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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON


FOR JENNY

“It takes two to make it outta sight.”
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Introduction

GIVE THE DRUMMER SOME

It was the slaves’ day off. About twenty of them got things rolling on Sunday, September 9, 1739, breaking into a warehouse less than twenty miles south of Charlestown, South Carolina, grabbing guns and powder, and shooting sentries who got in their way. They were African born, with memories of life in the Kingdom of Kongo (modern Angola, Cabinda, and the Republic of the Congo). Many were former Angolan soldiers. Now they were soldiers once more.

They marched from the Stono River heading south for Spanish Florida, where other escaped slaves had been granted freedom. Along the way they gathered guns and drums. The cadence they beat on those drums drew more to their ranks, as did their songs and the banners they carried. They shot whites as they found them, spared a tavern owner who had been good to his slaves, and burned plantations. The rebels could not, however, kill all of their tormentors. The lieutenant governor escaped their onslaught and returned with a brigade of planters and militiamen. Outnumbered and having lost the element of surprise, the rebels were defeated by the following Sunday. More than forty blacks and twenty whites were killed in what was called the Stono Rebellion. Stono was the largest slave revolt to shock the colonies in the eighteenth century.

After it was over, the governor of colonial Georgia, expressing his concern over the insurrection next door, filed a formal report to a representative of the Crown:


On the 9th day of September last being Sunday which is the day the Planters allow them to work for themselves, Some Angola Negroes assembled, to the number of Twenty…. Several Negroes joyned them, they calling out Liberty, marched on with Colours displayed, and two Drums beating, pursuing all the white people they met with, and killing Man Woman and Child…. They increased every minute by new Negroes coming to them, so that they were above Sixty, some say a hundred, on which they halted in a field, and set to Dancing, Singing and beating Drums, to draw more Negroes to them, thinking they were now victorious over the whole Province, having marched ten miles & burnt all before them without opposition…



Dancing, Singing and beating Drums: a unity expressed in performance. The drums communicated beyond the reach of the voice, and beyond sight. They moved bodies to join in brotherhood.

After the Stono Rebellion, South Carolina stopped importing African-born slaves. Too unmanageable. The hiatus lasted ten years, and when the colony again ventured into the trade, it avoided slaves from the Congo-Angolan region. Colonial legislators frantically passed the Slave Code of 1740, banning chattel from using or even owning drums. The overall law forbade drums and swords alike, making clear how South Carolina viewed the instrument: as a weapon.

That was how white colonials valued the drum. They had their own tradition of military percussion, and drawing on it, they understood the slave music as a call to war.

But to black Carolinians, the rhythms of Stono meant war and more. Drumming was a way of representing yourself as an imposing force, a way of demanding respect. As historian Richard Cullen Rath puts it, “The [Congolese] court tradition, which manifested itself in the drumming and dancing that so intimidated planters, was a means of directly representing and displaying power…. [It was] perhaps the original form of broadcasting.”

South Carolina’s ban on drums stayed on the books for over a century, all the way to the Emancipation Proclamation. But, failing to understand the African use of the instrument, the colonial legislature achieved a meaningless goal. The cadence continued by alternate means. One legacy of the Slave Code was that bondsmen found other ways to keep rhythms alive without a drum: Writers of the time record a skill amongst slaves for tapping with different parts of their bodies, hitting the floor and walls with sticks, clicking, banging, and most of all, dancing. That patting, tapping, dancing all flowed into the body as surely as it flowed from it; it was absorbed and passed on to new arrivals. There was a kind of underground flowering after 1740, a sharing of skills that made the drum unnecessary at the same time that it made drumming ubiquitous. Rhythm created community. It brought the news.

It happened again and again, in various places.

Almost eighty years after Stono, the slaves came marching across the Savannah River, heading to Augusta, Georgia. They came from South Carolina, beating on drums and carrying wooden sticks on their shoulders that made it look like they were bearing muskets. It was 1817, and though they had been outlawed, here again were the drums.

From a distance, it must have looked like trouble. Though it was (wink wink) illegal to bring slaves from another state for sale in Georgia, here they came, under the gaze of a slave trader, with “all the pomp and circumstance of illegal triumph,” as a letter writer described it in the Augusta Chronicle.

Upon arrival in downtown Augusta, the slaves scattered. Somebody reminded the slaver that importing bondsmen was illegal, and he played it deadpan, shocked that anybody thought he was trafficking. The drums, however, did not lie. They scattered, too, going everyplace slave bodies went.

Pass it on: It’s 1843, and the editor of the New York Evening Post, William Cullen Bryant, is visiting Barnwell, South Carolina. He attends a Negro corn shucking, a merriment conducted by plantation slaves. A bonfire built of longleaf pine logs oozes pitch that makes the flames burst into the air. A pile of corn is gathered in one spot, where slaves will strip the husks as they gather and sing songs that Bryant reports are “probably of African origin.”

After work is done, the party moves to an expansive kitchen. Bryant describes that, “One of them took his place as musician, whistling, and beating time with two sticks upon the floor. Several of the men came forward and executed various dances, capering, prancing and drumming with heel and toe upon the floor with astonishing agility and perseverance, though all of them had performed their daily tasks and had worked all the evening.”

The corn shuckers then commenced a loopy military parade around the room and performed comic speeches that mocked the oratory of white Southerners. It was whimsy that masked something behind it, something the marchers, dancers, and the tappers were perhaps aware of. Or maybe they were just caught up in the fun of the moment. All the same, the fun and the music represented something, a custom had been passed down over generations to get to this kitchen.

I’m not gonna show you the secret, James Brown would tell people who asked about the One, but…Then he would start talking.

Brown refused to reveal the mystery because the One was a trade secret. It would remain a puzzle because the more mystique it had, the more mystique he had, and mystique was good for business.

The One was a way to find yourself in the music, it was a means for drummers to come together with one another. It was a small element in a life’s work, but like the drip was to Jackson Pollock or the footnote to David Foster Wallace, for Brown the One was bigger than it first appeared, a trifling that embodied the world he made.

Maybe most of all, for James Brown, the One was an anchor, an upbeat that put him in touch with his past and who he had become.

