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V  SELECTIONS
Charlotte Forten Grimke, from her Journal, finally published in 1953.  
[Source: The Norton Anthology of African American Literature, eds., Henry Louis Gates, Nellie Y. McKay (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1997).]
Charlotte Forten Grimke (1838-1914) -- anti-slavery activist, poet, and educator -- kept a journal which provides a unique perspective on the activities of African American Abolitionists and educators.  Here she registers her dismay at the arrest in Boston of escaped slave Anthony Burns, who was returned to slavery in Virginia, despite protests by Abolitionists, under the Fugitive Slave Act, a component of the Compromise of 1850.  
Friday, June 2, 1854

Our worst fears are realized; the decision was against the poor [Anthony] Burns, and he has been sent back to a bondage worse, a thousand times worse than death.  Even an attempt at rescue was utterly impossible; the prison was completely surrounded by soldiers withy bayonets fixed, a canon loaded, ready to be fired at the slightest sign.  To-day Massachusetts has again been disgraced; again has she showed her submissions to the Slave Power; and Oh! with what deep sorrow do we think of what will doubtless be the fate of that poor man, when he is again consigned to the horrors of slavery.  With what scorn must that government be regarded which cowardly assembles thousands of soldiers to satisfy the demands of slaveholders; to deprive of his freedom a man, created in God’s own image, whose sole offense is the color of his skin!  And if resistance is offered to this outrage, these soldiers are to shoot down American citizens without mercy; and this by express orders of a government which proudly boasts of being the freest in the world; this on the very soil on which the Revolution of 1776 began; in sight of the battlefield, where thousands of brave men fought and died in opposing British tyranny, which was nothing compared with the American oppression of today.  In looking over my diary, I perceive that I did not mention that there was on the Friday night after the man’s arrest, an attempt made to rescue him, but although it failed, on account of there not being men enough engaged in it, all honor should be given to those who bravely made the attempt.  I can write no more.  A cloud seems hanging over me, over all our persecuted race, which nothing can dispel.
Sunday, June 4, 1854

A beautiful day.  The sky is cloudless, the sun shines warm and bright, and a delicious breeze fans my cheeks as I sit by the window writing.  How strange it is that in a world so beautiful, there can be so much wickedness, on this delightful day, while many are enjoying themselves in their happy homes, not poor Burns only, but millions beside are suffering in chains; and how many Christian ministers to-day will mention him, or those who suffer with him?  How many will speak from the pulpit against the cruel outrage on humanity which has just been committed, or against the many, even worse ones, which are committed in this country every day?  Too well do we know that there are but very few, and these few alone deserve to be called the ministers of Christ, whose doctrine was “Break every yoke, and let the oppressed go free.” – During the past week, we have had a vacation, which I had expected to enjoy very much, but it was, of course, impossible for me to do so.  To-morrow school commences [the Higginson Grammar School in Salem, Massachusetts, where she was the only non-white student in a class of 200], and although the pleasure I shall feel in again seeing my beloved teacher, and in resuming my studies will be much saddened by recent events, yet they shall be a fresh incentive to more earnest study, to aid me in fitting myself for laboring in a holy cause, for enabling me to do much towards changing the condition of my oppressed and suffering people.  Would that those with whom I shall recite to-morrow could sympathize with me in this; would that they could look upon all God’s creatures without respect to color, feeling that it is character alone which makes the true man or woman!  I earnestly hope that the time will come when they feel thus. – I have several letters to write to-day to send my Aunt Harriet who leaves for Philadelphia tomorrow.  Father left yesterday, he has not yet decided to come here to live; he will write and tell me what he has determined to do, as soon as he has consulted mother.  I fear he has not now a very favorable opinion of Massachusetts; still I hope they will come; I long to see the children again.
***
W.E.B. DuBois (1868-1963): from “A Negro Student at Harvard at the End of the Nineteenth

 Century” (1960)
[Source: W.E.B. DuBois, “A Negro Student at Harvard at the End of the Nineteenth

 Century,” from Black & White in American Culture, eds. Jules Chametzky and Sidney Kaplan (Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1969), pp. 119-124.] 

W.E.B. DuBois was the most influential African American of his generation: a civil rights activist, a leader of the Harlem Renaissance, an educator, historian, editor, scholar and writer of note.  His most famous work is The Souls of Black Folks (1903).
Harvard University in 1888 was a great institution of learning.  It was two-hundred and thirty-eight years old and on its governing board was Alexander Agassiz, Philips Brooks, Henry Cabot Lodge, and Charles Frances Adams; and a John Quincy Adams, but not the ex-President.  Charles William Eliot, a gentleman by training and a scholar by broad study and travel, was president.  Among its teachers emeriti were Oliver Wendell Holmes and James Russell Lowell.  Among the active teachers were Francis Child, Charles Eliot Norton, Justin Winsor, and John Trowbridge; Frank Taussig, Nathaniel Shaler, George Palmer, William James, Francis Peabody, Josiah Royce, Barrett Wendell, Edward Channing, and Albert Bushnell Hart.  In 1890 arrived a young instructor, George Santayana.  Seldom, if ever, has any American university had such a galaxy of great men and fine teachers as Harvard in the decade between 1885 and 1895.
To make my own attitude toward the Harvard of that day clear, it must be remembered that I went to Harvard as a Negro, not simply by birth, but recognizing myself as a member of a segregated caste whose situation I accepted.  But I was determined to work from within that caste to find any way out.

The Harvard of which most white students conceived I knew little.  I had not even heard of Phi Beta Kappa, and of such important social organizations as the Hasty Pudding Club, I knew nothing.  I was in Harvard for education and not for high marks, except as marks would insure my staying.  I did not pick out “snap” courses.  I was there to enlarge my grasp of the meaning of the universe.  We had had, for instance, no chemical laboratory at Fisk; our mathematics courses were limited.  Above all I wanted to study philosophy!  I wanted to get hold of the bases of knowledge, and explore foundations and beginnings.  I chose, therefore, Palmer’s course in ethics, but since Palmer was on sabbatical that year, William James replaced him, and I became a devoted follower of James at the time he was developing his pragmatic philosophy.
Fortunately I did not fall into the mistake of regarding Harvard as the beginning rather than the continuing of my college training.  I did not find better teachers at Harvard, but teachers better known, who had wider facilities for gaining knowledge and l ived in a broader atmosphere for approaching truth.

I hoped to pursue philosophy as my life career, with teaching for support.  With this program I studied at Harvard from the fall of 1888 to 1890, as an undergraduate.  I took a varied course in chemistry, geology, social science, and philosophy.  My salvation here was the type of teacher I met rather than the content of the courses.  William James guided me out of the sterilities of scholastic philosophy to realistic pragmatism; from Peabody’s social reform with a religious tinge I turned to Albert Bushnell Hart to study history with documentary research; and from Taussig, with his reactionary British economics of the Ricardo school, I approached what was later to become sociology.  Meantime, Karl Marx was mentioned, but only incidentally and as one whose doubtful theories had long since been refuted.  Socialism was dismissed as unimportant, as a dream of philanthropy, or as a will-o-wisp of hotheards.

When I arrived at Harvard, the question of board and lodging was of first importance.  Naturally, I could not afford a room in the college yard in the old and venerable buildings which housed most of the well-to-do students under the magnificent elms.  Neither did I think of looking for lodgings among white families, where numbers of the ordinary students lived.  I tried to find a colored home, and finally at 20 Flagg Street I cam upon a neat home of a colored woman from Nova Scotia, a descendant of those black Jamaican Maroons whom Britain had deported after solemnly promising them peace if they would surrender.  For a very reasonable sum I rented the second story front room and for four years this was my home….

Following the attitudes I had adopted in the South, I sought no friendships among my white fellow students, nor even acquaintanceships.  Of course I wanted friends, but I could not seek them.  My class was large – some three hundred students.   I doubt if I knew a dozen of them.  I did not seek them, and naturally they did not seek me, I made no attempt to contribute to the college periodicals since the editors were not interested in my major interests.  But I did have a good singing voice and loved music, so I entered the competition for the Glee Club.  I ought to have known that Harvard could not afford to have a Negro in the Glee Club traveling about the country.  Quite naturally I was rejected.

 I was happy at Harvard, but for unusual reasons.  One of these was my acceptance of racial segregation.  Had I gone from Great Barrington High School directly to Harvard, I would have sought companionship with my white fellows and been disappointed and embittered by a discovery of social limitations to which I had not been used.  But I came by way of Fisk and the South and there I had accepted color caste and embraced eagerly the companionship of those of my own color.  This was of course no final solution.  Eventually, in mass assault, led by culture, we Negroes were going to break down the boundaries of race; but at present we were banded together in a great crusade, and happily so.  Indeed, I suspect that the prospect of ultimate full human intercourse, without reservations and annoying distinctions, made me all too willing to consort with my own and to disdain and forget as far as was possible that outer, whiter world. 
In general, I asked nothing of Harvard but the tutelage of teachers and the freedom of the laboratory and library.  I was quite voluntarily and willingly outside its social life.  I sought only such contacts with white teachers as lay directly in the line of my work.  I joined certain clubs, like the Philosophical Club; I was a member of the Foxcroft Dining Club because it was cheap.  James and one or two other teachers had me at their homes at meal and reception.  I escorted colored girls to various gatherings, and as pretty ones as I could find to the vesper exercises, and later to the class day and commencement functions.  Naturally we attracted attention and the Crimson noted my girl friends.  Sometimes the shadow of insult fell, as when at one reception a white woman seemed determined to mistake me for a waiter.

In general, I was encased in a completely colored world, self-sufficient and provincial, and ignoring just as far as possible the white world which conditioned it.  This was self-protective coloration, with perhaps an inferiority complex, but with belief in the ability and future of black folks.

My friends and companions were drawn mainly from the colored students of Harvard and neighboring institutions, and the colored folk of Boston and surrounding towns.  With them I led a happy and inspiring life.  There were among them many educated and well-to-do folk, many young people studying or planning to study, many charming young women.  We met and ate, danced and argued, and planned a new world. 

Towards whites I was not arrogant; I was simply not obsequious, and to a white Harvard student of my day a Negro student who did not seek recognition was trying to be more than a Negro.  The same Harvard man had much the same attitude toward Jews and Irishmen.

I was, however, exceptional among Negroes at Harvard in my ideas on voluntary race segregation.  They for the most part saw salvation only in integration at the earliest moment and on almost any terms in white culture; I was firm in my criticism of white folk and in my dream of a self-sufficient Negro culture even in America.
This cutting of myself off from my white fellows, or being cut off, did not mean unhappiness or resentment.  I was in my early manhood, unusually full of high spirits and humor.  I thoroughly enjoyed life.  I was conscious of understanding and power, and conceited enough still to imagine, as in high school, that they who did not know me were the losers, not I.  One the other hand, I do not think that my white classmates found me personally objectionable.  I was clean, not well-dressed but decently clothed.  Manners I regarded as more or less superfluous and deliberately cultivated a certain brusquerie.  Personal  adornment I regarded as pleasant but not important.  I was in Harvard, but not of it, and realized all the irony of my singing “Fair Harvard.”  I sang it because I liked the music, and not from any pride in the Pilgrims.  

With my colored friends I carried on lively social intercourse, but necessarily one which involved little expenditure of money.  I called at their homes and ate at their tables.  Wed at private parties.  We went on excursions down the Bay.  Once, with a group of colored students gathered from surrounding institutions, we gave Aristophanes’ The Birds in a Boston colored church.  The rendition was good, but not outstanding, not quite appreciated by the colored audience, but well worth doing.  Even though it worked me to death, I was proud of it.
Thus the group of professional men, students, white-collar workers, and upper servants, whose common bond was color of skin in themselves or in their fathers, together with a common history and current experience of discrimination, formed a unit that, like man tens of thousands of like units across the nation, had or were getting to have a common culture pattern which made them an interlocking mass, so that increasingly a colored person in Boston was more neighbor to a colored person in Chicago than to a white person across the street.
Mrs. Ruffin of Charles Street, Boston, and her daughter, Birdie, were often hostesses to this colored group.  She was the widow of the first colored judge appointed in Massachusetts, and aristocratic lady, with olive skin and high-piled masses of white hair.  Once a Boston white lady said to Mrs. Ruffin ingratiatingly: “I have always been interested in your race.”  Mrs. Ruffin flared” “Which race?”  She began a national organization of colored women and published the Courant, a type of small colored weekly paper which was then spreading over the nation.  In this I published many of my Harvard daily themes.
Naturally in this close group there grew up among the young people friendships ending in marriage.  I myself, outgrowing the youthful attractions of Fisk, began serious dreams of love and marriage.  There were, however, still my study plans to hold me back and there were curious other reasons.  For instance, it happened that two of the girls whom I particularly liked had what to me the insuperable handicap of looking like whites, while they had enough black ancestry to make them look like “Negroes” in America.  I could not for the world even imagine that I had married a white wife.  Yet these girls were intelligent and companionable.  One went to Vassar College, which then refused entrance to Negroes.  Years later when I went there to lecture I remember disagreeing violently with a teacher who thought the girl ought not to have “deceived” the college by graduating before it knew of her Negro descent!  Another favorite of mine was Deenie Pindell.  She was a fine, forthright woman, blonde, blue-eyed and fragile.  In the end I had no chance to choose her, for she married Monroe Trotter.
Trotter was thee son of a well-to-do father and entered Harvard in my first year in the Graduate School.  He was thick-set, yellow, with close-cut dark hair.  He was stubborn and strait-laced and an influential member of his class.  He organized the first Total Abstinence Club in the Yard.  I came to know him and joined the company when he and other colored students took in a trip to Amherst to see our friends Forbes and Lewis graduate in the class with Calvin Coolidge.
Lewis afterward entered the Harvard Law School and became the celebrated center rush of the Harvard football team.  He married the beautiful Bessie Baker, who had been with us on that Amherst trip.  Forbes, a brilliant, cynical dark man, later joined with Trotter in publishing the Guardian, the first Negro paper to attack Booker T. Washington openly.  Washington’s friends retorted by sending Trotter to jail when he dared to heckle Washington in a public Boston meeting on his political views.  I was not present nor privy to this occurrence, but the unfairness of the jail sentence led me eventually to form the Niagara movement, which later became the NAACP. 

