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It also signals, at last, the end of the Negro situation in this
country, as we have so far known it. Any effort, from here on
out, to keep the Negro in his “place’ can only have the most
extreme and unlucky repercussions. This being so, it would
seem to me that the most intelligent effort we can now make
is to give up this doomed endeavor and study how we can
most quickly end this division in our house. The Negroes who
rioted in the U.N. are but a very small echo of the black
discontent now abroad in the world. If we are not able, and

quickly, to face and begin to eliminate the sources of this |

discontent in our own country, we will never be able to do it
on the great stage of the world.

s. A Fly in Buttermilk

OU CAN tak¢ the child out of the country,” my elders were

fond of saying, “but you can’t take the country out of
the child.” They were speaking of their own antecedents, I
supposed; it didn’t, anyway, sccm possible that they could be
warning mec; 1 took myself out of the country and went to
Paris. It was there I discovered that the old folks knew what
they had been talking about: I found myself, willy-nilly, al-
chemized into an American the moment I touched French
soil.

Now, back again after nearly nine years, it was ironical to
reflect that if I had not lived in France for so long I would
never have found it necessary—or possible—to visit the Amer-
ican South. The South had always frightened me. How deeply
it had frightened me—though I had never seen it—and how
soon, was one of the things my dreams revealed to mec while
I was there. And this made me think of the privacy and mys-
tery of childhood all over again, in a new way. I wondered
where children got their strength—the strength, in this case,
to walk through mobs to get to school.

“You’ve got to remember,” said an older Negro friend to
me, in Washington, “that no matter what you seec or how it
makes you feel, it can’t be compared to twenty-five, thirty
years ago—you remember those photographs of Negrocs
hanging from trees?” I looked at him differently. I had scen
the photographs—but 4¢ might have been one of them. “I
remember,” he said, ‘“when conductors on streetcars wore
pistols and had police powers.” And he remembered a great
deal more. He remembered, for example, hearing Booker T.
Washington speak, and the day-to-day progress of the Scotts-
boro case, and the rise and bloody fall of Bessic Smith. Thesc
had been books and headlines and music for me but it now
developed that they were also a part of my identity.

“You’rc just one generation away from the South, vou
know. You’ll find,” he added, kindly, “that people will be
willing to talk to vou . . . if they don’t fecl that you look
down on them just because vou're from the North.™
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The first Negro I encountered, an cducator, didn’t give me
any opportunity to look down. He forced me to admit, at
once, that I had never been to college; that Northern Negroes
lived herded together, like pigs in a pen; that the campus on
which we met was a tribute to the industry and determination
of Southern Negroes. “Negroes in the South form a com-
munity.” My humiliation was complete with his discovery that
I couldn’t even drive a car. I couldn’t ask him anything. He
made me feel so hopeless an example of thc general Northern
spinelessness that it would have seemed a spiteful counter-
attack to have asked him to discuss the integration problem
which had placed his city in the headlines.

At the same time, I felt that there was nothing which both-
ered him more; but perhaps he did not really know what he
thought about it; or thought too many things at once. His
campus risked being very different twenty years from now. Its
special function would be gone—and so would his position,
arrived at with such pain. The new day a-coming was not for
him. I don’t think this fact made him bitter but I think it
frightened him and made him sad; for the future is like
heaven—everyone exalts it but no one wants to go there now.
And I imagine that he shared the attitude, which I was to
encounter so often later, toward the children who were help-
ing to bring this future about: admiration before the general
spectacle and skepticism before the individual casc.

That evening I went to visit G., one of the “integrated”
children, a boy of about fifteen. I had already heard something
of his first day in school, the peculiar problems his presence
caused, and his own extraordinary bearing.

He seemed extraordinary at first mainly by his silence. He
was tall for his age and, typically, seemed to be constructed
mainly of sharp angles, such as elbows and knees. Dark gin-
gerbread sort of coloring, with ordinary hair, and a face dis-
quietingly impassive, save for his very dark, very large eyes. 1
got the impression, each time that he raiscd them, not so
much that they spoke but that they registered volumes; ‘cach
time he dropped them it was as though he had retired into
the library.

