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For My Sister Madeline
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know the night when, in terror and bitterness of soul, I discovered
that I was set apart by the pigmentation of my skin (invisible
though it was in my case) and the moment at which I decided that I
would infinitely rather be what I was than, through taking advan-
tage of the way of escape that was open to me, be one of the race
which had forced the decision upon me.

There were nine light-skinned Negroes in my family: mother,
father, five sisters, an older brother, George, and myself. The house
in which I discovered what it meant to be a Negro was located on
Houston Street, three blocks from the Candler Building, Atlanta’s
first skyscraper, which bore the name of the ex-drug clerk who had
become a millionaire from the sale of Coca-Cola. Below us lived
none but Negroes; toward town all but a very few were white. Qurs
was an eight room, two-story frame house which stood out in its
surroundings not because of its opulence but by contrast with the
drabness and unpaintedness of the other dwellings in a deteriorating
neighborhood.

Only Father kept his house painted, the picket fence repaired,
the board fence separating our place from those on either side white-
washed, the grass neatly trimmed, and flower beds abloom. Mother’s
passion for neatness was even more pronounced and it seemed to
me that I was always the victim of her determination to see no single
blade of grass longer than the others or any one of the pickets in the
front fence less shiny with paint than its mates. This spic-and-
spanness became increasingly apparent as the rest of the neighbor-
hood became more down-at-heel, and resulted, as we were to learn,
in sullen envy among some of our white neighbors. It was the
violent expression of that resentment against a Negro family neater
than themselves which set the pattern of our lives.

On 2 day in September 19o6, when I was thirteen, we were
taught that there is no isolation from life. The unseasonably oppres-
sive heat of an Indian summer day hung like a steaming blanket over
Atlanta, My sisters and I had casually commented upon the unusual
quietness. It seemed to stay Mother’s volubility and reduced Father,
who was more taciturn, to monosyllables, But, as I remember it, no
other sense of impending trouble impinged upon our consciousness.

I had read the inflammatory headlines in the Atlanta News and
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the more restrained ones in the Atlanta Constitution which reported
alleged rapes and other crimes committed by Negroes. But these
were so standard and familiar that they made—as I look back on it
now—little impression. The stories were more frequent, however,
and consisted of eight-column streamers instead of the usual two- or
four-column ones.

Father was a mail collector. His tour of duty was from three to
eleven .M. He made his rounds in a little cart into which one
climbed from a step in the rear. I used to drive the cart for him from
two until seven, leaving him at the point nearest our home on Hous-
ton: Street, to return home either for study or sleep. That day Father
decided that I should not go with him. I appealed to Mother, who
thought it might be all right, provided Father sent me home before
dark because, she said, *“I don’t think they would dare start anything
before nightfall.” Father told me as we made the rounds that ominous
rumors of a race riot that night were sweeping the town. But I was
too young that morning to understand the background of the riot.
I became much older during the next thirty-six hours, under circum-
stances which I now recognize as the inevitable outcome of what
had preceded.

One of the most bitter political campaigns of that bloody era was
reaching its climax. Hoke Smith—that amazing contradiction of
courageous and intelligent opposition to the South’s economic ills
and at the same time advocacy of ruthless suppression of the Negro
—was a candidate that year for the governorship. His opponent was
Clark Howell, editor of the Atlmta Comnstitution, which boasted
with justification that it “covers Dixie like the dew.” Howell and
his supporters held firm authority over the state Democratic machine
despite the long and bitter fight Hoke Smith had made on Howell
in the columns of the rival Atlanta Journal.

Hoke Smith had fought for legislation to ban child labor and rail-
road rate discriminations. He had denounced the corrupt practices
of the railroads and the state railway commission, which, he charged,
was as much owned and run by northern absentee landlords as were
the railroads themselves, He had fought for direct primaries to
nominate senators and, other candidates by popular vote, for a cor-
rupt practices act, for an elective railway commission, and for state
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ownership of railroads—issues which were destined to be still fought
for nearly four decades later by Ellis Arnall. For these reforms he
was hailed throughout the nation as a genuine progressive along with
La Follette of Wisconsin and Folk of Missouri.

