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About the Author

An Introduction to the life of Claude McKay
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Claude McKay’s long odyssey from Jamaica to Harlem, Europe, North Africa, Russia, and back to America is chronicled in this autobiography of the most militant writers to emerge from the New Negro movement following World War I. Whether in the intellectual circles of Harlem and Greenwich Village, the docks of Marseilles, or the inner circles of post-revolutionary Russia, McKay’s contact with such figures as Frank Harris, Max Eastman, George Bernard Shaw, W.E.B Dubois, James Weldon Johnson, Charles Chaplin, H.G Wells, Sinclair Lewis, Trotsky, and Radek all served to advance those views which would be so widely accepted in the 1960—Black Pride, self-determination, and the necessity for Black culture to define itself. From Amazon.

*              *             *               *             *            *              *


A Long Way From Home, gives an in depth personal account of his life as a writer. Two themes McKay emphasizes in his autobiography are his role in the Harlem Renaissance and his strong opinions on politics, which developed as World War I and II progressed.


McKay’s describes his role in the Harlem Renaissance as a very complicated one. Simply put, McKay’s association with the Harlem Renaissance is indirect due to his frequent travels around the world. Despite his extensive travels, McKay contributed enough to be considered an important figure of the Harlem Renaissance. McKay’s rise to prominence as an important leader of the Harlem Renaissance began with his penning of the poem “If We Must Die”, which described the bloodshed and violence that occurred against African Americans in Washington D.C. during the Summer of 1919. The editors of the Liberator, Crystal and Max Eastman, were the first to ask McKay for his permission to publish his poem.





“[If We Must Die] appeared first in the Liberator, then in countless black periodicals and international venues. Soon, many appropriated the poem, including Winston Churchill, who referred to the poem in a speech encouraging British troops during World War II.” (McKay)




With this poem, McKay garnered a strong fan base consisting of Caucasian and African Americans followers. McKay used his newfound fame as platform to express and influence the public with his radical ideas. One of his main radical was as a prominent figure of the New Negro Movement of the Harlem Renaissance. Black Gotham: A History of African Americans in Nineteenth Century New York City defines the New Negro as one who,


“[R]ejected any narrow and parochial definition of themselves [as Black American]…many of them had a cosmopolitan sensibility. Reading, study, work, and travel abroad gave them an opening onto a new world of culture, taste, and aesthetic appreciation that extended far beyond their racial group, their city, and even their nation…[they were] determined…to expand their identity beyond that of ‘colored American’ to ‘include citizen of the world.’” (Peterson 130)




As a leader of the New Negro movement, McKay urged African Americans to increase their knowledge and seek out the world around them through education as a step forward in ending the intense racism (segregation) existing at the time. McKay and other New Negroes of the time period were part of the emerging black aristocracy, who enjoyed increased leisure and devoted more time to worldly concerns.




The second theme McKay emphasized were the troubles he faced in New York as a result of his strong political views. In 1919, McKay became a Communist. McKay unlike other leaders of the Harlem Renaissance had extreme political views. The racial injustices occurring in America at the time greatly influenced McKay’s decision to embrace communism. In particular, while he was working as a waiter for the Pennsylvania Railroad Company in 1917, on one of his pit stops in Philadelphia, a cop falsely arrested him. Resulting in him spending 2 days in jail and almost getting fired form his job. In court, the cop justified his arrest of McKay to supposedly deviant behavior. In other words, McKay was a victim of racial profiling. For McKay communism offered a new beginning, a chance to level the playing field and equalize everyone in all aspects of life. On several occasions, McKay was arrested for being a politically outspoken extremist. In fact, in London in 1919 when Sylvia Pankhurst, a fellow communist was arrested, McKay’s room was also searched for evidence that would incriminate him as an enemy of the British state. The search was inconclusive.






In November to December of 1922, he attended the Fourth Congress of Communist International. Also, he was a member of the Communist supported Negro’s Writers’ Guild.  In Russia he had many responsibilities such as, “Sometimes I had to participate in three different meetings in one day: factory meetings, meetings of soviets, youth meetings, educational conferences in colleges and schools, the meetings of poets and writers, and theatrical performances. I was introduced to interesting sections of the new social and cultural life of Moscow and Petrograd.” (McKay 136)




Claude McKay lived an eventful life. McKay is one of the most successful black writers in history; he produced 10 books and published many articles and poems in various publications. His work is widely read around the world and has won numerous awards. 
Source:https://demeliou.wordpress.com/2012/12/15/a-review-a-long-way-from-home/






*              *             *               *             *            *              *




From Wikipedia athttps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Claude_McKay




Festus Claudius "Claude" McKay OJ (September 15, 1890[1] – May 22, 1948) was a Jamaican-American writer and poet. He was a central figure in the Harlem Renaissance.




Born in Jamaica, McKay first travelled to the United States to attend college, and encountered W. E. B. Du Bois's The Souls of Black Folk which stimulated McKay's interest in political involvement. He moved to New York City in 1914 and, in 1919, he wrote "If We Must Die", one of his best known works, a widely reprinted sonnet responding to the wave of white-on-black race riots and lynchings following the conclusion of the First World War.




A poet from the first, he also wrote five novels and a novella: Home to Harlem (1928), a best-seller that won the Harmon Gold Award for Literature; Banjo (1929); Banana Bottom (1933); Romance in Marseille (written in 1933, published in 2020), a novella, Harlem Glory (written in 1938-1940, published in 1990), and Amiable With Big Teeth: A Novel of the Love Affair Between the Communists and the Poor Black Sheep of Harlem (written in 1941, published in 2017).[2]




Besides these novels and four published collections of poetry, McKay also authored a collection of short stories, Gingertown (1932); two autobiographical books, A Long Way from Home (1937) and My Green Hills of Jamaica (published posthumously in 1979); and Harlem: Negro Metropolis (1940), consisting of eleven essays on the contemporary social and political history of Harlem and Manhattan, concerned especially with political, social and labor organizing. His 1922 poetry collection, Harlem Shadows, was among the first books published during the Harlem Renaissance and his novel Home To Harlem was a watershed contribution to its fiction. His Selected Poems was published posthumously, in 1953. His Complete Poems (2004) includes almost ninety pages of poetry written between 1923 and the late 1940s, most of it previously unpublished, a crucial addition to his poetic oeuvre.




McKay was introduced to British Fabian socialism in his teens by his elder brother and tutor Uriah Theodore, and after moving to the United States in his early 20s encountered the American socialist left in the work of W. E. B. Du Bois and through his membership in the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) — the only American left-labor organization of the era that was totally open to Negro members (as he comments), continuing the tradition of the populist People's Party of the previous generation. In the course of the teens he became acquainted with the writings of Marx and the programs of a variety of activists. As a co-editor of The Liberator magazine, he came into conflict with its hard-line Leninist doctrinaire editor Mike Gold, a contention which contributed to his leaving the magazine. In 1922–1923, he traveled to the Soviet Union to attend a Congress of the International, there encountering his friend Liberator publisher Max Eastman, a delegate to the Congress. In Russia, McKay was widely feted by the Communist Party. While there, he worked with a Russian writer to produce two books which were published in Russian, The Negroes of America (1923), a critical examination of American black-white racism from a Marxist class-conflict perspective, and Trial By Lynching (1925); translations of these books back into English appeared in 1979 and 1977 respectively; McKay's original English texts are apparently lost. In the Soviet Union, McKay eventually concluded that, as he says of a character in Harlem Glory, he "saw what he was shown." Realizing that he was being manipulated and used by the Party apparatus, and responding critically to the authoritarian bent of the Soviet regime, he left for Western Europe in 1923, first for Hamburg, then Paris, then the South of France, Barcelona and Morocco.




After his return to Harlem in 1934, he found himself in frequent contention with the Stalinist New York City Communist Party which sought to dominate the left politics and writing community of the decade.[citation needed] His prose masterpiece, A Long Way From Home, was attacked in the New York City press on doctrinaire Stalinist grounds.[citation needed] This conflict is reflected in Harlem: Negro Metropolis and satirized in Amiable With Big Teeth. His sonnet sequence, "The Cycle," published posthumously in the Complete Poems, deals at length with McKay's confrontation with the left political machine of the time. Increasingly ill in the mid-40s, he was rescued from extremely impoverished circumstances by a Catholic Worker friend and installed in a communal living situation; later in the decade, he converted to Catholicism.[3]






Born	 Festus Claudius McKay

September 15, 1890

Clarendon Parish, Jamaica

Died	May 22, 1948 (aged 57)

Chicago, Illinois

Occupation:Writer, poet, journalist

Education:Kansas State College, Tuskegee Institute


Period:Harlem Renaissance

Notable works	Songs of Jamaica (1912);

"If We Must Die" (1919);

Harlem Shadows (1922);

Home to Harlem (1928);

A Long Way from Home (1937)

Notable awards:Harmon Gold Award






See more about Claude McKay athttps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Claude_McKay





Table of Contents


   About the Author





  I: A Great Editor



  





  II: Other Editors



  





  III: White Friends



  





  IV: Another White Friend 



  





  V: Adventuring in Search of George Bernard Shaw



  





  VI: Pugilist vs. Poet 



  





  VII: A Job in London



  





  VIII: Regarding Reactionary Criticism 



  





  IX: Back in Harlem 



  





  X:A Brown Dove Cooing 



  





  XI: A Look at H. G. Wells 



  





  XII: “He Who Gets Slapped” 



  





  XIII: “Harlem Shadows”XIV: The Dominant Urge




  





  XV: An Individual Triumph



  





  XVI: The Pride and Pomp of Proletarian Power



  





  XVII: Literary Interest 



  





  XVIII: Social Interest 



  





  XIX: A Great Celebration 



  





  XX: Regarding Radical Criticism 



  





  XXI: Berlin and Paris




XXII: Friends in France




  




  XXIII: Frank Harris in France 

  








  XXIV: Cinema Studio



  





  XXV: Marseilles Motley 



  





  XXVI: When a Negro Goes Native



  





  XXVII: The New Negro in Paris 



  





  XXVIII: Hail and Farewell to Morocco 



  





  XXIX: On Belonging to a Minority Group

  

















To my friends everywhere


I

A Great Editor

•

THAT run was the most exciting I ever made on the railroad. After three days away from New York, ourdining car was returning again, feeding a morning train outof Philadelphia. A three-days’ run was a long one and ourcrew was in a happy getting-home mood. In the pantry cooksand waiters joked mainly about women, as always, wives andsweethearts; some chanted, “Someone else may be there whenI’m gone.”

But something more than the mere physical joy of getting back to the city that was home had uplifted my heart. Likea potful of good stew a mixed feeling of happiness, hopeand eagerness was bubbling inside of me. For in my pocketthere was a letter from a great editor and critic advising methat I should pay him a visit as soon as it was possible. Theletter had been delivered just as I was leaving on that three-days’ trip and there had been time only to telephone andmake an appointment for this day of our return.

Was ever a waiter more impatient for a run to end? And yet for all my impatience it was my happiest railroad itinerary. For I had made it buoyant with the hope that at lastI was about to make my appearance before an Americanaudience. A first appearance on the American stage—oneimportant point of the vast stage of life upon which all ofus must appear, some to play in a big scene, some in a littlescene, and each preoccupied with the acting of his own particular part.

I was intent on my own role—I a waiter—waiting for recognition as a poet. It was seven years since I had arrivedin the States from Jamaica, leaving behind me a local reputation as a poet. I came to complete my education. But aftera few years of study at the Kansas State College I was grippedby the lust to wander and wonder. The spirit of the vagabond,the daemon of some poets, had got hold of me. I quit college. I had no desire to return home. What I had previously done was done. But I still cherished the urge tocreative expression. I desired to achieve something new, something in the spirit and accent of America. Against its mightythrobbing force, its grand energy and power and bigness, itsbitterness burning in my black body, I would raise my voiceto make a canticle of my reaction.

And so I became a vagabond—but a vagabond with a purpose. I was determined to find expression in writing. Buta vagabond without money must live. And as I was not justa hard-boiled bum, it was necessary to work. So I looked forthe work that was easy to my hand while my head wasthinking hard: porter, fireman, waiter, bar-boy, houseman.I waded through the muck and the scum with the oneobjective dominating my mind. I took my menial tasks likea student who is working his way through a university. Myleisure was divided between the experiment of daily livingand the experiment of essays in writing. If I would notgraduate as a bachelor of arts or science, I would graduateas a poet.

So the years had sped by—five of them—like a rivulet flowing to feed a river. I had accumulated much, and from the fulness of my heart I poured myself out with passion oflove and hate, of sorrow and joy, writing out of myself,waiting for an audience. At last my chance had come. Myambition was about to be realized.

The editor had written enthusiastically: “Come in to see me and let us know one another. . . .”

Wonderful day! Marvelous riding! Everybody happy, going home, but I was the happiest. Steward and men commentedon my exuberant spirit and joked about the possible cause.But I kept it a sweet secret. None of them knew that I wasa scribbler. If they did, instead of my being just one of them,“pal” and “buddy,” they might have dubbed me “professor.”

Roar louder and louder, rushing train and whistle, beautiful engine whistle, carry me along, for I myself am a whistletuned to the wind that is blowing through me a song oftriumph. . . .

Pennsylvania Station! It was early in the morning. Our steward telephoned to the commissary for our next itinerary.We were ordered to double out again that afternoon. Anotherdiner had been switched from its regular course, and ourswas put in its place.

That was an extraordinary order, after a long and tiring trip. But in those days of 1918, life was universally extraordinary and we railroad men were having our share of it. Thegovernment was operating the railroads, and Mr. McAdoowas Director-General. The lines were taxed to their capacityand the trains were running in a different way. Coaches anddining cars of one line were hitched up indiscriminately tothe engines of another. Even we waiters were all mixed upon the same level! Seniority didn’t count any more; efficiencywas enough. There were no special crews for the crack trains;new men replaced the old-timers, expertly swinging traysto the rocking of the train and feeding lawmakers to theamazement of the old élite of the crews. The regular schedules were obsolete, for the dining cars were always gettingout of line, there were so many special assignments. One dayour dining car would be detailed to serve a group of Alliedofficers going on a secret rendezvous. Another day it had tocater to a foreign mission traveling to Washington. And otherdays there was the feeding of detachment upon detachmentof hungry soldiers.

“Why should a doubling-out be wished on us?” one waiter growled. “Ask Mr. McAdoo, it’s his business,” anotherhilariously replied. In my disappointment (for now I had notime to see the editor) I cursed my luck and wished we wereagain working under the old regime. But that was merelya momentary reaction, for under the new system we weregetting better wages and pay for overtime.

I telephoned the editor that I was obliged to work and could not keep the appointment. He answered graciously:“Whenever you are free, telephone me, and I’ll see that weget together.” And he gave me his private telephone numberand address.

That night our crew slept in Harrisburg. The next afternoon we were in Pittsburgh, and free until the following morning. We went to the sleeping quarters in Wylie Avenueand checked in for our beds, after which the crew split up.A good distance from Wylie Avenue the colored folk hadmanaged to maintain a café and cabaret on the edge of asection of the white district downtown. I decided to go there.

I wish I were one of those persons who have a sense of premonition, so that I might have stuck to quarters that afternoon. But I had a desire to be away from my fellows and offby myself, even if it were in a crowd. My mind was full ofthe rendezvous with that editor in New York. And as Icouldn’t talk to any of the fellows about it, it was better tofind elsewhere excitement that would keep me from thinkingtoo much.

I found the café in a hectic state. The police had just combed it, rounding up draft dodgers and vagrants. I learnedthat there was a police net thrown around Pittsburgh thatday, and many men who were not slackers at all, but whohad left their papers at home, had been picked up. I had nopapers, for I had lost my registration card, so I decided to getback right away to the cover and protection of the crew’squarters.

I hurried off, but two blocks away from the café a black man and a white came across the street and straight at me.Bulls! Immediately I was aware. As I had no papers, thedetectives arrested me and started for the jail. My protest thatI was importantly employed on the railroad was of no avail.The detectives wrote down my name, appearing very wiseand knowing, and I wondered if I had been listed as a draftdodger. I had moved from the address from which I hadregistered and had never received any notification.

At the jail I tried to get permission to telephone to the steward of our dining car. But the perplexed officials had notime to give to the personal requests of the host of prisoners.The police had corralled more than they could handle.The jails were overcrowded, with more men being broughtin every minute and no place to accommodate them. Some ofthe local prisoners had their papers at home. Relatives, learning of their plight, brought them the papers and they weredischarged. But all the non-residents were held. Three of us,two colored, one white, were put into a cell which was actually a water closet with an old-fashioned fetid hole. It wasstinking, suffocating. I tried to overcome the stench by breathing through my mind all the fragrant verse I could find inthe range of my memory.

At last dawn came, bringing some relief. At nine o’clock we were marched to the court, a motley gang of men, bums,vagrants, pimps, and honest fellows, all caught in the samenet. The judge handed out five- and ten-day sentences likesouvenirs. When my turn came, I told the judge that myregistration card was mislaid somewhere in New York, butthat I was working on the railroad, had arrived in Pittsburghonly the day before, and should be working at that hour. Isaid that nearly every day I was serving soldiers and that mybeing absent from the dining car that morning would cripplethe service, because I was the chief waiter and we were running short of a full crew.

To my surprise, as soon as I had finished, the judge asked me if I were born in Jamaica. I said, “Yes, Sir,” and hecommented: “Nice place. I was there a couple of seasons ago.”And, ignoring my case and the audience, the judge begantelling me of his trip to Jamaica and how he enjoyed it, theclimate, the landscape, and the natives. He mentioned someof the beauty spots and I named those I knew. “I wish Iwere there instead of here,” he said. “I wish I were there too,”I echoed him. I could quite understand how he felt, for whowould not like to escape from a winter in steely, smoky, stonefaced Pittsburgh!

Turning to my case again, the judge declared that I was doing indispensable work on the railroad and he reprimandedthe black detective who had pressed the charge and said thepolice should be more discriminate in making arrests andendeavor to ascertain the facts about their victims. My casewas dismissed. I seized the opportunity to tell the judge that,my dining car having already left, the local railroad officialswould have to send me back to New York, and asked fora paper to show that I had been wrongfully detained by thepolice. Very willingly the judge obliged me and dictated astatement to a clerk, which he signed. As he handed me theslip, he smiled and said: “You see, I could place you by youraccent.” I flashed back a smile of thanks at him and resolvedhenceforth to cultivate more my native accent. So excellentwas the paper the judge gave me, I was able to use it forthe duration of the war without worrying about a new registration card.

Hurrying to the railroad station, I found that my dining car was already gone. I reported to the commissary department. Later in the afternoon they put me on anotherdining car going to Harrisburg. The next day I arrived inNew York, and as soon as I got off the train telephoned tothe editor at his office. He invited me to his house thatevening.




Frank Harris’s friendly letter, warm with enthusiasm for my poetry, and inviting me to visit him, was the kind ofthing that might turn the head of a young writer bitten bythe bug of ambition, and sweep him off his feet. But whena fellow is intoxicated with poetry and is yet able to keep asober head and steady feet to swing a tray among impatientcrowds of passengers in a rocking train, he ought to be ableto hold himself in under any other excitement.

Frank Harris appeared to me then as the embodiment of my idea of a romantic luminary of the writing world. Hestirred me sometimes like Byron and Heine, Victor Hugo andRimbaud. I had read his writings avidly ever since he returned to America during the World War and stamped hispersonality upon the pages of Pearson’s Magazine. His pronunciamento when he took over the editorship was impressedon my memory. He had said that the purpose of Pearson’swas to reach and discover the obscure talents of Americawho were perhaps discouraged, engaged in uncongenial laborwhen they might be doing creative work. I took his movingmessage personally, for I was one of those talents.

It was nine o’clock when I got to Frank Harris’s house in Waverly Place. Opening the door for me himself he saidthe butler had gone home. I was surprised by his littleness.I knew that he was small of stature, but did not expect himto be as diminutive as he was. But his voice was great andgrowling like a friendly lion’s with strength and dignity andseemingly made him larger than he actually was. “You arethe poet,” his voice rolled as he gripped my hand. He steppedback and scrutinized me before indicating a seat. He explained that he was speculating whether I reminded him ofany special African type, for he had traveled in South Africa,West Africa, East Africa and the Soudan.

The door opened and a woman, wearing a rich-looking rose-colored opera cloak, stood poised on the threshold likea picture. I stood up and Frank Harris said: “This is theNegro poet.” She nodded slightly and vanished.

“My wife is going to the opera,” Harris explained. “She adores it but I don’t care a rap about the opera. Of all thearts of the theater it is the tinseliest. A spectacle mainly forwomen.” I said I liked the opera rather well, such of it as Ihad seen, especially the chorus and the dancing. Frank Harrissaid he was surprised that I should, because the art of theopera was the most highly artificial of the civilized arts.

He excused himself to go downstairs for wine. He returned with two bottles and glasses. It was my first taste of Rhenishwine and I enjoyed the pleasure of sampling it even morethan the actual taste. Frank Harris glowed in praise of thewine. He was concerned about his diminishing stock and saidthat because of the war, Rhine wine was becoming difficultto get and more costly. Seeing that I was ignorant of thequalities of Rhine wine, he proceeded to enlighten me, sayingthat the grapes from which the wine was made could not beduplicated elsewhere because of the original nature of thesoil in which they grew, and that even in the Rhine countrythe grapes grown in one district produced a different brandfrom that of the grapes grown in another, and that this wasvery important to the local viticulturists. He recalled thepleasure he had experienced when traveling through theRhineland tasting the peculiar sourish grapes and testing thewine. “Pour me a glass of any real Rhine wine,” he said,“and I can tell exactly from where it came without seeingthe label.”

As he filled the glasses again he said: “You are a real poet, my lad.” He sifted the group of poems I had sent to him andsaid: “You have some excellent pieces here.” He picked out“The Park in Spring” and “Harlem Shadows.” “These areexcellent,” he said. “You have the classical feeling and amodern way of expressing it. But where did you get it?” Hestrode over to me and pressed his fingers upon my forehead,as if to take the measure of what was there: “Tell me, howdid you begin writing? What was your early influence?”

Briefly, I told the story of my West Indian background. My peasant childhood in a mountain country of a fewhundred villages widely scattered over the hills. The missionary who built the first mission—a Mr. Hathaway whoclaimed kinship to the Shakespeare Hathaways, and whostarted my school-teacher brother (the eldest) on the roadto college and gave him his first complete set of Shakespeare.

My boyhood spent in various villages with that brother, spanned by the years between the Diamond Jubilee of QueenVictoria and her death: the indelible years of my first readingof anything that was thrilling just for the thrill—the Waverleynovels; Dickens in small sardine-packed words, bound in thinblue covers; the tomes of Mrs. Henry Wood, Charlotte M.Braeme, Miss Braddon, Mrs. Southworth, Marie Corelli. . . .And suddenly like a comet the discovery of the romance ofscience in Huxley’s Man's Place in Nature and Haeckel’s TheRiddle of the Universe.

Frank Harris was a little surprised at my coming by free-thought at such an early age—before I was fourteen. So I explained that my brother was a free-thinker (although at the same time a denominational school-teacher and lay preacher),and that when he became aware of my omnivorous readinghe put his free-thought literature in my way. Thus I grewup without religious instruction at home, I told him. Also, Iwas not free-thinking alone. In one high mountain villagethere were ten of us boys in a free-thought band, and mostof them were heathen from their own primitive thinking,without benefit of books. Frank Harris thought that that wasa remarkable thing to happen in a remote and backwardcolony.

“But when did you actually begin writing verses?” he asked. “When I was ten, as I remember,” I said, “the first was arhymed acrostic for our school gala.”

After a while I made a gesture of going, for I was apprehensive of trespassing upon the man’s time and kindness. I felt it to be such a genuine human kindness. That loud roarrising out of him seemed to proclaim: My body may be littleand insignificant, but my heart is great and sincere.

Frank Harris laughed at my worrying about his time. He said that since there had been so much difficulty about our getting together, we should make the most of it now. He hada lot to say yet, he said. But first he wanted to know how Igot beyond the jingle-rhyme stage of verse-making. He remarked upon the fact that though I began verse-writing early,I had not been attracted by poetry in my early reading. Itwas the story in the plays that had carried me throughShakespeare.

And I related to him the story of my adolescence: my meeting with one Mr. Jekyll, an English gentleman whobecame my intellectual and literary mentor and encouragedme to continue writing verses in the Negro dialect. I told himsomething of this man who had gone among the peasantsand collected their field-and-yard songs (words and music)and African folk tales and published them in a book calledJamaica Song and Story; of how he became interested whenhe first saw my verses—enthusiastic really—and said that theysounded like the articulate consciousness of the peasants. Ihad corresponded with and visited him over a period of fiveyears and written many songs. His interest in me was general at first. I was merely a literate phenomenon among theilliterate peasants whose songs and tales he was waiting.Then in time there was a subtle change from a general toan individual interest and he became keen about my intellectual development and also in my verse as real poetry.

I told Harris how, with this man’s excellent library at my disposal, I read poetry: Childe Harold, The Dunciad, Essayon Man, Paradise Lost, the Elizabethan lyrics, Leaves ofGrass, the lyrics of Shelley and Keats and of the late Victorian poets, and how he translated and we read togetherpieces out of Dante, Leopardi, and Goethe, Villon and Baudelaire. During those years also Mr. Jekyll was translating Schopenhauer and I read a lot from his translation. Then he suggested Spinoza’s Ethics, which I read, skipping the mathematical hypotheses, and for a time considered myself apantheist. Also at that time the Rationalist Press of Londonwas publishing six-penny reprints of Herbert Spencer’s works,which I devoured greedily as they appeared.

I related to Frank Harris how I experienced a specially piquant human interest in reading Herbert Spencer and alsoGeorge Eliot, because Mr. Jekyll had told me that he hadseen them both, and that George Eliot lived near the Jekyllcountry place. He or his people (I am not sure which) madeovertures to get acquainted with her. But she rejected them,saying she preferred not to make any new friends.

Mr. Jekyll had also shown me a letter from Herbert Spencer, which he regarded as a rare treasure. He (Mr.Jekyll) had discovered a mistake in computation, which heconsidered important, in one of Spencer’s books and hadwritten to him pointing it out. Herbert Spencer, replying,acknowledged the mistake, but said that, since it was alreadypublished, he did not think it was important enough tochange. I am not even sure if that was the exact nature ofthe reply. I was so immature that I did not even grasp thesignificance of the matter, nor what exactly it was about.What amazed me then was that a great philosopher hadpermitted an error, which had been brought to his notice,to remain—that he had not corrected it. For in those burgeoning days I was a zealot for the truth as something absolute.But Mr. Jekyll had smiled at my reaction. He was satisfiedthat Herbert Spencer had sent him a private and courteousacknowledgment.

At this point Frank Harris exploded so hard that he frightened me. “Exactly like Herbert Spencer,” he cried. “I knew him well. You may not know it, but the letter you mentionis a key to his character. I wish I had it in my hands. Hewas a narrow, bigoted, self-opinionated and typical John-Bullish unscientific Englishman. Fancy his acknowledging anerror in his book and yet refusing to correct it! Putting hispersonal vanity above scientific fact. A purely Anglo-Saxondisregard for logic. No French intellectual would be capableof such a thing!”

Frank Harris said that he had written, or was writing, a portrait of Herbert Spencer. “And I wish I had that letter,”he cried. “It would illuminate my portrait and prove my pointthat he was an old humbug. He was the philosopher ofBritish Philistinism—self-righteous and smug. I told him oncethat I thought that certain of his deductions were untenableand he said he could not stand contradiction. Think of that!He refused to listen. He did not want to be contradicted, noteven by the truth.”

I mentioned Mr. Jekyll’s joking about the matter and remarking that it was better that the mistakes of the great should remain, so that the world could see and know thatthe great are not infallible and are subject to error like anybody else. How also he had pointed out Byron’s famousgrammatical error in Childe Harold as an example. FrankHarris said the comparison was far-fetched, but he could notforbear to seize the moment to make his own: “Byron was agreat poet and a rebel to boot, like myself, and he was hatedand hunted by English society. But they accepted a little manlike Herbert Spencer as a great philosopher, because he madea virtue of their lowest predatory instincts. The survival ofthe fittest: a smug, mediocre, comfortable, middle-class interpretation of Darwin’s great theory, making it pleasant forthe Imperialist grabbers and the conscienceless British shopkeepers. Survival of the fittest indeed! What would becomeof the better-class litter if they were not sheltered and protected from birth? What if they had to fend for themselveslike the children of the have-nots?”

Becoming less violently emphatic, Frank Harris wondered if Mr. Jekyll would be willing to furnish a copy of theHerbert Spencer letter. I said I had no idea whether he would,but that I was willing to sound him. And I pointed out againthat at the time when Mr. Jekyll showed me the letter hereally thought more of Herbert Spencer’s sending him aprivate and courteous reply than of the importance of themistake that he had discovered.

“Just like an Englishman,” said Frank Harris, “putting nice manners and all its bloody ritual above veracity and logic.”[Later I wrote to Mr. Jekyll, stating Frank Harris’s requestand sending him some copies of Pearsons. But he gave a flatrefusal and said that although Frank Harris’s writings were“very clever,” I should beware of him because he was insincere and pro-German!]

I finished telling all I could about my reading and writing, and then got my portfolio and showed Harris the little volumeof my Songs of Jamaica that was published in 1912; also abulky scrapbook full of reviews from London and Manchester, Glasgow, Dublin and Cardiff, Melbourne, Sydneyand Auckland, Sierra Leone, Lagos, and even Capetown—from all over the English-language world, excepting America.

Frank Harris opened the book and read the dedication, which was for Governor Olivier of Jamaica [now LordOlivier], and exclaimed: “Sydney Olivier! Oh yes, he didbecome governor of some colony. I knew him quite well—one of the most brilliant and practical of the Fabians. Washe interested in you?” I said that Governor Olivier had become interested in my verse through Mr. Jekyll, and hadaccepted the dedication.

My scrapbook interested Frank Harris. It was crowded with the souvenirs of adolescence: pictures of famous literaticut from English and American magazines, unusual newspaper items, letters from Mr. Jekyll about my verse. . . . Hecame upon a cutting from T. P.’s Weekly with a prize poemof mine. This prompted him to say that he was wellacquainted with T. P. O’Connor, whom he described as asuccessful Irishman whom the English liked because he neverpossessed an idea.

There was also a letter from Lord Stamfordham, the private secretary of King George, to Mr. Jekyll about my book. Mr.Jekyll and Lord Stamfordham had been friends from theiryouth and Mr. Jekyll had told me that he was trying to geta copy of Songs of Jamaica on the King’s table. He said thateven though the book was not read, if it were mentioned ina London drawing-room of consequence and reviewed bysociety, it might have a sale as a curiosity!

With his thumb on Lord Stamfordham’s letter, Frank Harris said: “That’s big.”

“What’s big.?” I asked.

“Bigge,” said Frank Harris, spelling the name. “That’s Stamfordham’s family name. I knew him quite well when hewas just Bigge and secretary to Queen Victoria. I suppose hewas not smart enough for King Edward, but he came backwith King George, naturally. And did he do anything foryour book?” I said that I didn’t think so. “I am sure it wouldnot have done you any good even if your poems had beenput on the King’s table,” said Frank Harris. “A literary talentis not like that of a prima donna. Yet that Mr. Jekyll friendof yours is a remarkable person in a way. A man that it musthave been a great experience to know. I can trace his influence in your poetry. Good, but you must go beyond that, mylad. I should have liked to match my intellect against his. Ihad also a great teacher-friend in Byron Smith.” And FrankHarris’s noble roar was modulated by a fine note of tenderness as he spoke a little about the teacher of his Americanuniversity days. It interested him that I also had gone toschool in Kansas.

And now he began to talk of his beginnings in Kansas, monologuing, launching out like a perfect little boat ridingthe great waves. Frank Harris thundered and roared andboomed and trumpeted, striding across the floor and creating action to match the color and vigor of his outpouring. Like a god laying down the commandments of literatureand life he talked. Like a wizard he evoked the notablecontemporary figures of the latter nineteenth and early twentieth century and paraded them in all their accoutrements,articulate, gesturing and posturing like the personages ofMadame Tussaud’s.

When Mrs. Harris returned from the opera and looked in, Frank flung her a darling phrase and she retired. Interrupted,he noticed that the wine was finished, and went downstairsfor more. And when he returned he again gave his attentionto my dialect versd and the scrapbook. “But why have youbeen silent all these six years?” he demanded. “For six yearsyou were silent in the night, like James Thomson, who wroteThe City of Dreadful Night.” He quoted from that greatpoem:



Because he seemed to walk with an intent

I followed him; who shadow-like and frail,

Unswervingly though slowly onward went,

Regardless, wrapped in thought as in a veil;

Thus step for step with lonely sounding feet

We travelled many a long dim silent street.
And then the sonorous rich refrain like a fugue pouring through the great pipes of an organ:


As I came through the desert, thus it was,

As I came through the desert: Eyes of fire

Glared at me throbbing with a starved desire;

The hoarse and heavy and carnivorous breath

Was hot upon me from deep jaws of death;

Sharp claws, swift talons, fleshless fingers cold

Plucked at me from the jungle, tried to hold;

But l strode on austere,

No hope could have no fear.



“A great poem; a sad sick poet,” said Frank Harris. “I knew him. He was a hopeless drunkard.” His mention ofJames Thomson and quotation from The City of DreadfulNight moved me sadly. I remembered it was one of the firstbook of poems that Mr. Jekyll presented to me and that for along time I was haunted by the spirit of the strange music ofthe desert song and the pessimistic feeling of the whole poem,which acted like a damper on my naturally happy disposition.Yet I did love the poem, finding it as lyrically rich and totallybeautiful even as Omar Khayydm.

“Perhaps you too have a City of Dreadful Night pent up in you as a result of your six silent years?” Frank Harrisasked. I said that I had not been really silent at all. It had beennecessary for me to do some practical thing to exist. And ithad been a big experience, finding out about America andknowing the commonalty of American Negroes. I had continued all along to write at intervals and rewrite to make mywriting better, I said.

“You must write prose,” Frank Harris said. I demurred. “Yes, you must and you will,” he went on. “Now you mustwrite something about yourself to preface these poems. I amsure you will write prose some day. Poetry comes first; prosefollows with maturity. And this is an age of prose and not ofpoetry. Poetry was the unique literary expression of the feudaland semi-feudal age: the romantic periods. But this is thegreat machine age, inventions upon inventions bringing athousand new forces and objectives into life. Language isloosening and breaking up under the pressure of new ideasand words. It requires the flexibility of prose to expressthis age.

“Now, tell me frankly,” he said, turning the pages of my scrapbook, “what was the real underlying urge that forcedyou to come to America, after you had achieved a localsuccess in your home? Was it merely to study?” I admittedthat back in my mind there had really been the dominantdesire to find a bigger audience. Jamaica was too small forhigh achievement. There, one was isolated, cut off from thegreat currents of life.

“I knew that,” Frank Harris said triumphantly. “Your ambition was to break into the larger literary world—a fineambition. But literature is the hardest career for a man without any competence. I think that if I had chosen politics,as I was inclined to at first, I might have done better. However, you have excellent stuff in you and deserve success.And you can attain it if you work hard. You will get there.You have a rare talent. I always pick a winner. I pickedBernard Shaw when he was unknown and started him inthe theater on the way to his great success. I picked H. G.Wells and Joseph Conrad and others. You are an African. You must accomplish things, for yourself, for your race, formankind, for literature. But it must be literature. Now inthis sonnet, ‘The Lynching,’1 you have not given of your best.A sonnet like this, after reading the report of the St. LouisMassacre, which I published in Pearson’s, sounds like an anticlimax. You should have risen to the heights and stormedheaven like Milton when he wrote ‘On the Late Massacre inPiedmont’:

Avenge, O LordI thy slaughtered Saints whose bones

Lie scattered on the Alpine mountains cold. . . .

There you have the sublime human cry of anguish and hate against man’s inhumanity to man. Some day you will rip itout of your guts.”

It was nearly an all-night seance. We had drunk up the rest of the wine. Frank Harris’s hand had grown shaky aswe drank, and he had spilled some of it as he poured. Butit seemed to me that it was more with memories and wordsthat he was intoxicated; that the wine was a tonic only tothem. At last he permitted me to go with these parting words:“I think I have taught you more in five hours than your Mr.Jekyll did in five years, but that was easy, for my experienceis so much greater. I have never retired from life, but havealways been in the thick of it, where it was most exciting. Ihave made enemies right and left and they pursue me withhatred, but I have never been afraid, I defy them as Byron:

I have not loved the world, nor the world loved me;

I have not flatter’d its rank breath, nor bowed

To its idolatries a patient knee. . . .

I had no desire for sleep. I was too uplifted by Frank Harris’s grand voice, roaring like a waterfall in my head. Ihad listened to many voices that were lovely before, but veryoften it was the association of the individual with the speechthat made the voice fine to me. With Frank Harris it wasdifferent. It was the voice of itself only, like a disembodiedelement.

Oh, what an amazing evening it was! I had gone expecting less than an hour’s interview, merely the formal thing that editors and publishers consider it their business to grantsometimes. And this man had made one splendid night of it,talking for the beauty of talking, talking exquisitely, talkingsensibly. Unforgettable experience. And certainly it was notan attitude on his part, no selfish motive, no desire to makean impression upon me, for there was really no reason. Andthe extraordinary spontaneity and length of our conversationthat night was as surprising to Frank Harris as it was to me.Years later he said so, after I had traveled abroad and wecame together again at a little party in Nice.

But then, that night, rather that early morning, returning to the job again, exhilarated, feeling as though I could dothe work of all five waiters, with the stimulant of FrankHarris’s voice agitating me to action, my mind was a rareelement (quite dissociated from the technical work of myhands), savoring the essence of that great conversation, estimating the personalities that had been evoked for me, untilI thought that it might have been someone like Frank Harriswho inspired Browning to say:

Ah, did you once see Shelley plain,

And did he stop and speak to you,

And did you speak to him again?

How strange it seems and new. . . .

Some weeks later I saw Frank Harris again at his office in Union Square. He had inspired me toward a new achievement—the writing of prose. And I was determined toaccomplish it. I had labored through a personal story thathad taken me weeks to do it. It was much easier to createand scribble a stanza of poetry in the interval between trainsthan to write a paragraph of prose.

Frank Harris took me into his Sanctum and sat down with me over the sheets. He impressed me quite differently thanhe had on the night of our memorable meeting: there wassomething boulevardier about his dress and manner whichseemed a little funny. I had no great confidence in what Ihad written, and said so. He said that the fact that I wasaware was a good sign. He glanced over the sheets rapidly.His forehead grew wrinkles and he shook his head. Then hesaid that what I had written was like a boat full and sinkingwith water, but that when it was baled out it would be seaworthy enough. With a butt of red pencil he underscoredthe essential. It was fascinating to watch him experdy,quickly, picking out the salient facts.

Suddenly he said something like this: “I am wondering whether your sensitivity is hereditary or acquired.” I said thatI didn’t know, that perhaps it was just human. He saw thatI was ruffled. I really had a sensation of spurs sproutingon my heels.

‘‘Don’t misunderstand me,” he said. “Your sensitivity is the quality of your work. Your ‘The Park in Spring’ sonnet is aremarkable achievement. I read it to a very refined womanand she could not hold back her tears. It takes me back tothe humanists of the eighteenth century, touching me likeHood or even something of Wordsworth’s. What I mean is,the stock from which you stem—your people—are not sensitive. I saw them at close range, you know, in West Africaand the Sudan. They have plenty of the instinct of thesenses, much of which we have lost. But the attitude towardlife is different; they are not sensitive about human life aswe are. Life is cheap in Africa. . . .”

I kept silent.

“Now please don’t misunderstand me,” he said again. “We have great disparities in Europe also, despite more than athousand years of civilization. For example, the attitudetoward life in Eastern Europe is not the same as in WesternEurope. And again, the French are by far more highly cultured than the Teutons and Anglo-Saxons. But the Frenchhave no poetry, so to speak. English and German poetry isinfinitely higher. Yet, the English are barbarians comparedto the French. Heine marveled that Shakespeare was anEnglishman and Jesus a Jew. Ah Jesus, Jesus! Our Lord andMaster! That is the secret of the difference between thepeoples of Africa and of Asia and the people of Europe.Jesus: it is his religion that makes the difference.”

And, strangely to me, Frank Harris began preaching Jesus. Which seemed so incongruous with his boulevardierdress and manner. He did it beautifully, but unconvincingly.There was something about the man’s personality, so pugnacious (a fine pugnaciousness that I admired when heexpatiated upon his profane experiences and because he wasphysically small and rebellious), that made him appear alittle ridiculous preaching the self-denialism of Jesus. Whenhe paused I said I thought the adoption of the Christ cult byWestern civilization was its curse: it gave modern civilizationa hypocritical facade, for its existence depended on force andpositive exploitation, whereas Jesus was weak and negative.Frank Harris said that there was a great deal of truth in mypoint, but nevertheless he preferred Jesus above all the greatteachers, and thought civilization the better because of hisreligion.

In his role as a Jesus preacher the stature of Frank Harris diminished perceptibly before my mind; the halo around himthat night when he talked as a rationalist and rebel becameless glamorous. Perhaps I judged him too severely, because my childhood was so singularly free of the influenceof supernatural religion. I suppose that people who arenurtured in revealed religion, even though they discard theirgod when they are intellectually grown up, are prone toattribute more of the godly qualities to their own deity thanto the gods of other peoples. And Frank Harris was raisedan Irish Catholic.

Abruptly he said “Now to work,” and called in his secretary. She was a little blonde from a Western town. He said that she had written imploring him to let her come to NewYork to serve “the master” in any capacity. Every week hereceived dozens of such letters, which he had to ignore, hesaid, but there had been something so original about hersthat he had invited her to come even without requesting herphotograph beforehand. And fortunately he had found inher a perfect disciple.





II

Other Editors

•

IT was a great moment when my first poems were published in Pearson’s, although they were not actually the first to be published in America. In December of 1917, SevenArts, which was edited by James Oppenheim and WaldoFrank, published two of my sonnets over the nom de plumeof Eli Edwards. The nom de plume was adapted from mymother’s name. I used it because at the time when the poemswere submitted, I was a waiter in a women’s club. Themembers were students of the arts. Some were literaryaspirants and were always reading and discussing the newand little magazines. As I was a good enough waiter I didnot care to be discovered as a poet there.

When my poems appeared in Pearson’s I received many letters of encouragement and suggestion. And one of themstarted an interesting correspondence which resulted in mytraveling to Europe the following year.

I was particularly excited about appearing in Pearson's, because there was no doubt that Frank Harris was a trulygreat critic. And many were my dismal disappointments inrejection slips and letters of half-hearted praise, until hefortified me with his frank, hearty and noble voice of encouragement. “The White Fiends,” which Pearson’s published, had been rejected previously by The Crisis, a Negromagazine.

Some months before, I had sent some poems to William Stanley Braithwaite, who was highly placed as a critic on theBoston Evening Transcript. Mr. Braithwaite was distinguished for his literary dialogues in the Literary Supplement of the Transcript, in which the characters were intellectualBostonians with Greek names and conversed in lofty accentsthat were all Greek to me.

In Mr. Braithwaite’s writings there was not the slightest indication of what sort of American he might be. And I wassurprised one day to read in the Negro magazine, The Crisis,that he was a colored man. Mr. Braithwaite was kind enoughto write me, a very interesting letter. He said that mypoems were good, but that, barring two, any reader could tellthat the author was a Negro. And because of the almost insurmountable prejudice against all things Negro, he said, hewould advise me to write and send to the magazines onlysuch poems as did not betray my racial identity.

There was sincerity in Mr. Braithwaite’s letter, a sincerity that was grim and terrible to me. He was a poet himself, but I was unacquainted with his poetry. I went in search of him in his poetry at the Forty-second Street Library.I found a thin volume containing some purely passionlesslyrics, only one line of which I have ever remembered (Iquote from memory):

I kissed a kiss on a dead mans brow. . . .

So, I thought, that was what Boston made of a colored intellectual. But thinking a little deeper, I thought that it wasnot Boston only. Mr. Braithwaite perhaps stood for what almost any man of color who possessed creative talent desiredto be at that time. Mr. Braithwaite is now a professor of literature in Atlanta University, one of the leading Negro schools.In appreciation of him our foremost Negro historian haswritten:

“The most remarkable writer of Negro blood since Dunbar is William Stanley Braithwaite, who as a writer is not aNegro. . . . Mr. Braithwaite has by his literary productionand criticism . . . his poems, his annual publication, TheAnthology of Magazine Verse, demonstrated that the Negrointellect is capable of the same achievements as that of thewhites. . . .”

Need I say that I did not entertain, not in the least, Mr. Braithwaite’s most excellent advice? I couldn’t even if I hadfelt certain about that mess of pottage that is such a temptation to all poor scribblers. My poetic expression was too subjective, personal and tell-tale. Reading a selection of it, adiscerning person would become immediately aware that Icame from a tropical country and that I was not, either bythe grace of God or the desire of man, born white.

I felt more confidence in my own way because, of all the poets I admire, major and minor, Byron, Shelley, Keats,Blake, Burns, Whitman, Heine, Baudelaire, Verlaine andRimbaud and the rest—it seemed to me that when I readthem—in their poetry I could feel their race, their class, theirroots in the soil, growing into plants, spreading and formingthe backgrounds against which they were silhouetted. I couldnot feel the reality of them without that. So likewise I couldnot realize myself writing without conviction.

Because of my eclectic approach to literature and my unorthodox idea of life, I developed a preference for the less conservative literary organs. The Masses was one of themagazines which attracted me when I came from out Westto New York in 1914. I liked its slogans, its make-up, andabove all, its cartoons. There was a difference, a freshness inits social information. And I felt a special interest in itssympathetic and iconoclastic items about the Negro. Sometimes the magazine repelled me. There was one issue particularly which carried a powerful bloody brutal cover drawingby Robert Minor. The drawing was of Negroes tortured oncrosses deep down in Georgia. I bought the magazine andtore the cover off, but it haunted me for a long time. Therewere other drawings of Negroes by an artist named StuartDavis. I thought they were the most superbly sympatheticdrawings of Negroes done by an American. And to me theyhave never been surpassed.

I remember receiving a couple of “So sorry” rejection slips from The Masses. The Masses was crucified andhad been resurrected as The Liberator before a poem wasaccepted. I received a note from the managing editor, CrystalEastman, inviting me to call at the office. One afternoon whenI was free in New York I telephoned The Liberator and wasasked to come down. Crystal Eastman was in conferencewith the business manager when I got there, but she suspended it to talk to me. The moment I saw her and heardher voice I liked Crystal Eastman. I think she was the mostbeautiful white woman I ever knew. She was of the heavyor solid type of female, and her beauty was not so much ofher features, fine as they were, but in her magnificentpresence. Her form was something after the pattern of asplendid draft horse and she had a way of holding her headlike a large bird poised in a listening attitude.

She said she liked my poems in Pearson’s and some of those submitted to The Liberator, but that she was not a poet orcritic and therefore not a good judge. She would arrangefor me to meet her brother, Max Eastman, who was thechief editor and had the final word on all contributions. Shechatted awhile with me. Was it difficult for me to work onthe railroad and write poetry? Did I have any regular timeto write? I told her that sometimes I carried lines in mythoughts for days, waiting until I found time to write themdown. But also it wasn’t always like that. And I related thisincident: For many days I was possessed with an unusuallylyrical feeling, which grew and increased into form of expression until one day, while we were feeding a carload of people,there was a wild buzzing in my head. The buzzing was sogreat that it confused and crowded out all orders, so much sothat my mechanical self could not function. Finally I explained to the steward that I had an unbearable pain in mybelly. He excused me and volunteered to help the fourthwaiter with my two tables. And hurrying to the lavatory Ilocked myself in and wrote the stuff out on a scrap of paper.

“Got rid of your birth pains,” Crystal Eastman said, and we both laughed. She had to resume her conference, but beforeleaving a tentative appointment was made for me to get intouch with Max Eastman. Just as I was going, Floyd Dell,who was assistant editor of The Liberator, came in and wewere introduced.

The rendezvous with Max Eastman was to be at his study-room, somewhere in or near St. Luke’s Place. I got there first and was about to ring when my attention was arrestedby a tall figure approaching with long strides and distinguished by a flaming orange necktie, a mop of white hairand a grayish-brown suit. The figure looked just as I hadimagined the composite personality of The Masses and TheLiberator might be: colorful, easy of motion, clothes hanginga little loosely or carelessly, but good stuff with an unstylishelegance. As I thought, it was Max Eastman.

We went up into a high room and he lounged lazily on a couch and discussed my poems. I had brought a batch of newones. Naturally I was impressed at once by the contrast between Max Eastman and Frank Harris. There was nothingof the “I” first person in Max Eastman’s manner. Nor didhe question me to any extent about myself, my antecedents,and the conditions under which I lived and wrote at the time.He was the pure intellectual in his conversation and criticalopinion.

Among my new poems there was a sonnet entitled “If We Must Die.” It was the most recent of all. Great events hadoccurred between the time when I had first met Frank Harrisand my meeting with Max Eastman. The World War hadended. But its end was a signal for the outbreak of littlewars between labor and capital and, like a plague breakingout in sore places, between colored folk and white.

Our Negro newspapers were morbid, full of details of clashes between colored and white, murderous shootings andhangings. Traveling from city to city and unable to gaugethe attitude and temper of each one, we Negro railroad menwere nervous. We were less light-hearted. We did not separatefrom one another gaily to spend ourselves in speakeasies andgambling joints. We stuck together, some of us armed, goingfrom the railroad station to our quarters. We stayed in ourquarters all through the dreary ominous nights, for we neverknew what was going to happen.

It was during those days that the sonnet, “If We Must Die,” exploded out of me. And for it the Negro peopleunanimously hailed me as a poet. Indeed, that one grandoutburst is their sole standard of appraising my poetry. Itwas the only poem I ever read to the members of my crew.They were all agitated. Even the fourth waiter—who was thegiddiest and most irresponsible of the lot, with all his motivesand gestures colored by a strangely acute form of satyriasis—even he actually cried. One, who was a believer in the MarcusGarvey Back-to-Africa Movement, suggested that I should goto Liberty Hall, the headquarters o£ the organization, andread the poem. As I was not uplifted with his enthusiasmfor the Garvey Movement, yet did not like to say so, I toldhim truthfully that I had no ambition to harangue a crowd.

That afternoon with Max Eastman was spent in a critical estimation of my verse. He decided to publish a page of it.When I departed I left some of the verses but took with othersthe “If We Must Die” sonnet. I wanted Frank Harris, whomI had not seen for many months, to see it. I had alwaysremembered his criticism and rejection of “The Lynching,”and now I wanted to know if in “If We Must Die” I had“risen to the heights and stormed heaven,” as he had saidI should.

At that time Pearson’s Magazine had its office in the same building as The Liberator. Frank Harris had me ushered inas soon as I was announced. “And where have you been andwhat doing all this time, my lad?” he roared, fixing me witha lowering look. All his high exhibitionism could not concealthe frank friendliness and deep kindliness that were the bestof him. “Now what have you done to be called a real poet,to join the ranks of the elect? Have you written a GREATpoem yet?” I produced “If We Must Die.” He read it at once.Then he slapped his thigh and shouted, “Grand! Grand! Youhave done it. That is a great poem, authentic fire and blood;blood pouring from a bleeding heart. I shall be proud topublish it in Pearson’s.”

I said that I was sorry, but the poem had already been accepted by The Liberator. “What? It belongs to me,” FrankHarris thundered. "The Liberator be damned! I gave you theinspiration to write that sonnet and I want to have the creditof publishing it. In the next number of Pearson’s. I’ll play itup big.”

But I said I couldn’t do that; I would have to ask Max Eastman’s permission. “No, you won’t,” roared Frank Harris.“Do you think I am the kind of man to accept a favor fromMax Eastman? Why did you bring your poem here, aftershowing it to him?” Because I wanted him to see what Ihad done, I said, because I valued his opinion so highly,perhaps more than any other critic’s, because his unforgettablewords that memorable night of our first meeting were like afire alive in me, because I so much desired to know if he considered what I had written as an achievement. I was excitedand spoke quickly and earnestly. Frank Harris melted alittle, for what I said had pleased him. But he was nonethe less angry.

He informed me then that he had had a fight with The Liberator. He had published in Pearson’s an article aboutLenin in which the Russian dictator was portrayed as a cosmopolitan bon vivant. It was a very exaggerated and wrongpicture, and The Liberator, which had more accurate information about Lenin’s private life from individuals who knewhim, had severely criticized Frank Harris. He was sore aboutthe criticism. He said that he and Max Eastman were bothradical editors, and if he had made a mistake, The Liberatormight have asked him to correct it in Pearson’s, instead ofboth editors denouncing each other in public. He said he wasso disgusted that he was seeking other premises for his magazine, because he was uncomfortable housed in the samebuilding as The Liberator and all the time meeting its editor,even riding in the same elevator with him.

That incident alone was a revelation of the real Frank Harris under the hard protective shell, and shows that hewas not such a natural buccaneer as some of his criticsassert. He was so sensitive that he could not stand being inthe same building with another editor, because they hadquarreled.

I had not read the controversial articles then and knew nothing about the quarrel, and so I was very embarrassed,realizing that it was a mistake to show the poem to FrankHarris before it was published in The Liberator. I was keenabout that poem appearing in The Liberator, because of thatmagazine’s high literary and social standard. Although Iesteemed Frank Harris as a great critic, Pearson's was hismagazine only, a one-man magazine, smashingly critical,daringly so about social problems, yet having no constructivesocial program. But The Liberator was a group magazine.The list of contributing editors was almost as exciting toread as the contributions themselves. There was a freenessand a bright new beauty in those contributions, pictorial andliterary, that thrilled. And altogether, in their entirety, theywere implicit of a penetrating social criticism which did notin the least overshadow their novel and sheer artistry. I rejoiced in the thought of the honor of appearing among thatgroup.

Nevertheless I deferred a little to Frank Harris, and when I mailed the set of poems to Max Eastman a few days later,I kept back the “If We Must Die” sonnet. I figured that ifMax Eastman overlooked its absence, I could conscientiouslygive it to Frank Harris. But Max Eastman sent me a telegramrequesting the immediate return of the sonnet. The magazinehad already gone to press and he wished to include it in theselection. I sent it in and “If We Must Die” appeared in TheLiberator.


III

White Friends

•

THE phrase “white friend” used by a Negro among Negroes is so significant in color and emotion, in creating a subtle feeling of social snobbery and superiority, that I have sometimes wondered what is the exact effectof “colored friend” when employed by a white among whites.I mean the sophisticated. I know the reactions and theirnuances must be very different within the two groups. Anexperiment carried out in both groups to determine this wouldbe as rarely illuminating as a scientific discovery to this Negro.But alas, what a pity that it is an impossibility, even as it isfor a white reader to share with a black reader the magicinhering in “white friend” with all its implications. It maybe partially understood only by comparing it with certainsocial honors and class distinctions which make for prestige,but it cannot be fully realized.

The peasants of Jamaica were always fond and faithful in friendships. Every boy and every man had a best friend, fromwhom he expected sympathy and understanding even morethan from a near relative. Such a friend shared in confidenceswhich were not revealed even to a brother. Early friendshipswere encouraged by our parents. And sometimes it was thefriendship of youngsters that developed a fraternal feelingamong the families of both.

There were few white friends in the social life of the peasants. The white colony agglomerated in the towns and the peasants were 80 per cent of a population of a million. Andso the phrase “mah white folks” could not have the significance for a Jamaica peasant that it has for a southern Negro.There were a few settlements of poor whites in the land. Theywere mainly of German descent. Like the natives, they ekedout a living as agriculturists and artisans, sharing in the common community life. The blacks were not sycophantic tothem because of their pigmentation, nor did they treat themwith contempt as “poor white trash.”

Those were the social conditions in the country. In our only city they were different. In the city there were subtle socialdistinctions between white and light-colored and betweenlight-colored and black. These distinctions were based uponreal class differences which were fixed by the distribution ofpositions. Generally the whites were the ruling and upperclass, the light-colored were the shop-keeping and clericalclass, the blacks were the working class.

A peasant would be proud of a white friend who was influential. But from a social-asset point of view, he would place much more value upon the friendship of a light-coloredperson of the wealthy and educated class or of a black whohad risen up out of the peasantry than he would upon thatof an undistinguished “poor white.”

My father was the trusted friend of Mr. Hathaway, the missionary who built up the first mission of our region. I remember my first impression of my father: a tall, graying manwith an impressive luxuriantly kinky head. He was a prosperous enough peasant and settled on his own land. Hewas senior deacon of the church and something of a patriarchof the mountain country. My memory retains an unforgettable picture of him, often sitting out upon our barbecue andendeavoring to settle differences between the poorer peasants.For the peasants loved litigation and enjoyed bringing oneanother into the white man’s court for very trivial offenses.My father always said: Try to settle your differences out ofcourt, for the courts cost more than the cases are worth.

For the best part of my boyhood I was away from home going to school under my school-teacher brother. And whenI had grown up a little and returned to the homestead Ifound my father estranged from the church. For five years hehad never set foot on the church premises. After Mr. Hathaway there had been about five other missionaries, but the sixth,a Scotchman, turned out a bad egg, after seeming white andgood outside. They said he was tricky and canny in pettythings. He had falsified the church accounts and appropriatedmoney that was intended for foreign missions. And he haddischarged the native teacher and given the job to his wife.

My father quit the church. It went down to the devil. And the mountain country became a hell for that missionary.Even the children jeered at him along the roads when hewent riding by. One by one his fellow missionaries turnedfrom him, refusing to visit the mission, until he was isolated.At last he was compelled to go. When he was leaving, hecame to my father’s house and offered to shake hands. Myfather refused. He said the missionary had not acknowledgedhis error and he did not think his hands were clean just because they were white. But my mother cried and went outto the gate to the missionary’s wife and they embraced.

