The Price of the Ticket

Y SOUL looks back and wonders how I got over—in-

deed: but I find it unexpectedly difficult to remember,
in detail, how I got started. I will never, for example, forget
Saul Levitas, the editor of The New Leader, who gave me my
first book review assignment sometime in 1946, nor Mary
Greene, a wonderful woman, who was his man Friday: but I
do not remember exactly how I met them.

I do remember how my life in Greenwich Village began—
which is, essentially, how my career began—for it began when
I was fifteen. .

One day, a DeWitt Clinton H.S. running buddy, Emile Ca-
pouya, played hookey without me and went down to Green-
wich Village and made the acquaintance of Beauford Delaney.
The next day, he told me about this wonderful man he had
met, a black-'—then, Negro, or Colored—painter and said that
I must meet him: and he gave me Beauford Delaney’s address.

I had a Dickensian job, after school, in a sweat shop on
Canal Street, and was getting on so badly at home that I
dreaded going home: and, so, sometime later, I went to 181
Greene Street, where Beauford lived then, and introduced
myself.

)i was terrified, once I had climbed those stairs and knocked
on that door. A short, round brown man came to the door
and looked at me. He had the most extraordinary eyes I’d
ever seen. When he had completed his instant X-ray of my
brain, lungs, liver, heart, bowels, and spinal column (whilc? I
had said, usefully, “Emile sent me’’) he smiled and said,
“Come in,” and opened the door.

He opened the door all right.

Lord, I was to hear Beauford sing, later, and for many years,
open the unusual door. My running buddy had sent me to the
right one, and not a moment too soon.

I walked through that door into Beauford’s colors—on the
easel, on the palette, against the wall—sometimes turned to
the wall—and sometimes (in limbo?) covered by white sheets.
It was a small studio (but it didn’t seem small) with a black
pot-bellicd stove somewhere near the two windows. I remem-
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ber two windows, there may have been only one: there was a
fire escape which Beauford, simply by his presence, had trans-
formed, transmuted into the most exclusive terrace in Man-
hattan or Bombay. . -

I walked into music. I had grown up with music, but, now,
on Beauford’s small black record player, I began to hear what
I had never dared or been able to hear. Beauford never gave
me any lectures. But, in his studio and because of hijs presence,
I'really began to hear Ella Fitzgerald, Ma Rainey, Louis Arm-
strong, Bessie Smith, Ethel Waters, Paul Robecson, Lena
Horne, Fats Waller. He could inform me about Duke Elling-
tonand W. C. Handy, and Josh White, introduce me to Frankie
Newton and tell tall tales about Ethel Waters, And these
people were not meant to be looked on by me as celebrities,
but as a part of Beauford’s life and as part of my inheritance.

I may have been with Beauford, for example, the first time
I saw Paul Robeson, in concert, and in Othello: but 1 know
that he bought tickets for us—really, for me—to sce and hear
Miss Marian Anderson, at Carnegie Hall.

Because of her color, Miss Anderson was not allowed to
sing at The Met, nor, as far as The Daughters of The Amer-
ican Revolution were concerned, anywhere in Washington
where white people might risk hearing her. Eleanor Roosevelt
was appalled by this species of patriotism and arranged for
Marian Anderson to sing on the steps of the Lincoln Me-
morial. This was a quite marvellous and passionate event in
those years, triggered by the indignation of one woman who
had, clearly, it seemed to me, married beneath her.

By this time, I was working for the Army—or the Yankee
dollar!—in New Jersey. I hitchhiked, in sub-zero weather, out
of what I will always remember as 01e of the lowest and most
obscene circles of Hell, into Manhattan: where both Beauford
and Miss Anderson were on hand to inform me that I had no
right to permit myself to be defined by so pitiful a people.
Not only was I not born to be a slave: I was not born to hope
to become the equal of the slave-master. They had, the mas-
ters, incontestably, the rope—in time, with enough, they
would hang themselves with it. They were not to hang me: T
was to see to that. If Beauford and Miss Anderson were a part

of my inheritance, I was a part of their hope.
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I still remember Miss Anderson, at the end of that concert,
in a kind of smoky yellow gown, her skin copper and tan,
roses in the air about her, roses at her feet. Beauford painted
it, an enormous painting, he fixed it in time, for me, forever,
and he painted it, he said, for me. :

Beauford was the first walking, living proof, for me, that a
black man could be an artist. In a warmer time, a.less blas-
phemous place, he would have been recognized as my Master
and I as his Pupil. He became, for me, an example of courage
and integrity, humility and passion. An absolute integrity: I
saw him shaken many times and I lived to see him broken but
I never saw him bow.