To overcome the power of the regular Democratic organization,
Hoke Smith sought to heal the fend of long standing berween him-
self and the powerful ex-radical Populist, Thomas E. Watson. Tom
Watson was the strangest mixture of contradictions which rotten-
borough politics of the South had ever produced. He was the bril-
liant leader of an agrarian movement in the South which, in alliance
with the agrarian West, threatened for a time the industrial and
financial power of the East. He had made fantastic strides in uniting
Negro and white farmers with Negro and white industrial workers.
He had advocated enfranchisement of Negroes and poor whites,
the abolition of lynching, control of big business, and rights for the
little man, which even today would label him in the minds of con-
servatives as a dangerous radical. He had fought with fists, guns, and
spine-stirring oratory in a futile battle to stop the spread of an
industrialized, corporate society.

His break with the Democratic Party during the ’go’s and the
organization of the Populist Party made the Democrats his impla-
cable enemies. The North, busy building vast corporations and in~
dividual fortunes, was equally fearful of Tom Watson, Thus was
formed between reactionary Southern Democracy and conservative
Northern Republicanism the basis of cooperation whose fullest
flower is to be seen in the present-day coalition of conservatives in
Congress. This combination crushed Tom Watson’s bid for national
leadership in the presidential elections of 1896 and smashed the
Populist movement. Watson ran for president in 1904 and 1go8,
both times with abysmal failure. His defeats soured him to the point
of vicious acrimony. He turned from his ideal of interracial de-
cency to one of virulent hatred and denunciation of the “nigger.”
He thus became a naturally ally for Hoke Smith in the gubernatorial
election in Georgia in 1906.

The two rabble-rousers stumped the state screaming, “Nigger,
nigger, nigger!” Some white farmers still believed Watson's aban-
doned doctrine that the interests of Negro and white farmers and
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industrial workers were identical, They feared that Watson's and
Smith’s new scheme to disfranchise Negro voters would lead to dis-
franchisement of poor whites. Tom Watson was sent to trade on his
past reputation to reassure them that such was not the case and
that their own interests were best served by now hating “niggers.”

‘Watson’s oratory had been especially effective among the cotton
mill workers and other poor whites in and near Atlanta. The Atlanta
Journal on August 1, 1906, in heavy type, all capital letters, printed
an incendiary appeal to race prejudice backing up Watson and
Smith which declared:

Political equality being thus preached to the negro in the ring papers
and on the stump, what wonder that he makes no distinction between
political and social equality? He grows more bumptious on the street,
more impudent in his dealings with white men, and then, when he cannot
achieve social equality as he wishes, with the instinct of the barbarian to
destroy what he cannor attain to, he lies in wait, as that dastardly brute
did yesterday near this city, and assaults the fair young girlhood of the
south ...

At the same time, a daily newspaper was attempting to wrest
from the Alanta Journal leadership in the afternoon field. The new
paper, the Atlanta News, in its scramble for circulation and adver-
tising took a lesson from the political race and began to play up in
eight-column streamers stories of the raping of white women by
Negroes. That every one of the stories was afterward found to be
wholly without foundation was of no importance. The News cir-
culation, particularly in street sales, leaped swiftly upward as the
headlines were bawled by lusty-voiced newsboys, Atlanta became
a tinder box.

Fuel was added to the fire by a dramatization of Thomas Dixon’s
novel The Clansman in Atlanta. (This was later made by David
Wark Griffith into The Birth of a Nation, and did more than any-
thing else to make successful the revival of the Ku Klux Klan.) The
late Ray Stannard Baker, telling the story of the Adanta riot in
Along the Color Line, characterized Dixon’s fiction and its effect
on Atlanta and the South as “incendiary and crael.” No more apt
or sceurate description could have been chosen.

