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To my sisters, Loujuana and Tina, who learned the same lessons and took them to another level. My love for you is immeasurable. You share in every bit of recognition I receive.

To my comrades, who shared the journey with strength and courage:

Ernest Green
Minnijean Brown
Elizabeth Eckford
Thelma Mothershed
Melba Pattillo
Gloria Ray
Terrence Roberts
Jefferson Thomas

To my loving husband, Ira (Ike), whose support, patience, and wisdom have encouraged me to stay on track.

To my son and daughter, Whitney and Brooke, who continue to bring me joy. I am glad I completed the journey so that you could explore your own paths freely and with conviction. Carry on knowing that you have my unconditional love.
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FOREWORD

by President Bill Clinton

I was eleven years old on September 25, 1957, when Carlotta Walls, Minnijean Brown, Thelma Mothershed, Melba Pattillo, Elizabeth Eckford, Ernest Green, Gloria Ray, Terrence Roberts, and Jefferson Thomas, supported by their mentors Daisy and L. C. Bates, bravely walked into the halls of Central High School, and into the pages of American history.

I lived fifty miles away in Hot Springs, Arkansas, and although I had never attended school with black children, I supported integration and was pulling for those kids. So were my mother and grandparents. In his small grocery store, in Hope, Arkansas, my grandfather served both black and white working people. He treated them equally, including giving them food on credit when times were tough and they were doing their best.

Seeing the Little Rock Nine face down the angry mob fascinated me, and inspired an emotional bond that has lasted a lifetime. In the 1970s, I became friends with Ernie Green, the only senior in the group. Our friendship has grown stronger with the years.

In 1987, on the 30th anniversary of Central High’s integration, I invited the nine to the Arkansas Governor’s Mansion, where Governor Faubus had laid his plans to keep them out of school and use the turmoil to win himself a third term. Hillary and I had a great time with them, a group of survivors and achievers who enjoyed one another’s company and seemed able to relive their historic moment without being imprisoned by it. I was very impressed by the youngest of the nine, Carlotta Walls LaNier—by her intelligence, her controlled energy, and the kind, wise look in her eyes.

I met Carlotta again, in 1997, when the Little Rock Nine celebrated their 40th anniversary at Central High School’s campus. Governor Huckabee and I held open the school’s doors for them as they walked in, doors that once led to hostility and harassment, now open wide in welcome, respect, and gratitude.

We had come a long way, but not all the way. Just a few months earlier, I had established the President’s Initiative on Race to engage millions of Americans in assessing the current state of race relations, and offer specific proposals on how to close our remaining racial divides. My final meeting with the Little Rock Nine as president was in 1999, when they came to the White House to receive the Congressional Gold Medal.

I was thrilled when Carlotta and the rest of the Little Rock Nine asked me to serve as Honorary Chair for the 50th anniversary celebration on September 25, 2007. After a wonderful banquet the night before, there was a celebration on the steps of Central High. All nine spoke, each in their own way, about what that long ago event meant to them, and in the process, revealing the people they had become in the five decades since. Carlotta spoke with the clarity and force that have made her the de facto “mother hen” of the nine.

As she and the others went their separate ways after high school, they never forgot their historic bond. They established the Little Rock Nine Foundation, with Carlotta as president. By the fifth anniversary, the Foundation had raised $800,000 to fund a scholarship program to help underserved students overcome their educational obstacles. In return for the scholarships, each group of recipients is required to mentor the next year’s scholarship winners. This process will help to preserve the history of the Little Rock Nine, deepen their legacy, and produce students who understand the importance of giving back while moving forward.

This wonderful book is Carlotta’s story. She reminds us that the Civil Rights Movement was led, in no small measure, by people she calls “unlikely candidates.” This book shares how the Little Rock Nine, in a simple quest for a good education, opened new horizons for themselves and for future generations, but only after they paid a very high price. And it is the personal testament of Carlotta Walls LaNier who, of them all, spent the most days at Central, enduring day after day of being kicked, pushed, spit upon, and verbally abused.