As he once explained it: “The ‘One’ is derived from the Earth itself, the soil, the pine trees of my youth. And most important, it’s on the upbeat—ONE two THREE four—not the downbeat, one TWO three FOUR, that most blues are written. Hey, I know what I’m talking about! I was born to the downbeat, and I can tell you without question there is no pride in it. The upbeat is rich, the downbeat is poor. Stepping up proud only happens on the aggressive ‘One,’ not the passive Two, and never on lowdownbeat. In the end, it’s not about music—it’s about life.”

To Brown it was a heartbeat that connected him to the dancers and singers and timekeepers who came before him. The One put him on a timeline, though the way he talked about the beat, it put him at the end of the line: the ultimate expression of a heritage.

He wasn’t gonna show you the secret. But if you listened…


Chapter One

A CERTAIN ELEMENTAL
WILDNESS

Barnwell, South Carolina, where Bryant viewed the raucous corn shucking, was James Brown’s birthplace. The country surrounding Barnwell, in the nineteenth century called the Barnwell District, once grew cotton and vegetables, though both crops were pretty much exhausted by the time Brown came around. There were ponds in the area, and at one of them, euphemistically called the Red Sea, African Americans gathered from all around. They took off their shoes and kicked up the muck from the bottom of the pond. “Muddying for fish,” it was called, and as they kicked, they would walk in concentric circles, ever tighter, until the little pond was muddied up, all but the center. There, the stompers finished their work, catching with their hands the fish crowding to the middle. It’s a very old practice, which some say points back to Africa.

James Brown’s family ripples out from this region in ever larger circles. His father was named Joe Gardner but took Brown from a woman who raised him. He was from Elko, ten miles from Barnwell. His family, Joe said, had musicians in it, including an uncle who won a fiddle contest in North Carolina.

James Brown’s mother, Susie Behling, was from Fishpond, an area no longer on the map but once about ten miles south of the city of Bamberg. There are many black and white Behlings living in Bamberg and Barnwell, as well as Colleton, Williston, and Smoaks, all small towns in the area. Some whites here trace their roots to a landowning German family from Hanover headed by Lüder Friedrich Behling, born in 1815. Behling inherited the Bella Vista Plantation in Goose Creek, South Carolina, from his wife’s family; Bella Vista had twelve slaves. It’s possible Susie Behling’s family took its name from slave-owning Behlings in the area, but nobody knows for sure.

This is what James Brown wanted us to know about his birth on May 3, 1933: “I wasn’t supposed to be alive. You see, I was a stillborn kid.” Two aunts delivered the boy in a shack surrounded by pine trees. When he arrived, he was told, he was motionless and quiet. Susie wept, but his aunt Minnie refused to give up, blowing strong breath into his lungs until, after infinite minutes, he came to life.

“I was a stillborn kid.” Understand him: James Brown was born dead, and he fought his way into this world. That’s a devastating entrance, one that marks him as forever distinct. It is also impossible, because a stillborn infant is dead in the uterus and, by definition, not alive. But Brown felt different, and maybe something special did occur at his birth. He saw his stillborn entrance as the moment his specialness first revealed itself.

One good thing about believing you were born dead is you come to feel nothing can kill you. This belief helped keep Brown alive.

The family roots Brown described were conspicuously far-reaching. He claimed he was Cherokee, Japanese, Indian. His daughter, Deanna Brown-Thomas, joked that every time he went to a country and felt the love, he perceived a genetic connection. To a Milwaukee interviewer, he explained, “I’m part Apache and Aztec myself. My daddy’s nickname was Coochi, which is called Cochise. And I’ve got pictures of Geronimo that look identical to all my kids. I didn’t pay no attention at first, but that’s what it is. I got the head full of hair and I got all that. His [hair] was hangin’ down like mine be hangin’ down in the mornin’.”

Susie told Deanna she had family in Florida. Joe had people in North Carolina and Philadelphia. A few small clues pointing in a few directions. The only recorded lineage, however, never strays from the Barnwell District. It is aunts and uncles and cousins, a web of them, all surrounding the ponds and pines of Barnwell. Brown didn’t draw a family tree in his Bible, and he wasn’t going to draw one up for his children. “He was a personal person and some things he didn’t want out,” said Roosevelt Johnson, a longtime personal assistant.

Once, in a relaxed moment, he told a friend who had asked about his ancestors, “I’m not going to ever say what I’m thinking, because it might be disrespectful to my family. Let’s just say a long time ago something in the milk may not be clean.”

Joe and Susie met in 1929 when she was visiting relatives. Behling was a Baptist, and had long, straight hair that her son said was evidence of her “Geechee” roots. Geechee is how blacks living around the Savannah River referred to their roots in the Gullah culture, a people that flourished on the coastal plain and the Sea Islands of South Carolina and Georgia. Slave descendants, their cultural and geographical isolation allowed the Gullah to maintain an African identity and traditions far more pervasively than other slave communities. Family lore has it that Susie inherited her straight hair and other features from a Native American bloodline, and James said a great grandmother on Susie’s side was mostly Native American.

Joe had a second-grade education, Susie left school in the fifth grade. Together they lived in a wooden shack with a small stove for heat and no plumbing. The windows were open and held no glass; when the wind blew or it rained, Joe leaned old doors against the opening. That made the house dark and frightening to James, who spent as much time outside it as he could. Joe might be gone for days at a time, and James would be alone day and night. For company he had what he called his friends, the insects that lived beneath the shack. A sickly child, James contracted rheumatic fever three times before he was eight. With no doctor in the vicinity, his parents treated the illness with folk remedies like sassafras tea.

Barnwell is on the western edge of South Carolina’s inner coastal plain, between the Atlantic to the east and the Piedmont highlands. Geologically it is a vast beach, from which the ocean receded east millions of years ago.

In South Carolina, two cultures prevailed. The lowlands, along the coast, were dominated by Charleston and had been colonized from the sea in the late seventeenth century. The uplands were German and Scots-Irish, and were populated from the north in the early eighteenth century. In the lowlands, they dropped their r’s and slurred their words; they erected a facade of white columns and easy living, and believed passionately in the charm and manners that honor them to this day. Those in the Piedmont were restive, marinated in a culture of hard work and brawling. Their way of speaking was streaked with Elizabethan pronunciations and archaic words.