***
Malcolm X (1925-1965) and Alex Haley (1921-1992), from The Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965).  
[Source: The Autobiography of Malcolm X, Copyright 1964 by Alex Haley and Malcolm X.  Copyright 1965 by Alex Haley and Betty Shabazz.  Text consulted: Writing New England: An Anthology from the Puritan to the Present, Andrew Delbanco, ed., The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2001.]  
Malcolm X, born Malcolm Little, rose from life as a petty criminal to become an important black leader, first as a Black Muslim.  Arriving from Michigan in 1941, Malcolm came of age in Boston, where he discovered social stratification and self-expression.
All praise is due to Allah that I went to Boston when I did.  If I hadn’t, I’d probably still be a brainwashed black Christian….

About my second day there in Roxbury, Ella [Ella Little Collins was Malcolm’s half-sister] told me that she didn’t want me to start hunting for a job right away, like most newcomer Negroes did.  She said that she had told all those she’d brought North to take their time, to walk around, to travel the buses and the subways, to get the feel of Boston, before they tied themselves down working somewhere, because they would never again have the time to really see and get to know anything about the city they were living in.  Ella said she’d help me find a job when it was time for me to go to work.

So I went gawking around the neighborhood – the Waumbeck and Humboldt Avenue Hill section of Roxbury, which is something like Harlem’s Sugar Hill, where I’d later live.  I saw those Roxbury Negroes acting and living differently from any black people I’d ever dreamed of in my life.  This was the snooty-black neighborhood; they called themselves the “Four Hundred,” and looked down their noses at the Negroes of the black ghetto, or so-called “town” section where Mary, my other half-sister lived.   
What I thought I was seeing there in Roxbury were high-class, educated, important Negroes, living well, working in big jobs and positions.  Their quiet homes sat back in their mowed yards.  These Negroes walked along the sidewalks, looking haughty and dignified, on their way to work, to shop, to visit, to church.  I know now, of course, that what I was really seeing was only a big-city version of those “successful” Negro bootblacks and janitors back in Lansing.  The only difference was that the ones in Boston had been brainwashed even more thoroughly.  They prided themselves in being incomparably more “cultured,” “cultivated,” “dignified,” and better off than their black brethren down in the ghetto, which was no further away than you could throw a rock.  Under the pitiful misapprehension that it would make them “better,” these Hill Negroes were breaking their backs trying to imitate white people.

Any black family that had been around Boston long enough to own the home their lived in was considered among the Hill elite.  It didn’t make any difference that they had to rent out rooms to make ends meet.  Then the native-born New Englanders among them looked down upon recently migrated Southern homeowners who lived next door, like Ella.  And a big percentage of the Hill dwellers were in Ella’s category – Southern strivers and scramblers, and West Indian Negroes, whom both the New Englanders and the Southerners called “Black Jews.”  Usually it was the Southerners and the West Indians who not only managed town the places where they lived, but also at least one other house which they rented as income property.  The snooty New Englanders usually owned less than they….
Soon I ranged out of Roxbury and began to explore Boston proper.  Historic buildings everywhere I turned, and plaques and markers and statues for famous events and men.  One statue in the Boston Commons astonished me: a Negro named Crispus Attucks, who had been the first man to fall in the Boston Massacre.  I had never known anything like that.

I roamed everywhere.  In one direction, I walked as far as Boston University.  Another day, I took my first subway ride.  When most of the people got off, I followed.  It was Cambridge, and I circled all around in the Harvard University campus.  Somewhere, I had already heard of Harvard – though I didn’t know much more about it.  Nobody that day could have told me I would give an address before the Harvard Law School Forum some twenty years later.

I also did a lot of exploring downtown…On Massachusetts Avenue…was the huge, exciting Roseland State Ballroom.  Big posters out in front advertised the nationally famous bands, white and Negro, that had played there.  “COMING NEXT WEEK,” when I went by that first time, was Glenn Miller.  I remember thinking how nearly the whole evening’s music at Mason High School had been Glenn miller’s records.  What wouldn’t that crowd have given, I wondered, to be standing where Glenn miller’s band was actually going to play?  I didn’t know how familiar with Roseland I was going to become.
Ella began to grow concerned, because even when I had finally had enough sight-seeing, I didn’t stick around very much on the Hill… I didn’t want to disappoint or upset Ella, but despite her advice, I began going down into the two ghetto section.  That world of grocery stores, walk-up flats, cheap restaurants, poolrooms, bars, storefront churches, and pawnshops seemed to hold a natural lure for me.

Not only was this part of Roxbury more exciting, but I felt more relaxed among Negroes who were being their natural selves and not putting on airs.  Even though I did live on the Hill, my instincts were never – and still aren’t – to feel myself any better than any other Negro.  

 I spent my first months in town with my mouth hanging open.  The sharp-dressed young “cats” who hung on the corners and in the poolrooms, bars and restaurants, and who obviously didn’t work anywhere, completely entranced me.  I couldn’t get over marveling at how their hair was straight and shiny like white men’s hair; Ella told this was called a “conk.”  I had never tasted a sip of liquor, never even smoked a cigarette, and here I saw little black children, ten or twelve years old, shooting craps, playing cards, fighting, getting grown-ups to put a penny or a nickel on their number for them, things like that.  And these children threw around swear words I’d never heard before, even, and slang expressions that were just as new to me, such as “stud” and “cat” and “chick” and “cool” and “hip.”  Every night as I lay in bed I turned these new words over in my mind.  It was shocking to me that in town, especially after dark, you’d occasionally see a white girl and a Negro man strolling arm in arm along the sidewalk, and mixed couples drinking in the neon-lighted bars – not slipping off to some dark corner, as in Lansing…

Most of Roseland’s dances [where Malcolm worked as a “shoeshine boy”] were for whites only, and they had white bands only.  But the only white band ever to play there at a Negro dance to my recollection, was Charlie Barnett’s.  The fact is that very few white bands could have satisfied the Negro dancers.  But I know that Charlie Barnett’s “Cherokee” and his “Redskin Rhumba” drove those Negroes wild.  They’d jumpjack that ballroom, the black girls in way-out silk and satin dresses and shoes, their hair done in all kinds of styles, the men sharp in their zoot suits and crazy conks, and everybody grinning and greased and gassed.

Some of the bandsmen would come up to the men’s room at about eight o’clock and get shoeshines before they went to work.  Duke Ellington, Count Basie, Lionel Hampton, Cootie Williams, Jimmie Lunceford were just a few of those who sat in my chair.  I would really make my shine rag sound like someone had set off Chinese firecrackers.  Duke’s great alto saxman, Johnny Hodges…still owes me for a shoeshine I gave him.  He was in the chair one night, having a friendly argument with the drummer, Sonny Greer, who was standing there, when I tapped the bottom of his shoes to signal that I was finished.  Hodges stepped down, reaching his hand in his pocket to pay me, but then snatched his hand out to gesture, and just forgot me, and walked away.  I wouldn’t have dared to bother the man who could do what he did with “Day dream” by asking him for fifteen cents. 
***
William Stanley Braithwaite (1878-1962), “I Saw Frederick Douglass” & Poems

[Sources: from “I Saw Frederick Douglass,” The William Stanley Braithwaite Reader, Philip Butcher, ed. (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1972), pp. 187-192.  Originally published in Negro Digest, January, 1948.   Poems from The Book of American Negro Poetry. ed. James Weldon Johnson. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1922.]

William Stanley Braithwaite, poet, critic and anthology editor, was an influential literary figure in Boston and New York City for half a century.  He served as literary editor for The Boston Evening Transcript, and wrote articles, reviews and poetry for many other periodicals and journals, including Atlantic Monthly, the New York Times, and the New Republic.  For a decade he was taught literature courses at Atlanta University, then moved with his family in 1945 to Sugar Hill, Harlem, New York, where he continued to write and publish.  
“I Saw Frederick Douglass”


How long ago it is, looking back from this mid-twentieth century, to that night in 1888, when my boyish eyes and ears were focused upon that giant of a man, and being swept by him still further backward through time over southern plantations and swamplands, across turbulent seas into the dim, mysterious African centuries, of racial anguish!

I had seen Frederick Douglass! – heard him lecture at the Park Street Church!  Heard his thunderous voice go echoing upwards to vanish through the delicately beautiful Christopher Wren steeple on the church that pointed to heaven above the Old Granary Burial Ground where slept in eternal peace the parents of Benjamin Franklin.

My great-grandmother’s husband, Mr. Overman, took me to hear the great man speak.  He was her second husband, and everyone in the family, elders as well as children, addressed or referred to him as Mr. Overman.  I don’t think I ever heard his wife call him Sandy, which was his given name. He was a tall, gaunt man, with a laugh that was pointed with arrows of derision.  He had known bondage, and strangely enough, freedom had not tempered him graciously, but made him brittle with arrogance.   He seemed always wrapped in memories which made up, I have since surmised, a parcel of retributions he could not deliver.  He made of every anti-slavery hero a god, but Frederick Douglass was the Divinity, the word made flesh of a conquering freedom, for to Mr. Overman, he was not simply the symbol of successful revolt against injustice but the foundation rock upon which was built a new citadel of human brotherhood.
Mr. Overman had an eloquence of his own when he expressed himself in worship of his hero, and he filled my young ears with Frederick Douglass’ exploits as we walked along the Common malls, dimly lighted with gas-lamps, on our way to the Park Street Church.
We found seats in the balcony, the church being completely filled with members of both races.  The balcony had a vantage point that gave me great satisfaction – I could look down on the great figure of the man.  When he raised his leonine head with its shock of white hair, as he often did in dramatic gesture, I could look full into his face as he poured forth his eloquence.  That exciting moment brought a thrill never to be forgotten, as I have not forgotten in during the intervening sixty years….

Mr. Overman and I left the church, in my spirit eternally woven the image of Frederick Douglass, and crossed the gas-lit Common homewards.  The Common was silent and spectre-like, and the surrounding streets, Boylston, Tremont, Park, and Beacon, yet untouched wit the modernity that has since altered their aspects.  Up the sloping mall on the northern side where hilly Beacon Street rose to its crest, stood the State House with its famous Bullfinch front and golden dome.  And opposite, on the Common side of the street, was the site where ten years later they were to place the great St. Gaudens monument which in bas-relief immortalized Col. Robert Gould Shaw leading his Negro troops (the 54th Massachusetts Regiment, which Frederick Douglass had been instrumental in organizing) against the ramparts of Fort Wagner.  Its beauty and historical significance could not exist without a related tribute to the heroic memory and figure of Frederick Douglass, whose living greatness I had that night of my boyhood seen and heard.
“Rhapsody”

I am glad daylong for the gift of song,
For time and change and sorrow;
For the sunset wings and the world-end things
Which hang on the edge of to-morrow. 


I am glad for my heart whose gates apart
Are the entrance-place of wonders,
Where dreams come in from the rush and din
Like sheep from the rains and thunders. 

“Scintilla”

I kissed a kiss in youth
Upon a dead man's brow;
And that was long ago,--
And I'm a grown man now. 

  

It's lain there in the dust,
Thirty years and more;--
My lips that set a light
At a dead man's door.

“Sic Vita”

Heart free, hand free,
Blue above, brown under,
All the world to me
Is a place of wonder.
Sun shine, moon shine,
Stars, and winds a-blowing,
All into this heart of mine
Flowing, flowing, flowing! 

  

Mind free, step free,
Days to follow after,
Joys of life sold to me
For the price of laughter.
Girl's love, man's love,
Love of work and duty,
Just a will of God's to prove
Beauty, beauty, beauty! 

***
Dorothy West (1907-1998): from The Living is Easy (1948) 
[Source: Dorothy West, The Living Is Easy (1948 New York: The Feminist Press, 1982), pp. 37-49.]
Dorothy West was a Boston short story writer and novelist who became an important figure in the Harlem Renaissance.  In her final four decades she lived on Martha’s Vineyard, where she wrote journalism and her last novel, The Wedding (1995).  In this passage Cleo Judson, based upon West’s mother, attempts to leap social boundaries by moving her family from South Boston to Brookline. 