A Mighty Long Way will make you ashamed and proud, angry and hopeful, heartsick and happy. Carlotta tells it as it was, a story we all need to know.





PROLOGUE

Remembering Central High—Fifty Years Later

All week, I managed to keep my composure.

Through the touching anniversary speeches by politicians and civil rights leaders. Through the lunches, dinners, and a reception at the Arkansas Governor’s Mansion. Through a provocative musical drama that told the story of the Little Rock Nine. Even through a preview of the new visitors’ center for the high school where the real-life drama took place fifty years ago. Through it all, I hardly shed a tear.

I walked around the multimedia exhibits inside the center and watched the black-and-white television footage captured on that day—September 25, 1957. But something wouldn’t let me linger. I didn’t want to see the fourteen-year-old black girl, climbing those steps in her new, store-bought dress, surrounded by armed military men under presidential orders to keep the spitting, clawing white mob at bay. I didn’t want to know her fear again.

Then, on the last day of city-sponsored events celebrating the golden anniversary of the Little Rock Nine, President Bill Clinton cracked my armor. As I sat on a makeshift stage at the foot of the steps that I had climbed the same day five decades earlier, the former president’s words took me back. He was talking about courage, gratitude, and the responsibility that each of us has to contribute to the world, to do something more than talk, even when stepping up comes at a cost. He turned slightly away from the podium and looked sideways at us, the gray-haired men and women seated behind him.

“These nine people didn’t just have an opinion,” he said. “They didn’t just say, ‘Wouldn’t it be nice if someone did something to change things.’ These nine people and their families stepped up and said, ‘Here am I, Lord, send me.’”

My lips started to quiver. Instinctively, my hands went up to cover them, as though they were a shield, as though they could keep back all of the memories and pain. I thought about Mother, sitting out there in the audience, still beautiful and elegant at eighty-two. And I remembered watching her soft, jet black hair turn gray during that tumultuous and uncertain school year. I thought about Daddy, a devoted family man and World War II veteran who didn’t live long enough to see this day. And I remembered the chilling fear that crept into my soul when the FBI took him away late one night for questioning and held him for at least two days after our home was mysteriously bombed during my senior year. I thought, too, about Herbert, my childhood friend and neighbor, who was convicted by an all-white jury for the bombing and served nearly two years in a maximum-security prison, next to death row inmates, for a crime that I believe to my core he did not commit. I looked to my left and right on the stage and caught glimpses of my eight comrades, my dear friends, some of whom are now grandparents. We’d come a mighty long way, and all nine of us were still here. By now, nothing could keep back the tears.

Here am I, Lord, send me.

I hadn’t intended anything heroic when I signed up to attend Little Rock Central High School, which was less than a mile from my home and, at the time, all white. The school system had come up with a plan to phase in the desegregation order issued by the U.S. Supreme Court in its 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision. So when the homeroom teacher in my ninth-grade class at the all-black Dunbar Junior High School passed around a sheet of paper in spring 1957 and instructed those of us who lived within the boundaries to sign if we would be interested in attending Central the following fall, I did so without hesitation. I didn’t ask my parents’ permission or even mention it to them right away. It was just a given that I would pursue the top-quality education that Mother and Daddy had always preached about at home. But that simple declaration changed the course of my life, my family’s, and that of countless black students for generations to come.

The change would have to be forced, though. Arkansas governor Orval Faubus and staunch segregationists throughout Little Rock resisted with all their might. In a show of federal force, President Dwight D. Eisenhower ultimately sent the U.S. military to escort the nine of us, who came to be known around the world as the Little Rock Nine, to integrate Central High School for the first time. White students ostracized and harassed us daily, and many teachers looked the other way. My father lost jobs and had to travel cross-country, sometimes for weeks, to find work.

Eight of us survived that turbulent first year. But for me, the story did not end there. After Faubus shut down all three of Little Rock’s high schools for the entire school year to avoid integration, just two of the original nine of us returned to Central. I was one of them, and that was my senior year. Then, just three months before my graduation, my home was mysteriously bombed, and my father and childhood friend were targeted as suspects by an unjust legal system. But I persevered through it all and became the first black girl ever to walk across the stage to receive a diploma from Little Rock Central High School.