In the fertile flatness between these realms was a less populated, and less defined, region, slowly breached from the north. A royal proclamation in 1763 drew a line down the back of the Appalachians, and banned settlement on the western side. Pioneers had been pushing west from Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Virginia, but after the law came down, they instead migrated down the Appalachian valleys, pushing into the unsettled backcountry of the Carolinas and Georgia. This was the empty space between the big cities of Augusta and Savannah, and in those cities, folks were notably dismissive of the recent immigrants. Perhaps because of the sound the newcomers’ whips made as they pushed their cattle onward, they were given a name which has stuck ever since: crackers. They just naturally set folks off. A representative of the crown thought the newcomers were fixing to do to his beloved Georgia what the Huns had done to Europe. An Anglican missionary passing through the backcountry said the Indians had better manners than this ilk, who were without “the least rudiments of Religion, Learning, Manners of Knowledge (save of Vice) among them.”

These are the outsiders who settled the sparsely populated area around Barnwell. And defined it. As the region grew, it became drenched in violence, a lore that is lamented every bit as much as it is embraced. Among those who embraced it was Ben Robertson. In his 1942 book Red Hills and Cotton, Robertson presented his Carolina people to the rest of the country in a tone meant to simultaneously shock and disarm. He explained the impact of all that isolation, an insulated existence marking blacks and whites and characterizing the region where Brown was born.

“We live in the fields among the growing cotton and the green corn, and we are face to face with ourselves, with all of eternity and its problems. We try to explain the wind and the sun and life and death, the here and the hereafter. We cannot explain, so we turn from the natural to the supernatural. In solitude we reach our own conclusions. We have arrived at many things alone. So we are personal, we are emotional, we have learned to dream, we are romantic. And because there is pride within us and a certain elemental wildness, we sometimes fly off the handle. Some of our people, before they know it, have shot, have slashed someone with a knife. We must attempt to control ourselves, we must be on our guard.”

Matters of honor and respect tilted easily to rage. “We do not as a rule shoot people over property matters; when we shoot we do so because of passion,” explained Robertson. “We shoot on the spur of the moment and do not often meditate a murder. Often it is a good way to shoot—to shoot on the spur of the moment; it clears the air like a thunderstorm.”

At the end of the nineteenth century, around the time Brown’s parents were born, one act of violence among the cypress gums could stand for a great many. A thief had broken into St. Michael’s Church. He stole a Bible and, possibly, a piece of furniture. Nobody was charged with the crime, but gradually suspicion fell on Isham Kearse, described in the press as “a young negro of a roving disposition who sought no regular employment, and it is probable that his living was not honestly made.” Some white men of Barnwell clamored for confrontation, and on the night of December 2 they got their chance. Kearse, who had been keeping a low profile, was discovered just over the Colleton county line, visiting his mother.

Four Barnwell whites captured him leaving her house, and they tightly bound his hands. Their rope was looped around Kearse’s neck and then tied to the rear of a horse-pulled buggy. Those driving the buggy set off at a fast pace for Broxton Bridge, adjacent to a swamp. Kearse ran behind the carriage until roots and rocks tripped him up, and then he was dragged. Others from the party were sent to collect Hannah Walker, Kearse’s mother, and his wife, the seventeen-year-old Rosa. For alleged knowledge of the stolen Bible, Rosa was also roped, tied, and dragged across country trails.

At a spot near the Salkehatchie River, the three African Americans were brutally interrogated. Isham Kearse denied the theft and the women said they knew nothing about it. The prisoners were stripped naked, while the whites drank whiskey; they were beaten with a new buggy trace, a stiff piece of leather used to tether horses to a carriage. Kearse was tied to a tree and lashed one hundred and fifty times, until he begged the men to shoot him. The women escaped, Walker running into the swamp, Rosa in the other direction. As Isham fell unconscious, the whites put his ragged coat over him and left for their Barnwell homes. His body was found later that morning. Like her son, Walker died from the beating. She was discovered facedown, arms stretched out, resting in a foot of water. Rosa made it home, where she remained barely alive.

There was no mystery as to the four perpetrators; everybody knew their names and they did not deny the abduction. In two trials, one for each murder, the defendants were found innocent of all charges. A jury in Colleton bought the defense argument that Walker died from drowning, an act she caused herself by falling into the swamp.

A triple lynching was unusual, but not extraordinary. Barnwell had an octuple lynching in 1889; though the victims were taken from the Barnwell jail, they were hanged just outside of town, so the mayor could say the crime wasn’t his problem.

That this was a region of astonishing violence is accepted by many who have studied the region, but why it was has puzzled historians. Some have scrutinized the particularly high number of lynchings along the Georgia–South Carolina border, as if geography could kill. Others suggest that in places like Barnwell, the mingling of the hell-raising Protestant Piedmont folks and the cavalier, coastal Baptists in the middle of the state created an explosive culture clash. The most likely theory, however, is that racial violence coincided with organized efforts by whites to turn back Negro gains made by Emancipation. If anti-Republican forces were going to succeed in South Carolina, African Americans would have to lose political rights and be beaten into submission.

They couldn’t have done it without Barnwell. Republican voters there were chased from polling places, and the few blacks appointed to political office were shot at and otherwise harassed. The same year that Isham Kearse and Hannah Walker were murdered in the swamp, South Carolina passed a revised state constitution, a blueprint for rebuilding white power. Crucial to the new order was a poll tax levied on all registered voters. Registrants had to read and write a paragraph from the Constitution, an effort meant to dis-enfranchise black majorities. From the constitution of 1895, it was a short sprint to white voting majorities all over South Carolina, and then passage of a spectrum of laws that, together, constructed segregation.

When James was four, he heard his parents fighting. “Take your child,” said Joe, fixing Susie with the responsibility. “You keep him, Joe, ‘cause I can’t work for him,” she answered. Then she left.

James had few memories of his mother from his early years. After she left, Joe and James moved around the immediate area, as Joe found and lost work. When he did road work or picked vegetables on a farm, James stayed with aunts or one of Joe’s girlfriends. Later, James would talk about his solitude in the sand hills and piney swamps of the area as almost a gift. Most people, he explained, are taught early on what not to do—he was out in the woods by himself, and he missed that lesson. He learned to listen to his own instincts and trust his own reasoning.

