling the canebrakes that surrounded the municipality and producing a viable living out of King Cotton. Of course, the cotton farmers had one crucial advantage over the French: Most had brought their slaves with them.

THE COLUMBIAN WORLD'S FAIR AND THE STATE OF BLACK AMERICA, 1893

If you had asked A. G. Gaston when his birthday was he would have told you, with pride, that it was the Fourth of July, the date of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. If you'd asked him to prove it, he couldn't have: Formal records of rural black births were rarely kept before the middle of the twentieth century. But the date, whether by true accident of birth or by choice, reflected Gaston's lifelong identification as a proud American. He was simply unshakable on the subject. And while many other blacks had adopted the Fourth as their own date of birth for its reverberations on the themes of liberty and freedom, few would buy so fully into those ideals as A. G. Gaston did.

At the time of Gaston's birth in 1892, the United States had just witnessed an unprecedented industrial expansion, a true revolution. Machines had been invented that changed the idea of work; transcontinental railroads shrank distances and the time it took to cross them. Partly as a result, great fortunes had been tallied. The American corporation, only recently invented, had been accorded almost human rights by the government, with “robber barons” Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Morgan amassing unprecedented concentrations of wealth and indulging in conspicuous displays of it. Indeed, the country at large seemed to approve of—even glorify as heroic—the self-made man, with “the love of money and success permeat[ing] all ranks of society, not just the top.” By 1892 the idea of competition was firmly embedded in the American psyche: social Darwinism, it was called; survival of the fittest.

Survival was indeed in question for many in America. The year of A. G. Gaston's birth saw 165 black men, women, and children lynched in America—the most recorded in a single year. One year later, the country would suffer a serious financial panic, an economic downturn that would last for five years and put three million of the country's fifteen million workers out of jobs. Thousands, known as “the armies of despair,” would descend on Washington to protest the state of the nation's economy; six hundred banks, fifty-six railroads, and fifteen thousand companies would eventually go bankrupt.

That same year, a world's fair took place in Chicago that revealed much about the status of blacks in this newly revolutionized America. Organized to celebrate the four hundredth anniversary of Colum-bus's discovery of the continent, the fair turned out to be so lavish an undertaking that it was forced to open a year later than originally planned. Forty thousand laborers and twenty-eight million dollars later, the crowds poured in to examine more than sixty-five thousand exhibits, each representing one or another of America's great contributions to the world since 1492. It was here that Scott Joplin first played his ragtime; Thomas Edison was on hand to demonstrate the wonders of electricity. In total, more than twenty-seven million people—nearly a quarter of the country's total population at the time— attended the event.

Of the sixty-five thousand exhibits on view, not one had anything to do with black America. Not that ideas hadn't been presented: Anti-lynching activist and journalist Ida B. Wells, along with many other blacks, had appealed—unsuccessfully—to the boards assembling the fair, arguing that at least one exhibit celebrating black contributions should be allowed in the showcase. Event organizers were, however, unmoved. Their one concession was to set aside one day, August 25, 1893, as Colored American Day: Blacks would be allowed free admission to the fair and a slice of watermelon each. In protest, Wells organized and distributed hundreds of pamphlets detailing the plethora of black accomplishments that had been left out of the fair's version of American history, including Elijah “the real” McCoy's steam engine lubricators, Norbert Rillieux's sugar refining process, Jan Matzeliger's shoe lasting machine (which enabled soles to be attached to shoes in less than a minute), Granville Woods's steam boiler, electric railway, and telephone transmitter, and Louis La-timer's improvements on both the telephone and the lightbulb. Blacks, Wells proclaimed, had greatly contributed to the very revolution in American life the fair purported to celebrate: transportation, communication, light. Meanwhile, the most enduring black image to surface from the fair itself was a rendering of a woman named Nancy Green—better known to most Americans as Aunt Jemima.

Whatever had changed in America's conception of itself as a capitalist entity, what had not changed was where it figured its black citizens belonged in that equation. Black achievement, the Columbian World's Fair announced, not only didn't matter—it didn't exist.