The morning after my graduation, I took the first train out of Little Rock and promised never to look back. Shaken by the bombing and its traumatic aftermath, the rest of my family soon followed. We eventually settled in the Denver, Colorado, area, about as far away from home as we could get in both distance and character. There, I met my husband, Ira, and raised two children: a son, Whitney, born in 1971; and a daughter, Brooke, who came along three years later.

For thirty years, I didn’t utter a public word about what had happened to me and my comrades at the place once known as “America’s Most Beautiful School.” I rarely even talked about it at home. To this day, Mother and I still have never sat down and held a serious conversation about that time. Part of it, I suspect, is just our nature. We’re not prone to dwell in the past, examine our feelings publicly, or show much emotion. The wounds opened in Little Rock—I’ve come to realize—are deep and, in some cases, still raw. For Mother, a kindhearted soul who was ushered through adulthood idolizing the glitz and glamour of black life portrayed in the Ebony and Sepia magazines of the 1950s and 1960s, it’s easier just to paint on her characteristic pink smile and never look back.

Not so, though, for me.

I’ve pushed myself to remember, even at times when my natural tendencies have tugged in the opposite direction. It’s a commitment I made to myself in 1987, the first time the nine of us returned as a group to Little Rock Central High School. Former president Bill Clinton was the state’s governor then, and we had been invited back as guests of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). The stalwart civil rights organization was holding its annual meeting in Little Rock to commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of the city’s school desegregation battle. It was the first time I had seen most of my comrades since we’d left Central, and it was my first trip back to the school since my graduation. As I walked through those halls, it was almost as if I could hear those vile words bouncing off the walls again: nigger … nigger … nigger. I could see the contorted faces of my classmates and their snickers and jeers again. I could feel the slimy wet spit. For a moment, it felt as though sadness might suffocate me. I realized then that even though I had built a new life clear across the country, I hadn’t moved an inch from Little Rock.

Late that night, after the NAACP event, Governor Clinton on a whim invited the nine of us to join him at his home in the Governor’s Mansion. His wife, Hillary, hadn’t been feeling well enough to join him at the NAACP dinner, but when we arrived at the mansion, she rose from her sickbed, greeted us warmly, and escorted us to her kitchen table. We sat there for hours, until about three a.m., chatting like old friends. Governor Clinton told us that as a sixth grader growing up not far away in Hope, Arkansas, in 1957, he had rooted for us. He said that we inspired him and significantly impacted how he viewed race. I was touched by the couple’s genuine curiosity and concern for how our Central journey had shaped the rest of our lives. That conversation helped me to open up and talk about my experience freely for the first time. The reunion also reconnected the nine of us, some of whom had been strangers to one another when our fates first intertwined at Central. We pledged to stay in touch—a promise that has enabled us to build deep and enduring friendships over the past two decades. The experience also set me on a quest for healing and a greater understanding of what we had been through.

This book is the result of that journey.

It is as much a story about the dedication of family, perseverance, and sacrifice as it is about history. It is a salute to my parents, Cartelyou and Juanita Walls, who stayed silently in the background and swallowed great risk and suffering. They were the ones who had ingrained in me the quiet confidence that, Jim Crow be damned, I was not a second-class citizen. It was that confidence that told me I deserved the quality education the Supreme Court said I was due, the confidence that steadied my feet to defy the racists with my mere presence at school every single day. My parents bequeathed to me the confidence of their fathers, both hardworking black entrepreneurs in control of their own economic lives. My family may have seemed unlikely candidates for involvement in a movement that would spark nationwide change. But then again, that is the point of this book: to show that determination, fortitude, and the ability to move the world aren’t reserved for the “special” people.

