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II1

For my father’s funeral I had nothing black to wear and this
posed a nagging problem all day long. It was one of those
problems, simple, or impossible of solution, to which the
mind insanely clings in order to avoid the mind’s real trou-
ble. I spent most of that day at the downtown apartment of a
girl I knew, celebrating my birthday with whiskey and won-
dering what to wear that night. When planning a birthday
celebration one naturally does not expect that it will be up
against competition from a funeral and this girl had antici-
pated taking me out that night, for a big dinner and a night
club afterwards. Sometime during the course of that long day
we decided that we would go out anyway, when my father’s
funeral service was over. I imagine I decided it, since, as the
funeral hour approached, it became clearer and clearer to
me that T would not know what to do with myself when it was
over. The girl, stifling her very lively concern as to the possible
effects of the whiskey on one of my father’s chief mourners,
concentrated on being conciliatory and practically helpful.
She found a black shirt for me somewhere and ironed it and,
dressed in the darkest pants and jacket I owned, and slightly
drunk, I made my way to my father’s funeral.

The chapel was full, but not packed, and very quiet. There
were, mainly, my father’s relatives, and his children, and here
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and there I saw faces I had not seen since childhood, the
faces of my father’s one-time friends. They were very dark
and solemn now, seeming somehow to suggest that they had
known all along that something like this would happen. Chief
among the mourners was my aunt, who had quarreled with
my father all his life; by which I do not mean to suggest that
her mourning was insincere or that she had not loved him.
I suppose that she was one of the few people in the world
who had, and their incessant quarreling proved precisely the
strength of the tie that bound them. The only other person in
the world, as far as I knew, whose relationship to my father
rivaled my aunt’s in depth was my mother, who was not there.
It seemed to me, of course, that it was a very long funeral.
But it was, if anything, a rather shorter funeral than most, nor,
since there were no overwhelming, uncontrollable expres-
sions of grief, could it be called—if I dare to use the word—
successful. The minister who preached my father’s funeral
sermon was one of the few my father had still been seeing as
he neared his end. He presented to us in his sermon a man
whom none of us had ever seen—a man thoughtful, patient,
and forbearing, a Christian inspiration to all who knew him,
and a model for his children. And no doubt the children, in
their disturbed and guilty state, were almost ready to believe
this; he had been remote enough to be anything and, anyway,
the shock of the incontrovertible, that it was really our father
lying up there in that casket, prepared the mind for anything.
His sister moaned and this grief-stricken moaning was taken
as corroboration. The other faces held a dark, non-committal
thoughtfulness. This was not the man they had known, but
they had scarcely expected to be confronted with him; this
was, in a sense deeper than questions of fact, the man they
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had not known, and the man they had not known may have
been the real one. The real man, whoever he had been, had
suffered and now he was dead: this was all that was sure and
all that mattered now. Every man in the chapel hoped that
when his hour came he, too, would be eulogized, which is
to say forgiven, and that all of his lapses, greeds, errors, and
strayings from the truth would be invested with coherence
and looked upon with charity. This was perhaps the last thing
human beings could give each other and it was what they
demanded, after all, of the Lord. Only the Lord saw the mid-
night tears, only He was present when one of His children,
moaning and wringing hands, paced up and down the room.
When one slapped one’s child in anger the recoil in the heart
reverberated through heaven and became part of the pain of
the universe. And when the children were hungry and sullen
and distrustful and one watched them, daily, growing wilder,
and further away, and running headlong into danger, it was
the Lord who knew what the charged heart endured as the
strap was laid to the backside; the Lord alone who knew what
one would have said if one had had, like the Lord, the gift
of the living word. It was the Lord who knew of the impos-
sibility every parent in that room faced: how to prepare the
child for the day when the child would be despised and how
to create in the child—by what meansP—a stronger antidote
to this poison than one had found for oneself. The avenues,
side streets, bars, billiard halls, hospitals, police stations,
and even the playgrounds of Harlem—not to mention the
houses of correction, the jails, and the morgue—testified to
the potency of the poison while remaining silent as to the ef-
ficacy of whatever antidote, irresistibly raising the question
of whether or not such an antidote existed; raising, which
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was worse, the question of whether or not an antidote was
desirable; perhaps poison should be fought with poison. With
these several schisms in the mind and with more terrors in
the heart than could be named, it was better not to judge the
man who had gone down under an impossible burden. It was
better to remember: Thou knowest this man’s fall; but thou
knowest not his wrassling.

