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To Maude Mazique

The heart of the Mazique family
She gave selflessly and with great joy
Her unending zest for life gave us all hope
We love her and miss her
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To Robert W. Wheeler

The heart of my family
Who supports us all with his compassion and faith
And makes all our endeavors possible
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PREFACE
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I first met Dr. Edward Craig Mazique in 1981 when my husband, Robert W. Wheeler, was an HEW Fellow in Washington, D.C., and I was finishing my dissertation for my doctorate in sociology. Margurite Mazique, Dr. Mazique’s wife, was in charge of the Fellows program. When Margurite learned that Bob and I were interested in writing a book on the contributions of black athletes to the world of sports, she suggested we meet her husband. This book is a natural outgrowth of our meeting and getting to know Eddie, as we soon came to call him.

In 1982, when Bob and I started the Jim Thorpe Foundation to seek the reinstatement of Jim Thorpe’s pentathlon and decathlon wins in the 1912 Olympics to the record books, Eddie served on our board. In 1984 we achieved our goal when the International Olympic Committee president, Juan Antonio Samaranch, presented duplicate gold medals to Mr. Thorpe’s family prior to the Olympic Games in Los Angeles.

At this juncture, it was time for us to move on to a new project. After having gotten to know Eddie over the previous several years, there was no question we were eager to focus our attention on Eddie’s remarkable life. As he told his stories, we recognized an opportunity to do sociology in the C. Wright Mills tradition by investigating the interplay of biography and history. Telling Eddie’s story would enable us to focus on the major events of African-American history from slavery to civil rights. Here was a person whose life was constantly hampered by individual and institutionalized racism. Yet despite the societal pressures that would have defeated another person he excelled beyond any reasonable expectations.

Eddie was a great storyteller. Mostly he saw the humor in any situation, but even when the events he related were sad or humiliating, he displayed no animosity. At times you could see anger about the way the system was organized, but never bitterness. When Eddie discussed his youth in the South, he slipped back into the southern vernacular. At first Eddie was horrified when he realized I planned to leave the quotations about his early years in Natchez, Mississippi, unrevised. After we talked about the pros and cons of such editing, he agreed to leave the quotations intact. Eddie was a precise and eloquent speaker, as will be apparent to the reader from later quotations from his interviews, speeches, and articles. However, in talking of those early days, he took on a different persona, a persona that was an important part of his more sophisticated personality.

Much of the book is in Eddie’s own words. I think his words convey better than I ever could what Edward Craig Mazique was really like. No citations were used for Eddie’s conversations with me since they were a compilation from years of interviews. From May 1984 through the time of his death in December 1987 we spent numerous hours doing long interviews. We had countless telephone conversations and a great deal of written correspondence. Eddie invited me into his life. I joined him at his office, on house calls, and at his numerous professional meetings. He brought me to family gatherings, shopping, and fishing. I saw him in the presence of congressmen and garage attendants, and he gave them equal respect and attention.

Eddie not only gave me access to his private and personal life but he also provided me with his papers. I viewed all his clippings, speeches, personal files, letters, and photographs. When in the notes I make mention of Eddie’s private papers, it is to this collection that I am referring.

In addition to all of Eddie’s papers, my research consisted of interviews with numerous individuals including friends, relatives, colleagues, patients, teachers, students, and coworkers. They ranged from congressmen to nurses to judges to newspaper editors to bank presidents to agency heads to laborers and labor leaders. Research on original documents was done at the courthouse and the library in Natchez, Mississippi. Further research was conducted through the Historic Natchez Foundation and at numerous libraries, including the National Medical Library in Bethesda, Maryland; the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in New York City; the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.; the University of North Texas; Fairleigh Dickinson University; Texas Woman’s University; and Bloomfield College.

Initially, my husband, Bob, and I had planned to work on the biography together. Shortly after the start of our research, Bob was offered a job that made his continuation on the project unfeasible. Although he discontinued his direct involvement, he has provided the constant support that made it possible to see this book through to its completion. He interviewed people and made a trip to Natchez with Eddie before he ceased his formal commitment to the project.

It was a joy to work with Eddie. He saw the interconnections between his personal biography and what was taking place in society. He understood the manuscript should not cover every minute detail of his life but rather tie in his story with history. He was a man who looked at the world from a sociological perspective, and this viewpoint guided his decisions on how a doctor should be involved in political and social issues.

Eddie’s relatives accepted Bob and me with hospitality unmatched by any we have experienced. When Bob and I made separate trips to Natchez to do research, the Maziques welcomed us into their families as if we always belonged. Our relationship with Maude, Eddie’s eldest sister, was special from the beginning. She and her daughter Dolores have remained part of our extended family. When I attended the Mazique family reunion in 1990, most of the people I did not know assumed I was the daughter of Eddie’s brother Douglas. A writer has never received better treatment from her sources.
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INTRODUCTION
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I’m very proud of my heritage. It may have been
a bit rugged, but I am still proud of it.

— Dr. Edward C. Mazique

Dr. Edward Craig Mazique, or Eddie, as he was always called, was a prominent physician in Washington, D.C.1 He was well known for his wit, his humanitarianism, and his social and political involvement. Instrumental in the integration of the District Medical Society and the local hospitals, the passage of Medicare, the desegregation of many Washington organizations, and other numerous achievements, Eddie’s life was exciting, interesting, and worthwhile. At a time when literature and the media present so few positive black male role models, the Mazique family history is full of strong men who provided for, loved, and guided their families.