My forever role as a member of the Little Rock Nine has defined much of the latter part of my life, and I’ve come to some peace with that. These days, the former baby of the group has become the mother hen—or at least, that’s what the other eight say. It’s true that I’m the one usually pushing to make sure we get to speaking engagements on time and that our events flow without a glitch. And I’m probably the most likely among us to send out an email beforehand, reminding everybody to bring their medicines. I’m a classic busybody and a stickler for detail, which is why my comrades say they chose me to head the nonprofit foundation we created. The foundation means a great deal to me because it gives us a vehicle to continue making a difference in education. By the fiftieth anniversary, we had raised more than $800,000, far exceeding our goal of half a million. We created a scholarship program to help send deserving young people to college. Each of us has taken on the responsibility of mentoring the first group of scholarship winners. The plan is for our first group of scholars to mentor our next group, and so on. In this way, we will touch the lives of children for generations to come and leave behind a legacy that extends far beyond Little Rock Central High School.

Few people our age still have more than one good friend from high school. I’m grateful to have at least eight: Ernie, Melba, Minnijean, Elizabeth, Gloria, Terry, Jefferson, and Thelma. In the public mind, we are one, the Little Rock Nine. But we are, in essence, nine distinct personalities with nine different stories.

This book shares mine.




CHAPTER 1
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A Different World

For the longest time, I wanted nothing more to do with Little Rock. After leaving in 1960, I returned only when necessary, usually for funerals. But my work as president of the Little Rock Nine Foundation brings me home often these days, and I inevitably wend my way down Interstate 630 to my old neighborhood. Most often, I go there to see Uncle Teet, who still lives in my great-great-grandfather Hiram Holloway’s old house, five houses down from the one where I grew up. But every now and then, I pull up alongside the redbrick bungalow at 15th and Valentine streets, park the car, and get out.

This was the center of my world as a child. The place looks abandoned with its boarded-up windows and weeds where lush green grass used to grow. There is no sign of the big gardenia bush that once graced the front yard. Mother would pick a fresh flower from that bush and place it in her hair just so, like Billie Holiday. But the gardenias are long gone. So, too, is the tree in the backyard that used to grow the plumpest, sweetest figs around. The pecan tree still stands, and as I picked up a few dried nuts one scorching summer day, I was reminded of the lean Christmas in junior high school when that tree provided perfect homemade gifts for most of my family and friends. Money was tight that year, so I made date-nut cakes from the bounty in our backyard to give away as presents. There were three of those huge trees, perfectly aligned in a row from our yard to the Davises’ yard next door to the other Davis property down the street. So, of course, someone in the neighborhood was always making homemade pecan ice cream or baking pecan pies or some kind of nut cookies or cake.

I’m amazed at how small it all seems now—our house, the yard, and even those pecan trees, which to a little girl staring up seemed just a few steps from heaven. I still call the place “our house,” as if it remains in my family. But Mother finally sold it several years ago when the upkeep became too much and I convinced her that none of her three girls would ever return. She was reluctant at first to let go. The memories, I guess. And our family roots—they run pretty deep through there.

I was three years old when Daddy bought the house at 1500 S. Valentine Street, just blocks away from the all-white Central High School. Even then, the school was known throughout the country for its Greek-inspired architecture, beauty, and high academic achievement. Daddy had just returned from the Philippines, where he served in World War II until December 1945. Mother was weary of having moved with me at least four times, mostly among relatives, while he was away. My parents paid $3,000 for the house, sold to them by my mother’s grandfather, Aaron Holloway, who had raised her practically all of her life after his daughter moved away to St. Louis.

Papa Holloway, as I knew my great-grandfather, looked like a Spaniard with his tan skin, dark eyes, thick, wavy black hair, and mustache. I’m told that in his younger days, his hair would sprout into a nest of thick black curls—and thus the source of his nickname among some of our neighbors: Curly. He stood about six feet tall, and family members say that I—tall and slender as a child—inherited his height and thin build. I probably inherited some of his other characteristics, too, like my hair, which is naturally pretty wavy. When I was a child, it grew like weeds, so long and thick that I had trouble grooming it, and Mother had to plait it into neat braids or pull it into ponytails until I was well into junior high school. I wasn’t allowed to get my first haircut until eighth grade, and I’ve mostly kept it short ever since.