I make this digression about white friendship and my father, because, like him, I have also had some white friendsin my life, friends from the upper class, the middle class, thelower and the very lowest class. Maybe I have had morewhite than colored friends. Perhaps I have been impracticalin putting the emotional above the social value of friendship,but neither the color of my friends, nor the color of theirmoney, nor the color of their class has ever been of muchsignificance to me. It was more the color of their minds, thewarmth and depth of their sensibility and affection, that influenced me.

Apropos of white friendship, way back in 1912, when my Songs of Jamaica was published, I received a letter from aman in Singapore praising my effort. This person had beencorresponding with Mr. Jekyll about a scheme to establishan international utopian colony for intellectuals and creativetalents. Mr. Jekyll, an individualistic aristocrat of the Englishsquirearchy had rejected the idea for himself, saying he hadno faith in sentimental and visionary nostrums. But he hadcarried on a correspondence with several persons who wereinterested.

Six years later, when my poems appeared in Pearson’s Magazine, I heard from my Singapore correspondent again.He had arrived in San Francisco from Japan. He was intending to come to New York and hoped we would meet. In afew weeks he came and I was shocked out of my skin by theappearance of the apostle of the international cultural life.In my young romantic naivete in the hill-top of Jamaica Ihad imagined him to be the personification of a knight-errantof esthetics, lustily fighting against conventionalism for a freercultural and artistic expression. But the apostle was lank andlimp and strangely gray-eyed and there was a grayness in hispersonality like the sensation of dry sponge. He appeared likean object out of place in space, as if the soul of existence hadbeen taken out of his form and left him a kind of mummy.His voice sounded as if it were trained to suppress allemotion. And he walked like a conventionalized mannikin.I thought that man’s vanity must be vastly greater than hisintelligence when such an individual could imagine himselfcapable of being the inspirer of an international colony ofhappy humanity.

Mr. Gray’s parentage was international—a mixture of Italian, German and other Nordic strains. He was born inthe Orient. When the World War broke, he and his inseparable sister were living in a utopian colony of Europeans ofdifferent nationalities. But the colony had to be disbandedbecause the territory belonged to one of the Allied powersand some of the members were Germans, and there werenational quarrels over the cause of the war.

I invited the Grays up to Harlem. They were interested in seeing the big Black Belt, but they did not like Harlem.They did not like New York. Mr. Gray said he was gladto locate me through Pearson’s, and that he enjoyed the magazine as a whole. I said that Frank Harris would be delightedto hear that and he said he would like to meet Frank Harris.I promised him an introduction.

Mr. Gray praised me highly for my new poems. He thought them stronger and riper than the Jamaican dialectrhymes. And also he thought I should have enough leisure towrite more. He thought it might be salutary if I could getaway from the Black Belt for awhile. And he suggested aplan for me to make a trip abroad.

My surprise over the prompt proposal gave Mr. Gray a kind of self-satisfied amusement. I could tell by his faintsophisticated smile. From my background of hard routinerealistic living, idealistic actions did not appear as simple tome as they did to Mr. Gray, who lived by them. His practicallife was his lifelong interest in creative talents, the worldleadership of intellectual idealists and the establishment ofmodel colonies, out of which he expected a modern Utopiato develop. The World War had confused and disillusionedhim a little, but he was still full of hope.

Yet much as I was ready for a holiday from Harlem and though the idea was a vast surprise, I did not accept it rightaway. I was interested to know the details. Mr. Gray’s planwas that I should be the guest of himself and his sister on atrip to Spain, where I could spend a year, or even two, writing. They had lived in Spain before and thought that livingthere after the war would be more agreeable than in anyother European country, because Spain had kept out of theWorld War.

Miss Gray’s resemblance to her brother was striking. They looked like twins. She was almost as tall, but she was physically stronger and more prepossessing. Much as I wanted thatholiday, I had my doubts that I could be comfortable, muchless happy, as their guest. So I said that I would like sometime to think the matter over. And they agreed that I shouldfirst do a little thinking. But the tone of their voices and oftheir faces seemed to show that they were certain that Iwould finally say yes.

I had recently quit my job as waiter on the Pennsylvania Railroad, when the Grays arrived in New York. Thus I hadplenty of time to spend with them. I was fortunate in notneeding to worry about the expense of food. We ate inHarlem and downtown in the Automat restaurants. I visitedthem in their rooms in their downtown hotel. When Iappeared at the desk, the clerk spoke before I did: “Oh, yes,you are the colored visitor from abroad. Mr. Gray is expecting you, just step into the elevator.”

I had lots of time and opportunity to find out whether I would enjoy being a long-time guest of the Grays. And reluctantly I came to the conclusion that I couldn’t. For theirideals I had the highest esteem and I was touched by theirgenerosity. But between them and me there was a great disparity of temperament and outlook, a vast difference in seeingand in feeling the colors of life. I felt convinced that a longintimate association would strain disastrously, and perhapsbreak, our friendship.

Yet I was tantalized by the thought of a vacation in Spain. For West Indians it is the romantic European country, whichgave the Caribbean islands their early names and terriblyexciting tales of caribs and conquistadors, buccaneers andgolden galleons and sugar-cane, rum and African slaves.

I thought I would try taking a little advice. At that time I knew nobody among the Negro intellectuals, exceptingHubert Harrison. Hubert Harrison was a lecturer on thesidewalks of Harlem. He lectured on free-thought, socialismand racialism, and sold books. He spoke precisely and clearly,with fine intelligence and masses of facts. He was very black,compact of figure, and his head resembled an African replicaof Socrates.

He came from one of the Virgin Islands. He used to lecture in Wall Street. A group of Jews became interested andbrought him to lecture in a hall in One Hundred Twenty-fifth Street. For a time he was the black hope of the Socialists.Then he gave up Socialism for the Garvey pan-Africanmovement.

I explained my dilemma to Harrison and he said I was a fool to hesitate; that I was too conscientious. In civilizedlife it was not necessary for one to like one’s hosts, he pointedout. Harrison said he would like to talk the plan over withme and Mr. Gray. So I got him and Mr. Gray together atdinner at a little South Carolina cookshop which was goodfor its special hog food.

Harrison talked to Mr. Gray mostly about the pan-African movement. He had a similar idea, he said, but Garvey,being more spectacular, had run away with it. He told Mr.Gray that he was performing a gracious act by taking meto Europe; that he himself had lived abroad in Denmarkand Japan, and the experience had helped him in his laterwork. He avoided any mention of my real feelings abouttaking the trip, and I didn’t know how to express what Ireally felt. Finally Harrison got a personal donation of fiftydollars from Mr. Gray to help in the work of black enlightenment.

I had to fall back upon myself in making a decision. When I did, informing Mr. Gray of all my doubts about the project,he was as surprised as I had been when he first mentionedthe subject. Our contacts were all so easy and pleasant, hehad not reckoned on the objections. I tried to make him seeas I did that a close association would be quite a differentthing from polite social contact.

When I told Hubert Harrison what I had done, he exclaimed that I was an impossible poet. But soon after I received a letter from Mr. Gray. He said that both he andhis sister appreciated my frankness, especially because of theduplicity they had experienced in their efforts to found acommunity of free spirits. As an alternative he offered mea brief vacation abroad, regretting that the decrease of hisincome because of the war did not permit him to make it along vacation. As the Grays were going to Spain and I didnot want to appear as if I were deliberately avoiding traveling with them, I chose going to England.

I had promised Mr. Gray an introduction to Frank Harris, and we were invited to his house one afternoon. Frank Harrisin his sitting room was obscured by the bulk of anothervisitor who resembled an enormous slug. Every gesture hemade, every word he uttered, was a gesture of crawling atthe feet of Harris, whom he addressed as “Master, DearMaster.” And Frank Harris appeared pleased like a littleboy who takes all the credit for a brave deed that othershelped him to perform. The scene disconcerted me. I couldnot understand how a man so forthright in his opinion asFrank Harris could swallow all of that thick cloying syrupof insincerity. But he certainly did, and with relish, rubbinghis hands and nodding his head. The phrases poured heavilyout of the huge man’s boneless jaws, nauseating the atmosphere: “Dear master, you are the world’s greatest teacherand martyr since Jesus. The pharisees are against you,Master, but your disciples are loyal.” Frank Harris said thathe was quite aware of that. If he were in France he wouldbe called universally char maitre, like Anatole France, but atrue king had no honor among the Anglo-Saxon peoples.

Frank Harris then spoke of his long and unsuccessful fight against injustice, and he emphasized the Boer War, theOscar Wilde case, and the World War. And whenever hepaused the disciple filled in with “Yes, Master . . . dearMaster.”

The visit ended with Mr. Gray being sold a set of Frank Harris’s books and his taking out a year’s subscription forPearson’s.

But before I left Frank Harris asked if there were anything he could do for me in London. He could not do much by way of personal introduction he said, because all hisfriends there had become enemies. I said the only person Iwas keen about meeting was Bernard Shaw. Well chosen,Frank Harris said, and gave me a letter introducing me toBernard Shaw.


IV

Another White Friend

•

I had already bought my ticket, when a few days before the date of sailing I received a letter containing a soiledscrap bearing one of my poems, which had been reprinted inthe New York Tribune. The letter was from another whitefriend, quite different from those before mentioned.

Ours was a curious friendship and this was the way it came about. Coming off the dining car one night, I went withanother waiter to his home in one of the West Forties. Hiswife had company and we played cards until a late hour.

When I left I went to eat in a Greek place on Sixth Avenue. While I was waiting for the steak and looking at a newspaper, a young fellow came in, sat down at my table, andtaking my cap from the chair, put it on. Before I could saya word about such a surprising thing, he said in a low,nervous voice: “It’s all right, let me wear your cap. The bullsare right after me and I am trying to fool them. They won’trecognize me sitting here with you, for I was bareheaded.”The Greek came with my steak and asked what the fellowwanted. He said, “A cup of coffee.” He was twenty-three, ofaverage height and size, and his kitelike face was decentenough. I saw no bulls, but didn’t mind his hiding againstme at all if he could get away that way. Naturally, I wascurious. So I asked where the bulls had got after him, andwhy. He said it was down in the subway lavatory, when hewas attempting to pick a man’s pocket. He was refreshinglyfrank about it. There were three of them and he had escaped by a ruse that cannot be told.

He was hungry and I told him to order food. He became confidential. His name was Michael. He was a little pickpocket and did his tricks most of the time in the subways andparks. He got at his victims while they were asleep in thepark or by getting friendly with them. He told me someilluminating things about the bulls, and so realistically thatI saw them like wild bulls driving their horns into any object.

When I was leaving the restaurant, Michael asked if he could come up to Harlem, just to get away from downtown.I said that it was all right with me. Thus Michael came toHarlem.

The next morning when Manda, my girl friend, pushed the door open and saw Michael on the couch she exclaimed:“Foh the land’s sake! I wonder what will happen next!”That was the most excitable state I had ever seen her in sinceour friendship began. I told her Michael was a friend introuble and I was helping him out for awhile. She acceptedthe explanation and was not curious to know what the troublewas about. Like most colored southerners, she was hostileto “poor white trash,” and the situation must not have beento her liking, but she took it as she did me. There was alwaysa certain strangeness between Manda and me. Perhaps thathelped our getting along comfortably together.

Manda was a pleasant placid girl from the Virginia country. She also was the result of a strange meeting. One late evening, when I got off the train, I ran into two of the fellows(an elevator runner and a waiter) who had worked withme at the women’s club. We decided to give an impromptuparty. It was too late to get any nice girls. So we said, “Let’sgo down to Leroy’s and pick up some.” Leroy’s was thefamous cellar cabaret at the corner of One Hundred Thirty-fifth Street and Fifth Avenue, and Harlem called it “TheJungle.” Leroy’s was one of the cabarets where you couldmake friends. Fellows could flirt with girls and change tablesto sit with them. In those days the more decorous cabaretswould not allow visiting between tables.

We knew the kind of girls to approach. In the Harlem cabaret of that time (before Van Vechten’s Nigger Heavenand prohibition made the colored intelligentsia cabaret-minded) there were generally three types of girls. There werethe lady entertainers who flirted with the fellows impersonallyto obtain nice tips and get them to buy extra drinks to promotethe business of the house. Some of them were respectablymarried and had husbands who worked in the cabarets aswaiters or musicians.

Another class of girls was more personally business-like in flirting. They didn’t make the fellows spend too much inthe cabaret, and had a preference for beer as a treat, for theyexpected them to spend on the outside. They were easily distinguishable by the confederate looks that passed betweenthem and their protectors, who usually sat at separate tables.

And there were the lonely girls, the kitchen maids, laundresses and general day workers for New York’s lower middle classes, who came for entertainment and hoping tomake a friend from some casual acquaintance they mightpick up.

Five of us went down to Leroy’s. We noticed three girls of the last-mentioned type sitting together, chummy overlarge glasses of beer. We got their eyes. They were friendly,and we went over to their table. A waiter brought morechairs. We ordered a round of drinks, and, without palavering, we told the girls that we were seeking partners for aparty. They were willing to join us. As we got up to go, wenoticed at a neighboring table another girl all alone andsmiling at us. She had heard our overtures. She was differentfrom the girls who were going with us, not chic, brown witha plump figure, and there was a domestic something abouther which created the impression of a good hen.

The elevator operator, who was a prankish fellow, challenged the girl’s smile with a big grin and said: “Let’s ask her too.” The three girls giggled. The other girl was soodd—her clothes were dated and the colors didn’t match.But she wanted to come, and that astonished them. Wethought she was a West Indian, and were surprised to findout that she was from the South.

We all went to my room in One Hundred Thirty-first Street, where we had a breakdown. In the party Manda wasas different as she looked. She lacked vivacity, and since theother fellows preferred the nimbler girls, I had to dance withher most of the time. As host, I did not want her to feel outof the fun. She made herself useful, though, washing theglasses when they got soiled and mixed up, and squeezinglemons for the gin.

By dawn we were tired and everybody was leaving. But Manda said she would stay awhile and clean up. She wasn’tgoing to work that day and I wasn’t either. From then on webecame intimate friends. She was a real peasant type andworked as a laundress in a boarding house. She always cameto look me up when I got in from a trip. She had a roomin One Hundred Thirty-third Street near Fifth Avenue, butI went there only once. I didn’t like its lacey and frilly babyribboned things and the pink counterpane on the bed.

We didn’t have a lot to say to each other. When she tidied the room she was careful about the sheets of paper on which I was writing. And if she came when I was writing or reading she would leave me alone and go into the basement to cook. There is always an unfamiliar something betweenpeople of different countries and nationalities, however intimate they may become. And that something between me andManda helped rather than hindered our relationship. It madeher accept little eccentricities on my part—such as the friendship with Michael, for instance. And so we sailed smoothlyalong for a couple of years. Manda was a good balance to mynervous self.

The cabarets of Harlem in those days enthralled me more than any theater downtown. They were so intimate. If theywere lacking in variety they were rich in warmth and nativeexcitement. At that time the hub of Harlem was One Hundred Thirty-fifth Street between Fifth Avenue and Seventh.Between Seventh Avenue and Eighth the population was stillwhite. The saloons were run by the Irish, the restaurants bythe Greeks, the ice and fruit stands by the Italians, the groceryand haberdashery stores by the Jews. The only Negro businesses, excepting barber shops, were the churches and thecabarets. And Negro Harlem extended from One HundredThirtieth to One Hundred Forty-fifth Streets, bounded on theEast by Madison Avenue and on the West by Seventh Avenue. There, coming off the road like homing birds, wetrainmen came to rest awhile and fraternize with our friendsin the city—elevator runners and porters—and snatch fromsaloon and cabaret and home a few brief moments ofpleasure, of friendship and of love.

On the morning after my meeting with Michael, Manda said she had been to see me twice the night before. She hadtelephoned the commissary and was told that my dining carwas in. She went to the kitchen in the basement and prepareda big breakfast of ham and eggs and fried potatoes withcoffee. I asked Mr. Morris, my landlord, to join us, for Iwanted to introduce Michael to him.

He, too, had no liking for “poor white trash.” He was a strapping light-brown man and doing well with the lease oftwo private houses and an interest in one of the few Negro-owned saloons. He came from the South, but had been livingmany years in the North. When he was a young man in theSouth, he had “sassed” a white man. And for that he wasstruck. He struck back, and barely escaped with his life. Hewas a kind landlord and a pleasant mixer, especially insaloons. But he could be bitter when he got to talking aboutthe South. He was decent to Michael, who was a northerner,for my sake. I had been his tenant for a long time and Iexercised the freedom of a friend in that house. We dranktogether and I got my friends sometimes to patronize hissaloon (thus contributing my little to help Negro business).

So Michael came to make Harlem his hideout, while he performed his petty tricks downtown. I told Mr. Morris andManda that he was the ne’er-do-well son of a former boss,and had taken a liking to me. Whatever they really thoughtof him I never knew, for they never said. But they were awarethat our relationship was not a literary one; they knew thathe was not one of those white folks who were interested in the pattern of words I was always making. ForMichael made no pretense of being intellectual. However,they liked him, for there was a disarming cleanliness andwholesomeness about his appearance, so that they neverimagined that he was what he was. And it would never haveoccurred to them that I could be friendly with a crook. Onenever can tell about appearances, and so we all make mistakes by it. For example, when some of my strutting railroadfriends came to know Manda, they couldn’t believe theireyes: seeing is less penetrating than feeling.

When I was away on the railroad, Michael used my place if he needed it. He did not have a key, but I instructed Morristo let him in. I never felt any concern about anything,although I had some dandy suits in my closet and threeLiberty Bonds in my trunk. Michael was profoundly sentimental about friendship, the friends of his friend, and anyonewho had befriended him. He could even feel a little sorry forsome of his victims after he had robbed them. That wasevident from the manner in which he talked about theirembarrassment. His deep hatred was directed against thebulls, and his mind was always occupied with outwittingand playing tricks on them. There were two classes of them,he said: the burly-brute, heavy-jawed type, which was easyto pick out, and the dapper college-student type, which wasthe more dangerous. He said that the best victims to singleout were men in spectacles, but that sometimes the bulls disguised themselves and looked Harold Lloydish.

When Michael had no money he ate at the house. The landlord and Manda were sympathetic. At least they couldunderstand that a wild and perhaps disinherited scion mightbe reduced to a state of hunger. The tabloids often carriedsentimental stuff about such personages. When Michael hadsomething he was extravagant. I remember one day when hebrought in a fine ham. Manda cooked it in delicious Virginiastyle, thinking, as she said, that Michael’s father had relentedand that we were eating a slice of his inheritance. Michaeland I exchanged looks. I felt like saying something impishto stir up Manda’s suspicion. But Michael was now wellestablished as a disinherited son instead of a “poor whitetrash” and I decided not to risk upsetting his position.

Also I was fond of Manda and had no desire to disturb her black Baptist conscience. She was a good woman. Whenshe did my shirt and things in the laundry of the house whereshe worked, she bought her own soap and utilized her ownspare time. And she would never take home any discardedrags or scraps of food that were not actually given to her.

Michael didn’t hit it off so well with the fellows from the railroad, though, except for the lackadaisical one, who likedeverybody. Michael was not a boozer, nor hard-boiled. Inappearance he was like a nice college student. He was broughtup in a Catholic home for boys which was located somewherein Pennsylvania. He was put in there when he was aboutnine and kept there for twelve years. . . . Oh yes, and besidesbulls, he hated priests and the Catholic Church.

I liked him most when he was telling about his escapades. There was that big-time representative of an ancient businesswho had his bags checked in the Grand Central Terminal.Michael managed to get the ticket away from him and refused to give it back unless the man paid twenty-five dollars.The man did not have the money on him and was afraidof a scandal. He had to telephone a friend for it and waseven ashamed to do that. He walked along Broadway withMichael until they found a drugstore from which he couldtelephone. And he begged the lad to remain out of sight, sothat his friend should not think the money was for him.“Gee!” Michael said. “And I was scared crazy all the time,thinking he would call a cop and have me arrested. But Ifaced it out and got the dough. The big stiff.”

And there was the circus performer who had all his money at home. So Michael went along with him to get his. Butwhen the actor got in, he sent his wife out, and she chasedMichael with a rolling pin.

One afternoon, as I was dressing to go to work, I was suddenly made self-conscious by Michael remarking: “If I had your physique, I wouldn’t work.”

“What would you be, then,” I asked, “a boxer?”

“Hell, no, that’s too much bruising work, and only the big fists are in the money.”

“Well, you should worry,” I said, “if you haven’t a swell physique. You don’t work anyway.”

“Oh, I’m different; but you—well, it’s queer, you liking a woman like Manda.”

“Why, I thought you liked her,” I said. “She’s nice to you.” “I know she is, and she’s a fine one all right; but that’s notwhat I mean. I mean she’s so homely, she couldn’t do anyhustling to help you out. See what I mean?”

“Ugly is but lovely does,” I said.

“That’s nothing,” he said.

“A whole lot more than you think,” I said.

“Money is everything,” he said. “When I have money I get me a pretty woman.”

“Every man has his style and his limit,” I said. “I prefer my way to yours.”

“I know that without your saying so. Say, you don’t like the way I live, eh ? Be frank.”

“I never said anything about that,” I said.

“But you wouldn’t live the way I do, would you?” “Perhaps because I can’t. One must find a way somehowbetween the possible and the impossible.”

“But ain’t it hell to be a slave on a lousy job?”

When I made no answer he went on: “Do you think you’ll ever get a raise out of your writing?”

“I don’t know. I might. Anyway, my writing makes it possible for me to stand being a slave on a lousy job.”

Weeks passed sometimes and I never saw Michael, although he was often in Harlem, for usually when I was in he wasout. He was as busy at his job as I was on mine, with shiploads of soldiers returning from Europe and the railroadservice engaged to its utmost capacity. Doubling-out becamelike a part of the regular schedule, there was so much of it.

One day when I was in the city Michael dropped in. Seeing a revolver on the table, he asked what was the meaning ofit. I said that the revolver had been in my possession forsome years, ever since I used to manage an eating place ina tough district of Brooklyn. But why was I carrying it, heasked, when it might get me into trouble with the police?He never carried one himself, although his was a dangeroustrade, for he was safer without it if he were picked up bythe bulls.

I explained that I, like the rest of my crew, was carrying the revolver for self-defense, because of the tightened tensionbetween the colored and the white population all over thecountry. Stopping-over in strange cities, we trainmen wereobliged to pass through some of the toughest quarters andwe had to be on guard against the suddenly aroused hostility of the mob. There had been bloody outbreak after outbreak in Omaha, Chicago, and Washington, and any crazybomb might blow up New York even. I walked over to awindow and looked out on the back yard.

Michael said: “And if a riot broke in Harlem and I got caught up here, I guess I’d get killed maybe.”

“And if it were downtown and I was caught in it?” said I, turning round.

Michael said: “And if there were trouble here like that in Chicago between colored and white, I on my side and you onyours, we might both be shooting at one another, eh?”

“It was like that during the war that’s just ended,” I said, “brother against brother and friend against friend. They wereall trapped in it and they were all helpless.”

I turned my back again and leaned out of the window, thinking how in times of acute crisis the finest individualthoughts and feelings may be reduced to nothing before theblind brute forces of tigerish tribalism which remain at thecore of civilized society.

When I looked up Michael was gone.

There was nearly three months’ silence between us after that. It was broken at last by the pencilled scrawl and newspaper clipping which I mentioned earlier. Immediately Iwrote to Michael, telling him that I had quit the railroadand was going abroad and that I would like to see him beforeleaving.

He came one evening. Manda made a mess of fried chicken, and we had a reunion with my landlord and Hubert Harrison, who was accompanied by a European person, a radicalor bohemian, or perhaps both.

Hubert Harrison entertained us with a little monologue on going abroad. He was sure the trip would do me good,although it would have been wiser for me to accept theoriginal proposal, he said. He asked me to send him articlesfrom abroad for the Negro World (the organ of the Back-to-Africa Movement) which he was editing.

At first Michael was uneasy, listening to our literary conversation. He had never heard me being intellectual. And he was quite awed by the fact that it was pure poetry andnot a fine physique that had given me a raise so quickly.He thought that that poem in the New York Tribune hadhad something to do with it. And with a little more liquorhe relaxed and amused us by telling of his sensations whenhe saw that poem over my name in the newspaper. And thenhe surprised me by saying that he was thinking about gettinga job.

The European woman was charmed by the novel environment and she idealized Michael as an American proletarian. She thought that Michael was significant as a symbol of theunity of the white and black proletariat. But when she askedMichael what division of the working class he belonged to,he appeared embarrassed. After dinner we went for awhileto Connor’s Cabaret, which was the most entertaining coloredcabaret in Harlem at that time.

Michael came down to the boat the day I sailed. Mr. Gray also was at the pier. I introduced them. Mr. Gray was awarethat Michael was poor, and whispered to me, asking if hemight give him something. I said, “Sure.” He gave Michaelten dollars.

As the boat moved away from the pier, they were standing together. And suddenly I felt alarmed about Mr. Gray andwondered if I should not have warned him about Michael.I thought that if I were not on the scene, Michael might notconsider himself bound by our friendship not to prey uponMr. Gray. But my fear was merely a wild scare. Michael wasperfect all the way through and nothing untoward happened.











PART TWO




•





ENGLISH INNING




•






V

Adventuring in Search of George Bernard Shaw

•

When I was a lad I wrote a rhyme about wanting to visit England and my desire to see the famous streetsand places and the “factory chimneys pouring smoke.” Later,when I began reading the Bernard Shaw plays, Pleasant andUnpleasant, and the sparkling prefaces, I added Shaw to thelist of people and things that I wanted to see. Shortly beforeI left Jamaica for the United States, Shaw arrived in theisland on a visit to the Governor, the Fabian Socialist, Sydney(Lord) Olivier, who was his friend. As my friend Mr. Jekyllwas well acquainted with the Governor, I urged him to invitethe Governor to bring Bernard Shaw up to Jekyll’s cottagein the Blue Mountains. But Mr. Jekyll refused. He said hewas opposed to the pursuit of celebrities as if they werepublic property, and that if Bernard Shaw was visitingJamaica on a quiet tropical holiday, he, Jekyll, wouldn’t bethe first Englishman to attempt to intrude upon him. Andso I had to be content with reading Shaw’s one interview inthe local paper, in which he said that the Governor was bigand capable enough to boss the colony alone. Mr. Jekyll wasamused by that and remarked that when Socialists obtainedpower, they would be more autocratic than capitalists.

Now that I had grown up in America and was starting off to visit England, I realized that I wasn’t excited any moreabout the items I had named in my juvenile poem. Only theitem that I had added mentally remained of lasting interest—Bernard Shaw. With the passing years he had grown vastlybigger in my eyes. I had read most of his published works and seen two of his plays in New York. And my admirationhad increased. I considered Bernard Shaw the wisest andmost penetrating intellectual alive.

And so it was a spontaneous reply, when Frank Harris asked me what person I would like most to meet in London,and I said “Bernard Shaw.” I really never thought of anybody else. Perhaps because the purpose of my voyage was apoetical vacation and I hadn’t been thinking about meetingpeople.

In that season of 1919-20 in London, Shaw was triumphant in the theater. There were three of his plays drawing fullhouses: Arms and the Man, You Never Can Tell andPygmalion. After seeing Arms and the Man, I forwardedFrank Harris’s letter of introduction to Shaw. Soon I receiveda reply inviting me to his house.

Besides knowing Frank Harris and Pearson’s Magazine, Shaw was acquainted with the old Masses and also TheLiberator, in which my poems had been featured. Anythinghe had to say on any subject would be interesting to me, asit would be to thousands of his admirers everywhere. ForShaw was a world oracle. And the world then was a vasttheater full of dramatic events. The capital of the Empirewas full of British and Allied officers and soldiers. And theyand the newspapers impressed upon one the fact that theworld was passing through a universal upheaval.

Shaw received me one evening alone in his house in Adelphi Terrace. There was an elegance about his reedlikeblack-clothed figure that I had not anticipated, nor had Iexpected such a colorfully young face and complexion againstthe white hair and beard. I told Shaw that Frank Harris hadbeen extremely kind to me and that when he gave me theletter to him, he had said that Shaw was perhaps the onlyfriend he had left in London.

Shaw said that Harris was a remarkable man, but a difficult character, that he chafed under the manners of ordinarysociety, and even his voice seemed to have been trained asa protest. He then asked me how I came to know FrankHarris. I told him, saying that Harris was the first editorto introduce me to the public. Shaw said that Harris was agood hand at picking possibilities.

I reminded Shaw of his visit to Jamaica. He said he had enjoyed visiting his friend, Lord Olivier. Then he mentionedsome of the interesting exotic persons with whom he hadcome in contact. He told me about a Chinese intellectualwho had come all the way from China to visit him, andwanted to talk only about Irish politics. He laughed, thinkingit was funny. And I laughed too, yet I could understand alittle why an educated Chinaman could have the Irish situation on his subtle Oriental mind. Shaw also mentioned anIndian who had brought him a play, which he said had a fineidea and excellent situations in it, only it couldn’t fit intothe modern theater.

After Shaw had recalled his Indian and his Chinaman he turned to his Negro visitor and said: “It must be tragic fora sensitive Negro to be a poet. Why didn’t you choosepugilism instead of poetry for a profession?” he demanded.“You might have developed into a successful boxer withtraining. Poets remain poor, unless they have an empire toglorify and popularize like Kipling.” I said that poetry hadpicked me as a medium instead of my picking poetry as aprofession.

As Shaw had mentioned the theater, I told him that I had seen his plays and also two of Galsworthy’s and one of ArnoldBennett’s. Shaw said that Galsworthy was a good playwright, a craftsman; but that Arnold Bennett wasn’t, and that hehad no sense of the theater. “But,” said I, “Arnold Bennett’splay, Sacred and Profane Love, was a big success.” Shawadmitted that it was, but nevertheless it was not excellenttheater, he said, adding that the play was badly constructed.I thought I understood. I remembered the most sentimentalscene as the most unreal—the one in which the hero playsthe piano to the thrilled woman. The actor could not playthe piano, at least not enough for anyone to consider him apianist, and one felt that the scene did not belong on the stage,although it might have been the piece de resistance of a novel.

Shaw said that writing a play was much more difficult than writing a novel, and I agreed, although I had not yet triedmy hand at either. But the technique of the theater seemednaturally harder to me. Shaw said many writers thought itwas easy until they tried to master it. His friend, LordOlivier, for example, who compiled excellent Socialist treatises, once wrote a play and thought it was excellent. Heshowed it to Shaw, who read it and said he could not understand what it was all about. Yet Lord Olivier insisted thatanybody could understand it!

When Shaw discovered that I was not particularly interested in Irish or world politics, because my social outlook was radical, and that I was not expecting him to say something wise about the colored people in a white-controlledworld, he turned to an unexpected subject—cathedrals. Hespoke of their architectural grandeur, the poetry in their spiresand grand arches, and the prismatic beauty of their greatwindows. He said there were fine cathedrals outside of London, structures full of poetry and music, which I ought tosee—Salisbury, Lincoln, Canterbury, York, Winchester—asinteresting in their style as St. Sophia, Rheims and Cologne,although people did not talk so much about them. And heinformed me that the best way to get at the essential beautyof a cathedral was to stand in the center and look up.

I was enchanted with this monologue on cathedrals. It was so different from Shaw’s hard direct hammering writing.It was soft, poetic. And Shaw’s voice is like a poem, it is sofinely modulated. Once he mentioned the World War, andlet out a whinny which sounded exactly like a young coltin distress or like an accent from his great drama, HeartbreakHouse. I felt at once that in spite of his elegant composedexterior, the World War must have had a shattering effecton him. Perhaps, prior to 1914 he had thought, as did otherFabian Socialists, that a wholesale war of slaughter andcarnage between the civilized nations was impossible; thatthe world was passing gradually from the cutthroat competitive to a co-operative stage. I myself, under the influenceof the international idealistic thought of that period, used tothink that way. I remember when I was a school boy inJamaica that the local militia was disbanded by the Governor, Lord Olivier, Shaw’s friend and the most brilliantstatistician of the Fabian Socialists. The local paper printedhis statement that “such training for citizens is not necessaryin an age of established peace, and anyway the people of theWest Indies could not be concerned in any imaginary war ofthe future.” Seven years later conscription was declared inJamaica, the most intensely British of West Indian colonies,before it became effective in England, and West Indian contingents served in France, Egypt, and Arabia.

I had read such a lot about Shaw’s athletic appearance and his interest in boxing, and his photographs made him look sostrikingly vigorous that I was surprised by his actualphysique. Shaw looked healthy, but not like the ordinaryhealthy rugged man. Under "his fine white hair, his complexion was as soft and rosy as a little child’s. And there wassomething about him that reminded me of an evergreen plantgrown indoors.

As an animal he suggested an antelope to my mind. And his physique gave an impression of something brittle andfrail that one would want to handle with care, like chinaware.I thought that it was perhaps his vegetarian diet that gavehim that remarkably deceptive appearance.

Some time after my visit with Shaw I went to hear him lecture at Kingsway Hall, where he unreservedly declaredhimself a believer in Lenin. I was present with WilliamGallacher, now Communist member of Parliament. At question time Gallacher said that it was all right for Shaw tocome out in theoretical praise of Lenin, but that the workersneeded practical action. Shaw replied that action was allright, but that he was getting old and so he would have toleave action to younger men like Gallacher. Yes, indeed, Ihad a vast admiration for the purely animal cunning andcleverness that lay underneath that great Shavian intellect.

Shaw was helpful in recommending me so that I could obtain a reader’s ticket for the British Museum. That mayseem easy enough for an ordinary person to acquire, but try,as a stranger in London, to find the responsible householderto sponsor you according to the regulations!

Some months later, when I was getting out my little book of poetry, Spring in New Hampshire, my publisher tried toget Shaw to write a foreword for it. But he refused, sayingthat my poetry should stand on its own. I did not mind, eventhough a short foreword by Shaw might have helped theselling of the book. But I could never visualize Shaw asa poet or a subtle appreciator of the nuances of profoundpoetry. As a poet, I preferred the prefatory note which wascontributed by Professor I. A. Richards of CambridgeUniversity.

However, that Bernard Shaw discourse on cathedrals was an exceptional thing. I haven’t discovered anything like it inany of his writings. The only writing of his with which Icould compare it is the play, Candida. It is pregnant withpoetry. As different from his other writings as the innumerable caricatures of Shaw are from his real self. I like to lookat a great piling cathedral from the outside. And also I lovethe vast spaciousness of the inside when it is empty. During the many years I spent on the continent of Europe,I never stopped in a cathedral town without visitingthe cathedral. I have spent hours upon hours meditatingabout modern movements of life in the sublime grandeur ofcathedral silence. And as I stood in the nave of those concretemiracles of the medieval movement of belief and faith, transported by the triumphant arches of Gothic glory, often Ifelt again the musical vibrations of Shaw’s cathedral sermon.


VI

Pugilist vs. Poet

•

HAD I been a black Diogenes exploring the white world with my African lamp, I could have proclaimed: Isaw Bernard Shaw! Otherwise I did not get a grand thrillout of London. And I felt entirely out of sympathy with theEnglish environment. There was the climate, of course,which nobody likes. In my young poetic exuberance in theclean green high hills of Jamaica, I had chanted blithelyand naively of “chimney factories pouring smoke.”

But after working in a factory in New York and getting well acquainted with the heat and smoke of railroad kitchensand engines, I was no longer romantic about factory smoke.And London was enveloped in smoke most of the time.When I was a boy in the tropics I always rejoiced in theperiodic fogs which rose up out of the rivers like grand massesof fine fleecy clouds coming out of the belly of the earthand ascending to the sky. But the fog of London was like aheavy suffocating shroud. It not only wrapped you aroundbut entered into your throat like a stranging nightmare.Yet the feeling of London was so harshly unfriendly to methat sometimes I was happy in the embrace of the enfoldingfog. London was the only great northern city in which I wasobliged to wear an overcoat all the year round.

However, it was more than the climate that made London uncongenial. I lived for months in Brittany and it rained allthe time, unceasingly. Yet I loved the environment, becausethe Bretons were such a sympathetic people. Like the quietbrown fields and the rugged coasts, even like the unending fishermen’s nets everywhere, the unceasing rain was a charming part of the whole harmony of their way of living. Butthe English as a whole were a strangely unsympatheticpeople, as coldly chilling as their English fog.

I don’t think I could have survived the ordeal of more than a year’s residence in London if I had not had the freedom of two clubs. The membership of both clubs was overwhelmingly foreign. And perhaps that was why I felt most ofthe time that I was living on foreign instead of English soil.

One club was for colored soldiers. It was situated in a basement in Drury Lane. There was a host of colored soldiers in London, from the West Indies and Africa, with a few coloredAmericans, East Indians, and Egyptians among them. A WestIndian student from Oxford introduced me to the club. Iwent often and listened to the soldiers telling tales of theirwar experiences in France, Egypt, and Arabia. Many wereinterested in what American Negroes were thinking andwriting. And so I brought to the club copies of AmericanNegro magazines and newspapers: The Crisis, The Messenger, The Negro World, the Pittsburgh Courier and theChicago Defender. A soldier from Jamaica invited me on aholiday trip to the camp at Winchester.

I wrote a series of articles about the colored soldiers and their club, which Hubert Harrison featured in the NegroWorld, the organ of the Garvey Back-to-Africa Movement.In due time the Negro World with the first article arrived atthe Drury Lane club. The Englishwoman in charge of theclub took exception to the article. I think she was the widowof a sergeant major who had served England in India. Shehad given me an interview, telling about her “colored boys”and their virtues, if white people knew how to manage them.

And I had quoted her and said she had a patronizing white maternal attitude toward her colored charges. The Englishwoman did not like that. And so, being persona non grata,I transferred most of my attention to the other club.

The International Club was full of excitement, with its dogmatists and doctrinaires of radical left ideas: Socialists,Communists, anarchists, syndicalists, one-big-unionists andtrade unionists, soap-boxers, poetasters, scribblers, editors oflittle radical sheets which flourish in London. But foreignersformed the majority of the membership. The Jewish elementwas the largest. The Polish Jews and the Russian Jews werealways intellectually at odds. The German Jews were aloof.There were also Czechs, Italians, and Irish nationalists, andrumors of spies.

For the first time I found myself in an atmosphere of doctrinaire and dogmatic ideas in which people devoted themselves entirely to the discussion and analysis of social eventsfrom a radical and Marxian point of view. There was anuncompromising earnestness and seriousness about thoseradicals that reminded me of an orthodox group of personsengaged in the discussion of a theological creed. Only at theInternational Club I was not alienated by the radicals as Iwould have been by the theologians. The contact stimulatedand broadened my social outlook and plunged me into thereading of Karl Marx.

There was so much emphasis placed upon Marxian intellects and un-Marxian minds, the Marxian and non-Marxian way of approach to social organization, that I felt intellectually inadequate and decided to educate myself. One thingseemed very clear to me: the world was in the beginningof passing through a great social change, and I was excitedby the possibilities. These people believed that Marx wasthe true prophet of the new social order. Suppose they werenot wrong! And if not altogether right, suppose they werenearly right? History had taught me that the face of theworld had been changed before by an obscure prophet. I hadno reason to think that the world I lived in was permanent,solid and unshakable: the World War had just come to atruce.

So I started reading Marx. But it wasn’t entertaining reading. Much of it was like studying subjects you dislike, which are necessary to pass an examination. However, I got the essential stuff. And a Marx emerged from his pages different frommy former idea of him as a torch-burning prophet of socialrevolution. I saw the picture of a man imprisoned by wallsupon walls of books and passionately studying the historyand philosophy and science of the world, so that he mightoutline a new social system for the world. I thought thatMarx belonged even more to the institutions of learning thanto the street corners from which I had so often heard hisgospel preached. And I marveled that any modern systemof social education could ignore the man who stood like agreat fixed monument in the way of the world.

If there was no romance for me in London, there was plenty of radical knowledge. All the outstanding extremeradicals came to the International Club to lecture and I heardmost of them—Walton Newbold, the first Communist Member of Parliament; Saklatvala, the Indian Parsee and firstunofficial Communist Member of Parliament; A. J. Cook ofthe Miners’ Federation, who later became its secretary; GuyAldred, an anarchist editor; Jack Tanner, a shop stewardcommittee leader; Arthur McManus and William Gallacher,the agitators from the Clyde; George Lansbury, the editorof the Daily Herald; and Sylvia Pankhurst, who had desertedthe suffragette for the workers’ movement.

I was the only African visiting the International Club, but I soon introduced others: a mulatto sailor from Limehouse,a West Indian student from Oxford, a young black ministerof the Anglican church, who was ambitious to have a coloredcongregation in London, a young West Indian doctor fromDulwich, three soldiers from the Drury Lane club, and acouple of boxers. The minister and the doctor did not makea second visit, but the others did.

The club had also its social diversions and there was always dancing. The manager, desiring to offer something different,asked the boxers to put on an exhibition match. The boxerswere willing and a large crowd filled the auditorium of theclub to see them.

One was a coffee brown, the other bronze; both were strapping broad-chested fellows. Their bodies gleamed as if they were painted in oil. The darker one was like a stout bamboo,smooth and hairless. They put on an entertaining act, showing marvelous foot and muscle work, dancing and feintingall over the stage.

Some weeks later the black boxer gave me a ticket for his official fight, which was taking place in Holborn. His opponent was white and English. I was glad of the opportunityto see my friend in a real fight. And it was a good fight.Both men were in good form, possessing powerful punches.And they fully satisfied the crowd with the brutal pleasureit craved. In the ninth round, I think, the black man wonwith a knock-out.

Some fellows from the Drury Lane club had come to encourage their comrade. After the match we grouped around him with congratulations. We proposed to go to a littlecolored restaurant off Shaftesbury Avenue to celebrate theevent. At that moment, a white man pushed his way throughto the boxer and putting out his hand said: Shake, Darkey,you did a clean job; it was a fine fight. The boxer shookhands and thanked his admirer quietly. He was a modesttype of fellow. Then he turned to a little woman almosthidden in the group—a shy, typically nondescript and dowdyEnglishwoman, with her hat set inelegantly back on her head—and introduced her to his white admirer: “This is my wife.”The woman held out her hand, but the white man, ignoringit, exclaimed: “You damned nigger!” The boxer hauledback and hit him in the mouth and he dropped to thepavement.

We hurried away to the restaurant. We sat around, the poor woman among us, endeavoring to woo the spirit ofcelebration. But we were all wet. The boxer said: “I guessthey don’t want no colored in this damned white man’scountry.” He dropped his head down on the table andsobbed like a child. And I thought that that was his knockout.

I thought, too, of Bernard Shaw’s asking why I did not choose pugilism instead of poetry for a profession. He nodoubt imagined that it would be easier for a black man towin success at boxing than at writing in a white world. Butlooking at life through an African telescope I could not seesuch a great difference in the choice. For, according to Britishsporting rules, no Negro boxer can compete for a championship in the land of cricket, and only Negroes who are Britishsubjects are given a chance to fight. These regulations havenothing to do with the science of boxing or the Negro’s fitness to participate. They are made merely to discourage boxerswho are black and of African descent.

Perhaps the black poet has more potential scope than the pugilist. The literary censors of London have not yet decreedthat no book by a Negro should be published in Britain—not yet!



VII

A Job in London

•

YET London was not wholly Hell, for it was possible for me to compose poetry some of the time. No placecan be altogether a God-forsaken Sahara or swamp in whicha man is able to discipline and compose his emotions intoself-expression. In London I wrote “Flame-heart.”



So much I have forgotten in ten years,

So much in ten brief years! I have forgot What time the purple apples come to juice,

And what month brings the shy forget-me-not.

I have forgot the special, startling season

Of the pimento’s flowering and fruiting;

What time of year the ground doves brown the fields And fill the noonday with their curious fluting.

I have forgotten much, but still remember The poinsettia’s red, blood-red in warm December.




I still recall the honey-fever grass,

But cannot recollect the high days when

We rooted them out of the ping-wing path

To stop the mad bees in the rabbit pen.

I often try to think in what sweet month

The languid painted ladies used to dapple

The yellow by-road mazing from the main,

Sweet with the golden threads of the rose-apple.



I have forgotten—strange—but quite remember

The poinsettia’s red, blood-red in warm December.




What weeks, what months, what time of the mild year

We cheated school to have our fling at tops?

What days our wine-thrilled bodies pulsed with joy

Feasting upon blackberries in the copse?

Oh some l know! I have embalmed the days,

Even the sacred moments when we played,

All innocent of passion, uncorrupt,

At noon and evening in the flame-heart’s shade.

We were so happy, happy, Iremember,

Beneath the poinsettia's red in warm December.



And then I became acquainted with Sylvia Pankhurst. It happened thus. The Daily Herald, the organ of British organized labor and of the Christian radicals, had created a nationalsensation by starting a campaign against the French employment of black troops in the subjection of Germany.

The headlines were harrowing:

“Black Scourge in Europe,” “Black Peril on the Rhine,” “Brutes in French Uniform,” “Sexual Horrors Let Loose byFrance,” “Black Menace of 40,000 Troops,” “Appeal to theWomen of Europe.”

The instigator of the campaign was the muckraker E. D. Morel, whose pen had been more honorably employed in theexposure of Belgian atrocities in the Congo. Associated withhim was a male “expert” who produced certain “facts” aboutthe physiological peculiarities of African sex, which only aprurient-minded white man could find.

Behind the smoke screen of the Daily Herald campaign there were a few significant facts. There was great laborunrest in the industrial region of the Rhineland. The Communists had seized important plants. The junkers were opposing the Communists. The Social-Democratic government wasimpotent. The French marched in an army. The horror ofGerman air raids and submarine warfare was still fresh inthe mind of the British public. And it was not easy to workup and arouse the notorious moral righteousness of theEnglish in favor of the Germans and against the French.Searching for a propaganda issue, the Christian radicalsfound the colored troops in the Rhineland. Poor black billygoat.

I wrote a letter to George Lansbury, the editor of the Daily Herald, and pointed out that his black-scourge articles wouldbe effective in stirring up more prejudice against Negroes. Ithought it was the duty of his paper as a radical organ toenlighten its readers about the real reasons why the Englishconsidered colored troops undesirable in Europe, instead ofappealing indirectly to illogical emotional prejudices. Lansbury did not print my letter, but sent me a private note sayingthat he was not personally prejudiced against Negroes. I hadno reason to think that Lansbury was personally prejudiced.The previous summer, when colored men were assaulted byorganized bands of whites in the English ports and theirbedding and furniture hurled into the streets and burned,Lansbury had energetically denounced the action. But I didn’tconsider the matter a personal issue. It was the public attitude of the Daily Herald that had aroused me. An Englishfriend advised me to send the letter to Sylvia Pankhurst, whowas very critical of the policies of the Daily Herald. I did, andSylvia Pankhurst promptly printed my letter in her weekly,the Workers' Dreadnought.

Maybe I was not civilized enough to understand why the sex of the black race should be put on exhibition to persuadethe English people to decide which white gang should controlthe coal and iron of the Ruhr. However, it is necessary toface the fact that prejudices, however unreasonable they maybe, are real—individual, national and racial prejudices. Myexperience of the English convinced me that prejudice againstNegroes had become almost congenital among them. I thinkthe Anglo-Saxon mind becomes morbid when it turns on thesex life of colored people. Perhaps a psychologist might beable to explain why.

Sylvia Pankhurst must have liked the style of my letter, for she wrote asking me to call at her printing office in FleetStreet. I found a plain little Queen-Victoria sized womanwith plenty of long unruly bronze-like hair. There was nodistinction about her clothes, and on the whole she was veryundistinguished. But her eyes were fiery, even a little fanatic,with a glint of shrewdness.

She said she wanted me to do some work for the Workers’ Dreadnought. Perhaps I could dig up something along theLondon docks from the colored as well as the white seamenand write from a point of view which would be fresh anddifferent. Also I was assigned to read the foreign newspapersfrom America, India, Australia, and other parts of the BritishEmpire, and mark the items which might interest Dreadnought readers. In this work I was assisted by one ComradeVie. Comrade Vie read the foreign-language papers, mainlyFrench and German.

The opportunity to practice a little practical journalism was not to be missed. A little more schooling, a few more lessons—learning something from everything—keeping the best inmy mind for future creative work.

The association with Pankhurst put me in the nest of extreme radicalism in London. The other male-controlled radical groups were quite hostile to the Pankhurst group andits rather hysterical militancy. And the group was perhaps more piquant than important. But Pankhurst herself had a personality as picturesque and passionate as any radical inLondon. She had left the suffragette legion for the working-class movement, when she discovered that the leading ladiesof the legion were not interested in the condition of workingwomen.

And in the labor movement she was always jabbing her hat pin into the hides of the smug and slack labor leaders.Her weekly might have been called the Dread Wasp. Andwherever imperialism got drunk and went wild among nativepeoples, the Pankhurst paper would be on the job. She wasone of the first leaders in England to stand up for SovietRussia. And in 1918 she started the Russian InformationBureau, which remained for a long time the only source ofauthentic news from Russia.

Comrade Vie was a very young foreigner with a bare bland innocent face. He read and spoke several languages.I did not know his nationality and refrained from asking. Forthe Pankhurst organization, though small, was revolutionary,and from experience the militant suffragettes knew a lotabout conspiracy. However, I suspected that Comrade Viewas a foreign revolutionist. The Pankhurst secretary, aromantic middle-class young woman, had hinted to me thatComrade Vie was more important than he appeared to be.

Comrade Vie wrote also and we often compared articles. I criticized his English and he criticized my point of view,showing me how I could be more effectively radical.

Soon after I became associated with the Workers’ Dreadnought, a sawmill strike broke out in London. Most of the sawmills were in the East End, where also the publishingoffice of the Dreadnought was located. One mill was directlyopposite the Dreadnought office. I was assigned to do anarticle on the strike. A few of the sawmill workers were sympathetic to the Dreadnought organization, and one of theyounger of them volunteered to take me round.

There were some sixty sawmills in London, one of the most important of which was either owned or partly controlled byGeorge Lansbury, Labor Member of Parliament and managing editor of the Daily Herald. Some of the strikers informedme that the Lansbury mill had in its employ some workerswho were not members of the sawmill union and who werenot striking. Technically, such workers were scabs. Thestrikers thought it would make an excellent story for themilitant Dreadnought. So did I.

The name of Lansbury was symbolic of all that was simon-pure, pious and self-righteous in the British Labor movement. As the boss of the Daily Herald, he stood at the center likean old bearded angel of picturesque honesty, with his rightarm around the neck of the big trade-union leaders andParliamentarians and his left waving to the IndependentLabor partyites and all the radical Left. Like a little cat upagainst a big dog, the Workers’ Dreadnought was alwaysspitting at the Daily Herald.

I thought the story would give the Dreadnought some more fire to spit. Here was my chance for getting even with theDaily Herald for its black-scourge-in-Europe campaign. Comrade Vie helped me put some ginger into my article. When Ishowed the article to Miss Smyth, the upper-middle-classperson who was Pankhurst’s aid, she gasped and said: “Butthis is a scoop.” Her gentle-lady poker face was lit as she read.

Finally the article reached Sylvia Pankhurst. She summoned me and said: “Your article is excellent but I’m so sorry wecannot print it.” “Why?” I asked. “Because,” said she, “weowe Lansbury twenty pounds. Besides, I have borrowed paperfrom the Daily Herald to print the Dreadnought. I can’tprint that.”

It is possible that Miss Pankhurst acted more from a feeling of personal loyalty. Although Lansbury was centrist and shewas extreme leftist, they were personal friends, ever since theyhad been associated in the suffrage cause. And after all, onemight concede that there are items which the capitalist pressdoes not consider fit to print for capitalist reasons, and itemswhich the radical press does not consider fit to print forradical reasons.

That summer Sylvia Pankhurst made the underground trip to Russia to attend the Second Congress of the ThirdInternational.

Early in September, 1920, I was sent down to Portsmouth to report the Trades Union Congress for the Dreadnought.There were gathered at the Congress some of the leaderswho later became members of the British Labor Government:J. H. Thomas, J. R. Clynes, Arthur Henderson, A. A. Purcell,Herbert Morrison, Frank Hodges, and Margaret Bonfield.The most picturesque personage of them all was FrankHodges, the secretary of the Miners’ Federation, who in hisstyle and manner appeared like a representative of thenobility. I mentioned this to A. J. Cook, who was a minorofficial of the Federation, and he informed me that Hodgeswas always hunting foxes with the lords.

At the press table I met Scott Nearing, who, after listening to clever speeches by the labor leaders, whispered to me thatEngland would soon be the theater of the next revolution.The speeches were warm; Labor was feeling its strength inthose times. Even J. H. Thomas was red, at least in the face,about Winston Churchill, who had declared that “Labor wasnot fit to govern.”

As a Dreadnought reporter, I had been instructed to pay little attention to the official leaders, but to seek out any significant rank-and-filers and play them up in my story. I wastaken up by delegates from the Rhondda Valley in SouthWales, which was the extreme leftist element of the Miners’Federation. One of them, A. J. Cook, was exceptionallyfriendly and gave me interesting information about the British Labor movement. He was very proud that it was the mostpowerful in the world and included every class of worker.He said he believed the labor movement was the only hopefor Negroes because they were in the lowest economic group.He pointed out that J. R. Clynes’ General Union of Workersconsisted of the lowest class of people (domestic servants andporters and hotel workers) and yet it was extremely important in the councils of the Trades Union Congress.

At that time I could not imagine Cook becoming a very influential official. He was extremely loquacious, but his ideas were an odd mix-up of liberal sentiment and socialist thought,and sentimental to an extreme. He was also a parson, and divided his time between preaching and the pit. However, theradical miners told me they were going to push Cook forwardto take the place of Hodges, whom they could no longerstomach. And sure enough, in a few brief years Cook becamethe radical secretary of the Miners’ Federation.

But the labor official at the Congress who carried me away with him was Robert Smillie, the president of the Miners’Federation. Crystal Eastman had given me a note to him andhe had said a few wise words to me about the necessity of colored labor being organized, especially in the vast Europeancolonies, for the betterment of its own living standard and toprotect that of white organized labor. Smillie was like a powerful ash which had forced itself up, coaxing nourishment outof infertile soil, and towering over saplings and shrubs. Hisface and voice were so terribly full of conviction that in comparison the colleagues around him appeared theatrical. Whenhe stood forth to speak the audience was shot through withexcitement, and subdued. He compelled you to think alonghis line whether or not you agreed with him. I remember hispassionate speech for real democracy in the Congress, advocating proportional representation and pointing out that onvital issues the united Miners’ Federation was often outvotedby a nondescript conglomeration like J. R. Clynes’ GeneralUnion of Workers for example. You felt that Smillie hadconvinced the Congress, but when the vote was taken it wentagainst him.

I wrote my article on the Trades Union Congress around Smillie because his personality and address were more significant in my opinion than any rank-and-filer’s. It was featured on the front page of the Dreadnought. But when Pankhurst returned from Russia, she sharply reproved me for it,saying that it wasn’t the policy of the Dreadnought to praisethe official labor leaders, but to criticize them. Naturally, Iresented the criticism, especially as Pankhurst had suppressedmy article on Lansbury.

Just before leaving for the Trades Union Congress I was introduced to a young English sailor named Springhall. Hewas a splendid chap. He had been put into the British navyas a boy and had developed into a fine man, not merelyphysically, but intellectually. Springhall was a constant readerof the Dreadnought and other social propaganda literatureand he said that other men on his ship were eager for morestuff about the international workers’ movement. At that timethere was a widespread discontent and desire for better wagesamong the rank and file of the navy. Springhall came to the Dreadnought publishing office in the Old Ford Road and we gave him many copies of the Dreadnought. The Dreadnought was legally on sale on the newsstands, so he had thelegal right to take as many as he desired. Before he left hepromised to send me some navy news for the paper.

When I returned to London I found a letter from the young sailor, Springhall, with some interesting items for the paperand the information that he was sending an article. Thearticle arrived in a few days and it was a splendid piece ofprecious information. But its contents were so important andof such a nature that I put it away and waited for Pankhurstto return and pass it.

Pankhurst returned late in September. I turned over Springhall’s document to her. She was enthusiastic, edited the document, and decided to give it the front page. We used a nom de plume and a fictitious name for a battleship. Only Pankhurst and myself knew who the author was. The intelligenceof the stuff was so extraordinary that she did not want torisk having the youth’s identity discovered by the authorities.And she thought he could serve the social cause more excellently by remaining at his post.

A couple of days after the issue appeared, the Dreadnought office was raided by the police. I was just going out, leavingthe little room on the top floor where I always worked, whenI met Pankhurst’s private secretary coming upstairs. Shewhispered that Scotland Yard was downstairs. ImmediatelyI thought of Springhall’s article and I returned to my room,where I had the original under a blotter. Quickly I folded itand stuck it in my sock. Going down, I met a detective coming up. They had turned Pankhurst’s office upside down anddescended to the press-room, without finding what they werelooking for.

“And what are you?” the detective asked.

“Nothing, Sir,” I said, with a big black grin. Chuckling, he let me pass. (I learned afterward that he was the ace ofScotland Yard.) I walked out of that building and into another, and entering a water closet I tore up the original article,dropped it in, and pulled the chain. When I got home to theBow Road that evening I found another detective waiting forme. He was very polite and I was more so. With alacrity Ishowed him all my papers, but he found nothing but lyrics.

Pankhurst was arrested and charged with attempting to incite dissatisfaction among His Majesty’s Forces. She was released on bail and given time to straighten out her affairs before she came up for trial. She received many messages ofsympathy and among them was a brief telegram from Bernard Shaw asking: “Why did you let them get you?”

Pankhurst’s arrest was the beginning of a drive against the Reds. For weeks the big press had carried on a campaignagainst Red propaganda and alien agitators and Bolshevikgold in Britain. Liberal intellectuals like Bertrand Russelland Mrs. Snowden had visited Russia, and labor men likeRobert Williams and George Lansbury. There was an organized labor and liberal demand to end the Russian blockade.And when the press broadcast the fact that $325,000 of Bolshevik capital had been offered to the Daily Herald, it musthave struck Scotland Yard like a bomb.