THE RISE OF KING COTTON

A. G. Gaston's maternal grandparents, Joe and Idella Gaston, had both been slaves in Marengo County. Art, as he was called as a boy, grew up under their watchful eyes. While he had missed being born into legal enslavement by about thirty years, the effects of slavery were still palpable throughout his childhood. In his autobiography, Gaston would intimate that the significance of this past loomed large, shaping his daily life both practically and psychologically. In fact, it was likely as a direct result of slavery—as it was connected to the cotton trade—that Arthur Gaston came to be born in Demopolis at all.

Cotton first began to spread its dominating hand across the southern regions of the United States in and around the decade of the 1790s. Prior to this, throughout the seventeenth and most of the eighteenth centuries, tobacco and rice formed the backbone of commercial agriculture in the U.S., with the production of indigo also playing a small role. But the increasing demand for and profitability of cotton spurred landowners to attempt to push production farther inland and southward, where “the particular combination of soils, temperature patterns, rainfall and growing season … [were] uniquely suited for production of the varieties of cotton most in demand.”

The development of Eli Whitney's cotton gin in 1793, which revolutionized the cleaning and shucking of the cotton boll, played a pivotal role in the swell of cotton production throughout the South. By mechanically separating the cottonseed from its fiber, the gin was able to increase productivity up to fiftyfold. Whereas before the gin a slave might be expected to clean about a pound of cotton a day, after its invention that figure rose to fifty pounds a day. This increase in salable product in turn amplified the demand for a workforce capable of transferring the raw product out of the field and into the warehouse. In time, this backbreaking work too would come to be carried out by machines. But in the late eighteenth century, it was a job that remained in the hands of black workers ensnared in the system of slavery.

Of course, slavery in America had far preceded the shift of cotton to the role of principal regional resource; nevertheless, the rise of cotton growing farms toward the end of the eighteenth century did spur a similar rise in the economic viability of maintaining a slave population. By the 1820s America had become the world's leading cotton producer, and in this ripe economic environment, slaves became wealth in and of themselves. Historian Gavin Wright suggests that by 1850, “The average slave-owner was more than five times as wealthy as the average Northerner, more than ten times as wealthy as the average non-slaveholding Southern farmer. A man who owned two slaves and nothing else was as rich as the average man in the North.” Slavery had turned black labor, according to W. E. B. DuBois, into “the foundation stone not only of the southern social structure, but of northern manufacture and commerce, of the English factory system, of European commerce, of buying and selling on a worldwide scale.” For all its moral, political, cultural, and racial repercussions, slavery was essentially an economic instrument; more often than not it “followed the market,” digging its heels in most firmly where the profit-to-loss ratio was at its highest.

Influenced by the shift in production values in the 1790s, cotton cultivation commenced its creep across the southern states. From Maryland, to Virginia, on down to Georgia and beyond (and aided by their slaves), planters began to take advantage of the ideal growing environment offered by territories south of thirty-seven degrees on the latitudinal axis. Smaller farmers, driven out of developed areas by larger landowners and their economic power, continued to move westward across the South in search of ever more fertile land for cultivation. As they moved, some brought their human chattel along with them. Others would acquire slaves once their new farms had been established.

In the state of Alabama, as much if not more than in its neighboring states, cotton was what determined a life—so much so that the state, originally nicknamed the Heart of Dixie, soon enough came to be known more often as the Cotton State. Cotton cultivation became the heart and soul of this former Indian territory, its growth dictating the lives of well near every person—white or black—who happened to find him- or herself living in Alabama from the time of the discovery of the Black Belt Prairie until the boll weevil infestation of 1915.

For more than forty years the Alabama canebrake would fill the pockets of the white ruling class with gold while soaking up the sweat of the black labor force that made it prosper. It was only the advent of the War Between the States (as many southerners still prefer to call it) that forced this ruling class to make concessions regarding its unmediated economic dominance of the region. Even then, however, those concessions would be modest, at best.

WHAT THE WAR WROUGHT

One of A. G. Gaston's favorite memories of his early childhood involved sitting by the fire with his grandfather Joe. The old man would pull his Confederate money from its hiding place and pass it into Art's hands, mesmerizing the boy with story after story of life on the plantation. Though the details would not stay with Art as the years passed, their tenor would never leave him. Take joy in the least of things, Joe seemed to say, and take nothing for granted.