When I interviewed him, he was a tall, robust man, quick to smile, with a vast knowledge that crossed many disciplines. His face was finely etched with lines and his hair was like a flowing white mane, much longer than he would have considered wearing it in the days of his youth. There was intelligence in the light brown face, which gave more than a hint of his Indian heritage. He treated everyone with the same courtesy and concern, whether they were famous or infamous, wealthy or poor, a Senator, a garage attendant, or a writer. His face, his demeanor, his intentness never changed as he spoke with different people.2 Although his early years may have been “rugged,” something about his Mississippi roots had made him feel secure, and his carriage reflected this assurance.

There have been drastic changes over the past one hundred years in the position of blacks in American society: from the slave cabins of Mississippi to the segregated world of the nation’s capital, to the legally integrated world of the 1980s. During this time the Maziques went from slave status to one of the largest landowners in Adams County, Mississippi. Dr. Mazique moved from being denied front-door entry to deliver people’s laundry to becoming a physician. He went from being refused access to practice in a District hospital to being its president of staff and from having urine dumped on his head at the YMCA to holding the position as its chairman of the board.

A month before his death on December 27, 1987, Eddie sent a tape answering more of my seemingly endless questions. In the thoughtful mood that having his biography written precipitated, he had decided at the end of the tape to sum up his life. His reflections showed a contented man who, despite difficulties, was pleased with what he had accomplished.

During this Thanksgiving season, I reflect upon the fact that I should be thankful to know that I have really lived three lives: one life of poverty, one life as a second-class citizen, and a life as a first-class citizen.

First, a life of poverty in which I was only a non-productive farm worker. Finally chased by the boll weevils from the cotton fields of Mississippi to the high waters and levees of Louisiana, I felt the pangs of hunger and I have cringed from the cold drafts that resulted from being scantily clothed.

I have lived the life of a second-class citizen. I lived with discrimination. I was threatened to be lynched in Mississippi. My sisters, brothers, and father died from inadequate and unavailable medical care in Mississippi and Louisiana and Memphis, Tennessee. I rode “Jim Crow” trains from Mississippi to Georgia and read Burma Shave signs traveling from Atlanta, Georgia, to Tuskegee, Alabama. I sat and listened to George Washington Carver in Tuskegee as he unraveled his experiments with the peanut. I climbed the fire escape of the Fox Theater in Atlanta in order to see a movie at Christmastime in the segregated balcony. I saw Lena Horne perform in A Cat in the Sky in a segregated pit called the “buzzards roost” in Griffith, Georgia.

Yet I voted for President Jimmy Carter from Plains, Georgia. I saw Raisin in the Sun on Broadway in New York. I rode a “Jim Crow” train from Washington, D.C., to Detroit, Michigan, and our curtain was drawn to separate me from others in the dining car. I rode first class from Chicago to New Orleans and I sat upright in the dining car and was served. I was denied a room at a hotel in Cleveland, Ohio. I slept at the Waldorf Astoria on the thirty-ninth floor in a three-room suite with brass handles on the showers of the bathroom. I sat in the opera seats at the Schubert in New York and Josephine Baker threw me her garter. I heard Debbie Allen sing in Sweet Charity on Broadway. I stayed in the concierge exclusive quarters in Dallas, Texas, and my son practices medicine in Houston.

Eddie was justifiably proud of his family and the speed with which they overcame the impediments of their background. Unlike the famous novelist Richard Wright, who “preferred to have come out of nothing” than to come to terms with having slave grandparents, Eddie was anxious to speak of his past.3 Always ready with a good story, Eddie would slip into the southern vernacular and recall with clarity both the joy and the pain of his early days in Mississippi.

The story of Dr. Edward Craig Mazique, however, is not just about an individual or a specific family. It is about the struggle of black men and women to achieve equality. It is about the conditions of slavery and the post–Civil War South. It is about the disgraceful treatment of blacks in our nation’s capital in the first three-quarters of the twentieth century. It is about black professionals and their attempts to compete and succeed in a white-dominated society. It is about those who strove to integrate not only schools and restaurants but hospitals, clubs, and professional organizations. It is important to retell this story since, as Dr. Benjamin E. Mays said in the introduction to his autobiography, “Young people born just before and since World War II, and certainly since 1954, do not have the faintest idea what Negro-white relations were like in the South.”4 And the South included Washington, D.C., as Judge Carl Moultrie reminded me when I interviewed him:

There were a lot of people, whose names you never hear, who contributed much to what my son and others enjoy now. They don’t know how they got it. They walk into Hecht’s and some other stores and are able to try on clothes without intimidation or to go where they want to go without intimidation. Somebody paid dearly for that.5

As a sociologist, I believe it is important that we do know about these people and understand how they were able bring about changes in society.

