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T was burﬁ#in Mrlahoma City of parents who had gone there jJust

before statehood from South Carolina. My father was born in Abbteville,

5.0, and my mother in White Oak, Georglia. My father left home when

quite young and jolned the arwy. He was in China, in the Philippines,

and he fought in the Spanish-American War. Upen his return o the
U.8. he operated a small restaurant in Chattanooga and a candy kitchen
in Abbeville, S.C. He and hils brother also operated a hacking ser-
ﬁiee there. In Oklshoma, he worked as a foreman for a construction
company which built the first tall buildings in Arkansas, Texas and
Okklahoma, He left this Job to operate & small ice and eoal buﬁiﬁeas
in Oklahoma City.. I was three year® old when he died, my brother
sixteen weeks, He was an avid reader and nemed me after Emerson.
To support us, my mother worked as a dowestic, as a hotel maid,
as a pantry maid in a2 hotel restaurant, and for seven years she
washed test tubes and dld other simllar chores in the biology lab
of the Oklazhoma University hospltal. Although she took care of us
most of our lives by herself, she married twice after my father's
death: Pirat to a man who was murdered while waiting to testify as

a witness to the mupder of & police offliclal by his wife, and some
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years later to Mr. John Bell who still lives in Oklahoma.
My mother died in 1937,=290me months after I dleBcovered in New
York that T might have some poseibility of becoting a writer. She
encouraged me in this as she had encouraged my effortz to become
a composer. Both my father and mother were members of large
sxxxxBrkhxryxatkexxxndxpekhzrxnrrexuewbersxelxizrge families.
As a boy I sold neuspapers, shined shoes, collected bottles
for bootleggers -- or junkmen who in turn sdld them to bootleggers,
worked az offlce bhoy and lab aslistant to a dentist, walted tables,
operated an elevator, served as a Janitor for a small public bulld-
ing. Hunted, hiked, played varsity football, conducted the school
band ss student leader and held first chair 1n the trumpet sectlon of
the school orchestra. Was constantly fighting untll I reached the
age during which I realized that I was strong enough and violent
enough to kill someone in 2 fit of anger.
Rode freight trains to get to college. Werked my way,wlith
as much gssistance as my mother and stepfather could provide, through

three years as a nusic majJor at Tuskegee Instlfute., Read my first
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Flist there and that was the real beginning of writing
Tived one year in Gary, Indliana during the sarly twentles,
had prelatives whose home was destroyed by fire and bomb during the
Pulsa riots of 1921. Fntered my firat lihrary at seven years 1n
Gary.
Spent 2z good deal of time around Negro professionals while
working as a delivery boy and soda squirt in & Triend's drugstore.
#tly father and mother had meny white friends, some of whom
used to visit us. This durlng my formative perlod, IKEnsw many Jews
T ——
and Indlans, and my first stepfather, John Dowdy, was often visited
by a Mexican who was 1nvolved in the revolutionary uprisings in
Mexico during the 1920's, My brother end I regarded Josd
as a romantic flgure -- he always wors boots snd was armed wlith a
farty-Tive revolver.
¢ 5 trave}ZEd a=sund the Btate, and made trips o Eansas, Ms-
asouri and Colorado with school bands -- pPten under the auaspices of
the Negro Elks,
T knew jazzmen, veterans, ex-slaves, dope flends, prostitubes,

plmps, preachers, follk singers, blind guitarists, farmers, rallroad
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wen, teamsbers, mechanics, cools, slaughterhouse and round-house
workers, bellboys, walters, hesdwalters, tallors, punch-drunk
fighters, hoth black and white;, policemen, physicians, barbers,
gamblers, bootleggers, and the tramps and down-and-ounters who often
knocked on our bacle door for z handouts. We were very poor bub no
one was turned away,neither black nor white. Iy mother was 2 Chris-
t4an and an 1dealist and we were taught the idea of sacrifice by
her example. We were also taught to keep our problems to ourselves
and to respect the righte of others along with the dangers of pride,
vanity and being quick to anger. It was while gtranded for seven
months in Dayton, Ohio,where I'd gone to my mothexr's funersl, that
T turned my full attention to the task of learning to write filetion.
and I
For two weeks my brother/had o sneak and sleep in 2 friend's car
during eight below zero weather, bub during that period I contlinued
reading -- especially Hemingway -- and trylng Lo write. During that
period I learned to hunt In earneat, aelling the birds to "Mtﬁqw
officiale and the rabbitz,which we didn't need for food oburselyes;

to Negroes, My mother's death and the Depression, these Tormed the

ground of my initiation into the agony of becoming a wrlter. Death
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and agony, regret and the loss of one whose living had been sacri-
ficed for me at the hends of an ignorant and negligent Negro physi-
cian who &treated her for srthritis when she was suffering from a
broken hip sustained through a fall off a back porch in the dark.

4nd this oeccurring at a time when I was agltating for Interventilon
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in the Spanish Civil War, th¥s my personal loss was tled ©o events

taking place far from these shores. Thus the complexity of events

forced 15self to my attentlon even before I had developed the primary

skill for dealing with 1t, I was forced to see that both as observer

and as writer, and as my mother's son, I would always have to do my

homework.
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