The Confederate money that Joe kept as a reminder of his former life dated from a period in the 1860s when Alabama became one of ten southern states to secede from the Union rather than relinquish its right to hold slaves. When Alabama had been admitted to the Union in 1819, its state constitution clearly approved slavery, and during the war Alabamians would fight viciously to retain their property. The southern Confederacy elected its own president, Jefferson Davis, saluted its own flag, and took as its capital the city of Montgomery, Alabama. The new vice president of the Confederacy, Alexander H. Stephens, boasted of this new government: “Its corner stone rests upon the great truth that the Negro is not equal to the white man. This government is the first in the history of the world based on this great physical and moral truth.”

The territory in and around Demopolis was spared the task of serving directly in the war; it never saw action in any of the clashes between Confederate and Union troops, although Confederate troops did, eventually, surrender in the town. (It was not until after the war that its citizens saw the faces of Union soldiers for the first time, when they commandeered the city hall for use as a headquarters for their reconstruction efforts.) Nevertheless, the war loomed large for all of the inhabitants of Demopolis. Each and every citizen was intimately aware that whatever the outcome of the hostilities, life as they knew it would be transformed into something heretofore unimaginable. In Marengo County, that meant the delicate balance between its six thousand white and twenty-five thousand black inhabitants would be upset. All they could do was wait and see.

On January 1, 1863, Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation became effective. That meant that Joe and Idella Gaston, and four million blacks like them, were now theoretically free. It would be another two years, however, before the South finally gave up the fight for its human property. On April 9, 1865, General Robert E. Lee finally surrendered to Union commander Ulysses Grant at Appo-mattox Court House, officially ending the war. Six days later, on April 14, President Lincoln was shot by John Wilkes Booth. He died the next day.

Once the war had been won and lost, it was finally possible to take stock of what remained. And what remained, in the South, was an unqualified mess. The land was in ruins; the labor system, nonexistent. But there would be more: In the years 1865-1867 there were massive crop failures due to drought and frost. Epidemics swept through white and black populations alike. Though southern blacks were finally free, many were also now starving, sick, and homeless.
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Perhaps Joe and Idella had heard the promises of freedom: that the government would confiscate plantation landholdings and divide them up among the blacks who'd worked them. The Gastons were no doubt fascinated when the Freedmen's Bureau (the government agency set up to ease blacks transition into independence) opened one of its major field headquarters right in Demopolis. Though it became clear rather quickly that there would be virtually no land distributed to blacks, buffering that disappointment was the construction of a new school. While the extant records of the Demopolis school do not turn up either Joe's or Idella's name, it is possible that this is where Idella acquired her formidable computational skills. By the time the Freedmen's Bureau left the South, 150 mostly northern, mostly white teachers had taught some ten thousand former slaves to read and count.

Meanwhile, the war's effects on industry in the successfully retained southern states would continue to reveal themselves as disastrous. With the loss of their free slave labor, cotton planters were forced, bit by bit, to diversify their crop production. Even the advent of sharecropping could not make up for the loss in profit suffered by the plantation owners, and they sought out new avenues for increasing their profit margins. Nevertheless, cotton continued to be the primary crop of the region for decades—until the appearance of the boll weevil and then the Great Depression rendered the “one-crop farming system” entirely unsustainable.

For blacks in the South, and perhaps particularly in Alabama, the aftermath of the war would be alternatingly exhilarating and crushing. At least ideologically, the average southern black person was better off after the war; among other things, it had brought about legislation meant to fundamentally change the status of blacks in America. The Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery in January 1865; the Fourteenth Amendment, passed in June of the same year, granted citizenship to all people born or naturalized in the United States (reversing the famous Dred Scott decision of 1857, which specifically decreed that blacks were not citizens); the Fifteenth Amendment of 1869 guaranteed that no American would be denied the right to vote because of race.

But while laws were now in place to protect the ideal of “equality,” few blacks were able to enjoy the privileges they were legislated to ensure. In the South, “Black Codes” were drafted to regulate the movements of all blacks—and to force them back onto the farmland. As under apartheid in South Africa, American blacks were subject to curfews and were issued passbooks that they were required to present to any law enforcement official demanding to see them. Proof of employment was mandatory; failure to present working papers could result in arrest (which usually entailed being sent to work on a chain gang). These codes, along with intensified brutality against blacks, would continue to shape southern life for another century.