Dr. Mazique’s story is also notable in that it gives us insight into the history of American medical societies and institutions. This is an often neglected aspect of our historical awareness. Although one of the most comprehensive books on race relations in the District of Columbia indicates that “the changes in attitude of the local medical profession were one of the most extraordinary features of the shifting pattern of the community in the 1950’s,”6 there is only one paragraph devoted to this issue in the entire book. Dr. Mazique was president of the Medico-Chirurgical Society and the National Medical Association at a time when blacks were being denied access into the American Medical Association and the staffs of many hospitals. The public and even many physicians are unaware of the pioneering efforts of Dr. Mazique and his colleagues. His work and the work of other black physicians on behalf of Medicare and Medicaid while the more conservative physicians, both black and white, opposed any type of federal health care is an important and habitually overlooked part of medical history. An understanding of the issues surrounding the passage of the Medicare Bill is especially important at this time when we are struggling as a nation to deal with the high cost of medical treatment and the consideration of a more comprehensive national health plan.

Through the telling of Eddie Mazique’s story, we delve into the history of many African-Americans who, though oppressed by slavery, were able not only to come to terms with their history but to use it to strengthen their own sense of worth. Although it was clear that some of Dr. Mazique’s past had caused him great pain, he showed no bitterness, harbored no resentments or grudges because of its “ruggedness.” Instead he used his past as a way of measuring his achievements and as a sensitizing mechanism so that he would not forget the less fortunate.
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Fig. 1:List of James Railey’s slaves and their value from his will in 1861. Photo reproduced from records in the Natchez Courthouse.




CHAPTER ONE
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Mississippi Roots

Where the magnolia blossom grows,
Where the muddy Mississippi River flows.
Where the mocking birds sing,
Where plantation bells ring,
In Mississippi.
Where boll weevils ruin the cotton,
Where black folks are forgotten.
Where pine trees grow tall,
There ain’t no rights at all,
In Mississippi.
Where the rich delta land,
All owned by the White man.
The black man works and sweats,
He runs away, but never forgets.
Mississippi.

— Edward C. Mazique, 1982

Dr. Edward Craig Mazique’s past began in an unpretentious home near Natchez, Mississippi. Today you must wind down a narrow dirt road and wade with your car across a driveway partially submerged by a shallow creek to finally come upon the small white house. Behind it you see nothing but tall woods and on the sides nothing but extensive fields ending in another forest in the distance. It is easy to visualize history passing by only outside the borders of this secluded area, but China Grove, as this plantation was named, saw more rapid changes in black history than many places in the heart of the metropolises. For in the 1850s this home was built for a highly favored slave whose total net worth as a human being could be written on paper as if he were no more than a valuable stock animal. Yet by 1871 the master was dead in the Civil War, the slave family was freed, and China Grove was owned by the former slave. Before the end of 1880, the slave’s eldest surviving son had purchased Anchorage, a large plantation in the south of Adams County. By 1890 he had purchased Oakland, the plantation owned and inhabited by his master, and had initiated other purchases that were to make the Mazique family one of the largest landowners in Adams County. This meteoric rise is a story of a unique family, special circumstances, and the peculiar character of Natchez, Mississippi. But it is also the story of the South, of the meaningful black/white relationships that frequently developed there despite prejudice and racism, and of strong family ties, solid values, hard work, and painstakingly developed skills that enabled the survival of a people despite the prediction by the Natchez Tri-Weekly Democrat in 1866:

The child is already born who will behold the last negro in the State of Mississippi. With no one to provide for the aged and the young, the sick and the helpless incompetent to provide for themselves, and brought unprepared into competition with the superior intelligence, tact, and muscle of free white labor, they must surely and speedily perish.1

By the outbreak of the Civil War, Natchez, Mississippi, was a thriving town. Agricultural production was booming and expansion into the Midwest kept its river traffic at an all-time high. On its bustling streets, merchants, planters, river men, and manufacturers vied for the money cotton was pouring into the local economy. The city could not expand rapidly enough to suit businessmen who clamored for “more room,” “more stores,” and “more houses.” The foundation for this prosperity was the necessity for cheap labor, which was secured largely through the enslavement of black people: a foundation that was to rapidly crumble by the end of the decade.2

Natchez always was an unusual southern town. The xenophobia associated with many southern communities was not to be found there. Outside ideas and ways were of little threat to townspeople who were recently foreigners themselves. In 1850, 31 percent of the population of 4,680 was foreign-born. Many others (800) were Yankees and a significant number educated their children in New England. The river traffic also served as an avenue for nontraditional thoughts. Although the coarser elements of river gamblers and roustabouts congregated in the notorious dissipation of Natchez-under-the-Hill, new ideas could not help but be circulated from the more elegant passengers to the aristocratic part of Natchez sedately perched on the bluff overlooking the river. By 1835, the more reputable citizens of town were dominating and serious attempts were being made to civilize the disreputable area under-the-Hill. As an Englishman noted after his repeated visits to Natchez-under-the-Hill, “the most abandoned sink of iniquity in the West” was “much improved.”3

Yet for all its cosmopolitanism, the frontier-town mentality was slow to die. In his diary of the times (1835–1851), a prominent Negro barber, William Johnson of Natchez, recorded street fights using everything from fists to canes to pistols among poor and wealthy alike. This situation did not change after the Civil War, and frequently a man’s strength and gun were the only law to protect him.

