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23-10 Editorial in Negro World (1924)

Marcus Garvey

Just as writers and artists of the Harlem Renaissance, based in New York City’s pre-
mier African American community, “championed racial pride and cultural identity” in
a white society, so the Universal Negro Improvement Association, based in northern
cities receiving large numbers of black migrants, “sought to challenge white political
and cultural hegemony” by preaching black separatism, rather than a continued quest
for racial integration (see text pp. 764-765).

Source: Marcus Garvey, editorial in Negro World (New York), September 2, 1924; reprinted in
Robert A. Hill, ed., The Marcus Garvey and Universal Negro Improvement Association Papers,
6: 8-11. Copyright © 1989 by the Regents of the University of California. Reprinted by permis-
sion of the University of California Press and of the Marcus Garvey and UNIA Papers Project.

THE ENEMIES AT WORK

During the whole of the convention and a little prior
thereto, the enemies of our cause tried to provoke and con-
fuse our deliberation by the many unpleasant things they
systematically published against the Universal Negro Im-
provement Association. Our enemies in America, espe-
cially the Negro Republican politicians of New York, used
the general time fuse to explode on our tranquility and
thereby destroy the purpose for which we were met, but as

is customary, the Universal Negro Improvement Associa-

. tion is always ready for the enemy. They had arranged

among themselves to get certain individuals of the Liberian
government along with Ernest Lyons, the Liberian Consul-
General, in Baltimore, himself a reactionary Negro politi-
cian of the old school, to circulate through the Negro press
and other agencies such unpleasant news purported to be
from Liberia as to create consternation in our ranks and
bring about the demoralization that they hoped and calcu-
lated for, but as usual, the idiots counted without their
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hosts. The Universal Negro Improvement Association
10t be destroyed that way, in that it is not only an orga-
.tion, but is the expression of the spiritual desires of the
four hundred million black peoples of the world.

OUR COLONIZATION PROGRAM

As everybody knows, we are preparing to carry out our
Liberian colonization program during this and succeeding
months. Every arrangement was practically made toward
this end. . . . Unfortunately, after all arrangements had
been made in this direction, our steamship secured to carry
the colonists and all plans laid, these enemies of progress
worked in every way to block the carrying out of the plan.
For the purpose of deceiving the public and carrying out
their obstruction, they tried to make out by the protest that
was filed by Ernest Lyons of Baltimore, with the govern-
ment of Washington, that our Association was of an incen-
diary character and that it was the intention of the organi-
zation to disturb the good relationship that existed
between Liberia and other friendly powers. A greater non-
sense could not have been advanced by any idiot. What
could an organization like the Universal Negro Improve-
ment Association do to destroy the peace of countries that
are already established and recognized? It is supposed that
England and France are the countries referred to when, in
fact, the authors of that statement know that England and
F = are only waiting an opportunity to seize more land
. .eria and to keep Liberia in a state of stagnation, so as
to justify their argument that the blacks are not competent
of self-government in Africa as well as elsewhere. If Edwin
Barclay had any sense, he would know that the Universal
Negro Improvement Association is more friendly to
Liberia, because it is made up of Negroes, than England
and France could be in a thousand years. Lyons’ protest
was camouflage.

NEGROES DOUBLE-CROSSING

Everybody knows that the hitch in the colonization plan of
the Universal Negro Improvement Association in Liberia
came about because of double-crossing. The Firestone
Rubber and Tire Company, of Ohio, has been spending
large sums of money among certain people. The offer, no
Joubt, was so attractive as to cause certain persons to
‘ound the argument to destroy the Universal Negro Im-
srovement Association, so as to favor the Firestone Rub-
ver and Tire Company who, subsequently, got one million
wcres of Liberian land for actually nothing, to be exploited
or rubber and minerals, and in the face of the fact that
[beria is one of the richest rubber countries in the world,
'n asset that should have been retained for the Liberian
reople and members of the black race, but now wantonly
iv e to a white company to be exploited in the inter-
st «hite capital, and to create another international
omplication, as evidenced in the subsequent subjugation
f Haiti and the Haitians, after the New York City Bank

established itself in Haiti in a similar way as the Firestone
Rubber and Tire Company will establish itself in Liberia.
Why, every Negro who is doing a little thinking, knows
that after the Firestone Rubber and Tire Company gets
into Liberia to exploit the one million acres of land, it is
only a question of time when the government will be taken
out of the hands of the Negroes who rule it, and Liberia
will become a white man’s country in violation of the con-
stitution of that government as guaranteeing its soil as a
home for all Negroes of all climes and nationalities who
desire to return to their native land. The thing is so dis-
graceful that we, ourselves, are ashamed to give full public-
ity to it, but we do hope that the people of Liberia, who
control the government of Liberia, will be speedily in-
formed so that they, through the Senate and House of Re p-
resentatives, will repudiate the concessions granted to the
Firestone Rubber and Tire Company, so as to save their
country from eternal spoilation. If the Firestone Rubber
and Tire Company should get the concessions in Liberia of
one million acres of land, which should have been granted
to the Universal Negro Improvement Association for de-
velopment by Negroes for the good of Negroes, it simply
means that in another short while thousands of white men
will be sent away from America by the Firestone Rubber
and Tire Company to exploit their concessions. These
white men going out to colonize, as they generally regard
tropical countries, will carry with them the spirit of all
other white colonists, superiority over and subjugation of
native peoples; hence it will only be a question of time
when these gentlemen will change the black population of
Liberia into a mongrel race, as they have done in America,
[the] West Indies and other tropical countries, and there
create another race problem such as is confusing us now in
these United States of America. These white gentlemen are
not going to allow black men to rule and govern them, so,
like China and other places, there will be such complica-
tions as to ultimately lead to the abrogation of all native
control and government and the setting up of new author-
ity in a country that once belonged to the natives.