JOE AND IDELLA GASTON

By all accounts, Joe Gaston was a man to be reckoned with. He was a big man—a man whose body was his most valuable tool and weapon in the struggle to survive. The limp that characterized his stride was the mark of an incident he could not bring himself to recount out loud. Like all male slaves, he had been well trained in the profession of farming, accruing skills he would carry with him into freedom. While still a slave, however, his overseer had elevated him to the significant position of groom on a large plantation in the De-mopolis area, complete with a formal “big house” where the owners were lodged. Joe's promotion brought him into daily contact with the master and mistress: He prepared the master's and overseer's horses for work in the fields, and he was responsible for suiting up the mistress's carriages for her trips into town. As slave social structure was determined, Joe Gaston held a position of some prestige. His proximity to the wealth of his owners gave him an expanded worldview—one he would eventually impart to his grandson.

Though there was much about his own early life that could have turned Joe into a bitter and unkind person, in his grandson's recollections he was neither. Ill fortune and disappointment had worked instead to turn Joe into a gentle man, a man of inestimable patience and kindness, who struck his grandson only once in his entire life (and that for openly mocking the old man). Rather than viewing his former slave life as one of deprivation, he eagerly shared with his grandson a pool of memories that were often laced with a positive message.

No less so than her husband, Idella Gaston was a person of genuine significance in the social milieu of both ante- and postbellum Demopolis—as well as in her grandson's life. As the primary cook in the kitchen of the well-respected Cornish family for forty-nine years, Idella wielded a power that was both real and palpable in relation to the other servants in the home. In the antebellum South the “master” of the kitchen was the female slave in charge of preparing meals, and these women ruled with fists of iron. Idella Gaston was no different. She took her work seriously, and her devotion to the family who owned her even more so. If Joe felt privileged to be working near the house, Idella's position inside it placed her at the very top of the heap. Her proximity to the family had fostered not only familiarity (as in Joe's case) but also a real sense of responsibility toward the people to whom she had tended, day after day. So great was her attachment to the Cornish family that years later A. G. would write in his autobiography that Idella's two greatest devotions in life were to the white family she worked for, and to her church. Where this left her own family in her estimation can only be speculated, but it seems clear enough that if they happened to appear farther on down the list, the Gastons were nevertheless treated with a generally kind, if no-nonsense, attitude by their matriarch.

A devout Christian and the official treasurer of the region's Christian Aid Society, Idella was often called “Mother” by the congregation of the Morning Star Baptist Church of which she was a member. (To A. G., however, she was always “Grandmama.”) She approached her job as treasurer with as much earnest diligence as she did her tasks in the kitchen. Often enough, the jobs were combined. Regularly on Sundays, the membership of Morning Star would follow the Gastons home after services and fill their vast front yard. Idella would dish out plentiful portions of her famous fried chicken, cautioning all those in attendance to save room for the homemade ice cream that would inevitably follow. This was the parishioners' tangible reward for their faithfulness in giving when the lady treasurer came knocking at their doors. Each donation was wrapped carefully in a handkerchief and then stowed away, not to be touched until the next Sunday when the preacher called for the offering. Not once did a penny go missing on Idella's watch.

By the time A. G. came into Joe and Idella's life in 1892, thirty years after they had been freed from slavery, a life was still defined by its relationship to the land—though, critically, the one-dimensional nature of this affiliation had begun to change. The southern United States was struggling to develop a means of maintaining economic growth in a supposedly free-market atmosphere, and the answer, it seemed, was to maintain the subservience of the black population on both social and economic fronts. To a group so accustomed to working for less than nothing, the option of working for almost nothing was an offer that could not be refused.

The Reconstruction era—a period lasting from approximately 1865 to 1877—ushered in the early rise of an arrangement between (almost without exception, white) landowners and (usually black) sharecroppers, in which “blacks… worked a portion of the land owned by whites for a share of the profit from the crops.” Share-cropping, as this new system of farm labor was called, became the de facto replacement for the recently outlawed practice of slavery. Though initially the arrangement seemed to be a good deal for the newly released slaves, offering them not only a sense a freedom in their work but also a means of providing for themselves in the cash-poor southern economy of the period following the war, it was not long before it became obvious that the perceived freedoms of share-cropping were little more than fantasy.

