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The pronunciation of my name is Due Boyss, with the accent on the last syllable.
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FOREWORD

I HAVE BEEN CAPTIVATED by the bold, boundless Du Bois for years: now worshipful, now annoyed with him, sometimes merely perplexed. Always astonished.

He did so much, this titanic talent in a small body, this David challenging Goliaths, this dreamer and realist and sometimes elitist, this man of intellect and soul. For decades, through words and in other ways, Du Bois battled mightily for a righteous America—a righteous world—daring to dream that life on earth could be heavenly.

For all.

I like that kind of energy. I need that kind of energy. The dreamer in me longs to see it in superabundance today.

That’s why I wrote this book, hoping that you, the reader, will be guided by the spirit of Du Bois’s life.
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INTRODUCTION

“O I WONDER what I am—I wonder what the world is—I wonder if Life is worth the striving.”

It’s around midnight. Du Bois wonders on paper in a rented room worlds away from home, after a string of successes.

If only his mother could see him now.

Her son is now a man.

Her son, restless, reflects on his life and tries to fathom his future on his twenty-fifth birthday, February 23, 1893.

As a boy, a “great bitterness entered” his life and “kindled a great ambition.” Back then he wondered,  Will I make a name for myself as a lawyer? A doctor?  



As his birthday program shows, Du Bois was truly into time management.



Or “by telling the wonderful tales that swam in my head”?

Could one thing satisfy his energies and the constant questing?

On this night, the churning, yearning young man decides that life is worth the striving. He aims at ambitions greater than anything he imagined as a boy.




ONE

“DEAR MAM,

I arrived here safely friday after noon.”

July 21, 1883.

“Mam” was Du Bois’s mother, Mary.

“Here,” the Bay State whaling town of New Bedford, almost two hundred miles east of their village, Great Barrington, Massachusetts.

This trip, which he later called his “first great excursion into the world,” included a layover in Hartford, Connecticut, where he polished off his packed lunch, purchased a ticket for his next train, and still had time to kill. Instead of staring at railroad tracks, he checked out the statehouse in nearby Bushnell Park.

Mam got a tour: “The grounds are laid out beautifully and the building is magnificent.” Once inside,  with the frescoes, flags, and marble floors, he didn’t overlook the guest book: “& of course my illustrious name is there.”

William Edward Du Bois—but Willie is what most folks called this fifteen-year-old boy so devoted to his mother.

 

Several years before Willie was born, Dear Mam had a love affair that ended with her pregnant, but unmarried—grounds for being shunned in some families. Mary’s parents, Othello and Sarah Burghardt, weren’t like that. They helped her raise the baby, a boy named Adelbert, born in 1862.

The Burghardts lived a little ways west of Great Barrington on Egremont Plain. Their American heritage began in the 1700s with a young West African called Tom by those who held him in slavery. The last person to own him was Conrad Burghardt, a Dutchman with lots of land in the area.

Burghardt’s Tom became Tom Burghardt after he was freed for service in the Revolutionary War, it seems. By thrift or gift, he also had land to farm on Egremont Plain. Some of this land fell to grandson Othello, who had a passel of kids with wife Sarah (of African and Dutch decent). Willie’s mother, Mary, was their youngest.
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Baby Du Bois with his "Mam"

After Mary had Adelbert, she didn’t swear off men during her days of drudgery as a domestic worker in Great Barrington. One day she fell for a stranger to the village: Alfred Du Bois, a sometime waiter, barber, and baker.

Something about Alfred made the Burghardts uneasy, but Mary followed her bliss and eloped. The love-birds married in nearby Housatonic in early February 1867. Willie was born a year later, on Sunday, February 23, 1868.

This was a few years after the Civil War, during Reconstruction. The Republican Party, “the party of Abraham Lincoln” and largely of the North, had a band of whites on fire for blacks to have the same rights as whites. These Radical Republicans also championed schools and other social services for the roughly four million children and adults shaking loose slavery.

The majority of blacks lived in the South, where there were frequent white-on-black massacres because  most white Southerners (largely Democrats) were hell-bent on white rule. (The Democratic Party wouldn’t become associated with black civil rights until the late twentieth century.)

Rabidly racist whites had a strong ally in Lincoln’s successor, Andrew Johnson. He despised black people. His opposition to pro-black initiatives had a lot to do with the Radical Republicans’ fever to impeach him. That happened on February 24, 1868, the day after Willie was born.

Blacks thought, Rats! when President Johnson was acquitted of the impeachment charges in May. It was Johnson’s turn to rage two months later when the Fourteenth Amendment became law. Now blacks, along with other people born or naturalized in the U.S., were citizens. White-on-black violence increased.

Overwhelmingly white Great Barrington, at the foot of the Berkshire Mountains, was not prejudice-free. Neither did it roil with racial strife. The black community was tiny. Plus, most whites there were Republicans.

Most Great Barrington blacks were go-along-to-get-along folks, working service jobs (maids, cooks,  porters) or as laborers and small farmers. Some, like “Old Jeff,” were very enterprising. He was a coach-man for a white family, peddled produce that sprang from his own ground, and dabbled in real estate. One property Old Jeff owned was a cozy house on Church Street. This was Willie’s first home, but not for long.

When he was going on two, his father left. Willie and his mother soon joined Adelbert on Egremont Plain, in Othello and Sarah Burghardt’s two-story house with a mighty elm out front. Up one hill, lived Othello’s brother Ira; down another hill, brother Harlow in a little red house with secret passages.

Willie’s standout memory of his days on Egremont Plain was not of any secret-passage adventures with Adelbert, but rather a haunting bit of family history told around his grandparents’ fireside. There once was a female ancestor prone to croon an African tune that began, “Do bana coba, gene me, gene me!”