His example operated as an enormous protection: for the
Village, then, and not only for a boy like me, was an alabaster
maze perched above a boiling sea. To lose oneself in the maze
was to fall into the sea. One saw it around one all the time:
a famous poet of the twenties and thirties grotesquely, shame-
lessly, cadging drinks, another relic living in isolation on
opium and champagne, someone your own age suddenly
strung out or going under a subway train, people you ate with
and drank with suddenly going home and blowing their brains
out or turning on the gas or leaping out of the window. And,
racially, the Village was vicious, partly because of the natives,
largely because of the tourists, and absolutely because of the
cops.

Very largely, then, because of Beauford and Connie Wil-
liams, a beautiful black lady from Trinidad who ran the res-
taurant in which I was a waiter, and the jazz musicians I loved
and who referred to me, with a kind of exasperated affection,
as “the kid,” I was never entirely at the mercy of an environ-
ment at once hostile and seductive. They knew about dope,
for example—I didn’t: but the pusher and his product were
kept far away from me. I needed love so badly that I could as
easily have been hit with a needle as persuaded to share a joint
of marijuana. And, in fact, Beauford and the others let me
smoke with them from time to time. (But there were people
they warned me 7ot to smoke with.)

The only real danger with marijuana is that it can lead to
rougher stuff, but this has to do with the person, not the
weed. In my own case, it could hardly have become a prob-
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lem, sifice I simply could not write if I were “high.” Or,
rather, I could, sometimes all night long, the greatest pages
the world had ever seen, pages I tore up the moment I was
able to read theri. - :

Yet, I learned something about myself from these irredeem-
able horrors: something which 1 might not have learned had
I not been forced to know that I was valued. I repeat that
Beauford never gave me any lectures, but he didn’t have
to—he expected me to accept and respect the value placed
upon me. Without this, I might very easily have become the
junky which so many among those I knew were becoming
then, or the Bellevue or Tombs inmate (instead of the visitor)
or the Hudson River corpse which a black man I loved with
all my heart was shortly to become.

Shortly: T was to meet Eugene sometime between 1943 and
1944 and ‘“‘run” or “hang” with him until he hurled himself
off the George Washington Bridge, in the winter of 1946. We
were never lovers: for what it’s worth, I think I wish we had
been. ’

When he was dead, I remembered that he had, once,
obliquely, suggested this possibility. He had run down a list
of his girl friends: those he liked, those he really liked, one or
two with whom he might really be in love, and, then, he said,
“I wondered if I might be in love with you.”

I wish I had heard him more clearly: an oblique confession
is always a plea. But I was to hurt a great many people by
being unable to imagine that anyone could possibly be in love
with an ugly boy like me. To be valued is one thing, the
recognition of this assessment demanding, essentially, an act
of the will. But love is another matter: it is scarcely worth
observing what a mockery love makes of the will. Leaving all
that alone, however: when he was dead, I realized that I
would have done anything whatever to have been able to hold
him in this world.

Through him, anyway, my political life, insofar as I can
claim, formally, to have had one, began. He was a Socialist—a
member of the Young People’s Socialist League (YPSL) and
urged me to join, and I did. I, then, outdistanced him by
becoming a Trotskyite—so that I was in the interesting
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position (at the age of nineteen) of being an anti-Stalinist
when America and Russia were allies.