Cleo sailed up Northampton Street with Judy in tow.  Dark, unshaven faces split in wide grins, and low, lewd whistles issued from between thick lips.  This was her daily cross to bear in this rapidly deteriorating section of Boston.  The once fine houses of the rich were fast emptying of middle-class whites and filling up with lower-class blacks.  The street was becoming another big road, with rough-looking loungers leaning in the doorways of decaying houses and dingy stores.  Coarse conversations balanced like balls in mouths stretched wide to catch the dirty pellets and toss them into other agile word jugglers along the way.


They kept on the lookout for Cleo because she walked proud with her eyes on a point above their bullet heads.  They had sworn to a man to make her smile.


“Look away, look away,” moaned an ogling admirer.  “The yeller sun has took up walking like a nachal woman.”


Roars of appreciative guffaws greeted this attempt at wit.  As the laughter subsided, a falsetto voice implored, “Lawd, take me to heaven while I’m happy.  You done open my eyes and I done see a host of angels coming at me.  She look like fire, and she ack like ice.  I’m hot, I’s cold.  Oh, Lawd, have mercy on my soul.”


Twin spots glowed in Cleo’s cheeks.  A stream of white-hot words erupted inside her, but did not pass the thin line of her lips.  She swallowed them down and felt the spleen spread to the pit of her stomach.  Men were her enemies because they were male.

The trolley wires began to hum.  “Here comes the trolley,” said Cleo, with an expelled breath of profound relief.  “Pick up your feet and don’t you dare fall down.  If you get yourself dirty before we get to Brookline, I’ll give you a Chinaman to eat.”


The trolley halted, and she boosted Judy aboard.  She dropped a single fare into the slot – Judy was small for going on six – asked for a transfer, guided Judy down the aisle of the swaying car, and shuttled her into a window seat.  She sank down beside her and fanned herself elegantly with one gloved hand, stirring no air whatever.


She looked herself now, gay and earth-rooted and intensely alive.  Her gray eyes  sparkled at Judy, at the slyly staring passengers, at the streets that grew cleaner and wider as the trolley left the Negro neighborhood, at the growing preponderance of white faces.


Judy’s nose was pressed against the glass.  Cleo nudged her and whispered, “Judy, what do I tell you about making your nose flat?”


Judy sighed and straightened up.  The exciting street scene was a whole inch farther away.  She withdrew into an injured silence and studied her reflection in the glass. It was not very clear, but she knew what she looked like.  She looked like Papa.

The people on the streetcar did not know that.  They regarded her in a way that she was quite used to.  They were wondering where Cleo got her.  They carefully scrutinized Cleo, then they carefully scrutinized her, and raised their eyebrows a little.

She was dark.  She had Papa’s cocoa-brown skin, his soft dark eyes, and his generous nose in miniature.  Cleo worked hard on her nose.  She had tried clothespins, but Judy had not known what to do about breathing.  Now Cleo was teaching her to keep the bridge pinched, but Judy pinched too hard, and the rush of dark blood made her nose look larger than ever.  


A little white dog with a lively face and a joyful tail trotted down the street.  Judy grinned and screwed to follow him with her eyes.


Cleo hissed in her ear: “Don’t show your gums when you smile, and stop squirming.  You’ve seen dogs before.  Sit like a little Boston lady.  Straighten your spine.”


The trolley rattled across Huntington Avenue, past the fine granite face of Symphony Hall, and continued up Massachusetts Avenue, where a cross-street gave a fair and fleeting glimpse of the Back Bay Fens, and another cross-street showed the huge dome of Christian Science.  At the corner of Boylston Street, within sight of Harvard Bridge and the highway to Cambridge, Cleo and Judy alighted to wait for the Brookline Village trolley.


Cleo saw with satisfaction that she was already in another world, though a scant fifteen-minute ride away from the mean streets of the Negro neighborhood.  There were white people everywhere with sallow-skinned, thin, austere Yankee faces.  They had the look that Cleo coveted for her dimpled daughter.  She was dismayed by Judy‘s tendency to be a happy-faced child, and hoped it was merely a phase of growth.  A proper Bostonian never showed any emotion but hauteur.  Though Cleo herself had no desire to resemble a fish, she wanted to be able to point with pride of ownership to someone who did.

The Village trolley came clanging up Boylston Street, and Judy clambered up the steps, pushed by her mother and pulled by the motorman.  Cleo was pleased to see that there were no other colored passengers aboard.  The occupants of the half-filled car were mostly matrons, whose clothes were unmodish and expensive.  All of them had a look of distinction.  They were neither Cabots nor Lowells, but they were old stock, and their self-assurance sat well on their angular shoulders.


They did not stare at Cleo and Judy, but they were discretely aware of the pair, and appreciative of their neat appearance.  Boston whites of the better classes were never upset nor dismayed by the sight of one or two Negroes exercising equal rights.  They cheerfully stomached three or four when they carried themselves inconspicuously.  To them the minor phenomenon of a colored face was a reminder of the proud role their forebears had played in the freeing of the human spirit for aspirations beyond the badge of house slave.

The motorman steered his rocking craft down a wide avenue and settled back for the first straight stretch of his roundabout run.  Cleo looked at the street signs, and her heart began to pound with excitement.  This was Brookline.  There wasn’t another colored family she knew who had beaten her to it.  She would be the first to say, “You must come to see us at our new address.  We’ve taken a house in Brookline.”

She began to peer hard at house numbers.  A row of red-brick houses began, and Cleo suddenly pulled the bell cord.


‘We get off here,” she said to Judy, and shooed her down the aisle.


Cleo walked slowly toward the number she sought, taking in her surroundings.  Shade trees stood in squares of earth along the brick-paved sidewalk.  Each house had a trim plot of grass enclose by a wrought-iron fence.  The half-dozen houses in this short block were the only brick houses within immediate sight except for a trio of new apartment houses across the way, looking flat-faced and ugly as they squatted in their new cement sidewalk.


In the adjoining block was a row of four or five weathered frame houses with wide front porches, big bay windows, and great stone chimneys for the spiraling smoke of logs on blackened hearths.  The area beyond was a fenced-in field, where the sleek and beautiful firehorses nibbled the purple clover and frisked among the wild flowers.  Near-by was the firehouse with a few Irish heads in the open windows, and a spotted dog asleep in a splash of sun.

Directly opposite from where Cleo walked was a great gabled mansion on a velvet rise, with a carriage house at the end of a graveled drive.  The house was occupied, but there was an air of suspended life about it, as if all movement inside it was slow.  Its columned porch and long French windows and lovely eminence gave the house grandeur.


A stone’s-throw away was the winding ribbon of the Riverway Drive, over which the hooves of carriage horses clip-clopped and shiny automobiles choked and chugged.  Beyond were the wooded Fens, at the outset of their wild wanderings over the city to Charlesgate.

Cleo was completely satisfied with everything she saw.  There were no stoop-sitters anywhere, nor women idling at windows, nor loose-lipped loiterers passing remarks.  Her friends who lived in Dorchester, or Cambridge, or Everett had nice addresses, of course.  But Brookline was a private world.


She stopped and glanced down at her daughter to see if her ribbed white stockings were still smooth over her knees, and if the bright ribbons on the ends of her bobbing braids were as stiff and stand-out as they had been when she tied them.  She scanned the small upturned face, and a rush of protective tenderness flooder her heart.  For a moment she thought she had never seen anything as lovely as the deep rich color that warmed Judy’s cheeks.  She herself had hated being bright-skinned when she was a child.  Mama had made her wash her face all day long, and in unfriendly moments her playmates had called her yaller punkins.  Now her Northern friends had taught her to feel defensive because Judy was thee color of her father.

  
“Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to,” Cleo warned Judy, and mounted the steps of the house before which they stood.  


In a moment or two a colored maid responded to her ring.  She looked at Cleo with open-mouthed surprise, then her look became sly and secret.  “Y’all come see about the house?” she asked in a conspiratorial whisper.


“I beg your pardon,” Cleo said coolly.  “I’ve come to see Mr. Van Ryper.”


The maid’s face froze.  She knew these stuck-up northern niggers.  Thought they were better than southern niggers.  Well, all of them looked alike to the white man.  Let this high-yaller woman go down South and she’d find out.


“Step inside,” she said surlily.  “You’re letting in flies.”


“I’m sorry,” Cleo said sweetly.  “I see a big black fly got in already.”  With a dazzling smile she entered the house, and instantly drew a little breath at sight of the spacious hall with its beautiful winding stairway.


“What’s the name?” the maid asked briefly.  If this woman wanted to be treated like white folks, at least she wasn’t going to be treated like quality white folks.  


“The name is Mrs. Judson,” Cleo said readily.  She had been asked a proper question, however rudely, and she was perfectly willing to answer it.  This peevish incivility was much less insulting than the earlier intimacy.  If she had wanted to gossip with the servant before seeing the master, she would have used the back door.


“Wait here,” the woman said, and began a snail-pace ascent of the stairs, with her rocking buttocks expressive of her scorn.


“Always remember,” said Cleo loudly and sweetly to Judy, “that good manners put you in the parlor and poor manners keep you in the kitchen.”  The maid’s broad back seemed to swell the seams of her uniform.  “That’s what I’m paying good money to your governess for,” Cleo added impressively.  “So you won’t have to wear an apron.”


Judy stared down at her shoes, feeling very uncomfortable because Cleo’s voice was carrying to the woman on the stairs.  Miss Binney always said that a lady must keep her voice low, and never boast, and never, never say anything that might hurt somebody’s feelings.

“She heard you,” said Judy in a stricken voice.


Cleo gave her a look of amiable impatience.  “Well, I expected her to hear.  Who do you think I was talking to?  I certainly wasn’t talking to you.”

Her eyes grew lively with amusement as she studied her daughter’s distress.  Sometimes she wondered where she had got Judy.  Judy had no funny bone.  Thea was probably responsible.  She had no funny bone either.  Their diversions were so watery.  What was the sense in Judy’s taking delight in a dog’s wagging, tail if she was going to miss the greater eloquence of that woman’s wagging rear, and then look shocked her when her mother talked back at it?  You really had to love Bostonians to like them.  And the part of Cleo that did love them was continually at war with the part of her that preferred the salt flavor of lusty laughter.


Her eyes clouded with wistfulness.  The more the years increased between the now and the long ago, the more the broad A’s hemmed her in, the more her child grew alien to all that had made her own childhood an enchanted summer, so in like degree did her secret heart yearn for her sisters.  She longed for the eager audience they would have provided, the boisterous mirth she would have evoked when she flatfooted up an imaginary flight of stairs, agitating her bottom.  Who did she know in the length and breadth of Boston who wouldn’t have cleared an embarrassed throat before she got going good on her imitation?


Sometimes you felt like cutting the fool for the hell of it.  Sometimes you hankered to pick a bone and talk with your mouth full.  To Cleo culture was a garment that she had learned to get into quickly and out of just as fast.  

She put on her parlor airs now, for Mr. Van Ryper was descending the stairs.  Her eyebrows arched delicately, her luscious mouth pursed primly, and a faint stage smile ruffled her smooth cheeks.  These artifices had no effect on Mr. Van Ryper, who was elderly.


He reached the bottom of the step and peered at her.  “Carrie should have shown you in here,” he said fussily, piloting Cleo and Judy into the parlor.


He waved at a chair.  “Sit down, Mrs. – uh – Jenkins, and you, young lady.  What’s your name, Bright Eyes or Candy Kid?  Let’s see if it’s Candy Kid.  Look in that box on the table, and mind you don’t stick up yourself or the furniture.”

Judy murmured her thanks and retired.  She had learned to dissolve when grown-ups were talking.  They forgot you and said very interesting things.  


“Now, then, Mrs. – uh – Jordan,” said Mr. Van Ryper.  “I expect you’ve come about the house.”


Cleo looked about the gracious room.  The lacquered floors were of fine hardwood, the marble above the great hearth was massive and beautiful.  The magnificent sliding doors leading into the dining room were rich mahogany, the wallpaper was exquisitely patterned.  From the center of the high ceiling the gas chandelier spun its crystal tears.  


“It’s a beautiful house,” said Cleo with awe.


“Best house on the block.  Sorry to leave it, but I’m too old to temper my prejudices.”


Cleo looked startled and felt humiliated.  Were there colored people next door?  Was that why Mr. Van Ryper was moving away?  Should her pride make her rise and exit with dignity, or should she take the insult in exchange for this lovely house?  Who were the people next door?  If they were anybody Miss Binney would have known them.  They must be old second-class niggers from way down South, whom she wouldn’t want to live next to herself.


“Do you happen to know what part of the South the family came from?” she asked delicately.


 Mr. Van Ryper looked startled now.  “What family?” he asked testily, peering hard at Cleo with the intent of reading her foolish feminine mind.

“The colored family you’re prejudiced at,” Cleo said belligerently. 