THE RAPE OF LIBERIA

It is the duty of every Negro in the world to protest against
this rape of Liberia encouraged by those who are responsi-
ble for giving the concessions to the Firestone Rubber and
Tire Company. Why, nearly one-half of the country has
been given away and, when it is considered that out of the
twelve million square miles of Africa, only Liberia is left as a
free and independent black country, it becomes a shame and
disgrace to see that men should be capable of giving away
all this amount of land to the same people who have posses-
sion of over nine-tenths of the country’s [continent’s] area,

BRIGHT FUTURE FOR RACE

We beg to advise, however, the members and friends of the
Universal Negro Improvement Association all over the
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world, that what has happened has not obstructed much
the program of the Universal Negro Improvement Associa-
tion as far as our colonization plans are concerned. All that
we want is that everybody get behind the Black Cross Nav-
igation and Trading Company and send us the necessary
amount of money to pay for our first ship and secure other
ships so as to carry out our trade contract with the Negroes
of Africa, West Indies, South and Central America and
these United States. The Association is devoting its time and
energy now to building up an international commerce and
trade so as to stabilize Negro industry. There is much for us
to do. In taking the raw materials from our people in Africa
to America, as well as materials [from] the West Indies,
South and Central America to the United States[,] and tak-
ing back to them our finished and manufactured products
in exchange, we have a whole world of industrial conquest
to make and it can be done splendidly if each Negro will
give us the support that is necessary. We want not only one,
two or three ships, but we want dozens of ships, so that
every week our ships can be going out of the ports of New
York, Philadelphia, Boston, Baltimore, New Orleans, Sa-
vannah or Mobile for Liberia, Sierre [sic] Leone, Gold
Coast, Lagos, Abyssinia, Brazil, Argentina, Costa Rica,
Guatemala, Nicaragua, Honduras, Jamaica, Barbados,
Trinidad, British Guiana and British Honduras. Let our
ships be on the seven seas, taking our commerce to Eng-
Jand, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, China and India. The
chance of making good in commerce and trade is as much
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ours as it is other races and so we call upon you everywhere
to get behind the industrial program of the Universal Negro
Improvement Association. If we can control the field of in-
dustry we can control the sentiment of the world and that is
what the Universal Negro Improvement Association seeks
for the four hundred millions of our race.

MOVE THE LITTLE BARRIERS

So, the little barriers that have been placed in the way by
the envious and wicked of our own race can easily be re-
moved if we will get together and work together. Now that
the convention has risen, let us redouble our energy every-
where to put the program over. Let us work with our
hearts, soul and minds to see that everything is accom-
plished for the good of the race. We must have our ship in
action by next month. At least, we are calculating to have
our ship sail out of New York by the 29th of October,
laden with the first cargo for the tropics, and to bring back
to us tropical fruits and produce, and from thence to sail
for Africa, the land of our fathers. Help us make this possi-
ble. ...

With very best wishes for your success, I have the
honor to be, Your obedient servant,

MARCUS GARVEY
President-General
Universal Negro Improvement Association

Questions

1. What does Garvey propose?

2. Why does he consider black Republicans to be the enemy? What is his purpose in
attacking the Firestone Company?

3. How do Garvey’s views differ from those of Booker T. Washington (see Docu-
ment 18-14) and W. E. B. Du Bois (see Document 18-15)? Does Garvey echo any
of the points made by the others?
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7.ora Neale Hurston
How It Feels to Be Colored Me

Born in Eatonville, Florida, in a year that she never remembered the same
way twice, Zora Neale Hurston (19012-1960) entered Howard University in
1923. In 1926 she won a scholarship to Barnard College, where she was the first
black woman to be admitted: There Hurston developed an interest in anthropol-
ogy, which was cultivated by Columbia University's distinguished anthropologist,
Frank Boas. From 1928 to 1931 she collected voodoo folklore in the South and
published her findings in Mules and Men (193S). Two successive Guggenheim
Fellowships allowed ber to do field work in the Caribbean, resulting in another
anthropological study, Tell My Horse (1938). She also collected folklore about
Florida for the Works Progress Administration and published the two novels for
which she is justly famous, Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1 934), and Their Eyes Were
Watching God (1937).

Langston Hughes said that "she was always getting scholarships and things
from wealthy white people.” But when the economy collapsed and brought the
famous Harlem Renaissance dows with it, Hurston’s patrons all but disappeared.
She managed to publish two more books, Moses, Man of the Mountain (1939)
and Seraph on the Suwanee (1948), and ber autobiography, Dust Tracks on a
Road (1942), before her reputation suffered a serious decline during the 1950s.
After working as a librarian, part-time teacher, and maid near the end of ber life,
Hurston died in a county welfare home in Florida in virtual obscurity. The redis-
covery of ber work is largely attributed to Alice Walker, who edited a collection
of Hurston's writings, | Love Muvself When I'm Laughing (1975). “How It Feels
t6 Be Colored Me™ originally appeared in The World Tomorrow 1111928,

Hurston said, “I regret all my books. It is ene of the tragedies of life that one
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cannot bave all the wisdom one is ever to possess in the beginning. Perbaps, it is
just as well to be rash and foolish for 4 swhile. If writers were too wise, perhaps 1o
books would be written at all. It might be better to ask yourself “Why#' after-
wards than before. Anyway, the force from somewhere in Space which commands
you to write in the first place, gives you no choice. You take up the pen when you
are told, and write what is commanded. There is no agony like bearing an untold
story inside you.”

I am colored but I offer nothing in the way of extenuating circum-
stances except the fact that I am the only Negro in the United Srates
whose grandfather on the mother’s side was #ot an Indian chief.