My life on the Left is of absolutely no interest. It did not
last long. It was useful in that I learned that it may be im-
possible to indoctrinate me; also, revolutionaries tend to be
sentimental and I hope that I am not. This was to lead to very
serious differences between myself and Eugene, and others:
but it was during this period that I met the people who were
to take me to Saul Levitas, of The New Leader, Randall Jarrell,
of The Nation, Elliott Cohen and Robert Warshow, of Com-
mentary, and Philip Rahv, of Partisan Review.

These men are all dead, now, and they were all very im-
portant to my life. It is not too much to say that they helped
to save my life. (As Bill Cole, at Knopf, was later to do when
the editor assigned Go Tell It On The Mountain had me on
the ropes.) And their role in my life says something arresting
concerning the American dilemma, or, more precisely, per-
haps, the American torment.

I had been to two black newspapers before I met these
people and had simply been laughed out of the office: I was
a shoeshine boy who had never been to college. I don’t blame
these people, God knows that I was an unlikely cub reporter:
yet, I still remember how deeply I was hurt.

On the other hand, around this time, or a little later, I
landed a job as messenger for New York’s liberal newspaper,
PM. It is perhaps worth pointing out that PM had a man of
about my complexion (dark) in the tower, under whom I
worked, a coal black Negro in the cellar, whom nobody ever
saw, and a very fair Negro on the city desk, in the window.
My career at PM was very nearly as devastating as my career
as a civilian employee of the US Army, except that PM never
(as far as I know) placed me on a blacklist. If the black news-
papers had considered me absolutely beyond redemption, PM
was determined to save me: I cannot tell which attitude caused
me the more bitter anguish.

Therefore, though it may have cost Saul Levitas nothing to
hurl a book at a black boy to see if he could read it and be
articulate concerning what he had read, I took it as a vote of
confidence and swore that I would give him my very best shot.
And I loved him—the old man, as I sometimes calied him (to
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his face) and I think—I know—that he was proud of me, and
that he loved me, too.

It was a very great apprenticeship. Saul required a book
review a week, which meant that I had to read and write all
the time. He paid me ten or twenty dollars a shot: Mary
Greene would sometimes coerce him into giving me a bonus.
Then he would stare at her, as though he could not believe
that she, his helper, could be capable of such base treachery
and look at me more tragically than Julius Caesar looked at
Brutus and sigh—and give me another five or ten dollars.

As for the books I reviewed—well, no one, I suppose, will
ever read them again. It was after the war, and the Americans
were on one of their monotonous conscience “trips”’: be kind
to niggers, for Christ’s sake, be kind to Jews! A high, or turn-
ing point of some kind was reached when I reviewed Ross
Lockridge’s sunlit and fabulously successful Raintree County.
The review was turned in and the author committed suicide
before the review was printed. I was very disagreeably shaken
by this, and Saul asked me to write a postscript—which I did.
That same week I met the late Dwight MacDonald, whom I
admired very much because of his magazine, Politics, who
looked at me with wonder and said that I was “very smart.”
This pleased me, certainly, but it frightened me more.

But no black editor could or would have been able to give
me my head, as Saul did then: partly becausc he would not
have had the power, partly because he could not have af
forded—or needed—Saul’s politics, and partly because part of
the price of the black ticket is involved—fatally—with the
dream of becoming white.

This is not possible, partly because white people are not
white: part of the price of the white ticket is to delude them-
selves into believing that they are. The political position of my
old man, for example, whether or not he knew it, was dictated
by his (in his case) very honorable necessity not to break faith
with the Old World. One may add, in passing, that the Old
World, or Europe, has become nothing less than an American
superstition, which accounts, if anything can, for an American
vision of Russia so Talmudic and self-serving that it has ab-
solutely nothing to do with any reality occurring under the
sun.
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But the black American must find a way to keep faith with,
and to excavate, a reality much older than Europe. Europe has
never been, and cannot be, a useful or valid touchstone for
the American experience because America is not, and never
can be, white.

My father died before Eugene died. When my father died,
Beauford helped me to bury him and I then moved from Har-
lem to the Village. ;

This was in 1943. We were fighting the Second World War.