Within a week of Pankhurst’s arrest, Comrade Vie was seized just as he was leaving England to go abroad. He wasarrested as he was departing from the house of a memberof Parliament who was a Communist sympathizer. The policeannounced that he was a Bolshevik courier. They discoveredon his person letters from Pankhurst to Lenin, Zinoviev andother members of the Bolshevik Politbureau; also notes incipher, documents of information about the armed forces, theimportant industrial centers, and Ireland, a manual for officers of the future British Red army and statements about thedistribution of money. Comrade Vie was even more important than I had suspected.

One evening when I got back home from Fleet Street I was surprised to find Springhall, the sailor, there. He hadcome up to London to see Pankhurst. He said his ship wasleaving England and he would like to talk to her. He wason one of the crack battleships. I begged him for God’s saketo leave at once, that he could not see Pankhurst, who hadbeen enjoined from political activity by the court and wasundoubtedly under police surveillance. Also, as editor of theDreadnought, she had taken the full responsibility for hisarticle, and her difficult situation in the movement would bemade worse if the police should get him too.

Springhall returned to his ship. But he was bold with youthful zeal and extremely incautious. I remember his actively participating in his uniform in the grand demonstrationin Trafalgar Square for the hunger-striking and dying mayorof Cork. And he marched with the crowds upon the prisonand fought with the police and got severely beaten up. Hewanted to quit the navy, believing that he could be a betteragitator outside. But his friends on the outside thought thathe could be of more importance at his post. Anyway he musthave acted indiscreetly and created suspicion against himself,for when his ship arrived at its next port, he was summarilydismissed. However, his revolutionary ardor did not handicaphim in being clever enough to maneuver his dismissal andsteer clear of a court-martial. A few years after he visitedRussia, and later I was informed that he subsequently becamean active leader of the British Communist Youth Movement.

Comrade Vie was convicted under the simple charge of alien non-registration. He was sentenced to six months’ imprisonment and to pay the costs of his trial and deportation.Upon his release, Pankhurst’s secretary followed him toRussia, where they were married. Apparently it was his preoccupation with his love affair that enabled the detectives totrap Comrade Vie. Three years later I saw them again inMoscow, but he did not seem to be importantly employed.


VIII

Regarding Reactionary Criticism

•

MY little brown book of verse, Spring in New Hampshire, appeared in the midst of the radical troubles in the fall of 1920. I had not neglected the feeling of poetry,even while I was listening to Marxian expositions at the International Club and had become involved in radical activities.A little action was a nice stimulant for another lyric.

C. K. Ogden, the author of Basic English and The Foundation of Esthetics, besides steering me round the picture galleries and being otherwise kind, had published a set of my verses in his Cambridge Magazine. Later he got me a publisher.

But I was so anxious about leaving London for America that I hardly felt the excitement I should about the first bookI had done since I left Jamaica. The Pankhurst group hadbeen disrupted by the police raids. Many of the memberswere acquainted with Comrade Vie, but unaware of his realidentity. His unexpected arrest and the disclosures of thepolice that he was a Bolshevik agent had started lots of rubberneck gossip. Some asserted that Comrade Vie had beendeliberately betrayed. And members accused other membersof being spies and traitors. A dissident group, headed byEdgar Whitehead, the secretary of the organization, desiredto bring Pankhurst herself to a private trial and I also hadto give an accounting of my activities.

One evening, when I visited the International Club the secretary showed me an anonymous letter he had received,accusing me also of being a spy. I declare that I felt sick and was seized with a crazy craving to get quickly out of thatatmosphere and far away from London. But I had used upall of my return fare. All I had received from the Dreadnought was payment for my board. The organization wasalways in need of money.

My little book had brought me no money. I hadn’t been banking on it. I had stopped writing for the Negro Worldbecause it had not paid for contributions. An English friend,and I. W. W. who had lived in America (I think he hadbeen deported thence), undertook to find a group of friendsto put up the fare to get me back there.

While I was hotly preparing my departure, Sylvia Pankhurst was sentenced to six months’ imprisonment. Pankhurst was a good agitator and fighter, but she wasn’t a leader. She possessed the magnetism to attract people to her organization, but she did not have the power to hold them. I remember a few of them: William Gallacher, Saklatvala (the Indian M. P.), A. J. Cook, who became the secretary of the Miners’Federation, and that very brilliant and talented writing couple,Eden and Cedar Paul. And I was informed that before mytime there had been others even more brilliant among the Leftliterary and artistic set. I remember saying to Springhallthat it was a pity the organization was too small for him. Itwas a one-woman show, not broad-based enough to play adecisive role in the labor movement.

At last, when I was safely fixed in my third-class bunk, I had time to read and ponder over the English reviews of mybook. If it is difficult to ascertain the real attitude of the common people of any country regarding certain ideas and things,it should be easy enough to find out that of the élite by writing a book. The reviews will reveal more or less the mindof the better classes.

In most of the reviews of my poems there was a flippant note, either open or veiled, at the idea of a Negro writingpoetry. After reading them I could understand better whyBernard Shaw had asked me why I did not go in for pugilism instead of poetry. I think I got as much amusement outof reading them from my own angle as the reviewers had inwriting from theirs.

But more than all there was one that deserves special mention. It was the review published in the Spectator, the property, I think, of the Strachey family, and the organ of the Tory intellectuals. There can be little doubt that the LondonSpectator represents the opinion of that English group, which,because of its wealth and power, its facilities for and standardsof high education, and its domination of most of the universe,either direcdy or indirectly, is the most superior in the world.

Said the Spectator critic: "Spring in New Hampshire is extrinsically as well as intrinsically interesting. It is written by a man who is a pure-blooded Negro . . . Perhaps the ordinary reader’s first impulse in realizing that the book is by anAmerican Negro is to inquire into its good taste. Not untilwe are satisfied that his work does not overstep the barrierswhich a not quite explicable but deep instinct in us is everalive to maintain can we judge it with genuine fairness. Mr.Claude McKay never offends our sensibilities. His love poetryis clear of the hint which would put our racial instinct againsthim, whether we would or not.”

So there it bobbed up again. As it was among the élite of the class-conscious working class, so it was among the aristocracy of the upper class: the bugaboo of sex—the African’ssex, whether he is a poet or pugilist.

Why should a Negro’s love poetry be offensive to the white man, who prides himself on being modern and civilized?Now it seems to me that if the white man is really morecivilized than the colored (be the color black, brown oryellow), then the white man should take Negro poetry andpugilism in his stride, just as he takes Negro labor in Africaand fattens on it.

If the critic of the organ of British aristocracy had used his facilities for education and knowledge and tolerance(which the average black student has not) to familiarizehimself with the history and derivations of poetry he mighthave concluded that the love poetry of a Negro might be inbetter taste than the gory poetry of a civilized British barbarian like Rudyard Kipling.

It seems to me that every European white lover of lyric and amatory poetry should be informed that one of thegreatest, if not the greatest, poets of love, was a Negro namedAntar. And that European or white man’s love poetry todayprobably owes much of its inspiration to Antar, who was theson of a Negro woman and an Arabian chieftain.

One of the big surprises of my living in North Africa was the discovery that even the illiterate Moor is acquainted withthe history and the poetry of Antar. Often in the Arab cafés(which I haunted like a loco, because of the native music),when I was especially enthralled by the phrasing of a song, Iwas informed that it was an Antari (a song from Antar).When I was introduced as a poet there was not a suspicion ofsurprise among the natives. Instead I was surprised by theirflattering remarks: “A poet! Mezzianel Mezzianel Our greatest poet, Antar, was a Negro.”

W. A. Clouston, who writes with authority on Arabian poetry, says: “It is far from impossible that the famous romance of Antar produced the model for the earliest of theromances of chivalry.” Certainly it was the Arabian poetswho, upon the Arab conquest of Spain, introduced lyric feeling into the rude and barbaric accents of the Europeans. Thetroubadours of southern Europe stem directly from the Arabian poets. The Arab poets and musicians were the originaltroubadours. And happily they exist today exactly as they didthirteen centuries ago, wherever Moslem culture holds sway.

Says Sismondi, the famous scholar: “It is from them that we have derived that intoxication of love, that tenderness anddelicacy of sentiment and that reverential awe of woman, byturns slaves and divinities, which have operated so powerfullyon our chivalrous feelings.”

But it should not be necessary for me in this place to attempt to enlighten the English gentlemen. I am not a scholar and this book is not scholarly. The English gentleman hasthe means and the material to educate himself that no Negrohas. If he does not make the proper use of them it must bebecause he is spoiled by his modern civilization. The story ofAntar was translated from the Arabian into English way backin 1820, and by an Englishman named Terrick Hamilton.

Antar is as great in Arabian literature as Homer in Greek. Said the founder of Islam: “I have never heard an Arab described whom I should like to have seen so much as Antar.”In the universal white system of education the white schoolboy learns about Homer and Virgil and their works, even ifhe does not read Greek and Latin. He learns nothing of Antar, although it is possible that European poetry derives morefrom Antar than from Homer. Yet the white child is so richin its heritage that it may not be such a great loss to him ifhe grows up in ignorance of the story and poetry of Antar.The Negro child, born into an inferior position in the overwhelming white world, is in a different category. He shouldknow something of the Antar who was born a slave, whofought for his liberation, who loved so profoundly, passionately and chastely that his love inspired and uplifted him tobe one of the poets of the Arabian pleiades.



Behold the sport of passion in my noble person!

But I have thanked my jorebearance, applauded my resolution.

And the slave has been elevated above his master;

For l have concealed my passion and kept my secret,

I will not leave a word for the railers, and l will not ease the hearts of my enemies by the violation of my honor.

I have borne the evils of fortune, till l have discovered itssecret meaning . . .

I have met every peril in my bosom,

And the world can cast no reproach on me for my complexion:

My blackness has not diminished my glory.

*   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *  *

My mother is Zebeeda,l disavow not her name and l am Antar,

But I am not vainglorious . . .

Her dark complexion sparkles like a sabre in the shades of night

And her shape is like the well-formed spear . . .



To me these verses of Antar written more than twelve centuries ago are more modern and full of meaning for a Negro than is Homer. Perhaps if black and mulatto children knewmore of the story and the poetry of Antar, we might have better Negro poets. But in our Negro schools and colleges welearn a lot of Homer and nothing of Antar.
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NEW YORK HORIZON
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IX

Back in Harlem

•

LIKE fixed massed sentinels guarding the approaches to the great metropolis, again the pyramids of New Yorkin their Egyptian majesty dazzled my sight like a miracle ofmight and took my breath like the banging music of Wagnerassaulting one’s spirit and rushing it skyward with the prideand power of an eagle.

The feeling of the dirty steerage passage across the Atlantic was swept away in the immense wonder of clean, verticalheaven-challenging lines, a glory to the grandeur of space.

Oh, I wished that it were possible to know New York in that way only—as a masterpiece wrought for the illuminationof the sight, a splendor lifting aloft and shedding its radiancelike a searchlight, making one big and great with feeling. Oh,that I should never draw nearer to descend into its precipitousgorges, where visions are broken and shattered and one becomes one of a million, average, ordinary, insignificant.

At last the ship was moored and I came down to the pavement. Ellis Island: doctors peered in my eyes, officials scrutinized my passport, and the gates were thrown open.

The elevated swung me up to Harlem. At first I felt a little fear and trembling, like a stray hound scenting out new territory. But soon I was stirred by familiar voices and theshapes of houses and saloons, and I was inflated with confidence. A wave of thrills flooded the arteries of my being,and I felt as if I had undergone initiation as a member of mytribe. And I was happy. Yes, it was a rare sensation again tobe just one black among many. It was good to be lost in the shadows of Harlem again. It was an adventure to loiter downFifth and Lenox avenues and promenade along Seventh Avenue. Spareribs and corn pone, fried chicken and corn frittersand sweet potatoes were like honey to my palate.

There was a room for me in the old house on One Hundred Thirty-first Street, but there was no trace of Manda. I could locate none of my close railroad friends. But I foundSanina. Sanina was an attractive quadroon from Jamaica whocould pass as white. Before prohibition she presided over abuffet flat. Now she animated a cosy speakeasy. Her rendezvous on upper Seventh Avenue, with its pink curtains andspreads, created an artificial rose-garden effect. It was alwayshumming like a beehive with brown butterflies and flames ofall ages from the West Indies and from the South.

Sanina infatuated them all. She possessed the cunning and fascination of a serpent, and more charm than beauty. Herclients idolized her with a loyalty and respect that were rare.I was never quite sure what was the secret of her success. Foralthough she was charming, she was ruthless in her affairs. Ifelt a congeniality and sweet nostalgia in her company, forwe had grown up together from kindergarten. Underneath allof her shrewd New York getting-byness there was discerniblethe green bloom of West Indian naivete. Yet her poise wasa marvel and kept her there floating like an imperishableblock of butter on the crest of the dark heaving wave ofHarlem. Sanina always stirred me to remember her dominating octoroon grandmother (who was also my godmother)who beat her hard white father in a duel they fought over thedisposal of her body. But that is a West Indian tale. ... Ithink that some of Sanina’s success came from her selectiveness. Although there were many lovers mixing up their loving around her, she kept herself exclusively for the lover ofher choice.

I passed ten days of purely voluptuous relaxation. My fifty dollars were spent and Sanina was feeding me. I was uncomfortable. I began feeling intellectual again. I wrote to myfriend, Max Eastman, that I had returned to New York. Myletter arrived at precisely the right moment. The continuationof The Liberator had become a problem. Max Eastman hadrecently resigned the editorship in order to devote more timeto creative writing. Crystal Eastman also was retiring fromthe management to rest and write a book on feminism. FloydDell had just published his successful novel, Moon Calf, andwas occupied with the writing of another book.

Max Eastman invited me to Croton over the week-end to discuss the situation. He proposed to resume the editorshipagain if I could manage the sub-editing that Floyd Dell didformerly. I responded with my hand and my head and myheart. Thus I became associate editor of The Liberator. Myexperience with the Dreadnought in London was of greatservice to me now.

The times were auspicious for the magazine. About the time that I was installed it received a windfall of $11,000from the government, which was I believe a refund on mailing privileges that had been denied the magazine duringthe war.

Soon after taking on my job I called on Frank Harris, I took along an autographed copy of Spring in New Hampshire, the book of verses that I had published in London. Thefirst thing Frank Harris asked was if I had seen BernardShaw. I told him all about my visit and Shaw’s cathedralsermon. Harris said that perhaps Shaw was getting religionat last and might die a good Catholic. Harris was not as well-poised as when I first met him. Pearson’s Magazine was notmaking money, and he was in debt and threatened with suspension of publication. He said he desired to return to Europewhere he could find leisure to write, that he was sick and tiredof the editor business. He did not congratulate me on my newjob. The incident between him and The Liberator was still arancor in his mind. He wasn’t a man who forgot hurts easily.

But he was pleased that I had put over the publication of a book of poems in London. “It’s a hard, mean city for anykind of genius, he said, and that’s an achievement for you.”He looked through the little brown-covered book. Then heran his finger down the table of contents closely scrutinizing.I noticed his aggressive brow become heavier and scowling.Suddenly he roared: “Where is the poem?”

“Which one?” I asked with a bland countenance, as if I didn’t know which he meant.

“You know which,” he growled. “That fighting poem, ‘If We Must Die.’ Why isn’t it printed here?”

I was ashamed. My face was scorched with fire. I stammered: “I was advised to keep it out.”

“You are a bloody traitor to your race, sir!” Frank Harris shouted. “A damned traitor to your own integrity. That’swhat the English and civilization have done to your people.Emasculated them. Deprived them of their guts. Better youwere a head-hunting, blood-drinking cannibal of the junglethan a civilized coward. You were bolder in America. TheEnglish make obscene sycophants of their subject peoples. Iam Irish and I know. But we Irish have guts the Englishcannot rip out of us. I’m ashamed of you, sir. It’s a good thingyou got out of England. It is no place for a genius to live.”Frank Harris’s words cut like a whip into my hide, and Iwas glad to get out of his uncomfortable presence. Yet I feltrelieved after his castigation. The excision of the poem hadbeen like a nerve cut out of me, leaving a wound which wouldnot heal. And it hurt more every time I saw the damned bookof verse. I resolved to plug hard for the publication of anAmerican edition, which would include the omitted poem.“A traitor,” Frank Harris had said, “a traitor to my race.” ButI felt worse for being a traitor to myself. For if a man is notfaithful to his own individuality, he cannot be loyal to anything.

I soon became acquainted and friendly with The Liberator collaborators and sympathizers: Art Young, Boardman Robinson, Stuart Davis, John Barber, Adolph Dehn, Hugo Gellert,Ivan Opfer, Maurice Becker, Maurice Sterne, Arturo Giovanitti, Roger Baldwin, Louis Untermeyer, Mary HeatonVorse, Lydia Gibson, Cornelia Barnes, Genevieve Taggard.William Gropper and Michael Gold became contributing editors at the same time that I joined The Liberator staff.

*             *             *               *                *              *             *             *             *              *              *


The Liberator was frequently honored by visitors, many of them women, some beautiful and some strange. Of coursethey all wanted to see the handsome editor-in-chief. But MaxEastman was seldom in the office. He usually came in whenit was nearly time to make up the magazine for publication.Then he worked quickly with devilish energy, sifting andscrapping material, titling articles and pictures. And themagazine was always out on time. Eastman had a lazy manner and there was a general idea (which apparently pleasedhim) that he was more of a playboy than a worker. But hewas really a very hard and meticulous worker. I know ofno other writer who works so sternly and carefully, rewriting,chiseling and polishing his phrases.

There were amusing incidents. One day a wild blonde of unkempt frizzly hair dashed into the office and declared shehad an urgent desire to see Max Eastman. We said he wasn’tthere, but she wouldn’t believe us. So she went hunting allover the building, upstairs and downstairs, opening everydoor and peeping behind them and even into drawers. Finallyshe invaded the washroom, and when she left she locked itup and carried away the key.

But we had more composed visitors, also. Crystal Eastman brought Clare Sheridan. They were a striking pair to look at.Two strapping representatives of the best of the Americanand English types. They were interesting to contrast, the oneembodying in her personality that daring freedom of thoughtand action—all that was fundamentally fine, noble andgenuine in American democracy; the other a symbol ofBritish aristocracy, a little confused by the surging movementof new social forces, but sincerely trying to understand.

In 1920 Clare Sheridan had accompanied Kamenev, the Bolshevik emissary in London, to Russia. She was the firstwoman of the British aristocracy to visit that country afterthe revolution. She had published a series of articles from herdiary in the London Times. I had read them eagerly, for theywere like a romance, while I was in London. Her incisiveetchings of the Bolshevik leaders stuck in my memory. Shehad summed up Zinoviev, “fussy and impatient, with themouth of a petulant woman,” and when I went to Russia andmet Zinoviev, each time I heard him prate in his unpleasantfalsetto voice, I thought of Clare Sheridan’s deft drawing ofhim.

Clare Sheridan had a handsome, intelligent and arrogant face. She was curious about The Liberator, its staff and contributors and free radical bohemian atmosphere. I asked herwhy a similar magazine could not exist, in London with thesame free and easy intercourse between people of differentclasses and races. She said that social conditions and traditionsin London were so different. And I knew from experiencethat she was telling me the truth. (She did not know thatI had recently returned from London.)

She said that she would like to sculpt my head. But she never got around to it. Instead she wrote in her AmericanDiary (after seeing The Emperor Jones with Crystal Eastman, Ernestine Evans, et al.): “I see the Negro in a newlight. He used to be rather repulsive to me, but obviously heis human, has been very badly treated. ... It must be humiliating to an educated colored man that he may not walkdown the street with a white woman, nor dine in a restaurant with her. ... I wonder about the psychology of thecolored man, like the poet, McKay, who came to see me afew days ago and who is as delightful to talk to as any manone could meet. . . .”

Unexpectedly, Elinor Wylie was ushered into my little office one afternoon. She was accompanied by her sister andI rushed out to find an extra chair. Mrs. Wylie’s eyes wereflaming and I was so startled by her enigmatic beauty andPark Avenue elegance that I was dumb with confusion. Shetried to make me feel easy, but I was as nervous as a wild catcaught indoors. I knew very little about her, except that shehad published a little book of verse. I had read some of herpieces in The New Republic, and I remembered one memorable thing called, “The Lion and the Lamb,” which was infused with a Blakelike imagery and beauty. She promisedto send The Liberator a poem, but I don’t think she ever did.Perhaps I did not show enough enthusiasm. I had no idea, atthe time, that I was speaking to one of the few great womenpoets of the English language.

I always felt that the real object of these visits was Max Eastman, who was an ikon for the radical women. And so Iacted like a black page, listening a lot and saying very little,but gratefully acknowledging all the gifts of gracious wordsthat were offered to The Liberator.

Lewis Gannett called one day and invited me to lunch with Carl Van Doren, somewhere down around Park Row.Mr. Van Doren was then one of the editors of The Nation.He did most of the talking. He was very practical-minded inthe pleasant canny Yankee way. For one who was a collegeprofessor he was remarkably well informed about the different phases of American social and industrial life. He said thatthe Italians and the Negroes were interesting to him as thetwo most special groups of workers in America. He considered the Italians a hardier and a harder-working group.His idea was thought-provoking and I was struck by thecomparison he made between Italians and Negroes. It wasfresh and novel, especially as Negroes themselves generallycompare their status with that of the Jews. I thought myselfthat the comparison frequently made between the Jewishgroup and the Negro group was mainly psychological,while the point that Mr. Van Doren scored was sociological.

One day I had sorted and read until my brain was fagged and I hadn’t found a single startling line. Then I picked up athin sheaf and discovered some verses which stimulated melike an elixir. They were mostly sonnets, a little modernistic,without capitals, a little voluptuous, yet restrained andstrangely precise, with a flavor of Latin eroticism and decadence. They were signed, E. E. Cummings.

I didn’t know anything about the author, but I wrote a note asking him to come in and see Max Eastman. He dropped byone day, a stripling in a fawn-colored suit and resemblinga fawn, with his head cocked up to one side and a smilewhich looked like a curiously-wrought icicle.

Max Eastman was not in. He had not been in the office since I had written to the author, nor had he seen the poems.So I talked to Cummings and dared to argue with himabout a couple of the sonnets. I was particularly excited byone called "Maison.” It created something like an exquisiteminiature palace of Chinese porcelain. The palace was so realthat it rose up out of the page, but the author had also placedin it a little egg so rotten that you could smell it. I arguedabout that egg, but Cummings said that that was exactlywhat he wanted to do. I understood and apologized.

I wanted to make a spread of the verses in The Liberator, but Robert Minor was substituting as editor-in-chief thatmonth and he had a violent reaction against the verses. Iremember Minor’s saying to me that if I liked such poemsI was more of a decadent than a social revolutionist. I protested that the verses were poetry, and that in any work ofart my natural reaction was more for its intrinsic beauty thanfor its social significance. I said that my social sentiments werestrong, definite and radical, but that I kept them separatefrom my esthetic emotions, for the two were different andshould not be mixed up.

Robert Minor said he could not visualize me as a real Negro. He thought of a Negro as of a rugged tree in theforest. Perhaps Minor had had Negro playmates like that inTexas and he could not imagine any other type. Minor himself always gave me the impression of a powerful creature ofthe jungle. His personality seemed to exude a kind of blindelemental brute force. He appeared to me like a reincarnationof Richard Cceur de Lion—a warrior who had found the revolutionary road to heaven and who would annihilate even theglorious ineffectual angels if he found them drifted andstranded on his warpath.

I kept the Cummings verses for the following month when the editorship was resumed by Max Eastman. Eastman recognized their distinctive quality, but not in my enthusiasticway. So we didn’t make a special spread of them as we oftendid with unusual verse. We printed a couple or more—butnot very prominently.

The delirious verses of the Baroness von Freytag Loringhoven titillated me even as did her crazy personality. She was a constant visitor to see me, always gaudily accoutred inrainbow raiment, festooned with barbaric beads and spanglesand bangles, and toting along her inevitable poodle ingilded harness. She had such a precious way of petting thepoodle with a slap and ejaculating, “Hund-bitch!”

She was a model, and in marvelous German-English she said: "Mein features not same, schon, but mein back, gut. Theartists love to paint it.” The Baroness’s back was indeed anatural work of art.

One day she entertained me by reading, in her masculine throaty voice, a poem she called "Dornroschen":

Stab for me

lip set intensity,

press to my bower—my nook my core

I wait for thee

numb breathlessly

messir

since yore. . . .

I liked the thing so much, I appropriated it for The Liberator. Down in Greenwich Village they made a joke of the Baroness, even the radicals. Some did not believe that she was an authentic baroness, listed in Gotha. As if that really mattered, when she acted the part so magnificently. Yet she wasreally titled, although she was a working woman. The ultramoderns of the Village used to mock at the Baroness’s paintedfinger nails. Today all American women are wearing paintedfinger nails.

How shockingly sad it was to meet Frau Freytag a few years later in the Kurfurstendamm in Berlin, a shabbywretched female selling newspapers, stripped of all the rococorichness of her clothes, her speech, her personality. She wentfrom Berlin to Paris and death. Poor brave Baroness vonFreytag Loringhoven.

*             *             *               *                *              *             *             *             *              *              *


Our bookkeeper was an Englishman named Mylius. He was an equivocal type, soft and sinister, with a deceptive deferential manner. Dickens would have found him admirablefor the creation of Uriah Heep. Mylius had won internationalnotoriety as the man who was prosecuted for libeling HisMajesty, King George of England. He had circulated a storythat George V had contracted a morganatic marriage. Myliusliked to come into my office to talk. He was a money-fool. Hepresented me with a copy of a worthless book he had writtencalled, The Socialization of Money. He seemed to think thatmoney was entirely the invention of governments and bankers, an evil thing having no relationship to other commodities.I got it out of Mylius that his father, who was I believe aGreek Jew, was a banker and had left him a fortune when hedied. And he had gambled away every penny of that fortuneat Monte Carlo.

One day Mylius pushed into my office with a fake frightened expression. He said there was a criminal-looking man outside who wanted to see me. I went downstairs and foundMichael. I brought him up to my office. Michael had read ina newspaper that I was working on The Liberator and hehad looked up the address and called to see me. In two yearsMichael had changed almost beyond recognition. The college-lad veneer had vanished. A nasty scar had spoiled hisright eyebrow and his face was prematurely old, with lineslike welts. After I went abroad he had landed a job as astreet-car conductor. He had worked a few months and becoming disgusted, he drifted back to petty banditry. He wascopped and jailed in a local prison, where he made criminalfriends more expert than himself. Now he was in with a gang.

We chatted reminiscently. I related my radical adventures in London. I exhibited what I had accomplished by way ofliterature on the side. And I presented him with a signedcopy of the book. Michael looked with admiration at thefrontispiece (a photograph of myself) and at me.

“Jeez,” he said, “you did do it, all right. You’re a bird.”

“What species?” I asked.

Michael laughed. “What are you wanting me to say? You are an eagle?”

“Oh no,” I said, “that’s a white folk’s bird. Blackbird will do.”

“There you’re starting again,” Michael said. “You know I haven’t been in Harlem since you left.”

I said that I was living in the same place and invited him to come up. I told him that my landlord, Mr. Morris, hadasked after him.

Michael shook his head. “It ain’t like before. I’m in with a rotten gang. We’se all suspicious of one another. If I camearound to see you, they’d soon get wise to it and want to messaround there, thinking there was something to make.”

I said I wouldn’t care, since there was nothing. And knowing them might be another exciting diversion, I thought.

Michael’s face became ugly. “No, you’re better off without knowing that gang. They couldn’t understand you like me.They’re just no good. They’re worse than me. And lookitthat guy what send you out to me. He was looking at me asif I wasn’t human. I know that my mug ain’t no angel’ssince that wop bastard gashed me, but all the same I ain’tno gorilla.”

“Couldn’t you find another job and start working again?” I asked.

He shook his head. “It’s too late now. I can’t get away or escape. I’m not like you. Perhaps if I had had some talent,like you.”

I knew that he was doomed. I had a pocket edition of Francis Thompson’s “Hound of Heaven” on my desk. Itwas one of my favorite things. Michael looked at it. I saidthat Thompson was an Irish poet.

“I read a lot, whenever I get a chance,” he said, “newspapers and magazines.”

I read a little from “The Hound”:



I fled Him, down the nights and down the days;

l fled Him, down the arches of the years;

I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways

Of my own mind; and in the mist of tears

I hid from Him, and under running laughter.

Up vistaed hopes I sped;

And shot, precipitated,

Adown Titanic glooms of chasmid fears,



From those strong Feet that followed, followed after. .

In the rash lustihead of my young powers,

l shook the pillaring hours

And pulled my life upon me; grimed with smears,

I stand amid the dust o’ the moulded years—

My mangled youth lies dead beneath the heap. . . .



I told Michael something of the writer’s way of living. And I gave him the book.

“Can you spare it?” he asked. I said I was always “sparing” books, dropping them everywhere, because they were tooheavy to tote.

“I guess when the gang sees me with these here,” said Michael, “they’ll be thinking that I’m turning queer.”

As I opened the door to let him out, I saw Mylius acting as if he were just passing by on the way upstairs to his office. Hehad been listening at the keyhole. Michael went on out.Mylius said, “I was scared he was going to assassinate you inthere.”

“He isn’t a criminal,” I said. “He’s just an old college friend down on his luck.” Mylius was interested and wanted to talksome more, but I was seized by such a loathsome feeling forthe big white reptile, I turned my back and shut my door.

I never saw Michael again. Just before I left for Europe the following year I received a pathetic scrawl informing methat he had been caught in a hold-up and sentenced to prisonfor nine years. . . .



THE HARLEM INTELLIGENTSIA

I had departed from America just after achieving some notoriety as a poet, and before I had become acquaintedwith the Negro intellectuals. When I got the job of assistanteditor on The Liberator, Hubert Harrison, the Harlem streetcorner lecturer and agitator, came down to Fourteenth Street to offer his congratulations.

I introduced him to Robert Minor, who was interested in the activities of the advanced Negro radicals. Harrison suggested a little meeting that would include the rest of theblack Reds. It was arranged to take place at the Liberatoroffice, and besides Harrison there were Grace Campbell, oneof the pioneer Negro members of the Socialist Party; RichardMoore and W. A. Domingo, who edited The Emancipator,a radical Harlem weekly; Cyril Briggs, the founder of theAfrican Blood Brotherhood and editor of the monthly magazine, The Crusader; Mr. Fanning, who owned the onlyNegro cigar store in Harlem; and one Otto Huiswood, whohailed from Curasao, the birthplace of Daniel Deleon. Perhaps there were others whom I don’t remember. The realobject of the meeting, I think, was to discuss the possibilityof making the Garvey Back-to-Africa Movement (officiallycalled the Universal Negro Improvement Association) moreclass-conscious.

I remember that just as we ended our discussion, Max Eastman unexpectedly popped in to see how the Liberatoroffice was running. Jokingly he said: “Ah, you conspirators,”and everybody laughed except Robert Minor. Minor hadrecently renounced his anarchism for Communism and hewas as austere-looking as a gaunt Spanish priest.

It was interesting to meet also some of the more conservative Negro leaders, such as the officials of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. Dr. W. E. B. DuBois, the author of The Souls of Black Folkand editorof The Crisis, had me to luncheon at the Civic Club. OfDr. DuBois I knew nothing until I came to America. Itwas a white woman, my English teacher at the Kansas State College, who mentioned The Souls of Black Folk to me, I think. I found it in the public library in Topeka. The bookshook me like an earthquake. Dr DuBois stands on a pedestalilluminated in my mind. And the light that shines there comesfrom my first reading of The Souls of Black Folk and alsofrom the Crisis editorial, “Returning Soldiers,” which he published when he returned from Europe in the spring of 1919.

Yet meeting DuBois was something of a personal disappointment. He seemed possessed of a cold, acid hauteur of spirit, which is not lessened even when he vouchsafes a smile.Negroes say that Dr. DuBois is naturally unfriendly and selfish. I did not feel any magnetism in his personality. But Ido in his writings, which is more important. DuBois is agreat passionate polemic, and America should honor andexalt him even if it disagrees with his views. For his passionis genuine, and contemporary polemics is so destitute of thepure flame of passion that the nation should be proud of a manwho has made of it a great art.

Walter White, the present secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, possessed a charming personality, ingratiating as a Y. M. C. A. secretary.One felt a strange, even comic, feeling at the sound of hisname and the sight of his extremely white complexion whilehearing him described as a Negro.

The White stories of passing white among the crackers were delightful. To me the most delectable was one illustrating the finger-nail theory of telling a near-white from a pure-white. White was traveling on a train on his way to investigate a lynching in the South. The cracker said, “There aremany yaller niggers who look white, but I can tell themevery time.”

“Can you really?” Walter White asked.

"Oh sure, just by looking at their finger nails.” And taking White’s hand, he said, “Now if you had nigger blood, itwould show here on your half-moons.”

That story excited me by its paradox as much as had the name and complexion of Walter White. It seemed altogetherfantastic that whites in the South should call him a “nigger”and whites in the North, a Negro. It violates my feeling ofwords as pictures conveying color and meaning. For whenever I am in Walter White’s company my eyes compose himand my emotions respond exactly as they do in the case ofany friendly so-called “white” man. When a white personspeaks of Walter White as a Negro, as if that made him abeing physically different from a white, I get a weird andimpish feeling of the unreality of phenomena. And when acolored person refers to Walter White as colored, in a tonethat implies him to be physically different from and inferiorto the “pure” white person, I feel that life is sublimely funny.For to me a type like Walter White is Negroid simply because he closely identifies himself with the Negro group—just as a Teuton becomes a Moslem if he embraces Islam.White is whiter than many Europeans—even biologically. Icannot see the difference in the way that most of the whitesand most of the blacks seem to see it. Perhaps what is realityfor them is fantasy for me.

James Weldon Johnson, song writer, poet, journalist, diplomat and professor, was my favorite among the N. A. A. C. P. officials. I liked his poise, suavity, diplomacy and gentlemanliness. His career reveals surprises of achievement andreads like a success story. When a Negro makes an honorablefight for a decent living and succeeds, I think all Negroesshould feel proud. Perhaps a day will come when, under adifferent social set-up, competent Negroes will be summonedlike other Americans to serve their country in diplomaticposts. When that time comes Negroes may proudly cite as aprecedent the record of James Weldon Johnson, Negro pioneer of the American diplomatic service, who performedhis duties conscientiously and efficiently under unusually difficult conditions.

Jessie Fauset was assistant editor of The Crisis when I met her. She very generously assisted at the Harlem eveningof one of our Liberator prayer meetings and was the onefine feature of a bad show. She was prim, pretty and well-dressed, and talked fluently and intelligently. All the radicalsliked her, although in her social viewpoint she was away overon the other side of the fence. She belonged to that closeddecorous circle of Negro society, which consists of personswho live proudly like the better class of conventional whites,except that they do so on much less money. To give a concrete idea of their status one might compare them to theexpropriated and defeated Russian intelligentsia in exile.

Miss Fauset has written many novels about the people in her circle. Some white and some black critics consider thesepeople not interesting enough to write about. I think allpeople are interesting to write about. It depends on thewriter’s ability to bring them out alive. Could there be amore commendable prescription for the souls of coloredAmericans than the bitter black imitation of white life? Nota Fannie Hurst syrup-and-pancake hash, but the real meat.

But Miss Fauset is prim and dainty as a primrose, and her novels are quite as fastidious and precious. Primroses arepretty. I remember the primroses where I lived in Morocco,that lovely melancholy land of autumn and summer andmysterious veiled brown women. When the primroses spreadthemselves across the barren hillsides before the sudden summer blazed over the hot land, I often thought of Jessie Fausetand her novels.

What Mary White Ovington, the godmother of the N. A. A. C. P., thought of me was more piquant to me perhaps than to herself. Her personality radiated a quiet silvershaft of white charm which is lovely when it’s real. She wasgracious, almost sweet, when she dropped in on The Liberator.But as I listened to her talking in a gentle subjective way Irealized that she was emphatic as a seal and possessed of aresolute will.

She told me about her reaction to Booker T. Washington, the officially recognized national leader of the Negroes. MissOvington had visited Tuskegee informally. Booker T. Washington had disregarded her, apparently under the impressionthat she was a poor-white social worker. When he was informed that she originated from a family of high-ups, he became obsequious to her. But she responded coldly. By heraustere abolitionist standard she had already taken the measure of the universally popular and idolized Negroid leader.

I repeated the story to my friend Hubert Harrison. He exploded in his large sugary black African way, which sounded like the rustling of dry bamboo leaves agitated by the wind.Hubert Harrison'had himself criticized the Negro policy ofBooker T. Washington in powerful volcanic English, and subsequently, by some mysterious grapevine chicanery, he hadlost his little government job. He joined the Socialist Party.He left it. And finally came to the conclusion that out of thepurgatory of their own social confusion, Negroes wouldsooner or later have to develop their own leaders, independentof white control.

Harrison had a personal resentment against the N. A. A. C. P., and nick-named it the “National Association for the Advancement of Certain People.” His sense of humor was ebony hard, and he remarked that it was exciting to thinkthat the N. A. A. C. P. was the progeny of black snobberyand white pride, and had developed into a great organization,with DuBois like a wasp in Booker Washington’s hide untilthe day of his death.

And now that I was legging limpingly along with the intellectual gang, Harlem for me did not hold quite the same thrill and glamor as before. Where formerly in saloons andcabarets and along the streets I received impressions likearrows piercing my nerves and distilled poetry from them,now I was often pointed out as an author. I lost the rare feeling of a vagabond feeding upon secret music singing in me.

I was invited to meetings in Harlem. I had to sit on a platform and pretend to enjoy being introduced and praised. I had to respond pleasantly. Hubert Harrison said that I owedit to my race. Standing up like an actor to repeat my poemsand kindle them with second-hand emotions. For it was notso easy to light up within me again the spontaneous flamesof original creative efforts for expectant audiences. Poetsand novelists should let good actors perform for them.

Once I was invited to the Harlem Eclectic Club by its president, William Service Bell. Mr. Bell was a cultivatedartistic New England Negro, who personally was very nice.He was precious as a jewel. The Eclectic Club turned out inrich array to hear me: ladies and gentlemen in tenue derigueur. I had no dress suit to wear, and so, a little nervous,I stood on the platform and humbly said my pieces.

What the Eclectics thought of my poems I never heard. But what they thought of me I did. They were affronted thatI did not put on a dress suit to appear before them. Theythought I intended to insult their elegance because I was aradical.

The idea that I am an enemy of polite Negro society is fixed in the mind of the Negro élite. But the idea is wrong.I have never had the slightest desire to insult Harlem societyor Negro society anywhere, because I happen not to be of it.But ever since I had to tog myself out in a dress suit everyevening when I worked as a butler, I have abhorred thatdamnable uniform. God only knows why it was invented. Myesthetic sense must be pretty bad, for I can find no beauty init, either for white or colored persons. I admire women inbright evening clothes. But men! Blacks in stiff-starchedwhite facades and black uniforms like a flock of crows, imagining they are elegant—oh no!





X

A Brown Dove Cooing

•

THE LIBERATOR staff had an extra extraordinary moment one afternoon when Max Eastman walked inwith Charlie Chaplin. The great little man gave his hand toall of us and touched our hearts. And after looking over theplace he perched like a Puck atop of a desk.

Chaplin informed me that he liked some of my poems which had appeared in The Liberator. I was glad, and gavehim a copy of Spring in New Hampshire. In his book, MyTrip Abroad, he put this one, “The Tropics in New York”:



Bananas ripe and green and ginger-root,

Cocoa in pods and alligator pears,

And tangerines and mangoes and grape fruit,

Fit for the highest prize at country fairs.



Set in the window, bringing memories

Of fruit-trees laden by low-singing rills.

And dewy dawns and mystical blue skies

In benediction over nun-like hills.




My eyes grew dim, and I could no more gaze;

A wave of longing through my body swept,

And, hungry for the old, familiar ways,

I turned aside and bowed my head and wept.



Chaplin came up to Croton one evening of a week-end when I was there with Max Eastman, Crystal Eastman,Eugen Boissevain, Boardman Robinson, and the danseuse, Tamiris. He astounded us with some marvels of comediantricks. They were swift and sure like the sharp lines of Goya.Not a suggestion in them of that clowning which he uses solavishly on the screen. With an acute gesture of hands andfeet he performed a miracle. With one flick of his hair and atwist to his face, his features were entirely translated intoanother person’s. Deftly manipulating a coat, he transformedhis dapper little self until he looked like a weirdly tall undertaker hanging against the wall. The only thing of CharlieChaplin on the screen which suggested anything like hismagnificent spontaneous personal appearance that night isthe incomparable “Shoulder Arms.” Pictures like “The Kid”and “The Gold Rush” are great, but elaborate and lavish.“Shoulder Arms” is a feat of rapid economical design, asstartling as the best of Goya’s grotesqueries.

Another evening when I was at Croton, Chaplin drove up unexpectedly. He was accompanied by Neysa McMein, anexotic person and a fashionable artist. She possessed an archaicbeauty and poise which were strangely arresting in those dayswhen women were cultivating a more athletic style in beauty.Miss McMein was very popular among the smart set of NewYork’s literati. She was a southerner, and she was shockedcold when she realized that I was a guest and not a servantin Max Eastman’s house. I must record to her honor that shedid not precipitate a crisis. She merely acted like a perfectgrande dame who was not amused. But our party was frostbitten. It was a relief when she departed.

Some time after, Max Eastman seized an opportunity to read some of my poems to Miss McMein, without disclosingmy identity. She expressed great appreciation and a desire tobuy a book of them. Max Eastman then revealed that I wasthe author. She was surprised. But she did not like the versesany less or the idea of my equal association with whites anymore.

However, I did assist at one unforgettable and uninhibited little-brown-jug-from-down-home party with Charlie Chaplin.It was in Greenwich Village at the house of Eugen Boissevain. It was a small gathering with Max and Crystal Eastman, Dudley Field Malone and Doris Stevens, a leader ofthe Woman’s Movement, William Gropper, myself and acouple of others. Charlie Chaplin had met Hubert Harrisonat my office and admired his black Socratic head and itsprecise encyclopedic knowledge. He had expressed a desirethat Harrison should be included in the party.

I thought it was a happy idea to have another Negro. Hubert Harrison asked if I was thinking of taking a coloredgirl. I said I didn’t think I would, for the only girls in Harlem I knew intimately were Sanina’s maids of honor and Iwas afraid they wouldn’t fit in. Harrison agreed and I suggested that, as he was acquainted with the élite of Harlem,he might bring down a beautiful brown. Harrison promisedto do that.

The party was warming up with Jamaica rum cocktails and snatches of radical gossip when Harrison arrived. Clinging coyly to his arm was an old brown girl who was neitherbig nor little, short nor fat, or anything. Nothing about her wasexciting, voice, or clothes, or style—simply nothing. I wasamazed, and wondered why of all Harlem Harrison hadchosen her. If she were his wife or his mistress I could understand, but the lady herself quickly announced that she wasnothing to Harrison at all. And so she was introduced roundthe room. Harrison never explained why he brought thatkind of woman. Erotically he was very indiscriminate and Isuppose that descending from the soap-box, he rememberedthe party and invited the first pick-up he met to accompanyhim.

At this intimate little party there was no white shadow and no black apprehension, no complexes arising out of conscious superiority or circumstantial inferiority. We were all ina spirit of happy relaxation, like children playing merrily together and, absorbed in the games, forgetful of themselves.Harrison was a little stiff at first with his starched bosom—hiswas the only dress suit in the group—but his simple Sudanesesoul soon came up laughing in spite of it.

Suddenly I was excited. I saw Charlie Chaplin hopping from one end of the room to the other, and I thought he wdsabout to improvise some treat again, as he had up at Croton.But no, it wasn’t that. He was trying to escape. Harrison’sbrown dove was fluttering in pursuit of Chaplin and fillingthe room with a crescendo of coo-coo-cooing, just as if shewere down home in the bushes. She had at last discoveredthat the Mr. Chaplin to whom she had been introduced wasindeed the authentic Charlie Chaplin, lord of the cinema. Andimportunately she was demanding his autograph, “so I kin tellit in Harlem about my adventure.”

But Chaplin was determined not to turn our informal little soiree into an autograph evening. And oh, it was delicious to see the king of the comics skipping hither andthither and declaring he had no pen. The brownie flew intothe anteroom and returned triumphant with her vanitycase containing card and pencil and announced that shealways kept herself provided with the right things for hercustomers.

I diverted her attention from her quarry by pouring her a tumbler of Jamaica rum, and we started a game. Soon thelittle brown jug was full and running over and chasing everybody. She said that she was aware that I was the contact manbetween Harlem and the Village. And I felt so flattered tobe taken as a sweetman that I tried to imitate the famous Harlem strut. To Crystal Eastman, who was acting as hostess andwho was as usual distinctively dressed, the brown jug confided that she would like to exchange visitors between Harlem and Greenwich Village. And soon she was passing outher cards. But I noticed that the address was crossed out.She explained that she was rooming temporarily, but said shewould let us have her new address as soon as she was fixedup. Her last place had recently been raided by the police!

Well, that was one evening, a surprise party that nobody had dreamed about, something really different and delightful. Parties are so often tediously the same thing: swilling andscrappy unsatisfactory smart talk. I had a good time, whichstirred me to thoughts of Philadelphia when I was railroading. I felt sure that none of the whites there had ever beforehad the pleasure of a brown madam at a bohemian party.

When I told the story of the party to some of the élite of Harlem, I was simply dumbfounded by their violent reaction.They insisted that the Negro race had been betrayed, becausea little brown jug from Harlem had provided a little innocentdiversion in Greenwich Village.

I didn’t know what to say. So I hummed an old delicious ditty of my pre-blase period: “Little brown jug, don’t Ilove you. . . .”


XI

A Look at H. G. Wells

•


WHEN H. G. Wells came over here to the Naval Conference as a star reporter for the liberal New York World and the neo-Tory London Daily Mail, his restlesscuriosity urged him to find time from his preoccupation withhigh international politics to bestow a little attention on TheLiberator. Max Eastman had him to dinner at his home inGreenwich Village, and later there was an informal receptionfor the Liberator staff and collaborators.

I had stumbled upon Wells at about the same time that I began reading Bernard Shaw. While I admired Shaw for thehammering logic of his prefaces and his sparkling wit, I likedin H. G. Wells those qualities I like in Dickens—the sentimental serving of his characters with a vast sauce of provincial humor.

During my residence in London I had followed Wells’s popular Outline of History as it appeared in installments, andupon returning to America I read in the published volume theinstallments that I had missed.

If it is worth recording, I may say here that I took a violent prejudice again Mr. Wells’s History. I felt something flippantin the style and I did not like Mr. Wells’s attitude towardcolored people in general and Africa and Negroes in particular. In the League of Free Nations book he put out in 1918he said: “Africa is the great source upon which our moderncomforts and conveniences depend. . . . The most obviousdanger of Africa is the militarization of the black. . . . TheNegro makes a good soldier, he is hardy, he stands the sea and he stands the cold. . . .”

I suppose the average white reader will exclaim: “And what’s wrong with that? It is wise and sane and humanitarian.” But he should remember that I am Negro and thinkthat the greatest danger of Africa is not the militarization ofthe black, but the ruthless exploitation of the African by theEuropean. There is also something to be said in favor ofnative comforts and conveniences. Before the arrival of theEuropean with gunpowder the African was accustomed toprotecting his rights with arrow and spear. Now, againstmodern civilization, he must needs learn the use of modernmethods and weapons. The liberal apologists of the Europeangrip on Africa may be very unctuous and sentimental aboutnative rights. But the conditions indicate that if the nativesmust survive, they must themselves learn and practice the artof self-protection.

Mr. Wells always seems to be shouting about his unusually scientific mind. Yet I must confess that I was shocked bythe plan of his large tome outlining world history. Becauseit appears there as if Africa and Africans have not been ofenormous importance in world history. Mr. Wells mentionsAfrica in his language-formation section and leaves Africathere as if nothing more developed. One learns more ofAfrica from earlier historians than Mr. Wells, who did notknow so much about science. Herodotus gives us some remarkable information that he acquired by traveling fourhundred years before Jesus Christ. And Ptolemy, the Egyptian geographer, has rendered a remarkable description of Central Africa in the second century after Christ, although Ilearned as a school boy that it was discovered by David Livingstone. And as late as the fifteenth century, in the high tideof the European renaissance, Leo the African adventuredbelow the Sahara to give the world historical facts about theNegro nations.

Mr. Wells gives a large outline of the nations of Europe and a not-so-large one of the nations of Asia. He makes nomention of the great Negro nations of Western Africa andthe Western Sudan before and after the Moslem invasion; ofthe Negroid nations of Songhoy and Ghana, Fezzan andTimbuctu, Yoruba and Benin, Ashanti and Dahomey, whichwere arrested in their growth and finally annihilated by theslave traffic and European imperialism, nor of the Senegalesewho played a dominant part in the history of Morocco andthe conquest of Spain.

Yes indeed, Africa and its blacks are of foundational importance in the history of the world, ancient and modern, and in the creating of European civilization. However, Mr.Wells’s ignoring of the African civilizations in his Outlineof History may be deliberate. In his marvelous World ofWilliam Clissold, he speculates whether the Negro could participate in “common citizenship in a world republic.” Sayshe: “The Negro is the hardest case ... yet ... in theeighteenth century he was the backbone of the British navy.

. . .” It is entirely too funny to think—seven years after the appallingly beastly modern white savagery of 1914-18—of Mr.Wells naively wondering whether the Negro is capable of becoming a civilized citizen of a world republic. He cites theprecedent of Negroes in his British navy. He might havegone farther back and mentioned the Negro contingent in thearmy of Xerxes the Great (when Britons were savages) andabout which Herodotus so glowingly writes.

But even if Mr. Wells likes to take a popular crack at history, he is none the less a first-rate novelist in the tradition of Charles Dickens and I don’t think he imagines himself ahistorian any more than I do, so one must be tolerant if hisOutline has the earmarks of a glorified Research Magnificent.

Also, I did not like Mr. Wells’s inspired articles on the Naval Conference. Paradoxically, I found myself sympathizing with the Daily Mail, which rebuked him for his offensiveagainst Japan. Mr. Wells injected much violent prejudice intowhat should have been unbiased reporting. While Mr. Wellswas outlining history, he might have reserved a little of hisEnglish sentimentality for Japan, from the knowledge thatJapan might not have been a “yellow peril” today if the whitepowers hadn’t broken open her door and forced their civilization upon her.

Wells’s little Liberator reception was a question-time picnic for the Liberator collaborators—especially for the ladies, towhom Wells is exceptionally attractive. They asked him manyquestions about the war and the peace and the aftermath,about Russia and Europe, Japan and America and universalpeace. Mr. Wells smilingly and slickly disposed of all problems to the satisfaction of all.

William Gropper, the artist, and I had concocted a plan to ask some impish questions. But everybody was very pleasant.It was a nice party. So we said nothing. I was standing,leaning against the mantelpiece, and Mr. Wells approachedme in a sly way as if he desired a close-up scrutiny of mewithout my knowing it. I seized the opportunity to take agood quick look at Mr. Wells’s eyes. Journalists always writeabout the jolly twinkle in Mr. Wells’s eyes. I didn’t like them.They made me think of a fox.

Some years later, after my trip to Russia and returning to France, I met Frank Harris in Nice. I was in the company ofa brilliant American writer who was meeting Frank Harrisfor the first time. We went to the Taverne Alsacienne for ourdrinks. Mr. Wells had recently published his William Clissold,which we had all read and were discussing.

Frank Harris said that what amazed him about H. G. Wells was the fact that the more he tried consciously to expand his writings on a world scale, the more provincial theybecame. I said, “The higher a monkey climbs, the more heshows his tail.” Frank Harris roared. Then he said that perhaps Wells himself was not aware that his early novels offantasy and sentiment were his most universal things.

The American writer, said that an English gentleman had remarked to him in London that Wells as a writer was acockney. I didn’t like the reference to class, especially as I hadat least two very dear cockney friends. Harris said that Wellswasn’t a cockney as a writer; that he was a fifth-form publicschool boy, the same as Kipling. I said I always thought ofKipling as the bugler of the British Empire, and that perhapsWells was the sub-officer.

It was interesting, after another little lot of years had passed along, to read what Wells had to say about Harris inhis Experiment in Autobiography. Wells’s first encounterwith Frank Harris interested me, especially because of thefact that my own meeting with Harris was one of the highspots of my life. But it appears as if Wells could not forgiveHarris for once being a big and successful editor and discovering him a poor and unknown writer. He writes ofHarris’s roar receding with the years until it sounded something like a bark. But a lion may lose its voice through ageand worry. Wells mentions one interesting fact, which mustbe one of the reasons why Harris was such a great editor. Thefirst story he sent to Harris was excellent; the second, Wellsadmits, was bad. And Harris summoned and gave him a loudtalking to over the bad one. Yet when Harris became editorof another magazine, he remembered only the good story andwrote to Wells asking him to become one of his special contributors. And that gave Wells his real start. The point isthat many editors wouldn’t remember at all, or if they did,they would remember only that the second contribution wasbad.

The American writer left us for Cannes, and Harris invited me to drink champagne with him. We went to the terrace of a café on the Promenade. Harris was not a steady free drinker as he was when I had known him seven yearsbefore in New York. His skilful hands trembled under theweight and accumulated cares of three-score years. His hairwas dyed, and from the heat of the Midi and of alcohol someof the color had disssolved and mixed with the perspirationoozing from the deep lines of his face, which resembled anantique many-grooved panel with some of the paint peeledoff.

Again Frank Harris talked reminiscently and interestingly as always of his acumen in perceiving greatness in BernardShaw and H. G. Wells and getting them to write for himwhen they were unknown. “But I am prouder of Shaw,” hesaid. “Shaw is really a great genius. I don’t always agree withwhat he says, and he went wrong about the War, but his‘Common Sense’ was a great piece of polemic. Shaw has intellectual integrity. But I don’t think Wells understands whatintellectual integrity means. He is too full of vanity to be aserious intellect. He is a modernistic fiction writer who is discontented with his talent and wants to be a social philosopher.But he is impossible because he has never learned to think.”

I said I thought it was a marvelous thing, something like second-sight, for a man to pick a genius by his first inadequateefforts. Harris said that it took a genius like himself to discover geniuses, and that as an editor, he never played favorites. When he found good stuff he accepted it. But he didn’tgo back-slapping and printing bad verses by pretty women.He had had great temptations, but he never let his desiresinterfere with his intellectual judgment.

His manner was boastful but not offensively so, for I think Frank Harris had something to boast about. After all,he was Gaelic, and I preferred his manner to the hypocriticalEnglish way of boasting by studied understatement. Andwhen he spoke of the enormous financial as well as artisticsuccess of Shaw and Wells, there was no envy, but I coulddetect a shade of personal defeat and frustration in his voice.

Frank Harris’s phrase, “intellectual integrity,” kept agitating my thoughts like a large blue-bottle against a window pane. For a long long time I had carried something on mymind which I had hesitated to get off. But now, with thechampagne working in my head and a warm and mellowfeeling suffusing me, and with Frank Harris’s features softening a little, I was emboldened to let go.

During my second year as assistant editor on The Liberator a woman called to see me one day bringing a little book ofpoems. She offered me ten dollars if I would review it in TheLiberator. I said that The Liberator did not accept moneyfor prindng reviews, but if her poems seemed worth while,we would review them. She said that she had paid FrankHarris a thousand dollars to get the book printed, yet hehadn’t even reviewed it in Pearson’s. And afterward, she said,she had seen a literary agent who informed her that the costof printing was about two hundred dollars. She thought thatFrank Harris had swindled her. I did not review the verses,because to my mind, they were not worth while.

Also, I had heard stories of Frank Harris posing as an art connoisseur and palming off fake pictures as old masters, andof his getting material for his magazine from writers whothought they would be paid and then not paying them—talesof petty racketeering that were more funny than vicious.And so, being champagne drunk with Harris on a café terracelooking out on the calm blue Mediterranean, and feelingelastic and free, I, who admired the extraordinary ways ofFrank Harris more than any other intellectual of my acquaintance, was interested to hear from himself the truth. I told himthe story of that woman who had visited The Liberator andcomplained about him.

Frank Harris was wonderful to look at under the influence of the champagne, his lion-roaring, his face like a pirate’s,yet with a sublime gleam of genuine kindliness in his eyes!What I said he did not affirm or deny. He just exploded witha mighty sermon about the artist and intellectual integrity.He said that the way of the artist was hard, for if he hada talent that appealed to popular imagination, everybody desired to use him—women and men, politicians, philanthropists,reformers, revolutionists, organizations, governments. Manyartists won success by sacrificing their intellectual integrity.He himself had had large success. But whenever he felt theurge and the bounden duty to declare his opinion, he couldnot restrain himself, and so he had not remained successful.He had not been a puritan about life. Perhaps he had donethings that Jesus would not have done. But he had not givenhis soul entirely to Mammon. Perhaps he had taken gifts frompersons who thought they had been swindled and who werebetter off perhaps, if they were. But whatever he did he hadreserved intact his intellectual integrity.

It was a great sermon and I felt that Frank Harris was greater because of it. He was no hypocrite. He had no socialpretensions, although he delighted in the company of smartand fashionable people. He was aware that there was plentyof dross inseparable from the gold of life, and he embracedthe whole. Nobody could deny that he was indeed a followerof the Jesus who dominated his mind, that he sincerely believed in sin and redemption.