The Spanish roots in my family tree can be traced back to Papa Holloway’s father, Hiram. I never knew him, but in recent years I’ve read interviews he granted to federal workers in the 1930s for a collection of ex-slave narratives as part of the Federal Writers’ Project. Hiram was described in the report as a “tri-racial free person of color,” born in 1848, about thirteen years before the Civil War. He said in a transcript of the interview that his mother was a “full-blooded Cherokee” and his father a “dark Spaniard.” He used the N-word liberally as he talked about the Africans who were enslaved. That word still stings when I see or hear it, but I’ve tried to refrain from harsh judgment of my great-great-grandfather, even as he set himself apart from the slaves. As difficult as some parts of his story were to digest, the interview reminded me just how much my ancestors endured in their pursuit of education, generations before I ever stepped foot onto Central.

“In slave times, they didn’t have any schools for niggers,” said Hiram, who managed to learn to read and write. “Niggers better not be caught with a book. If he were caught with a book, they beat him to death nearly. Niggers used to get hold of this Webster’s Blue Back Book and the white folks would catch them and take them away. They didn’t allow no free niggers to go to school either in slave times.”

Hiram’s story gave me fresh insight into how much my family valued education even then. He expressed disappointment that the younger generation of blacks—those born after the Civil War—didn’t seem as persistent as their forefathers in the quest for education. His words are still relevant; they capture some of my concerns today:

“One thing, they don’t read enough,” he said. “They don’t know history. I can’t understand them. Looks like they had a mighty good chance; but it looks like the more they get the worse they are. Looks like to me their parents didn’t teach them right—or somethin’.”

Although Hiram referred repeatedly in the interview to his wife and children, little is known about most of them in our family. I once asked Papa Holloway about his brothers and sisters. He told me he had several siblings but that he knew the whereabouts of only one, a sister, Maude, who lived in Cleveland. He said that he suspected his other brothers and sisters were scattered throughout the country and passed as white. But Papa Holloway identified himself as “colored” and was proud of the status he achieved as one of the first colored building contractors in Arkansas. He helped to build houses throughout Arkansas, including many of the higher-end homes in the wealthy white Pulaski Heights neighborhood in Little Rock. He also built White Memorial Methodist Church, just up the street from my house. Much of my family worshipped there. Papa was on the board of trustees, a real mover and shaker who was there practically every time the doors of the church opened. Most Sundays, I sat beside him on the front pew.

Papa’s wife, Mary, died in 1922 at age thirty-four while giving birth to their sixteenth child. The baby girl died, too, as did a set of twins who had been born earlier. Papa raised the remaining children and never married again. His oldest son, Hugh, would become one of only two black men who worked as skilled laborers on Central High School when it was built. Papa’s longtime girlfriend, Dora Holmes, was a widow who lived down the street and owned the house at 1500 S. Valentine Street. Mother and I stayed with her briefly while my father was away at war. How much of my memory of Mrs. Holmes is influenced by family stories, I don’t know. But I remember being terrified of her. She dressed like a witch or a woman on the frontier, in long black cotton dresses and black high-top boots. I didn’t realize then that she may have been trying to cover a prosthetic leg.

On some Sunday mornings, my paternal grandfather, Big Daddy, would drop me off at Mrs. Holmes’s house after I had spent the weekend with him. As soon as we approached the house, I’d start screaming and hollering that I didn’t want to go. I’d fall out, kicking and wailing, on the front porch. But when the front door opened silently, I saw from the corner of my eyes those high-top boots and the hem of her long black dress moving toward me. I immediately turned off the tears, rose to my feet, and followed Mrs. Holmes inside as though I had some sense.