During the afternoon preceding the riot little bands of sullen, evil-
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looking men talked excitedly on street corners all over downtown
Atlanta. Around seven o’clock my father and I were driving toward
a mail box at the corner of Peachtree and Houston Streets when
there came from near-by Pryor Street a roar the like of which I had
never heard before, but which sent a sensation of mingled fear and
excitement coursing through my body. I asked permission of Father
to go and see what the trouble was, He bluntly ordered me to stay
in the cart. A little later we drove down Atlanta’s main business
thoroughfare, Peachtree Street. Again we heard the terrifying cries,
this time near at hand and coming toward us. We saw a Jame Negro
bootblack from Herndon's barber shop pathetically trying to out-
run a mob of whites. Less than a hundred yards from us the chase
ended. We saw clubs and fists descending to the accompaniment
of savage shouting and cursing. Suddenly a voice cried, “There goes
another nigger!” Its work done, the mob went after new prey. The
body with the withered foot lay dead in a pool of blood on the
street,

Father’s apprehension and mine steadily increased during the eve-
ning, although the fact that our skins were white kept us from at-
rack. Another circumstance favored us—the mob had not yet grown
violent enough to attack United States government property. But I
could see Father’s relief when he punched the time clock at eleven
p.m. and got into the cart to go home. He wanted to go the back
way down Forsyth Street, but I begged him, in my childish excite-
ment and ignorance, to drive down Marietta to Five Points, the heart
of Atlanta’s business district, where the crowds were densest and the
yells loudest. No sooner had we turned into Marietta Street, how-
ever, than we saw careening toward us an undertaker's barouche.
Crouched in the rear of the vehicle were three Negroes clinging to
the sides of the carriage as it lunged and swerved. On the driver's
seat crouched a white man, the reins held taut in his left hand. A
huge whip was gripped in his right. Alternately he lashed the horses
and, without looking backward, swung the whip in savage swoops
in the faces of members of the mob as they lunged at the carriage
determined to seize the three Negroes.

There was no time for us to get out of its path, so sudden and
swift was the appearance of the vehicle. The hub cap of the right
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rear wheel of the barouche hit the right side of our much lighter
wagon. Father and I instinctively threw our weight and kept the
cart from turning completely over. Qur mare was 2 Texas mustang
which, frightened by the sudden blow, lunged in the air as Father
clung to the reins. Good fortune was with us, The cart settled
back on its four wheels as Father said in a voice which brooked no
dissent, “We are going home the back way and not down Marietta.”

But again on Pryor Street we heard the cry of the mob. Close to
us and in our direction ran a stout and elderly woman who cooked
at a downtown white hotel. Fifty yards behind, a mob which filled
the street from curb to curb was closing in. Father handed the
reins to me and, though he was of slight stature, reached down and
lifted the woman into the cart. I did not need to be told to lash the
mare to0 the fastest speed she could muster.

The church bells tolled the next morning for Sunday service. But
no one in Atlanta believed for a moment that the hatred and lust for
blood had been appeased. Like skulls on a cannibal’s hut the hats
and caps of victims of the mob of the night before had been hung
on the iron hooks of telegraph poles. None could tell whether each
hat represented a dead Negro. But we knew that some of those
who had worn the hats would never again wear any.

Late in the afternoon friends of my father’s came to warn of more
trouble that night. They told us that plans had been perfected for
a mob to form on Peachtree Street just after nightfall to march
down Houston Street to what the white people called “Darktown,”
three blocks or so below our house, to “clean out the niggers.”
There had never been a firearm in our house before that day. Father
was reluctant even in those circumstances to violate the law, but he
at last gave in at Mother’s insistence.

We turned out the lights early, as did all our neighbors. No one
removed his clothes or thought of sleep. Apprehension was tan-
gible. We could almost touch its cold and clammy surface. Toward
midnight the unnatural quiet was broken by a roar that grew
steadily in volume. Even today I grow tense in remembering it.