XII

“He Who Gets Slapped”

•

MY radical days on The Liberator were sometimes rosywith romance. Friends vied with friends in giving me invitations to their homes for parties and car rides and inoffering tickets for plays and concerts. And even more. I remember I had a pressing debt of honor to settle. And one daya staunch friend of The Liberator, Elizabeth Sage Hare,handed me a check for five hundred dollars. She also invitedme to tea at her house in Park Avenue or Fifth, I don’tquite remember, but it was somewhere in the exclusive Faubourg Bourgeoisie.

Liberator friends introduced me to a few of those Greenwich Village tearooms and gin mills which were not crazy with colorphobia. And I reciprocated by inviting some ofthem up to the cabarets and cozy flats of Harlem. I did notinvite my friends to the nice homes of the Negro élite, simplybecause I did not have an entrée.

Once Sanina condescended to entertain I think four friends—all men. When we arrived we found Sanina set in a circleof dark-brown girls, all cunningly arranged to heighten herquadroon queenliness. It was an exciting tableau, with acouple of sweetmen decorating the background.

But Sanina knew that I held a genteel position, sitting in an editor’s chair among the whites downtown. (She was afaithful reader of True Stories.) So more than ever that nightSanina invested her unique position in Harlem with majesty.She was the antithesis of the Little Brown Jug of Charlie Chaplin’s party. She brought out a bottle of rum for the glory of Jamaica, and holding it like a scepter, she pouredroyally. I believe my friends were thinking that they alsowould have to pay royally. But the evening was Sanina’saffair. She provided everything free and formally and withthe air of a colored queen of respectability and virtue. Meanwhile her shrewd brown eyes seemed to be saying: “I’ll showyou white folks!” She was a different Sanina to me. Indeed,she was a creature of two races that night, with the blood ofboth warring in her veins.

Our editor-in-chief possessed none of the vulgar taste for cellar cabarets. Yet one evening Max Eastman said he wouldlike to go on a cabaret party to Harlem. He was accompaniedby another friend. We were welcomed at Barron’s, wherewhite people were always welcome and profitable business.Barron was a big man in Tammany politics. But I wantedparticularly to go with my white friends to Ned’s Place onFifth Avenue. Ned and I had been friends when I had runa restaurant in Brooklyn some years previously. He was livingin Brooklyn and often dropped in at my place to eat. Thenmy business went bankrupt and we lost sight of each other.A few years later, when I was waitering on the railroad, Idiscovered Ned operating a cabaret on Fifth Avenue in Harlem. I introduced all of my railroad friends to the place. Ourcrew used to rendezvous there and unload ourselves of ourtips.

Ned’s Place was a precious beehive of rare native talent and customers. A big black girl from Brooklyn with a mellowflutelike voice was the high feature. And there was anequivocal tantalizing boy-and-girl dancing team that I celebrated in Home to Harlem. When that boy and girl startedto shake together they gave everybody the sweet shivers. Theplace was small and Ned was his own master of ceremonies.With a few snappy flashes he could start everybody swayingtogether in a merry mood, like a revival leader warming uphis crowd.

Ned’s was one place of amusement in Harlem in which white people were not allowed. It was a fixed rule with him,and often he turned away white slummers. This wasn’tentirely from pride-of-race feeling, but because of the whiteunwritten law which prohibits free social intercourse betweencolored and white. The big shots of the amusement businessin Harlem, such as Barron, got by the law, for they wereTammany men. But even they were surprised and messed upsometimes by the vice squads. Ned said he preferred to runa “small and clean business” rather than to start treadingin the quicksands of bribes.

However, I had become so familiar with Max Eastman, and his ideas and ways were so radically opposed to thegeneral social set-up of white-without-black, that it was impossible to feel about him as a black does about a white alien.And I was such a good and regular customer of Ned’s thatI thought he would waive his rule for me. But I thoughtwrong that time.

We arrived at the door of the cabaret, from where Max Eastman could get a glimpse inside. He was highly excitedby the scene, and eager to enter. But the doorman blockedthe way. I beckoned to Ned, but his jovial black face turnedugly as an aard-vark’s and he acted as if I was his worst enemy.He waved his fist in my face and roared: “Ride back! Rideback, or I’ll sick mah bouncers on you-all!”

Max Eastman and his friend and I made a quick retreat. Eastman didn’t mind. He said he was happy that there wasone place in Harlem that had the guts to keep white peopleout. There are no such places left today. Harlem is an all-white picnic ground and with no apparent gain to the blacks.The competition of white-owned cabarets has driven thecolored out of business, and blacks are barred from the bestof them in Harlem now.

*             *             *               *                *              *             *             *             *              *              *

Always I was inflamed by the vision of New York as an eye-dazzling picture. Fascinated, I explored all points in myleisure moments, by day and by night. I rode all the ferries.I took long trips, from the Battery to the Bowery, fromBroadway through Harlem to the Bronx. I liked to walkunder the elevated tracks with the trains clashing and clanging overhead. There was excitement when the sudden roaringof the train abruptly blotted out conversation. Even the clothessuspended in the canyon tenements appeared endowed witha strange life of their own. In the stampeding hours of morning, noon, and evening, when the crowds assumed epic proportions, I was so exalted by their monster movement that Iforgot that they were white.

I particularly remember some nocturnal wanderings with Adolf Dehn, the artist, spanning blocks upon blocks alongthe East River, and the vast space-filling feeling of the giganticgas tanks. One loves in New York its baroque difference fromthe classic cities, the blind chaotic surging of bigness of expression. I remember how, when I worked in the West Eightiesand spent my rest time loitering along Riverside Drive, theblack giants of the New York Central, belching flame andsmoke and dust along the facades of the fine palaces, createda picture like a caravan of modern pirates coming home in arolling cloud of glory. The grim pioneer urge of the greatpragmatic metropolis was a ferment in my feeling.

Often I was possessed with the desire to see New York aswhen I first saw it from the boat—one solid massive mammoth mass of spiring steel and stone. And I remember one weekend when Eugen Boissevain offered a ride over to Jersey,whence one could see New York in that way. Max Eastmanwas with us. We drove up to a summit commanding a grandview of the city. We stood there a long time drinking in theglory of the pyramids. Afterward we drove aimlessly aroundthe country. Finally we became hungry. We stopped at severalhotels and restaurants, but none would serve the three of ustogether. At last one place offered to serve us in the kitchen.So, being hungry, all three of us went into the kitchen. Thecooks were frying and roasting at the stove. Kitchen helpwere peeling potatoes, washing dishes, cleaning up garbage.We sat down at the servants’ table, where a waiter served us.

It was one of the most miserable meals I ever ate. I felt not only my own humiliation, but more keenly the humiliation that my presence had forced upon my friends. Thediscomfort of the hot bustling kitchen, the uncongenial surroundings—their splendid gesture, but God! it was too much.I did not want friends to make such sacrifices for me. If Ihad to suffer in hell, I did not want to make others sufferthere too. The physical and sensual pleasures of life areprecious, rare, elusive. I have never desired to restrict theenjoyment of others. I am a pagan; I am not a Chrisdan.I am not white steel and stone.

On many occasions when I was invited out by white friends I refused. Sometimes they resented my attitude. For I did notalways choose to give the reason. I did not always like tointrude the fact of my being a black problem among whites.For, being born and reared in the atmosphere of white privilege, my friends were for the most part unconscious of black barriers. In their happy ignorance they would lead one into the traps of insult. I think the persons who invented discrimination in public places to ostracize people of a differentrace or nation or color or religion are the direct descendantsof medieval torturers. It is the most powerful instrument inthe world that may be employed to prevent rapprochementand understanding between different groups of people. It is acancer in the universal human body and poison to the individual soul. It saps the sentiment upon which friendliness andlove are built. Ultimately it can destroy even the most devotedfriendship. Only super-souls among the whites can maintainintimate association with colored people against the insultsand insinuations of the general white public and even thecolored public. Yet no white person, however sympathetic,can feel fully the corroding bitterness of color discrimination.Only the black victim can.

It was at this time that I wrote a series of sonnets expressing my bitterness, hate and love. Some of them were quoted outof their context to prove that I hate America. Mr. LothropStoddard was the chief offender in his The Rising Tide ofColor.

Here are the sonnets:



BAPTISM

Into the furnace let me go alone;

Stay you without in terror of the heat.

Iwill go naked in—for thus ’tis sweet—

Into the weird depths of the hottest zone.

I will not quiver in the frailest bone,

You will not note a flicker of defeat;

My heart shall tremble not its fate to meet,

My mouth give utterance to any moan.

The yawning oven spits forth fiery spears;

Red aspish tongues shout wordlessly my name.

Desire destroys, consumes my mortal fears,

Transforming me into a shape of flame.

I will come out, back to your world of tears,

A stronger soul within a finer frame.



THE WHITE CITY

I will not toy with it nor bend an inch.

Deep in the secret chambers of my heart

I brood upon my hate, and without flinch

I bear it nobly as l live my part.

My being would be a skeleton, a shell,

If this dark Passion that fills my every mood,

And maizes my heaven in the white world’s hell,

Did not forever feed me vital blood.

I see the mighty city through a mist—

The strident trains that speed the goaded mass,

The fortressed port through which the great ships pass,

The tides, the wharves, the dens l contemplate,

Are sweet like wanton loves because I hate.



THE WHITE HOUSE

Your door is shut against my tightened face,

And I am sharp as steel with discontent;

But l possess the courage and the grace

To bear my anger proudly and unbent.

The pavement slabs burn loose beneath my feet,

And passion rends my vitals as I pass,

A chafing savage down the decent street,

Where boldly shines your shuttered door of glass.

Oh I must search for wisdom every hour,

Deep in my wrathful bosom sore and raw,

And find in it the superhuman power

To hold me to the letter of your law!

Oh I must keep my heart inviolate,

Against the poison of your deadly hate!



AMERICA

Although she feeds me bread of bitterness,

And sinks into my throat her tiger’s tooth,

Stealing my breath of life,

I will confess I love this cultured hell that tests my youth!

Her vigor flows like tides into my blood,

Giving me strength erect against her hate.

Her bigness sweeps my being like a flood.

Yet as a rebel fronts a king instate, l stand within her walls with not a shred

Of terror, malice, not a word of jeer.

Darkly l gaze into the days ahead,

And see her might and granite wonders there,

Beneath the touch of Time’s unerring hand,

Like priceless treasures sinking in the sand.



*             *             *               *                *              *             *             *             *              *              *


The Liberator was gaining strength in its stride. We were always receiving praiseful letters and faithful promises ofsupport. And we were preparing to celebrate our strugglingthrough to a happy New Year. But suddenly the magazinewas knocked off its feet. Our bookkeeper, Mylius, disappeared, and with him went the four thousand dollars leftfrom The Liberator’s government bonds. UnfortunatelyMylius had been intrusted with the key to the bank’s vaultin which they were kept. I always felt that I could havetrusted my friend, Michael, the gangster, with my life, whileI wouldn’t have trusted Mylius with my shadow.

Max Eastman was discouraged. Always worried about the raising of money to run the magazine, he had never had thenecessary leisure for his own creative writing. Most of themoney he raised came from liberal rentiers. And now thatthe magazine editorially had taken a stand for Lenin andTrotsky and the Bolshevik revolution, it was less easy toobtain money from these rentiers, whose class had been ruthlessly expropriated in Russia.

Max Eastman wanted to relinquish the editorship and go abroad to live and write as he desired. We called a meetingof Liberator artists and writers and sympathizers. All of uswanted to carry on with the magazine. But money mockedat us. None of us had Eastman’s combination of talentsfor the money-raising job. That had been no picnic for him,either, in spite of his fine platform personality and attractivepresence.

The only person at that meeting who felt that The Liberator could carry on without Max Eastman was Michael Gold.Gold was always critical about the way in which the magazine was run. He thought that Eastman was too much of anesthete, too Baudelaire-like in his poetic expression. He maintained that The Liberator should express more of the punchand the raw stuff of life and labor. Max Eastman had madeup his mind to get out from under. We decided that all thecollaborators should endeavor to keep the magazine goingas a collective enterprise. And upon Eastman’s suggestion,Michael Gold and myself were appointed executive editors.There could have been no worse combination, because personally and intellectually and from the first time we met,Michael Gold and I were opposed to each other.

Michael Gold’s idea of The Liberator was that it should become a popular proletarian magazine, printing doggerelsfrom lumberjacks and stevedores and true revelations fromchambermaids. I contended that while it was most excellentto get material out of the forgotten members of the workingclass, it should be good stuff that could compare with anyother writing.

I knew that it was much easier to talk about real proletarians writing masterpieces than to find such masterpieces. As a peasant and proletarian aspirant to literary writing Ihad come in contact with reams of stuff, pathetic attemptsof working people toward adequate literary expression. Mysympathy was with them, but my attitude was not mawkish.Because I was also an ordinary worker, without benefit of aclassic education. And I had had the experience of the hardstruggle and intellectual discipline and purposefulness thatwere necessary to make a fine stanza of verse or a paragraphof prose. And Michael Gold also knew. He was still intellectually battling up from the depths of proletarian starvationand misery. And like myself he was getting hard criticismand kind encouragement from Max Eastman. But MichaelGold preferred sentimentality above intellectuality in estimating proletarian writing and writers.

I preferred to think that there were bad and mediocre, and good and great, literature and art, and that the class labelswere incidental. I cannot be convinced of a proletarian, or abourgeois, or any special literature or art. I thought and stillthink that it is possible to have a proletarian period of literature, with labor coming into its heritage as the dominatingsocial factor, exactly as we have had a Christian period, a Renaissance period, and the various pagan periods. But I believe that whenever literature and art are good and greatthey leap over narrow group barriers and periods to make auniversal appeal.

The intelligentsia of our southern states may boycott a Negro’s book or a Negro’s painting. Hitler may burn thecreative work of Jews, liberals and radicals, Mussolini mayproscribe literature and art that he considers anti-Fascist, thePope may index works that he interprets as anti-Catholic,and the Communists may damn works of literature and artthat appear to them unfavorable to international Communism.I don’t minimize the danger of the obstruction of talent andthe destruction of art. But if the works are authentic theywill eventually survive the noise and racket of the times, Ithink.

Michael Gold and I on The Liberator endeavored to team along. But that was impossible. Gold’s social revolutionarypassion was electrified with personal feeling that was sometimes as acid as lime-juice. When he attacked it was withrabbinical zeal, and often his attacks were spiteful and petty.One day I was informed that he had entered the Civic Club(a rendezvous of liberals and radicals) in his shirt sleevesand with an insulting attitude. I remarked that I didn’t seeany point in doing that to the pacifist Civic Club; that hemight have gone instead to the Union League Club.

Someone repeated my comment, and one evening when I was dining with Marguerite Tucker at John’s Italian restaurant in Twelfth Street, Gold came in and challenged me tobox. He had been a champion of some note on the East Side.I shrugged and said the difference between us was intellectualand not physical, but that I was willing to box, if he thoughtthat would settle it. So we laughed the matter off and drank a bottle of dago red together. However, I saw clearly that our association could not continue. Shortly after that wecalled a meeting of Liberator editors and I resigned.




Meanwhile I had been devoting most of my time to dramatic criticism. Happy Harlem had come down to Broadway in a titillating musical piece called Shuffle Along. The metropolitan critics dismissed it casually at first. There were faults.Technically the piece was a little too rhythmically lazy andloose-jointed. But there were some luscious songs and singing:“Shuffle Along,” “Love Will Find a Way,” and “BandannaLand.” And there was Florence Mills. Florence Mills was soeffortless in her perfect mimicry and elfin brown voice thatthe Negro impressarios were not even aware that they possessed in her a priceless gold star. For they had given her asecondary role in the revue.

Never had I seen a colored actress whose artistry was as fetching as Florence Mills’s. After the show I went backstageto see her. I said: “You’re the star of the show.” No, she said,the stars were Lottie Gee and someone else whose name Idon’t remember. I said, “You’re the star for me, and I’mgoing to say so in my review.” She laughed deliciously.

I thought I’d feature Shuffle Along in The Liberator. I wanted especially to do this because the Negro radicals ofthose days were always hard on Negro comedy. They wereagainst the trifling, ridiculous and common side of Negrolife presented in artistic form. Radical Negroes take this attitude because Negroes have traditionally been represented onthe stage as a clowning race. But I felt that if Negroes canlift clowning to artistry, they can thumb their noses at superiorpeople who rate them as a clowning race.

I asked William Gropper, the cartoonist, to go along with me to see Shuffle Along and make some drawings. Groppermade some excellent things, but they were too savagely realistic for the airy fairy fascination of Negro comedy. Gropperrealized this, and didn’t mind my asking Hugo Gellert totake a stroke at them, because I thought Gellert’s style moresuitable to the kind of thing I wanted. I did not rate Gellert’stalent anywhere near Gropper’s. But Gellert possessed a morereceptive mind and cunning hand for illustrative work.Gellert made some clever drawings with a modernistic accent.We printed them with my article, and that issue of TheLiberator was a sensation among the theatrical set of Harlem.

Florence Mills ran away with the show, mimicking and kicking her marvelous way right over the heads of all thecast and sheer up to the dizzying heights until she was transformed into a glorious star.

Shuffle Along was conceived, composed and directed by Negroes. There had been nothing comparable to it since theWilliams and Walker Negro shows. It definitely showed theNegro groping, fumbling and emerging in artistic group expression. When its best artists were bought out by whiteproducers and it was superseded by such elaborate superproductions as Blackbirds, which was projected and directed bya white impressario, there was no artistic gain for the Negrogroup. But the Negro artistes made more money, and thoughtless Negroes, like all good Americans, think that the commercially successful standard is the only standard by whichNegro artistic achievement may be judged.

I have no prejudice against white persons leading and directing Negroes artistically and otherwise, if they can doit with more than merely technical competence. Negroes usingthe technique of the white peoples to express themselves mustnecessarily have to go to school to the whites. But it is no easyachievement for any outsider to get on the inside of a segregated group of people and express their hidden soul. Manywhite people see Negroes from a white point of view andimagine that they know all about the Negro soul and canexpress it even better than the blacks themselves. When Isaw the white man’s Blackbirds in Paris and rememberedShuffle Along I was very sad. The Blackbirds flashed like awhip from beginning to end, rushing the actors through theirparts like frightened animals. There was not a suggestionin it of the inimitably lazy tropical drawl that characterizesNegro life even in the coldest climate. And that was the secretof the success of the charming Shuffle Along.

In the midst of my career as a dramatic critic I bumped into one of those acute snags which remain in the memoryeven as the scar of a bad wound that has been healed remainsin the body. It wasn’t because I was thin-skinned. When Iwent to work on The Liberator I knew that I would haveto face social problems even greater than before, but I wasdetermined to face them out. But what happened to me hurtmore because it came from an unexpected source.

I think that instead of rewriting it, I will let the article I wrote at the time (for The Liberator of May, 1922) tell thestory for me:

“Wouldn’t your dramatic critic like to see He Who Gets Slapped?" So, very graciously, wrote the Theater Guild’s publicity agent to The Liberator. Our sometime dramatic critic,Charles W. Wood, having deserted us for the season, I electedmyself dramatic critic by acclamation. It would be pleasantto sit in a free front-row parquet seat along with “The Press,”instead of buying a ticket for the second balcony. And as forthe other seat—free seats come in pairs—I decided to takealong William Gropper, Liberator artist of the powerfulpunch and vindictive line, and master of the grotesque.

So on the appointed night we presented ourselves at the box office of the Fulton. It was with keen pleasure that Ianticipated seeing this fantastic play of Leonid Andreyev’s,He, the One Who Gets Slapped. A curious and amusingtheme!

The stubs were handed to Gropper and we started toward the orchestra. But the usher, with a look of quizzical amazement on his face, stopped us. Snatching the stubs fromGropper and muttering something about seeing the manager,he left us wondering and bewildered. In a moment he returned, with the manager. “The—the wrong date,” the manager stammered and, taking the stubs marked “orchestra,”he hurried off to the box office, returning with others marked“balcony.” Suddenly the realization came to me. I had comehere as a dramatic critic, a lover of the theater, and a freesoul. But—I was abruptly reminded—those things did notmatter. The important fact, with which I was suddenlyslapped in the face, was my color. I am a Negro—He, theOne Who Gets Slapped. . . .

Gropper and I were shunted upstairs. I was for refusing to go, but Gropper, quite properly, urged compromise. So,brooding darkly, madly, burnt, seared and pierced, and overburdened with hellish thoughts, I, with Gropper beside mehalf-averting his delicate pale face, his fingers, run throughhis unkempt mop of black hair, shading his strangely childlike blue eyes, sat through Leonid Andreyev’s play.

Andreyev’s masterpiece, they call it. A masterpiece? A cleverly melodramatic stringing together of buffoonery, seriocomic philosophy, sensational love-hungriness and doll-baby impossibilism, staged to tickle the mawkish emotions of thebourgeois mob! So I thought. I sat there, apart, alone, blackand shrouded in blackness, quivering in every fiber, my heartdenying itself and hiding from every gesture of human kindliness, hard in its belief that kindliness is to be found in nonation or race. I sat inwardly groaning through what seemeda childish caricature of tragedy. Ah! if the accident of birthhad made Andreyev a Negro, if he had been slapped, kicked,buffeted, pounded, niggered, ridiculed, sneered at, exquisitelytortured, near-lynched and trampled underfoot by the merrywhite horde, and if he still preserved through the terribleagony a sound body and a mind sensitive and sharp to perceive the qualities of life, he might have written a real playabout being slapped. I had come to see a tragic farce—andI found myself unwillingly the hero of one. He who gotslapped was I. As always in the world-embracing Anglo-Saxon circus, the intelligence, the sensibilities of the blackclown were slapped without mercy.

*             *             *               *                *              *             *             *             *              *              *

Poor, painful black face, intruding into the holy places of the whites. How like a specter you haunt the pale devils!Always at their elbow, always darkly peering through thewindow, giving them no rest, no peace. How they bum uptheir energies trying to keep you out! How apologetic anduneasy they are—yes, even the best of them, poor devils—when you force an entrance, Blackface, facetiously, incorrigibly, smiling or disturbingly composed. Shock them out oftheir complacency, Blackface; make them uncomfortable;make them unhappy! Give them no peace, no rest. How canthey bear your presence, Blackface, great, unappeasable ghostof Western civilization!

*             *             *               *                *              *             *             *             *              *              *

Damn it all! Goodnight, plays and players. The prison is vast, there is plenty of space and a little time to sing anddance and laugh and love. There is a little time to dream ofthe jungle, revel in rare scents and riotous colors, croon aplantation melody, and be a real original Negro in spite ofall the crackers. Many a white wretch, baffled and lost in hiscivilized jungles, is envious of the toiling, easy-living Negro.


XIII

“Harlem Shadows”

•

MEANWHILE I was full and overflowing with singing and I sang in all moods, wild, sweet and bitter. I wassteadfastly pursuing one object: the publication of an American book of verse. I desired to see "If We Must Die,” thesonnet I had omitted in the London volume, inside of a book.

I gathered together my sheaf of songs and sent them to Professor Spingarn. He was connected with a new publishingfirm. Many years before I had read with relish his little book,entided Creative Criticism. I wrote to him then. He introduced me to James Oppenheim and Waldo Frank of TheSeven Arts, and they published a couple of my poems undera nom de plume. That was way back in 1917. Now, fiveyears later, I asked Professor Spingarn to find me a publisher.

I had traveled over many other ways besides the railroad since those days. Professor Spingarn was appreciative of meas a Negro poet, but he did not appreciate my radicalism,such as it was! Paradoxically, Professor Spingarn supportedand advocated Negro racial radicalism and abhorred socialradicalism. Professor Spingarn preferred my racial jeremiadsto my other poems. Well, I was blunt enough to tell Professor Spingarn that he was a bourgeois. He didn’t like it.Nevertheless he found me a publisher.

When I told a Yankee radical about myself and Professor Spingarn, this radical said that it was impossible for anyman to be pro-Negro and anti-radical. He said, he believedthat Professor Spingarn was pro-Negro not from broad socialand humanitarian motives, but because he was a Jew, baffled and bitter. I said, “But Oswald Garrison Villard is also pro-Negro, and he is not a radical nor a Jew.” The radical said,“Oh, Villard is an abolitionist by tradition.” And I said, “Isn’tit possible that Professor Spingarn is also an abolitionist, andby even a greater tradition?”

If only individual motives were as easy to categorize and analyze as they appear to be! Anyway, Professor Spingarngot Harcourt, Brace and Company to accept my poems. MaxEastman wrote a splendid preface, and the book was publishedin the spring of 1922.

Harlem Shadows was a succès d’estime. The reviews were appreciative, some flattering, flattering enough to make a fellow feel conceited about being a poet. But I was too brokeand hungry and anxious about the future to cultivate conceit.However, I was not discouraged. The publication of my firstAmerican book uplifted me with the greatest joy of my lifeexperience. When my first book was published in Jamaica,I had the happy, giddy feeling of a young goat frolickingover the tropical hills. The English edition of my poems hadmerely been a stimulant to get out an American book. Forto me America was the great, difficult, hard world. I hadgone a long, apparently roundabout way, but at least I hadachieved my main purpose.

The last Liberator affair in which I actively participated was an international dance. The winter had been cold onour spirits and our feelings warmed currently to celebrate thespring. We trumpeted abroad our international frolic and theresponse was exhilarating. All shades of radicals responded,pink and black and red; Left liberals, Socialists, Anarchists,Communists, Mayflower Americans and hyphenated Americans, Hindus, Chinese, Negroes. The spirit of The Liberatormagnetized that motley throng. There was a large freedomand tolerance about The Liberator which made such a mixingpossible. (How regrettable that nothing like the old Liberatorexists today! Social thinking is still elastic, even chaotic, inAmerica. Class lines and ideas here are not crystallized tosuch an extent as to make impossible friendly contact betweenthe different radical groups.)

Our spring frolic brought that international-minded multitude into Forty-second Street. But the metropolitan police resented the invasion. They were aghast at the spectacleof colored persons mixed with white in a free fraternal revel.So they plunged in and broke it up, hushed the saxophones,turned the crowd out of the hall, and threw protesting personsdownstairs, lamming them with their billies.

*             *             *               *                *              *             *             *             *              *              *


After leaving The Liberator I took a holiday from work. I had not had one for over a year. I was in a small circle offriends and we convived together, consuming synthetic gin.Meanwhile I was thinking about a job. Perhaps I wouldreturn to the railroad. James Weldon Johnson advised meto make a tour of the South and read my verses. But Inever anticipated with gusto the prospect of appearing asa poet before admiring audiences.

I was often in the company of a dancer who was making a study of African masks for choreographic purposes. Oneevening while he, my friend, Gladys Wilson, and I weretogether in my diggings in Fourteenth Street, a womanwalked in to whom I had been married seven years before.A little publicity, even for a poor poet, might be an embarrassing thing. The dancer exclaimed in a shocked tone, “Why,I never knew that you were married” As if that should havemade any difference to him. I said that nobody knew, excepting the witnesses, and that there were many more thingsabout me that he and others didn’t know.

All my planning was upset. I had married when I thought that a domestic partnership was possible to my existence. ButI had wandered far and away until I had grown into atruant by nature and undomesticated in the blood. There wereconsequences of the moment that I could not face. I desiredto be footloose, and felt impelled to start going again.

Where? Russia signaled. A vast upheaval and a grand experiment. What could I understand there? What could Ilearn for my life, for my work? Go and see, was the command. Escape from the pit of sex and poverty, from domesticdeath, from the cul-de-sac of self-pity, from the hot syncopated fascination of Harlem, from the suffocating ghetto ofcolor consciousness. Go, better than stand still, keep going.











PART FOUR




•





THE MAGIC PILGRIMAGE




•






XIV

The Dominant Urge 

•

I went to Russia. Some thought I was invited by the Soviet government; others, that I was sent by the Communist Party. But it was not so easy to have the honor o£an invitation or the privilege of being sent. For I was not oneof the radicals abroad, important to the Soviet government;and I was not a member of the Communist Party. All I hadwas the dominant urge to go, and that discovered the way.Millions of ordinary human beings and thousands of writerswere stirred by the Russian thunder rolling round the world.And as a social-minded being and a poet, I too was moved.

But money was necessary so that I could go to Russia. I had none. I mentioned my object to James Weldon Johnson,then secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. He suggested I might raise somemoney by selling special copies of my book of poems withsigned photographs. And very kindly he placed at my disposal a select list of persons connected with the N. A. A. C. P.In that way a small number of copies of Harlem Shadowswas sold. The price asked was five dollars. I remember thatabout six persons sent checks for ten dollars. One check wassigned by Mrs. Henry Villard. Eugen Boissevain sent meone hundred dollars. Crystal Eastman gave me a letter asone of the editors of The Liberator, asking any radical whocould to facilitate my getting to Russia. Just before I sailedJames Weldon Johnson gave me a little farewell party athis residence in Harlem. A few of Harlem’s élite came:Dr. DuBois, Walter White, Jessie Fauset, Rosamond Johnson, and from among downtown liberal intellectuals, HeywoodBroun and F. P. A. of the New York World, John Farrar,who was then editor of The Bookman, and Ruth Hale. It wasa pleasant evening and the first of the bohemian-élite interracial parties in Harlem which became so popular during thehighly propagandized Negro renaissance period.

I signed on as a stoker on a slow freighter going to Liverpool. Just as that time, Crystal Eastman also had booked passage on another boat to go with her children to Londonto join her husband. We had arranged to have a last mealtogether on the eve of my sailing. But I waited until nearmidnight and she didn’t appear. So I went out alone inHarlem, visiting the speakeasies and cabarets and drinkinga farewell to the illegal bars.

In one joint I met Hubert Harrison and we had together a casual drink. But I did not inform him or any of my fewfamiliars that I was sailing for Europe the next day. Sentimental adieux embarrass me. I took a look in at Sanina’s fora brief moment. Late that night, when I got home with justenough liquor to fill me with a mellow mood for my nextadventure, I found a tiny scrap of paper thrust into mykeyhole:



Claude dear:

I just dashed in to give you a hug and say goodbye—Bon Voyage, dear child!

Crystal



I tucked the little note in a corner of my pocket book and have carried it with me all these years, through many countries, transferring it, when one pocket book was worn out, to another.


Six years later, when I was in Spain, I received a copy of The Nation containing the announcement of beautiful CrystalEastman’s death. It was sudden and shocking to me. I tookher farewell note out of my pocket book and read it andcried. Crystal Eastman was a great-hearted woman whoselife was big with primitive and exceptional gestures. She neverwrote that Book of Woman which was imprinted on hermind. She was poor, and fettered with a family. She had agrand idea for a group of us to go off to write in some quietcorner of the world, where living was cheap and easy. Butit couldn’t be realized. And so life was cheated of one contribution about women that no other woman could write.



At Liverpool I left the freighter and went straight to London. There was a reunion with a few intimates of theInternational Socialist Club. Many of the members had left forRussia the year before to live there permanently. Also a number of British Communists were preparing to travel to Russiafor the Fourth Congress of the Communist International.

Arthur McManus, one of the Left labor men from the Clyde, was one of them. I asked if he could assist me to goto Russia. He was not enthusiastic, especially since I was onceconnected with the Pankhurst group, which was now outof favor at Moscow. McManus said that I should have beenrecommended by the American Communist Party. The moredifficult it seemed, the more determined I was to makemy way to Russia. One evening in a barroom, I heard agroup of English comrades facetiously discussing EdgarWhitehead, the former secretary to the Pankhurst Group,saying that he was always landing something good in themovement. I heard them mention that Whitehead was inBerlin. He was liaison agent and interpreter for the Englishspeaking radicals who were traveling to Russia. Whiteheadhad studied German in Berlin when he was a schoolmaster.He had been a leader of conscientious objectors during thelast war. He was also my friend, and I thought I’d take achance on his helping.

The next day I took the channel boat to Ostend. Arriving in Berlin, I made inquiries and found Whitehead. He promised to get me through to Russia. That I was not indorsedby any Communist party did not matter to him. He was nota fanatic or dogmatist. In the days of our association togetherin London we often waxed satirical about Communist orthodoxy and we had often discussed the idea of a neo-radicalmagazine in which nothing in the universe would be heldsacred.

Whitehead started working for me. The intervening time I spent visiting the theaters. Expressionism was setting thepace. I saw the revolving stage for the first time and admiredit. Also I visited many of the cabarets, which had sprung uplike mushrooms under the Socialist-Republican regime, someof which seemed to express the ultimate in erotomania. Theyoungsters of both sexes, the hectic pleasure-chasers of theBerlin of that epoch (before Poincare grabbed the Ruhr),were methodically exploiting the nudist colony indoors, whichwas perhaps more exciting than the outdoor experiments.

One evening Whitehead announced that all was ready. The next day we drove in a taxicab to a rendezvous. We entereda house and passed into a large room in which there was agroup of men. Four of them I identified as Russians. White-head introduced me as a kamarad und neger dichter. Onesitting at a table spoke with a kindly smile. He asked a fewquestions in effortful English which I promptly answered. Isaid that I was not a member of the American Communist Party, but that I was in sympathy with the purpose of the great Russian revolution. I said that it was primarily as awriter that I was interested in Soviet Russia and that Iintended to write about it for the Negro press.

I received back my passport and Crystal Eastman’s recommendation, which I had consigned to Whitehead. A visa for Russia was attached to the passport. I was told to prepareto travel at once. The next day I traveled with an English-speaking German to Stettin. There I slept that night at ahotel. The following morning I was taken to a pier, whenceI embarked for Leningrad.

Petrograd! Leningrad! When I think of that great city like a mighty tree shaken to its roots by a hurricane, yet stillstanding erect, and when I think of the proud equestrianstatue of Peter the Great, proclaiming that dictator’s mightyachievement, I feel that the world has lost the poetry and thecolor rising like a rainbow out of a beautiful name sincePetrograd was changed to Leningrad.

Lenin is mightier than Peter the Great. But there is no magic in the name of Leningrad. There is magic in the nameof Lenin, as there is splendor in the word Moscow. Andperhaps Lenin himself, whose life was devoted to the idea ofcreating a glorious new world, might have, in appreciationof the will of Peter the Great to remake a nation, preferredPetrograd to remain Petrograd. Perhaps the spirit of Leninmight have been more adequately expressed in the erectionof a brand-new city, rising out of that system to which hededicated his life. Lenin without any suffix—like a perfectball of pure gold—a city called Lenin.

I saw Petrograd! Like a great tree, shaken to its roots by a hurricane and struck by lightning and somehow still standing. Petrograd, half empty of its population and somewhatsad in the autumn. I saw the monuments of czars and noblestumbled in the dirt by the proletarian masses. But intact anduntouched they had left the beautifully proud monument ofPeter the Great, a mighty symbol of individual will andmajesty.



MOSCOW

Moscow for many loving her was dead . . .

And yet l saw a bright Byzantine fair,

Of jewelled buildings, pillars, domes and spires

Of hues prismatic dazzling to the sight;

A glory painted on the Eastern air,

Of amorous sounding tones life passionate lyres;

All colors laughing richly their delight

And reigning over all the color red.



My memory bears engraved the strange Kremlin,

Of halls symbolic of the tiger will,

Of Czarist instruments of mindless law . . .

And often now my nerves throb with the thrill

When, in that gilded place, 1 felt and saw

The simple voice and presence of Lenin. 



I felt almost ashamed in those lean hungry years of 1922, when Russia was just emerging from a great famine, that Moscow should have stirred me in the way I have expressed it in this sonnet. Yes, I will admit that my senses were stirred by the semi-oriental splendor and movement of Moscow even before my intellect was touched by the forces of the revolution.

After the war, the revolution and the famine, one’s mind had created a picture of a grim, harsh melancholy atmosphere.But it was all like a miracle, all that Byzantine conglomeration of form and color, shedding down its radiance upon the proletarian masses. It was like an Arabian Nights dreamtransforming the bleak white face of an Arctic waste.

And the crowds tramping and sleighing through the deep snow spreading over all the land were really happier andfriendlier than the crowds of New York and London andBerlin. Yet the people in Moscow were generally so poorlyclad. There was so much of that Oriental raggedness thatone does not see in New York and London and Berlin—atleast not on the surface. The scenes were so unexpected andstrange that I even doubted at first whether they were notcreated by Communist discipline and Bolshevik propaganda.But when I mingled with the people I soon perceived thatmany did not even comprehend the true nature of Communism. Some of them could understand only that Leninwas in the place of the Czar and that he was a greater LittleFather.

I was soon brought down out of the romantic feeling of the atmosphere to face the hard reality of the American Communist delegation. Brazenly and bravely I had journeyedto Russia with some members of the British group. But nowthe American delegation had arrived with a Negroid delegate,a light mulatto. My presence was resented. The Americandelegation did not want me there. The delegation representedAmerica, and as I had been passed with other Communists asa visitor to the Fourth Communist Congress, it was necessarythat I should be indorsed by the delegation as an unofficialvisitor. This the chairman refused to do. Instead, he desiredthat I should be sent out of Russia, back home.

A fight was raging inside of the American delegation. A minority led by James Cannon wanted a legal American Communist party, to carry on open propaganda among all the American workers. The majority, led by the chairman,was fighting to keep the American party illegal and underground.

Rose Pastor Stokes was the main prop of the chairman. When she arrived in Moscow, still pretty and purring andsly as a puss, she immediately engaged me in conversationand casually asked if I did not think that an illegal Communist party was the best suited for America. I answered no,emphatically. At the time I did not know that the differencein the ranks of the American group was serious. Not beinga party member, I was unaware of what was going on insideof the organization.

Rose Pastor Stokes was one of the delegates who had just escaped from Bridgman, Michigan, during the police raidof August, 1922, when the illegal Communist Party held itsconvention in the open there in a beautiful romantic valley.Some of us of The Liberator thought that the Communists,being tired of staying underground, were feeling so pastoraland poetic that they couldn’t do better than hold their secretconvention in the open air of the lovely Michigan country.

Rose Pastor Stokes had said to me that it was necessary for Communists to take to the woods in summer to escapethe iron heel of the capitalists. She was the wife of a millionaire, and perhaps knew more about the iron heel than poorproletarians. She admired that romantic novel of Jack London’s, The Iron Heel, and once told me that radicals coulduse it as a textbook of revolutionary organization in America.She was shocked and hurt that a few of us regarded the convention and the raid in Michigan as something like a comicopera.

I remembered Mrs. Stokes’s spy mania, when I was on The Liberator. She was doing secret radical work. She used to tell me stories of being followed by detectives, and of howshe fooled them by taking refuge in the Hotel Plaza andthe Hotel Astor; because the dicks wouldn’t imagine that aguest of such places was red. She was also working witha radical Negro group, and thought she was followed byNegro detectives in Harlem. One night I was at the apartment of my friend, Grace Campbell, when Mrs. Stokes camein to attend a meeting. She was breathless, and sank into achair, exhausted. She asked for water, and Comrade Campbellhurried to get a glassful. Then Mrs. Stokes explained that acolored man had been watching her suspiciously while shewas riding up on the subway, and when she got off the trainhe had attempted to follow her. She had hurried and dodgedthrough the insouciant Harlem crowd and gone round manyblocks to evade the spy.

Said Comrade Campbell, “But Comrade Stokes, there aren’t any Negroes spying on radicals in Harlem. That colored man,maybe he was attempting—kind of—to get friendly withyou.”

Mrs. Stokes jumped right up out of her exhaustion: “What, Comrade? You shock me!” In her voice, and her manner,was the most perfect bourgeois expression of the superiorperson. Comrade Campbell said: “Why Comrade Stokes, Ididn’t mean to insinuate anything, but any person is likelyto be mistaken for something else.”

So now in Moscow, before I was fixed in place as an unofficial observer, Rose Pastor Stokes had got it from methat I was opposed to the majority of the American delegation, and that was bad. Mrs. Stokes really believed that wewere living through the period of the new Inquisition againstradicals in America, and that those who did not believe thatwere traitors to the cause. She hinted even that there wassomething suspicious about my use of my real name inMoscow. For all the American delegates had secret names.Mrs. Stokes’s own was Sasha. But some of us unorthodoxcomrade sympathizers preferred to identify her as The RedRed Rose.

Meanwhile, the committee appointed to seat all delegates to the Fourth Congress was sifting credentials. It was headedby a repulsive type of strutting Prussian whose name is nowforgotten, lost in the radical scramble for place and theshuffling and cutting of Communist cards—and Leninistpurges. Greater Red names than his have gone like the meltedsnows of yesterday.

I was soon aware that the Prussian person had his severe blue eye fixed on me, as if I had been specially pointed outto him. I pretended that I had not seen that evil eye, but soonI was being bedeviled. I was thrown out of the Lux Hoteland found myself in a dilapidated house in a sinister pereulok.My room was bare excepting for an army cot, and cold likethe steppes because of a broken window pane through whichpoured a Siberian draught. My first thought was to protectmyself against pneumonia, and so I hurried to a store andpurchased two blankets and a pair of the cheap, warm andcomfortable felt boots that reach to the thighs—the kind theRussian peasants wear.

In the room next to mine there was a Russian couple. The man spoke a little English. I complained about the state ofmy room and he agreed that the window should be fixed;but, said he, “Thousands of Russians are living in worseplaces.” It was a quiet, gentle, perhaps unintentional, rebuke,but immediately I felt confused and altogether ashamed. Ibecame aware of the implications of my grievance, so pettyin the eyes of the "thousands in worse places” who had justcome through an eight-year siege of war, revolution, counterrevolution and famine, with fields and farms devastated, factories wrecked, houses in ruins, no time and few funds forrepairs.

I remembered breakfasting on the train in Germany a few weeks previously. The countryside, misty brown in the earlymorning, was peaceful and beautiful; the train ran preciselyon time; the coaches and dining car were in elegant shape,the passengers well dressed, the waiters in neat uniform. Thebreakfast was fine, but the cream that came with the coffeewas barely whitened water. I had just come from America,where cream with coffee is a commonplace. And so, withoutthinking, I asked the waiter for cream. I said I would payextra for it.

The waiter said: “But Mister, we have no cream at all. They have taken away all our cows from us, and what littlemilk we have we must give to our babies.” Then I remembered that I had read somewhere that under the Treaty ofVersailles the Germans had had to give up thousands of headsof cattle to the Allies. But I had never fully grasped thesignificance of that until I asked for cream with my coffeein Germany. (We are, the majority of us, merely sentimentalabout the suffering of others. Only when direct experiencetwists our own guts out of place are we really able to understand. I remember once hearing a nice comfortable bohemiannoblewoman ecstatically exclaim: "J’aime la soufranee! J’aimela souffrancel” Yes! She loved vicariously the suffering ofothers.)

. . Thousands in worse places.” A good room was as much of a luxury in Moscow in 1922 as a car is in America.A good room was the chief non-political topic of conversation.

People greeted one another and said: “Do you have a good room?” in the same way we say, “How is your health?” Oneof the tidbits of those times was the joke that Mrs. Trotskyand Mrs. Zinoviev were at odds because one had a betterapartment in the Kremlin than the other.

*             *             *               *                *              *             *             *             *              *              *

Now my position was precarious. I wanted by all means to stay in Moscow and to attend the meetings of the FourthCongress of the Communist International. But would-be delegates and visitors who were unwanted and undesirable werebeing ruthlessly dealt with. Some were accused as spies andcounter-revolutionists. To the Russians, spying was a realmenace. It meant sabotage of revolutionary property, attempted assassination of officials, and working to overthrowthe Soviets. They could not understand that when an Englishor an American Communist accused certain persons of beingspies, his idea of spying was romantic and akin to eavesdropping.

Aware of the way in which things were going against radical dissidents, I acted quickly. I had a friend high up inBolshevik circles in the person of Sen Katayama. Sen Katayama was the Japanese revolutionist. He had been a memberof the Second International and knew all the big men of theconservative British and continental labor movement. He wasan old friend of Lenin, Zinoviev, Bukharin and Radek, andhad gone over to the Third International at its inception.

Sen Katayama had been a student at Fisk University, the southern Negro school. He was small, dark-brown, withintensely purposeful features which were nevertheless kindly.I met him when I was working on The Liberator. Hedropped in one day and introduced himself. He took me tolunch at a Japanese restaurant, and at another time to a Chinese, and introduced me to the Indian rendezvous restaurant in the theatrical district. His personality was friendly but abounding in curiosity—a sort of minute methodical curiosity. He made me think of a fearless and faithful littlehunting dog. When he came up to my office, his little eyes,like brilliant beads, darted rapidly over everything. Andlike a permanent surprise he invaded my rooms at all hoursand talked in his squeaky grandmotherly voice about Negroproblems. He demonstrated a vast interest and sympathy forthe Negro racialists and their organizations. I liked SenKatayama immensely. I was fascinated by his friendly ferreting curiosity. I had associated with many Chinese at homein the West Indies and in London, but Sen Katayama wasmy first Japanese friend. It was exciting to contrast Chineseand Japanese by the types I had known. Sen Katayama waseager and extrovert, almost too much so, while the Chinese,however friendly, seemed aloof and secret.

Sen Katayama was in his glory in Red Russia. He was an honorary colonel of the Red army and always appeared atmass meetings in his uniform. The crowds adored him andapplauded frantically. He appeared to me somewhat like aharbinger, a symbol of the far eastern element in the newheart of Russia.

Sen Katayama warmly welcomed me in Moscow and invited me to tea in his nice room in the Lux Hotel. He held an important post in the Eastern Department of theCommunist International and because of his extensive traveling and his education and contact with American Negroes hewas regarded as an authority on all colored peoples’ affairs.He had more real inside and sympathetic knowledge andunderstanding of American Negroes than many of the whiteAmerican Communists who were camping in Moscow.

When I explained to Sen Katayama how and why I had come to Russia and of the difficulties I was encounteringbecause of the opposition of the American delegation, he said:“You leave everything to me and we’ll see if they can getyou out of here and prevent your attending the Congress.I’ll talk totheBigFour*about you.”





XV

An Individual Triumph

•

MEANWHILE, all the Russian folk unwittingly were doing their part for me. Whenever I appeared in the street I was greeted by all of the people with enthusiasm. At first I thought that this was merely because of the curiosity which any strange and distinctive type creates in any foreign environment, such as I had experienced in Holland and Belgium and Germany. But no! I soon apprehended that this Russian demonstration was a different thing. Just a spontaneous upsurging of folk feeling.

The Bolsheviks had nothing at all to do with it. The public manifestation for me took them unawares. But the Bolsheviks have nerves subtly attuned to the currents of opinion and a sense of propaganda values in which they are matched only by French officialdom. So, as soon as they perceived the trend of the general enthusiasm for me, they decided to use it. And I was not averse to that. Never before had I experienced such an instinctive sentiment of affectionate feeling compelling me to the bosom of any people, white or colored. And I am certain I never will again. My response was as sincere as the mass feeling was spontaneous. That miraculous experience was so extraordinary that I have never been able to understand it.

Even the Russian comrades, who have a perfect pat social-economic explanation for all phenomena, were amazed. The comrade who conducted me around (when I hadn’t wandered off by myself, which was often) was as intelligent as a fox and as keen and cold as an icicle. Although a mere youth, he held important positions, open and secret, and today, still young, he holds a most important position in the Soviet government and in the Russian Communist Party. This comrade said: “I don’t quite understand. Some of the Indian delegates are darker than you—quite black—yet the people don’t carry on about them that way. But there is something very different in your features and that is what the people see.”

Never in my life did I feel prouder of being an African, a black, and no mistake about it. Unforgettable that first occasion upon which I was physically uplifted. I had not yet seen it done to anybody, nor did I know that it was a Russian custom. The Moscow streets were filled with eager crowds before the Congress started. As I tried to get through along the Tverskaya I was suddenly surrounded by a crowd, tossed into the air, and caught a number of times and carried a block on their friendly shoulders. The civilians started it. The soldiers imitated them. And the sailors followed the soldiers, tossing me higher than ever.

From Moscow to Petrograd and from Petrograd to Moscow I went triumphantly from surprise to surprise, extravagantly feted on every side. I was carried along on a crest of sweet excitement. I was like a black ikon in the flesh. The famine had ended, the Nep was flourishing, the people were simply happy. I was the first Negro to arrive in Russia since the revolution, and perhaps I was generally regarded as an omen of good luck! Yes, that was exactly what it was. I was like a black ikon.

The attitude of the non-Bolshevist population was even more interesting. I had been told to be careful about going places alone. But bourgeois persons on the street implored me just to enter their homes for a glass of tea. I went. I had no fear of even the “whitest” Russians in Russia, although in Paris and Berlin I would not have trusted them. The only persons that made me afraid in Russia were the American Communists. Curiously, even Russian bourgeois persons trusted me. They knew that I was in sympathy with the Communists—was their guest. Yet some of them told me frankly and naively that they did not like the Bolsheviks and didn’t think their regime would last. The women chattered like parrots, happy that the shops were opened. They wanted to hear about the shops in New York and London and Berlin. When I visited a college with an interpreter, who was certainly a member of the O.G.P.U., one of the language teachers explained the difficulties of working under the new regime. She said she ought to travel abroad to keep up with the languages she taught, and that was impossible now. She said the proletarian students were dull and kept the brighter bourgeois students back. She said that one of her brightest students was the son of a former governor, and that she would not reveal his identity, for if it were known, he could not stay in the college. She said, “I can’t let even you know who he is, for you might tell about him.” But before I left she introduced me to the lad, explaining that he had specially asked for an introduction. In Petrograd, Korney Chukovsky, the popular author, introduced me to a princess and a countess who were his friends, and to the intellectual élite, who were mainly anti-Bolsheviks. But they crowded a hall to hear me read my poems. One of the professors, who had studied in England and France, was so excited that he invited me to the national library the next day. And what did he do? There was a rare Pushkin book with a photograph of him as a boy which clearly showed his Negroid strain.

(The Negroid strain is not so evident in the adult pictures of Pushkin.) I coveted the book, and told the Professor so. He said he was sorry that he could not make me a present of the volume. But he actually extracted that photograph of Pushkin and gave it to me. Mark you, that professor was no Bolshevik, contemptuous of bourgeois literature. He was an old classic scholar who worshipped his books and was worried about the future of literature and art under the Bolshevik regime. Yet he committed that sacrilege for me: “To show my appreciation of you as a poet,” he said. “Our Pushkin was also a revolutionist.” Like Crystal Eastman’s farewell note, that photograph of Pushkin is one of the few treasures I have.



Oh, I remember that magnificent cartoon in colors, picturing me sailing on a magic carpet over the African jungles to Moscow. The artist made me a gift of the original. An imp swiped it. It was the perfect interpretation of my adventure in Russia. An Arabian Nights fantasy transformed into reality. I had been the despised brother, unwelcome at the gorgeous fete in the palace of the great. In the lonely night I went to bed in a cold bare room. But I awoke in the morning to find myself the center of pageantry in the grand Byzantine city. The photograph of my black face was everywhere among the most highest Soviet rulers, in the principal streets, adorning the walls of the city. I was whisked out of my unpleasant abode and installed in one of the most comfortable and best-heated hotels in Moscow. I was informed: “You may have wine and anything extra you require, and at no cost to you.” But what could I want for, when I needed a thousand extra mouths and bellies for the importunate invitations to feast? Wherever I wanted to go, there was a car at my disposal.

Whatever I wanted to do I did. And anything I felt like saying I said. For the first time in my life I knew what it was to be a highly privileged personage. And in the Fatherland of Communism!

Didn’t I enjoy it! The American comrades were just too funny with envy and chagrin. The mulatto delegate who had previously high-hatted me now began to cultivate my company. It was only by sticking close to me that he could be identified as a Negroid.

I was photographed with the popular leaders of international Communism: Zinoviev, Bukharin, Radek, Clara Zetkin, Sen Katayama, Roy; with officers of the Soviet fleet, the army and the air forces; with the Red cadets and the rank and file; with professors of the academies; with the children of Moscow and of Petrograd; with delegates from Egypt, India, Japan, China, Algeria.


XVI

The Pride and Pomp of Proletarian Power

•

THE Bolshoi Theater in Moscow presented a pageantry of simple proletarian pride and power on the night ofthe opening of the Congress of the Communist International.The absence of the primitive appeal of gilded pomp madethe manifestation even more sublime and awe-inspiring.

I had received a pass to attend the great opening of the Congress. When I succeeded in getting into the vast Bolshoiauditorium, Martin Anderson Nexo, the author of Pelle, theConqueror, waved to me to come and sit beside him. He wasseated in the center front of the hall. But an usher grabbedme, and before I could realize where I was going, I wasbeing handed from usher to usher like an object that wasconsigned to a special place. At first I thought I was goingto be conducted to the balcony, but instead I was usheredonto the platform to a seat beside Max Eastman and justbehind Zinoviev. It seems as if the curious interest of thecrowd focused upon me had prompted Zinoviev to hoist meup there on the platform.

Zinoviev asked me to speak and I refused. Max Eastman pleaded: “Do speak! See how the people are looking at you;they want to hear you.” I said that if they had given menotice beforehand I might have prepared a few phrases,although speaking was not my specialty. But I wouldn’t standup before the Bolshevik élite and that vast eager crowd, without having something prepared to say. Eastman said: “Just tell them you bring greetings from the Negro workers of America.”

“But,” said I, “I have no mandate from any American Negro workers to say that. There is an official mulatto delegate; perhaps he has a message from the Negro workers.”

I said to Eastman, “Why don’t you speak?” He said he would like to if they would ask him. Certainly the AmericanCommunists had in Max Eastman the finest platform personality to present. Unlike me, he was as pure a Marxistas any of them there and had given the best of his intellectto serve the cause of Communism and extoll the Sovietsin America. But because of petty jealousy they cold-shouldered Eastman in Moscow. Perhaps if they had been alittle diplomatic about him, he probably would be one of theminstead of a Trotskyist today.

I told Zinoviev that I came to Russia as a writer and not as an agitator. When his messenger interpreted what I said,Zinoviev’s preacher face turned mean. He was most angry.But I did not mind. My personal triumph had made meaware that the Russians wanted a typical Negro at the Congress as much as I wanted to attend the Congress. Themulatto delegate was a washout. He was too yellow. I hadmobilized my African features and won the masses of thepeople. The Bolshevik leaders, to satisfy the desires of thepeople, were using me for entertainment. So why should Iworry about Zinoviev’s frown? Even though he was presidentof the great Third International, I knew that there was nospecial gift I could get from Zinoviev after the entertainmentwas over and ended. I could never be a radical agitator. Forthat I was temperamentally unfit. And I could never be adisciplined member of any Communist party, for I was bornto be a poet.

And now I was demanded everywhere. Sometimes I had to participate in three different meetings in one day: factorymeetings, meetings of soviets, youth meetings, educationalconferences in colleges and schools, the meetings of poets andwriters, and theatrical performances. I was introduced to interesting sections of the new social and cultural life ofMoscow and Petrograd.

I was always asked to speak, and so I prepared a few phrases. The Russians adore long speeches, which it did notinterest me to make. And so they lengthened mine by askinga lot of questions. I had listened to the American delegatesdeliberately telling lies about conditions in America, and Iwas disgusted. Not only the Communist delegates, but radicalAmerican intellectuals really thought it was right to buoyup the Russians with false pictures of the American situation.All the speeches of the American delegates, the tall rhetoric,the purple phrases, conveyed fundamentally a commonmessage, thus: “Greetings from America. The workers ofAmerica are groaning under the capitalist terror. The revolutionary organizations have been driven underground. Butthe American Communist Party is secretly organizing themasses. In a few years we will overthrow American capitalism and join our forces with the Russian Communists.Long live the Revolution. ...” I heard the chairman of theAmerican delegation say: “In five years we will have theAmerican revolution.”

The Russians from these speeches pictured the workers of America as denied the right to organize and the rights offree assembly and free speech, as denied representation inCongress, as ridden down by American cossacks, banished indroves from their homes to the Siberias of the Far West, withtheir imprisoned and exiled leaders escaping to Canada and Mexico and working underground to overthrow the capitalist system. Briefly, the American situation, as they understood it,was similar to that o£ Russia under the Czarist regime justbefore the revolution.

The police raid on the illegal Communist party meeting in the beautiful woods of Michigan had been spread all overthe Russian newspapers. Everything about that funny raidwas so Czarist-Russian-like that the Russians really believedthat it was typical of American conditions.

Truly, I could not speak such lies. I knew that the American workers in 1922 were generally better off than at the beginning of the World War in 1914. I was aware, of course,that labor organization in this country was far below thestandard of labor organization in England, Germany andFrance, that American labor was not organized as a politicalweapon, that in some sections of the country and in certainindustries labor was even denied the right to organize, andthat radicals were always baited. But Leavenworth was notSiberia. And by no stretch of the imagination could theUnited States be compared to Czarist Russia.

How, then, could I stand before the gigantic achievement of the Russian revolution and lie? What right had I to tellthese people, who had gone through a long death struggleto conquer their country for themselves, that the Americanrevolution was also in travail? What could I presume to tellthem? I told them that it was a great honor for me to bethere to behold the triumph of their great revolution. I toldthem that I felt very insignificant and dumb before thatwonderful thing. I said that I had come to Russia to learnsomething, to see with my own eyes and try to write a littleof what I had seen.

Invariably I was questioned: "And what about the American revolution?” When I replied I thought it was a long way off, the audiences did not like me to say that. I must admitthat the Russians in those days were eager to be deceived.I remember that I was asked to attend a large and importantmeeting o£ Young Communists. When I had finished talkingthe president got up and said: “Comrade, we appreciate whatyou feel about our revolution, but we want you to tell usabout the American revolution. When will there be theAmerican revolution?”

It was a direct question and I answered directly. I said that I could not prophesy about an American revolution;but that perhaps if the American ruling class started a wholesale suppression of labor organizations, if the people had toread radical literature in secret, if the radicals had to holdall their meetings in secret, if the liberals and radicals whoagitated for more civil liberties and the rights of the workingclass were deported to the Philippines, then possibly in tenor fifteen years America might develop a situation similar tothat in Russia in 1905.

The interpreter, a comrade commander in the navy, asked if he should translate me literally. I said “Word for word.”And when he had finished there was no sound of applause.That was the first time that I was not applauded when Ispoke, but I preferred that.