Poor blacks and whites alike, who had looked to sharecropping as a new way of life, soon realized that the system in which they had put their faith to escape the constant struggle to survive had done nothing but increase the strain of that burden. The average share-cropping wage turned out to be about fifty cents a day, and was rarely actually seen. Though the system of sharecropping was based on an understanding that the sharecroppers would receive the benefit of land to farm, it takes much more than land alone to produce crops. For all the extras required to make a farm run—seeds, equipment, fertilizers, food—sharecroppers were forced to borrow against their projected profits. Landowners were only too happy to extend this credit to their employees, at rates of interest that were unregulated and thus usually exorbitant. By the time the crops had been harvested and sold, and it was time for the year's tab to be settled with the landowner, most sharecroppers found themselves deep in the hole, and were forced to begin the new year in arrears.

From this never-ending cycle of debt that offered little chance of profit, there was almost no escape—unless other means could be found to secure employment. Joe and Idella Gaston were, in some fashion, particularly well prepared to try to make their way under this new system of wage labor—in part because each possessed skills in addition to their ability to farm. Both were “hard workers” (in the definitive sense of the phrase), people who held “extra jobs with the white people in town” in order to make ends meet. As rare as these opportunities were for blacks, the Gastons took advantage of what they could and were able to buy their land outright over a period of years. They built the log cabin in which A. G. was born here, working at it in the few small hours left to them between tilling the land and doing various chores in the homes of the white denizens of De-mopolis. Joe drove his ox-pulled cart into town daily, offering his services to townsfolk in need of assistance beyond farm labor. Idella retained her position as cook and as such was able to contribute to the family finances in a fashion that was not reliant upon sharecrop-ping. They saved and sacrificed and prayed and worked, and the end result was that Joe and Idella Gaston were able to build a life based on revenue rather than on debt. Amid the tensions and frustrations of “readjustment” to a life without the cotton or the slaves that defined the region, the Gastons were lucky enough to fashion a new kind of existence for themselves, one that left a lasting impression of the value of hard work and sacrifice on their grandson.

MARCHING TOWARD INDUSTRY

Whatever the changing nature of Joe and Idella's own relationship to the land, A. G.'s testimony of his early existence in Demopolis reveals the quickly diminishing importance of a connection to the Alabama terrain, ebbing generation by generation, and in his own family. Though he refers early and often to the lucre of the Alabama soil, and spoke longingly of its “rich loamy” quality throughout his autobiography and for the rest of his life, his existence would not hinge on cultivating a relationship to the land as his grandparents' had. A. G. Gaston's life (and his mother's and father's, for that matter) would be defined by something altogether different: the growth of industry.

A. G.'s mother, Rosie Gaston, had spent the majority of her life in Demopolis, watching and learning from her parents' example as she worked alongside them. Like her mother before her, Rosie was destined to become the head cook for a white family. However, the limiting factors in a town the size of Demopolis were wealth and opportunity. Like just about every other plantation town in the former Confederacy, Demopolis had been sent reeling by the effects of the war and, in A. G.'s own words, “struggled to regain [its] economic balance,” even forty years later. While black labor had contributed to making America (and the rest of the Western world) great, America in turn had engaged in what historian Manning Marable has called the most striking fact of American economic history: “the brutal and systematic underdevelopment of Black people.”

Rosie Gaston had not been immune to this economic imbalance and the “systematic underdevelopment” that resulted from it. The only skills she possessed (as a cook or maid) were ones in excess in Demopolis, forcing her to look elsewhere—a bigger city—for work. Rosie would walk away from rural life, from the land her parents had worked so hard to make their own, for what would turn out to be forever, in the uncertain and unpredictable search for a job that would allow her to support herself and her young son. Art was left behind, in his grandparents' care.

What did Rosie Gaston feel on that first hot day when she peeled her son from her skirts and headed down a road leading to who knew where? It's impossible to know, precisely. Certainly, sadness accompanied her down that road: sadness at leaving her child, her family, the land she had known from the earliest years of her life. But it's not implausible to wonder whether some of what she may have felt as she walked that road was a sense of relief—relief at having a safe place to leave her son when so many women did not. Relief that she could leave that son behind and still imagine that one day she would be able to reclaim him—so different from what her mother had told her about the days on the plantation, when not even the bonds of blood were sacred and mothers lost their children as regularly as the changing of the seasons. And, perhaps, relief as well at the possibility of a new start, a means of parting ways with the pain that accompanied the loss of a man in what should have been the prime of their lives together.