I remember the very day that I became colored. Up to my thirteenth
year I lived in the little Negro town of Eatonville, Florida. It is exclusively
a colored town. The only white people I knew passed through the town
going to or coming from Orlando. The native whites rode dusty horses,
the Northern tourists chugged down the sandy village road in automo-
biles. The town knew the Southerners and never stopped cane chewing!
when they passed. But the Northerners were something else again. They
were peered at cautiously from behind curtains by the timid. The more
venturesome would come out on the porch to watch them go past and got
just as much pleasure out of the tourists as the tourists got out of the
village.

The front porch might seem a daring place for the rest of the town,
but it was a gallery seat for me. My favorite place was atop the gate-post.
Proscenium box for a born first-nighter. Not only did I enjoy the show,
but I didn’t mind the actors knowing that I liked it. I usually spoke to
them in passing. I'd wave at them and when they returned my salute, I
would say something like this: “Howdy-do-well-I-thank-you-where-you-
goin’?” Usually automobile or the horse paused at this, and after a queer
exchange of compliments, I would probably “go a piece of the way” with
them, as we say in farthest Florida. If one of my family happened to come
to the front in time to see me, of course negotiations would be rudely bro-
ken off. But even so, it is clear that [ was the first “welcome-to-our-state”
Floridian, and I hope the Miami Chamber of Commerce will please rake
notice.

During this period, white people differed from colored to me only in
that they rode through town and never lived there. They liked to hear me
“speak pieces” and sing and wanted to see me dance the parse-me-la,? and
gave me generously of their small silver for doing these things, which
seemed strange to me for I wanted to do them so much that I needed bribing
to stop. Only they didn’t know it. The colored people gave no dimes. They
deplored any joyful tendencies in me, but I'was their Zora nevertheless. I be-
longed to them, to the nearby hotels, to the county —everybody’s Zora.

1ease chewing: Chewing on sugar cane. — EDS.
2parse-me-la: Probably an old dance song. — EDS.
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But changes came in the family when [ was thirteen, and I was sent to
school in Jacksonville. I left Eatonville, the town of the oleanders, as Zora.
When I disembarked from the river-boat at Jacksonville, she was no more.
It seemed that I had suffered a sea change. I was not Zora of Orange
County any more, I was now a little colored girl. I found it out in certain
ways. In my heart as well as in the mirror, I became a fast brown—war-
ranted not to rub nor run.

But I am not tragically colored. There is no great sorrow dammed up
in my soul, nor lurking behind my eyes. [ do not mind at all. I do not be-
long to the sobbing school of Negrohood who hold that nature somehow
has given them a lowdown dirty deal and whose feelings are all hurt
about it. Even in the helter-skelter skirmish that is my life, [ have seen
that the world is to the strong regardless of a little pigmentation more
or less. No, I do not weep at the world—1I am too busy sharpening my
oyster knife.

Someone is always at my elbow reminding me that I am the grand-
daughter of slaves. It fails to register depression with me. Slavery is sixty
years in the past. The operation was successful and the patient is doing
well, thank you. The terrible struggle that made me an American out of a
potential slave said “On the line!” The Reconstruction? said “Get set!”;
and the generation before said “Go!” I am off to a flying start and I must
not halt in the stretch to look behind and weep. Slavery is the price I paid
for civilization, and the choice was not with me. It is a bully adventure
and worth all that I have paid through my ancestors for it. No one on
earth ever had a greater chance for glory. The world to be won and noth-
ing to be lost. It is thrilling to think—to know that for any act of mine, I
shall get twice as much praise or twice as much blame. It is quite exciting
to hold the center of the national stage, with the spectators not knowing
whether to laugh or to weep.

The position of my white neighbor is much more difficult. No brown
specter pulls up a chair beside me when I sit down to eat. No dark ghost
thrusts its leg against mine in bed. The game of keeping what one has is
never so exciting as the game of gerting.

I do not always feel colored. Even now I often achieve the uncon-
scious Zora of Eatonville before the Hegira.# I feel most colored when I
am thrown against a sharp white background.

For instance at Barnard. “Beside the waters of the Hudson” 1 feel my
race. Among the thousand white persons, 1 am a dark rock surged upon,
and overswept, but through it all, I remain myself. When covered by the
waters, | am; and the ebb but reveals me again.

3Reconstruction: The period of rebuilding and reorganizing immediately following the
Civil War.—EDS.

“4Hegira: A journey to safery. Historically it refers to Mohammed’s flight from Mecca
in A.D. 622. —EDS.
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Sometimes it is the other way around. A white person is set down in
our midst, but the contrast is just as sharp for me. For instance, when I sit
in the drafty basement that is The New World Cabaret with a white per-
son, my color comes. We enter chatting about any little nothing that we
have in common and are seated by the jazz waiters. In the abrupt way
that jazz orchestras have, this one plunges into a number. It loses no time
in circumlocutions, but gets right down to business. It constricts the tho-
rax and splits the heart with its tempo and narcotic harmonies. This or-
chestra grows rambunctious, rears on its hind legs and attacks the tonal
veil with primitive fury, rending it, clawing it until it breaks through to
the jungle beyond. I follow those heathen—follow them exultingly. I
dance wildly inside myself; I yell within, I whoop; I shake my assegai’
above my head, I hurl it true to the mark yeeceooww! I am in the jungle
and living in the jungle way. My face is painted red'and yellow and my
body is painted blue. My pulse is throbbing like a war drum. I want to
slaughter something—give pain, give death to what, I do not know. But
the piece ends. The men of the orchestra wipe their lips and rest their fin-
gers. I creep back slowly to the veneer we call civilization with the last
tone and find the white friend sitting motionless in his seat, smoking
calmly.