In the early 1930s, Joe was a turpentine man, harvesting the gum from longleaf and slash pines. This was especially harsh work, dating back to the colonial era, when pitch was used to waterproof sailing ships. It broke down hands, knees, backs; its methods unchanged since before the Civil War. Overwhelmingly, it was black men’s toil. “Turpentine Negroes,” polite whites called them. A worker was charged with a “drift” of trees, some five thousand or so; as a chipper, Joe probably used an axe to scrape the bark off the pines.

Workers were assigned to camps, primitive enclaves of wooden shacks, dogtrot houses, and lean-tos that sheltered up to several hundred men. Camp life followed its own rules, which were looked down on by black city dwellers. Turpentine men burned scars into the trees with acid that would also eat away their fingerprints, and in this and other ways, these men were blunt-force individualists who set themselves apart from society. Self-sufficient and unfree, they carried a swagger and a desperation; they displayed a revelry that was earned. Historian I. A. Newby wrote that segregation in South Carolina was so thoroughly destructive that “black communities in the state were never organized. In fact, they were not communities in the true sense of the word.” This was not quite so true in the turpentine camps, where a sense of identity lifted up its head.

The men built cooperages, stables, and blacksmith sheds in the camps. There was church for those that wanted it. “Those that believed in worship service, they would meet around each other’s house, sat and talk the bible or stuff,” recalled Anthony Green, a turpentine man. “The others that didn’t, if they were drinking moonshine, they got together and drank the moonshine. They shot dice, they done the gambling and all that kind of thing.” There was usually a piano around, and guitars, and wandering blues musicians who traveled the region en route to paying gigs and would play for loose change.

It came together on Saturday nights at the juke. These were small venues run by an ambitious camp worker, usually from out of the house he lived in. Fish, hamburgers, and moonshine were for sale, and women might be available. Jukes provided leisure for those who worked fourteen hours a day and were a place to blow off steam. They were also violent places, where men gambled and fought with fists, knives, and guns.

In the camps Joe Brown learned all kinds of ways men can win and lose money with dice, and he would take this knowledge with him when he left. He knew how to make applejack moonshine, which he sold on the side. Joe was good with a knife and was able to play a little harmonica. He sang songs by Sonny Terry and Blind Boy Fuller, North Carolina bluesmen who passed through, and played guitar, perhaps along with Tampa Red, one of the itinerant musicians who frequented the region. A Georgia-born bluesman and one of the great bottleneck guitar players, Red played the camps, and even wrote a song called “Turpentine Blues”:


Turpentine’s all right, provided that wages are good

Turpentine’s all right, provided that wages are good

But I can make more money now, by somewhere choppin’ hardwood

Turpentine business ain’t like it used to be

Turpentine business ain’t like it used to be

I can’t make enough money now, to even get on a spree…



As Red could see, the Carolina forests were being decimated; the ceaseless hacking and scraping weakened the trees, hastening a need to cut them down and send them to mills.

For turpentine men, the season began in April or May and lasted until November. James Brown was born at the beginning of turpentine season, in May. Soon enough, if things followed their usual course, the son would take a job in the camp beside his father. Except that the naval industry was fading, and the Depression was on.

Barnwell thrived on farming, and farming had provided Brown’s family sustenance for generations. But now the land itself was sick. Cotton was an important regional crop, and prices had dropped steeply, from thirty-nine cents a pound in 1919 to ten cents by 1930. Worse, the boll weevil was infesting the cotton fields, savaging the plants. Black farmers were put out of business, and the state did little to assist them. In 1938, the Barnwell County Department of Public Welfare filed a report with the state that bared the county’s problems. “Proceeds from farming have decreased for the last ten years…. Due to the fact that farming has on the whole been a failure for so many years and due to the fact that our county affords very little industrial employment, we have many needy families.”

People ate what they found. Corn was husked, the kernels washed and boiled in lye. After a rinse, the whitened hominy was fried with bacon grease and seasoned to taste. Mush or cripple was made by cooking a hog’s head, feet, and maybe a jaw, in a salted broth. Corn was added and the mixture then fried to a thickness. This was once what slaves had been fed on the plantation, but in Depression Era South Carolina, the poor white folks were eating it with relish.

Pellagra was widespread in the district. Country people who relied on a diet of corn pone, fatback, and molasses did not get sufficient vitamins, and the state began distributing yeast to the impoverished as a supplement. As the Depression wore on, however, the anti-pellagra program was reduced to handing out cottonseed meal, to be stirred into soup or hot water and eaten.

To one writer, James said he and his father moved to Augusta, Georgia, in 1938; to another, he declared it was in the second half of 1939. The crops were dying, resin wasn’t running like it had, and Susie was gone. For Joe Brown, it was time to leave for something better. Much later, Joe would put a frame around the big picture. “White folks, some young white folks, run away from America. They ashamed. Black folks, they run all over, up North, everywhere, tryin’ to get into America.” Joe and his son were leaving Barnwell by foot, walking to America. But before Joe and the son who started calling him “Pops” could try to get there, they had to enter the twentieth century. That meant leaving the pines. They had to break with all of it—the unchanging rural disenfranchisement and stomping for fish and the slavery by another name that was the turpentine camp.

Back there was a medieval poverty and labor that ground you into sawdust. Up ahead was a background to be proud of, the Aztec empire, Geronimo’s throne, the warrior clans of the Cherokee.

There was Joe, James, and Minnie Walker, Joe’s aunt, who had been there when James was born. They carried what they had, and walked forty miles to Augusta.


Chapter Two

THE TERRY

Georgialina, it is called. A native who knew the place better than most once entered a succinct definition into the Congressional Record: “a region of the Savannah River Valley which includes a number of cities and towns on both sides of the South Carolina and Georgia state line.”

The statesman who so crisply defined it, Strom Thurmond, was the elected leader of Georgialina. It defined him as much as he defined it. But, walking a bridge across the Savannah River one unremarkable day around 1939 was someone who would one day be Georgialina’s most famous citizen. Save for a few years when he lived in New York City, James Brown never strayed from Georgialina. It was who he was, and he knew every inch of it. He knew what the people there—white and black—thought, and why they did the things they did. He knew where you could get a good T-bone steak and the address of “Caskets & More.” He knew the back roads where you could outrun the sheriff. He even knew Strom Thurmond.