Of this man—A. G. Gaston's father—we know little. A. G. himself made only one direct mention of his father in the entirety of his autobiography, and that declaration was a scant three lines long. “Papa was dead now,” he bluntly offered. “The railroads were coming through Alabama, and Papa got a job as a railroad man. Then he died.”

One of the handful of facts A. G. was able to recall about his father was that the extension of the railroads through the state of Alabama had offered him a means of survival that was not tied to farming the land—and he took it. Demopolis had been chosen to serve as the crossroads of the St. Louis-San Francisco Railway and the Alabama Great Southern Railroad, a construction project that would require manual labor on a grand scale. Blacks who were hired by the railroads had little chance of doing much besides clearing paths, hauling coal, and laying tracks, so we can assume that it was in one or all of these pursuits that A. G.'s father was employed. His salary would have been about $124 a year. It was crippling labor, not least of all because the heat of the Alabama sun made every movement a greater burden to bear. It was a well accepted fact that thousands of workers would die or be maimed on the project; railroad work was a dangerous endeavor. But like most black men, A. G.'s father likely saw the job with the railroads as a chance—an opportunity to ride the wave of industrialization into an era where his son might one day conduct the train for which he laid the tracks.

A. G. would watch closely and learn as first one of his parents and then the other stepped away from a life that was dedicated to the soil—as his grandparents' had been—and searched out a means of survival based on increasingly skilled forms of labor. His father would die for the promise of the industrial age, and, partly as a result of this, his mother would be forced to leave him behind as she, too, attempted to build a life away from the land. Both his father's failure and his mother's success in the newly industrial society would leave lasting effects on this boy who, by the age of ten, had already learned enough of the world to inspire his first business idea.
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Rosie's hunt for employment led her to Greensboro, Alabama, twenty-five miles northeast of Demopolis. Once there, she found employment in the home of A. B. and Minnie Loveman. The Lovemans were a prominent and prosperous Jewish family, owners of the regionally famous Loveman, Joseph & Loeb Department Stores, which would eventually become the state's largest department store chain. The Lovemans employed dozens of white citizens in their professional practice, as well as a considerable number of black employees retained to take care of the business of the home. It was as part of the latter group that A. G.'s mother, Rosie, was taken on. Her skills in the kitchen proved themselves unparalleled by Greensboro standards, and she quickly became an indispensable element in the Loveman household—so much so that when the family expanded their business and relocated to the big city a few years later, there was no question about whether Rosie would be coming along.

The “big city” for anyone living in Alabama at the turn of the century was Birmingham. Often called the Magic City for the stores of coal and iron found there, Birmingham held great promise for the population of the entire region—blacks and whites alike. When cotton was king, plantation owners had avoided the area of Jefferson County (of which Birmingham is a part), due to the aridity and rockiness of the terrain. The soil there was anything but right for growing cotton, so the area remained largely undeveloped until the coming of the railroads at the end of the nineteenth century.

Located at the intersection of two major railroad lines, Birmingham was incorporated as a town in 1871, with a population of eight hundred inhabitants. The city quickly grew in size, boasting twenty-six thousand residents by 1890. The vaults of Birmingham's first coal mine opened in 1878, and twelve years later the mining economy had produced an economic boom for the ruling class. For the underclass, things were not nearly so positive, but the area nonetheless provided opportunities for work that were not linked to sharecropping, offering the promise of another chance for blacks to “get ahead.”

The tremendous growth of the Birmingham population and the city's status as one of the nation's leading steel-producing centers turned the fast-growing town into a mecca for business. The tax rate in Birmingham proper—the lowest of the thirty-eight American cities with populations in the one-hundred-thousand-to-three-hundred-thousand range—offered extremely advantageous conditions to the building of industry. In addition, assessment figures for the area were substantially undervalued—within the business district they were less than 20 percent.