“Good music they have here,” he remarks, QEEBEW the table with
his fingertips.

Music. The great blobs of purple and red emotion have not touched
him. He has only heard what I felt. He is far away and I see him but
dimly across the ocean and the continent that have fallen between us. He
is so pale with his whiteness then and I am so colored.

At certain times I have no race, I am me. When I set my hat at a cer-
tain angle and saunter down Seventh Avenue, Harlem City, feeling as
snooty as the lions in front of the Forty-Second Street Library, for in-
stance. So far as my feelings are concerned, Peggy Hopkins Joyceé on the
Boule Mich? with her gorgeous raiment, stately carriage, knees knocking
together in a most aristocratic manner, has nothing on me. The cosmic
Zora emerges. | belong to no race nor time. I am the eternal feminine
with its string of beads. :

I have no separate feeling about being an American citizen and col-
ored. I am merely a fragment of the Great Soul that surges within the
boundaries. My country, right or wrong.

Sometimes, I feel discriminated against, but it does not make me
angry. It merely astonishes me. How can any deny themselves the plea-
sure of my company? It’s beyond me.

Sassegai: A hunting spear. —EDS.

6Peggy Hopkins Joyce: A fashionable American whe was a celebrity in the 1920s.
— EDs.

7Boule Mich: The Boulevard Saint-Michel in Paris.—EDs.
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But in the main, I feel like a brown bag of miscellany propped against a
wall. Against a wall in company with other bags, white, red, and yellow.
Pour out the contents, and there is discovered a jumble of small things
priceless and worthless. A first-water diamond, an empty spool, bits of bro-
ken glass, lengths of string, a key to a door long since crumbled away, a
rusty knife-blade, old shoes saved for a road that never was and never will
be, a nail bent under the weight of things too heavy for any nail, a dried
flower or two still a little fragrant. In your hand is the brown bag. On the
ground before you is the jumble it held—so much like the jumble in the
bags, could they be emptied, that all might be dumped in a single heap and
the bags refilled without altering the content of any greatly. A bit of colored
glass more or less would not matter. Perhaps that is how the Great Stuffer
of Bags filled them in thefirst place—who knows?

The Reader’s Presence

1. Hurston’s essay is divided into four sections. Do you find this di-

vision significant? What relationships can you detect among the
separate parts?

2. How much does being “colored” inform Hurston’s identity? Does
it seem to matter throughout the essay? At what points does color
seem deeply important to Hurston? When does it seem less impor-
tant? What do you think the reasons are for these differences?

3. Consider Hurston’s startling image in the final paragraph: “But in
the main, I feel like a brown bag of miscellany propped against a
wall.” Try rereading the essay with this image in mind. In what
ways does it help you understand Hurston’s sense of personal

identity? In what ways can it be said to describe the form and style
of the essay itself?

Any Human

to Another

Countee Cullen

The ills I sorrow at
__Not me alone

Like an arTow,

Pierce to the marrow,
s Through the fat

And past the bone.

Your grief and mine
Must intertwine
Like sea and river,
10__ Be fused and mingle,
_o“gﬁnmo yet single,
Forever and forever.

Let no man be so proud
And confident.
15 To think he is allowed
A little tent
Pitched in a meadow
Of sun and shadow
__All his little own.

S' Joy may be shy, unique,
Friendly to a few,

Sorrow never scorned to speak
To any who

|_Were false or true.

ﬁ Your every grief
Like a blade
Shining and unsheathed
L__Must strike me down.

Of bitter aloes wreathed,
30 My sorrow must be laid
On your head like a crown.

THINKING ABOUT THE SELECTION
Recalling

1. What pierces the speaker “to the marrow"'?

2. What must “intertwine like sea and river"?

3. What should no person think?

4, (a) What must strike the m.u.mmxﬁ down?
(b) What must be done with his sorrow?

Interpreting

5. How is the image presented in the first stanza
echoed in the final stanza?

6. What is the meaning of the image presented
in the third stanza? .

7. Why does the speaker feel that joy is more
difficult to share than sorrow?

Applying
8. Why do you think sharing feelings of sorrow
with others often makes a person feel better?

ANALYZING LITERATURE
Understanding the Harlem Renaissance

The Harlem Renalssance was a .Q..__E_.m_
movement that emerged in Harlem during the
1820's. In their work the writers of the Harlem
Renaissance tried to capture the essence of
black life and communicate the general sentl-
ments of the black people. .

1. What do the emotions discussed in this poem
suggest about the o<2m\_v_ sentiments of the

le at the time?

2. ﬂwﬂx%wmw the image presented in the first
stanza suggest that the suffering of the black
people is deeply rooted in the n.mmﬁv )

3. What do you think is the poem's main pur-
pose?
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Richard Wright
The Ethics of Living Jim Crow

Richard Wright (1908-1960) experienced the life of poor black share-
croppers in Mississippi as a child and the life of the urban poor in Chicago
and New York as an adult. A novelist, short story writer, poet, and essayist, he
spent his writing career coming to terms with poverty, violence, and racism. Dur-
ing the 1930s Wright wrote for communist newspapers and was active in the
Communist party; he eventually became disillusioned with communism and
severed bis ties in 1944. In 1947 Wright moved to Paris and lived there until
his death. Wright first gained critical acclaim with bis depiction of the debu-
manization of blacks in a racist society in his novel Native Son (1940). “The

Ethics of Living Jim Crow” is the introduction to Uncle Tom’s Children: Five
Long Stories 1938.