We: who was this we?

For this war was being fought, as far as I could tell, to bring
freedom to everyone with the exception of Hagar’s children
and the “yellow-bellied Japs.” 7

This was not a matter, merely, of my postadolescent dis-
cernment. It had been made absolutely clear to me by the
eighteen months or so that I had been working for the Army,
in New Jersey, by the anti-Japanese posters to be found, then,
all over New York, and by the internment of the Japanese.

At the same time, one was expected to be “‘patriotic” and
pledge allegiance to a flag which had pledged no allegiance to
you: it risked becoming your shroud if you didn’t know how
to keep your distance and stay in your “place.”

And all of this was to come back to me much later, when
Cassius Clay, a.k.a. Muhammad Ali, refused to serve in Viet-
nam because he was a Muslim—in other words, for religious
reasons—and was stripped of his title, while placards all over
New York trumpeted, Be true to your faith! ‘

I have never been able to convey the confusion and horror
and heartbreak and contempt which every black person I then
knew felt. Oh, we dissembled and smiled as we groaned and
cursed and did our duty. (And we 4id our duty.) The romance
of treason never occurred to us for the brutally simple reason
that you can’t betray a country you don’t have. (Think about
it.) Treason draws its energy from the conscious, deliberate
betrayal of a trust—as we were not trusted, we could not be-
tray. And we did not wish to be traitors. We wished to be
citizens.

We: the black people of this country, then, with particular
emphasis on those serving in the Armed Forces. The way

THE PRICE OF THE TICKET 837

blacks were treated in, and by, an American Army spreading
freedom around the globe was the reason for the heartbreak
and contempt. Daddy’s youngest son, by his first marriage,
came home, on furlough, to help with the funeral. When these
young men came home, in uniform, they started talking: and
one sometimes trembled, for their sanity and for one’s own.
One trembled, too, at another depth, another incoherence,
when one wondered—as one could not fail to wonder—what
nation they represented. My brother, describing his life in uni-
form, did not seem to be representing the America his uni-
form was meant to represent—: he had never seen the America
his uniform was meant to represent. Had anyone? did he
know, had he met, anyone who had? Did anyone /ve there?

- judging from the great gulf fixed between their conduct and

their principles, it seemed unlikely.

Was it worth his life? ‘

For he, certainly, on the other hand, represented something
much larger than himself and something in him knew it: oth-
erwise, he would have been broken like a match-stick and lost
or have surrendered the power of speech. A nation within a
nation: this thought wavered in my mind, I think, all those
years ago, but I did not know what to make of it, it frightened
me.

We: my family, the living and the dead, and the children
coming along behind us. This was a complex matter, for I was
not living with my family in Harlem, after all, but “down-
town,” in the “white world,” in alien and mainly hostile ter-
ritory. On the other hand, for me, then, Harlem was almost
as alien and in a yet more intimidating way and risked being
equally hostile, although for very different reasons. This truth
cost me something in guilt and confusion, but it was the truth.
It had something to do with my being the son of an evangelist
and having been a child evangelist, but this is not all there
was to it—that is, guilt is not all there was to it.

The fact that this particular child had been born when and
where he was born had dictated certain expectations. The
child does not really know what these expectations are—does
not know how real they are—until he begins to fail, challenge,
or defeat them. When it was clear, for example, that the pulpit,
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where 1 had made so promising a beginning, would not be
my career, it was hoped that I would go on to college. This
was never a very realistic hope and—perhaps because I knew
this—I don’t seem to have felt very strongly about it. In any
case, this hope was dashed by the death of my father.

Once I had left the pulpit, I had abandoned or betrayed my
role in the community—indeed, my departure from the pulpit
and my leaving home were almost simultaneous. (I had aban-
doned the ministry in order not to betray myself by betraying
the ministry.)

Once it became clear that I was not going to go to college,
I became a kind of two-headed monstrosity of a problem.
Without a college education, I could, clearly, never hope to
become a writer: would never acquire the skills which would
enable me to conquer what was thought of as an all-white
world. This meant that I would become a half-educated han-
dyman, a vociferous, bitter ruin, spouting Shakespeare in the
bars on Saturday night and sleeping it off on Sunday.