Mr. Van Ryper rose to his feet.  His face purpled with anger.  “Madame my father was a leader in the Underground Movement.  I was brought up in an Abolitionist household.  Your accusation of color prejudice is grossly impertinent.  I believe in man’s inalienable right to liberty.  Let me lecture you a bit for the enlightenment of your long-eared child, who is probably being brought up in cotton batting because she’s a little colored Bostonian who must never give a backward look at her beginnings.

“We who are white enslaved you who are – to use a broad term madam – black.  We reduced your forebears to the status of cattle.  It must be our solemn task to return their descendants to man’s estate.  I have been instrumental in placing a good many southern Negroes in the service of my friends.  My maid Carrie is lately arrived from the South.  She is saving her wages to send for her family.  They will learn here.  They will go to night school.  Their children will go to day school.  Their grandchildren will go to high school, and some of them will go to college.


“Negroes are swarming out of the South.  The wheat and the chaff are mixed.  But time is a sifting agent.  True, the chaff will forever be our cross to bear, but one fine day the wheat will no longer be part of the Negro problem.”


Cleo looked unimpressed.  She had lent an unwilling ear to this long speech, and had stubbornly closed her mind every time Mr. Van Ryper used the word Negro, because colored Bostonians were supposed to feel scandalized whenever they heard this indecent appellation.  This fancy talk was just to cover up his saying he didn’t like niggers.


“Well, it’s nice when people aren’t prejudiced,” Cleo said politely.


“Madame, I am distinctly prejudiced against the Irish,” Mr. Van Ryper said wearily, thinking that colored women, for all they had to endure, were as addlepated as their fairer-skinned sisters.  “The Irish present a threat to us entrenched Bostonians.  They did not come here in chains or by special invitation.  So I disclaim any responsibility for them, and reserve the right to reject them.  I do reject them, and refuse to live in a neighborhood they are rapidly overrunning.  I have decided to rent my house to colored.  Do you or don’t you want it?”

“I do,” said Cleo faintly, thinking this was the oddest white man she had ever met.  It would take an educated person like Miss Binney to understand how his mind worked.

“And is the rent within your means?  Thirty-five dollars, but it struck me as a fair sum.  There are ten rooms.  I hope you won’t mind if I don’t show them to you now.  The parish priest is waiting upstairs in the sitting room.  Seems some neighbors have complained about my attitude.  He’s a man of taste and intelligence.  Pity he has to be Irish, but I understand that some of his blood is English.”


Cleo rose, with a little nod at Judy, who came as obediently as a puppy trained to heel.  There was a ring of chocolate around her mouth that made her look comical, and a smudge of it on one of her gloves.  Cleo sighed a little.  Children made a mess with chocolate candy.  Any fool ought to know that.  What did this old man think lollipops were invented for?

“About the rent, Mr. Van Ryper,” she said, wiping Judy’s mouth with the cotton handkerchief and taking this opportunity to glare in her eye, “thirty dollar would suit me better.  And you wouldn’t have to wait for it.  You’d have it every month on the dot.  My husband told me to tell you that.”


Mr. Van Ryper gestured toward the dining-room doors.  His voice was patient and instructive.  “Madam, each one of those doors cost two hundred dollars.  The staircase cost a small fortune.  There is a marble bowl in the master bedroom.  The bathtub is porcelain, and so is the – ah – box.  But if thirty dollars is all you can afford, I hope you will make up the difference in appreciation.”

“Indeed I will,” Cleo promised fervently.  “It’s been my dream to live in Brookline.”


“This isn’t Brookline,” Mr. Van Ryper said crossly.  “The other side of the street is Brookline.  This side is Roxbury, which that thundering herd of Irish immigrants have overrun.  They have finally pushed their boundary to here.  Time was when Roxbury was the meeting place of great men.  Now its fine houses are being cut up into flats for insurrectionists.  I’m moving to Brookline within a few days.  Brookline is the last stronghold of my generation.”

Cleo swallowed her disappointment.  Several colored families were already living in Roxbury.  They didn’t talk about the Irish the way Mr. Van Ryper did.  They called them nice white people.  They said they lived next door to such nice white people, and made you feel out of fashion because your neighbors were colored.


She opened her purse, taking great care that its contents were not wholly revealed to Mr. Van Ryper.


“Just one other thing first,” he said.  “Your reference.  That is to say your husband’s employer.”

“My husband’s in business,” Cleo explained.  “He has a wholesale place in the Market.  All kinds of fruit, but mostly bananas.”


Mr. Van Ryper’s eyes filled with interest.  “Bart Judson?  The Black Banana King?  Never met him, but I hear he’s pretty amazing.  Well, well.  I’m happy to rent my house to him.  I like to do business with a businessman.  Tell you what.  We’ll settle on a rental of twenty-five dollars.  Ah, that pleases you, doesn’t it?  But there’s a condition to it.  I’d want your husband to take care of minor repairs.  You see, I’m a tired old man, quite unused to being a landlord.  I’d hate to be called out of bed in the middle of the night to see about a frozen water pipe.”


The matter was settled at once and Cleo handed over the money.  Mr. Van Ryper found a scarp of paper and a stub of pencil in his pocket, and paused in the writing of the receipt to make an inquiry.  Did Mrs. Judson want it in ink?  Cleo answered hastily and heartily that pencil was fine.
***

John Boyle O’Reilly (1844-1890): “The Exile of the Gael” (1887) &“The Fame of the City” (1881), 

[Source: From Life of John Boyle O’Reilly, by James Jeffrey Roche New York: Cassell Publishing Company, 1891.  “The Exile of the Gael” checked for accuracy with The Book of Irish American Poetry: from the Eighteenth Century to the Present, Damiel Tobin, ed. (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), pp. 43-44; “The Fame of the City” checked for accuracy with The Cry of the Dreamer and Other Poems, Peggy O’Reilly and Breeda Tuite, eds. (The Eire Society of Boston, 1991), p. 58.]
John Boyle O’Reilly, essayist and poet, went from being an Irish rebel against English rule, sent to Australia for imprisonment, to the most respected Irish American in Boston of his generation.



The Exile of the Gael

Read at the 150th anniversary of the Irish Charitable Society, Boston, March 17, 1887. 


“What have ye brought to our Nation-building,


Sons of the Gael


What is your burden or guerdon from old Innisfail?”


“No treason we bring from Erin – nor bring we shame



nor guilt!


The sword we hold may be broken, but we have not



dropped the hilt!


The wreaths we bear to Columbia is twisted with thorns,


nor bays,


And the song we sing are saddened by thoughts of



desolate days.


But the hearts we bring for Freedom are washed in



the surge of tears,


And we claim our right by a People’s fight outliving



a thousand years!”

  
“What bring ye else to the Building?”





“Oh, willing hands to toil;


Strong natures turned to the harvest song and bound



to the kindly soil;


Bold pioneers for the wilderness, defender in the



field, --


The sons of a race of soldiers who never learned to



yield.


Young hearts with duty brimming – a faith makes



sweet the due;


Their truth to me their witness they cannot be false to 



you!”


What send ye else, old Mother, to raise our mighty



wall?”


For we must build against Kings and Wrongs a fortress



never to fall.”


“I send you in cradle and bosom, wise brain and



eloquent tongue,


Whose crowns should engild my crowning, whose songs



for me should be sung.


Oh flowers unblown, from lonely fields, my daughters



with hearts aglow,


With pulses warm with sympathies, with bosoms pure



as snow, --


I smile through tears as the clouds unroll – my widening 



river that runs!


My lost ones grown in radiant growth – proud



mothers of free-born sons.”


“It is well, aye well, old Erin!  The sons you give



to me


Are symboled long in flag and song – your Sunburst



on the Sea.


All mine by the chrism of Freedom, still yours by



their love’s belief;


And truest to me shall the tenderest be in a suffering 



Mother’s grief.


Their loss is the change of the wave to a cloud, of



the dew to the river and main;


Their hope shall perish through the sea and the mist,



and they streams shall be filled again.


As the smolt of the salmon go down to the sea, and as



surely come back to the river,


Their love shall be yours while your sorrow endures,



for God guardeth His right forever.”           

The Fame of the City 


A great rich city of power and pride,
With streets full of traders, and ships on the tide;
With rich men and workmen and judges and preachers, 
The shops full of skill and the schools full of teachers.
 
The people were proud of their opulent town: 
The rich men spent millions to bring it renown; 
The strong men built and the tradesmen planned; 
The shipmen sailed to every land;
The lawyers argued, the schoolmen taught, 
And a poor shy Poet his verses brought, 
And cast them into the splendid store. 

The tradesmen stared at his useless craft;
The rich men sneered and the strong men laughed; 
The preachers said it was worthless quite; 
The schoolmen claimed it was theirs to write;
But the songs were spared, though they added naught 
To the profit and praise the people sought, 
That was wafted at last from distant climes;
And the townsmen said: "To remotest times 
We shall send our name and our greatness down!"
 
The boast came true; but the famous town 
Had a lesson to learn when all was told: 
The nations that honored cared naught for its gold, 
Its skill they exceeded an hundred-fold; 
It had only been one of a thousand more, 
Had the songs of the Poet been lost to its store.
 
Then the rich men and tradesmen and schoolmen said 
They had never derided, but praised instead; 
And they boast of the Poet their town has bred.
***
Edwin O’Connor (1918-1968): from The Last Hurrah (1956)
[Source: Edwin O’Connor, The Last Hurrah (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1956), pp. 172-179, 183-184, 216.]
Edwin O’Connor’s popular and respected novels, particularly The Last Hurrah, describe the rise and disillusionment of Irish American in Boston.  He amplified this saga in The Edge of Sadness (1961) and All in the Family (1966).  In this scene from The Last Hurrah, mayor Frank Skeffington introduces his nephew, Adam Caulfield (and the reader) to a fading tribal ritual, the Irish wake.

At 7:30, Adam was waiting; Skeffington, on the other hand, was not.  His unpunctuality inviolable, he was fifteen minutes late, and as the long official car pulled up he said genially, “Hop in.  As a taxpayer, you’re entitled to.  Try the comforts of the vehicle you thoughtfully provided for me.” 


Adam got in.  Determined to remove all mystery from the outset, he said, “By the way, when we were talking this afternoon I completely forgot to ask you where we were going.”


“So you did,” Skeffington said.  “I took it as a rare mark of confidence; now I find it was only a lapse of memory.  One more illusion lost.”  He chuckled and said, “Actually, we’re going to a wake.  Knocko Minihan’s wake.”


“A wake?”


“Surprised?  I had an idea you might be: there was just the possibility that you weren’t in the habit of spending your free evenings in visiting deceased strangers.  But I felt that tonight it might be useful for you to come along.  In its way, a wake can be quite an occasion.”


“You may be underestimating me,” Adam said.  “I’ve been to a few wakes.  Not many, but a few.”


“I don’t doubt it.  Probably not exactly like this one, however.  Not that poor Knocko’s will be unique, but it might be a little different from those you’ve been to.”


Adam was not prepared to dispute this.  The car drove on, and he said, “His name wasn’t Knocko, surely?”


“No, it was Aram.  The mother was part French, and he was named for an uncle in Quebec.  The old gentleman had some money, and the Minihans cherished the fond hope that one happy day it would fall into the lap of little Aram.  Unfortunately there was a tragic development.  The uncle went crazy and gave away all of his money to a convent outside Montreal; two months late he went to a Canadian lunatic asylum where he subsequently died.  The Minihans naturally tried to prove that he’d been a madman before he gave the money to the convent.  It seemed a reasonable assumption, especially when you consider that the old man suffered from the delusion that he was an air rifle and went around spitting BB’s at squirrels.  But as anyone can tell you who’s ever tried to recover a bequest from an order of nuns in Quebec, the assumption wasn’t quite reasonable enough.  So no legacy was forthcoming for the little Aram.  Meanwhile, of course, he’d been stuck with the name: I don’t think he ever forgave his parents for that.  It was a terrible start in life for a boy in this city.  That’s why he gladly became Knocko.

“And how did he make out after this terrible start?”


“Not too well.  Save in one respect, that is.  He married a grand woman who was a close friend of my wife’s – you aunt’s,” he said.  “In every other way he was a failure.  He had a hardware store that he ran into the ground almost before the opening-day sale was over.  Then he tried several other businesses, all of which petered out in no time at all.  I don’t know that people trusted him especially, and they certainly didn’t like him.  And neither,” he said, rather surprisingly, “did I.  However, de mortuis…”

“If nobody liked him,” Adam said, “I imagine we’ll run into a fairly slim attendance tonight.”


“Not al all,” said Skeffington.  “The place’ll be crowded to the doors.  A wake isn’t quite the same as a popularity contest.  There are other factors involved.  Ah, here we are.”

They had arrived in front of a two-story frame tenement house which was in need of paint; the door on the left held a wreath with a large purple ribbon.  Skeffington placed a hand just beneath this ornament and then, before pushing the door open, paused to regard the unlovely premises.  He shook his head.  “Charming,” he said.  “Come on, let’s go in.”