My first lesson in how to live as a Negro came when I was quite
small. We were living in Arkansas. Our house stood behind the railroad
ﬁ.m&ﬁ. Its skimpy yard was paved with black cinders. Nothing green ever
grew in that yard. The only touch of green we could see was far away, be-
yond the tracks, over where the white folks lived. But cinders were good
enough for me and I never missed the green growing things. And anyhow
cinders were fine weapons. You could always have a nice hot war with
huge black cinders. All you had to do was crouch behind the brick pillars
of a house with your hands full of gritty ammunition. And the first
woolly black head you saw pop out from behind another row of pillars
was your target. You tried your very best to knock it off. It was great fun.

I never fully realized the appalling disadvantages of a cinder environ-
ment till one day the gang to which I belonged found itself engaged in a
war with the white boys who lived beyond the tracks. As usual we laid
down our cinder barrage, thinking that this would wipe the white boys
out. But they replied with a steady bombardment of broken bottles. We
doubled our ciner barrage, but they hid behind trees, hedges, and the
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sloping embankments of their lawns. Having no such fortifications, we
retreated to the brick pillars of our homes. During the retreat a broken
milk bottle caught me behind the ear, opening a deep gash which bled
profusely. The sight of blood pouring over my face completely demoral-
ized our ranks. My fellow-combatants left me standing paralyzed in the
center of the yard, and scurried for their homes. A kind neighbor saw me
and rushed me to a doctor, who took three stitches in my neck.

I sat brooding on my front steps, nursing my wound and waiting for
my mother to come from work. I felt that a grave injustice had been done
me. It was all right to throw cinders. The greatest harm a cinder could do
was leave a bruise. But broken bottles were dangerous; they lefr you cut,
bleeding, and helpless.

When night fell, my mother came from the white folks® kitchen. I
raced down the street to meet her. I could just feel in my bones that she
would understand. I knew she would tell me exactly: what to do next
time. I grabbed her hand and babbled out the whole story. She examined
my wound, then slapped me.

“How come yuh didn’t hide?” she asked me. “How come yuh
awways fightin™?”

I was outraged, and bawled. Berween sobs I told her that I didn’t
have any trees or hedges to hide behind. There wasn't a thing I could
have used as a trench. And you couldn’t throw very far when you were
hiding behind the brick pillars of a house. She grabbed a barrel stave,
dragged me home, stripped me naked, and beat me till I had a fever of
one hundred and two. She would smack my rump with the stave, and,
while the skin was still smarting, impart to me gems of Jim Crow wis-
dom. I was never to throw cinders any more. I was never to fight any
more wars. I was never, never, under any conditions, to fight white folks
again. And they were absolutely right in clouting me with the broken
milk bottle. Didn’t I know she was working hard every day in the hot
kitchens of the white folks to make money to take care-of me? When was
I ever going to learn to be a good boy? She couldn’t be bothered with my
fights. She finished by telling me that I ought to be thankful to God as
long as I lived that they didn’t kill me. .

All that night I was delirious and could not sleep. Each time I closed
my eyes I saw monstrous white faces suspended from the ceiling, leering
at me.

From that time on, the charm of my cinder yard was gone. The green
trees, the trimmed hedges, the cropped lawns grew very meaningful, be-
came a symbol. Even today when I think of white folks, the hard, sharp
outlines of white houses surrounded by trees, lawns, and hedges are pres-
ent somewhere in the background of my mind. Through the years they
grew into an overreaching symbol of fear.

It was 2 long time before I came in close contact with white folks again.
We moved from Arkansas to Mississippi. Here we kad the good forrune not

'ive behind the railroad tracks, or close to white neighborhoods. We
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lived in the very heart of the local Black Belt. There were black churches
and black preachers; there were black schools and black teachers; black
groceries and black clerks. In fact, everything was so solidly black that for a
long time I did not even think of white folks, save in remote and vague
terms. But this could not last forever. As one grows older one eats more.
One’s clothing costs more. When I finished grammar school I had to go to
work. My mother could no longer feed and clothe me on her cooking job.

There is but one place where a black boy who knows no trade can get
a job, and that’s where the houses and faces are white, where the trees,
lawns, and hedges are green. My first job was with an optical company in
Jackson, Mississippi. The morning I applied I stood straight and neat be-
fore the boss, answering all his questions with sharp yessirs and nosirs. I
was very careful to pronounce my sirs distinctly, in order that he might
know that I was polite, that I knew where I was, and that I knew he was
a white man. I wanted that job badly.

He looked me over as though he were examining a prize poodle. He
questioned me closely about my schooling, being particularly insistent
about how much mathematics I had had. He seemed very pleased when I
told him I had had two years of algebra.

“Boy, how would you like to try to learn something around here?”
he asked me.

“I'd like it fine, sir,” I said, happy. I had visions of “working my way
up.” Even Negroes have those visions.

“All right,” he said. “Come on.”

I followed him to the small factory.

“Pease,” he said to a white man of about thirty-five, “this is Richard.
He’s going to work for us.”

Pease looked at me and nodded.

I was then taken to a white boy of about seventeen.

“Morrie, this is Richard, who’s going to work for us.”

“Whut yuh sayin’ there, boy!” Morrie boomed at me.

“Fine!” I answered.

The boss instructed these two to help me, teach me, give me jobs to
do, and let me learn what I could in my spare time.

My wages were five dollars-a week.

I worked hard, trying to please. For the first month I got along O.K.
Both Pease and Morrie seemed to like me. But one thing was missing.
And I kept thinking about it. I was not learning anything and nobody was
volunteering to help me. Thinking they had forgotten that I was to learn
something about the mechanics of grinding lenses, I asked Morrie one
day to tell me about the work. He grew red.

“Whut yuh tryin’ t” do, nigger, get smart?” he asked.

“Naw; [ ain’ tryin’ t* git smart,” I said.

“Well, don’t, if yuh know whut’s good for yuh!”