Natchez boasted the largest slave market in the state of Mississippi. Despite this fact, Natchez and the surrounding area seemed to serve as a haven for free Negroes. The largest percentage of free Negroes living in any one locale in the Old South was in Natchez and Adams County. The 1840 census listed 1,336 free Negroes in the state, and 255 of these resided in Adams County.4 Freeing one’s slaves apparently elevated the owner in the eyes of his peers, much as “conspicuous consumption” was to be the mark of the wealthy at a later date. If a man could afford to give up something as valuable as one of his slaves, he must be very wealthy indeed. Although historians have written on the subject, many of us remain unacquainted with the relative success of some of the free Negroes, respected by both black and white, who amassed a great deal of property and had a sizable number of their own slaves.5 Somehow these achievements cannot be made to comfortably fit into our image of the “Old South” and so we have tended to overlook them.

One of the best known of these free Negroes was the barber William Johnson. His mother was freed by her master when William was only five. Four years later in 1818, at age thirteen, his sister Delia was freed. In 1820, when Johnson was eleven, it was finally his turn to be freed by the man who was in all likelihood his father. Johnson built a sizable estate from the barber shop he purchased from his brother-in-law. By 1851, Johnson had fifteen slaves valued at more than $6,000 and a total estate in excess of $25,000. His home was in the middle of one of the better white neighborhoods. Respect among whites for Johnson was so great that he was allowed to engage in many activities that would normally be denied to free Negroes. His business transactions with whites included renting them rooms and buildings, lending them money, and even employing some of them to work his farm or erect his buildings.6

Other free Negro businessmen also fared well. Robert D. Smith operated a hack business in the 1850s in Natchez and was well accepted by the citizenry of Natchez, as his obituary in 1858 demonstrates:

THE LATE ROBERT D. SMITH. All our old citizens—indeed we may say—all our citizens will regret to hear of the death of Robert D. Smith, a colored man of our city, but one who, by his industry, probity of life, correctness of demeanor and Christian-like character, had won the favor and respect of the entire community.7

The free Negroes were not all wealthy and respected. Just as with its white counterpart, the black community was marked by social divisions and economic diversity. Johnson was part of the aristocracy of the free people of color. The middle class was composed of those who had less chance for advancement, such as mulatto apprentices, stewards on steamboats, and hack drivers. The lower class consisted of the poor who were small farmers, day laborers, and peddlers. More than one-quarter of the free Negroes were in some kind of dependent relationship with a white family and were listed as attached to a white household.8

Then there were the slaves, the lowest class of the black population. However, even the conditions of slavery appeared to be moderated a bit by this sophisticated cosmopolitan community. Natchez boasted of a slave hospital, one of the few in the Old South. Frequently white preachers and physicians were hired to attend to the needs of slaves, and there is some evidence that two-thirds of the slaves in the Natchez area attended the church of their masters. In 1861, James Railey, the owner of the Mazique family, had the former rector of Trinity Episcopal Church, who was serving as the bishop of Mississippi, come to his plantation to baptize some slaves and to consecrate a burial ground. The slaves bestowed upon Bishop Green a beautiful silver private communion set, which James Railey must have given them to present. Doubtless, at this time, the Maziques were among those baptized if they had not already been.9

It has been argued that Natchez slave owners did everything to improve the lot of their labor force. Although such a wide-ranging generalization may be strongly overstated, there is evidence that the Natchez owners believed that temperate treatment was necessary if slaves were to continue working at their maximum potential.10 The Southern Galaxy, a Natchez newspaper, ran an editorial in 1828 advocating more reasonable punishment for slaves.

We have resided some years among slaves, and from often repeated inquiries, aided by personal observations we are justified in the remark, that the slave, to be useful, must not be barbarously treated. He must be well fed, well clothed, and humanely treated when sick; the master must not tamper with him—correction should not be often repeated, not done in anger.11

This attitude does not mean that life was easy if you were black and living in Natchez. There were many atrocities toward slaves recorded among the accounts of life in the Natchez area. The humane treatment of slaves advocated in the Southern Galaxy stemmed more from a business sense than a sense of justice. To ensure good work and nonthreatening relations with the large number of blacks in Natchez, reasonable treatment was a necessity. Given that one out of three inhabitants of Natchez just prior to the Civil War was a slave, it is no wonder the slave owners strove for harmony and a curtailment of racial friction.12

Although some impressive gains were made by free Negroes in Natchez, public sentiment turned against them as the white population began to feel threatened by the increasing number of freed slaves and the abolitionist philosophy. In the 1840s the lot of the free Negro in Natchez began to deteriorate during what Johnson, the respected barber, called “the Inquisition.” The deeds records of Adams County tell of the changing times. In the 1830s, nearly a hundred emancipation papers were officially recorded. This number dropped to fewer than ten between 1840 and 1850. Although Johnson’s position was reasonably secure from political maneuvering, the rights afforded the free Negroes were curtailed and some were actually deported. Johnson recorded with dismay the plight of the free Negroes during this time:

Poor Andrew Leeper was, I understand, ordered off to day, and so was Dembo and Maryan Givson. They are as far as I Know innocent and Harmless People And Have never done a Crime. . . . Oh what a Country we Live in.13

In 1851 William Johnson was murdered. The paper’s account of the murder eulogized Johnson:

It was ascertained that William Johnson, a free man of color, born and raised in Natchez, and holding a respected position on account of his character, intelligence and deportment, had been shot . . . .This murder has created a great deal of excitement, as well from its atrocity, as from the peaceable character of Johnson and his excellent standing. His funeral services were conducted by the Rev. Mr. Watkins, who paid a just tribute to his memory, holding up his example as one well worthy of imitation by all his class. We observed very many of our most respected citizens at his funeral.14

The prosecution made a strong effort to convict Baylor Winn, who was doubtless guilty of the shooting. However, after two years in prison and three mistrials, Winn was released. The man who was with Johnson and witnessed the shooting was a mulatto. Mississippi law made no exception for William Johnson: a Negro witness could not testify against a white man. Despite the so-called respect in which Johnson was held, his murderer was allowed to go free by claiming to be a white man, thereby invalidating the testimony of the witness.