A heavy-set woman, dressed in black, and with a face of some large and extremely suspicious bird, came out of the darkness to greet them.


“Hello Frank,” she said.


“Hello Agnes.  Mrs. Burns, my nephew, Adam Caulfield, Mary’s boy.”  There were nods, and exchange of greetings; Skeffington asked, “How’s Gert taking it?” 

“Pretty good.  She cries a little,” said the woman.  Adam could not help but observe that she was herself noticeably dry of eye.  In explanation she added, “She remembers all the nice things he done.


“She has a remarkable memory,” Skeffington said dryly.


Mrs. Burns accepted this with a short nod of agreement, then pointed to a door on the right of the narrow hall.  “He’s in the parlor,’ she said.  “I think there’s no one in there now; it’s still a little bit early.  Go right in, Frank.  He looks lovely.”


Adam followed Skeffington into the parlor: he saw a tall, glum room which might have been designed specifically with this melancholy event in mind.  Heavy dull plush furniture had been pushed back against the walls; stretching from side to side across the room were rows of thin metal chairs, of the kind furnished by catering services.  At the moment these were empty; looking at them through the gloom Adam wondered whether this was indeed due to the hour of their arrival, or rather to the simple fact that Knocko Minihan had not been widely loved.


At the far end of the parlor, decorated with wreaths and floral sprays, was a gray coffin; to Adam it seemed huge, a sarcophagus fit for a giant.  He advanced upon it with his uncle; they knelt by the side of the coffin and Adam saw Knocko in death.  He lay stiffly among billows of white satin, a diminutive man lost in the recesses of his mighty container.  Across the top of his head occasional strands of yellowish-white hair had been combed strategically; a taut, grudging smile, which somehow fell short of suggesting an interior peace, had been worked into position.  His small hands were folded across his chest, clasping a rosary, and over the coffin a large crucifix, heavily studded with rhinestones, had been suspended.  Someone of ingenious mind – undoubtedly the undertaker, thought Adam – had fixed a baby spotlight so that it played full upon the crucifix; high above Knocko’s final, alien smile, the rhinestones glittered and danced.


Adam said a prayer for this man he had not known.  Skeffington, after a moment, got to his feet slowly, looking about him, at the coffin, at the crucifix.  “A lavish display,” he said.  “And you couldn’t get the man near a theater in his life.”  He put his hand lightly on Adam’s shoulder and said, “Will you do me a favor and stay here a moment?  I have to go in and say a word to the widow.”


Adam looked up, surprised; he rose quickly.  “You mean wait here?”


 Skeffington smiled slightly.  “I’m afraid I do; it seems to be about the only place.  You could wait in the car, but I’ve sent the chauffeur on an errand.  In any event, it won’t be too bad; I’ll be back directly.  Why don’t you just sit down in one of those chairs in back?  People will be coming in shortly, and anyway the whole thing is an experience you ought to have; it’s a custom that’s dying out.  Besides, you can regard it as a meritorious act; you’ll be keeping poor Knocko company.”

Adam nodded reluctantly. There seemed nothing to do but agree, although he was scarcely happy over the prospect of the solitary vigil.  Feeling vaguely that he had once again been out-generaled all along the line, he moved towards the back of the room, as far as possible from the dead Knocko, the rhinestones, and the baby spotlight.  Here in the dim light of the evening, he sat down to away the return of his uncle.

In the first few minutes of his wait, the quiet, as well as the gloom, became increasingly uninviting.  All light from the outside seemed to fade; the macabre cruciform dazzle above the coffin dominated the room.  From somewhere there came the sound of a banging door; no one entered.  Adam had indeed, as he had said earlier to Skeffington, attended a few wakes, but his memory of them was obscure.  Now in this silent gloom he had a disquieting recollection of a story of Synge’s about a wake in the Aran Islands: the long procession of shawled and sobbing women gathering at the bier, rocking back and forth to the wail of the keen.  That such a scene could be duplicated in the parlor of Knocko Minihan tonight was wildly improbable; nevertheless, Adam found himself speculating upon it in some detail.   Suddenly, from somewhere to his right, there came a sound. “Ssss!” it  hissed.

He jumped, startled.  He turned and at first saw no one; then, in a corner which was darker than the rest of the room because of the shadow of a partially opened door, he saw a small, puckered woman, peering out at his with lively eyes.

“Did I scare you?” she said.  The possibility seemed to delight her.

“No,” Adam lied stoutly.  “You startled me.  I didn’t see you come in.”


“Ah I was in,” she said.  “I was here in my corner when you come in with Frank.  Are you the nephew?”


Adam nodded.  It seemed to him that with the discovery of this silent little watcher of the shadows a new dimension of eeriness had entered the room.  She had spoken of “my corner” with a proud possessiveness, almost as if she had come in with the coffin and would remain in her appointed place, firm, open-eyed and irremovable, until it was taken away.


“I’m Delia Boylan,” she said.  “I knew you pa and I knew your ma and I knew you when you was a baby.”  Pepper-and-salt eyebrows rose as she considered him now.  “You was homely as spit,” she said.


“Ah,” said Adam.  How did one respond more fully to such frankness?  He had no idea.  He said, changing the subject hopefully, “I’m surprised there are so few people here to see Mr. Minihan.”


‘Ah, they’ll be in,” she said confidently.  “They’ll all want to get a good last look at old Knocko.  There’s them that’s been waiting for it for a long time.  We’re early.  I always like to be a bit early.”  She raised herself to a half-standing posture and gazed critically at the coffin.  “He looks grand with the cheeks all puffed out, don’t he?” she asked.

She spoke of the corpse with the nonchalant detachment possible only to those who have had vast experience with death.  “He looks very nice,” Adam said.  He was painfully aware of his own lack of the special vocabulary of compliment appropriate to just such an occasion; he was sure than one existed.  “Of course,” he added, “I didn’t know him when he was alive.”

This, too, was maladroit; but Mrs. Boylan did not appear to mind.  Her narrow little shoulders shrugged in contempt and she said, “A little runt of a man.  Thin as a snake and no color to him at all.  He was part French, you know.”


“I know.”


“That makes all the difference,” she said mysteriously, “Aram.  Ah well, that’s small matter now.”  She spoke as one forgiving him the injury of his ancestry.  “God be good to the man,” she said.  “He was mean as a panther, but good luck to him.”

Adam said nothing.  Once more, there seemed to be nothing to say.  The silence was broken by the entrance of a trio of mourners who came in, looked slowly about the room, nodded to Delia, then filed up to the coffin.

“The Carmichael girls,” Delia explained, “with the brother Tim.  They come early, as a general rule.”  She moved abruptly in her chair, stretching out to face the door.  “Sssst!” she hissed.


Adam followed her glance.  He saw a stout, balding young man, spruce and smooth in the discreet clothing of his profession, moving with purposeful yet superlatively respectful steps toward the coffin.


“Sssst!” Delia said again.  “Johnnie.”


The young man paused and looked in their direction; Adam thought he appeared to be annoyed.  In response to Delia’s fanatically beckoning hand he came over to them with an obvious reluctance.


“Johnnie Degnan,” Delia said to Adam, adding unnecessarily, “the undertaker.  We always like to have our little talk.”


“Good evening, Mrs. Boylan,” the undertaker said unenthusiastically.  


“Ah, Johnnie,” Delia said.  She introduced Adam.  “Frank Skeffington’s nephew, Johnnie.  The sister’s boy.”

The undertaker brightened; he made a short, formal bow.  “Very pleased to meet you, sir,” he said.  “I’ve always been a great admirer of your uncle, although I’ve never had the pleasure of making his acquaintance.  I hope that will be remedied tonight.  Ah…was there anything in particular, Mrs. Boylan?”


“He looks grand, Johnnie,” she said, waving toward the coffin.  “Just grand.  Did he take a lot of doing?”

An expression of slight strain appeared on the undertaker’s round face; clearly, thought Adam, questions from the laity were not encouraged.  “Mr. Minihan was in remarkable condition, Mrs. Boylan, for one of his advanced years,” he said.  He spoke in a low voice and with extraordinary rapidity, as if in the hope that by a sudden sprint through his words he might bring this interview to a close.   It was a forlorn hope; Delia had reached out and grabbed the sleeve of his coat.

“Ah, Johnnie,” she said, “you laid him out in the big coffin!  Ah, you rascal, you!”  She rolled her eyes and released a little whoop of laughter; down by the coffin the Carmichael triumvirate turned in unison to stare.  The undertaker made a swift, imploring pass with his hands, and Delia lowered her voice to a stage whisper.  “My God,” she said delightedly, “wouldn’t it kill the man if he knew!”


The undertaker gave her a look of pain.  “Mr. Minihan has a very fine casket,” he said, emphasizing the final word.  “As I’m sure he would have wished it.”


“Ah,” Delia said, “but the cost of it all!  The cost, Johnnie!”


“Mr. Minihan,” said the undertaker swiftly, “was a very prominent figure in the community.  Very prominent.”


Delia nodded agreeably.  “He was the cheapest old devil that ever lived,” she said.  “And you know it.  Well, he’s gone now, poor man, and you done an elegant job on him, Johnnie.”  As a grace note she added, “No matter what you charge.”


“Ah ha ha ha,” said the undertaker tonelessly, giving Adam a nervous smile, presumably meant to imply that they both were familiar with the irrespressible Mrs. Boylan.  “Well, I must go now, Mrs. Boylan.  Many duties.  A pleasure to have met you sir.  I hope to meet your uncle.”  He bowed again and hurried away on muted feet.


“There’s a great rogue,” Delia said approvingly.  “Only thirty years old and he’d steal the skin off your bones.  Just give him the chance and it’s the big coffin, ten limousines, and the Holy Name Choir to sing you good-by.”


“And is he responsible for the crucifix?” Adam asked, pointing to the dazzling object above the coffin.


“The pride and joy,” she assured him.  “It all goes with the bill.”  She shook with a sudden rusty flutter of reminiscent mirth.  “I says to him one day, I says, ‘Don’t you dare stick that big sparkler over me when I’m gone, Johnnie Degnan!  Don’t you dare!’  And he damn well won’t; he knows he won’t get a ten-cent piece out of me.  Ah, he’s a sly one,” she said, “but he knows I’m on to him.  Sssst!”  


The sound, while no longer unfamiliar, was unexpected; Adam jumped again.  An angular woman of forbidding aspect had come into the room and was now engaged in making hand signals to Delia.


“Aggie Gormley,” Delia said.  “I wonder has she news about the will?  I’d best go see.   I’ll be back in a minute.”

She hustled away with jerky, efficient steps, and Adam was alone once more.  He looked at Delia, conversing with her newsy friend; he looked at the Carmichaels, talking quietly with Johnny Degnan; he looked at the coffin and the jewelry above it.  He looked, too, at his watch, and wondered absently when his uncle would return.  Rather to his surprise, he did not greatly care, for he discovered to his horror that here in this presepulchral room, reserved for mourning, and in the appalling company of Delia Boylan, he was undoubtedly enjoying himself….

[Skeffington] came into the parlor to discover that the crowd had begun to arrive.  The rows of chairs, empty before, were now rapidly being filled; as he entered the room the heads turned towards him at once.  He looked for Adam and signaled to him; Adam approached, only slightly behind Delia Boylan.


“Ah now, Frank,” she said eagerly, “how is she taking it back there?”


His reply was brief.  “As well as could be expected.”  He added dryly, “I’m happy to see that you’re bearing up under the strain, Delia.”


Once more Adam heard the derisive whoop of laughter; it rang through the gloomy room; heads turned; at his position of duty down by the coffin Johnnie Degnan frowned reprovingly and did a plump little dance step of despair.  “I’ll live,” Delia said.  “Well, me and the nephew has been having a lovely talk about poor Knocko, the old devil.”


“I wish I’d been here to join you,” Skeffington said.  Turning to Adam he added, “Mrs. Boylan’s pious reflections on the faithful departed never fail to uplift the spirit.  She has a splendid attendance record at the deathbed of her many friends.”


“I go to them all,” she said proudly.  “I don’t miss a one.”


“Everybody has to have a hobby,” Skeffington said.  “Now if you”ll excuse us, Delia, I want to take my nephew into the next room and introduce him to some people.  Give my best to Tom and the family.”

“I will, Frank.”  The sharp little eyes glinted maliciously and she said, “And I will tell them you wouldn’t mind hearing from them come Election Day?”


“I always treasure the Boylan vote,” Skeffington said, “and yours in particular, Delia.  Every time I get thinking about the wisdom of giving the women the vote I think of you and my fears become quiet.”


She crowed with delight.  “Ah, that’s all mush, Frank.  But you know we’re with you every single time.  The whole family.”


“I do, Delia.  I appreciate it.  And now,” he said, with no change of expression, “we’ll leave you to your prayers.  Good-by, Delia.”


Out in the hall he drew Adam aside and said, “I hope you see how things work out for the best.  If I hadn’t left you alone in there, you wouldn’t have met Mrs. Boylan and had your little devotional chat.  Your field of experience has been immeasurably widened in the space of but a few minutes.”