The young president of the Young Communists took the platform: “Comrade,” he said, “you are a defeatist. TheAmerican revolution cannot be so far away. But if that isyour opinion, we command you at once to do your part andhelp make the revolution.” I said to the interpreter: “Tellthe young comrade that I am a poet.”

After the meeting my friend Comrade Venko said to me: “You should have told them the American revolution is right around the corner. That’s what they want to hear.” (He had lived many years in England and had acquired some Anglicisms.) I said, “You know I read somewhere that Lenin saidthat it is necessary to face facts and tell the truth always.”“Yes, Comrade,” said Venko, “but Lenin is Lenin and weare just ordinary mortals.”

Yet in spite of my obstinacy I was still everywhere demanded. When the American Negro delegate was invited to attend meetings and my mulatto colleague went, the peopleasked: “But where is the chorny (the black)?” The mulattodelegate said: “Say, fellow, you’re all right for propaganda. It’sa pity you’ll never make a disciplined party member.”

“Bigger shots than you have said the same thing,” I replied. Zinoviev had referred to me as a non-partisan. “My destiny is to travel a different road.”

We were sitting in on the discussions as to whether there should be an illegal or legal Communist party in America,and on the Negro in American life. I was there not only asa writer, but I was given the privileges of a special delegate.One thing sticks in my memory about that American delegation in Moscow. It had the full support of the FinnishFederation and the Russian Federation of America. The representatives of these organizations voted en bloc, rallying tothe support of an illegal party. The argument of the Yankeerepresentatives of the legal group was unanswerable, but theywere outvoted every time by the foreign federations. TheFinnish and the Russian federations were not only the mosthighly organized units of the American party, but, so I wasinformed, they contributed more than any other to the partychest. They controlled because they had the proper organization and the cash.

I said to the mulatto delegate: “That’s what Negroes need in American politics—a highly organized all-Negro group.When you have that—a Negro group voting together likethese Finns and Russians—you will be getting somewhere.We may feel inflated as individual Negroes sitting in on thecouncils of the whites, but it means very little if our peopleare not organized. Otherwise the whites will want to tell uswhat is right for our people even against our better thinking.The Republicans and the Democrats do the same thing. Theygive a few plum places to leading Negroes as representativesof the race and our people applaud vicariously. But we remainpolitically unorganized. What we need is our own group,organized and officered entirely by Negroes, somethingsimilar to the Finnish Federation. Then when you have yourown group, your own voting strength, you can make demands on the whites; they will have more respect for yourunited strength than for your potential strength. Every otherracial group in America is organized as a group, exceptNegroes. I am not an organizer or an agitator, but I can seewhat is lacking in the Negro group.”

I listened to James Cannon’s fighting speeches for a legal Communist party in America. Cannon’s manner was differentfrom Bill Haywood’s or Foster’s. He had all the magnetism,the shrewdness, the punch, the bag of tricks of the typicalAmerican politician, but here he used them in a radical way.I wondered about him. If he had entered Democratic orRepublican politics, there was no barrier I could see thatcould stop him from punching his way straight through tothe front ranks.

I think Trotsky was the first of the big Russians to be convinced that there should be a legal Communist party inAmerica, then Rakovsky and finally Zinoviev, a little reluctantly. Bukharin was for the illegal group. He said: “Remember what Jack London has told us about the terror and secretorganization in America in his Iron Heel." That was so rarethat I had to smile. While Cannon was informing the Russians about actual conditions in America, Bukharin wasvisualizing the America of Jack London’s Iron Heel. Bukharin always did make me think of that line about somemen having greatness thrust upon them. I believe that Leninsaid of Bukharin, as Frank Harris said of H. G. Wells, thathe could not think. Yet Bukharin was the author of theA B C of Communism, which once had a big vogue amongthe radicals.

At last even I was asked my opinion of an illegal Communist party in America. I tried to get excused, saying that as I was not an official delegate or a politician, but merelya poet, I didn’t think my opinion was worth while. But asmy colleague the mulatto was for the illegal party, I supposethey needed a foil. So then I said that although I had noexperience of the actual conditions of social life in CzaristRussia, I believed there was no comparison between themand American conditions today. There were certain democratic privileges such as a limited freedom of the press and alimited right of free speech that our governing classes hadhad to concede because they were the necessary ingredientsof their own system of society. And American radicals couldgenerally carry on open propaganda under those democraticprivileges. Our Upton Sinclairs, Eugene Debs’s, Max Eastmans and Mother Jones’s might be prosecuted and imprisoned for a specific offense against the law, but they werenot banished for their radical ideas to an American Siberia.And I said I thought that the only place where illegal andsecret radical propaganda was necessary was among theNegroes of the South.

What I said about the Negroes of the South was more important than I imagined, and precipitated the Negro question. The Negro question came under the division of theEastern Bureau, of which Sen Katayama was an activeofficial. Because of his American experience and his education among Negroes, Sen Katayama was important as a kindof arbiter between black and white on the Negro question.It was an unforgettable experience to watch Katayama in conference. He was like a little brown bulldog with his jawsclamped on an object that he wouldn’t let go. He apparentlyforgot all about nice human relationships in conference. SenKatayama had no regard for the feelings of the white American comrades, when the Negro question came up, and boldlytold them so. He said that though they called themselvesCommunists, many of them were unconsciously prejudicedagainst Negroes because of their background. He told themthat really to understand Negroes they needed to be educatedabout and among Negroes as he had been.

Think not that it was just a revolutionary picnic and love feast in Moscow in the fifth year of Lenin! One of the American delegates was a southerner or of southern extraction.An important Bolshevik facetiously suggested to him that tountangle the Negro problem, black and white should intermarry. “Good God!” said the American, “if Jesus Christcame down from Heaven and said that in the South, hewould be lynched.” The Bolshevik said: “Jesus Christwouldn’t dare, but Lenin would.”

Also I remember Walton Newbold who was the first Communist candidate elected to the British House of Commons. Saklatvala, the Indian Parsee, had announced himself a Communist only after he had been elected as an independent, butWalton Newbold was the first candidate of the British Communist Party. Just after his election to Parliament Newboldcame to Moscow, while the Fourth Congress of InternationalCommunism was in session. For any reader who might notunderstand why a Communist member of the British Parliament should go to Moscow, I may explain that by the parallelof a cardinal going to Rome after receiving his hat. It was abig day for the little insignificant delegation of British Communists when Newbold arrived in Moscow. Of that triumphant arrival, one incident sticks more in my memory.I was informed that a member of the Chinese Young Communists, who was attending the Congress, met Newbold inthe lobby of the Lux Hotel. He went up to Comrade Newbold to congratulate him and began: “Comrade Newbold—”“Hello, Chink,” Newbold cut in.

“But Comrade Newbold, I am not a Chink.”

“Who told you that you weren’t?” said Comrade Newbold as he turned away.

In a little while the incident had flashed like an arrow through Communist circles in Moscow. The young Chinesewas a member of an old Chinese clan and had been educatedin America. At that time Bolshevik eyes were fixed on China.Chinese soldiers made up some of the crack units of the Redarmy when Great Britain was supporting the White Waragainst the Reds and tightening the blockade against Russia.I remember Radek’s saying to me: “We are pinning ourhopes on China more than any other country. If we can makeChina Red, we will conquer the world.”

I don’t know if that incident of the young Chinese and the first Communist member of the British Parliament everreached the ears of the big Bolsheviks. I do know, however—I got it from a good source—that the big Bolsheviks gave Newbold a hell of a skating over the Communist ice ofMoscow. Newbold returned to the Parliament of British gentlemen and finally drifted over to the capitalist side.

I was asked to write a series of articles on the Negro group for Izvestia, the Moscow organ of the Soviets. Thus I cameto meet Steklov, the editor-in-chief. Steklov was a huge manwith a leonine head, more picturesque than intelligent. Hetold me that he was interested in Negroes being won overto the cause of Communism because they were a young andfresh people and ought to make splendid soldiers. I didn’trelish that remark out of the mouth of a Communist. Somany other whites had said the same thing—that Negroesmake good cannon fodder when they were properly led—ledby whites to the black slaughter. That filled me with resentment. The head of the French General Staff had proclaimedto the world the same thing, that France with its Africanempire had an army of a hundred millions. When Trotsky,the chief of all the Bolshevik fighting forces talked to meabout Negroes he spoke wisely. Trotsky was human anduniversal in his outlook. He thought of Negroes as peoplelike any other people who were unfortunately behind in themarch of civilization.

Karl Radek was one of the Big Five of the Politbureau, which decided Bolshevik policy in those days. He invited meto dinner at his apartment in the Kremlin along with theNegro delegate of the American C. P. Radek wanted to knowif I had a practical policy for the organization of AmericanNegroes. I said that I had no policy other than the suggestionof a Negro Bund, that I was not an organizer or an agitatorand could not undertake or guarantee any practical work oforganization.

The Negro delegate said that I was a poet and a romantic. I said I was not as romantic as he and his illegal party withtheir secret names and their convention in the wilds of Michigan. Radek laughed, and as I looked at his face set in athick circle of hair I thought how much he resembled a redspider. Radek said that the Communists should adopt afriendly attitude to all writers who were in sympathy withthe soviets. For example, Upton Sinclair, he thought, wouldbe a valuable asset to the revolution if the Communists knewhow to handle and use him. The mulatto said that UptonSinclair was a bourgeois Socialist.

“Oh, no, no,” said Radek, “I insist that is not the attitude to take. Upton Sinclair is a powerful writer with an enormousinfluence, and the American Communists should make useof his influence, even though Sinclair is not a Communist.Now with our Gorky—” At this point an infant wailed andRadek said, “My baby comes first.” He left the room, toreturn a few minutes later with the maid, who brought inthe baby. Radek and Mrs. Radek kissed and fondled the child.The maid then brought the child to the mulatto, who touchedits hand and patted its hair. From the mulatto she brought thechild to me, but it shrank away, hid its face, and began to cry.Radek was interested and told the maid to take the child tothe mulatto again. The mulatto took the child in his arms andit stopped crying, but when the maid tried me again, the childhid its face and cried. The maid retired with the child, andRadek said: “Now I understand the heart of the difference between white and black in America. It is fear. The Americansare like children, afraid of black complexion, and that is whythey lynch and burn the Negro.” I told Radek that his deduction was wrong; that in the South, where Negroes werelynched and burned, the black complexion was not a strangething to the whites, and that the majority of the children ofthe better classes of the South were nursed from their birthby black women, and that those children were extremely fondof their black foster mothers. Radek said that that was astrange thing.














XVII

Literary Interest

•

THE Congress ended and with a happy relief I turned from political meetings to social and literary affairs.The majority of the delegates had left, but I remained inMoscow writing. I was magnificently paid for poems andarticles and became a front-page feature. Sometimes what Ireceived in rubles for an article amounted when I figured itout to fifty American dollars. I had plenty of money to spendfor food and cigarettes and even to frequent the cabarets.And besides, I was saving my fare to return to America.

I had no idea that I was being paid as a literary celebrity until one afternoon when I went to a newspaper office toreceive my check. There I met an interesting Russianjournalist. He was a titled person, a Count Something. Afterthe revolution he had discarded his title, but since the Nephe had resumed it and signed himself Count. He remarkedto me facetiously that perhaps his title of the old economicpolicy might help him to a better place under the NewEconomic Policy.

When I drew my check he looked at it and said: “Why, if they paid me one-tenth of what they pay you I would berich. I could go to the casino and gamble and the cabarets todance and wine.”

“Why,” I said, “I thought you got as much as I got.”

“No,” he said, “I couldn’t, for you are a guest writer, a big writer—bolshoi! bolshoi! bolshoi!” The interpreter who accompanied me was annoyed and he said something to theCount, who immediately clamped up. That, bolshoi! bolshoi! bolshoil (big! big! big!) was sweet music in my ears andan inspiration. But it also stirred up a hell of discontentwithin me. Why should I be “big” translated into Russian?It was because I was a special guest of the Soviets, a goodsubject for propaganda effect, but inflated beyond my actualliterary achievement. That was not enough for me. I felt thatif I were to be bolshoi as a literary artist in a foreign language, I should first make a signal achievement in my nativeadopted language, English.

I met some of the notable Russian writers: Chukovsky, Boris Pilnyak, Eugene Zamiatin, Mayakovsky. I was invitedto read at literary gatherings. My audiences were alwaysenthusiastic and applauding, and also sometimes critical.“Tovarish" I was often told, “your poems are not proletarian.” I replied, “My poetry expresses my feelings.” Ishocked the pure proletarian intellectuals and I was proudthat I was a privileged person in Russia, and in a positionto shock them. One night I was invited to the Arbat to hearthe proletarian poets read and discuss their compositions.Without understanding the language I was able to appreciatecertain poems from their swing and movement and the voiceof the reciter. And I had a good interpreter who renderedsome into English for me. After each poem was deliveredthere was a general discussion of it. I was particularly pleasedwith the poem of a slim young man in a coarse peasantsmock buttoned up to his chin, and with a worried, unhappyexpression in his sensitive features. I knew at once that hewas a peasant become proletarian like myself. He gave acharming poem. Even before translation I knew from itscommunicative color tone and the soft threne runningthrough it like a silver chord that it expressed an individuallonging for the life of the country, perhaps the ways thatnevermore would be.

As soon as the poet had done I clapped my hands heartily. His poem and personality had unusually excited me, becauseI rarely applaud. I liked that poet with the intellectual anxietyof his face showing clearly that he was a little bewilderedby that world-moving social shake-up. That expression wasreal, more real to me than the automatic enthusiasm of hisfellow poets which seemed to me less sincere. They all jumpedon him. “Alexis, you are not a proletarian poet!” And theycriticized his subject matter. So I asked my interpreter to letme say a word. I said I thought it was natural for a manwho had lived in the country to express his longing for it,whether he was a bourgeois or a proletarian.

Mayakovsky was then the premier proletarian poet. Chukovsky, the popular author of Crocodile and other children’s books, did not have the highest opinion of Mayakovsky. Hetold me that before the revolution Mayakovsky had been afuturist and that he used to wear fantastic clothes and hadproclaimed his poems at the court of the Czar. Now Mayakovsky was a thundering proletarian poet. He recited oneof his poems for me. It sounded like the prolonged bellowof a bull. He very kindly presented me with a signed copyof his latest book. Also he presented me to his wife, and saidthat she desired to dance a jazz with me. She was a handsome woman of an Arctic whiteness and appeared as ifshe had just stepped proudly out of a Dostoyevsky novel.We went to a gypsy cabaret and danced a little, but I amafraid that I did not measure up to the standard of Aframerican choreography. Mayakovsky told me that his great ambition was to visit America. I said I thought he would be abig success there in Russian costume, declaiming his poemsin his trumpet voice.

The contemporary Russian poetry of the period which I liked best was that of the peasant poet Yessenin. His intimatefriend, Zonov, translated some of his poems, and I was enchanted by their lyric simplicity and profundity. Zonov wasalways hoping that Yessenin and I would meet, but we neverdid. Just about the time when I disembarked at Petrograd,Yessenin and Isadora Duncan were landing in New York.And Yessenin did not return to Russia until after I had leftin June of 1923.

Zonov held a place either executive or artistic at the Meyer-hold Theater, which I visited frequently, for there was a congenial gang there. He often invited me to a private littlefeast in his den, where he served sweet Caucasian wine andcaviar and sometimes champagne. Always with him was alittle actress whom he fancied, but who did not seem to lovehim too much. Zonov looked like a tired professor, and hewas always bewailing the absence of Yessenin. He exhibiteda snapshot of Yessenin that he carried in his pocket book,and I was startled by its resemblance to the strange dancerI had known in New York. Zonov said unlovely things ofIsadora Duncan, because she had married Yessenin and takenhim from his friends. He said that Yessenin had proclaimedto them all that he did not love Isadora. But he had marriedher to get out of Russia, to see Europe and America. I saidI did not consider love as always necessary, and that sometimes it might be expedient for a woman to save a man fromhis male friends. Zonov translated what I said to the actressand she screamed with laughter.

Meyerhold’s was the revolutionary constructivist theater, which did the most daring things in dramatic production.There were no curtains. The audience saw clear through to backstage and watched the actors waiting to take their partsand come up to and retire from the front of the stage. Theplan was novel. Meyerhold himself was a fanatic crusaderin his ardor to make a great revolutionary theater express therevolutionary social system. All the symbols of the machinesystem were assembled on the stage: dynamos, cranes,scaffolding and turbines, until it resembled a regular workshop. Meyerhold said to me: “We need now great revolutionary plays and playwrights to make my theater the uniquedramatic expression of the revolution.” I had to talk toMeyerhold through an interpreter, but he impressed me asbeing more romantic than practical with his idea of makingthe stage the unique expression of the factory. I felt thatafter all the worker’s life is not limited to the factory andshould never be.

I was interested in the Moscow workers’ attitude to the Meyerhold Theater. Whole blocks of seats were given to thefactories and the barracks, but the theater, which was notvery large, was never full. Yet the plays which Meyerholdput on were technically highly interesting. Vastly exciting tome was the presentation of The Inspector General, by Gogol.And unforgettable was one realistic scene of another play,in which the Czar was sitting on his chamber pot, with theimperial crown painted big upon it. But the workers andsoldiers really preferred the ballet of the Bolshoi theater,the Moscow art theaters, the expressionist theater and theordinary vulgar theaters. Whenever the workers received freetickets for the above-named theaters they never missed;workers and soldiers always filled them. But the audienceof the Meyerhold Theater was of the intelligentsia—studentsand professional people. While the workers and soldiersshowed a distinct preference for the straight familiar entertainment, it was the intelligentsia that was avid of revolutionary drama. The situation made me think of a Frenchman’s saying that most of the work of the experimentalartists was not intended to enlighten the working class, butto "epater la bourgeoisie!’

I was invited to dinner by Lunarcharsky, the Commissar of Education and of Arts. He was one of the most flamboyantorators of the Soviet Union and also a talented playwright.I told him a little of the little I knew about education ingeneral in America and Negro education in particular, andI seized the opportunity to mention the Russian theater andthe theater of Meyerhold. I remarked that it was interestingthat the workers and soldiers seemed to prefer the old balletto the new experimental theater. Lunarcharsky said that in theearly days of the revolution some had desired to suppress theballet, but he had held out against it. He considered theballet a great form of art and what he did was to give theworkers and peasants and soldiers the chance to enjoy it,which they hadn’t had under the old regime. He had conserved and subsidized the best of the classical theaters forthe entertainment of the people. But also he had grantedsubsidies to the experimental theaters to give them theirchance to experiment in creating their best. Lunarcharskywas a wise mediator. It is related that when the Moscowmasses, excited to high resentment against the Russian Orthodox Church, attempted to destroy the wonderful Cathedralof Vasiliy Blazhenny, they were stopped by the interventionof Lunarcharsky. There was not a day of my stay in Moscowthat my eyes failed to be glad in contemplation of Ivan theTerrible’s super-byzantine burnt offering to humanity. AndLunarcharsky in Moscow appeared like a guardian angel tome because he had made it possible for my eyes to see thatglory.


XVIII

Social Interest

•

MY constant companion and interpreter was Venko, a big, strong, gloriously boisterous and comparativelyyoung Russian. He had lived for years in an English Midland town and had left an English wife and children thereto come to Russia after the revolution. The only sentimentalthing in his mind was his family in England! Sometimeshe was perplexed thinking about them. He said he was surethey wouldn’t like living in Russia and he had no desire toreturn to England. He was not sentimental about his substitute Russian wife. He said she had married him only to getgood food and a good apartment to live in. He was of peasantorigin and she seemed to be from the poor professional class.Their living room constantly reminded me of that of the poorofficer in The Brothers Karamozov. It was like a seamstress’splace, with a sewing machine installed and scraps of clothlying carelessly about, from which one’s clothes picked up bitsof thread, and it had a peculiar odor like that of clothes beingwashed with brown soap. But she was a good wife. Sometimes I stayed at Venko’s house, after we had finished at ameeting and resorted to a café to drink vodka. And howeverlate we got there, his wife would get up to serve food.

Venko was an interpreter in the O. G. P. U. He was not connected with the intelligence work. He didn’t like office work. He preferred to agitate crowds. He was a marvelously gesticulating, noisy and frothy agitator, but there was not muchsubstance in his phrases. And if you don’t give Russians somemeat to chew on when you talk to them, they soon tire of you, however brilliant your fireworks may be. If you havesomething to say they will listen for long hours upon hours,as patient as sheep, even if you are speaking in a strangelanguage. And afterward they will ruminate on it with satisfaction through more long hours of interpreting. Venkowas a good enough interpreter. My stay in Moscow was avacation for him, of which we made a picnic. He wasunorthodox about life, whether it was old or new, even as I,and he made the most unguarded and biting criticisms ofthings and personalities in his profane and boisterous Russianway.

The Moscow Soviet made me an honorary member at one of its meetings. A few days later Venko accompanied me tothe office of the Soviet, where I was to receive the little redbook that would make me even a more privileged personagethan I was. The card was made out by a comrade clerk andmy photograph was affixed. Then Venko and I were usheredinto the presence of Commissar Kamenev, the president ofthe Moscow Soviet, for him to affix his signature.

Kamenev was extremely dignified and perfectly attired in black, with white collar and black tie, the best-dressed Bolshevik official (according to the smart European standard)that I had met. He welcomed me with a courteous smile,signed my card, shook my hand, and said he was proud todeliver it to me in the name of the Moscow Soviet. Venkotranslated. The simplicity of Kamenev’s official dignity movedme very much, for in his fine-fitting conventional clothes, Imight have mistaken him for a responsible banker, or a Protestant clergyman, or a high-ranking continental diplomat,anything but what Venko startled me by suggesting.

For as we got outside Venko exploded: “Good God, Comrade! I have seen the Czar!”

“What do you mean, the Czar?” I said.

“Kamenev in the place of the Czar. The same clothes, the same manner of wearing his beard! Good God, Comrade,a Jew in the place of the Czar!” Kamenev’s features wereindeed remarkably like the Czar’s.

“Why, don’t you like Jews?” I asked in astonishment. It was the first anti-Jewish sentiment I had heard from a Russian Communist.

“No, Comrade, I won’t lie to you; I don’t like Jews.”

“Are you a pogromist?” I asked.

“Good God, Comrade, no. I fought the White-guard pogromists in the Ukraine and was wounded. The Whiteguards started pogroms against the Jews. I fought them andfought the pogroms too, for pogroms are a crime againstour Communist party. But I don’t like the Jews, Comrade.All the Nep men are Jews.”

“All?” I exclaimed.

“Well, if not all, nearly all. And all the money changers of the Black Bourse are Jews.”

I record this conversation because it was one of the impressive and unforgettable things I heard from a Communist in Russia. I was particularly impressed because, as a memberof a minority group in America that was the victim of blindand bitter prejudice, I was interested to know if the prejudiceagainst the Jews had been automatically swept away withthe Czarist regime.

I was interested, because I did not hold to the sentimental idea that the deep-rooted prejudices of a people could beeradicated overnight. What the Bolsheviks had accomplishedwas to put a stop to the vicious political exploitation of groupand race prejudice. I don’t think the saintliest human beingcould ask more. Individual prejudice is one of the mostnatural sentiments. It is easy enough for an individual prejudice to become a family prejudice, for family ties are real.And it is also easy for such prejudice to spread to a group,for groups exist and the majority of human beings are fundamentally tribal.

I was not at all shocked by Venko’s revelation. I was merely enlightened. If he were an intellectual Communist, he couldnot have spoken to me as he did. I preferred to go aroundwith him, because I could learn more.

One evening Zonov invited me to a party which he did not want Venko to know about, for it was a bourgeois party.The guests were celebrating a holiday of the old regime whichhad been abolished by the Bolsheviks.

The party of that little remnant of the Russian bourgeoisie was something not to be missed. It was even more Russian,noisy, and elastic than the proletarian parties, for these peopledid not have to bother about correct Communist conduct.Maybe there was a flickering note of futility, of despair, whichmade them more reckless, because, unlike the Communists,they had no future. The limited luxury of the Nep for themoment was theirs to enjoy. And they were giving themselvesto the moment unforgettably, as you might give yourself to apage of Chekhov.

Russian life seems to blow through space like a big breeze, and this remnant of a bourgeois society was no less a partof that big breeze. How they ate and danced and chatteredin loud harmony! Two huge fruit cakes reared themselveslike wedding cakes on a sideboard, and there were plattersof caviar, sturgeon, salads, cheeses, every delicious food totickle the palate, and gallons of Caucasian wine and vodkato wash it down.

I was introduced all round as a guest of Russia. They all knew that I was a guest of the Soviets, and if they wantedto make it a guest of Russia instead, I had no objection tothe added distinction. One very beautiful and proud-lookingyoung woman got the back of her hand up to my lips withone of those exquisite gestures that only people who areborn to them can make, I guess.

I made the best bow that was natural to me for that honor. But the young woman was not satisfied with my bow. Shestamped her foot petulandy, though not unkindly, and rubbedmy nose with the perfumed back of her hand. I was convinced that something more was expected of me, so I reachedup my hand and took hers.

She led me to a seat and said rapidly in a voice that sounded like fine tinkling glass: “Why did you refuse to kissmy hand? Do you think it is degrading for a Communist tokiss a lady’s hand?” She spoke lovely English.

“No, Tovarish-’’

“Please don’t call me by that disgusting name,” she interrupted. “I am a barishna.”

“Well, Barishna, then, if that is your preference, I did not kiss your hand simply because I don’t know how to do it well.Nobody I know kisses hands in America.”

The Barishna conceded an indulgent smile. “Tell me,” she said, “do you like our Russia—Moscow and Petrograd?” Isaid that I did.

“As much as London and Paris and Berlin?” she asked.

I said, “More than London and Berlin. But I do not know Paris.”

“I believe you,” she said. “I know London and Paris and Berlin, but I love Petrograd more. Now there is no Petrograd.” “But you have Moscow. Moscow is more beautiful,” I said. “Oh, but Petrograd was magnificent before the revolution.” I could never imagine Petrograd being more beautifulthan Moscow, but so many Russians said it was.

Said the barishna, “I tell you, I don’t like the foreign Communists. You come here to gaze at us as if we were strange animals in a zoo, to mock at and insult us in our distress.That is hateful.”

"Barishna,” I said, “I don’t understand. What do you mean? The foreign Communists come here bringing greetings from the workers abroad to the workers of Russia. Theydo not come here to mock and insult, but to praise and learnabout the revolution.”

“Oh, they do mock at us,” she insisted. “My young brother works in one of the important departments and he heard aforeign Communist boasting that he had slept all night witha lady of title for ten cents. Now isn’t that a mean anddespicable thing to say? If a real man could buy a lady ofquality for ten cents, shouldn’t he be ashamed to mention it?”

“I guess so, Barishna,” I said. “I don’t care anything about the difference between titled and untitled loving.”

“But you do think it was an unspeakable thing for a civilized man to say, don’t you?” She stressed the word civilized as if I were a savage in her sight and she was eager tohear the opinion of a savage upon a civilized person.

“But, Barishna,” I said, “the men of your class used to do worse things that that to the women of the class of the manwho said he possessed a titled lady for ten cents. They didit to weak and ignorant girls and often didn’t even pay theprice of ten cents.”

“Oh no,” said the barishna, “no gentleman does that.”

“But they do, Barishna. Many of your gentlemen still exercise even the medieval droits de seigneur in a different way. That’s what Tolstoy’s Resurrection is all about.”

“So you read our Tolstoy? You like our Russian literature? Oh, I am glad that you do. They have destroyed everything,but they cannot destroy our Russian literature.”

I was very embarrassed. Most of the bourgeois people I had met had refrained from saying anything against theCommunists, even though they did not praise them. Suddenlythe barishna said, “I want to leave Russia; I have friends inEngland. Would you marry me so that I could leave thecountry with you—just a formal arrangement?” I hesitatedand said that I didn’t know that I could.

“But many of the foreigners have married Russian girls and got them through to Berlin,” she said.

“Communists too?” I asked.

“Yes, Communists too.”

"Barishna,” I said, “I am sorry. I couldn’t shoulder even the formal responsibility. And besides, I am not a Communist.I don’t even know yet how I am going to get out of Russiamyself.”

In my rare contacts with members of the expropriated classes I felt the weirdest sensations, as if pages out of Tolstoy,Turgenieff, Dostoyevsky, Artzybashev and Chekhov weresuddenly patterned and peopled with actual life.
                                                              *             *             *             


Many of the people I knew from the International Club in London were in Russia, some as visiting delegates, whileothers were permanently settled. Arthur McManus was oneof the English-speaking delegates whose company I foundcongenial, and we were often together, although I found itdifficult to keep up with his gargantuan boozing, which perhaps finally knocked him out dead. Both of us were guestsof the Soviet fleet at Kronstadt and were photographed together. McManus and I had our points of difference, andsometimes when we were vodka-heated, our tongues flewsharply at each other.


McManus was one of the men who had gunned the hardest after Sylvia Pankhurst. He still felt venomous about her.“Intellectually dishonest,” was his pet phrase for describingher. I said I thought Sylvia Pankhurst was as honest as anyimperial Briton could be. And I really preferred Pankhurstto persons like Lansbury, and perhaps even to McManushimself. McManus shot up like a rabbit (he was a tiny man)and demanded in his remarkably beautiful Glasgow brogueif I meant to “insinuate” (that was the word he used) thathe was an imperialist. I said that I had not said “imperialist,”but “imperial,” and that all Britons were imperial by birthand circumstances because of the nature of the political set-upof Britain. McManus asked if I did not believe that there werereally radical Britons. I said that no man can be more radicalthan his system can stand. McManus said I was a bloodybigoted black nationalist, and his b's had such a wonderfulring (he stammered a little) that it made me laugh and laughuntil both of us fell into a prolonged fit of black-and-whitelaughter. It was a good satisfying feeling to see McManuslaugh aloud, for there was a perpetually crucified expressionon his countenance that all the Scotch whisky and Russianvodka in the world could not dispel.

McManus did not appear to like my O.G.P.U. friend and companion, Venko. It was well known among us that Venkowas an interpreter and translator for the O.G.P.U., but hadnothing to do with the department of investigations andarrests. Anyone with a little knowledge of police organization knows that a police clerk has nothing to do with theactual duties of policing. If Venko had been a secret agentof the O.G.P.U. we would never have known that he workedin that department. And I think I can nose out a secret agentwhether he is red or white. I spent a year of my early youthin a police department in a position where I was in constantcontact with all the branches of the department. For mypart I liked to have Venko along whenever I was invitedto a carousel among Communists. For Venko could beat anybody carousing and I thought that if any issue were raisedabout the affair afterward, Venko would be an excellent assetto have. Whenever I went on a drinking bout with comradesI always saw that they got drunker than myself.

It was necessary to do a little thinking while drinking and laughing. For sometimes funny things happened. Some ofthe foreign comrades seemed to enjoy playing at politicalintrigue, apparently without fully realizing that political intrigue, to the Russians, was a serious and dangerous thing.For instance, one of the youthful Indian delegates occupieda room next to mine, and we often went down to our mealsand also over to the Comintern offices together. One morningwhen I called for him his room was locked and there wasa seal on the door. The O.G.P.U. had arrested him duringthe night. Months later I met him in Berlin under the mostunusual circumstances, which I shall relate in another place.There was also the young Whitechapel Jew whom I used toknow slightly at the International Club in London. He hadcome to Russia as a youth delegate. But he wasn’t functioningas anything when I saw him. He told me fretfully that hehad been denounced. One evening he and I were on our wayto a motion picture when a group of armed police dramatically pounced upon him. They said something in Russianand he must have answered satisfactorily, for they did nottake him. But he was scared, and said, “I am always scared.”Shortly after that incident he was gone too, and I never sawhim again. When I reached Berlin the following spring Imet William Gallacher (now Communist Member of Parliament) and asked him what had become of the boy. “He wasa spy,” Gallacher said, “and he was fixed.”

I said angrily, “But what have you in the little British Communist Party for anybody to spy on?”

“More than you think,” said Gallacher, with a mysterious nod of his friendly head.

One night in Moscow I was invited to a celebration given by a minor Communist official. The address had been writtendown for me and I had to take somebody along to find it,as I did not know my way around Moscow. So I askedVenko; but first we had to attend a meeting of womenworkers at which he interpreted for me and we did not getto the entertainment until very late. The large apartment wasfull of comrades when we got there. I think the man whowas throwing the treat was a Finn and there were manyBaltic types there, blonde and heavy of movement andimpassive of spirit. There was plenty of hard drinking, butit was a dull atmosphere, nothing of the stimulating renascenteffervescence of the barishna’s evening. Venko stepped uponthe scene with a burst of boisterous enthusiasm, and drinkinga big glass of vodka, he took the center of the room andstarted speechifying, saying there was a time for good comrades to fight, a time to work, and that now was the timeto be festive.

Venko was applauded, and from somewhere McManus came swaying like a tipsy little imp, and pointing at Venkocried in a chanting voice: “O.G.P.U.! O.G.P.U.I O.G.P.U.!”

Venko laughed, and all of us. For he and the others thought that McManus was merely putting over a joke about hisworking for the O.G.P.U. But then McManus shouted inEnglish, “Spy! Spy! I am not going to stay here, I am goinghome. Spy!”

“What do you mean, Comrade?” Venko asked in amazement. “Did I ever spy on you? Do you want to say that I am here spying on my comrades?” Venko said somethingin Russian and everybody looked serious. But McManus repeated “O.G.P.U. spy! O.G.P.U. spy!” A murderous looktook possession of Venko’s face. “Comrade,” he cried in aterrible voice, “if you don’t stop, I’ll kill you; you hear?You’re not drunk and irresponsible. If you don’t stop, I’llhit you, as little as you are.” But McManus shouted again:“O.G.P.U. spy! O.G.P.U.—”

Venko knocked McManus down with one blow and kicked him straight across the room, where he lay curled up like ahalf-dead snake. “You dirty little Englishman!” cried Venko.“Go back home and make your own revolution and don’tstay in Russia to insult a real Communist.” McManus pickedhimself up and began shouting: “I am not a Communist, Iam an Anarchist! Anarchist! Anarchist!” A comrade clappedhis hand over McManus’ mouth, and lifting him up like akid, carried him out of the room.

I couldn’t understand the meaning of McManus’ outburst, except perhaps that he, like some of the other visiting comrades, was afflicted with spy mania. The company settleddown again to drinking and toasting and the singing ofrevolutionary songs.

The carousel ended with me again uplifted in glory. Venko had shed every vestige of the murderous brutality of amoment before and was acting like a commanding master ofceremonies. With strong exuberant gestures he toasted me tothe company. Always a poet in action, he became a poet inwords: “Comrade McKay, you must stay in Russia. We wantyou. All Russia loves you, not we Communists only, but eventhe damned bourgeoisie. Tell us, Comrade McKay, why is ityou have bewitched us? Tell us, Comrade McKay, what isit? Is it the black magic we have heard about? ComradeMcKay, we are bewitched, men, women and children. Weall love you, we all want you. Oh, do stay with us forever!Comrade McKay, you must leave Moscow and see Russia.We want you everywhere. . . . Comrade McKay, my heartis bold”—here Venko brutally beat his breast with his enormous fist—“and my back is broad and strong”—Venko benthimself over. “Get up on my back and I will carry you allover Russia: from Moscow to Kazan, from Kazan to Samaraand all the way down the Volga we will go until we reachthe Caspian Sea. . . .”

With a great shout I was hoisted up into the air. And McManus, awaking from his drunken anarcho-communistnightmare, came zigzagging into the room just as I was beingcarried out upon the shoulders of that gloriously tipsy crewdown the stairs and into the street and put into a droshkyand conveyed to my hotel. My mind was too stimulated andexcited to go to sleep, with Venko’s picturesque phrasesburning in my brain and creating a tumult of thought. Ialso had under consideration an invitation to join a caravanof comrades from different countries who were planninga tour of Russia with the Caucasus as the ultimate destination. Should I go? Although I had been only in Moscow andPetrograd, I had traveled already so extensively from triumphto triumph. Should I go further and risk anti-climax, orshould I make my exit in eclat, cherishing always the richnessof my golden souvenir? The thought of leaving seemed to bethe most logical. I knew myself enough to know that I wasnot of the stuff of a practical pioneer, who could become alink in that mighty chain of the upbuilding of the greatRussian revolution. And also I reflected like a stoic poet thatit was best not to be too popular. When I contemplated theoverwhelming snow of Russia, it appeared not like snow anywhere else, but like a thing everlasting, petrified like an oceanof ivory. Yet soon even it would disappear when the seasonchanged. And somewhere from far away beyond the coldRussian nights, glorious like fields of white lilies, anotherseason was coming.

Soon after that, Sen Katayama sent me an invitation to visit the Eastern University. I spoke to a group of students,and then proceeded to visit the dormitories. The rooms, inwhich the students prepared light meals, appeared somewhatlike those of Moslem students in the medersas of Morocco.Imagine my surprise, as I was passing through a dormitory,to hear a familiar voice call my name. I looked back andit was Mrs. Slova, reclining on a cot. Mrs. Slova had beencharming to me when I was in London, frequently invitingme to her house for high tea. She was a seamstress and sheand her three pretty daughters were always smartly dressed.Some of the captious comrades styled her the bourgeois lady.At that time she was wildly enthusiastic about Russia andjust biding her time to get there.

“But what are you doing here?” I asked.

“Don’t you know? I am a student going to school again,” she said. Mrs. Slova had gone to Russia with her daughtersimmediately following my return to New York from London.She was glad once more to be in the land of her birth, whereformerly she was ostracized because she belonged to the Jewish group. But her three daughters, who were nbor and reared in comparative comfort in London, were frightenedof the confusion of the new burgeoning society. Mrs. Slovaquickly and expertly arranged a mariage de convenance foreach of her daughters with English comrades visiting Russiaand sent them back to London. But she remained in Moscow.

I asked if she did not miss her children. “I raised them right, until now they are of age to act for themselves,” shesaid. “They couldn’t fit into the new conditions here. Youngpeople are not like us older heads.” I said I thought theCommunist movement was primarily the movement ofyouth, and if she in middle age could adapt herself to thechanged life, it should have been easier for her daughters.

“Pooh!” Mrs. Slova exclaimed. “Youth is all right when guided and led by older heads. They act more from enthusiasm than from thinking and will rush headlong into anythingwhen they are excited, for youth is the time of excitement.That is why they are preferred as soldiers. But they soon getsulky when there is no more excitement to feed on. All thegreat statesmen are middle-aged experienced men, even inRed Russia.” I was amazed at Mrs. Slova. I never consideredher bourgeois because she dressed well, but I always thoughtthat she was oversentimental and romantic. But after all shewas a wise person.

She had no desire to return to England. Communally living in a dormitory, sleeping on a cot with her belongings in alocker, she did not hanker after her comfortable middle-classhome in London. She was studying languages in the EasternUniversity, with the intention of entering the eastern diplomatic service. She didn’t think any revolution was going totake place in Western Europe for a long time, she said. TheBolshevik leaders would at last wake up to that fact. She believed in the East, the future of Russia in the East, andthat was why she had become a student at the EasternUniversity.


XIX

A Great Celebration

•

OF all the big Bolshevik leaders, I had desired most to have a personal word from Lenin. I had been amazedin 1920, when I received in London a message from JohnReed informing me that Lenin had brought the Negro question before the Communist Congress and inviting me to visitMoscow.

I had not gone to Moscow then because I did not consider myself qualified to do what John Reed had asked, which wasto represent the American Negro group. But now that I wasthere, I was anxious to get Lenin’s opinion out of his ownmouth. But Lenin apparently had become very ill again afterhis couple of speeches at the Communist and Soviet Congresses in the late fall of 1922. At one of the sessions of theCommunist Congress I was seated directly behind Krupskaya,Lenin’s wife, and I was introduced to her by Clara Zetkin(the first woman member of the Reichstag), who was veryfriendly and affectionate to me. I seized the chance to askKrupskaya if it were possible to have an interview withLenin. She said she would see. But nothing came of that.Some time after I visited the office of Pravda with a Communist sympathizer. He was acquainted with Lenin’s sister,who held a position on the staff, and he introduced me to her.I told her that I would like to have a word from Leninhimself and she said frankly that it was impossible, for Leninwas very sick.

Krupskaya was an extremely plain woman, really ugly.Max Eastman was so appalled when he saw her that he said, “Lenin would probably get well if he had a pretty girl! “So Isaid, “Like the Shunamite virgin, who warmed up KingDavid of Israel in his old age, eh?” But we did not thinkthat Lenin was that type of warrior.

I tried to reach some of the other leaders whom I had not yet met. One day as I was passing through the grounds ofthe Kremlin with Andreyev, one of the young officials ofthe Foreign Office, he pointed out to me a strikingly big manwearing high black boots. That, he said, was Stalin, whowas chairman of the Committee on National Minorities. Itwas the first time I heard the name of Stalin, and the information was extremely important. I asked Andreyev if I couldmeet Stalin. Andreyev said that that was difficult, for Stalinwas one of the big Bolsheviks and it was not easy to meethim. But he promised to approach Karakhan about it. Perhaps Andreyev was tardy or unsuccessful in his demarche;at any rate I heard no more of it, and my request vanishedfrom my thoughts when I came in contact with the magneticpersonality of Trotsky.

Trotsky, although apparently so formidable a character, was, with Bukharin, the most approachable of the bigBolsheviks. I was told that any message sent to Trotsky wouldbe certain to receive his personal attention. So I sent in arequest to meet the Commissar of War. In a couple of daysI got an answer making an appointment and saying that anaide would call to convey me to the Commissary of War.

Exactly at the appointed hour the following day, as I descended the stairs of the hotel, an official automobile droveup with a military aide and I was escorted to the war department. I passed through a guard of Red sentries and wasushered immediately into Trotsky’s office. Trotsky was wearing a commander’s uniform and he appeared very handsome,genial and gracious sitting at his desk. He said he was learning English and would try to talk to me in that language.

Trotsky asked me some straight and sharp questions about American Negroes, their group organizations, their politicalposition, their schooling, their religion, their grievances andsocial aspirations and, finally, what kind of sentiment existedbetween American and African Negroes. I replied with thebest knowledge and information at my command. ThenTrotsky expressed his own opinion about Negroes, whichwas more intelligent than that of any of the other Russianleaders. He did not, like Steklov, the editor of Izvestia,imagine Negroes as a great army for cannon fodder. Andunlike Radek, he was not quick to make deductions aboutthe causes of white prejudice against black. Indeed, he madeno conclusions at all, and, happily, expressed no mawkishsentimentality about black-and-white brotherhood. What hesaid was very practical and might sound reformist in theears of radical American Negroes.

Trotsky said in effect that the Negro people constituted a backward group, socially, politically and economically, inmodern civilization. I remember distinctly that he used theword “backward.” And he stressed the point that Negroesshould be educated, should receive not merely academic education, but a broad spreading-out education in all phases ofmodern industrial life to lift themselves up as a group to alevel of equality with the whites. I remember again that heused the word “lift” or “uplift.” And he urged that Negroesshould be educated about the labor movement. Finally, hesaid he would like to set a practical example in his owndepartment and proposed the training of a group of Negroesas officers in the Red army.

Before I left, Trotsky asked me to make a summary of my ideas, in writing, for him. This I did, and he wrote out acommentary on it and published both either in Izvestia or inPravda. Unfortunately I lost the original article and its English translation among other effects somewhere in France. Butthe gist of it all is given above.

Also, Trotsky gave me a permit to visit some of the training schools of the Soviet forces. I had not the slightest idea that that meant a passport to a series of inspections andelaborate receptions. I thought I was going to make perhapsa couple of quiet and unobtrusive visits to the military schools.What transpired was amazing, but also embarrassing, for,except for the martial music, I have never been vastly thrilledby military demonstrations.

For about a month I was feted by the military forces. I was introduced to military and naval officers and experts. I wasshown the mechanism of little guns and big guns. I did alittle target practice. I passed through reviews, receptions andbanquets, a glamorous parade of militant Red from Moscowto Petrograd.

It started in Moscow. First I was taken on a visit to the crack Kremlin military schools; then to an ordinary soldiers’barracks where the men were resting or on fatigue duty, andalso to an extraordinary one where everything and everybodywas shipshape as if for an inspection by the highest authorities. Next I visited the tactics school, the infantry school, thecavalry school, the artillery school. It was almost three weeksbefore I got through my Moscow military itinerary. Therewere intervals of days between the various visits, of course.And there was a continuous big feeding, until I thought mybelly would burst. I ate in the soldiers’ mess. I ate in theofficers’ mess. I ate with the military professors. I asked forkasha and was grandly served, with officers and Communistcontrollers, an elaborate and most appetizing dish comparableto arroz Valenciana or Moroccan cous-cous. While I was eating it I remembered a long sentimental poem by Rose PastorStokes which we had published in The Liberator, in whichshe sang of her desire to share the Russian peasant’s bowl ofkasha. Yet as I remember, her first picturesque gesture inMoscow was the buying of a marvelous mink coat and cap,and she was the smartest woman in the Congress. . . . ThusI learned something new about kasha: that it wasn’t only thepeasant’s staple food, but a national food, eaten by all kindsof people, and one which, like rice, may be served in manydifferent and appetizing ways.

The experience of my military induction ended in a mighty students’ celebration of the anniversary of the Red army. Thevast audience flamed to the occasion as if it were chargedthrough and lit up by one great electric current. Manynotables appeared before the illuminated demonstration. Andat last I was called to the stage. I made a brief martial speechand was applauded for more. But I hadn’t the Russian geniusfor improvising great appropriate phrases. Someone demanded a poem, and I gave, “If We Must Die.” I gave it inthe same spirit in which I wrote it, I think. I was not acting,trying to repeat the sublime thrill of a supreme experience.I was transformed into a rare instrument and electrified bythe great current running through the world, and the poempopped out of me like a ball of light and blazed.

Now, thought I, the amazing military sensation is ended. It was an enjoyable excitement, but it was also a pleasurablerelief to be over and done with it. But this audacious adventurer had reckoned without the Red fleet. From Petrogradcame an invitation from the Red fleet, which apparentlymeant to rival the Red army in its reception. And so I entrained for Petrograd, accompanied by a military cadet. Thatwas my third going to Petrograd. And each time the cityappeared better, revealing more of its grandeur. For, unlikeMoscow, Petrograd does not start immediately with colorand mazy movement and life compact with a suggestion ofOriental lavishness rioting and ringing upon the senses likethe music of golden bells.

Petrograd is poised and proud, with a hard striking strength like the monument of Peter the Great, and a spaciousnesslike the Neva. In its somber might it appeared brooding anda little frowning of aspect at first. Many streets were desertstretches, and massive buildings still bore the gaping woundsof the revolution. But when one became a little more acquainted with the city, the great half-empty spaces becameimpressive with a lonely dignity and beauty. And the Petrograd people were splendid, too, in that setting, outlined moreclearly than the Moscow folk. They were like clumps oftrees growing together for protection at intervals in a vastplain.

We arrived in Petrograd on the eve of the celebration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Russian CommunistParty. That night I went to the Marinsky Theater to seePrince Igor for the first time, and the thumping performanceof the ballet stirred me like strokes of lightning with greatclaps of thunder. It was so much more wildly extravagantthan the Eugen Onegin one I saw in Moscow. In New YorkI had attended two performances of the Pavlova ballet (Ithink in 1916), and now I compared them with this Petrograd magnificence. The Pavlova ballet was like birds flyingwith clipped wings, but the Petrograd Prince Igor was likefree birds in full flight. Although I did admire immenselythe dainty precious Pavlova herself, her company appeared sorestrained. I never could work up any enthusiasm for themodernistic contempt of the Russian ballet. The technicalexcellencies alone thrum on the emotional strings of anyonewho has a feeling for geometric patterns.

Isadora Duncan and I argued and disagreed on this subject for a whole evening at her studio in Nice. She said the Russian Revolution should have abolished the ballet andestablished the free-limbed dance. I said I preferred to seeboth schools of dancing have the same freedom for expression. Isadora was even more severe on Negro dancing andits imitations and derivations. She had no real appreciationof primitive folk dancing, either from an esthetic or an ethnicpoint of view. For her every movement of the dance shouldsoar upward. She spoke beautifully about that uplifted upward movement, although it was all wrong. But when shedanced for me it was all right. I had never seen her in hergreat glory and couldn’t imagine that she could still bewonderful when she was so fat and flabby. But what she didthat night was stupendous. I was the only audience besidesthe pianist. And she danced from Chopin, Tchaikovsky,Wagner and Beethoven. Her face was a series of differentmasks. And her self was the embodiment of Greek tragedy,un itre endowed with divinity.

The day following the performance of Prince Igor, I paid my respects to the commander of the Baltic fleet. He was akindly man, and presented me with his photograph. He tookme around to the naval preparatory school, the naval gymnasium and the naval academy. The young cadets demandedthat I say something. So I told them briefly that I felt singularly honored and happy that my first contact with any fleetshould be with the first Red fleet of the world. And thatalthough it was a strange life of which I was entirely ignorant,I thought that, if I had to be a fighter, I would rather enlistin the navy than in the army.

The applause I received was astounding, since what I said was so brief and simple. But quite unwittingly I hadstirred the traditional rivalry between army and navy, whichmay be a little different but no whit less even though theymay be Red. But my military escort from Moscow (the onlysoldier among that fine body of proud and eager youngsailors) was not enthusiastic about my quip. I suppose 1should have been a little more tactful about the army, sinceit had first celebrated me as a guest.

That night started the celebration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Russian Communist Party. The opening meeting was held in the Marinsky Theater. Zinoviev presided. The place was packed. As soon as I appeared in the entrancea group of young cadets bore down on me and, hoisting meupon their shoulders, carried me down the length of the aisleand onto the platform, while great waves of cheers rolleddown from the jammed balconies and up from the pit.Zinoviev made a great show, greeting me demonstratively onthe stage. The Russians are master showmen.

From then on the days of my official visit to Petrograd were a progress of processions and speeches and applause andreviews and banquets. The next day marked my visit to thenaval base at Kronstadt. Early in the morning an aviator’sfur-lined leather coat and cap and gloves—fit to protect oneagainst the bitterest Siberian blizzard—were brought to myhotel. I breakfasted and togged myself out. Soon afterwarda young Red commander called for me in an automobile andwe drove to the Petrograd air field. Besides the naval and airofficials and photographers, there was quite a crowd gatheredto see me take off. I posed for the photographers with someof the officers and sailors, with the pilot, and also with McManus, of the British Communist Party, who had come toPetrograd for the anniversary.

Then I climbed up into the airplane. The man who had once saved Lenin’s life (so I was informed) fixed me in place,and the plane sped over the vast field of snow and up intothe air. A snowstorm was raging, but I was perfectly protected and felt no fear. Only I could not see anything. Thepilot missed his bearings and got a little lost in the stormand we had to come down far from our landing place. Thepilot and I got out of the plane and started to walk towardthe naval base. The blizzard blew hard and we could seenothing. But it was a fine exhilarating tramp, and, warmin my great boots and fur clothes, I enjoyed the sensationof thinking I was doing a little Arctic stunt.

At last an automobile came rolling over the hard snow and took us to our landing place. They had been scouting forus, knowing that something must have happened when wedid not arrive. At the landing place I found that a cracksquad of sailors, fine handsome fellows, had been waiting forus for hours in the blizzard. They were not rigged out, likemyself and the pilot, against the bad weather, and were cold.For the life of me I couldn’t understand why a squad ofmen should have been detailed to await my arrival at theair base, when I was no kind of official. And I had been toldthat my visit was an informal thing. Right there I remembered my experience in the Pennsylvania railroad service —how often, in the cold steel car out on the track, our crewwaited for hours in biting zero weather until the late trainarrived and steamed us out. And sometimes we were frostbitten.

My interpreter said that the sailors were expecting a speech. So I said that although I anticipated with joy my visit amongthem in Kronstadt, I felt sorry that it had been necessary forthem to wait for me all those hours in the cold. All theofficial routine ceremonials were extremely tiresome to me.Even though they were the expression of the workers’ andpeasants’ united authority and were therefore simplified, theywere nevertheless tedious. I can work up no enthusiasm forofficial ritual, however necessary, whether it be red or pinkor black or white. In Russia I was alertly aware that it wassomething different from anything that ever was, thatofficially it was the highest privilege I could have in the world,to be shown the inside working of the greatest social experiment in the history of civilization. I was fired and upliftedby the thundering mass movement of the people, their boisterous surging forward, with their heads held high, theirarms outstretched in an eager quest for more light, more air,more space, more glory, more nourishment and comfort forthe millions of the masses. But the bureaucratic control leftme unmoved. Yet I was conscious that it was the axis of themighty moving energy of the people, that without it theirmovement would be futile.

So I was actually in Kronstadt, the first fortress fired by the signal of the revolution. The features of the fort werecovered up with snow, but the splendid men holding itshowed me the inside of battleships and submarines, the loading of big guns, and I saw also the educational classes, Communist meetings, recreation halls with motion pictures andfeats of gymnastics and dancing, the new revolutionary spiritanimating men and officers alike, the simple dignified discipline of rank and precedence, organization and work.

After a strenuous day, that night I slept soundly on a flagship. The next day I motored back to Petrograd. In theafternoon I went to tea with Korney Chukovsky and hissympathetic wife. Chukovsky was a popular liberal journalistand author of the old regime, and was now an equallypopular fellow-traveler with the new. He was a radical liberalin his political opinions, but consistently non-political in hiswritings. Under the old regime he was a contributor to theMoscow newspaper, Russky Slovo, which had a circulation ofover a million. He had recently finished a book for children,called Crocodile, which became a best-seller. Chukovsky was amember of a Russian intellectual mission to the Allied capitals, in 1916, I think. He exhibited a large souvenir book ofinteresting autographs of famous personages: Asquith, LloydGeorge, Balfour, Churchill, Poincare, Millerand, AnatoleFrance, Kipling, H. G. Wells, and many more. I added mine.Chukovsky showed me also a couple of letters from Leninto Gorky, which he prized highly, and some newspaper cuttings of a critical duel between him and Trotsky over theevaluation of the work of the poet Alexander Blok, whowrote the tragic poem, “The Twelve.” This poem evoked inme something of the spiritual agony of “The Hound ofHeaven.” Chukovsky gave me the gist of the controversy between him and Trotsky. Chukovsky had done a fine literarycritique of Blok. Trotsky had overemphasized an inoffensiveliterary reference to the revolution to score a political point.I thought that Chukovsky was right and Trotsky was wrong.Chukovsky went with me to the House of the Intellectualsand introduced me to some of the writers and artists. I remember the names of Metchnikov, son of the scientist anddisciple of Pasteur, and the Princess X, who was rich beforethe revolution, but expropriated now and living with artistswhom she had befriended during the salad days of the bourgeoisie.

The next day was fine and clear as crystal. And to make up for what I had missed when we flew to Kronstadt, theaviator came and took me up for an hour’s ride over Petrograd and suburbs. I ended that trip to Petrograd with affectionate farewells from the naval schools. One of them electedme an honorary officer. There, too, I talked with a very interesting officer. He was a graduate of an exclusive Czaristacademy, young, exceeding handsome, with very sensitivefeatures. We spoke with difficulty in a kind of lingua francaor petit-negre, to be more precise. He informed me that hehad an American wife and invited me to dinner with them.I said it might be an embarrassing matter to his wife, thathe should first ask her. He said she knew all about me andhad suggested the invitation.

I wondered about this American wife of the Russian officer. I had been warned to beware of English-speaking bourgeoispersons, who might try to pump things out of me. But as Ipossessed no secrets of any kind and as I desired to experience all the sensations of the new order struggling to extricateitself from the old, I never turned aside from anything oranybody that might possibly add something to the fulness ofmy exciting adventure.

I had already met some extraordinary people of the old regime. Besides the Russians, I had encountered a most wonderful Englishwoman, who reminded me of a character outof H. G. Wells’s Food of The Gods. This woman had beenan English governess in Russia under the old regime andhad married a second- or third-class Russian official. She hada nice apartment in Petrograd. Her beautiful daughter was aclerk in one of the Soviet departments, and sometimes themother herself was requisitioned as an interpreter. In hersitting room there was a photograph of the late Czar andCzarina, with the Czarina smudged out. It was a bold thingto have the photograph of the Czar in your sitting room in1922. But she was an Englishwoman first, even though shehad been married to a Russian and was now a Soviet citizen.She said to me: “I preserve the photograph of the Czar because he is the cousin of King George. He was a good man,but his wife was a bad German woman.” Also she had thepicture of King George alongside that of Lenin on anotherwall. “They are the two big men in the world,” she said tome, “and I make my curtsy to them every morning: theruler of England, my native land, and the ruler of Russia, myadopted country.”

She was very proud and pleased with my notorious self because I was born a British subject and had lived in London.She didn’t even mind when I said that I did not like the English people as a whole, but admired some individuals. Indeed,she liked it, because that also was her feeling. I spent a longevening in her house and ate very English roast beef andplum pudding. Perhaps too much. For later it was necessaryfor me to go to the w. c. There I was amazed to see, placedprominently upon the wall, a hand-printed card bearing themotto: “Cleanliness is next to Godliness.” When I returnedto the sitting room I complimented her on her nice old English calligraphy, but said that I wondered why she had putup the notice in English, when most of her visitors must beRussians, who did not know the English language. She said,“When the Russians don’t understand, they will ask, becausethey are a curious people. I have to have these English hintsaround to remind them that we are a superior people.”

Eliminating my military aide from Moscow and my officer-interpreter of the Baltic fleet, I went alone to the officer’s apartment. His American wife turned out to be a Latin-American. She was unmistakably an octoroon. She was pretty,and, if she had been taller, would have been a great beauty.Nevertheless she had had a pretty time under the old regimeand had been celebrated as an exotic flower in smart and expensive bohemian circles. When the revolution overwhelmedthe Capital, this exotic creature of the smart set married theyoung officer who had worshipped her in the hectic prerevolutionary period, and who had decided, when the revolution came, to serve under the Bolsheviks.