The ultimate worth of a black man in Natchez in the 1800s is perhaps best summarized by the results of this trial. No matter how much money he had accumulated, no matter how good a life he had led, a black man’s life was not worth the life of a white man of dubious character.15

Despite the dehumanization of slavery, many other black/white relationships, obligations, and sometimes even friendships were formed throughout the South. William Johnson’s diary gives ample evidence of his various interactions with whites that go against our stereotypes. In Natchez, the large number of single white male households composed of a black common-law wife and their mulatto children attests to the fact that black/white affiliations were far from the monolithic slave/master relationship.16

It is obvious that some blacks fared better than others under the rule of the “peculiar institution” of slavery. William Johnson’s diary gives examples of slaves in Natchez who were treated almost as well as if they had been free. It was not unheard of for valued slaves to be plantation overseers for their masters and to be treated, if not equally, at least more humanely than most. Such was the case with August Mazique and his wife, Sarah. The Mazique family had their own small home on China Grove, a 625-acre plantation that adjoined Master James Railey’s more opulent plantation of Oakland.

Approximately twelve miles south of Natchez, China Grove sat in virtual seclusion. To reach it from the Beverly Road that led from Natchez, a traveler had to go down a dirt road through another parcel of land known as White Apple Village past the Indian Mound, then wade across Second Creek. The next house was Oakland, which was three or four miles farther along the Beverly Road, separated from China Grove by thick forest. The Second Creek neighborhood in which China Grove and Oakland were located was considered one of the most desirable in the Natchez area. It rivaled the city of Natchez for elegance and a high social standard.17

The next town to the south was Woodville, another twenty-three miles past Oakland. A traveler in 1835 described the towns and villages in Mississippi as “located perfectly independent of each other, isolated among its forests, and often many leagues apart, leaving in the intervals large tracts of country covered with plantations.”18 Therefore, each plantation afforded its inhabitants a great deal of privacy.

The Mazique home was apparently built soon after James Railey purchased the land in 1854. It was a white two-room main house with tall windows and a wide porch set in the midst of chinaberry trees and dominated by a large oak. Separated from and behind the house stood the kitchen and dining room. A cotton gin, outhouse, barn, smokehouse, and slave quarters completed the property. The house was certainly modest by plantation standards, but compared to the shacks of the poor whites and many of the free blacks in the area it must have seemed like a mansion.

August’s children were also treated well by Railey. At least one, Alexander, became a house servant, the most honored and valued position for a slave. “Originally chosen for their superior intelligence and attractive appearance, they [house servants] had the greatest opportunities for self-improvement, and often succeeded in handing their status down to their sons and daughters.”19 Planters liked to show them off, and in some cases even taught them to read and write, although this was not the case with the Maziques.

Just how special the Mazique family was to James Railey is evidenced by his last will and testament, written on February 1, 1860. Although he bequeathed “all the estate I own of every kind in the state of Mississippi” to his wife without restriction, he made an exception of the Mazique family. After his wife’s death, August and Sarah and their children were to become the property of his brother, Logan, in Kentucky, who “will treat them with kindness and give them all the comfort they require and all the levity from hard work they may merit.”20

Slavery for the Mazique family could not have been as traumatic as it was for some. They were given good housing and ample food, and their family was not separated or threatened by future separation. However, if one tends to doubt the loathsomeness of their lot, one only need look at James Railey’s probate papers where the family is listed as property, and an account given of their illnesses and monetary worth.21

Natchez had no strategic value in the Civil War, so little destruction resulted from military battles. The plantation mansions and the town homes remained intact to serve as a reminder of a lost way of life. However, what war failed to do, peace achieved. After the loss by the South in the war, people abandoned their plantations en masse, leading to deterioration and decay.22

During the Civil War, the government leased plantations to men, generally white scavengers from the North, who frequently hired the recently freed slaves and treated them worse than their originals masters. By all accounts, the conditions in and around Natchez were abominable and continued to be so long after the war had ended. Quarrels between the military and the Treasury Department about how to run the leased plantations led to an inability and/or unwillingness of the troops to enforce law and order on the plantations. “Stock was stolen, houses were burned, and Negroes were abducted, driven off and murdered, as were the lessees.”23 The military proved to be totally ineffective in controlling the attacks. “Practically all the plantations in the vicinity of Natchez, Vicksburg, and Milliken’s Bend were given up, while the Negroes who were not carried off by the raiders fled to the army camps for protection.”24 Conditions were especially harsh in town, where health conditions and vagrancy laws were used as excuses to round up recently freed blacks and forcibly remove them from Natchez.25

As if the man-made horrors were not enough to reduce all the Negroes to the wretched conditions of the federal camps,26 the army worm invaded the cotton fields, leaving many areas completely devastated.