It may have been just this combination of encouraging factors that led A. B. Loveman to leave Greensboro and set up shop in Birmingham. A shrewd businessman, A. B. must have quickly realized that Birmingham's economy was ripe for the consumerist cause, and he made the bold move of expanding his fast-growing retail empire into this new center of financial activity. With the relocation of the Loveman family, and the purchase and renovation in 1905 of a grand manor house on Rhodes Circle (an area just south of town that would, over time, develop into an affluent residential neighborhood), life began to change not only for the Lovemans, but for their employees as well. Rosie's years of dedication to the family, along with the newly available rooms on the Rhodes Circle property, made it possible for the Lovemans to allow her to bring her son to live with her, finally. Mother and son would reside above the stable, built with a view of the Lovemans' own house.

BUTTON FARES

In the years that Rosie had been gone, Art had grown from a small boy into a young man. Already testing his boundaries in the one-room schoolhouse Demopolis offered to educate young blacks, for a period A. G. found himself in and out of trouble with the principal of the school, Ulysses S. Jones, a man much feared among the student body. Most often, Gaston found himself punished for “shooting cottonseeds at the girls during class” with his slingshot, revealing the first hint, too, of his growing interest in the opposite sex. One girl in particular, Creola Smith (“plump and pretty” and a year younger than A. G.), caught his eye above the others.

However, A. G. was rarely the instigator of these little crusades against adult authority. By his own admission, A. G. Gaston was, as a child, a “square,” afraid of falling into disrepute with the adult community for fear of what it might mean to his future—and, in particular, his future in business. The possibility of such a career had been opened up to him by a certain Sebron Edwards, the first black person in Marengo County to be graduated from high school. After his diploma had been conferred, Sebron went to work in Demopolis as a clerk for the local grocery store. His presence behind the counter, pencil stuck smartly behind his ear as he tabulated accounts, made the young A. G. Gaston aware of new possibilities. Here was a black man in a position of power, not just working but thinking. A. G. was so deeply impressed by Sebron that he returned to the market again and again, just to catch sight of the spectacle. He quickly made up his mind that one day he, too, would stand behind a counter and think, tabulate, decide.

It was the vision of Sebron and the possibilities he represented that, in some fashion, kept A. G. from the worst of trouble. His most frequent co-conspirator, a boy named Dennis Martin, had found no such model; as an adult A. G. would blame the dismal course the man's life eventually took on precisely this absence of positive inspiration.

A. G., meanwhile, kept Sebron securely in his sights and soon laid off his more ill-behaved endeavors. Though it made him increasingly popular with the adult population of Demopolis, this transformation into a so-called square had its distinct disadvantages when it came to maneuvering within the social milieu of the children's world. Gaston is entirely forthright about his early experiences as an outcast, explaining in aching detail how his shift away from roguishness also represented a shift away from popularity, and how the loss of friends that accompanied that transformation was a painful enough experience to make him desperate to regain that community by any means necessary. “I… was nobody's hero,” Gaston wrote. “I was a square … my old friends did not seek me out. I grew lonesome.”

With Sebron in mind (along with a newfound familiarity with the Weiss family, the prominent negro owners of a local funeral parlor), those means revealed themselves in the form of a swing hanging in A. G.'s backyard. It had been hung there, years before, by his parents, and had been eyed with envy by the neighborhood children since the day it first appeared. It was the only such swing in the neighborhood, and its broad and solid construction (from a heavy rope bound to a four-by-six-foot door) made it an oasis of pleasure to which each and every child in the neighborhood hoped to gain access. Faced with the trauma of increasing isolation—not to mention a now ever-present desire to “make something” of himself—A. G. realized in an instant how he might win back his friends: He would turn his swing into a business venture, charging button fares for a ride.

This first endeavor was a resounding success, and it came to form the backbone of what would be Gaston's trademark for business development. He had, as he liked to say, found a need and filled it. He had sensed the children's longing for a commodity that he (and only he) could offer. He had provided them with a product that served their needs (while, admittedly, also serving his own), and they proved ready customers, willing to pay to satisfy their desires. On that day A. G. collected “several cigar boxes full of fares.” He won the admiration of the parents in the town for keeping their children out of trouble, and most importantly, he won back his friends.

He learned a simple lesson that day: People will pay for what they need, or for what they perceive themselves as needing. He had found a need and filled it, and, crucially, he had done it all
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