While the preacher talked and I watched the children—
years of changing their diapers, scrubbing them, slapping
them, taking them to school, and scolding them had had the
perhaps inevitable result of making me love them, though I
am not sure I knew this then—my mind was busily break-
ing out with a rash of disconnected impressions. Snatches
of popular songs, indecent jokes, bits of books I had read,
movie sequences, faces, voices, political issues—I thought I
was going mad; all these impressions suspended, as it were,
in the solution of the faint nausea produced in me by the
heat and liquor. For a moment I had the impression that my
alcoholic breath, inefficiently disguised with chewing gum,
filled the entire chapel. Then someone began singing one
of my father’s favorite songs and, abruptly, I was with him,
sitting on his knee, in the hot, enormous, crowded church
which was the first church we attended. It was the Abyssinia
Baptist Church on 138th Street. We had not gone there long.
With this image, a host of others came. I had forgotten, in
the rage of my growing up, how proud my father had been
of me when I was little. Apparently, I had had a voice and
my father had liked to show me off before the members of
the church. I had forgotten what he had looked like when
he was pleased but now I remembered that he had always
been grinning with pleasure when my solos ended. I even
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remembered certain expressions on his face when he teased
my mother—had he loved her? I would never know. And
when had it all begun to change? For now it seemed that he
had not always been cruel. I remembered being taken for a
haircut and scraping my knee on the footrest of the barber’s
chair and I remembered my father’s face as he soothed my
crying and applied the stinging iodine. Then I remembered
our fights, fights which had been of the worst possible kind
because my technique had been silence.

I remembered the one time in all our life together when
we had really spoken to each other.

It was on a Sunday and it must have been shortly before I
left home. We were walking, just the two of us, in our usual
silence, to or from church. I was in high school and had been
doing a lot of writing and I was, at about this time, the edi-
tor of the high school magazine. But I had also been a Young
Minister and had been preaching from the pulpit. Lately, 1
had been taking fewer engagements and preached as rarely
as possible. It was said in the church, quite truthfully, that I
was “cooling off.”

My father asked me abruptly, “You'd rather write than
preach, wouldn’t you?”

I was astonished at his question—Dbecause it was a real
question. I answered, “Yes.”

That was all we said. It was awful to remember that that
was all we had ever said.

The casket now was opened and the mourners were be-
ing led up the aisle to look for the last time on the deceased.
The assumption was that the family was too overcome with
grief to be allowed to make this journey alone and I watched
while my aunt was led to the casket and, muffled in black,
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and shaking, led back to her seat. I disapproved of forcing
the children to look on their dead father, considering that the
shock of his death, or, more truthfully, the shock of death as
a reality, was already a little more than a child could bear, but
my judgment in this matter had been overruled and there
they were, bewildered and frightened and very small, being
led, one by one, to the casket. But there is also something
very gallant about children at such moments. It has some-
thing to do with their silence and gravity and with the fact
that one cannot help them. Their legs, somehow, seem ex-
posed, so that it is at once incredible and terribly clear that
their legs are all they have to hold them up.

I had not wanted to go to the casket myself and I cer-
tainly had not wished to be led there, but there was no way
of avoiding either of these forms. One of the deacons led
me up and I looked on my father’s face. I cannot say that it
looked like him at all. His blackness had been equivocated
by powder and there was no suggestion in that casket of what
his power had or could have been. He was simply an old man
dead, and it was hard to believe that he had ever given any-
one either joy or pain. Yet, his life filled that room. Further
up the avenue his wife was holding his newborn child. Life
and death so close together, and love and hatred, and right
and wrong, said something to me which I did not want to
hear concerning man, concerning the life of man.

After the funeral, while I was downtown desperately cel-
ebrating my birthday, a Negro soldier, in the lobby of the
Hotel Braddock, got into a fight with a white policeman over
a Negro girl. Negro girls, white policemen, in or out of uni-
form, and Negro males—in or out of uniform—were part of
the furniture of the lobby of the Hotel Braddock and this was
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certainly not the first time such an incident had occurred. It
was destined, however, to receive an unprecedented public-
ity, for the fight between the policeman and the soldier ended
with the shooting of the soldier. Rumor, flowing immediately
to the streets outside, stated that the soldier had been shot in
the back, an instantaneous and revealing invention, and that
the soldier had died protecting a Negro woman. The facts
were somewhat different—for example, the soldier had not
been shot in the back, and was not dead, and the girl seems
to have been as dubious a symbol of womanhood as her white
counterpart in Georgia usually is, but no one was interested
in the facts. They preferred the invention because this inven-
tion expressed and corroborated their hates and fears so per-
fectly. It is just as well to remember that people are always
doing this. Perhaps many of those legends, including Chris-
tianity, to which the world clings began their conquest of the
world with just some such concerted surrender to distortion.
The effect, in Harlem, of this particular legend was like the
effect of a lit match in a tin of gasoline. The mob gathered
before the doors of the Hotel Braddock simply began to
swell and to spread in every direction, and Harlem exploded.