Father told Mother to take my sisters, the youngest of them only
siz, to the rear of the house, which offered more protection from
stones and bullets. My brother George ‘was away, so Father and I,
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the only males in the house, took our places at the front windows
of the parlor. The windows opened on a porch along the front side
of the house, which in turn gave onto a narrow lawn that sloped
down to the street and a picket fence. There was a crash as Negroes
smashed the street lamp at the corner of Houston and Piedmont
Avenue down the street. In a very few minutes the vanguard of
the mob, some of them bearing torches, appeared. A voice which we
recognized as that of the son of the grocer with whom we had
traded for many years yelled, “That’s wherc that nigger mail carrier
lives! Let’s burn it down! It's too nice for a nigger to live in!” In
the eerie light Father turned his drawn face toward me. In a voice
as quiet as though he were asking me to pass him the sugar at the
breakfast table, he said, “Son, don’t shoot until the first man puts
his foot on the lawn and then—don’t you miss!”

In the flickering light the mob swayed, paused, and began to flow
toward us. In that instant there opened up within me a great aware-
ness; I knew then who I was. I was a Negro, 2 human being with an
invisible pigmentation which marked me a person to be hunted,
hanged, abused, discriminated against, kept in poverty and igno-
rance, in order that those whose skin was white would have readily
at hand a proof of their superiority, a proof patent and inclusive,
accessible to the moron and the idiot as well as to the wise man and
the genius. No matter how low a white man fell, he could always
hold fast to the smug conviction that he was superior to two-thirds
of the world’s population, for those two-thirds were not white.

It made no difference how intelligent or talented my millions of
brothers and I were, or how virtuously we lived. A curse like that
of Judas was upon us, 2 mark of degradation fashioned with
heavenly authority, There were white men who said Negroes had
no souls, and who proved it by the Bible. Some of these now were
approaching us, intent upon burning our house.

Theirs was a world of contrasts in values: superior and inferior,
profit and loss, cooperative and noncooperative, civilized and ab-
original, white and black. If you were on the wrong end of the
comparison, if you were inferior, if you were noncooperative, if
you were aboriginal, if you were black, then you were marked for
excision, expulsion, or extinction. I was a Negro; I was therefore
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that part of history which opposed the good, the just, and the en-
lightened. I was a Persian, falling before the hordes of Alexander.
I was a Carthaginian, extinguished by the Legions of Rome. I was
a Frenchman at Warterloo, an Anglo-Saxon at Hastings, a Confed-
erate at Vicksburg. I was the defeated, wherever and whenever there
was a defeat,

Yet as a boy there in the darkness amid the tightening fright, I
knew the inexplicable thing—that my skin was as white as the skin
of those who were coming at me.

The mob moved toward the lawn. I tried to aim my gun, wonder-
ing what it would feel like to kill a man. Suddenly there was a vol-
ley of shots. The mob hesitated, stopped. Some friends of my
father’s had barricaded themselves in a two-story brick building just
below our house. It was they who had fired. Some of the mobsmen,
still bloodthirsty, shouted, “Let’s go get the nigger.” Others, afraid
now for their safety, held back. Our friends, noting the hesitation,
fired another volley. The mob broke and retreated up Houston
Street.

In the quiet that followed I put my gun aside and tried to relax.
But a tension different from anything I had ever known possessed
me. I was gripped by the knowledge of my identity, and in the
depths of my soul I was vaguely aware that I was glad of it. I was
sick with loathing for the hatred which had flared before me that
night and come so close to making me a killer; but I was glad I
was not one of those who hated; I was glad I was not one of those
made sick and murderous by pride. I was glad I was not one of those
whose story is in the history of the world, a record of bloodshed,
rapine, and pillage. I was glad my mind and spirit were part of the
races that had not fully awakened, and who therefore had still
before them the opportunity to write a record of virtue as a memo-
randum to Armageddon.

It was all just a feeling then, inarticulate and melancholy, yet re-
assuring in the way that death and sleep are reassuring, and I have
clung to it now for nearly half a century.





