


















%f&  I&. The Ethics of Living Jim Crow.

The E t h i c s  o f  L i v i n g  J i m  C r o w

An Autobiographical Sketch

I

My first lesson in how to live as a Negro came when I was quite

small. We were living in Arkansas. Our house stood behind the

railroad tracks. Its skimpy yard was paved with black cinders.

Nothing green ever grew in that yard. The only touch of green we

could see was far away, beyond the tracks, over where the white folks

lived. But cinders were good enough for me and I never missed the

green growing things. And anyhow cinders were fine weapons. You

, could always have a nice hot war with huge black cinders. All you

had to do was crouch behind the brick pillars of a house with your

hands full of gritty ammunition. And the first woolly black head

you saw pop out from behind another row of pillars was your target.

is You tried your very best to knock it off. It was great fun.

I never fully realized the appalling disadvantages of a cinder

environment till one day the gang to which I belonged found itself

engaged in a war with the white boys who lived beyond the tracks. A s

usual we laid down our cinder barrage, thinking that this would wipe

the white boys out. But whey replied with a steady bombardment of

broken bottles. We doubled our cinder barrage, but they hid behind

trees, hedges, and the sloping embankments of their lawns. Having no

such fortifications, we retreated to the brick pillars of our homes.

During  the retreat a broken milk bottle caught me behind the ear,
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opening a deep gash which bled profusely. The sight of blood pouring

over my face completely demoralized our ranks. My fellow-combatants

left me standing paralyzed in the center of the yard, and scurried

for their homes. A kind neighbor saw me and rushed me to a doctor,

who took three stitches in my neck.

I sat brooding on my front steps, nursing my wound and waiting

for my mother to come from work. I felt that a grave injustice had

been done me. It was all right to throw cinders. The greatest harm

a cinder could do was leave a bruise. But broken bottles were

dangerous; they left you cut, bleeding, and helpless.

When night fell, my mother come from the white folks’ kitchen.

I raced down the street to meet her. I could just feel in my bones

that she would understand. I knew she would tell me exactly what to

do next time. I grabbed her hand and babbled out the whole story.

She examined my wound, then slapped me.

“How come yuh didn’t hi&?” she asked me. “How come yuh always

f ightin’?”

I was outraged, and bawled. Between sobs I told her that I

did.n’t have any trees or hedges to hide behind. There wasn”t  a thing

I could have used as a trench. And you couldn’t throw very far when

you were hiding behind the brick pillars of a house. She grabbed a

barrel stave, dragged me home, stripped me naked, and beat me till I

had a fever of one hundred and two. She would smack my rump with the

stave, and, while the skin was still smarting, impart to me gems of

Jim Crow wisdom. I was never to throw cinders any more. I was never
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this could not last forever. As one grows older one eats more.

One's clothing costs more. When 1 finished grammar school I had to

go to work. My mother could no longer feed and clothe me on her

cooling job.

There is but one place where a black boy who knows no trade can

get a job, and that's where the houses and faces are white, where the

trees, lawns, and hedges are green. My first job was with an optical

company in Jackson, Mississippi. The morning I applied I stood

straight and neat before the boss, answering all his questions with

sharp yessirs and nosirs. I was very careful to pronounce my

sirs &distinctly, in order that he might know that I was polite,

that I knew where I was, and that I knew he was a white man. I wanted

that job badly.

He looked me over as though he were examining a prize poodle.

He questioned me closely about my schooling, being particularly

insistent about how much mathematics I had had. He seemed very

pleased when I told him I had had two years of algebra.

"Boy, how would youlike to try to learn something around here?"

he asked me.

"I'd like it fine, sir," I said, happy. I had visions of

"working my way up." Even Negroes have those visions.

"Allright," he said, "Come on."

I followed him to the small factory.

"Pease," he said to a white man of about thirty-five, "this is

Richard. He’s going to work for us."
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call a white man a lie’n’git erway with it, you black son-of-a-

bitch! ”

I wilted. I begged them not to bother me. I knew what they

wanted. They wanted me to leave.

“I’ll  leave,” I promised. “1’11 leave right now.”

They gave me a minute to get out of the factory. I was warned

not to show up again, or tell the boss.