I was puzzled. Maybe he just doesn’t want to help me, I thought. I
wentto 7 ~e.
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“Say, are yuh crazy, you black bastard?” Pease asked me, his gray
eyes growing hard.

I spoke out, reminding him that the boss had said I was to be given a
chance to learn something.

“Nigger, you think you’re white, don’t you?”

“Naw, sir!”

“Well, you're acting mighty like it!”

“But, Mr. Pease, the boss said . . .”

Pease shook his fist in my face.

“This is a white man’s work around here, and you better watch your-
self!”

From then on they changed toward me. They said good-morning no
more. When I was just a bit slow in performing some duty, I was called a
lazy black son-of-a-bitch.

Once I thought of reporting all this to the boss. Bur the mere idea of
what would happen to me if Pease and Morrie should learn that I had
“snitched” stopped me. And after all the boss was a white man, too.
What was the use?

The climax came at noon one summer day. Pease called me to his
work-bench. To get to him I had to go between two narrow benches and
stand with my back against a wall.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Richard, I want to ask you something,” Pease began pleasantly, not
looking up from his work.

“Yes, sir,” I said again.

Morrie came over, blocking the narrow passage between the benches.
He folded his arms, staring at me solemnly.

I looked from one to the other, sensing that something was coming.

“Yes, sir,” I said for the third time.

Pease looked up and spoke very slowly.

“Richard, Mr. Morrie here tells me you called me Pease.”

[ stiffened. A void seemed to open up in me. I knew this was the
show-down.

He meant that I had failed to call him Mr. Pease. I looked at Morrie.
He was gripping a steel bar in his hands. I opened my mouth to speak, to
protest, to assure Pease that I had never called him simply Pease, and that
I had never had my intentions of doing so, when Morrie grabbed me by
the collar, ramming my head against the wall.

“Now, be careful, nigger!” snarled Morrie, baring his teeth. “I heard
yuh call *im Pease! "N’ if yuh say yuh didn’t, yuh’re callin’ me a lie, see?™
He waved the steel bar threateningly.

If T had said: No, sir, Mr. Pease, I never called you Pease, I would
have been automatically calling Morrie a liar. And if I had said: Yes, sir,
M. Pease, I called you Pease, I would have been pleading guilty to having
uttered the worst insult that a Negro can utter to a southern white mar '

cood hesitating, trying to frame a neutral reply.
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“Richard, I asked you a question!” said Pease. Anger was creeping
into his voice.

«I don’t remember calling you Pease, Mr. Pease,” 1 said cautiously.
«And if I did, T sure didn’t mean . . .”

“You black son-of-a-bitch! You called me Pease, then!” he spat, slap-
ping me till I bent sideways over a bench. Morrie was on top of me, de-
manding:

“Didn’t yuh call ’im Pease? If yuh say yuh didn’t, I'll rip yo’ gut
string loose with this bar, yuh black granny dodger! Yuh can’t call a
white man a lie ’n’ git erway with it, you black son-of-a-bitch!”

I wilted. I begged them not to bother me. I knew what they wanted.
They wanted me to leave.

«Pl leave,” I promised. I’ll leave right now.”

They gave me a minute to get out of the factory. [ was warned not to
show up again, or tell the boss.

I went.

When 1 told the folks at home what had happened, they called me a
fool. They told me that I must never again attempt to exceed my bound-
aries. When you are working for white folks, they said, you got to “stay
in your place” if you want to keep working.

I

My Jim Crow education continued on my next job, which was porter-
ing in a clothing store. One morning, while polishing brass out front, the
boss and his twenty-year-old son got out of their car and half dragged and
half kicked a Negro woman into the store. A policeman standing at the cor-
ner looked on, twirling his night-stick. I warched out of the corner of my
eye, never slackening the strokes of my chamois upon the brass. After a few
minutes, | heard shrill screams coming from the rear of the store. Later the
woman stumbled out, bleeding, crying, and holding her stomach. When she
reached the end of the block, the policeman grabbed her and accused her of
being drunk. Silently, I watched him throw her into a patrol wagon.

When I went to the rear of the store, the boss and his son were wash-
ing their hands at the sink. They were chuckling. The floor was bloody
and strewn with wisps of hair and clothing. No doubt I must have ap-
peared pretty shocked, for the boss slapped me reassuringly on the back.

“Boy, that's what we do to niggers when they don’t want to pay their
bills,” he said, laughing.

His son looked at me and grinned.

“Here, hava cigarette,” he said.

Not knowing what to do, I took it. He lit his and held the match for
me. This was a gesture of kindness, indicating that even if they had
beaten the poor old woman, they would not beat me if I knew enough ro
keep r- —outh shut.
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“Yes, sir,” I said, and asked no questions.

After they had gone, I sat on the edge of a packing box and stared at
the bloody floor till the cigaretre went out.

That day at noon, while eating in a hambarger joint, I told my fellow
Negro porters what had happened. No one seemed surprised. One fellow,
after swallowing a huge bite, turned to me and asked:

“Huh! Is tha’ all they did t” her?”

«Yeah. Wasn’t tha’ enough?” T asked.

«Ghucks! Man, she’s a lucky bitch!” he said; burying his lips deep
into a juicy hamburger. “Hell, it’s a wonder they didn’t lay her when they
got through.”

1II

I'was learning fast, but not quite fast enough. One day, while I was deliv-
ering packages in the suburbs, my bicycle tire was punctured. I walked along
the hot, dusty road, sweating and leading my bicycle by the handle-bars.

A car slowed at my side.

«What’s the matter, boy?” a white man called.

I told him my bicycle was broken and I was walking back to town.

“That's too bad,” he said. “Hop on the running board.”

He stopped the car. I clutched hard at my bicycle with one hand and
clung to the side of the car with the other.

“All set?”