She spoke nice English. Also, she had prepared a good dinner, with that Russian pink cold soup that isn’t so good to look at, but most excellent to taste, caviar, ham, some sortof boiled meat, and Caucasian wine. She talked a lot aboutherself and her husband and their son. His son, really, by afirst marriage. He was a lad going to high school, and theywere worried about him. They said that the boy would neverhave a chance under the Bolshevik regime. And the officersaid that he himself was having only half a chance, that hewas absolutely loyal to the Communists, because he was convinced that they were in Russia to stay and that nothingnow could take the power away from them. But the Communists did not trust him because he had been a formerCzarist officer. They were training the proletarian youths tobecome officers, and as soon as the proletarian cadets weretrained, the old officers would be superseded. I asked him ifhe were certain that the Czarist officers who had come overwholeheartedly to the revolution would really be kicked outof their positions when the young proletarian officers weretrained to take their place. He said that that was positivelytrue, for it was a Communist policy which had been statedpublicly. I said that I was going to find out, without quotinghim. He said that I might.

However, I did not mention the subject right away to anyone in Petrograd. After ten fleeting days with the glorious Red fleet, seeing and hearing all and believing that all wasa dream, I returned to Moscow for the third time. Only whenI came back to Petrograd a month later and for the last time,to get a boat for Germany, did I speak about the officer’scase to my friend the Red officer, member of the Communist Party and of the Petrograd Soviet. A young man hewas, small, quiet, ordinary-looking and so unobtrustive thatyou wouldn’t imagine his importance in the Red navy and inthe higher Communist councils unless you could appreciate thepower of his clear, cold blue and all-seeing eyes. I was interested in what the officer had said because a high-school teacherin Moscow had said the same thing to me, as had also a ladyof the old regime who was acting as interpreter when Ivisited one of the Petrograd courts during a trial.

I wanted to ascertain whether the members of the defeated bourgeoisie who were working for the Soviets could notbe guaranteed the security of their jobs if they were loyalto the Soviets. For it seemed to me that if they felt their positions were insecure and that there was no future for theirchildren under the new regime, they naturally would sabotagethe Soviets. The Red officer confirmed the statement ofthe former Czarist officer: that the bourgeois officers wouldbe superseded as soon as the proletarian cadets could betrained to take their place. I said I thought such a procedureunfair, and that it would make the bourgeois workers enemiesof the Soviet system instead of friends, and force them intosabotage. The Red commander said that the Communist controllers were alert to detect any tendency toward sabotageon the part of bourgeois employees of the Soviets, and heaccused me of bourgeois sentimentality.

I said that if he had said intellectual sentimentality, he might have been perhaps right, but that I couldn’t have thesentiments of a class I was not born into or educated with.I did not think that there was any such thing as intellectualequality, I told him, and that radicals had a sentimental wayof confusing social with intellectual equality. I said further,that I did not believe that talent could spring up easily outof a people, like grass under one’s feet.

The officer asked who had been talking to me about the matter. I said that nobody in particular, but different persons in Moscow and Petrograd had spoken of it. Which wasstrictly true. There was a sequel. A year later I was inParis one afternoon, waiting to cross from the Place de l’Operato the café de la Paix, when I was suddenly touched on theshoulder. I turned and found myself face to face with theofficer. We went to the café for a drink. The officer hadarrived in France with other officers to recover some Czaristships which the French government held somewhere downon the North African coast. We reminisced about the splendidRed days we had enjoyed together in Petrograd and Moscow.We talked about our friends of the foreign office and theComintern. I had already met some of them in Berlin andParis. And he said, “Do you remember that officer you haddinner with in Petrograd?”

“Yes,” I said, “I remember, but I wasn’t aware that you knew about my having dinner with him.”

“Well, he is sitting in prison now.”

“What for?” I asked.

“Sabotage.”

When I returned from Petrograd to Moscow I told Sen Katayama that I wanted to go home. It was the beginningof April. Sen Katayama said that, as an unofficial delegate, I would be given my return fare. He was very pleasedwith my success and the part he had played in making itpossible. He said: “I welcome all the Japanese and Chinesewho come here. Some are not Communists, but I see that theyare treated right, for I want to make them all Communists.”He said it had been decided that I should not go back by wayof Poland, since some of the delegates had had trouble inpassing through. A Japanese had been put in prison and lostall his papers. It was considered better for me to go as I hadcome, by boat.

I bade my friends goodbye and returned to Petrograd. But the harbor was ice-locked and I had to wait six weeks beforea boat could sail. I was put up in the house of the formerGrand Duke Alexander, who was a patron of arts. I had theDuke’s own bedroom and study, and his valet to wait on me.The valet was a nice old fellow, but he was like a ghostwandering through the palace. He lived entirely in the pastand spoke of the sumptuous days in Berlin and Paris withthe Grand Duke. He spoke fluently in French and English.He was shocked at the state of my wardrobe. The only thingin it that he thought fitting for a Grand Duke’s closet was afine pair of boots which had been given to me by EugenBoissevain.

I did not like the palace rooms, especially the study. It reminded me of a cathedral altar. All the walls were rococo, carved and painted in inharmonious brick red. But the cadetwho had made himself my orderly thought the rooms verygrand. The cadet wanted to do everything, so I dispensed withthe valet’s services, but tipped him every week.

I got to know Petrograd thoroughly during those weeks. I was shown all the works, among them the great Putilov ironand steel plant and the rubber factory. I liked the visits, butI thought it must have been rather bothersome to the managers of factories who were always pestered by having to takevisitors over the plants. I went down into the dungeon ofthe prison of Sts. Peter and Paul to see the cell in whichPrince Kropotkin had been confined. I visited the Department of Nationalities, and Rayeva, the secretary, explainedthe status of the minority peoples under the Soviets. AlsoI visited the Department of Woman’s Work at the SmolnyInstitute, where Nicolayeva, the secretary, told me all aboutthe new regulations concerning marriage and divorce andjoint individual property, and how the factory workers werecared for during the period of pregnancy and childbirth. Shesent me to a meeting of enthusiastic women workers, whopassed a resolution asking that a group of colored workinggirls visit Russia.

May Day in Petrograd was a mighty celebration of workers and soldiers and sailors. Never before or since have I seen sucha demonstration. Half-empty Petrograd was filled with theshouting of millions who peopled the streets, marching andsinging and holding high their red banners of hope. Forhours I stood with Zinoviev and other Petrograd leaders inthe reviewing stand in the Uritsky Square. And the demonstration so tremendously swept me along that after attendingthe People’s Theater that night, I could not sleep. I sat downat the table of the Grand Duke Vladimir Alexander, lookingout on the Neva, with the gorgeous silver of the beautifulwhite night of Petrograd shining upon its face, and wroteuntil dawn. I was happy. Petrograd had pulled a poem out ofme.

The poem was published in the Petrograd Pravda and reprinted all over Russia. It was the last thing I wrote in Russia. I was overwhelmed with praise. The praise of the Communists was expected. I was their guest. But I was gratifiedmost by the praise of the Petrograd literati. For they were aproud lot, cold or passive to the revolution. The Russian translator of Walt Whitman said that I had composed a classic.But they had it in translation. I think it should be exhibitedhere in the original.

PETROGRAD: MAY DAY, 1923

The Neva moves majestically on,

The sun-rays playing on her breast at seven,

From her blue bosom all winter’s snow-slabs gone.

Now ripples curl where yesterday lay riven

Great silver oblongs chiselled by the hand

Of Spring that bellies through Earth's happy womb,

To glad and flower the long, long pregnant land!

Where yesternight a veil of winter gloom

Shrouded the city’s splendid face,—today

All life rejoices for the First of May.


   The Nevsky glows ablaze with regal Red,

Symbolic of the triumph and the rule

Of the new Power now lifting high its head

Above the place where once a sceptered fool

Was mounted by the plunderers of men

To awe the victims while they schemed and robbed.

The marchers shout again! again!! again!!

The stones, where once the hearts of marytrs sobbed

Their blood, are sweet unto their feet today,

In celebration of the First of May.


    Cities are symbols of man’s upward reach,

Man drawing near to man in close commune,

And mighty cities mighty lessons teach

Of man’s decay or progress, late or soon,

And many an iron-towered Babylon,

Beneath the quiet golden breath of Time

Has vanished like the snow under the sun,

Leaving no single mark in stone or rhyme

To flame the lifted heart of man today,

As Petrograd upon the First of May.


   Oh many a thoughtful romance-seeding boy,

Slow-fingering the leaves of ancient glory,

Is stirred to rapture by the tales of Troy,

And each invigorate, vein-tingling story

Of Egypt and of Athens and of Rome,

Where slaves long toiled for knights and kings to reap.

But in the years, the wondrous years to come,

The heart of youth in every land will leap

For Russia that first made national the day—

The embattled workers' day—The First of May.


   Jerusalem is fading from men’s mind,

And sacred cities holding men in thrall,

Are crtimbling in the new thought of mankind—

The pagan day, the holy day for all!

Oh, Petrograd, oh proud triumphant city,

The gateway to the strange, awakening East,

Where warrior-workers wrestled without pity

Against the power of magnate, monarch, priest—

World Fort of Struggle, hold from day to day

The flaming standards of the First of May!


XX

Regarding Radical Criticism

•


THUS ended my adventure in Russia. This detailed account should clear up any “mystery” that is entertained about my going and remaining there. I left Russiawith one determination and one objective: to write. I wasnot received in Russia as a politician, but primarily as aNegro poet. And the tremendous reception was a great inspiration and urge to write more. I often felt in Russia thatI was honored as a poet altogether out of proportion to myactual performance. And thus I was fired with the desireto accomplish the utmost.



Excepting for the handicap of lack of money, there was nothing to side-track me from my purpose. I had no radicalparty affiliations, and there was no reason why I should consider myself under any special obligations to the Communists.I had not committed myself to anything. I had remained afree agent.

But recently in an issue of The New Masses, the literary organ of the American Communists, I was singled out for aspecial attack in an article about Negro novelists. The article,under the guise of a critique, was merely a piece of personalspite and slander.

I take these extracts from that article: (i) I had “written an indignant poem, attacking lynching, wholly lacking inworking-class content.” (2) I “disappeared mysteriously to theSoviet Union and had retired exhausted to the sidewalk cafésof Montmartre.” (3) “The retired radical had grown fat and ill and indifferent in Paris.”

Against the Communist attack my poem still remains my strong defense:


	IF WE MUST DIE

If we must die, let it not be like hogs

Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot,

While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs,

Making their mock at our accursed lot.

If we must die, Oh let us nobly die,

So that our precious blood may not be shed

In vain; then even the monsters we defy

Shall be constrained to honor us though dead!


	Oh, kismen! we must meet the common foe!

Though far outnumbered let us show us brave,

And for their thousand blows deal one death-blow!
   What though before us lies the open grave?

Like men well face the murderous cowardly pack, 
   Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back!



First published in Max Eastman’s magazine The Liberator, the poem was reprinted in every Negro publication of anyconsequence. It forced its way into the Negro pulpit (a mostinteresting phenomenon for this black heretic). Ministersended their sermons with it, and the congregations responded,Amen. It was repeated in Negro clubs and Negro schools andat Negro mass meetings. To thousands of Negroes who arenot trained to appreciate poetry, “If We Must Die” makesme a poet. I myself was amazed at the general sentiment forthe poem. For I am so intensely subjective as a poet, that I was not aware, at the moment o£ writing, that I was transformed into a medium to express a mass sentiment.

The critic also asserted that my novel, Home to Harlem, had no “class-conscious action.” When Jake in Home to Harlem refused to scab, wasn’t that class-conscious? And whenhe refused to pimp, didn’t he demonstrate a high sense ofsocial propriety? Perhaps a higher sense than many of uscritical scribblers.

I did not come to the knowing of Negro workers in an academic way, by talking to black crowds at meetings, norin a bohemian way, by talking about them in cafés. I knewthe unskilled Negro worker of the city by working with himas a porter and longshoreman and as waiter on the railroad.I lived in the same quarters and we drank and carousedtogether in bars and at rent parties. So when I came towrite about the low-down Negro, I did not have to composehim from an outside view. Nor did I have to write a pseudoromantic account, as do bourgeois persons who become working-class for awhile and work in shops and factories to getmaterial for writing dull books about workers, whose innerlives are closed to them.

I created my Negro characters without sandpaper and varnish. If the Communists can create a Negro casual better than Jake in Home to Harlem—a man who works, lives andloves lustily and even thinks a little for himself, why in theinfernal regions don’t they?

Jake leaves Europe for America and Harlem and swings through the Black Belt with a clean manly stride. The Communist critic states that the story of Jake was autobiographical,“dilating upon my own love life.” The peeping critic seems toknow more about my love life than I do myself. Perhaps itis necessary to inform him that I have not lived withoutsome experience. And I have never wanted to lie about life,like the preaching black prudes wrapped up in the borrowedrobes of hypocritical white respectability. I am entirely unobsessed by sex. I am not an imitator of Anglo-Saxon pruderyin writing. I haven’t arrived at that high degree of civilizedculture where I can make a success of producing writing carefully divorced from reality. Yet I couldn’t indulge in such selfflattery as to claim Jake in Home to Harlem as a portrait ofmyself. My damned white education has robbed me of muchof the primitive vitality, the pure stamina, the simple unswaggering strength of the Jakes of the Negro race.

The critic declares that I “disappeared mysteriously to the Soviet Union and had retired exhausted to the sidewalk cafésof Montmartre.” The statement is untrue, but perhaps truthis not vital to the new criticism that they say must replacethe old.

Perhaps the Communist critic, who may be closer to the sources of information than others, may have some insideknowledge of just what exhausted me in Soviet Russia. Ofcourse, I had a hell-raising good time in Russia. I was constantly occupied in visiting factories and all kinds of institutions, making speeches and writing, besides enjoying therelaxation of cabarets and parties. Perhaps I was fatigued, asany person is likely to be after a passionate spell of any greatthing. But as for my being exhausted—hell! It is fifteen yearssince then, and I am still going strong, if the head-in-the-buttCommunist critic doesn’t know. Exhausted indeed!

I came out of Russia with my head on my shoulders and my pen in my pocket and determined to write at all costs,so long as I had a piece of bread to bite and a room in whichI could think and scribble. And in ten years I wrote five booksand many poems. Perhaps too many!

I never thought there was anything worth while for me in the bohemian glamor of Montparnasse. “The sidewalk cafésof Montmartre” held no special attraction for me. Attractiveas Paris is, I have never stayed there for a considerable lengthof time. The longest period was over three months, when Iwas in a hospital. Montmartre I visited when I was invited bygenerous Americans who had money to treat themselves andtheir friends to a hectic time. The Montmartre of the cabarets and music halls never excited me. It is so obviously aplace where the very formal French allow foreigners whocan pay to cut up informally. It has no character of its own.Paris, away from Montmartre and Montparnasse, seemed tome to be the perfect city of modern civilization. It was theonly city I knew which provided quiet and comfortable clubsin the form of cafés for all of its citizens of every class. Iappreciated, but was not specially enamored of Paris, perhapsbecause I have never had the leisure necessary to make anexcellent clubman. If I had to live in France, I would preferlife among the fisherfolk of Douarnenez, or in the city ofStrassburg, or in sinister Marseilles, or any of the coast townsof the department of the Var.

The Communist critic further states that I “had grown fat, and ill, and indifferent in Paris. . . .” I regret that here Iam obliged to become clinical. But the clinic is an importantdepartment of life, and the fact about it is that I got well instead of ill in Paris.

In 1922 I left America in perfect health and more completely whole than the day on which I was born. My first accident of illness occurred in Russia. Sanitary conditionswere not ideal in Petrograd and Moscow in 1922. No intelligent person expected them to be after eight years of unremitting international war, revolution and civil war. I remember that every time I received my linen from the laundry Iinvariably found lice in it. The linen itself was very clean. Butthe revolution, sweeping away the privileged classes, also hadcarried along most of their servants. And of the peasants freshfrom the country who replaced them, many were neither competent nor clean.

It was very near the end of my visit that I experienced a sort of deadness in my left side and once my face graduallybecame puffed up like an enormous chocolate souffle. I havephotographs in my possession, taken in Moscow, whichauthenticate my condition at the time. There was also anAmerican acquaintance who was unable to turn his head; itwas cocked stiff to one side like a macabre caricature, as if itwere skewered to his shoulder. I consulted a doctor. Hethought the climate had affected me and advised me to getheavy woolen underwear. Later, in Petrograd, I became quiteill and had a tooth extracted for the first time in my life,under the most painful conditions.

I arrived in Germany in the early summer of 1923. Three months spent there were an interval of intermittent feversand headaches. It was hard labor to concentrate upon a seriesof articles about Russia for a Negro magazine. In the latefall I arrived in Paris. I consulted a French specialist, whoadvised me to enter a hospital immediately. While I was convalescing in the hospital I wrote this poem, “The DesolateCity.” The poem was largely symbolic: a composite evocationof the clinic, my environment, condition and mood.




THE DESOLATE CITY



My spirit is a pestilential city,

With misery triumphant everywhere,

Glutted with baffled hopes and human pity.

Strange agonies make quiet lodgement there:

Its sewers bursting ooze up from below

And spread their loathsome substance through its lanes,

Flooding all areas with their evil flow

And blocking all the motions of its veins:

Its life is sealed to love or hope or pity,

My spirit is a pestilential city.



Above its walls the air is heavy-wet,

Brooding in fever mood and hanging thick

Round empty tower and broken minaret,

Settling upon the tree tops stricken sick

And withered under its contagious breath.

Their leaves are shriveled silver, parched decay,

Life wilting creepers trailing underneath

The chalky yellow of a tropic way.

Round crumbling tower and leaning minaret,

The air hangs fever-filled and heavy-wet.





And all its many fountains no more spurt;

Within the damned-up tubes they tide and foam,

Around the drifted sludge and silted dirt,

And weep against the soft and liquid loam.

And so the city’s ways are washed no more,

All is neglected and decayed within,

Clean waters beat against its high-walled shore

In furious force, but cannot enter in:

The suffocated fountains cannot spurt,

They foam and rage against the silted dirt.



Beneath the ebon gloom of mounting rocks

The little pools lie poisonously still,

And birds come to the edge in forlorn flocks,

And utter sudden, plaintive notes and shrill,

Peeking at strangely gray-green substances;

But never do they dip their bills and drink.

They twitter, sad beneath the mournful trees,

And fretfully flit to and from the brink,

In little gray-brown, green-and-purple flocks,

Beneath the jet-gloom of the mounting rocks.



And green-eyed moths of curious design,

With gold-black wings and rarely silver-dotted,

On nests of flowers among those rocks recline,

Bold, burning blossoms, strangely leopard-spotted,

But breathing deadly poison from their lips.

And every lovely moth that wanders by,

And of the blossoms fatal nectar sips,

Is doomed to drooping stupor, there to die;

All green-eyed moths of curious design

That on the fiercely-burning blooms recline.



Oh cold as death is all the loveliness,

That breathes out of the strangeness of the scene,

And sickening like a skeleton’s caress,

Of clammy clinging fingers, long and lean.

Above it float a host of yellow flies,

Circling in changeless motion in their place,

That came down snow-thick from the freighted skies,

Swarming across the gluey floor of space:

Oh cold as death is all the loveliness,

And sickening like a skeleton’s caress.



There was a time, when, happy with the birds,

The little children clapped their hands and laughed;

And midst the clouds the glad winds heard their words

And blew down all the merry ways to waft

The music through the scented fields of flowers.

Oh sweet were children’s voices in those days,

Before the fall of pestilential showers,

That drove them forth far from the city’s ways:

Now never, nevermore their silver words

Will mingle with the golden of the birds.




Gone, gone forever the familiar forms

To which the city once so dearly clung,

Blown worlds beyond by the destroying storms

And lost away life lovely songs unsung.

Yet life still lingers, questioningly strange,

Timid and quivering, nafed and alone,

Against the cycle of disruptive change,

Though all the fond familiar forms are gone,

Forever gone, the fond familiar forms;

Blown worlds beyond by the destroying storms.



More than three years after “The Desolate City” was written, it was published for the first time in the Negro magazine, Opportunity. But by then I was a stout black animal,splashing and floating in the blue Mediterranean. The Frenchspecialist had said: “You are young, with a very wonderful constitution, and you will recover all right if you willlive quietly and carefully away from the temptations of thebig cities.” I certainly did follow that good advice.











PART FIVE




•





THE CYNICAL CONTINENT




•






XXI

Berlin and Paris

•



AT last the soft breath of spring warmed and conquered the great harbor of frozen ice and our ship cleavedthrough. The first of June we arrived in Hamburg. Nothinghere of the fortress-like austerity of Petrograd. Hamburg wasbig and full and busy with the business of free unhamperedcommerce. Flocks of ships were loading and unloading theirrich cargoes. Sailors reeled through the low-down streets indrunken irresponsibility, and there were many Negroes showing their white teeth against all that white wealth.

I spent three days among the docks and the Negroes of different nationalities and languages and then entrained forBerlin. Startlingly changed was the spirit of Berlin after aninterval of nine months. In the fall of 1922 a dollar was worthabout a thousand marks. There appeared to be plenty ofmoney in circulation among all classes, and lots of new andstylish clothes were in evidence. Berlin was by a long waybrisker and brighter than London. I had a comfortable roomwith a middle-class family. Said the head to me: “Theworkers are better off than we. We have lost three-quartersof our investments and incomes. But the workers are wellpaid and can buy new clothes, while we of the middle classmust wear the old. And the workers have money to go tothe theaters; they ride second-class in the trains, and we mustride third.”

But now all was changed. Premier Poincare had seized the Ruhr early in 1923 and the mark had skyrocketed. I cannoteven recall how many thousands I got for my dollar when I returned to Berlin in the summer of 1923. For every minutethe dollar became dearer and dearer. But this fact sticks inmy skull: From New York, Eugen Boissevain cabled metwenty-five dollars to Berlin in October, 1922. I was to receive payment (I don’t know why) in marks. But just beforethe amount arrived, I was obliged to leave Berlin for Russia.When I returned to Berlin in June, 1923, my twenty-five dollars was worth only twenty-five cents.

Speculation in dollars and pounds and francs and other foreign moneys was mad. The corners of the principal streets were dotted with money-changing kiosks. Many who possessed foreign money developed a close-fisted psychosis. Theydidn’t want to change their bills into marks until obliged to.And when they had to, it was with regret, for the next minutethe dollar would be worth a few marks more. A GermanCommunist friend told me about a certain Anglo-Americancomrade who would delay paying his bills even though longoverdue until the dollar climbed to a new high. By thatmethod he paid about one-half only of the cost of what heactually owed. Said the German Communist bitterly: “Eventhe foreign comrades are exploiting the German people.”Nearly everybody was doing it. I remember a so-called radicalpublisher who had worked out a profitable plan of printingAmerican books in Germany, because labor and materialthere were so cheap, and exporting them to sell in America.

My Japanese friend, Sen Katayama, had warned me against returning to Germany. He thought I would be molested because for a couple of years the press of Europe and Americahad been carrying atrocity stories about the doings of theFrench black soldiers on the Rhine. But I said I would goback to Germany. Personally, I had not sensed any feelingagainst me as a Negro in the fall of 1923 because of the blacktroops on the Rhine. Everywhere I had been treated muchbetter and with altogether more consideration than inAmerica and England. Often when I stepped into a café therewere friendly greetings—"Schwartz' Mohr"—and free drinks.And now I felt that if Negroes were hated and mistreatedby the Germans because of the black troops on the Rhine, Iwanted to authenticate the changed sentiment for myself. Idid not want to report by hearsay that the Germans were mistreating Negroes. And that was why I went from the freeport of Hamburg to Berlin, instead of going directly to Paris.

Well, everywhere in hotels, cafés, dancing halls, restaurants and trains, on the river boats and in the streets, I met with no feeling of hostility. In spite of the French black troopson the Rhine I was treated even better in Berlin in 1923 thanin 1922. Of course, Berlin was mightily depressed because ofthe French occupation of the Ruhr. In the hotel where Istayed there was posted a sign asking the guests not to speakthe French language. The spirit of depression was expressedmore eloquently in the exchanges than anywhere. The working people were not as prosperous and happy as in the fallof 1922, because the new inflation caused by the French occupation had cut down their wages to the bone. If Poincaré of Lorraine, consumed by an overwhelming fear and hatredof the Germans, had desired to perpetuate the hatred between the Germans and the French forever, he could not havedevised a better way.

There was something sullen and bitter, hostile and resentful in the atmosphere of Berlin. And I believe Berlin expressed the resentful spirit of all of Germany. There were Wandervogcl everywhere like a plague of flies. They hadlost their romantic flavor. More imitation than real Wandervogel, with their knapsacks slung over their shoulders,casually taking to the streets as nature lovers take to thewoods, and they gave one a strange impression of Berlin as afuturistic forest.

I do not know of anything that has rendered so perfectly the atmosphere, temper and tempo of the Berlin of that periodthan George Grosz’s Ecce Homo. For me that book of drawings is a rare and iconoclastic monument of this closing eraeven as Rabelais is of the Renaissance. I had the unique andunforgettable honor and pleasure of knowing George Groszin Moscow. His photograph and two pages of his drawingshad appeared in the special pictorial section of Pravda, whichalso carried a photograph of myself. It was the first time Ihad seen any of Grosz’s drawings. They gripped me. I soughtan opportunity to meet him in the Congress Hall of theKremlin.

When I returned to Berlin I hunted him up to ask him to sign a copy of Ecce Homo, which I had bought privately. Thebook was banned by the government of the Social Democracy.Grosz’s remarkable personality gave not the slightest hint ofthe artistic type. And in his little apartment, his pretty andpleasant frau had surrounded him with the neatest of bourgeois comforts. He fitted respectably into the frame, and ifyou did not know he was an artist, you might have taken himfor a responsible bank clerk. Yet there was a charming felicityand harmony in the manage. It gave the impression thatGrosz needed just that kind of domestic background fromwhich he could swing up and out with his powerful artisticpunches.

Grosz in his appearance seemed the perfect type of a conservative Prussian. But a careful study of his nervous-boyish and whimsical eyes revealed the revolutionary artist in him.

He was a real inspiration to other artists. I heard many lyrical appreciations of his work, a fine tribute to the man, for thebreed of artists (judging from my experience on The Liberator and among the cosmopolites in France) are hell-hardon their contemporaries. They are liberal and lavish in praiseof the dead only or the great. Writers are perhaps more generous. Marsden Hartley, whom I happened across in Berlin,was ecstatic in praise of Grosz’s work. But the two artists hadnever met, so I introduced them. Physically, Grosz was asimpressive as his amazingly ruthless drawings, and MarsdenHardey was equally as ecstatic in praise of his person.

I met also Pierre Loving, the writer and critic, who spoke German and kindly hunted me up a large room, exactly rightto live and work in. He introduced me to Josephine Herbst,who was very kind and helpful in a practical and also artisticway. Soon after I met again the Baroness von Freytag-Loring-hoven, selling newspapers in the street. Our meeting surprisedboth of us. We talked a little, but she had to sell her newspapers, for she said her rent was overdue. So we made arendezvous for the next evening at the Romanisher café.

It was a sad rendezvous. The Baroness in Greenwich Village, arrayed in gaudy accoutrements, was a character. Now, in German homespun, she was just a poor pitiful frau. Shesaid she had come to Germany to write because the cost ofliving was cheap there. But she complained that she had beenditched. She didn’t make it clear by whom or what. So instead of writing she was crying news. She wished that she wasback in New York, she said. I was accompanied by an American student lad whom I had met at the American Expressoffice. He came from one of the western cities. He professeda liking for me, because of my poetry, he said. He had plentyof money and was always treating me to more drinks thanwere good for me. I told him that the Baroness was a realpoet and that he might give her a couple of dollars. He generously produced five, and we were all very happy for it.

I had completed my plans to go to Paris when, curiously, I began meeting a number of the comrades whom I hadknown in Moscow. One day in the Unter den Linden Ibumped up against the Hindu youth who had vanished sostrangely from the Lux Hotel in Moscow. “I thought youwere dead!” I cried.

“And I thought I was going to die,” he said. He related the story of his arrest by the O.G.P.U. because he had beendenounced as a spy by the head of the Indian delegation inMoscow. He said the O.G.P.U. endeavored to get him toconfess, but he had insisted that he was not a spy. He had haddifferences with the head of the Indian delegation and hadthought of giving up revolutionary work and returning tostudent life. (His father had sent him to Europe to study.) Hewas kept in O.G.P.U. custody for months. Finally he wassent to some place up Archangel way, and from there he hadescaped across the border into Finland. He had always beena thin enough fellow; now he looked like a mosquito. I toldhim I didn’t think he had “escaped,” as he thought, but thathe had simply been allowed to escape. He asked me why,whether I had had any inside information. But I merelynodded my head and looked mysterious. Poor chap! He wasso down in spirits, I didn’t want to tell him that I thought the O.G.P.U. were convinced that he was not a spy, but merely a perfect specimen of a moron.

The next day, again on the Unter den Linden, I met Roy, the leader of the Indian delegation. Roy was editing a propaganda paper in Berlin, which was distributed in India. Heinvited me up to his office and asked me to contribute anarticle to his paper about Communism and the Negro.I consulted an English friend, a Communist sympathizer, andhe advised me to keep away from the Indian movementbecause it was too “complicated.” The advice was just thekind I was fishing for and I didn’t write the article or seeRoy again before I left Berlin.



It was interesting in Paris to mix in among the cosmopolitan expatriates. The milieu was sympathetic. It was broader than the radical milieu of Greenwich Village. The environment was novel and elastic. It was like taking a holiday afterliving in the atmosphere of the high pressure propagandaspirit of the new Russia. There in Paris, radicals, esthetes,painters and writers, pseudo-artists, bohemian tourists—allmixed tolerantly and congenially enough together.

Frankly to say, I never considered myself identical with the white expatriates. I was a kind of sympathetic fellow-travelerin the expatriate caravan. The majority of them were sympathetic toward me. But their problems were not exactlymy problems. They were all-white with problems in whitewhich were rather different from problems in black.

There were the expatriates who were lured to Europe because life was riper, culture mellower, and artistic things considered of higher worth than in America.

There were those who argued that a florescence of art and literature was impossible in America: the country was toonew.

There were those who were in revolt against the puritan conscience and the denial of artistic freedom in America; thelack of public respect for creative art and artists.

There were those who were harassed by complicated problems of sex.

But when I got right down to a ruthless analysis of myself, to understand the urge that had sent me traveling abroad, I discovered that it was something very different from thatwhich actuated the white expatriates.

For I was in love with the large rough unclassical rhythms of American life. If I was sometimes awed by its brutal bigness, I was nevertheless fascinated by its titanic strength. Irejoiced in the lavishness of the engineering exploits and thearchitectural splendors of New York.

I never could agree that literature and art could not flourish in America. That idea was altogether contrary to my historicaloutlook. I believed that there would be an American art andculture mainly derived from Europe and augmented by thearts and cultures of other countries precisely as there had beena distinct Roman art and culture mainly derived from Greece,but augmented by the arts and cultures of the countries thatRome had conquered. For America appeared to me preeminently a vast outpost of European civilization, being, in itsrelation to Europe, what Northern Europe was to Rome underthe empire. When Europeans said to me: “The Americans,they are barbarians,” it stirred up a romantic sensation, andI thought that that was exactly the manner in which theancient Romans spoke of the inhabitants of Iberia and Gauland Germany and Britain.

Again, I was not oversensitive about the American public taking the writer and artist like the average person instead ofisolating him in an ivory tower. I am partial to the idea of anartist being of and among the people, even if incognito. Thepuritan atmosphere of America was irritating, but it was notsuffocating. I had written some of my most vigorous poemsright through and straight out of the tumult and turbulenceof American life.

And lastly, sex was never much of a problem to me. I played at sex as a child in a healthly harmless way. When I wasseventeen or eighteen I became aware of the ripe urge ofpotency and also the strange manifestations and complications of sex. I grew up in the spacious peasant country, andalthough there are problems and strangenesses of sex alsoin the country, they are not similar to those of the city. I nevermade a problem of sex. As I grew up I was privileged toread a variety of books in my brother’s library and soon Ibecame intellectually cognizant of sex problems. But physicallymy problems were reduced to a minimum. And the more Itraveled and grew in age and experience, the less they became.

What, then, was my main psychological problem? It was the problem of color. Color-consciousness was the fundamental of my restlessness. And it was something with whichmy white fellow-expatriates could sympathize but which theycould not altogether understand. For they were not black likeme. Not being black and unable to see deep into the profundity of blackness, some even thought that I might havepreferred to be white like them. They couldn’t imagine that Ihad no desire merely to exchange my black problem for theirwhite problem. For all their knowledge and sophistication,they couldn’t understand the instinctive and animal and purelyphysical pride of a black person resolute in being himself andyet living a simple civilized life like themselves. Because theireducation in their white world had trained them to see aperson of color either as an inferior or as an exotic.

I believe that I understood more about the expatriates than they understood of me, as I went along in the rhythm of theircaravan; yet, although our goal was not the same, I wasalways overwhelmingly in sympathy with its purpose. Fromconventional Americans visiting Europe I used to hear severecriticisms directed at the expatriate caravan. The criticsthought that the expatriates were wasting their time and thatAmerican creative artists should stay at home and exploreAmerican life. Some of them made an exception of me. Theysaid that because the social life of the Negro was strictlylimited in America, it might be better for a Negro who is acreative artist to seek more freedom abroad. But I was nottaken in by that specious form of flattery. As I have indicated before, I was aware that if there were problems specifically black, also there were problems specifically white.

I liked the spectacle of white American youngsters of both sexes enjoying the freedom of foreigners with money on thecafé terraces of Continental Europe. I liked to watch theirfeats of unprohibited drinking and listen to their elastic conversations and see them casually taking in their stride thecosmopolitan world of people of different races and colors.Even if they were not all intent upon or able to create worksof art, I did not see them as idlers and wasters, but as students of life.

My English friend, Mr. Jekyll, had informed me that it was a custom of the English bourgeoisie and aristocracy to let theirsons travel by themselves abroad for a year or so after theyhad finished college. The British Empire must have gainedmuch from that practice. So I felt that America also couldgain something from its youngsters circulating abroad andmingling with foreigners on their own ground. Certainly,whatever they were before, they could not be worse Americansafter that experience.

James Joyce’s Ulysses was published when I arrived in Paris. And Ernest Hemingway’s first little book of miniaturestories In Our Time came out that same year. A good friendgave me a copy of Ulysses. A bad friend swiped it.

James Joyce incomparably and legitimately was le maître among the moderns. I cannot imagine any modern andearnest student of literary artistry of that period who did notconsider it necessary to study James Joyce. I was privilegedto have a few acquaintances of radical sympathies among themoderns, and they all advised me to read Joyce before Istarted to write. So I did. Some of them thought, as I, thatUlysses was even greater as a textbook for modern writersthan as a novel for the general public.

Yet after reading Ulysses I said to my friends, as I had previously said to Frank Budgen, one of Joyce’s early admirers in London, that D. H. Lawrence was the modern writer Ipreferred above any. I thought Ulysses a bigger book thanany one of Lawrence’s books, but I preferred Lawrence asa whole. I thought that D. H. Lawrence was more modernthan James Joyce. In D. H. Lawrence I found confusion—all of the ferment and torment and turmoil, the hesitation andhate and alarm, the sexual inquietude and the incertitude ofthis age, and the psychic and romantic groping for a way out.

But in James Joyce I found the sum of two thousand years, from the ending of the Roman Empire to the ending of theChristian age. Joyce picked up all the ends of the classicalthreads and wove them into the ultimate pattern in Ulysses.There is no confusion, no doubt, no inquiry and speculationabout the future in James Joyce. He is a seer and Olympianand was able to bring the life of two thousand years into thespan of a day. If I were to label James Joyce I would say thathe was (in the classic sense of the word) a great Decadent.

Some of my friends thought I showed a preference for D. H. Lawrence because he was something of a social rebel.But it was impossible for me seriously to think of Lawrence asa social thinker, after having studied the social thinking ofcreative writers like Ruskin, William Morris, Tolstoy and Bernard Shaw, and other social propagandists. In fact, Lawrence’sattitude toward his subject matter, his half-suppressed puritanism, often repelled me. What I loved was the Laurentianlanguage, which to me is the ripest and most voluptuousexpression of English since Shakespeare.

If Joyce was le maître of the ultra-moderns, Gertrude Stein was the madame, and her house was open to all withoutdiscrimination. Even Negroes. I cannot remember how oftenpeople said to me: “Haven’t you been to Gertrude Stein’s?”. . . “Everybody goes to Gertrude Stein’s.” . . . “I’ll take youto Gertrude Stein’s.” . . . “Gertrude Stein does not mindNegroes.” . . . “Gertrude Stein has written the best storyabout Negroes, and if you mean to be a modern Negro writer,you should meet her. . .

I never went because of my aversion to cults and disciples. I liked meeting people as persons, not as divinities in temples.And when I came to examine “Melanctha,” Gertrude Stein’sNegro story, I could not see wherein intrinsically it was whatit was cracked up to be. In “Melanctha” Gertrude Stein reproduced a number of the common phrases relating toNegroes, such as: “boundless joy of Negroes,” “unmorality ofblack people,” “black childish,” “big black virile,” “joyousNegro,” “black and evil,” “black heat,” “abandoned laughter,”“Negro sunshine,” all prettily framed in a tricked-out style.But in the telling of the story I found nothing striking andinformative about Negro life. Melanctha, the mulattress, mighthave been a Jewess. And the mulatto, Jeff Campbell—he isnot typical of mulattoes I have known anywhere. He remindsme more of a type of white lover described by colored women.“Melanctha” seemed more like a brief American paraphraseof Esther Waters than a story of Negro life. The originalEsther Waters is more important to me.

Ernest Hemingway was the most talked-about of young American writers when I arrived in Paris. He was the whitehope of the ultra-sophisticates. In the motley atmosphere ofMontparnasse, there was no place for the cult of little heroworship. James Joyce was worshipped, but he had won outwith a work that took men’s eyes like a planet. But in Montparnasse generally writers and artists plunged daggers intoone another. That atmosphere in its special way was like agood tonic, if you didn’t take too much of it. Good for youngcreative artists who have a tendency to megalomania. Andmany of them do. And also it was an antidote for the olderones who have already arrived and are a little haughty, expecting too much homage from the young.

It was therefore exciting that Ernest Hemingway had won the regard and respect of the younger creative artists and evenof the older. I remember Nina Hamnett pointing him out tome at the Dome and remarking ecstatically that Hemingwaywas a very handsome American and that he had a lovely son.But it was long after that before I met him for a momentthrough Max Eastman.

In Our Time, that thin rare book of miniature short stories, was published, and it was the literary event amongthe young expatriates. I cherish an unforgettable memory of itand of Montparnasse at that time. A cultivated and distinguished American, liberal of attitude and pocket to unpopular causes, was sitting at the Dome, reading a copy ofIn Our Time. He invited me to his table and offered a drink.He read aloud Chapter III, and wondered whether there wasa double entendre in that last sentence: “It rained all throughthe evacuation.” I said I did not know and did not think itmattered, and I asked the garçon to bring me a double cognac.My friend and host said: “They are talking in a big way aboutthis Hemingway, but I just can’t get him. I like the youngradical crowd and what they are aiming to do. But this thinghere”—he pointed to In Our Time—“I don’t like it. It is toobrutal and bloody.”

“But so is life,” I ventured to say, and not too aggressively, because I was expecting my host to come across with a giftof money.

“The only thing I admire about this book is the cover,” he said. “That sure is in our time all right. If you like it youcan have it.” My hand trembled to take it. The book wasworth something between thirty and fifty francs, which wasmore than I could afford. I have it still. It became so valuablethat I once consigned it for a loan. But I redeemed it and,excepting my typewriter, I hardly ever trouble to redeem thethings I pawn.

Yet I would be lying if I should say here that when I read In Our Time in 1924. I thought the author soon would be oneof the famous American writers. I liked the style of the book,but I thought more of it as a literary rarity, and that theauthor would remain one of the best of the little coteriewriters.

I must confess to a vast admiration for Ernest Hemingway the writer. Some of my critics thought that I was imitatinghim. But I also am a critic of myself. And I fail to find anyrelationship between my loose manner and subjective feelingin writing and Hemingway’s objective and carefully stylizedform. Any critic who considers it important enough to takethe trouble can trace in my stuff a clearly consistent emotional-realist thread, from the time I published my book ofdialect verse (Songs of Jamaica) in 1912, through the periodof my verse and prose in The Liberator, until the publicationof Home to Harlem.

But indeed, yes, I was excited by the meteor apparition of Ernest Hemingway. I cannot imagine any ambitious youngwriter of that time who was not fascinated in the beginning.In Paris and in the Midi, I met a few fellows of the extremeleft school, and also a few of the moderate liberal school andeven some of the ancient fossil school—and all mentionedHemingway with admiration. Many of them felt that theycould never go on writing as before after Hemingway.

The irritating pseudo-romantic style of writing about contemporary life—often employed by modernists and futurists, with their punctuation-and-phraseology tricks, as well as bythe dead traditionalists—that style so admirably parodied inUlysses, had reached its conventional climax in MichaelArlen’s The Green Hat. When Hemingway wrote, The SunAlso Rises, he shot a fist in the face of the false romantic-realists and said: “You can’t fake about life like that.”

Apparently Hemingway today is mainly admired by a hard-boiled and unsophisticated public whose mentality in a curious way is rather akin to that of the American who contemptuously gave away Hemingway’s first book to me. I don’t thinkthat that is any of Hemingway’s fault. And what excites andtickles me to disgust is the attitude of the precious coteries toward Hemingway. One is not certain whether they hateHemingway because of his success or because of his roughhandling of some precious idols. The elect of the coteriescould not possibly object to the Hemingway style and material. For the Hemingway of In Our Time is the same Hemingway of The Sun Also Rises, A Farewell to Arms, and themasterpiece of Death in the Afternoon. The only difference Isee is that whereas Hemingway is a little cryptic in the earlierwork, he is clear, unequivocal and forthright in his full-sizedbooks. In Our Time contains the frame, the background, andthe substance of all of Hemingway’s later work. The hard-boilism—the booze, blood and brutality are all there. The keyto A Farewell to Arms may be found in In Our Time. Thecritics whose sensibilities were so shocked over Death in theAfternoon will find its foundation in the six miniature classicsof the bull ring in In Our Time, developed and enlarged withriper experience in the big book.

I find in Hemingway’s works an artistic illumination of a certain quality of American civilization that is not to befound in any other distinguished American writer. And thatquality is the hard-boiled contempt for and disgust withsissyness expressed among all classes of Americans. Now thisquality is distinctly and definitely American—a conventionalized rough attitude which is altogether un-European. Itstands out conspicuously, like the difference between American burlesque shows and European music-hall shows. Mr.Hemingway has taken this characteristic of American lifefrom the streets, the barrooms, the ringsides and lifted it intothe realm of real literature. In accomplishing this he did revolutionary work with four-letter Anglo-Saxon words. That tome is a superb achievement. I do not know what Mr. Hemingway’s personal attitude may be to the material that he hasused, and I care less. All I can say is that in literature he hasmost excellently quickened and enlarged my experience ofsocial life.


XXII

Friends in France 

•

I had been posing naked in Paris studios to earn my daily bread and that undermined my health. The studios werebadly heated. My body reacted against the lack of warmthafter being for many years accustomed to the well-heatedhouses of America. I came down with pneumonia. My Frenchfriend, Pierre Vogein, looked after me. Josephine Bennettbrought me fruit and ordered proper food. Louise Bryant senta doctor. Clive Weed had told her that I was in Paris.

Louise Bryant was aware that I wanted to write above all things. I first saw her when she returned from Russia afterthe death of John Reed. I think it was at Romany Marie’s inGreenwich Village and she was encircled by a group of niceyoung men, collegiate-like. At that time she was a prettywoman with unforgettably beautiful eyebrows. She had sentThe Liberator a pathetic poem about her sorrow, and we hadpublished it. I told her that the poem had moved me morethan anything that was written about John Reed’s death. Forthe dead was dead, but I felt that the living who really mournare the sorriest thing about death.

Louise Bryant and I came together again, I think at Max Eastman’s. We talked about John Reed. I asked if she knewthat he had invited me to go to Moscow in 1920, when I wasin London. She said she didn’t know that, but was aware thatReed had become excited about the social problems of theNegro group shortly before he fell ill.

At that time she was doing a brilliant set of articles aboutRussia for a Hearst newspaper. We talked about writing. I was interested in her opinion of so-called “bourgeois” and so-called “proletarian” literature and art. Externally her tasteswere bourgeois enough. She liked luxurious surroundings andelegant and expensive clothes and looked splendid in them.But her fine tastes had not softened her will or weakened herrebel spirit.

Louise Bryant thought, as I did, that there was no bourgeois writing or proletarian writing as such; there was only good writing and bad writing. I told her of my great desireto do some Negro stories, straight and unpolished, but thatMax Eastman had discouraged me and said I should writemy stories in verse. But my thinking in poetry was so lyric-emotional that I could not feel like writing stories in thatvein. She said Max Eastman was too romantic about poetryand that I should write prose. She said she also could neverget into her poetry certain things that she got into prose. JohnReed had written some early stories about ordinary peoplewith no radical propaganda in them, she said, and suggestedthat I should do the same about my Negro stories—just writeplain tales.

And so now again in Paris, when she was sending me off to southern France for my health. Louise Bryant warned me:“Remember our conversation in New York, and don’t try toforce your stories with propaganda. If you write a good story,that will be the biggest propaganda.” She gave me a check bigenough to keep me living simply and working steadily forthree months.

I went to Marseilles, and from there visited some of the little towns of the littoral. Finally I chose La Ciotat, a placeabout midway between Marseilles and Toulon, having someeight thousand folk. Boatmaking and fishing were the twomain industries. The bay was fine, and beautiful in the morning sunshine. But on the quay, where the houses and hotelswere, the morning sunshine didn’t fall. There was no kind ofheat, not even fireplaces. My hotel was cold but I contrivedto work, wrapping myself from chest to feet in my Russianblanket and leaving only my hands free.

After a month of it I went down to Toulon to hear Carmen by the Opéra Comique Company from Paris. In a bistroafter the opera I met a girl who spoke English. She was alittle strange, different from the average that one meets insailor bars. She was friendly to me. I found out that she hadonce been a little friend of artists and writers in Montmartreand Montparnasse. She was the type of girl that seemed moresuitable for friendship with younger officers than with common sailors, but she preferred the sailors. She worked too, ina store. She promised to find me a room with a fireplace inToulon, which she did, and sent me a note about it the following week. But I had already paid another month’s rentin advance in La Ciotat.

When that month was ended, I took up residence in Toulon. The girl—her name was Marcelle—had a sailorfriend named Lucien, and all three of us became very closefriends. Lucien was more than an average sailor. There aremany such in the French navy, lads from middle-class andlower middle-class families who choose the navy instead ofthe army to do their compulsory service. The service is longerin the navy than in the army. Also it is harder, without theprivileges offered by the army, in which the educated sons ofthe better classes can do their compulsory service as cadets.

Lucien had been a cadet, studying to enter the navy as a career, but he had failed his examinations and then decidedto do his military service in the navy. He read lots of books,but he wasn’t literary. He gave me my first French lessons.He said I should read Anatole France for good French. Hesaid he read everything of Anatole France’s because he wrotethe purest and clearest French of any contemporary writer.But he didn’t get any kick out of the novels as novels. Forstories about French life he preferred Zola and Maupassant.I wondered if there were many French readers who feltabout Anatole France as Lucien did. He assured me that therewere many who liked Anatole France merely because hewrote classical French.

Lucien was on the battleship “Provence.” He invited me to go aboard and introduced me to many of his friends. AsLucien had formerly been a cadet, he had a few extra privileges. Very often he slept in town. And he, Marcelle and Iwere always together. He loved to walk, and together we explored the environs of Toulon. We hiked to La Seyne, Tamaris, Bandol and Ollioulcs. I love the Var country more thanany part of France, excepting Brittany. Lucien was a Bretonand he loved those wonderful bare rugged rocks toweringto the skies that make the Var so dramatically picturesque. Itold Lucien that I loved those rearing rocks because theysomewhat suggested the skyscrapers of New York. But Luciendid not like the comparison; he could not imagine anythingAmerican resembling anything French.

When his pals got their week-end vacation from the “Provence” we all went bathing out at Cap Negre in the afternoon, and in the evening we got together for a good time in thebistros and mancebias. The mancabtas of Toulon are like recreation halls for the sailors. Many of the sailors who, likeLucien, had their girls in town, went to the mancebias todance and meet their friends for a good time. Sometimes theytook their girls with them. There are dancing halls in Toulon,but these are frequented mostly by the officers. The sailorsfind it embarrassing to mix with the officers, so they preferthe mancebias, where they are freer. The managers of themancebias are a pretty good lot. They are friendly and caterto the whims of the sailors, as if they were aware that theywere entertaining a mixed group of the best of the country’syouth.

Toulon is dominated by the naval aristocracy, and its administration seemed to me the best of any of the French provincial towns I visited. To a casual observer, the civiladministration seems subordinate to the maritime administration. The sailors are protected much more than they are aware.In Toulon there is nothing of that rotten civil complaisancein the exploitation of the sailors which is a revolting featureof life in Marseilles.

Soon after I went to reside in Toulon I received a letter from the secretary of the Garland Fund. It informed me thatthe officers of the Fund had heard that I was unwell and inneed and that they desired to help me for a time, while I waswriting. Thus assured of fifty dollars a month, I knuckleddown to writing. It was grand and romantic to have a grantto write, and I got going on a realistic lot of stuff. I wassure about what I wanted to write, but I wasn’t so sure aboutthe form. My head was full of material in short pieces, but Iwanted to write a long piece—a novel.

I returned to Paris toward the end of summer with a heavy portfolio. I met a couple of publishers’ scouts who didn’t discover anything in my lot. Clive Weed introduced me toHarold Stearns. Stearns’s strange tired eyes didn’t want tolook at me. Remembering something, he excused himself,got up and went to the bar, and there forgot all about me.

I wondered why Stearns acted so strangely, as if over there in Paris I had reminded him too much of civilization in theUnited States! Another Yankee said that I should not worryabout Harold Stearns for I had nothing to offer him, and hehad nothing to offer me but tips on horses and booze. WhileI remained in Paris I saw Harold Stearns again many timesand always at the bar. He was something of an institution inMontparnasse, and often I saw him pointed out to Americanstudents who were discovering civilization in Europe as theman who had edited Civilization in the United States.

Also in Paris I found Eugen Boissevain, who had previously helped me much with encouraging praise of my poetry and with gifts of money. He had been recently married toEdna St. Vincent Millay. I saw them both together at theirhotel and she gave me a book of her poems. There was ahappy feeling in his face that I never had seen there beforehe was married, and I felt happy for it because I was fondof him. Miss Millay I saw for the first time. In GreenwichVillage I had often heard praise of her, but we had never met,and when I arrived in Paris she had recently left. In theliterary circles of Montparnasse I heard her name on the lipsof foreigners and Americans, and all in praise of her—a reverent worshipful praise. It was extraordinary: he-men, meremen, and others—all used identical phrases in praising MissMillay’s elusive personality. The only other white woman Iknew who was so unreservedly esteemed by all kinds of menwas Isadora Duncan. I was puzzled and skeptical of all thatchorus of praise. But when I did set eyes on Miss Millay Iunderstood it. There was something in her personality whichwas Elizabethan—as I imagine the Elizabethans to have beenfrom Shakespeare and history. And I saw her as a Shakespearean woman deftly adapted to the modern machine age.

When I searched for an Anglo-Saxon word to fix her in my mind I could think of “elfin” only.

Sinclair Lewis was in Paris also, and he was very kind. He read some of my stuff. He had been generous to manyradically-inclined writers since his first success with MainStreet, and he hadn’t seen any results. But he gave me a sumof money, took me to dinner in a small quiet place, andtalked to me a whole long evening. In a shrewd Americanway (chastising me and making me like it), Sinclair Lewisgave me a few cardinal and practical points about the writing of a book or a novel. Those points were indicative andsharp like newspaper headlines. I did not forget them when Igot down to writing Home to Harlem. I remembered them sowell that some critics saw the influence of Sinclair Lewis inmy novel. Scott Fitzgerald, in a note, said that the scenesseemed in the Zola-Lewis line.

I left Paris again for Toulon to sec what better I could do. About the time I got back Lucien was just finishing hisservice and getting ready to leave for Brittany. Marcelle wasvery sad, and I also. For I had been looking forward to ourspending much of our leisure time together as formerly.

On the evening of Lucien’s departure a gang of sailors from the “Provence” and some from other boats and a few girls allcrowded into my room. Out of their small wages they hadeked enough to buy many bottles of ordinary white and redwine. I bought some cognac. My landlady and her husbandjoined us and we had a great good time.

My friends knew that I was writing, but they knew nothing of my ideas. I never told them that I had been in Soviet Russia. The French friend whom I had met in Moscow hadadvised me that so long as I was staying in France I shouldnever do or say anything to let the authorities think that Iwas making political propaganda. If I followed that line,he said, I would never be bothered. I kept that advice, alongwith Louise Bryant’s, in my head and followed the line.

But toward the end of the evening, when we all began kissing one another on both cheeks, Frenchwise, bidding Lucien a last farewell, a sailor started singing the “Internationale.”We all joined our voices with his and heartily sang, I singingin English. One sailor jumped up on my writing table andsaid: “After the world revolution there will be no more whiteand black and yellow; we shall all be one fraternity of men.”My sense of the distinctive in the difference of color was outraged, and I said, “We can still remain a fraternity of menand guard our complexions.” One of the girls said: “That’sall well! We wouldn’t like you to change your color either.”

But the next day I had the honor of a visit from two police officers in plain clothes. They were very courteous. They firstsatisfied themselves that my French was not worth much andone of them spoke to me in English, which was worth justa little more than my French. I told them all they desired toknow about me, except the fact that I had visited SovietRussia. I explained that the sailors had come to my placeto give Lucien a farewell party. “And they sang the ‘Internationale’!” commented my inquisitor. I am not sure, but Ithink there is a government ruling which forbids Frenchsailors and soldiers from singing the “Internationale.” “Theysang the Marseillaise too,” I said, “and I prefer the words andmusic of the Marseillaise to those of the ‘Internationale’.” TheEnglish-speaking inspector smiled and asked me whether Iwas a Communist. I said that I was a poet and a great admirer of Victor Hugo. He said, “Well, I wouldn’t wonder ifa Negro-Amcrican had advanced ideas.” He excluded theNegro-French of course. But I was courteously left alone andfor the ensuing months I lived happily and as I pleased inToulon. In the restaurants and cafés that I frequented I wastreated even better than before.

Lucien wrote, asking if I could visit Brittany in the summer, because his parents wanted to know me. I replied in ungrammatical French, telling him that I would if I could. I finished a novel and mailed it to New York. I had a group ofshort stories, which I forwarded to Louise Bryant. I receivedan enthusiastic letter from Louise Bryant, who said thatRobert McAlmon wanted to use one of the stories.

Lucien and I kept up a regular correspondence. He wrote that he had fallen ill, but that it was not serious. In the earlysummer I left Toulon for Marseilles. There I met Marcelle.I told her that I was expecting to go to Brest to visit Lucienand his people. She thought that was fine, and I asked herwhy she didn’t come along too. That was impossible, she said,because a girl of her sort could not think of visiting the familyof her lover. Girls like her, she said, were outside friends foroutside purposes, and had no desire to intrude themselvesupon their friends’ families.

In the company of a white American artist I spent a couple of weeks in low-down Marseilles; then I decided to goto Bordeaux to visit a British West Indian Negro friend andhis French West Indian wife before going on to Brittany. Igot my ticket and boarded a night train. And while I waswaiting for my train to pull out, another pulled in, and therein the next car right up against mine was Max Eastman andhis Russian wife!

I got out and asked the station master to make my ticket good for the next day. Max Eastman had just published hisbook, Since Lenin Died. I had left him in Russia beforeLenin’s death, and we had plenty to talk about. So we spentthe larger split of the night talking, and the next day droveround the Corniche and ate bouillabaisse on the quay. In theevening I entrained for Bordeaux.

I wrote from Bordeaux informing Lucien that I would arrive soon in Brest, and was surprised to find the answeringletter addressed in a strange handwriting. It was from Lucien’sfather, stating that his son had died the week before. Lucienhad contracted tuberculosis in the navy, and unaware of hisserious illness, had not taken any treatment. In Toulon I hadnoticed that he was rather frail, and, compared to his comrades, unusually quiet, but I never heard him cough, and hisphysique showed no strain when we went hiking in thecountry.

In his letter, Lucien’s father invited me still to come to St. Pierre. He said his son had talked about my visit up to themoment of his death, and thought that I would like Brittanymore than Provence. For the first time in my life I wasshocked with the sensation of what “a living dead” mightmean. I had seen persons sicken and die after a long illness.I had seen sudden death. But Lucien’s passing was weird, likea ghost story. All the time he was regularly writing thosehealthy letters about the picturesqueness of the wild Bretoncoast, of the fields full of larks singing in the summertime, ofthe quaint costumes which the old people still wore naturally,he was actually wasting rapidly away. They say consumptivepersons are like that: always optimistic and hopeful of theirhealth. But I had never had any close contact with one.

I wondered if Marcelle had known of the real state of Lucien’s health. When I told him that I had come to theMidi mainly for the effect of the sun on my health, he said:“Why should the young think about health? Just live, andthat is health.” I lingered on in Bordeaux, hesitating aboutgoing to Brittany. But I received another letter, fromLucien’s mother, urging me to come, “because Lucien wantedyou to be his guest, and now that he is dead we want to receive you for him.” I decided to go. I had met many Frenchin cafés, restaurants and other places. And I had been invitedto a couple of parlor parties in Montparnasse, but I wasn’tsure whether my hosts were really French or what the Frenchcall métèque. I had never been a guest in a real Frenchfamily. The French are exclusive in their ideas of family lifeand seldom invite strangers to their homes.