“I won’t deny it,” Adam said.  I’ve certainly never met anyone quite like her before.  She’s a fantastic woman.”


“I suppose she is,” Skeffington said carelessly.  “I’m so used to her I don’t notice any more.  It takes a fresh eye to fully appreciate Delia.  I may add that she’s a woman it’s fat better to have with you than against you.  She has the tongue of a cobra.”


“And does she really spend all of her time going to wakes?”


“Apart from a few hours of sleep each night, I believe she does.  As she said, she doesn’t miss a one.  You must remember that she’s a singularly devout woman.  Also,” he said reflectively, “it’s somewhat cheaper than going to the movies.”…

“You see, [Skeffington] said, “my position is slightly complicated because I’m not just an elected official of the city; I’m a tribal chieftain as well.  It’s a necessary kind of dual officeholding, you might say; without the second, I wouldn’t be the first.”

“The tribe,” said Adam, “being the Irish?”


“Exactly.”

***
Fred Allen (1894-1956), letters 
[Source: from Robert Taylor, Fred Allen: His Life and Wit (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1989), pp. 253-254.]

Fred Allen was one of the most popular and revered radio personalities of his day.  His radio show (1934-1949) featured “Allen’s Alley,” a collection of ethnic characters: among them were Beauregard Claghorn, the inflated Southern Senator; Pansy Nussbaum, the opinionated Jewish housewife; Titus Moody, the caustic New England farmer; and Ajax Cassidy, the sharp-tongued Irishman.  In Allen’s hands these stereotypes, drawn from his experience and vaudeville conventions, were made endearing.  Here Robert Taylor, his biographer, explores Allen’s ironic, absurdist relations on Boston.

Boston in his letters began to sound like the radio small town version of Bedlam.  For Joe Kelly, Fred struck to fustian circus-barker pose of Town Hall Tonight.

I am not the type of man who enters a metropolis in ferret-like fashion, to slink around its outskirts playing my predatory profession under the mantle of darkness.  I am not the sort who, groundhog fashion, sticks his head out of the Boston end of the East Boston tunnel on the first warm day for the questionable pleasure of seeing my shadow and returning to my lair.  I am not the type of man given to tip-toeing around the Public Garden, after the first frost, awaiting an opportunity to slip my pet toads into the Frog Pond so that they may live at the city’s expense over the winter. 

[On] the contrary, when I visit a city, bands meet me at the station.  They are but bands of relatives, to be sure, but bands nevertheless.  Abattoirs start full-blast, slaughtering fatted calves.  Children rush from their toys and games to tag along following me as I march through the middle of stately thoroughfares with steady tread.  Dogs howl, cats meow, camels at the zoo give off a rare odor which is often blamed on me for no apparent reason.  Chameleons change their colors.  Birds start south, knowing that my reception will chill the entire city.  Laws are hurriedly passed, the key of the city is hidden in its municipal vault, mendicants rush to my side to match tatters…and chaos is king, sir.
These are the things that happen when I come to Boston, and until such time as you look out of your window to find the peace of Mason Street profaned by oaths and catcalls of a motley throng fleeing North Stationwards, you will know that I am missing.  The day you do not see the entire population of the capital of Massachusetts rushing to the North Station, then you will know that I am arriving at either the Back Bay or the South Station.  
If you have seen a man there who looks like…Fred Allen…give him my sincerest sympathy.

.
As the fall radio season of 1936 opened, Allen, with twenty million listeners, was probably the country’s most popular Bostonian since the heyday of Ralph Waldo Emerson.  (Lanky college freshman John F. Kennedy, who would become Allen’s successor in this role, had just entered Harvard.)  
***
George V. Higgins (1939-1999): from The Friends of Eddie Coyle (1972) 

[Source: George V. Higgins, The Friends of Eddie Coyle (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1972), pp. 174-179.]
George V. Higgins -- lawyer, essayist and novelist -- wrote a series of compelling works about the Boston Irish criminal and political classes: in particular see The Digger's Game (1973), Cogan's Trade (1974) and A City on a Hill (1975).  In this chapter of The Friends of Eddie Coyle, Eddie has a brief vision of the fulfilled life his missed when he watches the young Boston Bruins star, Bobby Orr, skate in a Boston Garden hockey game; however, watching with Eddie are the men who will soon kill him so he won’t talk to the police.  Higgins thus intersects Boston criminality and sports, catching the slangy speech rhythms of Bostonians who lived at the city’s margins.

In the course of the evening Coyle had several drinks.  He drank beer with Dillon during the first period.  Bobby Orr swung the Bruins net and faked three Rangers into sprawls.  He quartered across the New York goal, faked low and left, shot high and right, and Coyle rose up with Dillon and fourteen thousand, nine hundred and sixty-five others to howl approval.  The announcer said: “Goal to Orr, number four.”  There was another ovation.


Next to Coyle there was an empty seat.  Dillon said: “I can’t understand where the fuck he is.  That friend of mine, I was telling you about?  He gives me both his tickets.  I invited my wife’s nephew.  I can’t understand where he is.  Loves hockey, that kid.  I don’t know how he stays in school.  He’s always down here, scrounging for tickets.  Twenty years old.  But a bright kid.”

The kid arrived during the intermission between the first and second periods.  He apologized for his tardiness.  “I get home,” he said, “I get the message all right, but then I have to go and borrow a car.  I though I was goona miss the goddamn game.”


“You couldn’t take the trolley or something?” Coyle said.


“Not to fucking Swampscott,” the kid said seriously.  You just can’t get to Swampscott after nine o’clock.  I mean it.”


“Hey,” Dillon said, “who wants a beer?”

 
“I’ll have a beer,” Coyle said.  The kid had a beer, too.  Dillon had a beer.


In the second period the Rangers opened with a goal on Cheevers.  Sanderson went off for roughing.  Sanderson came back on.  Esposito went off for an elbow check.  Sanderson fed Dallas Smith for a shorthanded goal.  Orr fed Esposito who fed Bucyk for a goal.


Between the second and third periods, Coyle had trouble following the conversation between Dillon and his wife’s nephew.  Coyle went to the men’s room.  As he got up, Dillon observed that he might ask if anybody wanted a beer.  Coyle returned with three beers, carried carefully before him.  There was beer on his trousers.  “Hard to carry beer in a crowd like this,” he said.


“You’re not supposed to have beer at the seats,” the kid said.


“Look,” Coyle said, “you want some beer or not?”


  During the third period the Rangers got another goal.  Sanderson drew a five minute major for fighting.  The Bruins won, three to two.

“Beautiful,” Coyle said.  “Beautiful.  Can you imagine being that kid?  What is he, about twenty-one?  He’s the best hockey player inna world.  Christ, number four, Bobby Orr.  What a future he’s got.”


“Hey look,” Dillon said, “I forgot to tell you.  I got some girls.”


“Jesus,” Coyle said, “I don’t know, it’s pretty late.”


“Come on,” Dillon said, “Let’s make a night of it.”


“Hey,” the kid said, “hey, I can’t.  I gotta get this car back.  I got to go home.”


‘Where’s your car?”  Dillon said to Coyle.

“Cambridge,” Coyle said.  “I was over there and I take the trolley in, when I came to your place.  I never got back for it.”


“Shit,” Dillon said.  “These girls, I mean, they’re absolutely all right.  But there isn’t any way.  I mean, they’re in Brookline.”


“Well, look,” the kid said.  “I could drive you to his car, and then go home.  I got a test tomorrow, so I can’t hang around much.”


They had a drink in the tavern on the concourse of the Boston Garden, to let the traffic thin out.  Dillon had trouble walking when they got outside.  Coyle had more trouble.  “You two old bastards,” the kid said.  “I don’t know where you’d be without the youth to help you along.”  They stumbled over the trolley tracks.

The kid had a 1968 Ford Galaxie, a white sedan.  He opened the front passenger door.  Dillon and Coyle stood there, weaving back and forth.  “Look,” Dillon said, “you ride inna front.  I’ll ride inna back.  Okay?”

“Okay,” Coyle said.  He slid into the passenger seat.

Dillon walked quickly around the back of the car.  The kid opened the driver’s door, then reached in and unlocked the left rear door.

Dillon got in and sat down behind the driver.  Coyle’s head lay back on the top of the seat.  He was breathing heavily.


“You sure you’re gonna be all right to drive,” Dillon said.


“Oh yeah,” Coyle said, his eyes shut, “Absolutely perfectly all right.  No sweat.  Beautiful night so far.”


“More to come,” Dillon said.  He reached down to the floor and groped around.  On the mat on the right rear passenger side, he found a twenty-two magnum Arminius revolver, fully loaded.  He picked it up and put it in his lap.


“I don’t know where you want me to go,” the kid said.  He was backing the car around over the trolley tracks.


“You tell him,” Dillon said to Coyle.  Coyle snored.


“Go around the front of the Garden,” Dillon said.  “Go out past the Registry and head for Monsignor O’Brien Highway, in case he wakes up.  You just drive now.”

 
“I know what’s going on,” the kid said.

“Good,” Dillon said, “I’m glad to hear that.  You just drive.  I was you, I’d drive to Belmont and I’d pick roads where I could go pretty fast without making anybody suspicious.  I’d come out on Route 2, and I’d look for a gray Ford convertible in the parking lot of the West End bowling Alleys.  I wouldn’t let nothing disturb me.  When I got to the alleys, I’d pull up beside the Ford and get out and get in the Ford and wait for me, and then I’d head back to Boston.


“Somebody said something about some money,” the kid said.


“If I was you,” Dillon said.  “I’d look hard for the convertible.  You drive that convertible back to Boston and let me off and if I was you I’d look in that glove compartment for about a thousand bucks before I dropped that car off in the nigger district.”


“Is it gonna be hot?” the kid said.

“Does a bear shit in the woods?” Dillon said.


The traffic thinned out rapidly when they got across the river into Cambridge.  They proceeded north, following the Route 91 signs.  Three miles onto 91 north, they were hitting sixty-five.  “You’re gonna turn off pretty soon here,” Dillon said.


“I know, I know,” the kid said.


When the Ford was alone on the road, Dillon brought the revolver up and held it an inch behind Coyle’s head, the muzzle pointing at the base of the skull behind the left ear.  Dillon drew the hammer back.  The first shot went in nicely.  Dillon continued firing, double-action.  The revolver clicked on a spent round at last.  Coyle lay thrust up against the frame between the door of the Ford.  The speedometer read eighty-five.


‘Slow down, you stupid shit,” Dillon said.  “You want to get arrested or something?”


“I got nervous,” the kid said.  “There were so many of them.”


“There was nine of then,” Dillon said.  The car stank of gunpowder.

  
“It was loud in here,” the kid said.

“That’s why I use a twenty-two,” Dillon said.  “I ever let off a thirty-eight two-incher in here, youd’ve gone right off the road.”


“Is he dead,” the kid said.


“If he isn’t,” Dillon said, “he’s never gonna be.  Now slow down and get off this road.”


The bowling alley was dark.  The kid pulled the sedan in next to the Ford convertible.  “Hey,” he said, “that looks a lot like this car, in this light.”


“You’re learning,” Dillon said, “that’s the idea.  Cops’ve been seeing that car all night.  Now they’re gonna see another one that looks almost like it.  They won’t search it for a couple of hours.  Help me stuff him down there.”


They crammed Coyle down onto the floor of the right passenger compartment.  They got out of the Ford.  ‘Lock it,” Dillon said.  Keeps the volunteers out of it.”

They got back into the convertible.  It started at once.  “Not a bad car,” the kid said.


“Not a bad car at all,” Dillon said.  “Now go back Memorial Drive and take the Mass. Ave bridge, I gotta get ride of this gun.”

***
Mary Antin (1881-1949): from The Promised Land (1912) 

[Source: Project Gutenberg.  Checked for accuracy with Mary Antin, The Promised Land (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1912), pp. 286-298.]
Mary Antin, author and immigration-rights activist, became famous and influential after this novel, based upon her own immigrant experiences in Boston, was published.  In this passage from The Promised Land, Antin shows her determination to succeed in Boston, despite her family’s poverty.
What happened next was Dover Street.

And what was Dover Street?

Ask rather, What was it not?  Dover Street was my fairest garden of girlhood, a gate of paradise, a window facing on a broad avenue of life.  Dover Street was a prison, a school of discipline, a battlefield of sordid strife.  The air in Dover Street was heavy with evil odors of degradation, but a breath from the uppermost heavens rippled through, whispering of infinite things.  In Dover Street the dragon poverty gripped me for a last fight, but I overthrew the hideous creature, and sat on his neck as on a throne.  In Dover Street I was shackled with a hundred chains of disadvantage, but with one free hand I planted little seeds, right there in the mud of shame, that blossomed into the honeyed rose of widest freedom.  In Dover Street there was often no loaf on the table, but the hand of some noble friend was ever in mine. The night in Dover Street was rent with the cries of wrong, but the thunders of truth crashed through the pitiful clamor and died out in prophetic silences.