The mob did not cross the ghetto lines. It would have been
easy, for example, to have gone over Morningside Park on
the west side or to have crossed the Grand Central railroad
tracks at 125th Street on the east side, to wreak havoc in
white neighborhoods. The mob seems to have been mainly
interested in something more potent and real than the white
face, that is, in white power, and the principal damage done
during the riot of the summer of 1943 was to white busi-
ness establishments in Harlem. It might have been a far
bloodier story, of course, if, at the hour the riot began, these
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establishments had still been open. From the Hotel Brad-
dock the mob fanned out, east and west along 125th Street,
and for the entire length of Lenox, Seventh, and Eighth av-
enues. Along each of these avenues, and along each major
side street—116th, 125th, 135th, and so on—bars, stores,
pawnshops, restaurants, even little luncheonettes had been
smashed open and entered and looted—looted, it might be
added, with more haste than efficiency. The shelves really
looked as though a bomb had struck them. Cans of beans
and soup and dog food, along with toilet paper, corn flakes,
sardines and milk tumbled every which way, and abandoned
cash registers and cases of beer leaned crazily out of the
splintered windows and were strewn along the avenues.
Sheets, blankets, and clothing of every description formed
a kind of path, as though people had dropped them while
running. I truly had not realized that Harlem had so many
stores until I saw them all smashed open; the first time the
word wealth ever entered my mind in relation to Harlem was
when I saw it scattered in the streets. But one’s first, incon-
gruous impression of plenty was countered immediately by
an impression of waste. None of this was doing anybody any
good. It would have been better to have left the plate glass as
it had been and the goods lying in the stores.

It would have been better, but it would also have been
intolerable, for Harlem had needed something to smash. To
smash something is the ghetto’s chronic need. Most of the
time it is the members of the ghetto who smash each other,
and themselves. But as long as the ghetto walls are stand-
ing there will always come a moment when these outlets do
not work. That summer, for example, it was not enough to
get into a fight on Lenox Avenue, or curse out one’s cronies
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in the barber shops. If ever, indeed, the violence which fills
Harlem’s churches, pool halls, and bars erupts outward in a
more direct fashion, Harlem and its citizens are likely to van-
ish in an apocalyptic flood. That this is not likely to happen
is due to a great many reasons, most hidden and powerful
among them the Negro’s real relation to the white Ameri-
can. This relation prohibits, simply, anything as uncompli-
cated and satisfactory as pure hatred. In order really to hate
white people, one has to blot so much out of the mind—and
the heart—that this hatred itself becomes an exhausting and
self-destructive pose. But this does not mean, on the other
hand, that love comes easily: the white world is too powerful,
too complacent, too ready with gratuitous humiliation, and,
above all, too ignorant and too innocent for that. One is abso-
lutely forced to make perpetual qualifications and one’s own
reactions are always canceling each other out. It is this, really,
which has driven so many people mad, both white and black.
One is always in the position of having to decide between
amputation and gangrene. Amputation is swift but time may
prove that the amputation was not necessary—or one may
delay the amputation too long. Gangrene is slow, but it is im-
possible to be sure that one is reading one’s symptoms right.
The idea of going through life as a cripple is more than one
can bear, and equally unbearable is the risk of swelling up
slowly, in agony, with poison. And the trouble, finally, is that
the risks are real even if the choices do not exist.

“But as for me and my house,” my father had said, “we will
serve the Lord.” I wondered, as we drove him to his resting
place, what this line had meant for him. I had heard him
preach it many times. I had preached it once myself, proudly
giving it an interpretation different from my father’s. Now



114 NOTES OF A NATIVE SON

the whole thing came back to me, as though my father and
I were on our way to Sunday school and I were memorizing
the golden text: And if it seem evil unto you to serve the Lord,
choose you this day whom you will serve; whether the gods
which your fathers served that were on the other side of the
flood, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land ye dwell: but
as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord. 1 suspected
in these familiar lines a meaning which had never been there
for me before. All of my father’s texts and songs, which I had
decided were meaningless, were arranged before me at his
death like empty bottles, waiting to hold the meaning which
life would give them for me. This was his legacy: nothing is
ever escaped. That bleakly memorable morning I hated the
unbelievable streets and the Negroes and whites who had,
equally, made them that way. But I knew that it was folly, as
my father would have said, this bitterness was folly. It was
necessary to hold on to the things that mattered. The dead
man mattered, the new life mattered; blackness and white-
ness did not matter; to believe that they did was to acqui-
esce in one’s own destruction. Hatred, which could destroy
so much, never failed to destroy the man who hated and this
was an immutable law.

It began to seem that one would have to hold in the mind
forever two ideas which seemed to be in opposition. The first
idea was acceptance, the acceptance, totally without rancor,
of life as it is, and men as they are: in the light of this idea,
it goes without saying that injustice is a commonplace. But
this did not mean that one could be complacent, for the sec-
ond idea was of equal power: that one must never, in one’s
own life, accept these injustices as commonplace but must
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fight them with all one’s strength. This fight begins, however,
in the heart and it now had been laid to my charge to keep
my own heart free of hatred and despair. This intimation
made my heart heavy and, now that my father was irrecover-
able, I wished that he had been beside me so that I could
have searched his face for the answers which only the future
would give me now.