Along with golf’s Masters Tournament, Brown is what people around the world think of when Augusta is mentioned. He didn’t always love it, and as for the people of Augusta, well, many of them didn’t love Brown. But, as he said a thousand times easy, Augusta was home.

Augusta looks like a biscuit sitting in a plate of gravy. Rising above everything else is “the Hill,” the elite resort settlement of big homes and Old South charm, and surrounding are the flat lowlands fanning out to the Savannah River. The split in altitude accents a split in the city’s character. “It is a town with a fascinating case of schizophrenia,” wrote Dorothy Kilgallen. “It is beautiful with gambrel roofs and lacy ironwork, creeping vines and colonial porticoes; it is brash with jazz brasses and roulette wheels and chuck-a-luck and slot machines and strip-teasers and a sweet-talkin’ disregard for laws that the folks don’t like.”

Up on the Hill was the Augusta National Golf Club, home of the Masters, and the Partridge Inn, a symbol of Augusta’s splendor. James Brown lived down below, where the gravy ran the thinnest.

Pops, Minnie, and James moved into the house of a relative on Twiggs Street. It was in the African American part of Augusta, a neighborhood called “the Terry.” Augustans in the 1930s used the term as a shortening of “the Negro Territory,” but originally it was an Irish enclave called Verdery’s Territory. After the Civil War, when the Freedman’s Bureau moved emancipated slaves into the neighborhood, the name changed, but the territory remained much the same. By 1933, the Terry comprised perhaps fifty blocks; here and in the surrounding neighborhoods of the southeastern part of the city lived most of Augusta’s 20,000 blacks, composing about 30 percent of the population. There was also a small Chinese community in the Terry, dating to the building of the Augusta canals in the nineteenth century.

The showcase of the community was the Golden Blocks, a corridor at the intersection of Ninth and Gwinnett streets that formed the African American business district. The black-owned Penny Savings and Loan Company, and the Haines Normal and Industrial Institute, a bastion of black education, were both on the Blocks. Nearby was the Del Mar Casino, owned by John “Slow Drag” Crim, gambler, financier, provider. Just off Gwinnett on Ninth Street was the sumptuous Lenox Theatre, built by a quartet of black businessmen tired of the treatment they got in Augusta’s white-owned theaters, and designed by G. Lloyd Preacher, one of the finest white architects in the South.

Constructed in 1921, the Lenox was the northern outpost of those nine Golden Blocks, a dignified edifice of Greco-Roman design whose stage displayed the cream of black show business. Ads for the Lenox exclaimed “It is your theater”; from its stage, black soldiers were sent off to World War I with brass band music and hurrahs, and blacks held public meetings there to discuss civil rights. But if it was an inspiration, the Lenox was also within walking distance of the impoverished cottages that also defined the Terry. The streets of the neighborhood were unpaved sand and clay and bisected by tiny lanes with colorful names: Thank God Alley, Electric Light Alley, Slopjar Alley. In the front of the shotgun shacks, morning glories climbed up faded wood fences and across porches. Behind the shacks were outhouses, chicken coops, stacks of wood, and almost certainly a cast iron pot, resting over a fire pit. The day’s meals would be cooked here; afterward, lye would be made from wood ashes mixed with animal fat, and with lye the women would do the laundry of the whites that hired them.

Saturday was shopping day in the Terry, and blacks from the countryside came to buy supplies. Farmers hawked produce, and on the streets one could purchase sassafras, raw peanuts, hogshead cheese, sorghum, shoes, magic roots. Sunday was less than a day of rest: Church services started at two in the afternoon so that the women could first make supper for their white employers. Augusta had an abundance of places for African Americans to worship, with five black churches built even before the Civil War had ended.

Near the home on Twiggs was the United House of Prayer for All People, a large plain building with crepe paper hanging from the rafters and a sign over the door proclaiming: “Great Joy! Come to the House of Prayer and forget your troubles.” There was also a Moorish Science Temple, a southern expression of fledgling Islamic black nationalism. Members numbered more than three hundred, and were required to wear fezzes and turbans; men sported long beards.

There were able leaders in black Augusta, entrepreneurs and clergymen whom whites felt they had absolutely no reason to acknowledge unless there was an emergency. African American purchasing power was limited, home ownership almost an aberration; in 1940, of the 7,718 homes lodging blacks, fewer than 19 percent were owner-occupied. Only about 2 percent of Augusta’s blacks were classified as professionals, and more than 90 percent of those were teachers. African American political power had been made illegal thanks to the white primary system, which kept blacks away from the polls for decades.

In the early 1930s, voting restrictions were working too well, in fact, and many whites in this city of 60,342 were complaining that they, too, had been knocked off registration lists for not paying property taxes (one of the restrictions meant to exclude blacks). Barred from the political process, citizens of the Terry had little hope that housing inspectors, say, or the Board of Health, would be of any assistance. Black power was apolitical power, it flowed from those who could raise and spend money in the community. The mark of a respected black businessman was to have set up a recreational center or financed church renovations or a Boys’ Club, because here, success meant spreading wealth around the neighborhood.

A hand-tinted photograph, James Brown at nine. He must have just gotten a haircut, his cranium a dome, smooth and hard. His expression is striking for a nine-year-old, eyes slits, mouth unsmiling, the head tilted at an angle that sends a message—got something for me? That orb hunkers down on shoulders, squashes his neck. The boy looks uncomfortable in these clothes, his long-sleeve striped shirt, slacks, a thin belt around a slender waist.

The way Brown remembered it, Joe parked him at the house of a family member he called Aunt Honey. Her name was Hansone Washington, though many mistakenly heard it as Handsome. Her address was 944 Twiggs Street. The new US Highway 1 passed right by the house, so one could look out a window and watch folks drive from Florida to New York and beyond. On Twiggs there were truck stops and gas stations and boarding houses renting rooms to truckers and travelers. Strangers coming, strangers going. It was a smart place for somebody to set up a whorehouse. Aunt Honey was smart enough.