Outwardly, Dover Street is a noisy thoroughfare cut through a South End slum, in every essential the same as Wheeler Street.  Turn down any street in the slums, at random, and call it by whatever name you please, you will observe there the same fashions of life, death, and endurance.  Every one of those streets is a rubbish heap of damaged humanity, and it will take a powerful broom and an ocean of soapsuds to clean it out.

Dover Street is intersected, near its eastern end, where we lived, by Harrison Avenue.  That street is to the South End what Salem Street is to the North End.  It is the heart of the South End ghetto, for the greater part of its length; although its northern end belongs to the realm of Chinatown. Its multifarious business bursts through the narrow shop doors, and overruns the basements, the sidewalk, the street itself, in pushcarts and open-air stands.  Its multitudinous population bursts through the greasy tenement doors, and floods the corridors, the doorsteps, the gutters, the side streets, pushing in and out among the pushcarts, all day long and half the night besides.

Rarely as Harrison Avenue is caught asleep, even more rarely is it found clean.  Nothing less than a fire or flood would cleanse this street.  Even Passover cannot quite accomplish this feat. For although the tenements may be scrubbed to their remotest corners, on this one occasion, the cleansing stops at the curbstone.  A great deal of the filthy rubbish accumulated in a year is pitched into the street, often through the windows; and what the ashman on his daily round does not remove is left to be trampled to powder, in which form it steals back into the houses from which it was so lately removed.

The City Fathers provide soap and water for the slums, in the form of excellent schools, kindergartens, and branch libraries.  And there they stop: at the curbstone of the people's life. They cleanse and discipline the children's minds, but their bodies they pitch into the gutter. For there are no parks and almost no playgrounds in the Harrison Avenue district,—in my day there were none,—and such as there are have been wrenched from the city by public-spirited citizens who have no offices in City Hall.  No wonder the ashman is not more thorough: he learns from his masters.

It is a pity to have it so, in a queen of enlightened cities like Boston.  If we of the twentieth century do not believe in baseball as much as in philosophy, we have not learned the lesson of modern science, which teaches, among other things, that the body is the nursery of the soul; the instrument of our moral development; the secret chart of our devious progress from worm to man.  The great achievement of recent science, of which we are so proud, has been the deciphering of the hieroglyphic of organic nature.  To worship the facts and neglect the implications of the message of science is to applaud the drama without taking the moral to heart.  And we certainly are not taking the moral to heart when we try to make a hero out of the boy by such foreign appliances as grammar and algebra, while utterly despising the fittest instrument for his uplifting—the boy's own body.

We had no particular reason for coming to Dover Street.  It might just as well have been Applepie Alley.  For my father had sold, with the goods, fixtures, and good-will of the Wheeler Street store, all his hopes of ever making a living in the grocery trade; and I doubt if he got a silver dollar the more for them.  We had to live somewhere, even if we were not making a living, so we came to Dover Street, where tenements were cheap; by which I mean that rent was low. The ultimate cost of life in those tenements, in terms of human happiness, is high enough.

Our new home consisted of five small rooms up two flights of stairs, with the right of way through the dark corridors.  In the "parlor" the dingy paper hung in rags and the plaster fell in chunks.  One of the bedrooms was absolutely dark and air-tight.  The kitchen windows looked out on a dirty court, at the back of which was the rear tenement of the estate.  To us belonged, along with the five rooms and the right of way aforesaid, a block of upper space the length of a pulley line across this court, and the width of an arc described by a windy Monday's wash in its remotest wanderings.

The little front bedroom was assigned to me, with only one partner, my sister Dora.  A mouse could not have led a cat much of a chase across this room; still we found space for a narrow bed, a crazy bureau, and a small table.  From the window there was an unobstructed view of a lumberyard, beyond which frowned the blackened walls of a factory.  The fence of the lumberyard was gay with theatre posters and illustrated advertisements of tobacco, whiskey, and patent baby foods.  When the window was open, there was a constant clang and whirr of electric cars, varied by the screech of machinery, the clatter of empty wagons, or the rumble of heavy trucks.

There was nothing worse in all this than we had had before since our exile from Crescent Beach; but I did not take the same delight in the propinquity of electric cars and arc lights that I had till now. I suppose the tenement began to pall on me.

It must not be supposed that I enjoyed any degree of privacy, because I had half a room to myself.  We were six in the five rooms; we were bound to be always in each other's way.  And as it was within our flat, so it was in the house as a whole.  All doors, beginning with the street door, stood open most of the time; or if they were closed, the tenants did not wear out their knuckles knocking for admittance.  I could stand at any time in the unswept entrance hall and tell, from an analysis of the medley of sounds and smells that issued from doors ajar, what was going on in the several flats from below up.  That guttural, scolding voice, unremittent as the hissing of a steam pipe, is Mrs. Rasnosky.  I make a guess that she is chastising the infant Isaac for taking a second lump of sugar in his tea. Spam! Bam!  Yes, and she is rubbing in her objections with the flat of her hand.  That blubbering and moaning, accompanying an elephantine tread, is fat Mrs. Casey, second floor, home drunk from an afternoon out, in fear of the vengeance of Mr. Casey; to propitiate whom she is burning a pan of bacon, as the choking fumes and outrageous sizzling testify.  I hear a feeble whining, interrupted by long silences. It is that scabby baby on the third floor, fallen out of bed again, with nobody home to pick him up.

To escape from these various horrors I ascend to the roof, where bacon and babies and child-beating are not.  But there I find two figures in calico wrappers, with bare red arms akimbo, a basket of wet clothes in front of each, and only one empty clothes-line between them.  I do not want to be dragged in as a witness in a case of assault and battery, so I descend to the street again, grateful to note, as I pass, that the third-floor baby is still.

In front of the door I squeeze through a group of children. They are going to play tag, and are counting to see who should be "it":—

"My-mother-and-your-mother-went-out-to-hang-clothes;

My-mother-gave-your-mother-a-punch-in-the-nose."

If the children's couplet does not give a vivid picture of the life, manners, and customs of Dover Street, no description of mine can ever do so.

Frieda was married before we came to Dover Street, and went to live in East Boston.  This left me the eldest of the children at home.  Whether on this account, or because I was outgrowing my childish carelessness, or because I began to believe, on the cumulative evidence of the Crescent Beach, Chelsea, and Wheeler Street adventures, that America, after all, was not going to provide for my father's family,—whether for any or all of these reasons, I began at this time to take bread-and-butter matters more to heart, and to ponder ways and means of getting rich.  My father sought employment wherever work was going on. His health was poor; he aged very fast.  Nevertheless he offered himself for every kind of labor; he offered himself for a boy's wages.  Here he was found too weak, here too old; here his imperfect English was in the way, here his Jewish appearance.  He had a few short terms of work at this or that; I do not know the name of the form of drudgery that my father did not practise.  But all told, he did not earn enough to pay the rent in full and buy a bone for the soup.  The only steady source of income, for I do not know what years, was my brother's earnings from his newspapers.

Surely this was the time for me to take my sister's place in the workshop. I had had every fair chance until now: school, my time to myself, liberty to run and play and make friends.  I had graduated from grammar school; I was of legal age to go to work.  What was I doing, sitting at home and dreaming?

I was minding my business, of course; with all my might I was minding my business.  As I understood it, my business was to go to school, to learn everything there was to know, to write poetry, become famous, and make the family rich.  Surely it was not shirking to lay out such a programme for myself.  I had boundless faith in my future.  I was certainly going to be a great poet; I was certainly going to take care of the family.

Thus mused I, in my arrogance.  And my family?  They were as bad as I.  My father had not lost a whit of his ambition for me.  Since Graduation Day, and the school-committeeman's speech, and half a column about me in the paper, his ambition had soared even higher. He was going to keep me at school till I was prepared for college.  By that time, he was sure, I would more than take care of myself. It never for a moment entered his head to doubt the wisdom or justice of this course.  And my mother was just as loyal to my cause, and my brother, and my sister.

It is no wonder if I got along rapidly: I was helped, encouraged, and upheld by every one. Even the baby cheered me on.  When I asked her whether she believed in higher education, she answered, without a moment's hesitation, "Ducka-ducka-da!"  Against her I remember only that one day, when I read her a verse out of a most pathetic piece I was composing, she laughed right out, a most disrespectful laugh; for which I revenged myself by washing her face at the faucet, and rubbing it red on the roller towel.

It was just like me, when it was debated whether I would be best fitted for college at the High or the Latin School, to go in person to Mr. Tetlow, who was principal of both schools, and so get the most expert opinion on the subject.  I never send a messenger, you may remember, where I can go myself.  It was vacation time, and I had to find Mr. Tetlow at his home.  Away out to the wilds of Roxbury I found my way—perhaps half an hour's ride on the electric car from Dover Street.  I grew an inch taller and broader between the corner of Cedar Street and Mr. Tetlow's house, such was the charm of the clean, green suburb on a cramped waif from the slums.  My faded calico dress, my rusty straw sailor hat, the color of my skin and all bespoke the waif.  But never a bit daunted was I.  I went up the steps to the porch, rang the bell, and asked for the great man with as much assurance as if I were a daily visitor on Cedar Street.  I calmly awaited the appearance of Mr. Tetlow in the reception room, and stated my errand without trepidation.

And why not? I was a solemn little person for the moment, earnestly seeking advice on a matter of great importance.  That is what Mr. Tetlow saw, to judge by the gravity with which he discussed my business with me, and the courtesy with which he showed me to the door.  He saw, too, I fancy, that I was not the least bit conscious of my shabby dress; and I am sure he did not smile at my appearance, even when my back was turned.

A new life began for me when I entered the Latin School in September.  Until then I had gone to school with my equals, and as a matter of course.  Now it was distinctly a feat for me to keep in school, and my schoolmates were socially so far superior to me that my poverty became conspicuous.  The pupils of the Latin School, from the nature of the institution, are an aristocratic set.  They come from refined homes, dress well, and spend the recess hour talking about parties, beaux, and the matinée.  As students they are either very quick or very hard-working; for the course of study, in the lingo of the school world, is considered "stiff."  The girl with half her brain asleep, or with too many beaux, drops out by the end of the first year; or a one and only beau may be the fatal element.  At the end of the course the weeding process has reduced the once numerous tribe of academic candidates to a cosey little family.

By all these tokens I should have had serious business on my hands as a pupil in the Latin School, but I did not find it hard.  To make myself letter-perfect in my lessons required long hours of study, but that was my delight.  To make myself at home in an alien world was also within my talents; I had been practising it day and night for the past four years.  To remain unconscious of my shabby and ill-fitting clothes when the rustle of silk petticoats in the schoolroom protested against them was a matter still within my moral reach.  Half a dress a year had been my allowance for many seasons; even less, for as I did not grow much I could wear my dresses as long as they lasted.  And I had stood before editors, and exchanged polite calls with school-teachers, untroubled by the detestable colors and archaic design of my garments.  To stand up and recite Latin declensions without trembling from hunger was something more of a feat, because I sometimes went to school with little or no breakfast; but even that required no special heroism,—at most it was a matter of self-control.  I had the advantage of a poor appetite, too; I really did not need much breakfast.  Or if I was hungry it would hardly show; I coughed so much that my unsteadiness was self-explained.

Everything helped, you see.  My schoolmates helped. Aristocrats though they were, they did not hold themselves aloof from me.  Some of the girls who came to school in carriages were especially cordial.  They rated me by my scholarship, and not by my father's occupation. They teased and admired me by turns for learning the footnotes in the Latin grammar by heart; they never reproached me for my ignorance of the latest comic opera.  And it was more than good breeding that made them seem unaware of the incongruity of my presence.  It was a generous appreciation of what it meant for a girl from the slums to be in the Latin School, on the way to college.  If our intimacy ended on the steps of the school-house, it was more my fault than theirs. Most of the girls were democratic enough to have invited me to their homes, although to some, of course, I was "impossible."  But I had no time for visiting; school work and reading and family affairs occupied all the daytime, and much of the night time.  I did not "go with" any of the girls, in the school-girl sense of the phrase.  I admired some of them, either for good looks, or beautiful manners, or more subtle attributes; but always at a distance.  I discovered something inimitable in the way the Back Bay girls carried themselves; and I should have been the first to perceive the incongruity of Commonwealth Avenue entwining arms with Dover Street.  Some day, perhaps, when I should be famous and rich; but not just then.  So my companions and I parted on the steps of the school-house, in mutual respect; they guiltless of snobbishness, I innocent of envy.  It was a graciously American relation, and I am happy to this day to recall it.

The one exception to this rule of friendly distance was my chum, Florence Connolly.  But I should hardly have said "chum."  Florence and I occupied adjacent seats for three years, but we did not walk arm in arm, nor call each other nicknames, nor share our lunch, nor correspond in vacation time.  Florence was quiet as a mouse, and I was reserved as an oyster; and perhaps we two had no more in common fundamentally than those two creatures in their natural state. Still, as we were both very studious, and never strayed far from our desks at recess, we practised a sort of intimacy of propinquity.  Although Florence was of my social order, her father presiding over a cheap lunch room, I did not on that account feel especially drawn to her.  I spent more time studying Florence than loving her, I suppose. And yet I ought to have loved her; she was such a good girl.  Always perfect in her lessons, she was so modest that she recited in a noticeable tremor, and had to be told frequently to raise her voice.  Florence wore her light brown hair brushed flatly back and braided in a single plait, at a time when pompadours were six inches high and braids hung in pairs.  Florence had a pocket in her dress for her handkerchief, in a day when pockets were repugnant to fashion.  All these things ought to have made me feel the kinship of humble circumstances, the comradeship of intellectual earnestness; but they did not.