I went.

When I told the folks at home what had happened, they called me

a fool . They told me that I must never again attempt to exceed my

boundaries . When you are working for white folks, they said, you got

to “stay in your place” if you want to keep working.

II

My Jim Crow education continued on my next job, which was

portering in a clothing store. One morning, while polishing brass

outfront, the boss and his twenty-year-old son got out of their car

and half dragged and half kicked a Negro woman into the store.

A policeman standing at the corner looked on, twirling his

nightstick. I watched out of the corner of my eye, never slackening

the strokes of my chamois upon the brass. After a few minutes, I

heard shrill screams coming from the rear of the sotre. Later the

woman stumbled out, bleeding. crying, and holding her stomach. When

she reached the end of the block, the policeman grabbed her and
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America is graphically symbolized. While white strangers may be in

these neighborhoods trying to get home, they can pass unmolested.

But the color of a Negro's skin-makes him easily recognizable, makes

him suspect, converts him into a defenseless target.

Late one Saturday night I made some deliveries in a white

neighborhood. I was pedaling my bicycle back to the store as fast as

I could, when a police car, swerving toward me, jammed me into the

curbing.

"Get down and put up your hands!" the policeman ordered.

I did. They climbed out of the car, guns drawn, faces set, and

advanced slowly.

"Get down and put up ypur hands!" the policeman ordered.

I did. They climbed out of the car, guns drawn, faces set, and

advanced slowly.

"Keep still!" they ordered.

I reached my hands higher. They searched my pockets and

packages. They seemed dissatisfied when they could find nothing

incriminating. Finally, one of them said:

"Boy, tell your boss not to send you out in white neighborhoods

after sundown."

As usual, I said:

'IYes, sir."
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was hired. And for some reason, as long as I worked there, they

neverbrought my past against me.

Here my Jim Crow education assumed quite a different form. It

was no longer brutally cruel, but subtly cruel. Here I learned to

lie, to steal, to dissemble. I learned to play that dual role which

every Negro must play if he wants to eat and live.

For example, it was almost impossible to get a book to read. It

was assumed that after a Negro had imbibed what scanty schooling the

state furnished he had no further need for books. I was always

borrowing books from men on the job. One day I mustered enough

courage to ask one of the men to let me get books from the library

in his name. Surprisingly, he consented. I cannot help but think

that he consented because he was a Roman Catholic and felt a vague

sympathy for Negroes, being himself an object of hatred. Armed with

a library card, I obtained books in the following manner: I would

write a note to the librarian, saying: "Please let this niger boy

have the following books.II I would then sigh it with the white man's

name.

When I went to the library, I would stand at the desk, hat in

hand, looking as unbookish as possible. When  I received the books

desired I would take them home. If the books listed in the note

happened to be out, I would sneak into the lobby and forge a new one.

I never took any chances guessing with the white librarian about what

the fictitious white man would want to read. No doubt if any of the

white patrons had suspected that some of the volumes they enjoyed had
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his eyes and grin. To have said: “Thank you! ” would have made the

white man think that you thought you were receiving from him a

personal service. For such an act I have seen Negroes take a blow in

the mouth. Finding the first alternative distasteful, and the second

dangerous, I hit upon an acceptable  course of action which fell

safely between these two poles. I immediately--no sooner than my hat

was lifted--pretended that my packages were al~~ut  to spill, and

appeared deeply distressed with keeping them in my arms. In this

fashion I evaded having to acknowledge his service, and, in spite of

adverse circumstances, salvaged a slender shred of personal pride.

How do Negroes feel about the way they have to live? How do

they discuss it when alone among themselves? I think this question

can l2e answered in a single sentence. A friend of mine who ran an

elevator once told me:

“Law& man! Ef it wuzn’t  fer them polices ‘n’ them ol’lynch-

mobs, there wouldn’t be nothin’ hut uporar down here!”

&I:  Richard Barksdale and Keneth Kinnamon,  Black Writers of America

(New York: Macmillan, 1972),  542-8.

Questions

1. In what part of the U.S.A. does the story take place?

And what is practised  in that place at that time?

2. Cite examples of segregation shown in the story.

3. Qive  the details of each incident in which the narrator confronts
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