I could sec this, too. I saw it all around me. There are few
things more dreadful than dealing with a man who knows that
he is going under, in his own eyes, and in the eyes of others.
Nothing can help that man. What is left of that man flees from
what is left of human attention.

I fled. I didn’t want my Mama, or the kids, to see me like
that.

And if all this seems, now, ridiculous and theatrical appre-
hension on the part of a nineteen-year-old boy, I can say only
that it didn’t seem remotely ridiculous then. A black person
in this democracy is certain to endure the unspeakable and the
unimaginable in nineteen years. It is far from an exaggeration
to state that many, and by the deliberate will and action of
the Republic, are ruined by that time.

White Americans cannot, in the generality, hear this, any
more than their European ancestors, and contemporaries,
could, or can. If I say that my best friend, black, Eugene, who
took his life at the age of twenty-four, had been, until that
moment, a survivor, I will be told that he had “personal”
problems. Indeed he did, and one of them was trying to find
a job, or a place to live, in New York. If I point out that there
is certainly a connection between his death (when I was
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twenty-two) and my departure for Paris (when I was twenty-
four) I'will be condemned as theatrical.

But I am really saying something very simple. The will of
the people, or the State, is revealed by the State’s institutions.
There was not, then, nor is there, now, a single American
institution which is not a racist institution. And racist insti-
tutions—the unions, for one example, the Church, for an-
other, and the Army—or the military—for yet another, are
meant to keep the nigger in his place. Yes: we have lived
through avalanches of tokens and concessions but white
power remains white. And what it appears to surrender with
one hand it obsessively clutches in the other.

I know that this is considered to be heresy. Spare me, for
Christ’s and His Father’s sake, any further examples of Amer-
ican white progress. When one examines the use of this word
in this most particular context, it translates as meaning that
those people who have opted for being white congratulate
themselves on their generous ability to return to the slave that
freedom which they never had any right to endanger, much
less take away. For this dubious effort, and still more dubious
achievement, they congratulate themselves and expect to be
congratulated—: in the coin, furthermore, of black gratitude,
gratitude not only that my burden is—(slowly, but it takes
time) being made lighter but my joy that white people are
improving,

My black burden has not, however, been made lighter in
the sixty years since my birth or the nearly forty years since
the first essay in this collection was published and my joy,
therefore, as concerns the immense strides made by white
people is, to say the least, restrained.

Leaving aside my friends, the people I love, who cannot,
usefully, be described as either black or white, they are, like
life itself, thank God, many many colors, I do not feel, alas,
that my country has any reason for self-congratulation.

If I were still in the pulpit which some people (and they
may be right) claim I never left, I would counsel my country-
men to the self-confrontation of prayer, the cleansing breaking
of the heart which precedes atonement. This is, of course,
impossible. Multitudes are capable of many things, but atone-
ment is not one of them.
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A multitude is, I suppose, by definition, an anonymous
group of people bound or driven together by fears (T wrote
“tears”) and hopes and needs which no individual member
could face or articulate alone.

On the one hand, for example, mass conversions are no-
toriously transitory: within days, the reformed—*“saved”—
whore, whoremonger, thief, drunkard, have ventilated their
fears and dried their tears and returned to their former ways.
Nor do the quite spectacularly repentant “born again”’ of the
present hour give up this world to follow Jesus. No, they take
Jesus with them into the marketplace where He is used as
proof of their acumen and as their Real Estate Broker, now,
and, as it were, forever.

But it does not demand a mass conversion to persuade a
mob to lynch a nigger or stone a Jew or mutilate a sexual
heretic. It demands no conversion at all: in the very same way
that the act demands no courage at all. That not one member
of the mob could or would accomplish the deed alone is not
merely, I think, due to physical cowardice but to cowardice
of another order. To destroy a nigger, a kike, a dyke, or a
faggot, by one’s own act alone is to have committed a com-
munion and, above all, to have made a public confession more
personal, more total, and more devastating than any act of
love: whereas the orgasm of the mob is drenched in the blood
of the lamb. .