August and Sarah and their family stayed on China Grove during the war to take care of James Railey’s son, Charles. James Railey, who had died during the Civil War (1861), provided for Charles but did not leave him the property outright. Charles had killed a man and was saved from the penalty of the law only because he was declared mentally unfit. He was known to drink and behave badly, as was reported in his divorce suit in 1866. When James’s wife, Matilda, died (1869), she left the half of China Grove that contained the residence to Charles and the other half to her daughter.27

Despite the upheaval caused by the war, many of the slave owners managed to return and retain the rights to their property. The old elite were very much in control in the 1870s, and black ownership of land was discouraged in many areas. By the beginning of the 1900s, blacks still owned only 6 percent of the land in Adams County.28

August Mazique was one of those few blacks who prospered during this harsh time. In 1870, when China Grove came up for public auction after the impoverished Railey heirs lost their rights to the property in a chancery court suit, August Mazique had a white former plantation overseer named Wilmer Shields purchase the property for him. Shields promptly turned the land over to August, who completed paying for it by 1871, enabling him to own the plantation on which he had, less than a decade earlier, been a slave, albeit an honored and esteemed one.
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CHAPTER TWO
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A Country Boy

Just a country boy—a farmer’s son,
Work in the cotton field ain’t no fun.
Get up in the morning at the break of day,
Nothing but misery to live this way.
Hitch up that mule—go to the field.
Water Boy! Water Boy!
Bring that meal.
A bucket of grits with grease on top,
A glass of molasses and biscuits to sop.
Plow in the bright sun, hot as hell;
Listen for the toll of the dinner bell.
Eat greens and pot likker—corn bread on the side,
Back to the cotton field, just can’t hide.
Skin boils in sweat, keep moving along;
’Til sun starts setting, I sing my song,
This kind of living is weary.
Going to leave this place one day.
Catch a freight train for Georgia—Make my getaway!

— Edward C. Mazique, 1983

Mississippi in the early 1900s was one of the most miserable places in this country for blacks. During Reconstruction there had been a vision of brighter days on the horizon. If they just worked hard, blacks could become mayors, congressman, senators, and successful farmers.1By the twentieth century, the life of the poor sharecropper, the long hours to end up with no more than they had as slaves, had dimmed, if not completely erased, the bright hopes of a quarter-century earlier. Blacks were denied the vote, denied schooling past the elementary level, and expected to keep off Main Street in Natchez.

Despite all these difficulties, the Maziques fared well. There is no clear-cut explanation as to how their success was possible. August and Sarah Mazique could neither read nor write and their children, although favored slaves, were also illiterate. How August ever managed to put together the money to buy China Grove and how his children all came to own property is something that can only make us wonder. There can be no doubt that this was an exceptional family who, if not educated in reading and writing, certainly made up for it with extraordinary intelligence.

After the death of August, it was Alex, the next-to-the-oldest son, with his strong personality who was the unquestioned leader of the entire family. He was a tall, slender, coffee-skinned man who, when Eddie was growing up, sported a long white beard that fell down to almost touch his navel. All those who remember “Grandpa Alex” speak of him as a commanding figure despite the rather high pitch to his voice.

Eddie remembered his grandfather with respect and love:

My grandfather was a very gentle man. He was relatively tall in stature although a little stooped when I knew him. He had keen features, brown skin, deeply sunken eyes, sharp nose, heavy eyebrows, and a tousle of hair on his head that was all over—it came right down to his neck. He had a long flowing beard that covered his face and came down at least five inches below his chin and it flushed out. It was black mingled with gray and white. He didn’t drink or smoke. He was soft spoken. His eyes were sunken and piercing, making you know that he was firm in his commitments and decisions. He walked jauntily and pretty much erect. He had eight children. He decided he wanted all of his children educated and this he did.

On Sundays after church, all of the family would travel in their horse and buggy over the country roads to Oakland. As they turned up the long winding dirt and gravel drive they would just get a glimpse of the shining white of the house sitting in the midst of the leaves of the huge oak trees at the top of the hill. Near the main road they would pass Grandpa Alex’s store, then the former slave quarters where sharecroppers now lived, past the old cemetery with the metal grate around the plot of land where the Railey family was buried. And apart from the Raileys, in death as in life, off to the side, outside of the fence were the headstones for August and Sarah Mazique.

The house itself was as majestic as when the Raileys owned it.2 There was room after room—or so it seemed to the grandchildren. The main floor had five or six bedrooms and a living room, used only when they had company, with a piano and fine crystal. The kitchen had a huge wood-burning stove and the dining room had a table large enough to seat twenty people at once.3 But what the children looked forward to, even more than the meals, was the large fan that hung from the ceiling over the table. This they were allowed to pull while Grandpa and his guests ate their meal. Grandpa Alex sat and enjoyed the cooling breeze much as James Railey’s family had done when this was one of Alex’s chores as Master Railey’s slave. The lower floor contained another three bedrooms and this was where Grandpa Alex and Eddie slept. These rooms were underground on the front side and were especially cool during the hot Mississippi summer nights.