We sat in the living room, his mother, younger brother and
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sister, and I, while G. sat on the sofa, doing his homework.
The father was at work and the older sister had not yet come
home. The boy had looked up once, as I came in, to say,
“Good evening;,sir,”” and then left all the rest to his mother.

Mrs. R. was a very strong-willed woman, handsome, quiet-
looking, dressed in black. Nothing, she told me, bevond
name-calling, had marked G.’s first day at school; but on the
second day she reccived the last of several threatening phone
calls. She was told that if she didn’t want her son ““cut to
ribbons” she had better keep him at home. She heeded this
warning to the extent of calling the chief of police.

“He told me to go on and send him. He said he’d be there
when the cutting started. So I sent him.” Even more remark-
ably perhaps, G. went.

No one cut him, in fact no one touched him. The students
formed a wall between G. and the entrances, saying only
enough, apparently, to make their intention clearly under-
stood, watching him, and keeping him outside. (I asked him,
“What did vou feel when they blocked your way?”* G. looked
up at me, very briefly, with no expression on his face, and told
me, ‘“Nothing, sir.”’) At last the principal appeared and took
him by the hand and they entered the school, while the chil-
dren shouted bchind them, “Nigger-lover!”

G. was alonc all day at school.

“But I thought vou already knew some of the kids there,”
I said. I had been told that he had friends among the white
students because of their previous competition in a Soapbox
Derby.

“Well, none of them are in his classes,”” his mother told
me—a shade too quickly, as though she did not want to dwell
on the idea of G.’s daily isolation.

“We don’t have the same schedule,” G. said. It was as
though he were coming to his mother’s rescue. Then, un-
willingly, with a kind of interior shrug, “Somc of the guys had
lunch with me but then the other kids called them names.”
He went back to his homework.

I began to realize that there were not only a great many
things G. would not tell me, there was much that he would
never tell his mother.

“But nobody bothers vou, anyway:?” )
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196 NOBODY KNOWS MY NAME

He gave a strained laugh and said he didn’t know. ““I dop’t
want to think about it.”” Then, “I’m a religious man,” he said,
“and I believe the Creator will always help us find a way to
solve our problems. If a man loses that, he’s lost everything
he had.” I agreed, struck by the look in his eyes.

“You’re from the North?”” he asked me, abruptly.

“Yes,” I said.

“Well,” he said, “‘you’ve got your troubles too.”

“Ah, yes, we certainly do,” I admitted, and shook hands
and left him. I did not say what I was thinking, that our trou-
bles were the same trouble and that, unless we were very swift
and honest, what is happening in the South today will be
happening in the North tomorrow.

- -6. Nobody Knows My Name:
A Letter from the South

I walked down the street,
didn’t have on no hat,
Asking evervbody I meet,

Where’s my man at?
—MaA RAINEY

EGROES in the North are right when they refer to the

South as the Old Country. A Negro born in the North
who finds himself in the South is in a position similar to that
of the son of the Italian emigrant who finds himself in Italy,
near the village where his father first saw the light of day. Both
are in countries they have never seen, but which they cannot
fail to rccognize. The landscape has always been familiat; the
speech is archaic, but it rings a bell; and so do the ways of the
people, though their ways arc not his ways. Everywhere he
turns, the revenant finds himself reflected. He sees himself as
he was before he was born, perhaps; or as the man he would
have become, had he actually been born in this place. He sees
the world, from an angle odd indeed, in which his fathers
awaited his arrival, perhaps in the very house in which he nar-
rowly avoided being born. He sces, in effect, his anccstors,
who, in everything they do and are, proclaim his incscapable
identity. And the Northern Negro in the South sees, whatever
he or anyone clse may wish to belicve, that his ancestors are
both white and black. The white men, flesh of his flesh, hate
him for that very reason. On the other hand, therc is scarcely
any way for him to join the black community in the South:
for both he and this community are in the grip of the immense
illusion that their state is more miserable than his own.

This illusion owes everything to the great American illusion
that our state is a state to be cnvied by other pcople: we are
powerful, and we are rich. But our power makes us uncom-
fortable and we handle it very ineptly. The principal cffect of
our material well-being has been to set the children’s teeth on
edge. If we ourselves were not so fond of this illusion, we
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