Lucien’s family, which was small, belonged to the prosperous peasant class or the small bourgeoise. It was not a café-or restaurant-owning family. The old father used to be an artisan, of what trade I don’t remember. He was a big man,robust, friendly, and loved to play boule. The mother wassmall and compact and resembled a picture of a South European immigrant arriving in New York. There were twodaughters and an older son, all married. The son had a clerical position in the maritime service. I noticed that they readLe Quotidien, which was a Left liberal paper at that time.

The family possessed a small two-storey stone house in St. Pierre. It was furnished in antique and modern stuff. Thefather and mother still used the chest-like Breton beds whichare now so highly valued by connoisseurs. The dining tablealso was a large, heavy massive thing, occupying the one largeroom that served for dining and cooking. But Lucien hadmodernized his room, so that it was like a room anywhere,even in the Congo, I guess.

I stayed in a hotel in Brest and went often to eat with Lucien’s family. After the shock of meeting over Lucien’sdeath, it was a nice visit. I liked the Breton folk more thanany other of the French. I spent the summer wandering allover Finistere. I lay in the gray-green fields and watched thebrown larks suddenly soar and sing. I knew then why Lucienloved the Breton fields so dearly, and I understood more ofwhat Shakespeare felt when he wrote:

Hark, hark the lark at Heavens gate sings. . . .

Lovely are the fields and charming are the towns of Finistère: Brest, Morlaix, Camaret, Plougastel, Morgat,Quimper, Concarneau, Le Pouldu over to Lorient and back toDouarnenez le Rouge above all! How I loved Douarnenezwith its high wall falling sheerly into the green waters andthe big shipping boats with their tall masts hung with netslike blue veils against the misted gray-blue sky, and the fishermen in red dungarees and red-hearted.

I loved the quiet green and subdued grays and browns of Brittany, and although it rained a lot I did not miss the grandsun of Provence. Perhaps because I was sad and felt the needof solitude.


XXIII

Frank Harris in France

•

LATE in the autumn I went south again to Nice. I needed a job and found one as valet to an American.

Paul Robeson and I met on the Promenade des Anglais. He read one of my stories and said he liked it. I said I wouldlike to do a play for him to act in. Paul asked me if I knewGertrude Stein. I said I didn’t, that I hadn’t gone to herplace. Paul said he had visited Gertrude Stein and that shewas all right. I shouldn’t neglect such an opportunity, asshe knew all the literary people who counted, he told me. Itold Paul that although I couldn’t abide cliques, I wasn’taverse to contact, but from my estimation of Gertrude SteinI felt that she had nothing to offer.

I lived in a spacious room with a French-Italian family. It gave on the old port of Nice, and was cheap. Paul Robesonwas staying in Villefranche in the same hotel in which Glenway Westcott lived. I wrote to Paul asking if he could cometo Nice on a certain evening, when Max Eastman and hiswife would be visiting me. The reply came from Mrs.Robeson. She wrote that she and Paul were coming together,because they just couldn’t breathe without each other. PaulRobeson came late with his formidable wife and the moreformidable Frank Harris. Robeson and his wife had hadeither lunch or dinner with Frank Harris at Cimiez and hadmentioned that they were coming to see me afterward. FrankHarris hadn’t seen me in years, didn’t know I was in Nice,and insisted on coming along with the Robesons.

Max Eastman and his wife were already there when the Robesons and Frank Harris arrived. It was a most piquantscene, for I had never seen Max Eastman and Frank Harristogether, and I knew how they detested each other. If FrankHarris’s dislike was boisterously aggressive, Max Eastman’sdislike of him was none the less real because it was veiledand soft.


Frank Harris greeted me with a loud: “You rascal, catting your way through Europe and not letting me know you werein Nice! I knew you would come back to Europe after thatfirst trip. Now give an account of yourself.” But before Icould get in a word of any account about myself FrankHarris was teasing Max Eastman about his book, Since LeninDied. He said he hoped that Eastman would realize now thatpoliticians are politicians whether they are red or white, thatthere were certain types of men who were successful politicians and always would be forever and forever. He, FrankHarris, was one of the first to hail the Russian Revolutionand he still believed in it. But he had never regarded Leninand Trotsky or any Bolshevik as a god, but as men with thefaults of men. Max Eastman could not reply because FrankHarris did not give him a chance.

I had a case of dry Graves under my bed. (I had accompanied a casual acquaintance one day to a big shop in Nice, and in an excess of feeling for my poetry or personality heoffered me the case of Graves and I accepted it right awaybefore his sentiment had time to change.) So I brought outtwo bottles. Frank Harris said he was not drinking. But whenhe saw the Graves he examined the bottle and exclaimed:“Oh, it’s an excellent brand. I cannot resist trying it.” Andhe grabbed the bottle from me and opened it himself. I gotthe glasses ready and Frank Harris poured the wine. Soonhe became mellow, and started to tell stories of life andhimself. He told us a story of his traveling from London toRome by the Paris-Rome express train. There was an Italiancouple sitting beside him, he said, and the man knew Englishand started a conversation. The passenger was cultivated,and they passed the time discussing politics and headlinenews. But the woman got bored. She could not talk English.And suddenly, tigerishly, she turned on Frank Harris, accusing him of monopolizing her husband’s interest. Harris wassitting next to Paul Robeson and he gave a dramatic interpretation of the incident, now imitating the man, now thewoman, besides portraying his own role. And while he wasinterpreting the woman’s part he acted the thing out on PaulRobeson, making him the man. It was all very interesting,but when he had finished, Mrs. Robeson said aside to me:“He was so realistic that I felt afraid for my husband.” FrankHarris was also such a great actor that in his talk he actuallybecame the character he was portraying. And that is whysome of the readers of his marvelous biography of OscarWilde imagine that there was something more than a platonicfriendship between the two men.



The Robesons invited the Eastmans and myself to dinner in Villefranche. Glenway Westcott also was their dinnerguest. Mrs. Robeson wore a pretty red frock and Paul sanga couple of spirituals. Now that Frank Harris wasn’t there,the women had their chance to luxuriate in talking. It wasthe first time Mrs. Eastman had heard the American Negrovoice. Mrs. Eastman (nee Eliena Krylenko) was like a reincarnation of Chekhov’s The Darling. She whispered to methat she was fascinated, and like a happy, eager child sheengaged Mrs. Robeson in conversation. Presendy Mrs. Robeson exclaimed to Mrs. Eastman, “But Darling, where did youget that accent? Oh, I do adore your way of using our English language. It is just lovely!”

Frank Harris and I met very often in Nice. He lived in Cimiez, but came into Nice almost every day for his mail atthe office of the American Express Company. Often we sat inthe Taverne Alsacienne to talk. He asked me how my prosewas getting along. I told him I thought I had done somegood short stories, but failed of my real objective—a novel.I told him my difficulty was devising a plot.

“Don’t worry about a plot,” he said. “Just get a central idea or a person interesting enough and write around that. Makeyour writing strong and loose and try to get everythingin it.”

Once he saw me with a very striking girl at the American Express and he asked me if I would like to bring her todinner with him. I said, “Very willingly,” and we arrangeda rendezvous for a few days later. The dinner was in oneof the best restaurants. Harris had published his Life andLoves and was selling it privately. He told us he had receivedorders from the United States, England, Germany, theScandinavian countries and France. It was his practice to sendthe book and collect afterward, he said, and all the buyershad paid promptly excepting the French.

I said, “Our guest is French.” (She spoke perfect English.) Frank Harris was astonished: "Vraiment! vraiment!” he said,"Vousêtes française?" The girl said, “Yes, but that is nothing.” But Frank Harris regretted the faux pas, for Englishenemies, he informed me, were attacking him and workingto get him expelled from France for writing a dirty book.Some French journalists of the Left were defending him. Hebegan telling us of his troubles with the English and that he was banned from visiting England again, ostensibly because of his Life and Loves, but he knew that he was being persecuted actually because he had taken a stand against Englandduring the war.

We had a leisurely dinner: aperitifs and excellent white wine with the fish and red wine with the meat. And toppingall, a bottle of champagne. Frank Harris told many Life andLoves stories, as salacious as possible. The last long one wasabout his first strange affair in Greece. The French girl said,cryptically, “It had to be Greece.”

Outside, while we were walking through the Albert the First Park, Frank Harris declared that although he hadpassed seventy he was still young and active in every way.To demonstrate this he started to skip and fell down in thefirst movements. I picked him up. The girl lived about fortyminutes down the littoral, and as the last train was due in afew minutes, I said that I had to take her to the station.

Frank Harris said: “Why don’t you take her home in a taxicab?” I said that we couldn’t afford it, but that if he choseto, there was no objection. Immediately he took up the challenge and called a taxicab. I put the girl in and he said tome: “You, too, get in.” I said no, that one escort was enoughand we could trust him. And besides, I had to sleep the liquorout of my head to go to work the next morning. So FrankHarris got in beside the girl and they drove off.

I saw him again before I saw her. “Did you have a nice ride?” I asked. An embarrassed look came into his face andhe broke out, “You black devil, why didn’t you tell me wewere riding to the destination of Lesbos?” “Because I thoughtany destination was a destination for an eclectic person likeyou,” I said, and added that we had warned him that hecould be trusted.

“I didn’t even have any money left to pay the taxicab,” he said, “and had to give the chauffeur a promissory note.”

One day Frank Harris told me he had been thinking about doing a book of contemporary portraits of Negroes only, andhe could not think of any Negroes but Josephine Baker, PaulRobeson and myself. At that time Paul Robeson was aspiring,but had not achieved his greater fame. And without beingunduly modest, but with my mind on the bull’s-eye ofachievement, I said I thought I would have to do anotherbook first.

Truth to tell, I have always been a little dubious about anthologies of Negro poets and all that kind of stuff. Becausethere is a tendency to mix up so much bad with the good,that the good is hard to pick out. Of that kind of thing, somecritics will say: “Good enough for a Negro,” and there is afeeling among some Negro writers and artists that they shouldbe contented with that sort of critcism. It gives us prestigein Negro society. We have been praised by critics and thecritics are all white. If I resent that kind of patronizingcriticism, and the fact that Negro artists are satisfied withit, it is because I am inspired with a great hope for theNegro group. And I am certain that it cannot find artisticself-reliance in second-hand achievement. Though becauseof lack of common facilities and broad cultural contacts aNegro’s work may lack the technical perfection of a whiteperson’s, intrinsically it must be compared with the whiteman’s achievement and judged by the same standards. I thinkthat that is the only standard of criticism that Negro artistscan aim at.

Frank Harris and I went to the Taverne Alsacienne to talk over his project. He said that if he wrote a book of contemporary portraits of Negroes, he would expect it to sell. Isaid that I hoped it would. I wrote down some names:Marcus Garvey, Florence Mills, Madam Walker of BlackBeauty Culture fame, W. C. Handy, composer of the St. LouisBlues. W. E. B. DuBois was the only Negro intellectual whoappeared outstanding for that sort of thing. There were quitea few, but none of them glamorous enough for FrankHarris’s style. I mentioned Professor Carver, the Luther Burbank type of scientist who had been my beloved teacher atTuskegee, but Frank Harris objected. He said that he wanteda Negro scientist of the caliber of Thomas Huxley. He saidthat Booker Washington was inflated as a philosopher, andhe hadn’t found any system of philosophy in his books. Hethought it would be interesting if American Negroes couldthrow up a full-sized philosopher special to their needs andtimes—a kind of Aframerican Herbert Spencer. HerbertSpencer, he said, didn’t mean anything to him, but meanta lot to the smug English bourgeoisie, and so he had to bereckoned with as an intellectual.

Not long after my conversation with Frank Harris I left Nice for Marseilles. And suddenly bloomed the exotic flowerof the Negro renaissance. I never heard what became ofFrank Harris’s idea. Perhaps Paul Robeson could tell. FrankHarris said he had talked or was going to talk to PaulRobeson, as he intended him to be the big personality of thebook.


XXIV

Cinema Studio

•

I HAD visited Rex Ingram’s cinema studio in Nice to dance with a group for one of his pictures. Max Eastman introduced my poems to Rex Ingram. Rex Ingram liked mypoems. He had written some poetry himself and a few ofsome that he showed me were good poems. Rex Ingram hasa sympathetic mind and an insatiable curiosity about all kindsof people and their culture. He is especially interested inNorth Africa, has friends among the natives, and has evenlearned to read Arabic.

Rex Ingram gave me a job. It was a nice, congenial and easy job. I read a lot of fiction and made a summary of anyinteresting plots. Not only did Mr. Ingram give me a job,but he had the temerity to invite me to dinner at his privatetable, before the resentful eyes of his American employees.And there were some hard-boiled eggs among the technicalstaff who were as mean as Satan. A French friend said heheard them muttering threats and that the general managerof the studio had said that perhaps Mr. Ingram was intentupon precipitating a riot.

I went about my business and gave no mind to anybody. For none of the Americans had said anything to me personally. But I could feel the hot breath of their hellish hate.It was vastly interesting to study a group of average whiteAmericans who had carried abroad and were sowing the seedsof their poisonous hate. The young Frenchman enjoyed repeating to me the phrases he overhead. He did not have aprofound understanding of the vileness of some of those phrases in English, "lls sont incompréhensibles, ces Amércains," said the Frenchman. "Ils sont les vrais barbarcs.”

The general manager of the cinema studio did not enjoy complicated situations. I had come up against him before Imet Mr. Ingram, when I was dancing with the group. Theleading dancer had told me that the manager had said Icould not continue in the dance, because the motion picturewas being made for American consumption.

Said the manager to me one day: “You know, I knew Julius Rosenwald, and he has recently left a pile of moneyfor Negro education and culture. Now don’t you think thatit is better to have a fortune to give to improve another raceunder capitalism than to have no fortune under Bolshevism?”The manager had heard about my visit to Russia. I said Ithought it was all right to give money for Negro culture,because Negro workers had helped to make Jewish as wellas other American capital. The manager was a Jew.

The movie establishment was like a realistic dream of my romantic idea of a great medieval domain. There were gangsof workers engaged in manual work, building up, tearingdown and clearing away. Motor cars dashed in and out withimportant persons and motor buses carried the crowds.Gentlemen and ladies with their pages went riding by oncaparisoned horses. The eager extras swarmed like bees together, many costumed and made up like attendants at amedieval banquet. The leading ladies, on the scene or off,were attired and treated like princesses, and the director wasthe great lord in the eyes of all. I used to think that Negroeslacked organized-labor consciousness more than did anyother group. But it was much worse on that movie lot. I sawthe worst sort of sycophancy in the world among the extrascrowd, each one hoping that some affected way of acting orspeaking might recommend him for a privileged place.

Rex Ingram’s inviting me to eat at his table created a little problem. I was literally besieged by employees, extras andaspirants. Some desired to get in personal touch with thedirector through me: “Oh, the director had you to dinner,and over at his house! What a beautiful gesture, and howproud you must be!” The news reached the café that I frequented in Nice, and the proprietor, waiters and customersall treated me with particular attention. They all thought thatI had achieved something marvelous, something special. Andas none of them knew anything about the difference betweenpoetry and piggery, it was hard to convince them that RexIngram had honored me only because I was a poet; that allI had was an ordinary job and that I was not specially placedto further their ambitions.

Rex Ingram held some very advanced ideas on world politics. He was interested in the life and thought andachievements of minority groups, and whenever he ran intome he had something interesting to say. And each time, as,soon as his back was turned, the sycophants besieged me tolearn what he had talked about. As that was embarrassing, Idid my work and avoided the director as much as possible.

Among the employees there was an Italian who was specially troublesome. He had lived somewhere in America and acquired a smattering of English. He sensed the undercurrentof feeling against me among the American element anddesired to show in what direction his sympathy was slanted.The Italian was in charge of the transportation of employeesfrom St. Augustine to Nice. He often had a special remarkfor me: “Having a good time over here, eh?—les jolies jeunesfilles. It would be different in America.” Two Polish girls, a Frenchman and myself were rather friendly and always went down together. The Italian always tried to separate us, findingsome reason to hold one or two of us behind by puttingsomebody before and between. The Frenchman hated theItalian and called him the petit caid.

One evening the Italian not only held me back, but kept me waiting and waiting until I lost patience. He let one ofthe buses go, although there were vacant places. I said,“What’s the idea? What game are you playing?" He said,“You know in America, you’d have to wait for the last andride by yourself.” I said, “Yes, you—you have sucked off somuch America, that you need some fascist castor oil to purgeyou.” He said, “I think you’ll want to box next; all Negroesare boxers.” I said, “Look here, I won’t defile my hands withyour dirty dago skin, but I’ll cut your gut out.” I went suddenly mad and pulled my knife and he ran around the bus,crying that the Negro was after him with a knife.

In a moment sanity flashed back into me as quickly as it had fled and I put the knife in my pocket. It was a fine cleanblade. Lucien had given it to me in Toulon. A friendlyfellow took me up on his motorcycle and we dashed awayfrom the damned place. It was the first time I had everdrawn a blade in a fight, and I was ashamed. The Frenchman said: “What are you ashamed of, when you didn’t doit? You should have stuck him in his belly and made oneItalian less. Italy and France are certain to go to war, andI think they should start right now.” That was ten yearsago.

The business manager made much trouble for me over the incident. He talked a lot about an intelligent Negro notbeing able to control himself. And if I had to use a weapon,he wanted to know, why should it be a knife? For it was ageneral idea that the Negro race was addicted to the use ofthe knife. Even though I was on trial, with the judge prejudiced against me, I could not resist saying, “When bad traitsare wished upon a whole group of people, it isn’t so surprising if the best of us sometimes unconsciously exhibit some ofthe worst traits.”

I thought that when the final decision was handed down, I would surely lose my job. But Rex Ingram’s face revealedthat he possessed an intuitive understanding of poets. He isIrish. He knew that I had suffered enough from the incident,and didn’t punish me further. So I stayed at work all thatspring until summer, when the studio closed. Then I decidedto go to Marseilles. I had kept out of Rex Ingram’s sight mostof the rest of the time, because, as I said, I was thoroughlyashamed. But when I was going I sought him out to saygoodbye and he encouraged me to go on with my writing,told his bookkeeper to give me a free ticket to Marseilles,and gave me a gift of six hundred francs.


XXV

Marseilles Motley

•

IT was a relief to get to Marseilles, to live in among a great gang of black and brown humanity. Negroids from theUnited States, the West Indies, North Africa and WestAfrica, all herded together in a warm group. Negroid featuresand complexions, not exotic, creating curiosity and hostility,but unique and natural to a group. The odors of dark bodiessweating through a day’s hard work, like the odor of stabledhorses, were not unpleasant even in a crowded café. It wasgood to feel the strength and distinction of a group and theassurance of belonging to it.

The Africans came mainly from Dahomey and Senegal and Algeria. Many were dockers. Some were regular hardworking sailors, who had a few days in port between debarking and embarking. Others were waiting for ships—allwedged in between the old port and the breakwater, amongbeachcombers, guides, procurers, prostitutes of both sexes andbistro bandits—all of motley-making Marseilles, swarming,scrambling and scraping sustenance from the bodies of shipsand crews.

I rented a room in the Vieux Port and worked rapidly revising my stories. Louise Bryant had written asking me toget all my stories ready, for she was sailing soon to New York,and would take them herself to a publisher. Sometimes I dida little manual work. The Senegalese foreman of the Negrodockers was my friend, and when he had a lot of work ofthe lighter kind, such as unloading peanuts or cocoanuts, he gave me an easy job.

There was always excitement in the Vieux Port: men’s fights and prostitutes’ brawls, sailors robbed, civilian andpolice shooting. One Senegalese had a big café on the quayand all the Negroes ganged there with their friends andgirls. The Senegalese was a remarkable type, quiet, levelheaded, shrewd. He had served in France during the WorldWar and had been a sergeant. He went to the United Statesas soon as he could after the armistice. He got a job such asthe average Negro works at and at the same time he ran arooming house for Africans and Negroid Moslems in NewYork. He amassed a tidy sum of money, returned to Franceafter six years, and bought the bar in the Vieux Port. Hisfamily in Goree was old, large and important. He had a relative in Paris, who was a small functionary in the municipalsystem. A sister was a graduate nurse in Dakar, and I metin Casablanca a first-class mechanic who was his cousin.

In his social outlook the café owner was an African nationalist. He introduced me to one of his countrymennamed Senghor. This Senghor also was a war veteran and aNegro leader among the Communists. He was a tall, leanintelligent Senegalese and his ideas were a mixture of Africannationalism and international Communism. Senghor was interested in my writing and said he wished I would write thetruth about the Negroes in Marseilles. I promised him thatI would some day.

He gave me a little pamphlet he had written about the European conquest of Africa. The sentiment was quaint andnaive, like the human figures stamped on old-fashioned plates.. . . Senghor took me to the international building for seamen in Marseilles. It was newly opened by Communists—avast place, complete with bar, kitchen, theater and recreationroom. In the reading room there were newspapers in nearlyall of the occidental and oriental languages. There were a fewseamen, Scandinavian, French, Annamites, Spanish, but noNegroes, present. Senghor talked to the manager and said itwas their job to get the Negroes to come to the InternationalSeamen’s building. But the building was far out of the centerof the town and the Negroes preferred the international beehive of the Vieux Port. Yet the Negroes had hard industrialproblems to face in Marseilles. On the boats they were employed as stokers only, and they were not employed on thoseboats making the “good” runs: that is, the short runs, whichthe white seamen preferred. Also as dockers they were discriminated against and given the hardest and most unpleasantjobs, such as loading and unloading coal and sulphur. TheNegroes complained against the unions: Senghor told themthe unions were Socialist unions and that they should becomeCommunists.

One afternoon I listened in on a conversation in black and white between Senghor and the café owner. I think it isworth recording here. Senghor had been gassed in the warand he was consumptive. He was married to a Frenchwomanwho was devoted to and was dutifully taking care of him.

Said the café owner to Senghor: “But say, listen: I don’t see how you can become a great Negro leader when you aremarried to a white woman.” Senghor replied that he felteven more bitterly about the condition of Negroes becausehe was married to a white woman; and as Communism wasinternational, it was an international gesture for him to bemarried to a white woman, especially since white chauvinistsobjected to intermarriage. “And what about you,” Senghorasked the café owner, “aren’t you living with a whitewoman?”

“Yes, but I am not aiming to be a leader,” said the café owner. “But you are aiming to be. If you are a real trueleader, if the Negroes see it on the outside and feel it onthe inside, they will surely follow you, and if the men followyou, their women must follow them. For you can’t upliftmen without uplifting women. And colored women will notfollow Negro leaders who are married to white women. Especially when white women everywhere have more social freedom and privileges than colored women. How many whiteleaders are there anywhere who are married to coloredwomen ? They couldn’t be and remain leaders. They love ourwomen, but they don’t marry them.

“Now take our Deputy Diagne. Before Diagne, all our leaders used to be mulattoes. But the mulattoes did everything for the whites and nothing at all for the blacks. So weblacks, being more than they, we got together and said: ‘Let’select a black man; he might do better.’ But as soon as weelected Diagne and sent him to Paris, right away he marrieda white woman. Now his mulatto children despise us blackSenegalese. Now if Deputy Diagne had a colored wife forhis hostess in Paris, wouldn’t that be propaganda helpingour women and our race? But I think the French preferredDiagne to have a white wife, rather than have a coloredwoman as a political hostess in Paris. Soon as we tried to dosomething for ourselves as a group, they did something elseto make our action ineffective.”

Senghor closed his eyes and scratched his head and opened his eyes and said that his countryman’s idea was interestingand he would have to think the subject over from anotherpoint of view.

“It’s not just a color problem, but a human problem,” said the café owner. “Why, suppose all the big Frenchmen tookEnglish wives and disregarded the French women! I tell youthere would be another French Revolution.”

At that moment the French companion of the proprietor entered the café. Embarrassed, the two Senegalese shut up.The woman went over to the proprietor and leaned affectionately upon his shoulder. He reached up and patted her.It was a strange scene, after that strange conversation, and itmade me feel queer. Sentimentally, I was confused; intellectually, I was lost.

My stories finished, I mailed them to Louise Bryant who received them on the very morning she was leaving forAmerica. Summer was at its meridian in Marseilles. It washot, and that was good for me, a straight dry heat and sweetto the skin. Nothing of the sticky, uncomfortable and oppressive summer heat of New York and London and Paris. Onegets into the warmth of Marseilles as a West Indian boyburrows into a heap of dried sugar cane after the liquor hasbeen pressed out, and feels sweet and comfortable lying downdeep in it.

I took a holiday from thinking out stories and writing and took to the water. Way down at the end of the great Marseilles breakwater, with the black sailors on French leave,dockers and beachcombers, we went in bathing. But I discovered a better bathing place in l’Estaque, fifteen minutesby trolley from Marseilles, and went out there with anAmerican friend for the rest of the summer. Formerlyl’Estaque was a fishing village with a big beautiful cleanand sheltered bay. Cezanne loved to paint there. But nowit is a squalid factory town and the center of the cementand tile industries. In its population there are many foreigners: Poles, Italians, Russians, North Africans, even someGermans who call themselves Austrians. They live in uglycabins on the hill and work in the factories and on the newRhone canal. All the dirty water of the cementing and tilingflows into the bay. But a little outside the town, a little outbeyond where the canal enters the bay, there still remains awonderful wide sheet of splendid deep clean water. There Iwent every day for the rest of the summer, floating for hoursupon my back with the healing sun holding me up in hisembrace.

Suddenly there came three days of mistral, and it was fall. I don’t like the mistrals of Marseilles. Happily just thenI received an invitation from Max Eastman to visit him atAntibes. Soon after I got that letter another came from LouiseBryant. She said she had found a publisher who was interested in printing my stories and that I should soon hear fromher again.

I went to Antibes. The next interesting thing was a letter from William Aspenwall Bradley of Paris, telling of his coming down to Antibes to see me about my work. WhenBradley arrived he said my stories were accepted for publication as Harlem stories and he suggested that I should do anovel of Harlem instead, because a novel would bring memore prestige and remuneration than a book of short stories.

I seized upon the suggestion, and with the story, “Home to Harlem,” as the design I built up a book upon scenes ofHarlem life. They were scenes of the Harlem I knew duringthe many years I lived there and worked as a porter in NewYork buildings and clubs and as a waiter on the Pennsylvania Railroad.

Many persons imagine that I wrote Home to Harlem because Carl Van Vechten wrote Nigger Heaven. But the pattern tale of the book was written under the title of “Hometo Harlem” in 1925. When Max Eastman read it he said,“It is worth a thousand dollars.” Under the same tide it wasentered in the story contest of the Negro magazine Opportunity. But it did not excite the judges. Nigger Heaven waspublished in the fall of 1926. I never saw the book until thelate spring of 1927, when my agent, William AspenwallBradley, sent me a copy. And by that time I had nearly completed Home to Harlem.

I lived a hermit and ascetic in Antibes and achieved Home to Harlem. I finished it in the summer of 1927 and fled toMarseilles. The Negroid colony of the Vieux Port was greadychanged. Many of the foreign Negroes were deported. Somehad died of disease.

Also, I had an opportunity to see the Vieux Port from a different angle, from the inside out. Jules Pascin, the painter,had sent me a letter of introduction to his friend, Le Corse,of the Vieux Port. I had seen Pascin in Paris with his Negromodel, Aicha. I never care for letters of introduction when Iam visiting a new place for the first dme, for I like the sensation of being a total stranger in a strange place and samplingthe strangeness of it until I find myself a little and get acquainted.

Now, however, as I had already approached Marseilles independently in my own way, and as it was one of thoseplaces which stirred me up to creative expression, I was gladto make use of Pascin’s letter. Perhaps it would be a meansof providing something complementary to my impressions.

I looked up Le Corse and found his wine shop not far from die Rue de la Boutcrie, one of the most sordid streetsof mancebias in the world. Le Corse was a solid man, builtlike a bull, with the head of a hog. He read Pascin’s letterand was immediately friendly. He poured me a big glass ofgood red wine and we drank together. He said that any friendof Pascin’s was his also, and that I could have all that theVieux Port had to offer, as much as was in his power—anything I liked.

We talked awhile. I told him a little about my background and the ground I had covered in Europe. He said that Pascinhad informed him that I was a writer and he hoped I wouldfind something good in Marseilles to write about. He was afriend of painters and writers. He left his shop in charge ofa young man and went around with me, dropping into bistrocafés and manccbias and introducing a few types of bothsexes. He was surprised that I was cordially greeted in a fewof the places. I told him I had been in Marseilles before.

Le Corse possessed a mancebia of his own and we went there. Also he protected through his gang a number of girlswho had their private holes in the walls of the alleys. Aftergoing through the Vieux Port, he invited me to his home.His home was ten paces distant from the wineshop. It wasa well-furnished apartment with plenty of bric-a-brac, andvery noticeable was the cheap Roman Catholic statuary. LeCorse’s wife warmly wished me welcome. “Any friend ofPascin is our friend,” she also said. She was rather stout,although less formidable than her husband, and all the fingersof her hands, excepting the thumbs, were full of rings of allkinds.

Le Corse entertained me with more wine, and then he proceeded to show me what Pascin meant to him. We wentinto his front room. On the walls there were many fine Pascinpaintings: portraits, scenes and tableaux of girls of themancebtas in different attitudes. There was one very finething of the girls: a large canvas with a group of them deftlyfixed in tired disgusted ungainly attitudes. The only otherpainting of that profession that ever impressed me so muchwas one of a café girl by Picasso which I had seen someyears before.

Le Corse knew the value of the picture. He said: “That’s a masterpiece.”

“Yes,” I agreed.

“It’s worth about twenty thousand francs in New York,” said Le Corse. “Pascin is in the first class. When he invitedme to visit Paris, I went to a dealer there and found out whatprice he could command as a painter. I have collected everyscrap of paper he made a drawing on, and made him signthem. Look here!” Le Corse opened a portfolio and displayeda lot of Pascin drawings. Besides Pascin, he had paintingsand drawings by other artists, all inscribed to Le Corse in afine fervor of friendship. And poets also had dedicated theirverses to him.

While Le Corse was exhibiting his art treasures, his two daughters entered and he introduced them. They left theroom immediately after being introduced. Le Corse said: “Idon’t allow my daughters to powder and paint and smoke.I am bringing them up in the right way. They go to a conventschool. My son goes to a commercial college. We keep ourfamily clear and clean of our business.

“When Pascin and his wife and their friends come to Marseilles, I look out for them,” he went on. “They are artists and visit the bordels for material, so I protect them in theirbusiness as I protect my boys and the girls in their business.One time Pascin brought a Frenchman here with a Russianlady, and the lady started to dance with one of the bordelgirls. I stopped it. I said, ‘Pascin’s friends are my friends andcan’t afford to lower themselves.’ They are my guests and Itreat them like guests, not as customers. I don’t like degenerates. Of course, if rich people want to indulge a fantasy,I arrange privately for them, for rich people can afford to befantastic. But I have no use for plain poor people beingfantastic unless they are making money by it.”

Le Corse and I went walking along the quay. We passed a group of Senegalese. He said: “They’re no good,” with adeprecating gesture.

“Why?” I asked. “I am just like them.”

“No, you’re American. Why should you imagine yourself like them because you are of the same complexion? TheSpaniards and Portuguese around here are the same complexion as myself, but I am not in their class! The Senegaleseare savages and stupid. They don’t understand our systemwith the girls; the same goes for the Arabs.”

The bawdy battle between black and white was sharp in Marseilles. The Negroes and Arabs who had settled in largenumbers in the city since the armistice had developed a problem for the European apaches. There was a tendency amongthe Africans to take the girls out of their business and setup housekeeping with them. That, of course, diminished theincome of the procurers.

Said Le Corse: “Do you know an artist whose name is Ivan Opfer?”

“Yes,” I said.

“He is also Pascin’s friend,” said Le Corse. “Is he a big painter? I mean, does he sell for big money?” I said thatOpfer was successful and had done portraits of celebratedpersons in America and Europe, even titled ones.

A shadow fell upon Le Corse’s hog face. He shook his head and said, “Ivan Opfer offered me a large portrait ofmyself, but I refused it. I couldn’t take it,” he said sadly.“Why?” I asked, surprised and interested. “It is worth money.Opfer is not as big a man as Pascin, but he is good.”

“I couldn’t take it,” said Le Corse, “because he made me look so terribly like an apache and I don’t really look likethat. I couldn’t stand it. Pascin and the other artists paintedme nice.”

“I wish you had kept it,” I said. “I should have liked to see it. It’s years since I saw any work of Ivan Opfer’s.”

“It is at the Hôtel Nautique,” said Le Corse. “I’ll take you there and ask the proprietor to show it, and you’ll see foryourself that it is a painting of a criminal.”

We went to the Nautique and the friendly proprietor sent a garçon with us up to an attic to show us the picture. I hadknown Ivan Opfer when I was an assistant editor of TheLiberator. The magazine staff used to be divided in opinionabout his work. Some thought it had striking merit; others,that it was tricky. Most of his work that I saw were portraitswith a strong caricature element in them. But never had Iseen anything by him so gripping as his large portrait of LeCorse. When I saw it I recoiled as if I had been thrust intothe presence of an incarnate murderer. It was Le Corse allright—a perfect picture. Opfer had painted it without mercy.Pascin and the other artists had done romantic studies of theman, making him like a picturesque retired sailor of theMarseilles bottoms. But Opfer had penetrated straight intohis guts and seized his soul to fix it on that canvas. It wasa triumph of achievement, it was so real, so exactly true.And suddenly I felt a little sympathy for Le Corse, a slightkinship of humanity, for I became aware that he was afraidof his real self.

When Le Corse took me into his house and exhibited the pictorial and literary tributes—those bouquets and wreathsthat a vanguard of modern artists and writers had laid at hisconquering feet, I felt a sickness in the pit of me, a paralysisof all the fibers of fine feeling. For there was no doubtabout the genuine talent of those artists: some of the stuffwas high genius. And also there was no doubt about theintention of their tribute to Le Corse. They meant a sincerehomage to this hero, exalted by the taxes paid for freedomof action by the poor vampires of the waterfront. But I feltbetter, more hopeful, when I saw Ivan Opfer’s portrait ofLe Corse, so strangely abandoned there in a little hotel on theMarseilles waterfront.

I said goodbye to Le Corse. “Remember,” he said, “if you ever want anything, if you are ever in trouble in Marseilles,just let me know, for you are Pascin’s friend.” I thanked LeCorse, but I thought that whatever happened to me in Marseilles, I could never bring myself to ask any help of him.“I hope you’ll write a successful book,” he said, as we parted.

I said I’d like to do a good book. And right then I remembered Senghor, the Senegalese, begging me to write the truth. I settled down to work and began Banjo.

In the beginning of Banjo I was surprised by Bull-frog, who burst into my den one afternoon accompanied byIsadora Duncan. I must go back a little on the trail to pickup and explain Bull-frog. He was a Slav adventurer. We hadmet in Berlin. A student friend who loathed his way of lifecalled him the Bull-frog. Later in Paris we came togetheragain. He was always traveling between Paris and the Midiand sometimes we met for a brief moment in Nice or MonteCarlo or some other tourist spot. We carried on a regularcorrespondence. He had to write many letters in his clandestine business and as his English was bad, he often askedme to write important ones for him: those that he didn’twant anybody else to know about.

Bull-frog was making better progress with his contacts in France than in Germany. Most of his correspondence waskittenish letters from old ladies who were apparently amusedby a jumping frog. But one day he surprised me at MonteCarlo. He introduced me into a really smart set: an Englishlady with a high title and an enormous amount of money,a Christian Scientist from New England who had goneGurdgieff, a futurist poet from Oxford, a cosmopolitanrentier and three student-like youngsters. And I heard Bullfrog saying very gravely that humanity had produced onlysix great men and they were all poets and artists. He namedthem: the Founder of Christianity, Aristotle, Dante, Shakespeare, Beethoven, Tolstoy. Bull-frog was getting by alsointellectually.

I went to Bull-frog’s hotel to write a letter for him. As he opened a valise to look for a letter I noticed many otherletters in the valise that were not addressed to him. Ipassed my hand over them. A few were addressed to prominent persons. Some were unopened. I exclaimed in surprise.Bull-frog laughed: “I don’t steal money or jewelry fromthem,” he said, “for if you steal you’ll get caught some dayand lose everything. But I get their letters and find out theirprivate business. And if there’s anything bad, I’ll know howto make them give money without wasting the energy whichI must conserve for the building of my Temple.” Bull-froghad informed me in Berlin that his big idea was to build aninternational Temple of Love.

“But if you steal the letters,” I said, “it is equally dangerous. Suppose there is money in them!”

“But I don’t steal the letters,” he said. “When I am going to visit people and I notice mail for them at the desk, I sayto the clerk, ‘I’ll take the mail,’ and he hands it over in allconfidence, because he is informed that I am an invited guest.So—I slip in my pocket a letter I think important. If it werediscovered, I could say I forgot.”

A few weeks before Bull-frog arrived in Marseilles, he had sent me a letter from a Nordic person, and his answer to it,which he asked me to render into correct English.

The Nordic letter began: “My dear little big Bullsy—At last I am terribly excited about your plans, because of IsadoraDuncan’s interest in you. Certainly, if she believes in you, Imust also. For I do believe in Isadora Duncan and her dancing, which brings a new beauty and meaning into life. Ishall do all in my power to help to finance your plans. Iwish I was rich. Nevertheless I have influence. I shall sendyou the money you need. Then you must come quickly tome, my sweet little lamb.”

I corrected the English of the letter and returned it to Bull-frog in Nice. Shortly after he and Isadora Duncan arrivedin Marseilles. Bull-frog was impeccably dressed in a style befitting an international businessman. He had a brand-newcar and loads of money. I had not seen Isadora Duncan sincethat night when she danced so tragically and beautifully andfor me alone in her studio at Nice. I was not surprised thatIsadora Duncan was with Bull-frog. For Isadora Duncan waslike a great flowing river through which the traffic of theworld could pass. I remember, at a café in Nice, overhearinga chauffeur among his equivocal companions: “Oh, I saw thegreat dancer, Madame Duncan, on the promenade and Ispoke to her and said I knew she was the great dancer. Andshe invited me to come to the studio and bring my friendsto see her dance.”

I asked Isadora what she thought of Bull-frog. She smiled and said he was at least amusing, and that if the rich folkswould not give her money to build a temple of the dancefor beautiful children, they could do worse than give it toBull-frog. Isadora was interested in the décor of my Marseillesbook, so we visited the Vieux Port. And as we three wentwandering through the garbage-strewn alleys, the old girlsin their shifts and tights in their holes in the walls were sostartled by the picture of Isadora Duncan and her longGrecian scarf floating over the muck and misery of Marseilles, that they forgot their business of snatching hats.Shortly after that, Isadora Duncan was strangled by herancient Grecian scarf in a modern automobile.
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XXVI

When a Negro Goes Native

•

IN the Senegalese Bar in Marseilles I was figuring out the ways and means of a holiday somewhere in Africa. Saida Senegalese: “If I had money to go any place, I’d go straightto Paris, where one can amuse himself.” I said I didn’t feelattracted to Paris, but to Africa. As I wasn’t big and whiteenough to go on a big game hunt, I might go on a little one-man search party.

A Martinique sailor, whose boat had just arrived from Casablanca, said that Africa was all right and Morocco wasthe best place. He said he had visited every big port in Africa,and he preferred Morocco. He lived there. He said: “If you’regoing to Africa, come to Morocco.”

“What are the harems like?” I asked.

“I’ve got a harem; I’ll show you when you come,” he laughed. The Martiniquan spoke Arab and Senegalese,French, Spanish and some English words. He had been asailor since he was fourteen and had sailed all the seas. Hewas settled in Casablanca, where, he said, he had two wives.He was illiterate, but full of all kinds of practical knowledge.He looked like a friendly gorilla.

However, instead of Morocco, I went to Barcelona with my friend the Senegalese boxer, who had a bout there. Barcelona took my sight and feelings so entirely that it wasimpossible for me to leave when the boxer was returning toMarseilles. The magnificent spectacle of the sporting spirit ofthe Spaniards captured my senses and made me an aficionadoof Spain. I had never been among any white people who gave such a splendid impression of sporting impartiality, and withsuch grand gestures. Whether it was boxing between a whiteand a black or a duel between man and beast in the arena,or a football match between a Spanish and a foreign team,the Spaniards’ main interest lay in the technical excellenciesof the sport and the best opponent winning. I pursued theSpanish sporting spirit into the popular theaters, where theflamenco is seen and the Andalusian melodies are heard. Inno other country have I seen a people’s audience so exigentin demanding the best an artist can give, so ruthless in turning thumbs down on a bad artist, and so generous in applauding an excellent performance.

The three days I had intended to spend in Barcelona were increased to over three months in Spain. Then one night,when I was doing the amusement spots of the amazing BarrioChino in company with a Moslem Negro who claimed to bea Prince of Zanzibar, I met the Martinique sailor again. Hisboat had brought a cargo from Morocco to Barcelona. Heurged me to pay him that visit.

I had lingered long enough in Spain to become aware of the strong African streak in its character. Therefore thesecond invitation to Morocco was even more interesting. ThePrince from Zanzibar wanted to explore more of Europe andEuropeans, and so we parted company.

At last I arrived in Casablanca. On the afternoon when the Martiniquan took me to his house in a native quarter, someGuinea sorcerers (or Gueanoua, as they are called inMorocco) were performing a magic rite. The first shock Iregistered was the realization that they looked and acted exactly like certain peasants of Jamaica who give themselvesup to the celebrating of a religious sing-dance orgy which is known as Myalism. The only difference was in their clothing.

The Gueanoua were exorcising a sick woman and they danced and whirled like devils. In the Moorish yard men andboys squatted in a wide circle around them, and women andgirls covered up in white haiks sat looking down from thelow flat roofs of the dilapidated cabins. The music was madeby a single lute and a big bass drum and sounded like muffledthunder in the belly of the earth. I watched them dance akind of primitive rhumba, beat their heads against posts,and throw off their clothing in their excitement. But I didnot see the end, when the devils would be driven forth, because a dancing woman frightened me by throwing herselfin a frenzy upon me. They said I was a strange spirit anda hindrance to the magic working. So I had to get out.

The members of the Gueanoua are all pure black. They are the only group of pure Negroes in Morocco. Men and womenmarry black, and it is the only religious order that has womenmembers. If one is not a pure black he cannot belong tothe Gueanoua. They say the strict keeping of this rule makesthe Gueanoua magic powerful. The fetish rites are WestAfrican and are transmitted from generation to generation.They have a special place in the social life of Morocco. Thewealthiest as well as the poorest families have them in toexorcise devils. Often they are protected by powerful sherifianfamilies, and sultans have consulted them.

The harem of the Martiniquan was not such a hot spot, as I saw when I peeped behind the curtain. Just a long spaciousroom curtained in two, and two women, one old enough tobe his mother and one young, brown and buxom. We all hadtea together, because, said the Martiniquan, he did not believein hiding his women from men. However, the male friendsthat he admitted into his harem were French West Indiansoldiers and Senegalese, but not Moors. He was the onlyperson in that quarter who could afford two women. This wasbecause, as a French citizen, he was rated as a Europeanworker and received between forty and fifty francs a day—about six times what the native doing the same work got.Thus the black sailor was really living “white” in Africa.

I enjoyed the Martiniquan Moroccan hospitality for awhile. Then, feeling the overwhelming European atmosphere ofCasablanca, I departed for Rabat.

Rabat-Salé was delightfully different. Here the native life was the big tree with solid roots and spreading branches, andthe European city was like an imported garden, lovely andcarefully tended. At Shellah I visited the tomb of the BlackSultan, who, according to the native legend, was the greatestruler of Morocco, having united all of North Africa underhis rule, conquered Spain, built the great monuments of theGiralda at Seville, the Koutabia at Marrakesh, and the HassanTower at Rabat.

I stopped long enough in Rabat to finish Banjo. Some Moroccan students had said to me: “In Fez you will find theheart of Morocco. It is our capital city. You haven’t seenMorocco until you see Fez.”

Fez was indeed the heart of Morocco and even more to me. In Moscow they had published a cartoon of me sailing upona magic carpet over the African jungles to see the miracleof the Soviet. In Fez I felt that I was walking all the timeon a magic carpet. The maze of souks and bazaars with unfamiliar patterns of wares was like an oriental fantasy. InFez I got into the inside of Morocco. Hitherto I had beenmerely a spectator. But the Fassis literally took me in. ThereI had my first native meal of cous-cous in a native house, andthe first invitation was the prelude to many.

I was invited to princely marriage feasts, to eat cous-cous from a common dish with stately old “turbans,” to drinkthéàla menthe in cool gardens, to the intimate flamencodancing of fatmahs in the garçonnières of fondouks and to theprofane paradise of Moulay Abdallah.

Moulay Abdallah is the unique recreation quarter of the young Fassis. It is a separate little walled town with its ownshops and police and musicians. Arrayed in richly floweredand loose robes held in place by enormously broad embroidered belts and squatting with the dignity of queens, theyoung females who take up residence there charmingly dispense mint tea and witty conversation to circles of eageryoung men. I thought that that antique African city was theunaware keeper of the cup of Eros containing a little of theperfume of the flower of the passion of ancient Greece.

I liked the Moroccan mosaic, which is beautiful and bright everywhere like a symbol of the prismatic native mind. Andnowhere is it so lavish and arresting as in Fez. The Spanishmosaics were interesting, but they did not appear as warmand inevitable and illuminating as the Moroccan.

The mosaics of Morocco went to my head like rare wine. Excited and intoxicated and fascinated by the Fassis and theirwinning and welcome ways, I went completely native. I wasinitiated into the practice of living native and cheaply. Imoved from my expensive hotel and parked my things in acheaper one. But I hardly lived in it. For my days were fullyoccupied in sampling the treasures of the city and its environments; in picking up the trails of the peasants bringing theirgifts to the town; following the Afro-Oriental bargaining;feeling the color of the accent of the story-tellers in the marketplaces. And in the evening there was always divertissement:a marriage ceremony and feast, an invitation to a fondouk,where a young man would permit the pretty fatmah of hisprofane love-making to dance; and Moulay Abdallah. AndI was never tired of listening to the native musicians playingAfrican variations of the oriental melodies in the Moroccancafés.

For the first time in my life I felt myself singularly free of color-consciousness. I experienced a feeling that must beakin to the physical well-being of a dumb animal amongkindred animals, who lives instinctively and by sensationsonly, without thinking. But suddenly I found myself rightup against European intervention and proscription.

A chaoush (native doorman and messenger) from the British Consulate had accosted me in a souk one day andasked whether I was American. I said I was born in the WestIndies and lived in the United States and that I was anAmerican, even though I was a British subject, but I preferredto think of myself as an internationalist. The chaoush saidhe didn’t understand what was an internationalist. I laughedand said that an internationalist was a bad nationalist. Hereplied gravely: “All the Moors call you an American, andif you are British, you should come and register at the Consulate.” I was amused at his gravity, reinforced by thatAfrican dignity which is so impressive in Morocco, especiallyas I had said I was an internationalist just by way of a jokewithout thinking of its radical implications. But I wasn’taware then of how everybody in Morocco (European andnative) was looking for hidden meanings in the simplestphrases. The natives imagine (and rightly enough) that allEuropeans are agents of their respective countries with designs upon their own, and the European colonists are suspicious and censorious of visitors who become too sympatheticand friendly with the natives. I saw a local French newspaper which had turned all the batteries of ridicule on a European when he started to wear a fez. I myself had gravitated instinctively to the native element because physically and psychicallyI felt more affinity with it. I did not go to register at the Consulate. I thought that it was enough that my passport wasin perfect order. While scrupulously complying with officialregulations regarding passports, identity cards and visas, etc.,in all my traveling in strange places, I have always reliedon my own personality as the best passport. Not that I wasalways such a circumspect and model traveler! I got into littledifficulties all right. But without claiming special privilegesor asking assistance as a foreigner, I submitted to the localauthority and always came out on top.

For nearly a week I had not been in my hotel. One morning, after an all-night session of lute-playing and dancing with Andalusian melody makers in a native house, I went to myhotel for a change of clothes. There I found a French policeinspector waiting for me. He had been there before. He askedme to show him my passport and other papers. I did. Helooked through them and said I must accompany him tothe British Consulate. I wondered what I could possibly havedone. I had been passing such a jolly time, with no shadowof any trouble. The only thing I could think of was that Ihad obtained some wine for native friends, because theywere not allowed openly to purchase. Then I thought of thechaoush’s warning and wondered if my failure to registerhad anything to do with it. I asked the French inspector ifhe had any charges against me. He said I would hear everything at the British Consulate.

So I went along to the lion’s den. As I entered, the Consul greeted me with a triumphant, “I knew you were here!”As if I had been hiding from anything or anybody in Morocco. The charge against me was that I had left my hotel and was sleeping in native houses. I said I hadn’timagined that it was necessary to ask special permission tostay among people who had voluntarily invited me; that Ithought it my right to sleep where I was inclined, since Iwas not a minor. And, standing there (he did not have eventhe formal courtesy to offer me a chair), I laughed over theConsul’s repulsive pink bald head that was like a whitebuzzard’s. His pink-streaked face turned red, and it wasamusing also to watch the mean expression of irritation onthe cat face of the little French official. He said: “Let us expelhim.” I said that I would willingly submit to expulsion ona specific charge, but that, since they said that it was a nativeaffair, they should get a native to make the charge. The pettybureaucrats exchanged embarrassed glances. The Consul saidthat it was hinted that I was a radical propagandist. I saidthey could search my effects, and that no one could stand upand accuse me of making any verbal propaganda. The Consulsaid the colonial people were being actively propagandized byBolshevik agents since the Russian Revolution. I said that Iwas not a Bolshevik agent. Finally I was permitted to leave.

The personal unpleasantness opened my eyes a little to the undercurrent of social unrest and the mistakes of mixedauthority in Morocco. I’d been so absorbed in the picturesque and exotic side of the native life that I was unawareuntil authority stepped on my sore toe. I discovered thatalthough the French have established a protectorate overMorocco, many of the natives are also protected by otherEuropean powers, mainly Great Britain, Spain and Italy.The British possess unique privileges under a system ofcapitulations. British subjects, whether they are born British,naturalized or protected, are not liable to local arrest andtrial in the French and native courts. If a British subject hascommitted any offense he must be taken before a Britishconsul.

The privilege of immunity is sometimes abused by morons, and obviously the French local authority is irritated by theidea of a divided authority. Therefore the local atmosphereis infested with petty intrigues.

The specially-protected natives have certain privileges that the subjects of the Sultan, who are protected by the French,cannot enjoy. For example, the specially-protected ones canbuy and drink liquor with impunity. But because of a traditional law the subjects of the Sultan cannot. Therefore theydrink surreptitiously, and contemptible European bootleggerssecretly sell them the vilest stuff imaginable. The youngMoroccans generally are afflicted with a pathetic malaise.They’re always whining: “I wish I were American or speciallyprotected.” And when you ask why, they say: “So that wecould have the freedom of men to drink in a bar like theEuropeans and the Algerians.” The malaise is similar to theprohibition pestilence which plagued the spirit of the youthof America.

That incident spoiled my native holiday. I thought back to Europe, of that most miserable of years I spent in London.I remembered my difficulties, when I was studying at theBritish Museum, to get lodgings in that quarter. The signswere shouting: “Rooms for rent,” but when I inquired I wasinvariably informed that all rooms were rented. Yet when Ipassed that way again the signs were still there. I becamesuspicious. I asked English friends from the InternationalClub to make inquiries. They found that the rooms were forrent. But when they took me along and declared the roomswere for me, we were told that Negroes were not desired asguests. When I left my London hotel I found rooms with anItalian family, and later, a German. And the nearest I got toliving quarters close to the British Museum was when I foundlodgings with a French family in Great Portland Street.

I felt helpless and wobbly about that black boycott in London. For England is not like America, where one cantake refuge from prejudice in a Black Belt. I had to realizethat London is a cold white city where English culture isgreat and formidable like an iceberg. It is a city createdfor English needs, and admirable, no doubt, for the Englishpeople. It was not built to accommodate Negroes. I was veryhappy when I could get out of it to go back to the Negro paleof America.

And now even in Africa I was confronted by the specter, the white terror always pursuing the black. There was noescape anywhere from the white hound of Civilization.

When I finally left Fez I proceeded to Marrakesh in the far south, the hot city of the plains, vast and wild. The Senegalese in Marseilles often mentioned Marrakesh as the formergreat caravansérai for the traders traveling between WestAfrica and North Africa, and so I had to see that monumental city, which was founded by a Senegalese conqueror.Marrakesh moved me. It was like a big West Indian picnic,with flags waving and a multitude of barefoot black childrendancing to the flourish of drum, fiddle and fife.

When I was going to Morocco, some Europeans on the boat had remarked facetiously that Morocco was not a Negrocountry. Themselves divided into jealous cutthroat groups,the Europeans have used their science to make such fine distinctions among people that it is hard to ascertain what whiteis a true white and when a Negro is really a Negro. I foundmore than three-quarters of Marrakesh Negroid. There wereunimaginably strange contrasts. The city is like an immensecradle of experiment in the marriage of civilized life andprimitive life. Here the sun-baked ebony Sudanese and therude brown Berbers of the Atlas meet and mingle with therefined, learned and skilled city Moors of the north. Marrakesh appeared to be the happiest city of the French Protectorate. The people seemed more contented than in Fez,although they were generally poorer. But poverty in a torridclimate is not anything like poverty in a cold climate. I mightsay, without poetic license, that in Marrakesh the sun, blazingwithout being murderous, seemed to consume a lot of thewretchedness and ugliness of poverty.


XXVII

The New Negro in Paris

•

I FINISHED my native holiday in Marrakesh. In Casablanca I found a huge pile of mail awaiting me. The handsomest thing was a fat envelope from a New York bankcontaining a gold-lettered pocket book. The pocket book enclosed my first grand from the sale of Home to Harlem.

There were stacks of clippings with criticisms of my novel; praise from the white press, harsh censure from thecolored press. And a lot of letters from new admirers andold friends and associates and loves. One letter in particulartook my attention. It was from James Weldon Johnson, inviting me to return to America to participate in the Negrorenaissance movement. He promised to do his part to facilitatemy return if there were any difficulty. And he did.

The Johnson letter set me thinking hard about returning to Harlem. All the reports stressed the great changes that hadoccurred there since my exile, pictured a Harlem spreadingwest and south, with splendid new blocks of houses openedup for the colored people. The reports described the bohemianinterest in and patronage of Harlem, the many successfulcolored shows on Broadway, the florescence of Negro literature and art, with many promising aspirants receiving scholarships from foundations and patronage from individuals.Newspapers and magazines brought me exciting impressionsof a more glamorous Harlem. Even in Casablanca a Moor ofhalf-German parentage exhibited an article featuring Harlemin an important German newspaper, and he was eager for more information.

But the resentment of the Negro intelligentsia against Home to Harlem was so general, bitter and violent that I was hesitant about returning to the great Black Belt. I had learnedvery little about the ways of the Harlem élite during the yearsI lived there. When I left the railroad and the companionship of the common blacks, my intellectual contacts werelimited mainly to white radicals and bohemians. I was wellaware that if I returned to Harlem I wouldn’t be going backto the milieu of railroad men, from whom I had drifted farout of touch. Nor could I go back among radical whites andtry to rekindle the flames of an old enthusiasm. I knew thatif I did return I would have to find a new orientation amongthe Negro intelligentsia.

One friend in Harlem had written that Negroes were traveling abroad en masse that spring and summer and thatthe élite would be camping in Paris. I thought that it mightbe less unpleasant to meet the advance guard of the Negrointelligentsia in Paris. And so, laying aside my experimentin wearing bags, bournous and tarboosh, I started out.

First to Tangier, where four big European powers were performing their experiment of international government inAfrica upon a living corpse. Otherwise Tangier was a rareAfrican-Mediterranean town of Moors and progressiveSephardic Jews and Europeans, mostly Spanish.

Through Spanish Morocco I passed and duly noted its points of interest. The first was Tetuán, which inspired thissonnet:

                
                  TETUÁN

Morocco conquering homage paid to Spain

And the Alhambra lifted up its towers!

Africa’s fingers tipped with miracles,

And quivering with Arabian designs,

Traced words and figures like exotic flowers,

Sultanasf chambers of rare tapestries,

Filigree marvels from Koranic lines,

Mosaics chanting notes like tropic rain.



And Spain repaid the tribute ages after:

To Tetuán, that fort of struggle and strife,

Where chagrined Andalusian Moors retired,

She brought a fountain bubbling with new life,

Whose jewelled charm won even the native pride,

And filled it sparkling with flamenco laughter.



In all Morocco there is no place as delicious as Tetuán. By a kind of magic instinct the Spaniards have created a moderntown which stands up like a happy extension of the antiqueMoroccan. The ancient walls merge into the new withoutpain. The Spanish Morisco buildings give more lightness tothe native Moroccan, and the architectural effect of thewhole is a miracle of perfect miscegenation.

I loved the colored native lanterns, illuminating the archways of Larache. I liked Ceuta lying like a symbolic handclasp across the Mediterranean. And I adored the quaint tile-roofed houses and cool watered gardens in the mountain fastness of Xauen. From Gibraltar I was barred by the British. But that was no trouble to my skin, for ever since Ihave been traveling for the sheer enjoyment of traveling Ihave avoided British territory. That was why I turned downan attractive invitation to visit Egypt, when I was living inFrance.

Once again in Spain, I inspected the great Moorish landmarks. And more clearly I saw Spain outlined as the antique bridge between Africa and Europe.