When Dora Holmes died, she left her estate in the care of Papa Holloway, who offered the house to my father. None of us could have imagined then how much that address would dictate the course of our lives in the years ahead. The house was located just west of downtown Little Rock, a few miles beyond 9th Street, which was then a bustling strip of black-owned businesses and nightspots. The community surrounding 9th Street was all black. My end of town was more racially mixed—black families lived on one block, whites on the other. In some cases, black and white families lived across the street from one another. But our white neighbors may as well have been living on Mars for all we knew of their lives. When my family moved there, the neighborhood was still new. Most of the houses were box-shaped with wooden frames, built along a grid of narrow dirt roads after World War II. They were modest but well kept. A few had porches, and most had small yards, though they didn’t seem small then. Our house stood out because Daddy, who earned a living as a brick mason, meticulously covered it from top to bottom with the same red bricks that remain on the house today. The only other brick house in the neighborhood belonged to Papa Holloway.

Daddy had learned the brick masonry trade from his father-in-law, Med Cullins, a master contractor who did brick masonry work on Central High in the 1940s. Grandpa Cullins, my mother’s father, was a real character. He was a big, imposing man who stood over six feet tall with a heavyset frame, a gravelly voice, and a gruff disposition that matched his size. His beige skin and straight hair gave him the appearance of a slightly tanned white man. He walked with his shoulders squared and head high and carried a half-pint of liquor stuffed in his back pocket. He also couldn’t finish a sentence without at least one “goddamn.” Grandpa was his own man. He had one suit and wore mismatched socks, but he considered those kinds of things trivial. When I met Thurgood Marshall in later years, his aura reminded me in an odd way of Grandpa Cullins. Neither man kowtowed to anyone. Confidence seemed to radiate from them both, but the likeness ended there.

Grandpa Cullins had an intimidating—and sometimes crude—presence, which worked to his advantage when it came time to collect from someone who had hired him to do a job. He could be less than forgiving on money matters, even if the delinquent client was a house of worship.

“Your father just embarrassed the heck out of me,” I heard my father tell Mother one Sunday afternoon when I was in junior high school after the two men returned from a church service in a nearby town.

Grandpa Cullins had asked Daddy to drive him to the church. But as the service wound to a close, the pastor made the mistake of recognizing my grandfather to say a few words. Grandpa Cullins strolled to the front, told the congregants what a pretty goddamn church they had, but he reminded them that he was still waiting for his money.

Grandpa was not a patient man. He called every man “son” and every woman “daughter,” including his own children and grandchildren, who say he did so because he didn’t want to bother remembering any names.

“Daughter, let me speak to daughter,” he commanded one day when I answered the phone at home.

I looked at Mother and her sister and responded: “Which one?”

“Goddammit,” Grandpa barked. “The one who lives there!”

Grandpa Cullins had dropped out of Philander Smith College in Little Rock to start his contracting business, but he was a highly intelligent man who stayed abreast of current events. He’d insisted that his four children—Mother, her younger brother, and two older sisters—go to college. The schools of choice were Philander Smith or Talledega College in Alabama. Grandpa loved politics, particularly presidential history. Many times, I heard him start with Truman and work his way back, reciting the years each president served, the president’s party, and something significant about each man’s time in office. But when Grandpa got to Taylor, he always said, “And next is that goddamn Zachariah Taylor. …”

At first, I didn’t understand what he meant, so I asked: “What’s wrong with Zachary Taylor?”

“That’s Sam Mumford’s grandfather,” Grandpa Cullins responded, referring to his good friend and fellow contractor.

“Oh, Grandpa, you know a president wouldn’t marry a colored woman,” I shot back.

He looked at me with a sly grin. “Whoever said anything about getting married?”

Grandpa Cullins never married my mother’s mother. Mother was born to Erma Holloway while he was separated from his wife, Beatrice. He and Beatrice reunited, and soon afterward my maternal grandmother moved away to St. Louis and left Mother with Papa Holloway. I knew Beatrice as Grandmother Cullins and her children as my aunts and uncles. Mother and her siblings never thought of themselves as half of anything. We’ve always just been family. Grandmother Cullins was fifty-five when she died of stomach cancer in 1951.