Prohibition was on and Honey was also selling bootleg whiskey from a hollow space beneath the house’s wood floor. Customers called it “scrap iron,” because it was made in galvanized drums and had a metallic taste.

There were sometimes as many as fourteen or fifteen men living in the house, and Honey rented out rooms for working girls and their johns. Honey would sometimes cook the boy a potato pone because she knew he loved it, and he’d eat the whole thing by himself. But Honey had a business to run, and a rambunctious relation was an obstacle to profit. Aunt Honey beat James and told him he was ugly, making him hide in the closet when men were over. Honey’s brother Melvin Scott was a bootlegger with a temper who was often around. The police raided the place once and Scott thought Brown had tipped them off; he tied the boy in a croaker sack, hung him from the ceiling, and beat him with a belt.

Joe remained a presence, bringing money in when he could, always looking for work. He was around, but not of the household: Aunt Minnie most of all watched over James, as did Honey.

An important part of Brown’s story, a detail he told over and over and put in his press material, was that his mother left the family back in Barnwell, and that the son would not see her again for decades.

That was James Brown’s recollection. Complicating—and deepening—his memories, however, is evidence strongly suggesting Susie Brown did come to Augusta, and that she, Joe, and James lived under the same roof for a period of time. First of all, there is the information found in the annual Augusta city directories. These books list who lived at every address in town. The 1947–48 and the 1949 directories both list a “colored” Susie Brown living with Joseph in Augusta. The 1947–48 entry records this Joseph’s job as a porter at a gas station, and gas station attendant was Joe’s regular occupation for many years. Also living at that address, according to the 1947–48 directory, was Minnie Walker, the woman who blew life into the sickly newborn.

In a 2009 memoir, Augusta journalist Don Rhodes cites conversations he had with two longtime associates of Brown who remembered Susie and Joe living together. Susie “did not willingly abandon her family,” an Augusta friend of Brown told Rhodes. So what happened to Susie? One source says Joe threw her from a second-or third-story window of the Twiggs house, in the midst of a fight. He threatened to kill her, and Susie moved out.

Perhaps the son picked up the story told by his father; perhaps he even believed it. “Pop had a version of why they didn’t stay together, and that had been passed on to Mr. Brown,” said Emma Austin, a family friend who grew up in the Terry.

Joe was certainly violent; he regularly beat James, who said his dad was “dangerous.” It would have been easier to talk about abandonment than about the beating you took, and witnessed, at the hand of the father who was raising you. As soon as he had a life story others wanted to hear, Brown was crafting it to suit his emotional needs. There’s something simpler, cleaner, about being abandoned, than about the violence that Brown experienced and could not stop.

Another inference can be drawn first from Brown’s tale. Pop’s violence was something his son could forgive. His abandonment by his mother, that was unendurable. What life taught Brown was that men beat people up, and men beat women, and that a beating was to be endured.

Home was where you went when there was absolutely nowhere else to go. In lieu of home, Brown ran wild in the Terry. The finger of the Augusta canal system that flowed behind the house was a landmark, a drain and a sewer out of which he ate fish. He’d jump into the water and hide from cops, and he shot dice under a canal bridge.

On the streets of the Terry, Brown learned all kinds of stuff, like how to fight with knives in the traditional Carolina manner. “People were real bad there,” he recalled. “They used to walk up and lock hands with a man and cut it out. He have a knife and you have a knife and y’all lock hands and cut each other. Till one fall.” Jeffrey Lockett, who lived nearby on Ninth Street, summed up the mentality of the Terry’s streets: “If you want to be a man, you got to fight to get respect. Now people know me, and they know I don’t take no shit from nobody. But if anyone bothers me, I’d shoot them in a heartbeat. Just like that, bam. Better them dead than me.”

Brown learned further from watching his daddy, who presented a brazen face in the Terry. Joe would team up with a cousin and steal guns, using a bluntly effective pitch: They’d walk up to a stranger, request that he either hand over his gun or shoot them, and if the guy didn’t shoot, they stripped him of his weapon. The approach had gotten them this far.

Brown joined a gang and was called Little Junior on the streets; his cousin Willie Glenn, who lived with him, was Junior. Soon only fools or blood relations raised a hand to Brown. In the face of violence and insult, he got stronger. He became known around the way. “Stay away from him, people said, because he was always in trouble,” said childhood friend Allyn Lee.

He considered himself a thug, and copied the thug style: baseball cap, jeans with pockets on the sides, and a handkerchief tied down one pocket, sneakers turned down real tight. He and his gang wrote words onto their clothes with Clorox bleach.

One day, an aunt saw him behind the house, with a fifteen-cent sack of chicken feed she could use. “Boy you better hand over that feed,” she said, “unless you want an ass-whipping.” He wanted a quarter for it. She did not give him a quarter, and repeated her threat. Then the boy turned around and poured the whole bag into the levee. She did whip him, too, and he never cried. And when it was over he told her he was ready to take another beating. James Brown was not afraid.

He was pint-size, lacking a formidable build, but Brown compensated with a way of moving that gave off waves of energy. Even as a teenager, he was able to command attention just by skimming along; he communicated he was not to be trifled with, not to be delayed. Here was someone worth measuring.

The brand-new Silas X. Floyd Elementary was a segregated school of 1,600 students and seven grades, a red-brick, Georgian-style building with white pillars out front. Floyd was named after a celebrated local black minister, educator, and poet, who once wrote: “Augusta is a good place to live and Augusta is a good place to die. Living or dying, give me Augusta.”

White Augusta did not reciprocate Floyd’s enthusiasm. Floyd School, as it was called, had been built against white Augusta’s wishes; the city only agreed to erect the much needed facility when New Dealers in Washington gave Augusta money for a Negro school through the National Recovery Act. Augusta spent twenty times on white schools what it did for its black schools, so while the building was substantial, the black community had to raise money to keep it going. Floyd was the largest public school in Richmond County, but it had only thirty teachers and one truant officer. The first-grade class contained 400 students, though few stayed on until seventh grade; they were just too important to families who needed the income that work provided. The average graduating class had fewer than one hundred students.