Going out through the kitchen door and down the large back steps would bring you to the original building on the plantation that Grandpa used for a livery stable and to store corn and hay on the second floor. Off to the right was a small two-room house that had served as a schoolhouse for the Railey children. There were a number of other buildings on Oakland: a huge barn, a gristmill, a gazebo, and an old church building. Oakland and the adjoining 836-acre plantation of White Apple Village that Grandpa owned seemed like a whole world to the grandchildren.

Grandpa Alex kept everything in perfect condition. The carriages were shiny and clean and the horses, a special love of the Maziques, were always slick and groomed. The lemon trees and wisteria grew in the front of the house and filled the air with their pungent smells. The front porch ran the whole length of the house and served as a natural place for the children to run up and down. The squeaks from the floorboards rang out as the children played and the adults sat, sipped lemonade or mint juleps, and talked over family business. Alex’s brothers, Ike, Hubbard, Jim, and Rudolph, would be there. Jim was rather fat and brown and looked to the others a lot like an Indian. Rudolph, the youngest and handsomest of the brothers, always looked dapper on those Sundays, causing others to joke about his being the playboy of the family. The sisters would be there too: Celestine, who had married Haywood Roy, and Affie, a fair-skinned girl with freckles, who married Lycurgus McMurtry. And at the center of it all would be Alex Mazique Sr.


[image: image]

Fig. 2:Eddie’s grandparents, Alex Mazique I and Laura Craig Mazique. Photo courtesy of Maude Mazique and Dolores Pelham.



Alex had amassed a great deal of property, had become a successful farmer and businessman, and yet could neither read nor write. Until near the end of his life, Grandpa Alex was still signing his name with just an X. But he didn’t delude himself about the importance of an education. He often told the story of the unscrupulous whites who had tried to take away his land by saying he didn’t pay his taxes or bank loans. Somehow he always managed to come out with his property intact but at times it was a close decision. On one occasion, a judge was about to rule against him when he attempted to explain that he had misplaced the receipt in one of his pockets. He began to demonstrate the way it occurred for the judge when, by accident, he discovered the long-lost piece of paper in the vest of his suit.4 He knew being dependent on the goodwill and honesty of the white man to interpret contracts and deeds was no way for a black man to succeed. So he saw to it that all his children were educated. An elementary education was all that was provided for black youths in most of Mississippi and Louisiana. In order to go beyond that, his children had to be sent to private schools, which meant there would be travel expenses along with the costs of education. All of Alex’s children finished high school and he pushed others to go on even further.

Alex and Laura Craig were married when she was just fifteen. Laura’s mother, Millie, was a slave whose two daughters, Laura and Lettie, were fathered by a white army officer. Millie moved in with Grandpa Alex and helped out around the plantation, as did Lettie, who never married. Millie was a lovely little woman who used to go out and ring the bell to call the men to work. Millie lived in the little house that used to be the Episcopal church in the back of Oakland.

Grandpa Alex ruled his eight children with a firm but loving grip. In turn, they all loved and respected their father and followed his wishes even when they were contrary to their own. James, the eldest, was sent to Howard University Medical School in Washington, D.C., and became a physician. Eddie’s father, Alex Jr., went to Roger Williams in Tennessee to study to be a lawyer,5 but was called back when his help was needed on the farm. An intelligent man who loved learning, Alex Jr. was to suffer disappointment the rest of his life for never finishing his degree. Robert and William (called “Uncle Bud” by the children) finished high school and went on to be successful farmers.

It was not just the boys who were educated. All of the daughters graduated from Roger Williams and married men that Grandpa Alex considered suitable, namely those who “would make something of themselves.” Laura was a teacher and married Professor Washburn from Natchez College, who later went on to be the principal of a school in Memphis, Tennessee. Mary was a teacher and a singer with a beautiful contralto voice. She married James Boyd, a plantation manager and well-to-do entrepreneur who was the son of Judge Boyd and one of his slaves. Berta also was a teacher and married a contractor, C. S. Sims, who built one of the new buildings at Natchez College, the black high school that all the Maziques attended. Sarah, an educator who became the dean of women at Natchez College, married the man who would serve as its president for thirty years, S. H. C. Owen. This marriage was not Sarah’s first choice, however.

She was in love with a handsome brown-skinned fellow but Grandpa Alex didn’t think he was going to amount to much. Professor Owen, on the other hand, who was not a particularly handsome man by all family accounts, was an upstanding gentleman on the move and Grandpa Alex smiled kindly on their marriage. Grandpa was right about some things, for S. H. C. Owen did well and their four sons who grew to manhood all became doctors, three physicians and one dentist.
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Fig. 3:The Boyd family. Seated, left to right: Mary Mazique Boyd, Alice Burton holding baby, and James Boyd. Standing, left to right: Wilbur Boyd, Seward Boyd, and James Boyd Jr. Photo courtesy of Maude Mazique and Dolores Pelham.



The Mazique name was respected around town by both blacks and whites. Grandpa Alex had credit wherever he asked, Uncle Jim had an office in Natchez, and Eddie’s father, Alex, kept a home in Natchez so that the children could go to school. Yet they seldom mixed in the political or economic affairs of the town and consequently their names were never mentioned in the newspapers of the day. They kept to themselves, and the center of their lives, the focus, where everyone “really lived,” was on the plantations.