A mob is not autonomous: it executes the real will of the
people who rule the State. The slaughter in Birmingham, Al-
abama, for example, was not, merely, the action of a mob.
That blood is on the hands of the state of Alabama: which
sent those mobs into the streets to execute the will of the
State. And, though I know that it has now become inconven-
ient and impolite to speak of the American Jew in the same
breath with which one speaks of the American black (I bate
to say I told you so, sings the right righteous Reverend Ray
Charles, but: I told you so), 1 yet contend that the mobs in the
streets of Hitler’s Germany were in those streets not only by
the will of the German State, but by the will of the western
world, including those architects of human freedom, the Brit-
ish, and the presumed guardian of Christian and human mo-
rality, the Pope. The American Jew, if I may say so—and I
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say so with love, whether or not you believe me—makes the
error of believing that his Holocaust ends in the New World,
where mine beégins. My diaspora continues, the end is not in
sight, and I certainly cannot depend on the morality of this
panic-stricken consumer society to bring me out of—: Egypt.

A mob cannot afford to doubt: that the Jews killed Christ
or that niggers want to rape their sisters or that anyone who
fails to make it in the land of the free and the home of the
brave deserves to be wretched. But these ideas do not come
from the mob. They come from the state, which creates and
manipulates the mob. The idea of black persons as property,
for example, does not come from the mob. It is not a spon-
taneous idea. It does not come from the people, who knew
better, who thought nothing of intermarriage until they were
penalized for it: this idea comes from the architects of the
American State. These architects decided that the concept of
Property was more important—more real—than the possibil-
ities of the human being.

In the church I come from—which is not at all the same
church to which white Americans belong—we were coun-
selled, from time to time, to do our first works over. Though
the church I come from and the church to which most white
Americans belong are both Christian churches, their relation-
ship—due to those pragmatic decisions concerning Property
made by a Christian State sometime ago—cannot be said to
involve, or suggest, the fellowship of Christians. We do not,
therefore, share the same hope or speak the same language.

To do your first works over means to reexamine everything,.
Go back to where you started, or as far back as you can, ex-
amine all of it, travel your road again and tell the truth about
it. Sing or shout or testify or keep it to yourself: but krow
whence you came.

This is precisely what the generality of white Americans can-
not afford to do. They do not know how to do it—: as I must
suppose. They come through Ellis Island, where Giorgio be-
comes Joe, Pappavasiliu becomes Palmer, Evangelos becomes
Evans, Goldsmith becomes Swmith or Gold, and Avakian be-
comes King. So, with a painless change of name, and in the
twinkling of an eye, one becomes a white American.
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Later, in the midnight hour, the missing identity aches. One
can neither assess nor overcome the storm of the middle pas-
sage. One is mysteriously shipwrecked forever, in the Great
New World.

The slave is in another condition, as are his heirs: I told
Jesus it would be all vight/If He changed my name.

If He changed my name.

The Irish middle passage, for but one example, was as foul

as my own, and as dishonorable on the part of those respon-

sible for it. But the Irish became white when they got here
and began rising in the world, whereas I became black and
began sinking. The Irish, therefore and thereafter—again, for
but one example—had absolutely no choice but to make cer-
tain that I could not menace their safety or status or identity:
and, if I came too closc, they could, with the consent of the
governed, kill me. Which means that we can be friendly with
cach other anywhere in the world, except Boston.

What a monumental achievement on the part of those he-
roes who conquered the North American wilderness!

The price the white American paid for his ticket was to
become white—: and, in the main, nothing more than that,
or, as he was to insist, nothing less. This incredibly limited
not to say dimwittcd ambition has choked many a human
being to death here: and this, I contend, is because the white
American has never accepted the real reasons for his journey.
I know very well that my ancestors had no desire to come to
this place: but ncither did the ancestors of the people who
became white and who require of my captivity a song. They
require of me a song less to celebrate my captivity than to
justify their own.
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