“Yes, sir.” I answered. The car started. ,

It was full of young white men. They were drinking. I watched the
flask pass from mouth to mouth.

“Wanna drink, boy?” one asked.

I laughed as the wind whipped my face. Instinctively obeying the
freshly planted precepts of my mother, [ said:

“Qh, no!”

The words were hardly out of my mouth before 1 felt something hard
and cold smash me berween the eyes. It was an empty whisky bottle. I
saw stars, and fell backwards from the speeding car into the dust of the
road, my feet becoming entangled in the steel spokes of my bicycle. The
white men piled out and stood over me.

“Nigger, ain’ yuh learned no better sense’n tha’ yet?” asked the man
who hit me. “Ain’ yuh learned t' say sir ' a white man yet?”

Dazed, I pulled to my feet. My elbows and legs were bleeding. Fists
doubled, the white man advanced, kicking my bicycle out of the way.

“ Aw, leave the bastard alone. He’s got enough,” said one.

Thev stood looking at me. I rubbed my shins, trying to stop the flow
of blood. No doubr they felt a sort of contempruous pity, for one asked:

«Yyh wanna ride t’ town now, nigger: Yuh reckon yuh know enough
t ride now?”
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“] wanna walk,” I said, simply.

Maybe it sounded funny. They laughed.

“Well, walk, yuh black son-of-a-bitch!”

When they lefr they comforted me with:

“Nigger, yuh sho better be damn glad it wuz us yuh ralked t’ tha’
way. Yuh're a lucky bastard, 'cause if yuh'd said tha’ * somebody else,
yuh might’ve been a dead nigger now.”

v

Negroes who have lived South know the dread of being caught alone
upon the streets in white neighborhoods after the sun has set. In such a
simple situation as this the plight of the Negro in America is graphically
symbolized. While white strangers may be in these neighborhoods trying
to get home, they can pass unmolested. But the color of a Negro’s skin
makes him easily recognizable, makes him suspect, converts him into a
defenseless target. 5

Late one Saturday night I made some deliveries in a white neighbor-
hood. I was pedaling my bicycle back to the store as fast as I could, when
a police car, swerving toward me, jammed me into the curbing.

“Get down and put up your hands!” the policemen ordered.

I did. They climbed out of the car, guns drawn, faces set, and ad-
vanced slowly.

“Keep still!” they ordered.

I reached my hands higher. They searched my pockets and packages.
They seemed dissatisfied when they could find nothing incriminating. Fi-
nally, one of them said: )

“Boy, tell your boss not to send you out in white neighborhoods after
sundown.”

As usual, I said:

“Yes, sir.”

Vv

My next job was as hall-boy in a hotel. Here my Jim Crow education
broadened and deepened. When the bell-boys were busy, I was often
called to assist them. As many of the rooms in the hotel were occupied by
prostitutes, [ was constantly called to carry them liquor and cigarettes.
These women were nude most of the time. They did not bother about
clothing, even for bell-boys. When you went into their rooms, you were
supposed to take their nakedness for granted, as though it startled you no
more than a blue vase or a red rug. Your presence awoke in them no
sense of shame, for you were not regarded as human. If they were alone,
you - 1d steal sidelong glimpses at them. But if they were receiving men,
not :r of your eyelids could show. I remember one incident vividly.
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A new woman, a huge, snowy-skinned blonde, took a room on my floor.
1 was sent to wait upon her. She was in bed with a thick-set man; both
were nude and uncovered. She said she wanted some liquor and slid out
of bed and waddled across the floor to get her money from 2 dresser
drawer. I watched her.

“Nigger, what in hell you looking at?” the white man asked me, rais-
ing himself upon his elbows.

“Nothing,” I answered, looking miles deep into the blank wall of the
room.

“Keep your eyes where they belong, if you want to be healthy!”
he said.

“Yes, sir.”

VI

One of the bell-boys I knew in this hotel was keeping steady company
with one of the Negro maids. Qurt of a clear sky the police descended
upon his home and arrested him, accusing him of bastardy. The poor boy
swore he had had no intimate relations with the girl. Nevertheless, they
forced him to marry her. When the child arrived, it was found to be much
lighter in complexion than either of the two supposedly legal parents. The
whire men around the hotel made a great joke of it. They spread the
rumor that some white cow must have scared the poor girl while she was
carrying the baby. If you were in their presence when this explanation
was offered, you were supposed to laugh.

VII

One of the bell-boys was caught in bed with a whire prostitute. He
was castrated and run out of town. Immediately after this all the bell-
boys and hall-boys were called together and warned. We were given 1o
understand that the boy who had been castrated was a “mighty, mighty
lucky bastard.” We were impressed with the fact that next time the man-
agement of the hotel would not be responsible for the lives of “trouble-
makin’ niggers.” We were silent.

VIII

One night, just as I was about to go home, I met one of the Negro
maids. She lived in my direction, and we fell in to walk part of the way
home together. As we passed the white night-watchman, he slapped the
maid on her butrock. I rurned around, amazed. The watchman looked at
me with a long, hard, fixed-under state. Suddenly he pulled his gun and
asked: =
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“Nigger, don’t yuh like it?”
I hesitated.
«] asked yuh don’t yuh like it?” he asked again, stepping forward.
“Yes, sir,” I mumbled.
“Talk like it, then!”
“Qh, yes, sir!” I said with as much heartiness as 1 could muster.
Outside, I walked ahead of the girl, ashamed to face her. She caught
up with me and said:
“Don’t be a fool! Yuh couldn’t help it!”
This watchman boasted of having killed two Negroes in self-defense.
Yes, in spite of all this, the life of the hotel ran with an amazing
smoothness. It would have been impossible for a stranger to detect any-
thing. The maids, the hall-boys, and the bell-boys were all smiles. They
had to be.