After the strong dazzling colors of Morocco, Paris that spring appeared something like the melody of larks chantingover a gray field. It was over three years since I had seenthe metropolis. At that time it had a political and financialtrouble hanging heavy round its neck. Now it was better, withits head up and a lot of money in every hand. I saw manycopies of my book, Banjo, decorating a shop window in theAvenue de l’Opera and I was disappointed in myself that Icould not work up to feeling a thrill such as I imagine anauthor should feel.

I took a fling at the cabarets in Montparnasse and Montmartre, and I was very happy to meet again a French West Indian girl whom I knew as a bonne in Nice when I was avalet. We ate some good dinners together and saw the excellent French productions of Rose Marie and Show Boat anddanced a little at the Bal Negre and at Bricktop’s Harlemhang-out in Montmartre.

I found Louise Bryant in Paris. It was our first meeting since she took my manuscript to New York in the summerof 1926. The meeting was a nerve-tearing ordeal. Abouttwo years previously she had written of a strange illness andof doctors who gave her only six months to live and of herdetermination to live a long time longer than that. She hadundergone radical treatment. The last time I had seen hershe was plump and buxom. Now she was shrunken and thinand fragile like a dried-up reed. Her pretty face had fallenlike a mummy’s and nothing was left of her startling attractiveness but her eyebrows.

She embarrassed me by continually saying: “Claude, you won’t even look at me.” Her conversation was pitched in anervous hysterical key and the burden was “male conceit.”I told her that the female was largely responsible for “maleconceit.” Often when I had seen her before she had been encircled by a following of admirably created young admirersof the collegiate type. Now she was always with an ugly-mugged woman. This woman was like an apparition of amale impersonator, who was never off the stage. She had atrick way of holding her shoulders and her hands like agangster and simulating a hard-boiled accent. A witty Frenchman pronounced her a Sappho-manqué. The phrase soundedlike a desecration of the great glamorous name of Sappho. Iwondered why (there being so many attractive women inthe world) Louise Bryant should have chosen such a companion. And I thought that it was probably because of theoverflow of pity pouring out of her impulsive Irish heart.

I remembered, “Aftermath,” the beautiful poem which she sent us for publication in The Liberator after John Reed died.Now it seemed of greater significance:


   AFTERMATH

Dear, they are singing your praises,

Now you are gone.

But only I saw your going,

I. . . alone . . . in the dawn.



Dear, they are weeping about you,

Now you are dead,

And they’ve placed a granite stone

Over your darling head.




I cannot cry any more,

Too burning deep is my grief . . .

I dance through my spendthrift days

Like a fallen leaf.



Faster and faster I whirl

Toward the end of my days.

Dear, l am drunken with sadness

And lost down strange ways.

If only the dance could finish

Like a flash in the sky ... Oh, soon,

If only a storm could come shouting—

Hurl me past stars and moon.



And I thought if I could not look frankly with admiration at Louise Bryant’s face, I could always turn to the permanently lovely poem which she had created.



I had spruced myself up a bit to meet the colored élite. Observing that the Madrilehos were well-tailored, I had acouple of suits made in Madrid, and chose a hat there. InParis I added shoes and shirts and ties and gloves to my wardrobe.

The cream of Harlem was in Paris. There was the full cast of Blackbirds (with Adelaide Hall starring in the placeof Florence Mills), just as fascinating a group off the stage asthey were extraordinary on the stage. The Porgy actors hadcome over from London. There was an army of schoolteachers and nurses. There were Negro Communists going toand returning from Russia. There were Negro students fromLondon and Scotland and Berlin and the French universities.There were presidents and professors of the best Negro colleges. And there were painters and writers and poets, of whom the most outstanding was Countee Cullen.

I met Professor Alain Locke. He had published The Anthology of the New Negro in 1925 and he was the animator of the movement as well as the originator of the phrase“Negro renaissance.” Commenting upon my appearance, Dr.Locke said, “Why, you are wearing the same kind of glovesas I am!” “Yes,” I said, “but my hand is heavier than yours.”Dr. Locke was extremely nice and invited me to dinner withPresident Hope of Atlanta University. The dinner was at oneof the most expensive restaurants in the grands boulevards.President Hope, who was even more Nordic-looking thanWalter White, was very affable and said I did not look likethe boxer-type drawings of me which were reproduced withthe reviews of Home to Harlem. President Hope hoped thatI would visit his university when I returned to America.

There had been an interesting metamorphosis in Dr. Locke When we met for the first time in Berlin in 1923, he took mefor a promenade in the Tiergarten. And walking down therow, with the statues of the Prussian kings supported by thefamous philosophers and poets and composers on either side,he remarked to me that he thought those statues the finestideal and expression of the plastic arts in the world. The remark was amusing, for it was just a short while before thatI had walked through the same row with George Grosz, whohad described the statues as “the sugar-candy art of Germany.” When I showed Dr. Locke George Grosz’s book ofdrawings, Ecce Homo, he recoiled from their brutal realism.(Dr. Locke is a Philadelphia blue-black blood, a Rhodesscholar and graduate of Oxford University, and I have heardhim described as the most refined Negro in America).

So it was interesting now to discover that Dr. Locke had become the leading Negro authority on African Negro sculpture. I felt that there was so much more affinity between theart of George Grosz and African sculpture than between theTiergarten insipid idealization of Nordic kings and artistsand the transcending realism of the African artists.

Yet I must admit that although Dr. Locke seemed a perfect symbol of the Aframerican rococo in his personality as muchas in his prose style, he was doing his utmost to appreciate the new Negro that he had uncovered. He had broughtthe best examples of their work together in a pioneer book.But from the indication of his appreciations it was evidentthat he could not lead a Negro renaissance. His introductoryremarks were all so weakly winding round and round andgetting nowhere. Probably this results from a kink in Dr.Locke’s artistic outlook, perhaps due to its effete Europeanacademic quality.

When he published his Anthology of the New Negro, he put in a number of my poems, including one which wasoriginally entitled “The White House.” My title was symbolic,not meaning specifically the private homes of white people,but more the vast modern edifice of American Industry fromwhich Negroes were effectively barred as a group. I cannotconvey here my amazement and chagrin when Dr. Lockearbitrarily changed the title of my poem to “White Houses”and printed it in his anthology, without consulting me. I protested against the act, calling Dr. Locke’s attention to the factthat my poem had been published under the original title of“The White House” in The Liberator. He replied that he hadchanged the title for political reasons, as it might be impliedthat the title meant the White House in Washington, andthat that could be made an issue against my returning toAmerica.

I wrote him saying that the idea that my poem had reference to the official residence of the President of the United States was ridiculous; and that, whether I was permitted toreturn to America or not, I did not want the title changed,and would prefer the omission of the poem. For his title“White Houses” was misleading. It changed the whole symbolic intent and meaning of the poem, making it appear as ifthe burning ambition of the black malcontent was to enterwhite houses in general. I said that there were many whitefolks’ houses I would not choose to enter, and that, as afanatical advocate of personal freedom, I hoped that allhuman beings would always have the right to decide whomthey wanted to have enter their houses.

But Dr. Locke high-handedly used his substitute title of “White Houses” in all the editions of his anthology. I couldn’timagine such a man as the leader of a renaissance, when hisartistic outlook was so reactionary.

The Negroid élite was not so formidable to meet after all. The financial success of my novel had helped soften hardfeelings in some quarters. A lovely lady from Harlem expressed the views of many. Said she: “Why all this nigger-row if a colored writer can exploit his own people and makemoney and a name? White writers have been exploiting uslong enough without any credit to our race. It is silly for theNegro critics to holler to God about Home to Harlem as ifthe social life of the characters is anything like that of therespectable class of Negroes. The people in Home to Harlemare our low-down Negroes and we respectable Negroes oughtto be proud that we are not like them and be grateful to youfor giving us a real picture of Negroes whose lives we knowlittle about on the inside.” I felt completely vindicated.

My agent in Paris gave a big party for the cast of Blackbirds, to which the lovely lady and other members of the black élite were invited. Adelaide Hall was the animating spirit ofthe Blackbirds. They gave some exhibition numbers, and weall turned loose and had a grand gay time together, dancingand drinking champagne. The French guests (there weresome chic ones) said it was the best party of the season. Andin tipsy accents some of the Harlem élite admonished meagainst writing a Home-to-Harlem book about them.

Thus I won over most of the Negro intelligentsia in Paris, excepting the leading journalist and traveler who remainedintransigent. Besides Negro news, the journalist specialized indigging up obscure and Amazing Facts for the edification ofthe colored people. In these “Facts” Beethoven is proved to bea Negro because he was dark and gloomy; also the Jewishpeople are proved to have been originally a Negro people!

The journalist was writing and working his way through Paris. Nancy Cunard’s Negro Anthology describes him as aguide and quoted him as saying he had observed, in the fleshmarket of Paris, that white southerners preferred coloredtrade, while Negro leaders preferred white trade. Returningto New York, he gave lectures “for men only” on the peepholes in the walls of Paris.

The journalist was a bitter critic of Home to Harlem, declaring it was obscene. I have often wondered if it is possible to establish a really intelligent standard to determine obscenity—a standard by which one could actually measure the obsceneact and define the obscene thought. I have done lots of menialwork and have no snobbery about common labor. I rememberthat in Marseilles and other places in Europe I was sometimesapproached and offered a considerable remuneration to act asa guide or procurer or do other sordid things. While I wasworking as a model in Paris a handsome Italian modelbrought me an offer to work as an occasional attendant in aspecial bains de vapeur. The Italian said that he made goodextra money working there. Now, although I needed moremoney to live, it was impossible for me to make myself dosuch things. The French say "On fait ce qu'on peut." I couldnot. The very idea of the thing turned me dead cold. Myindividual morale was all I possessed. I felt that if I sacrificedit to make a little extra money, I would become personallyobscene. I would soon be utterly unable to make that easymoney. I preferred a menial job.

Yet I don’t think I would call another man obscene who could do what I was asked to do without having any personal feeling of revulsion against it. And if an artistic personhad or was familiar with such sordid experiences of life andcould transmute them into literary or any other art form, Icould not imagine that his performance or his thought wasobscene.

The Negro journalist argued violently against me. He insisted that I had exploited Negroes to please the whitereading public. He said that the white public would not readgood Negro books because of race prejudice; that he himself had written a “good” book which had not sold. I saidthat Negro writers, instead of indulging in whining andself-pity, should aim at reaching the reading public in generalor creating a special Negro public; that Negroes had plentyof money to spend on books if books were sold to them.

I said I knew the chances for a black writer and a white writer were not equal, even if both were of the same caliber.The white writer had certain avenues, social and financial,which opened to carry him along to success, avenues whichwere closed to the black. Nevertheless I believed that theNegro writer also had a chance, even though a limited one,with the great American reading public. I thought that if aNegro writer were sincere in creating a plausible Negro tale—if a Negro character were made credible and human in hisspecial environment with a little of the virtues and the vicesthat are common to the human species—he would obtain somerecognition and appreciation. For Negro writers arc not alonein competing with heavy handicaps. They have allies amongsome of the white writers and artists, who are fighting formalism and classicism, crusading for new forms and ideasagainst the dead weight of the old.

But the journalist was loudly positive that it was easy for a Negro writer to make a sensational success as a writer by“betraying” his race to the white public. So many of theNegro élite love to mouth that phrase about “betraying therace”! As if the Negro group had special secrets which shouldnot be divulged to the other groups. I said I did not think theNegro could be betrayed by any real work of art. If theNegro were betrayed in any place it was perhaps in thatNegro press, by which the journalist was syndicated, with itsvoracious black appetite for yellow journalism.

Thereupon the journalist declared that he would prove that it was easy for a Negro to write the “nigger stuff” the whiteswanted of him and make a success of it. He revealed that hewas planning a novel for white consumption; that, indeed, hehad already written some of it. He was aiming at going overto the white market. He was going to stop writing forNegroes, who gave him so little support, although he had devoted his life to the betterment of the Negro.

I was eager to see him prove his thesis. For he was expressing the point of view of the majority of the colored élite, who maintain that Negroes in the arts can win success byclowning only, because that is all the whites expect and willaccept of them. So although I disliked his type of mind, Ipromised to help him, I was so keen about the result of hisexperiment. I introduced him to my agent in Paris, and myagent introduced him to a publisher in New York.

Our Negro journalist is very yellow and looks like a métèque in France, without attracting undue attention. Yetbesides his “Amazing Facts” about Negroes he has written inimportant magazines, stressing the practical nonexistence ofcolor prejudice in Europe and blaming Negroes for such asexists! Also he wrote in a white magazine about Africa andthe color problem under a nom de plume which gave noindication of the writer’s origin.

He might have thought that as he had “passed white” a little in complexion and in journalism, it would be just as easy“passing white” as a creative writer. Well, the Negro journalist deliberately wrote his novel as a “white” novelist—or as heimagined a white man would write. But the sensational whitenovel by a Negro has not yet found its publisher.

The last time I heard about him, he was again a Negro in Ethiopia, interviewing Haile Selassie and reporting thewhite rape of Ethiopia from an African point of view for theAmerican Negro press.

Nigger Heaven, the Harlem novel of Carl Van Vechten, also was much discussed. I met some of Mr. Van Vechten’sNegro friends, who were not seeing him any more becauseof his book. I felt flattered that they did not mind seeingme! Yet most of them agreed that Nigger Heaven wasbroadly based upon the fact of contemporary high life in Harlem. Some of them said that Harlemites should thank theirstars that Nigger Heaven had soft-pedaled some of theactually wilder Harlem scenes. While the conventional Negromoralists gave the book a hostile reception because o£ itshectic bohemianism, the leaders of the Negro intelligentsiashowed a marked liking for it. In comparing it with Home toHarlem, James Weldon Johnson said that I had shown a contempt for the Negro bourgeoisie. But I could not be contemptuous of a Negro bourgeoisie which simply does notexist as a class or a group in America. Because I made theprotagonist of my novel a lusty black worker, it does not follow that I am unsympathetic to a refined or wealthy Negro.

My attitude toward Nigger Heaven was quite different from that of its Negro friends and foes. I was more interested in the implications of the book. It puzzled me a littlethat the author, who is generally regarded as a discoverer andsponsor of promising young Negro writers, gave Lascar, theruthless Negro prostitute, the victory over Byron, the youngNegro writer, whom he left, when the novel ends, in thehands of the police, destined perhaps for the death house inSing Sing.

Carl Van Vechtcn also was in Paris in the summer of 1929.1 had been warned by a white non-admirer of Mr. VanVechten that I would not like him because he patronizedNegroes in a subde way, to which the Harlem élite were blindbecause they were just learning sophistication! I thought itwould be a new experience to meet a white who was subtlypatronizing to a black; the majority of them were so naivelycrude about it. But I found Mr. Van Vcchten not a bitpatronizing, and quite all right. It was neither his fault normine if my reaction was negative.

One of Mr. Van Vechten’s Harlem sheiks introduced us after midnight at the Café de la Paix. Mr. Van Vechten wasa heavy drinker at that time, but I was not drinking liquor.I had recently suffered from a cerebral trouble and a specialisthad warned me against drinking, even wine. And when aFrench doctor forbids wine, one ought to heed. When we metat that late hour at the celebrated rendezvous of the world’scosmopolites, Mr. Van Vechten was full and funny. He said,“What will you take?” I took a soft drink and I could feelthat Mr. Van Vechten was shocked.

I am afraid that as a soft drinker I bored him. The white author and the black author of books about Harlemcould not find much of anything to make conversation. Themarket trucks were rolling by loaded with vegetables forLes Halles, and suddenly Mr. Van Vechten, pointing to atruck-load of huge carrots, exclaimed, “How I would like tohave all of them!” Perhaps carrots were more interesting thanconversation. But I did not feel in any way carroty. I don’tknow whether my looks betrayed any disapproval. Really Ihadn’t the slightest objection to Mr. Van Vechten’s enthusiasm for the truck driver’s raw carrots, though I prefercarrots en casserole avec poulet cocotte. But he excused himselfto go to the men’s room and never came back. So, after waiting a considerable time, I paid the bill with some Home toHarlem money and walked in the company of the early dawn(which is delicious in Paris) back to the Rue Jean-JacqucsRousseau.

Mr. Van Vechten’s sheik friend was very upset. He was a precious, hesitating sheik and very nervous about that introduction, wondering if it would take. I said that all was okay.But upon returning to New York he sent me a message fromMr. Van Vechten. The message said that Mr. Van Vechtenwas sorry for not returning, but he was so high that, afterleaving us, he discovered himself running along the avenueafter a truck load of carrots.

Among the Negro intelligentsia in Paris there was an interesting group of story-tellers, poets and painters. Some had received grants from foundations to continue work abroad;some were being helped by private individuals; and all weremore or less identified with the Negro renaissance. It wasilluminating to exchange ideas with them. I was an older manand not regarded as a member of the renaissance, but moreas a forerunner. Indeed, some of them had aired their resentment of my intrusion from abroad into the renaissanceset-up. They had thought that I had committed literary suicide because I went to Russia.

For my part I was deeply stirred by the idea of a real Negro renaissance. The Arabian cultural renaissance and the greatEuropean renaissance had provided some of my most fascinating reading. The Russian literary renaissance and also theIrish had absorbed my interest. My idea of a renaissance wasone of talented persons of an ethnic or national group working individually or collectively in a common purpose andcreating things that would be typical of their group.

I was surprised when I discovered that many of the talented Negroes regarded their renaissance more as an uplift organization and a vehicle to accelerate the pace and progress ofsmart Negro society. It was interesting to note how sharplyat variance their artistic outlook was from that of the modernistic white groups that took a significant interest in Negroliterature and art. The Negroes were under the delusion thatwhen a lady from Park Avenue or from Fifth Avenue, or atitled European, became interested in Negro art and invitedNegro artists to her home, that was a token of Negroesbreaking into upper-class white society. I don’t think that itever occurred to them that perhaps such white individualswere searching for a social and artistic significance in Negroart which they could not find in their own society, and thatthe radical nature and subject of their interest operatedagainst the possibility of their introducing Negroes furtherthan their own particular homes in coveted white society.

Also, among the Negro artists there was much of that Uncle Tom attitude which works like Satan against the ideaof a coherent and purposeful Negro group. Each one wantedto be the first Negro, the one Negro, and the only Negrofor the whites instead of for their group. Because an unusualnumber of them were receiving grants to do creative work,they actually and naively believed that Negro artists as agroup would always be treated differently from white artistsand be protected by powerful white patrons.

Some of them even expressed the opinion that Negro art would solve the centuries-old social problem of the Negro.That idea was vaguely hinted by Dr. Locke in his introduction to The New Negro. Dr. Locke’s essay is a remarkablechocolate souffléof art and politics, with not an ingredientof information inside.

They were nearly all Harlem-conscious, in a curious synthetic way, it seemed to me—not because they were aware of Harlem’s intrinsic values as a unique and popular Negroquarter, but apparently because white folks had discoveredblack magic there. I understood more clearly why there hadbeen so much genteel-Negro hostility to my Home to Harlem and to Langston Hughes’s primitive Negro poems.

I wondered after all whether it would be better for me to return to the new milieu of Harlem. Much as all my sympathy was with the Negro group and the idea of a Negrorenaissance, I doubted if going back to Harlem would be anadvantage. I had done my best Harlem stuff when I wasabroad, seeing it from a long perspective. I thought it mightbe better to leave Harlem to the artists who were on thespot, to give them their chance to produce something betterthan Home to Harlem. I thought that I might as wellgo back to Africa.


XXVIII

Hail and Farewell to Morocco

•

I SUPPOSE every man who achieves something worthwhile naturally attracts some woman. I was interested in Carmina, who had a white lover. Carmina was a prettycolored lady who had recently deserted the best circles ofHarlem for Paris. I liked Carmina. She had lived her lifea lot, even as I, and neither of us could reproach the otherabout the past. But when Louise Bryant saw us together shescolded me. “That girl is not your type,” she said. “Why don’tyou go on living as you always did ? Why do you have to goaround with a female on your arm, simply because you havewritten a successful novel?” I said that perhaps it was nothingmore than “male conceit.” Louise Bryant laughed and said,“Take care you don’t spoil yourself by doing the thing thatevery man thinks he ought to do because of male conceit.”Louise Bryant and Carmina did not like each other. Thethree of us were spending a convivial evening together and,feeling gallant, I tried to find something to praise in Louise’sappearance. She had been to a hairdresser’s that afternoon andher neady shingled hair was gleaming black. I said, “Louise,your hair is very nice tonight.” Louise smiled her appreciation. But Carmina said, in a loud whisper, “Can’t you see it’sdyed?” A blighting frost descended on the party.

It was a sweet relief to give up for awhile discussing problems of race and art for an atmosphere of pure sensuality and amorous intrigue. Carmina also had been fed up withtoo much race in the upper circles of Harlem, which was why she had fled to Paris. One night I was drunk andmaudlin in Montparnasse and Louise Bryant shrieked at mein high intoxicated accents, shaking her forefinger at me,“Go away and write another book. Go home to Harlem orback to Africa, but leave Paris. Get a grip on yourself.” Shelooked like the picture of an old emaciated witch, and herforefinger was like a broomstick. Perhaps it was her betterunconscious self warning me, for she also could not get agrip on herself and get away from Paris.

I heeded the warning. I started off for Africa. But I lingered a long time in Spain. The weeks turned into months. FromMadrid I went to Andalusia and visited Cordova and Granada again, then went back to Barcelona. A French radicalfriend wrote chidingly about my preference for Spain, somedieval and religion-ridden. I wrote him that I expectedradical changes in medieval Spain sooner than in nationalisticFrance. That was no prophecy. The thing was in the air;students mentioned it to you on the café terraces; waitersspoke of it in the pensions and restaurants; chauffeurs spokeof their comrades murdered in Morocco by King Alfonso;bank clerks said a change was coming soon, and even guideshad something to say. That was in the winter of 1929-30. Iwas in Spain early in 1930 when the dictatorship of Primo deRivera collapsed. In the spring of 1931 I was in SpanishMorocco when King Alfonso abdicated, and in Tetuán Iwitnessed a wonderful demonstration of amity and fraternitybetween the nauve Moorish and civilian Spanish populations.There in Africa I hankered after Spain again and inditedthese three sonnets for Barcelona:



               BARCELONA

                      1

In Barcelona town they dance the nights

Along the streets. The folk, erecting stands

Upon the people’s pavements, come together

From pueblo, barrio, in families,

Lured by the lilting playing of the bands,

Rejoicing in the balmy summer weather,

In spreading rings they weave fine fantasies

Like rare mosaics of many-colored lights.



Kindled, it glows, the magical Sardana,

And sweeps the city in a glorious blaze.

The garrison, the sailors from the ships,

The workers join and block city’s ways,

Ripe laughter ringing from intriguing lips,

Crescending like a wonderful hosanna.

                    2

Oh admirable city from every range!

Whether l stand upon your natural towers,—

With your blue carpet spreading to their feet,

Its patterns undulate between the bars,—

Watching until the tender twilight hours,

Its motion cradling soft a silver fleet;

Or far descend from underneath the stars,



Down—to your bottoms sinister and strange:

The nights eccentric of the Barrio Chino,

The creatures of the shadows of the walls,

Gray like the savage caricatures of Goya,

The chulos of the abysmal dancing halls,

And, in the garish lights of La Criolla,

The feminine flamenco of El Nino.

                 3

Oh Barcelona, queen of Europe’s cities,

From dulcet thoughts of you my guts are twisted

With bitter pain of longing for your sights,

And for your hills, your picturesque glory singing,

My feet are mutinous, mine eyes are misted.

Upon my happy thoughts your harbor lights

Are shimmering like bells melodious ringing

With sweet cadenzas of flamenco ditties.



I see your movement flashing like a knife,

Reeling my senses, drunk upon the hues

Of motion, the eternal rainbow wheel,

Your passion smoldering like a lighted fuse,

But more than all sensations oh,

I feel Your color flaming in the dance of life.



I was ready to begin another book, and a Moorish friend had put his house in Fez at my disposal. But as soon as Ilanded in Fez, toward the end of 1930, the French policepounced upon me. I had arrived there a few days before theofficial visit of President Domergue of France. The policedeclared I should leave Fez immediately. They said Britishauthorities had furnished proof that I was a political agent;that I had carried on propaganda among the British militaryforces and also visited Soviet Russia. I went to the BritishConsulate for further information. There I was told that theypossessed no information about me, but that I must obey thelocal authority. They wanted to send me back to Europe.I refused to go. I said I would leave Fez if I were forced to,but I was determined to remain awhile in Africa. So I wentto Casablanca and from there to Tangier.

Months later a merchant from Fez came to Tangier and hinted why I had been obliged to leave. He said that Moroccan custom permitted anyone who had a serious grievanceto complain to the sultan in person when he made an officialvisit to a city. And as Morocco was a protectorate of France,any person who desired could present his complaint to thesultan of France during his official visit. But the police had asystem of banishing real malcontents for a short period during the sultan’s visit. The police had feared that I might seizean opportunity to complain to the French sultan, PresidentDomergue, about the unjust treatment I received during myfirst visit to Fez! And so they had ordered me to leave.

In Tangier I rented a Dar Hassani (native house) and went to work on Gingertown, a book of short stories. Mail for mehad accumulated in Paris. When it arrived there was a littlepile of letters from Carmina. She chided me for deserting herand said that she, too, wanted to go to Africa; that she wassick of Europe and growing worse. She had met all the leading bohemians, writers and artists, more than I ever met. Shewas a frequent visitor to the Rue Fleurus and was hookedup with one of Gertrude Stein’s young men. But she wasdisgusted with him; he was just a poor white mouse, shesaid. She was sick of it all and wanted to come to me.

Come to me! I was exceeding flattered, forgetting all about “male conceit.” The idea of Carmina leaving her white manfor me was tantalizing. She had introduced him to me inParis, and he had said, “J’ai le béguin pour toi." I said,"Merci, mais je nai pas." His bloodless white skin was nauseating. He had no color.

Carmina had been traveling around a lot herself and confided to me that she was keeping a diary of her randonnée. She thought I might help her to publish it.

And so Carmina came to Morocco. It was just at the commencement of l' Aid El Kebir (the Big Feast), when the Moroccans cut the throats of thousands of lambs and the air is filled with their plaintive bleating and the crooked streets arerunning with their blood. We went to live in my little native house at that time of the Great Sacrifice. In the beginningit was nice, being together and working together. Peopleliked Carmina. She was pretty. The Spanish liked the nameCarmina because it had a little of Carmen in it. And theMoors liked Mina because it was a native name derived fromthe lovely sweet flower, Jasmine, which in Morocco is Yasmina, a name often given to Negresses and Mulattresses.And I liked her being so much admired.

I showed Carmina how to make Moroccan tea with mint and other flavorful shrubs. And a native woman friendcooked us big bowls of cous-cous in olive oil with the tenderest pieces of lamb and chicken. The Aframerican honeymoon in Africa was quite happy, until Carmina announcedthat she desired to marry me. But I couldn’t because I wasn’tdivorced and I expected some day to return to America.

And now there was no peace between us. Carmina insisted she had to marry, to satisfy her mother, who was a Christianchurch-loving woman. In anger I said indiscreetly: “Whydidn’t you marry your white man in Paris.” She said shewould show me she could marry him. And one day she announced that her former white lover was coming to Moroccoto marry her. I said I thought that that wasn’t a bad idea,since she had to be married. I meant it. But my attitudeturned Carmina raging. She said the right kind of man wouldbe jealous. She was right, I suppose. But even from the angleof pure passion only I couldn’t imagine myself being jealousof Carmina’s white lover. And frankly I was interested inseeing her marry her white man from a social point ofview. Because the story of Negroes in civilization is one ofwhite men loving black women and giving them mulattochildren, while they preferred to marry their own whitewomen. Carmina said she was a modern woman and thatif I were truly a radical and bohemian, I would not havesuch reactionary ideas about marriage. I asked her why shewas not modern enough to live with a black man as she hadlived with a white man. Also I said I was thinking in black-and-white, and that as marriage has a social value and herwhite man was of the better class, I’d like to see her marryhim. Mixed marriages were mostly one-sided, colored menmarrying white women; I’d also like to see white men marrying colored women, I told her. White men must have somesocial reason for not marrying the Negro women in whoseflesh they find delight.

My reasoning infuriated Carmina, and our relationship became intolerable. She left me. Perhaps Carmina’s whitemouse had his special white fascination. I have known womenwho used to be afraid of mice and who in later years madepets of rats. Carmina’s Nordic came, but he didn’t marry.After being surfeited with loving, he left her still a spinster. Isuppose it is easier for some women (like some men) tohave than to hold.

I have read white writers and heard white men who romantically said that Negro women will not be faithful to white men. And there are Negro writers who write vicarioustalcs of colored girls ditching rich white men for black sheiks.I wonder what actual experience such colored writers have.All bunk. And my experience is not limited to just one. Iknow that in the West Indies the black and brown womenbecome the faithful mistresses of Europeans.

So Carmina left me for a white skin. I don’t think because it was so hot and I so cold. But the white skin is a symbolof money and power. In North Africa the native social system holds out against the European assault simply becausethe native women are confined in their harems. To modern thinking minds this is objectionable. Yet it is the nativefanaticism in sex and religion which makes North Africaa little more wholesome than the rest of that fatal continent.

Some folk’s remedy for lost love is immediately to love again. But if it is a big love, that remedy is like swilling beerto get rid of a champagne hangover. For if one has a passionate love in his system, I don’t think indulging in lesserand indiscriminate loving helps to rid one of it. At least notfor me. My way is to face it and live it down in hard work,sweat it out of my system. And so to get rid of the feelingand the odor of lost love, I gave up the little house and wentfor a few months up in the mountain fastness of Xauen inSpanish Morocco. There I finished my book, Gingertown.

When I came back I leased a little house in the country by the sea, about three miles out of Tangier. I found a littlebrown native girl to take care of the house. She brought hermother along, so that she could look her own people in theface without flinching. There also was a boy on a bicycle torun errands. And we all cultivated the garden and livedcomfortably on twenty-five dollars each month.

One day when I was not at home, Carmina rode out there and pushed herself into the house. Both mother and daughter were very nonplussed by the American brown girl, wholooked exactly like their own people, yet did not dress likethem nor talk their language. Nevertheless, undaunted, theybarred the way to my workroom. Carmina fired a volley ofAmericanisms and departed. Some days later it was reported to me in the Petit Socco of Tangier that she said shehad told the woman she ought to be horsewhipped. Also,she had read a great book called Mother India about thoseawfully uncivilized Asiatics, and she wished somebody wouldwrite a Mother Morocco about the barbarous Africans.

Twice a week I tramped into town and spent the night in the native cafés listening to the alluring singing of Andalusian songs to the accompaniment of lute and mandolin. Itwas interesting to note that Spanish and French words andmusical phrases were slipping into the native melodies. Someday a wonderful new music is destined to come out of NorthAfrica.

The life was a little lazy. I did not plunge deep enough down into the native ways to touch the depths of that tribalopposition to other opposing groups which gave strength andmeaning to their common existence.

So I lived on the edge of the native life, among them, but not one of them. I could have become a member by marryinginto a family, as my two Senegalese friends had done. But religion was an obstacle. I did not want to take a backwardstep in that direction. I had interesting conversations withmy friend Sidi Abdallah, a poet, who was educated in Egyptand was conceded by the natives to be the most highlyeducated and broad-minded Moroccan of the town. Heassured me that Islam was all-embracing and could accommodate free-thinkers. It was he who started me off on thegreat story of Antar, informing me of the high-lights that were not hinted of in the Encyclopedia Britannica. He told me too that the father of free-thought was the Moslem,Averrhoes, who lived in Spain in the twelfth century;that he was the real founder of pantheism and of modernEuropean free thought. And he told me his story, how hewas imprisoned and flogged by the Caliph of Cordova, because he had said that the Caliph had no divine authority.

Sidi Abdallah was very eloquent. He resented the Christian representation of Islam as the religion of the sword. It was thereligion of social equality, for all humanity, he said. It wasthe liberal and liberating religion, when the orthodox Christians were persecuting dissident Christians and pagans. Arabiawas a land of refuge for the dissident Christians and Jewsand pagans fleeing Christian persecution. “Our great Prophetdreamed of a religion of reconciliation in a world whereall men would be like brothers, worshipping the sameGod,” he said. “Take the Guinea fetishists, for example; theyare primitive magicians and steeped in superstition, yet weaccept and tolerate them as Moslems because they acknowledge Mohammed as the prophet.”

All that Sidi Abdallah said was fine and vastly illuminating. I had a better conception of Islam after knowing him. Thephilosophy was all right, but the fact was that Islam, as itwas practiced in North Africa when I observed it, was intolerant and fanatic. The Moors frankly admitted that perhaps Morocco was the most fanatically Islamic country inthe West.

It was better, I thought, to live as I did without getting too deeply involved, and thinking too much, because I experienced more of purely physical happiness than at any time inmy life.

When Carmina and I separated she circulated the report that I disliked white people. The natives were puzzled aboutthat, because large numbers of them are as white as someSpanish and French. In the Riff and other mountain regionsthere are blue-eyed and blonde-haired types resembling Nordics, except that they are rather bronzed. But they are allremarkably free of any color obsessions or ideas of discrimination. They are Africans. The others are roumi or Europeans.So they thought that Carmina meant that I did not like theroumi or Europeans. And that did not displease them. Theyopened their doors wider for me. And I did not mind thereport, for I was not particularly interested in European society in North Africa.

But I did have “white” friends (if the Moors do not object to the use of that phrase) from the white colony. They wereall Americans, some of whom are interestingly friendly tocolored people abroad. They delighted in flaunting their intimacy with colored persons in the face of the smug Europeancolony. Also there were visitors from Europe.

My first and oldest French friend, Pierre Vogein, came to see me in 1932. He and his wife had come over the previoussummer, but I was away in Xauen. Also Max Eastman andhis wife, Eliena Krylenko, visited me the same year. Andthere came some of the Gertrude Stein young men. Carmina’syoung man had been a kind of protege of Gertrude Stein.Carmina said she had been welcome at Gertrude Stein’s atfirst. But when she and the young man became seriouslyenamored of each other, Gertrude Stein grew cold to them.Carmina said she could not understand Gertrude Stein beinga novelist, for she seemed almost incapable of understandinglife. She said Miss Stein saw black as black and white aswhite, without any shades, and so it was impossible to understand one like herself, for she was neither black nor white.

She said Miss Stein did not seem to realize that chameleon was a fundamental feature of life; that serpents shed theirskins and even the leopard might change its spots for awoman. But Miss Stein was reactionary: she she did notbelieve in change.

Carmina was considered one of the most intellectual women in Harlem. Carmina said that Gertrude Stein reproached her young man, telling him that if he were seriously interested in Negroes he should have gone to Africato hunt for an authentic one. Carmina said she did not knowwhat more authentic than herself Miss Stein desired. Forbesides having some of the best white blood mingled withblack in her veins, which were blue, she came from the bestNegroid middle-class stock, and Gertrude Stein was also onlymiddle-class.

An interesting couple of visitors from Paris was Monsieur Henri Cartier-Bresson, and his friend, an American coloredwoman. He was a Norman, and a painter and photographer. He had studied at Oxford and had a suggestion ofupper-class English something about him. He had a falsettovoice which was not unpleasant, but it wasn’t so pleasant tolisten to it reiterating that its possessor could fancy only Negrowomen because he preferred the primitive. That falsetto voicejust did not sound authentic and convincing to me.

And if a white man is fond of black women, why should he be declaring his liking to me! The penchant of whitemen for black women is nothing new. It has given theworld an arresting new type of humanity, generally known asmulatto. M. Bresson had hunted all over West Africa insearch of the pure primitive. And he had returned to Paristo find an American brown woman nearly twice his age andas sophisticated as Carmina, but not so pretty.

M. Bresson brought his lady over to lunch at my house. I was living alone then like an ascetic, which I found necessary to the completion of a new book. But I asked Mr. CharlesFord over to meet my guests. He came in his bathing suit,walking his way down the peninsular strip which lay betweenthe river and the bay, and swimming over to my house. Hetook one look at the pair and left. The lady said, “He smellslike a down-home.” I said, “Yes, but he’s not a cracker.”Later Ford explained that his precious artistic sense of theharmony of form and rhythm had suffered too great a shock.

Our conversation turned upon M. Bresson’s unwillingness to carry on with his father the business of an industrialist.M. Bresson’s colored lady thought that he would be moreinteresting as a business man than as a modern photographer.She said he was not so artistic as he was plain lazy; that hewas so lazy he wouldn’t even pick up his pajamas from thefloor.

I said that there at the head of Africa in Morocco, hard by the ancient civilized Mediterranean, the natives did notworry about pajamas. Going to bed was an effortless thing.And I asked M. Bresson whether among the pure primitives (if there were any left) in the middle or the bottom ofAfrica, one had to worry about pajamas. Or if one might besatisfied with a broad banana leaf. M. Bresson was not sosure. He had returned all the way to Paris to find his pureprimitive and bring her to Morocco to show me. Well, in lessthan a couple of years I heard of M. Bresson in Mexico witha Mexican girl. Perhaps when his protracted period of adolescence has passed he will finally finish like a cool Norman andpractical Frenchman by marrying a woman of his countryand his class.

I am a little tired of hearing precious bohemian white men protesting their admiration and love for Negro women andthe rest. Yet many of them are shocked at the idea of intimacybetween a black man and a white woman, because of theirconfused ideas of erotic attraction. Perhaps I am hypercriticalin detecting a false accent in their enthusiasm. But it strikesme as being neither idealistic or realistic. I know it is a different thing from the sympathy and friendship that the humane and tolerant members of one group or nation or raceof people feel for the members of another. And I know it isdifferent from that blind urge of sexual desire which compelled white men to black women during the age of blackslavery in the Occident (and perhaps in Africa today), andcreated an interesting new type of humanity. The performance of such men was not actuated by false and pueriletheories of sex. I have a certain respect for them. But thesenice modern faddists—they give me a feeling of white licecrawling on black bodies.




The most interesting visitor of them all was the American writer and protege of Gertrude Stein, Charles Henri Ford,who published a queer book of adolescence in Paris under therather puritan title of The Young and Evil. Young Mr.Ford suddenly dropped in upon me one day when a group oftribesmen were killing a steer in my garden. They cooked theliver in the yard and roasted some of the meat on skewersand invited him to join us in the feast. He was like a rare lilysquatting in among the bearded and bournoused natives, andhe enjoyed it. When he left in the evening I gave him achunk of meat from what had been given to me.

He had been in Italy with a Cuban girl. When they came to Madrid she found a young Spanish lover and the threeof them came on to Tangier. He came to see me soon againand I invited some of the younger Moors and a few fatmahsto meet him. They all rather liked him. They said he lookedwonderfully like the cinema portraits of Marlene Dietrich.

He came again and again, evidently liking my little isolated house on the river. He was likable enough, and we gave a few native parties for him. The young men broughttheir lutes and mandolins and sang Andalusian melodies, andthe girls danced. One evening Mr. Ford came over earlyand excitedly told me that the young men were bringing avery beautiful fatmah—prettier than any he had seen at myplace. I said I couldn’t think of any pretty girl of that classwhom Mr. Ford knew and I had not seen before. He saidhe felt certain I hadn’t seen her. So we waited expectantlyuntil the carriages arrived with the party. When the girl unveiled she turned out to be the first little one who hadworked for me when I arrived in Tangier. We were bothvery surprised. She had lost the quaint native freshness ofour earlier acquaintanceship and already she had developedlike a fine and hardened cashew-nut. She was not aware thatthe joy-makers were bringing her to my new place. But shewas not in the slightest embarrassed. She established herselfas temporary hostess as well as guest and was just as charming in the role as she had been efficient as a little housekeeper.. . . Our fiesta lasted two days. The Moroccans are a magicalbarbaric people, if one isn’t too civilized to appreciate thesubtlety and beauty of their barbaresques. When at last I decided to return to America, in homage to them I indited: “AFarewell to Morocco.”

Oh wistful and heartrending earth,oh land

Of colors singing symphonies of life!

Myself is like a stone upon my spirit,

Reluctant, passing from your sunny shore.

Oh native colors,

Pure colors aglow

With magic light.



Mysterious atmosphere whose elements,

Like hands inspired by a magnetic force,

Touched so caressingly my inmost chords,

How strangely l was brought beneath your spell!

But willingly

A captive I

Remained to be.





Oh friends, my friends! When Ramadan returns

And daily fast and feasting through the night,

With chants and music honey-dripping sweets,

And fatmahs shaking their flamenco feet,

My thoughts will wing

The waves of air

To be with you.




Oh when the cannon sounds to break the fast,

The children chorus madly their relief,

And you together group to feast at last,

You’ll feel my hungry spirit there in your midst,

Released from me

A prisoner,

To fly to you.




And when you go beneath the orange trees,

To mark and serenade the crescent growth,

With droning lute and shivering mandolin

And drop the scented blossoms in your cups!

Oh make one tune,

One melody

Of love for me.




Keeping your happy vigil through the night,

With tales and music whiling by the hours,

You may recall my joy to be with you,

Until the watchers passed from house to house

And bugle call

And muffled drum

Proclaimed the day!




When liquid-eyed Habeeb draws from the lute

A murmur golden like a thousand bees,

Embowelled in a sheltering tropic tree,

With honey brimming in the honeycomb,

The tuneful air

Will waft the sound

Across to me.



Notes soaked with the dear odor of your soil

And like its water cooling to my tongue,

Haunting me always like a splendid dream,

Of vistas opening to an infinite way

Of perfect love

That angels make.

In Paradise.




Habeeb, Habeeba,l may never return

Another sacred fast to keep with you,

But when your Prince of months inaugurates

Our year, my thoughts will turn to Ramadan,

Forgetting never

Its tokens

Unforgettable.


—Meltfoub.




XXIX

On Belonging to a Minority Group

•

IT was in Africa that I was introduced to Nancy Cunard —an introduction by mail. Years before, when I saw herat a studio in Paris, she had been mentioned as a personage,but I had not been introduced. In Africa I received a pamphlet from Miss Cunard entitled Black Man and WhiteLadyship. The interesting pamphlet gave details about theCunard daughter establishing a friendship with a Negromusician, of which the Cunard mother had disapproved.

Miss Cunard wrote that she was making a Negro anthology to dedicate to her Negro friend, and asked me to be a contributor. I promised that I would as soon as I found it possible to take time from the novel I was writing. That started an interesting correspondence between us.

Although I considered the contents of the Nancy Cunard pamphlet of absorbing interest and worthy of publication, Idid not admire the style and tone of presentation.

After some months, Miss Cunard informed me that she was traveling to New York, and from there to the WestIndies, including Jamaica. She asked me if I could introduceher to anybody in Jamaica who could put her in touch withthe natives. I addressed her to my eldest brother, who is well-placed somewhere between the working masses and the controlling classes of Jamaica and has an excellent knowledge ofboth. From Jamaica Miss Cunard wrote again that she hadlanded in paradise after the purgatory of New York, whereshe was put in the spotlight by the newspapers, when it wasdiscovered that she was residing in Harlem among the Negroes. My brother invited her to his home in the heartof the banana, chocolate, and ginger region of Jamaica, andshe stayed there two weeks with her Negro secretary. Bothshe and her secretary wrote extolling my brother’s hospitalityand the warmth and kindliness of the peasants. Miss Cunardsaid she particularly liked my brother’s face, and she sent mea snapshot of him.

Meanwhile I had come to the point of a breakdown while working on my novel in Morocco; and besides I was inpecuniary difficulties. Nevertheless I wrote an article for MissCunard’s anthology and forwarded it to her on her return toFrance. Miss Cunard extravagantly praised the article andsaid it was one of the best and also that I was one of the best,whatever that “best” meant. She said she would use it witha full-page photograph of myself which was done by a friendof ours, the photographer, Berenice Abbot.

However, she did not accompany her praise by a check, and I requested payment. I was in need of money. Miss Cunard replied that she was not paying contributors and thatmy article was too long after all. She was doing the book forthe benefit of the Negro race and she had thought that everyNegro would be glad to contribute something for nothing.She had suffered and sacrificed a fortune for Negroes, shesaid.

I comprehended Miss Cunard’s way of reasoning. Yet in spite of the penalty she had to pay for her interest in theNegro, I did not consider it my bounden duty to write forher without remuneration. Miss Cunard would have beenshocked at the idea of asking the printers and binders toprint and bind her charitable book without remuneration.But in spite of her ultra-modern attitude toward life, apparently she still clung to the antiquated and aristocratic andvery British idea that artists should perform for noble andrich people for prestige instead of remuneration.

I might say that I too have suffered a lot for my knowledge of, and contact with, the white race. Yet if I were composingan anthology of the white hell, it never would have occurredto me that all sympathetic white writers and artists owed mea free contribution. I suppose it takes a modern white aristocrat to indulge in that kind of archaic traditional thinking.

As Miss Cunard would not pay for my article, I requested its return. She said she was going to take extracts from it.I forbade her to touch it. That made her mad, comme unevache enragee. My brother also was supposed to do an articleon the Jamaica banana industry for Miss Cunard. He decidednot to. And suddenly Miss Cunard did not like his face anymore. She wrote that he was big and fat.

In her pamphlet Black Man and White Ladyship the reader gets the impression that the Cunard daughter enjoys taking aNegro stick to beat the Cunard mother. Miss Cunard seemedto have been ultra-modern in ideas and contacts withoutalarming Lady Cunard, who was a little modern herself.Then Miss Cunard became aware of the Negro by way ofjazz in Venice. And soon also she was made aware thather mother would not accept her friendship with a Negro.Other white women have come up against that problem. Itis not merely a problem of people of different races; peopleof different religions and of different classes know the unreasonableness and the bitterness of it. The mother Cunarddrastically reduced the income of the daughter Cunard. Thedaughter replied with the pamphlet Black Man and WhiteLadyship, which was not published for sale but probably forspite. In telling the story of her friendship, Miss Cunardamong other things ridicules her mother’s American accent.Yet the American Negroes she professes to like speak thesame language as her mother, with slight variations.

Writing in her strange, heavy and ineffectual giant of a Negro anthology, Miss Cunard has this to say of me: “His people [the characters of my novels] and himself have also that wrong kind of race-consciousness; they ring themselves in.”

The statement is interesting, not so much from the narrow personal as from the broader social angle of a minority group of people and its relationship to friends who belong tothe majority group. It leaves me wondering whether it wouldbe altogether such a bad thing if by ringing itself in closertogether, a weak, disunited and suppressed group of peoplecould thereby develop group pride and strength and self-respect!

It is hell to belong to a suppressed minority and outcast group. For to most members of the powerful majority, youare not a person; you are a problem. And every crusadingcrank imagines he knows how to solve your problem. I thinkI am a rebel mainly from psychological reasons, which havealways been more important to me than economic. As a member of a weak minority, you are not supposed to criticize yourfriends of the strong majority. You will be damned mean andungrateful. Therefore you and your group must be contentwith lower critical standards.

A Fannie Hurst who is a best seller is interested in Negro literature. She is nice to Negro writers and artists. She visitsamong Negroes. She engages a Negro secretary. And finallyshe writes a trashy novel of Negro life. Negro critics do notlike the novel. Fannie Hurst thinks they are ungrateful. Isuppose the only way Negro critics could get around thedilemma would be to judge Fannie Hurst by social andsentimental instead o£ artistic standards. But that wouldn’thelp the Negro literature that Fannie Hurst desires to promote. I think Negro writers might benefit more by the forthright criticism of such southern gentlemen as H. L. Menckenand Joseph Wood Krutch than by the kindness of a FannieHurst.

A southern white woman who is married to a black journalist says, in a critique entitled, Don'ts for My Daughter, that she would not “want her to read Home to Harlem, whichoveremphasizes the carnal side of the Aframerican.” I willconfess that I may fall short of that degree of civilizationwhich perfects the lily-white state of mind of the gentle southern lady. And that was why as a creative writer I was unableto make nice distinctions between the carnal and the pureand happened perhaps to sin on the side of the carnal inHome to Harlem.

Yet I once read in a Negro magazine some stanzas entitled, Temptation, by a certain Young Southern White Lady, andattributed to my pure critic, which sound like a wild jazzpage out of Nigger Heaven. I remember some of thosestanzas:




l couldn't forget

The banjo’s whang

And the piano’s bang

As we strutted the do-do-do’s

In Harlem!



That pansy seal

A-tossing me

All loose and free, O, lily me!

In muscled arms

Of Ebony!



I couldn’t forget

That black boy’s eyes

That black boy’s shake

That black boy’s size

I couldn’t forget

O, snow white me!




Now to the mind of this black sinner this piece of sophisticated lily-white lyricism is more offensively carnal than the simple primitive erotic emotions of the characters of Hometo Harlem. But I reiterate it is possible that I am not civilizedwhite enough to appreciate the purity of the mind which composed the above stanzas and to which Home to Harlem iscarnal.

The white lady is raising her mulatto daughter on a special diet and periodically the child is featured as a prodigy in the New York Herald Tribune. But it is possible that whenthat child has grown up out of the state of being a prodigyshe might prefer a plain fare, including Home to Harlem. Ihave not had the time to be an experimentalist about life, because I have been occupied always with facing hard facts.And this I know to be a fact: Right here in New York thereare children of mixed parentage, who have actually hatedtheir white mother after they had grown up to understanding.When they came up against the full force of the great whitecity on the outside and went home to face a helpless whitemother (a symbol of that white prejudice) it was more thantheir Negroid souls could stand.

I think it would be illuminating to know the real feelings of that white mother, who was doubtlessly devoted to hercolored children. . . . I myself have had the experience ofa fine friendship with a highly cultured white woman, when I first arrived in the United States—a friendship which was turned into a hideous nightmare because of the taboos of thedominant white community. I still retain a bitter memory ofmy black agony, but I can only try to imagine the whitecrucifixion of that cultured woman. . . .

I do not think the author of Don’ts for My Daughter, felt personally antagonistic to me, when she wrote in the leadingNegro magazine that she did not want her child to read mynovel. It is possible that like myself she has faith in literaryand artistic truth. Perhaps she even desires to contributesomething to the growing literature of Negro life. I have readan interesting article by her on “America’s Changing ColorLine,” which emphasizes the idea that America is steadilygrowing darker in complexion, and is informing about theincreasing numbers of white Negroids who are absorbed bythe white group.

Without the slightest feeling of antagonism to my critic, I would suggest to her that vicarious stories of “passingwhite” are merely of slight importance to the great group offifteen millions who are obviously Negroes. I would suggestto her that if she really desires to make a unique contributionto American literature, she has a chance of doing somethingthat no Negro can—something that might be worthwhile forher daughter to read: she might write a sincere account ofwhat it means for an educated and sensitive white womanto be the wife of a Negro in America.




Gertrude Stein, the high priestess of artless-artful Art, identifies Negro with Nothingness. When the eternal faddists who exist like vampires on new phenomena become fed upwith Negro art, they must find a reason for their indifference.From being disappointed in Paul Robeson, Gertrude Steinconcludes that Negroes are suffering from nothingness. In theineffable Stein manner she decided to take Paul Robeson asthe representative of Negro culture. Similarly, any other faddist could arbitrarily make Chaliapin or Al Jolson or MauriceChevalier or Greta Garbo the representative of Russian, Jewish, French and Swedish culture respectively. When GertrudeStein finds that Paul Robeson knows American values andAmerican life as only one in it and not of it could, when shediscovers that he is big and naive, but not quite naive enoughto please Gertrude Stein, she declares: “The African is notprimitive; he has a very ancient but a very narrow cultureand there it remains. Consequently nothing can happen.”Not long after she published this, something was happening:Negro Americans were rendering her opera Four Saints inThree Acts to sophisticated New York audiences.

Well, whatever the white folks do and say, the Negro race will finally have to face the need to save itself. The whiteshave done the blacks some great wrongs, but also they havedone some good. They have brought to them the benefits ofmodern civilization. They can still do a lot more, but onething they cannot do: they cannot give Negroes the gift ofa soul—a group soul.

Wherever I traveled in Europe and Africa I was impressed by the phenomenon of the emphasis on group life, whetherthe idea behind it was Communist co-operative or Fascistcollective or regional autonomy. I lived under a Communistdictatorship in Russia, two Fascist dictatorships in Europe,and the French colonial dictatorship in Morocco. I don’t likeany dictatorship.




Yet even the dictatorships were making concessions to the strong awakened group spirit of the peoples. Soviet Russiawas hard at work on the social problems of its many nationalities. Primo de Rivera in Spain had organized two grandexhibitions: one for discontented Catalonia and another forunhappy Andalusia. Regional groups such as that in Brittanyand in the Basque country were reviving their ancient culture. Labor groups and radical groups were building up theirinstitutions and educating their children in opposition to reactionary institutions.

But there is very little group spirit among Negroes. The American Negro group is the most advanced in the world.It possesses unique advantages for development and expansion and for assuming the world leadership of the Negrorace. But it sadly lacks a group soul. And the greatest hindrance to the growth of a group soul is the wrong idea heldabout segregation. Negroes do not understand the differencebetween group segregation and group aggregation. And theirleaders do not enlighten them, because they too do not chooseto understand. Negro institutions and unique Negro effortshave never had a chance for full development; they arehaunted by the fear of segregation. Except where they areforced against their will, Negroes in general prefer to patronize white institutions and support white causes in order todemonstrate their opposition to segregation.

Yet it is a plain fact that the entire world of humanity is more or less segregated in groups. The family group gave riseto the tribal group, the tribal group to the regional group,and the regional group to the national group. There are groupswithin groups: language groups, labor groups, racial groupsand class groups. Certainly no sane group desires public segregation and discrimination. But it is a clear historical factthat different groups have won their social rights only whenthey developed a group spirit and strong group organization.

There are language groups and religious groups in this country that have found it necessary to develop their ownbanks, cooperative stores, printing establishments, clubs, theaters, colleges, hotels, hospitals and other social service institutions and trade unions. Yet they were not physically separatedfrom other white groups as much as are Negroes. But theywere in a stronger position to bargain and obtain social andpolitical privileges by virtue of the strength of their own institutions.

But Negro institutions in general are developed only perfunctorily and by compulsion, because Negroes have no abiding faith in them. Negroes wisely are not wasting thought on the chimera of a separate Negro state or a separate Negroeconomy within the United States, but there are a thousandthings within the Negro community which only Negroescan do.

There are educated Negroes who believe that the color line will be dissolved eventually by the light-skinned Negroids“passing white,” by miscegenation and final assimilation bythe white group. But even if such a solution were possible inthe future, it is certainly not a solution for the great darkbody of Negroids living in the present. Also if the optimisticNegro advocates of futility would travel and observe or studyto learn something of the composition and distribution ofwhite racial, national and regional groups that are more assimilable than Negroes, and of their instinctive and irrationaltenacity, they might be less optimistic and negative about theposition of their own.

The Negro intelligentsia cannot hope to get very far if the Negro masses are despised and neglected. However poor itmay be, the Negro intelligentsia gets its living directly fromthe Negro masses. A few Negro individuals who obtain important political and social positions among whites may delude themselves into thinking they got their jobs by individual merit alone against hungry white competitors who arejust as capable.

But the fact is that the whites in authority give Negroes their jobs because they take into consideration the potentialstrength of the Negro group. If that group were organizedon the basis of its numerical strength, there would be moreimportant jobs and greater social recognition for Negroes.

And Negroes will have to organize themselves and learn from their mistakes. The white man cannot organize Negroesas a group, for Negroes mistrust the motives of white people. And the Negro whom they consider an Uncle Tomamong the whites, whose voice is the voice of their whitemaster, cannot do it either, even though he may proclaimhimself a radical!

Many years ago I preserved a brief editorial from the Nation on the Woman’s Party which seemed to me to be perfectly applicable to the position of the Negro—if the word Negro were substituted for “woman” and “whites” for men.It said in part: “We agree that no party, left to itself, willallow women an equal chance. Neither labor nor the farmernor the business man nor the banker is ready to assume executive and political ability in women. They will steadily, perhaps instinctively, resist any such belief. They will accede towomen’s demands only so far as they wish to please orplacate the woman vote. For every party job, for every political office, for every legal change in the direction of equality,women will have to fight as women. Inside the party organizations, the women will have to wage their own battle forrecognition and equal rights. . . .

“After all, women are an indivisible part of this country’s population; they cannot live under a women’s Congress anda special set of feminine laws and economic conditions. They,as well as men, suffer when our government is prostituted,and lose their employment when economic hardship sweepsthe country. They, like men, have a vote, and like men theywill in the long run tend to elect people and parties who represent their whole interest. To be sure, apart from men theyhave a special group interest. . . .”




It would be altogether too ludicrous to point out that white women are by far more an indivisible part of this country’spopulation than Negroes! Yet the advance guard of whitewomen realize that they have a common and special groupinterest, different from the general interests of their fathersand brothers and their husbands and sons.

It goes without saying that the future of the Negro is bound up with the future system of world economy. And allprogressive social trends indicate that that system will bebased on the principle of labor for communal instead of private profit. I have no idea how the new system will finallywork out. I have never believed in the infallibility of the socialprophets, even though some of their predictions and calculations have come true. It is possible that in some countriessome of the captains of capitalist industry might become laborleaders and prove themselves more efficient than many reactionary labor leaders. Who knows?

Anyway, it seems to me that if Negroes were organized as a group and as workers, whatever work they are doing (withor without the whites), and were thus getting a practicaleducation in the nature and the meaning of the labor movement, it might even be more important and worth-while thanfor them to become members of radical political parties.

A West Indian charlatan came to this country, full of antiquated social ideas; yet within a decade he aroused the social consciousness of the Negro masses more than any leader everdid. When Negroes really desire a new group orientationthey will create it.

Such is my opinion for all that it may be worth. I suppose I have a poet’s right to imagine a great modern Negro leader.At least I would like to celebrate him in a monument ofverse. For I have nothing to give but my singing. All mylife I have been a troubadour wanderer, nourishing myselfmainly on the poetry of existence. And all I offer here is thedistilled poetry of my experience.





1‘This poem was published years later in Harlem Shadows.Back




Chapter 14

*Lenin,Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Radek.Back
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