That’s how grown-up Willie would transliterate these words. He never landed a translation and never had a clue as to exactly whence this woman came, but the song, he knew, was a soul-cry of discontent: a longing for her African way of life lost.

Alfred Du Bois wasn’t the only loss young Willie suffered. By the time he was eleven, his grandparents were dead and their homeplace in other hands due to debt. Willie lived in wretched rentals in Great Barrington from about age five. One was a rundown house on Railroad Street shared with a destitute white family.

Money got tighter after Willie’s mother had a stroke, which left her weak and weary. She may have had a withered arm, leg, or both. Over the years, her son would give conflicting information about her infirmity. For sure, Mary continued to work—had to—but was limited to things like mending clothes and light housekeeping. Some Burghardts contributed food, clothing, and coin to Mary and Willie’s keep. Adelbert, working up in Albany, sometimes sent money.

Over the years, Willie, short and scrawny, chopped wood for neighbors; mowed lawns; ran errands; delivered a white-owned daily newspaper, Massachusetts’s  Springfield Republican; and sold subscriptions to the black-owned New York Globe (a weekly). He played as hard as he worked, from mountain hiking to sledding  down snow-packed hills. School, however, was where this leftie’s life shone brightest.

There was a Mike who bested him at marbles, but not in Latin.

Redhead Art was an excellent visual artist, but Willie a better writer. When the two teamed up on a high-school newspaper, the short-lived Howler, Willie handled the copy, and Art, the illustrations.

From elementary school through high school, Willie especially stood out. On top of being a stellar student, he was the only black in his class or school for most of his youth. With relatively few Americans attending college back then and many people thinking blacks unfit for it, Willie’s high-school principal, Frank Hosmer, had put him on the college track.

Bookshop owner Johnny Morgan was another white man who smiled on this boy’s quick and hungry mind. Morgan’s wares were Willie’s window onto the world. In books and periodicals, he first saw pictures of famous Americans like President Ulysses S. Grant, elected when Willie was a baby. During this Republican’s two terms in office, black men gained the national vote through the Fifteenth Amendment (1870). Also  a civil-rights act (1875) outlawed racial discrimination in public facilities, such as trains. What’s more, Grant tried to stamp out the KKK and other white supremacist groups, which bullied, beat, and killed blacks who exercised their rights and whites who supported them.

The next president, Rutherford B. Hayes, was also a Republican, but he didn’t much care what happened to blacks. Willie first saw Hayes’s likeness in Morgan’s store, where he hung out as much as he pleased, reading things he couldn’t afford to buy, and ever fascinated with the very look of books.

One day, Willie saw a must-have: a fancy edition of Thomas Babington Macaulay’s five-volume The History of England. Morgan let him buy the set on a layaway plan (twenty-five-cents a week). Those tomes were in Willie’s home by Christmas. By now, home wasn’t on Railroad Street but back on Church Street near the rear of First Congregational Church. Willie and his mother were its only black members.

Mary Du Bois hoped for a rise in her son’s fortunes in 1883 when a letter arrived from New Bedford. The sender was Annie Du Bois, the latest wife of Alexander Du Bois, Willie’s paternal grandfather. Though  she was not Alfred’s mother, Annie thought her husband, Alfred’s father, now in his eighties, should see this grandson before he died.

Plans were made for Willie to visit New Bedford.

 

“The railroad runs down parelal with the Connecticut river & the scenery is beautiful,” he wrote Dear Mam, savoring his sightings of sailboats, steamships, and seaside resorts during the ride to Providence, Rhode Island, where he was to stay overnight with Burghardt kin and “went around a good deal what little time I was there.” The next morning, the young traveler boarded an eight o’clock train to New Bedford. Three hours later, he was at 93 Acushnet Avenue, a white house with green shutters.

Grandma Annie was warm and cheery. Willie liked her a lot, his mother learned. Liking Grandpa Alexander—not so easy. This short, stocky, white-looking man was a cold-heart. Grandma Annie assured Willie that his grandfather would open up in time.

Didn’t happen. He apparently told Willie zilch about Alfred, nor about his own miserable beginnings.

Alexander’s father was James Du Bois, a white doctor of French descent from Poughkeepsie, New York, who had plantations in Haiti and on the Bahama islands. Dr. Du Bois sired several children with an enslaved woman on the island of Long Cay. Around 1812, he brought sons Alexander and John to the U.S. and sent them to a private school in Connecticut, ready to raise them as white. With his sudden death, the boys were once again “colored” or “Negro” as blacks were commonly called. Their white relatives pulled them out of school and forced them to learn a trade. Alexander, apprenticed to a shoemaker, ended up in business for himself. One enterprise was a grocery store in New Haven, Connecticut.

Still, Alexander Du Bois wanted more—like some of his father’s property. That’s why he went to Haiti at one point. He returned no richer, but had fathered at least one child, Willie’s father. (When Alfred came to the U.S. is a mystery; so, too, is when Annie and Alexander Du Bois learned of Willie’s whereabouts.)

 

When Willie stopped off in Providence on his way home, he joined relatives in a jaunt down to Narragansett Bay for an annual First of August celebration, commemorating August 1, 1834. That was the day the abolition of slavery in the British Empire went into effect, a date as hallowed to many blacks in the U.S. as it was to black British subjects.

Thousands of people were at the First of August festivities Willie witnessed. He was awed by the sight of so many black folks “of every hue and bearing.” He was buoyed by “the swaggering men, the beautiful girls, the laughter and gaiety, the unhampered self-expression.”

After this, his village would feel even smaller.
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