IX

I had learned my Jim Crow lessons so thoroughly that I kept the hotel
job till I lefr Jackson for Memphis. It so happened that while in Memphis
I applied for a job at a branch of the optical company. I was hired. And
for some reason, as long as I worked there, they never brought my past
against me.

Here my Jim Crow education assumed quite a different form. It was
no longer brutally cruel, but subtly cruel. Here I learned to lie, to steal, to
dissemble. I learned to play that dual role which every Negro must play if
he wants to eat and live.

For example, it was almost impossible to get a book to read. It was
assurried that after a Negro had imbibed what scanty schooling the state
furnished he had no further need for books. I was always borrowing
books from men on the job. One day I mustered enough courage to ask
one of the men to let me get books from the library in his name. Surpris-
ingly, he consented. I cannot help but think that he consented because he
was a Roman Catholic and felt a vague sympathy for Negroes, being him-
self an object of hatred. Armed with a library card, I obtained books in
the following manner: I would write a note to the librarian, saying:
«Please let this nigger boy have the following books.” 1 would then sign it
with the white man’s name.

When I went to the library, I would stand at the desk, hat in hand,
looking as unbookish as possible. When I received the books desired 1
would take them home. If the books listed in the note happened to be
out, I would sneak into the lobby and forge a new one. 1 never took any
chances guessing with the white librarian abour what the fictitious white
man would want to read. No doubr if any of the white patrons had sus-
pected that some of the volumes they enjoyed had been in the home of a
Negro. they would not have rolerated it for an instant.
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The factory force of the optical compeny in Memphis was mu.h
larger than that in Jackson, and more urbanized. At least they liked to
talk, and would engage the Negro help in conversation whenever pos-
sible. By this means I found that many subjects were taboo from the
white man’s point of view. Among the topics they did not like to discuss
with Negroes were the following: American white women; the Ku Klux
Klan; France, and how Negro soldiers fared while there; French women;
Jack Johnson; the entire northern part of the Unirted States; the Civil War;
Abraham Lincoln; U.S. Granty; General Sherman; Cartholics; the Pope;
Jews; the Republican Party; slavery; social equality; Communismy; Social-
ism; the 13th and 14th Amendments to the Constitution; or any topic
calling for positive knowledge or manly self-assertion on the part of the
Negro. The most accepted topics were sex and religion.

There were many times when I had to exercise a great deal of ingenuity
to keep out of trouble. It is a southern custom that all men must take off
their hats when they enter an elevator. And especially did this apply to us
blacks with rigid force. One day I stepped into an elevator with my arms
full of packages. I was forced to ride with my hat on. Two white men stared
at me coldly. Then one of them very kindly lifred my hat and placed it upon
my armful of packages. Now the most accepted response for a Negro to
make under such circumstances is to look at the white man out of the cor-
ner of his eye and grin. To have said: “Thank you!” would have made the
white man think that you thought you were receiving from him a personal
service. For such an act I have seen Negroes take a blow in the mouth. Find-
ing the first alternative distasteful, and the second dangerous, L hit upon an
acceptable course of action which fell safely berween these two poles. [ im-
mediately —no sooner than my hat was liftrad — pretended that my pack-
ages were about to spill, and appeared deeply distressed with keeping them
in my arms. In this fashion I evaded having to acknowledge his service, and,
in spite of adverse circumstances, salvaged a slender shred of personal
pride.

How do Negroes feel about the way they have to live? How do they
discuss it when alone among themselves? I think this question can be an-
swered in a single sentence. A friend of mine who ran an elevator once
told me: :

“Lawd, man! Ef it wuzn’t fer them palices 'n’ them ol’ lynch-mobs,
there wouldn’t be nothin’ but uproar down here!”

The Reader’s Presence

1. Wright is a highly accomplished writer, yet his style is outwardly
straightforward and colloquial. Wky might he have chosen to tell
his story in an “everyday” rather than in a more “literary” lan-
guage?
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The Weary Blugs
lsangston Hughgs

Droning a drowsy syncopated tune,’
Rocking back and forth to a mellow croon,
I heard a Negro play.
Down on Lenox Avenue?® the other night
By the pale dull pallor of an old gas light
He did a lazy sway . ..
He did a lazy sway . . .
To the tune o' those Weaty Blues.
With his ebony hands on each ivory key
He made that poor piano moan with melody.
O Blues!
Swaying to and fro on his rickety stool
He played that sad raggy tune like a musical fool.
Sweet Blues!
Coming from a black man's soul.
O Blues!
In a deep song voice with a melancholy tone
I heard that Negro sing, that old piano moan--
"Ain't got nobody in all this wotld,
Ain't got nobody but ma self.
I's gwine to quit ma frownin'
And put ma troubles on the shelf."

Thump, thump, thump, went his foot on the floor.

He played a few chords then he sang some more--

"I got the Weaty Blues

And I can't be satisfied.

Got the Weary Blues

And can't be satisfied--

I ain't happy no mo'

And I wish that I had died."
And far into the night he crooned that tune.
The stars went out and so did the moon.
The singer stopped playing and went to bed
While the Weary Blues echoed through his head.
He slept like a rock ot a man that's dead.

Bl e

! syncopated tune: melody in which accents are placed on normally unaccented beats.

2 Lenox Avenue: street in Harlem

What would you say is the most powerful image in the poem? Why?

How does the message of the blues singer’s first verse contrast with that of his second?

What are some of the words in the poem that help to create 2 slow, weaty, melancholy mood?

Desctibe how the poem’s structure suggests the rhythms of blues music. Point out examples of
alliteration and onomatopoeia that also add to the poem’s wailing, musical effect.

5. How would you describe the emotional effect of the image in line 327
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