He quickly made an impression. A student named Henry Stallings first noticed Brown when he caught him stealing his lunch. Stallings’s parents sent him to school with lunch packed in a lard bucket, so embarrassing to him that he hid it under a vent. Brown was watching him, though, and took the food. They had a fight over it, but eventually became pals.

Among a poor student body coping with the Depression, Brown stood out. The first day of school, students took off his overalls and threw them in a tree. Another day, he was sent home for “insufficient clothes.” “Oh man, he was pitiful,” said Stallings. “For me to really tell you what he looked like in the wintertime—the soles coming off his shoes, snot coming out of his nose, I didn’t see no jacket on him ever. He was always cold.

“He saw me coming to school with those shoes all shined, my parents used to make sure I came there correct. He liked the way they sent us to school all smart, spic and span, pressed clothes. Overalls is what he would wear.”

Laura Garvin was a committed Floyd School teacher who took a special interest in Brown. Along with principal Yewston Myers, she kept a sympathetic eye on him. “Neither of us called him James or Brown. It was always James Brown. It just seemed to go like that,” Garvin said. She cared about him, giving him the kind of attention he did not get at home. “I knew him as a poor waif on the streets of Augusta and as one who did things which he never should have done, also,” she recalled later. But he was not a scary kid; he was respectful, funny—Garvin most of all saw a boy who even then had charisma and affecting openness, so straightforwardly himself that it was hard not to smile. “Nothing could make you dislike him,” she recalled. She also quickly noticed how much the boy enjoyed singing, and sought to bring that out in him.

School officials had Brown sing the national anthem before classes began. Garvin staged regular performances in her room, charging a dime to see Brown sing. When word spread and crowds filled the room, she moved the shows to the library, which had a piano. Brown would dance and sing “blues things—I was singing the blues kinda heavy at that time.” Some students scorned him for his dark skin, and many for his shabby clothes. But Garvin provided him a means for winning respect. Brown called these performances the happiest times of his childhood.

Augusta in the 1940s was famous for its great voices. There was the imperial Swanee Quintet, born in the late 1930s as the Hallelujah Gospel Quartet. By the time they changed their name in the mid 1940s, they were filling local churches and arenas and even had their own radio program, six nights a week on WGAC. The Swanees took a rural, hard-country quartet sound and wore it proudly in an age when a more urbane group style, featuring tight, jazzy harmonies and intricate rhythms, was in vogue. They proudly stood for old values, with a stubborn resoluteness that Southerners understood.

They were stars in the Terry, running their own laundry business on Steed Street (decades later, Steed would be renamed Swanee Quintet Boulevard). In the late 1940s, singer and cofounder James “Big Red” Anderson befriended a teen shining shoes outside radio station WGAC, on Broad Street downtown. This began what would be a lifelong friendship between James Brown and the Swanees. The group would go on the road with Brown in 1966, and he produced several of their records.

Augusta’s most famous voice of the era, Arthur Lee Simpkins, got his start as a gospel singer; a 1934 write-up in the Augusta Chronicle called him “a lad with a voice mellowed in watermelons, taters and cotton bolls.” Simpkins’s voice was courtly, disarming white listeners, swooping up an octave in a single syllable in his warm tenor. Augusta was also frequented by street preachers and shouters Brown would have heard. Itinerant blues singer Blind Willie McTell traveled through and recorded here. The female sanctified blues singers the Two Gospel Keys lived in Augusta; where the Swanees chose a rugged simplicity, the Two Gospel Keys simply were raw, and wonderfully so. By the late 1940s, the influential gospel radio show Parade of Quartets began broadcasting. (It’s still around as a weekly TV program on the ABC affiliate.)

A sound that started in the pews was thriving on the streets of Augusta and elsewhere, a fusion of the church with the barbershop (safe havens where black men could gather), a new vocal style that melded the sacred and the profane, carrying a spiritual dimension that didn’t quite define it. This new sound was apparent in national harmony groups like the Ink Spots and the Mills Brothers, in the so-called human orchestras and the very first doo-wop groups. Black gospel music was being programmed on radio in cities all around the country, and this was one unintended consequence—once you heard the music during leisure time, gospel became a social sound, not purely of the pulpit. In any case, gospel was already social, for the black church was a part of the lives of even those who were not churchgoers. This vocal style was a music of the street—of people for whom church was an understood part of life, rather than life itself. A music made by folks standing on corners, congregating in barber shops, hovering at shoeshine stands. Storefront churches wedged between commercial enterprises underscored the way the music pushed into daily life, and so did the gospel singers standing on a box at a busy intersection. Brown was circulating in these same streets of 1940s Augusta, listening and learning. He was also going to church and studying preachers, whom he then imitated, not because he was particularly religious—as a boy, he was not—but because he admired their command.

He was singing pop songs, and also learning the rudiments of instrumental music. While employed at a furniture store, Joe was given a damaged organ with broken wood legs. On a lunch break, he took it home to the boy, propping it up with a cheese box. The organ was the instrument Brown best mastered; neighborhood friend Leon Austin taught him the basics of the keyboard and another friend, Robert Graham, also gave him lessons. Tampa Red, the itinerant blues musician, was dating one of Aunt Honey’s girls. He befriended Brown and taught him the chord changes to Red’s classic “It’s Tight Like That” on the guitar. Brown was picking up how to make music by ear, willy-nilly, but already he had skills and was bragging about them. He believed in himself, good-naturedly telling his buddies that they were going to know his name. “He always said, ‘You might beat me singing, but when I start dropping records on you, you won’t even be around,’” said Leon Austin.

Soon Brown formed his own vocal group with Graham, mixing that gospel music of the streets with pop and blues, songs by Amos Milburn, Roy Brown, Wynonie Harris, and Red Norvo and Mildred Bailey. They called their group the Cremona Trio, because one of them played a Cremona guitar. The Trio sat in the front row of the Lenox on talent night, charged up to the stage, and sang a version of Louis Jordan’s “Caledonia,” winning first prize. They lasted about three or four years, getting paid fifty dollars a night to play shows for white officers at the nearby Camp Gordon army base.