Grandpa Alex managed to set up all of his children on plantations. Eddie’s father, Alex, owned China Grove. The Boyds ended up with Anchorage and Robert with Woodlands. James, or “Uncle Doc” as he was called, lived on Montrose.

There was a certain amount of security in owning nearby and contiguous properties. Being thirteen miles outside of Natchez and having family for neighbors served to provide the Maziques with a buffer against the vagaries of white malevolence. They grew up believing that people were people and all deserving of respect. Even though they were not treated as equals, many of the relationships they had with the whites they encountered were cordial. Grandpa Alex even let some white families sharecrop parts of his land.

All of the Maziques loved horses. Grandpa Alex raised horses and had a stud farm on his property. They all learned to ride well and cherished the sense of freedom they achieved while in the saddle. Eddie’s sister Maude6once rode her horse right down the Main Street of Natchez. She rode as fast as she could, and it was hard to tell if the white faces were more startled by the black face that was invading their sacrosanct territory or the speed with which her horse was progressing. Many of the whites came to bet on the horses at the racetrack that Grandpa owned on the White Apple Village plantation. This seems more than a little ironic since one family story has it that August’s wife, Sarah, was won by James Railey in a horse race on this very same White Apple Village track.

Grandpa Alex’s plantation was a menagerie of people and animals. At various times there were former slaves, workers, aunts, great-grand-parents, and grandchildren all dwelling at Oakland. And Grandpa was a stock farmer so he had sheep, cows, horses, chickens, and just about every other animal one could imagine. It must have looked wonderful to the kids. And some of them made a pretty permanent residence of the place.

Mary Mazique Boyd’s daughter, Alice Boyd, was sent to Oakland to stay with her grandfather and console him after his wife, Laura Craig, died. Alice loved the genial grandfather who always had time to play with her, and she refused to leave when it was time for school. Her father threatened she would grow up to be an “ignoramus,” a new word for her vocabulary, and finally her Uncle Bud had to haul her off to school on the back of his horse.

Eddie was another favorite of Grandpa Alex’s and got to spend many of his summers at Oakland. Grandpa Alex would always ask Eddie’s father if he could take “Buddy,” as he called Eddie, with him after school was out. Alex Jr. idolized his father and would always agree even though it deprived him of Eddie’s labor on the farm.

Grandpa Alex would tell Alice about how his father’s slave ship originated on a tiny island, and he would ask her to get the geography book and name the smallest island in hopes that he would remember the name of the place. He would tell Eddie stories of what it was like when he was a slave. The grandchildren listened politely to the stories of their elders about the old days. As with most children, however, they were much more fascinated by the here and now. Although many of the details of the family beginnings and the slave days are lost, the remembrances of the people populating Oakland are as vivid as yesterday.

Stanley, a former slave at Oakland who stayed on after the war, was a special friend to Eddie.

I never shall forget, one man there whose name was Stanley. Stanley and I became great friends. He was a bachelor and he was graying around the temples with a bald shiny head and dark complexion, very muscular and with great big deep-set brown eyes. He, at that time, must have been in his sixties.

The slave quarters were still on Oakland. I used to go down to his quarters and sit and listen to him tell stories about slavery and I would watch him patch his pants.

It was amazing to me how he would take and patch his pants from other cloth he had. It didn’t make any difference about the color, whether it was polka dot going into a plaid or a plaid going into a plain. The point was, it was cloth. And then instead of just making this thing with small stitches one close behind the other, his stitches would be at least one inch long so that he’d get through the darn thing in a little while. But I loved to see him do that and he’d stitch his pants and put on his brogans.

Stanley and Eddie would sneak down to the watermelon patch in the morning when the cool dew had chilled the melons and would take their pick and start eating them right there. Grandpa often caught them but he never seemed to mind.

Grandpa Alex and Eddie had their own special breakfasts too. They would go to the livery stable with a long pole and knock the baby pigeons from the rafters and dine on squab to start their day.

Life at Oakland was different from the endless chores of Eddie’s father’s farm. Grandpa Alex gave the orders and being with him meant helping him supervise. In the mornings he would sit at the top of the steep steps leading from the kitchen down to the backyard. The rest of the men would sit under him on different steps. Grandpa Alex would tell what he wanted to be done in the various sections that day and his head man, Grant, would see that his orders were carried out.

Grandpa Alex would have old Queen hitched up to the buggy and Eddie would drive Grandpa all over his land to see how his tenants were doing. This was when Eddie and Grandpa Alex would have a chance to talk.

He would talk to me then. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if I had a recorder or been sensitive enough to write some of it down? But a nine- or ten-year-old kid doesn’t care about history.

A couple of things he told me, I do remember. He began to tell me about inequities and about difficulties he had in acquiring some of his land. He also began to tell me how on more than one occasion he had to go to court to defend himself. He would also tell me how there was no justice and no way to get justice. There was not a black lawyer in the whole county. It was time for black lawyers to become involved. He would tell me as we rode along that he wanted me to become a lawyer. I’m going to see that you go through law school. He did push me to become involved.

Traveling over all his property would take more than one day. Sometimes they would watch the horses being studded or see what was happening at the grist mill. There was a never-ending variety of things to do and yet the hard labor was all performed by others. This was definitely young Eddie’s idea of a good way to spend his days. He wasn’t fully aware of the luxury in which he was living, but he knew things were all right when he was on Grandpa
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