The truth is that my relation to persons and things depended neither on social distinctions nor on intellectual or moral affinities.  My attitude, at this time, was determined by my consciousness of the unique elements in my character and history.  It seemed to me that I had been pursuing a single adventure since the beginning of the world.  Through highways and byways, underground, overground, by land, by sea, ever the same star had guided me, I thought, ever the same [purpose had divided my affairs from other men's.  What that purpose was, where was the fixed horizon beyond which my star would not recede, was an absorbing mystery to me.  But the current moment never puzzled me.  What I chose instinctively to do I knew to be right and in accordance with my destiny.  I never hesitated over great things, but answered promptly to the call of my genius.  So what was it to me whether my neighbors spurned or embraced me, if my way was no man's way?  Nor should any one ever reject me whom I chose to be my friend, because I would make sure of a kindred spirit by the coincidence of our guiding stars.

When, where in the harum-scarum life of Dover Street was there time or place for such self-communing?  In the night, when everybody slept; on a solitary walk, as far from home as I dared to go.

I was not unhappy on Dover Street; quite the contrary.  Everything of consequence was well with me.  Poverty was a superficial, temporary matter; it vanished at the touch of money.  Money in America was plentiful; it was only a matter of getting some of it, and I was on my way to the mint.  If Dover Street was not a pleasant place to abide in, it was only a wayside house. And I was really happy, actively happy, in the exercise of my mind in Latin, mathematics, history, and the rest; the things that suffice a studious girl in the middle teens.

Still I had moments of depression, when my whole being protested against the life of the slum.  I resented the familiarity of my vulgar neighbors. I felt myself defiled by the indecencies I was compelled to witness.  Then it was I took to running away from home.  I went out in the twilight and walked for hours, my blind feet leading me.  I did not care where I went  If I lost my way, so much the better; I never wanted to see Dover Street again.

But behold, as I left the crowds behind, and the broader avenues were spanned by the open sky, my grievances melted away, and I fell to dreaming of things that neither hurt nor pleased.  A fringe of trees against the sunset became suddenly the symbol of the whole world, and I stood and gazed and asked questions of it.  The sunset faded; the trees withdrew . The wind went by, but dropped no hint in my ear.  The evening star leaped out between the clouds, and sealed the secret with a seal of splendor.

A favorite resort of mine, after dark, was the South Boston Bridge, across South Bay and the Old Colony Railroad.  This was so near home that I could go there at any time when the confusion in the house drove me out, or I felt the need of fresh air.  I liked to stand leaning on the bridge railing, and look down on the dim tangle of railroad tracks below.  I could barely see them branching out, elbowing, winding, and sliding out into the night in pairs.  I was fascinated by the dotted lights, the significant red and green of signal lamps.  These simple things stood for a complexity that it made me dizzy to think of.  Then the blackness below me was split by the fiery eye of a monster engine, his breath enveloped me in blinding clouds, his long body shot by, rattling a hundred claws of steel; and he was gone, with an imperative shriek that shook me where I stood.

So would I be, swift on my rightful business, picking out my proper track from the million that cross it, pausing for no obstacles, sure of my goal.
After my watches on the bridge I often stayed up to write or study. It is late before Dover Street begins to go to bed. It is past midnight before I feel that I am alone. Seated in my stiff little chair before my narrow table, I gather in the night sounds through the open window, curious to assort and define them. As, little by little, the city settles down to sleep, the volume of sound diminishes, and the qualities of particular sounds stand out. The electric car lurches by with silent gong, taking the empty track by leaps, humming to itself in the invisible distance. A benighted team swings recklessly around the corner, sharp under my rattling window panes, the staccato pelting of hoofs on the cobblestones changed suddenly to an even pounding on the bridge. A few pedestrians hurry by, their heavy boots all out of step. The distant thoroughfares have long ago ceased their murmur, and I know that a million lamps shine idly in the idle streets.

My sister sleeps quietly in the little bed. The rhythmic dripping of a faucet is audible through the flat. It is so still that I can hear the paper crackling on the wall. Silence upon silence is added to the night; only the kitchen clock is the voice of my brooding thoughts,—ticking, ticking, ticking.

Suddenly the distant whistle of a locomotive breaks the stillness with a long-drawn wail. Like a threatened trouble, the sound comes nearer, piercingly near; then it dies out in a mangled silence, complaining to the last.

The sleepers stir in their beds. Somebody sighs, and the burden of all his trouble falls upon my heart. A homeless cat cries in the alley, in the voice of a human child. And the ticking of the kitchen clock is the voice of my troubled thoughts.

Many things are revealed to me as I sit and watch the world asleep. But the silence asks me many questions that I cannot answer; and I am glad when the tide of sound begins to return, by little and little, and I welcome the clatter of tin cans that announces the milkman. I cannot see him in the dusk, but I know his wholesome face has no problem in it.

It is one flight up to the roof; it is a leap of the soul to the sunrise. The morning mist rests lightly on chimneys and roofs and walls, wreathes the lamp-posts, and floats in gauzy streamers down the streets. Distant buildings are massed like palace walls, with turrets and spires lost in the rosy clouds. I love my beautiful city spreading all about me. I love the world. I love my place in the world.
***
Nat  Hentoff (1925-): from Boston Boy (1986)
[Source: Nat  Hentoff, Boston Boy (London: Faber and Faber, Boston, 1986), pp. 34-37.]

Nat Hentoff is a noted critic, essayist and civil rights advocate.  Here he explores the lessons he learned, intellectual and social, from attending Boston Latin School, the oldest public school in the United States, founded in 1635; among its many distinguished students were Cotton Mather, Benjamin Franklin, Sam Adams, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Leonard Bernstein.  Girls Latin School opened in 1878; Boston Latin School became coeducational in 1972.

I knew only one other neutral ground when I was growing up a Boston boy.  Under the purple-and-white flag of Boston Latin School, we were all united – the Irish, the Italians, the Jews, the Greeks, the Scots, the Armenians, the relatively few Yankees who still went there (the others no longer applied all the rest of us were there), and the far fewer blacks.

Whatever part of the city we came from, each of us, because we were going to Boston Latin School, was a special kid on his own street.  The other kids, going to ordinary high schools, might well growl that we were snooty beyond words, but they knew we had already gone a few laps around the success track while they hadn’t finished one.  So to be thrown out of Latin School would mean being put back into the common pool of common students – much to the delight of the common pool, and to the everlasting shame and humiliation of our parents, let alone us.


A lot of Latin School kids did get thrown back to the neighborhood high schools.  As Theodore H. White, the chronicler of presidential campaigns and an alumnus of BLS, said in his memoirs, In Search of History: “The Latin School was a cruel school….It accepted students without discrimination, and it flunked them – Irish, Italian, Jewish, Protestant, black – with equal lack of discrimination.”

Accordingly, the survivors, so long as they did survive, felt they had much, perilously, in common.  It mattered more that we were long-distance runners under our purple-and-white colors than that we were Jews or Christians.  (In school, anyway.)  For the six years I was there, my closest friends were a Greek and an Irish lad.  It took me a long time to believe that was possible.


The masters, moreover, paid no attention to where we came from, to whether our parents worked in grocery stores or were State Street bankers.  The only thing that counted was whether we were willing to do the work, the incessant work, it took to stay in this place.  If you stuck it out at Latin School, where, after all, eight signers of the Declaration of Independence had gone, you knew there was really nothing you couldn’t accomplish from then on – if you really put your mind to it.


This unrelentingly serious place is the oldest public school in America, in a three-story red-brick building with formidable Corinthian columns on the broad Avenue Louis Pasteur in the Fenway.  There were masters so cold that a kind word from them seemed to be a terrifying trap.  There was a sardonic, sharpshooting math teacher who kept a supply of small pieces of chalk on his desk from which he would select messengers to peg hard at a scholar’s head to quicken his attention.  I do not recall his ever having missed.  Other masters were somewhat more amiable, but no master allowed for much familiarity.  As Robert Wernick, an alumnus, wrote in the April 1985 Smithsonian on the occasion of the school’s three hundred fiftieth anniversary:
“Even today when old graduates reminisce, you will rarely hear them say of any teacher, ‘He really understood me.’  They are more apt to say, ‘He certainly taught me trigonometry and the ablative absolute.’”


After I left Boston Latin, I would occasionally complain about how uncaring most of the masters had been about our sensibilities, our souls.   Finally, however, it occurred to me that they gave us something a good deal more important – respect.  Whatever our backgrounds, we were in the school because we had shown that we could do the work.  The masters, therefore, expected at least that much of us, and that was why we came to expect even more from ourselves.


There were some fierce and suspicious Jews in my neighborhood who disapproved of Jewish boys discovering their potential in such a distant place.  Distant not so much geographically, though Avenue Louis Pasteur was a far piece from Roxbury.  But distant from Judaism.  The whole point of this elite Latin School, these Jews said, was to produce one-hundred-and-fifty-percent-American boys.  “So, if you send a Jewish boy there, he will forget what it is to be Jewish.”

They might have been right if Boston Latin School had been all the world we knew.   But on the trolley cars coming home, some of the parochial school boys growling reminded us we were Jewish, and back in Roxbury, at night, it was still foolish to go out in the dark alone.  Back home, it still made a big difference where, in the old country, your parents came from.

***
Michael Patrick MacDonald (1966-), from All Souls: A Family Story from Southie (1999) 
Source: Michael Patrick MacDonald, All Souls: A Family Story from Southie (Boston: Beacon Press, 1999), pp 1-3.] 
Michael Patrick MacDonald was born and grew up in South Boston public housing projects, in an insulated and poor Irish Catholic neighborhood.  His community opposed public school integration and his family was ravaged by drugs and crime.  MacDonald’s narratives include Easter Rising: An Irish American Coming Up from Under (2006).  He has become an activist, working to heal his community.  In the opening section of All Souls, he writes of his return to South Boston after a four-year absence.

I was back in Southie, “the best place in the world,” as Ma used to say before the kids died.  That’s what we call them now, “the kids.”  Even when we want to say their names, we sometimes get confused about who’s dead and who’s alive in my family.  After so many deaths, Ma just started to call my four brothers “the kids” when we talked about going to see them at the cemetery.  But I don’t go anymore.  They’re not at the cemetery; I never could find them there.  When I accepted the fact that I couldn’t feel them at the graves, I figured it must be because they were in heaven, or the spirit world, or whatever you want to call it.  The only thing I kept from the funerals were the mass cards that said,” Do not stand at my grave and weep, I am not there, I do not sleep.  I am the stars that shine through the night,” and so on.  I figured that was the best way to look at it.  There are seven of us kids still alive, and sometimes I’m not even sure if that’s true.


I came back to Southie in the summer of 1994, after everyone in my family had either died or moved to the mountains of Colorado.  I’d moved to downtown Boston after Ma left in 1990, and was pulled one night to wander through Southie.  I walked from Columbia Point Project, where I was born, to the Old Colony Project where I grew up, in the “Lower End,” as we called it.  On that August night, after four years of staying away, I walked the streets of my old neighborhood, and finally found the kids.  In my memory of that night I can see them clear as day.  They’re right here, I thought, and it was an ecstatic feeling.  I cried, and felt alive again myself.  I passed by the outskirts of Old Colony, and it all came back to me – the kids were joined in my mind by so many others I’d last seen in caskets at Jackie O’Brien’s Funeral Parlor.  They were all here now, all my neighbors and friends who had died young from violence, drugs and from the other deadly things we’d been taught didn’t happen in Southie.


We thought we were the best place in the world in this neighborhood, in the all-Irish housing projects where everyone claimed to be Irish even if his name was Spinnoli.  We were proud to be from here, as proud as we were to be Irish.  We didn’t want to own the problems that took the lives of my brothers and of so many others like them: poverty, crime, drugs – those were black things that happened in the ghettos of Roxbury.  Southie was Boston’s proud Irish neighborhood.  

On this night in Southie, the kids were all here once again – I could feel them.  The only problem was no one else in the neighborhood could.  My old neighbors were going on with their nightly business – wheeling and dealing on the corners, drinking on the stoops, yelling up to windows, looking for a way to get by, or something to fight for.  Just like the old days in this small world within a world.  It was like a family reunion to me.  That’s what we considered each other in Southie – family.  There was always this feeling that we were protected, as if the whole neighborhood was watching our backs for threats, watching for all the enemies we could never really define.  No “outsiders” could mess with us.  So we had no reason to leave, and nothing ever to leave for.  It was a good feeling to be back in Southie that night, surrounded by my family and neighbors; and I remember hating to have to cross over the Broadway Bridge again, having to leave the peninsula neighborhood and go back to my apartment in downtown Boston.
***