In the days after Pearl Harbor was attacked, the city placed armed guards at the bridge that Pops and James had crossed by foot. The Lenox Theatre added the Abbott and Costello feature, In the Navy, to their lineup. But a bigger impact World War II had on the Terry, and all of Augusta, was that within forty-eight hours of the attack, Camp Gordon was officially opened. A huge military base, Camp Gordon came about due to the efforts of the mayor of Augusta, the head of the Chamber of Commerce, and a young circuit court judge from South Carolina—Strom Thurmond—who lobbied the Roosevelt Administration to build a base in Augusta for the coming war. Ground was broken in 1941, and soon a blighted area called Tobacco Road—the subject of Erskine Caldwell’s novel, its sprawl of poor country whites now a national embarrassment to Augusta—was wiped off the map. In its place was a 56,000-acre training site, home to three divisions in World War II, the 4th Infantry, the 26th Infantry, and the 10th Armored. Camp Gordon transformed the Terry. There were construction jobs for blacks, and suddenly thousands of soldiers were arriving at the train depot on the edge of the neighborhood, with money in their pockets.

Ninth Street lit up with clubs and honky-tonks, giving soldiers a place to drink and be entertained. Aunt Honey and other local entrepreneurs were ready to capitalize. No longer was the Terry a place old white Augusta could afford to ignore, because so many white newcomers were failing to ignore it. Augusta had already been fairly comfortable with vice before the war, and the influx of young men made the city lose its residual inhibitions. To compensate, the city flirted with the French system for controlling rampant venereal disease among soldiers by registering prostitutes and requiring them to undergo checkups. Unfortunately, local leaders chose to register only black prostitutes, the result being a public health emergency and complaints of racial scapegoating.

A report in the Chicago Defender in 1941 noted that “White soldiers stationed here by the thousands are said to be following an old southern custom by seeking ‘social equality’ with colored women ‘after sundown,’ and the eager desire for commingling on the part of the whites is allegedly causing no end of trouble for those entrusted with the management of the city.” Police began arresting African American soldiers seen with women; this led to the detainment of whole families who were innocently strolling the neighborhood. Black soldiers from the North started fighting back against the harassment, and accounts of race riots in the Terry reached the national black press.

Meanwhile, blacks observed how German prisoners housed at Camp Gordon were getting paid to work the grounds of the Augusta National Golf Club, and to pick peanuts, corn, and potatoes across the Savannah River. “They sing and whistle, seem to enjoy work,” enthused the Augusta Chronicle. “Farmers are delighted.” Such news stories left a bitter taste in the mouths of black Augustans, who felt the government was doing more for the enemy than it was willing to do for them.

Southern politicos and the army were concerned enough about unrest, declassified military records show, that a military plan was quietly put in place, should racial troubles overwhelm civil authorities. A report titled “Secret District No. 4 Fourth Service Command Racial Disturbances Plan City of Augusta, GA,” written by unnamed army officials at Fort Benning, worried over the stability of elected government in Augusta. Plans included using troops from Camp Gordon and the Georgia State Guard to seal off the Terry.

In the end, all of it—the scapegoating of black Augustans as carriers of venereal disease, the racial brawls, the cordon sanitaire around the ghetto—failed. Curiosity is hard to police, and there was too much money to be made in commingling; the joints kept jumping, whites kept coming to the Terry for companionship. And young James Brown was making what he could off their visitation. He and Willie Glenn were carrying sandwiches and Red Rock cream soda to the troops; on his own he worked as a tout, taking cash from the recruits and steering them to Aunt Honey’s brothel.

Some kids learn about the world through reading: This one learned from watching money move around. Here are some of the jobs Brown had before he was sixteen: He picked cotton, cut down sugarcane, collected bottle caps, ran errands, delivered liquor, shined shoes, racked balls at a pool hall, and helped out at a Chinese grocery. None of those jobs taught him anything he didn’t already know from living in a whorehouse. Brown came to see there was not too much a stack of greenbacks couldn’t buy, and whatever it was, by definition it wasn’t worth having.

Brown projected a powerful sense of determination. He could take a punch and come back with another. He believed in himself. As childhood friend Leon Austin put it, “If nobody else loved him, he loved him.”

When he was young, Brown’s Aunt Honey bathed him, and once as she was cleaning his arms, she saw the hairs on them fall in a “crossways” pattern. It excited her, because she saw it as a mystical sign that he was marked. “I’d say, ‘What are you talking about?’” Brown remembered. “She’d say, ‘See the sign.’ She said I was going to be real wealthy.”

Good things, bad things, either way, events could feed an impression. When James was seven, Pops and a pal got the boy drunk on mint gin. After about half a bottle, James was so sick the adults stripped him naked and put him in a baptismal font of a small church, “so I could come back to life,” Brown said. He looked at his life and what he saw was not suffering or scorn: In his conscious mind, Brown turned it all into a mark of difference. He could be tortured, but when he survived it, he would brandish that survival as a sign that he was special. You would have died, but James Brown did not. He had already been born dead.

He was with his dad one day at the filling station where Pops worked, hovering in a dirt-floor shed with an old air compressor sitting in the corner. The levee out back kept the ground soaked. While Joe changed tires and a couple of white guys sat on boxes, jawing, James, twelve or thirteen, observed. He wanted to hear what the guys were saying, and as he leaned against the air compressor, first with one hand and then another, a short circuit in the machine sent an electrical current coursing through him. His shoes started smoking. He could not let go. It seemed like minutes passed while the men did nothing. His mind went to a place past agony, and he felt a slackness, a feeling like a balloon was filling up inside him. The feeling he had wasn’t painful; he was flooded with a sense of invulnerability.

Eventually they shut the machine down, and Brown could smell the burnt hair, his ears ringing. The men tried to take his sneakers off, but they were stuck to his feet. Four minutes—that’s how long he says he was electrocuted. Four minutes that created a sensation around the neighborhood, and created in him a sense that nobody could stop him, that he could not be killed.

He was told he was ugly, he was small, he didn’t even own a pair of store-bought britches. He was not like other folks. He bore a sign, and early on he learned to read it. Brown took the worst thing that had happened to him—being electrocuted while a bunch of crackers sucked on their co’ colas—and found in it a blessing.

“I knew one thing—that I was different,” is how he put it. “People would pay ten cents to see me dance because I was different.”
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