All of my grandfathers outlived their wives. While I was nurtured by a cadre of well-educated and loving women, I spent a lot of time around the men on both sides of my family. And they heavily influenced the woman I became. The independent streak that I’m sure I inherited from my grandfathers would land me at Central in the days ahead, and the determination I witnessed in all of their lives would help me survive the toughest days there.

No one was more determined than my Big Daddy. He was Porter Walls, my father’s father. He had mahogany skin and a medium build and stood about five feet five inches tall, on the short side for a man. He had only a third-grade education, but he could read and write and was one of the smartest businessmen I’ve ever known. He owned and operated a pool hall and restaurant in a red cinder-block building that extended about a half block at the intersection of 18th and Pine streets, a short walk from my house. Big Daddy enjoyed looking like a businessman, so his preferred attire was a suit and hat when he wasn’t in the kitchen. He also smoked cigars.

Daddy had helped his father build the business and worked there part-time. Big Daddy worked at Arkansas Tent and Awnings during the day, while his sisters ran the café. But he split his nights and weekends between the café and pool hall and poured all of his energy and every extra dime into building his business.

I was grown—a thirty-five-year-old married mother of two, to be exact—before I truly understood the source of his drive and persistence. It was 1977, and Roots, the television miniseries based on Alex Haley’s novel, had a grip on America. People everywhere sat glued to their televisions night after night, and many black men and women for the first time began digging into their own family trees. I was deeply moved by the drama, which chronicled the life of a West African captured from his native land and sold into slavery in the southern United States. All of a sudden I, too, was filled with questions about my southern family.

My questions started with Big Daddy, who happened to visit me in Denver a short time after the series.

“Tell me the story of the Walls family,” I said to him one day when I caught him alone.

Big Daddy looked up at me, surprisingly annoyed. “Why do you want to know all that?” he snapped.

Big Daddy was usually a warm, patient man, and he and I were close, having spent much time together throughout my childhood. But he knew what I was getting at, and he was no fan of all the modern talk about slavery and our people needing to discover their African roots. Just a couple of generations removed from the humiliation and degradation of slavery, he was not eager to remember. The past was the past, Big Daddy figured. No need in digging up long-buried bones. He paused, and finally, peering straight into my eyes, he said:

“Look, all you really need to know is my grandfather owned land.”

The seriousness in Big Daddy’s eyes told me he had nothing more to say. What, if anything, he knew of slavery in his family, he wasn’t willing to share. But he was proud that somehow in the shadow of the nation’s most brutal system of oppression, his family had managed to accumulate valuable land. That knowledge, that pride, would push him toward his own dreams of owning a business. Eventually, about the time I became a teenager, Big Daddy opened a second restaurant and pool hall on the outskirts of Little Rock, retired from his day job, and became his own boss.

Historical records show that Big Daddy’s great-grandfather Richard was born during slavery. It is unclear how Richard’s son Coatney came to own more than 360 wooded acres in Cornerville, the town where the Walls family first settled about seventy-five miles south of Little Rock. But when Coatney Walls died, the land was divided and passed on in equal shares to his heirs—Big Daddy and each of his seven younger siblings. All but one of his siblings eventually sold their land, some of which Big Daddy acquired. He would end up with 100-plus acres of the inherited land.

In many ways, Big Daddy was ahead of his time. He seemed to have an innate understanding of economics and how much it influenced power. All he ever wanted to be was a businessman, a powerful man, and as he saw it, that didn’t include getting married and raising a family. That, he once told me, happened quite by accident.

Big Daddy had volunteered for World War I, but when he arrived in France in 1918, the war was ending. He soon returned to Cornerville and went to visit Henrietta, the girlfriend he’d left behind. He saw an infant playing outside and moments later learned the child was his son. This wasn’t the life he had planned, but he did the proper thing and married Henrietta. The couple eventually moved to Little Rock and had four more boys and two girls. Their third-born was Cartelyou, my father.

Big Daddy worked hard at the awning company and put aside whatever money he could. At home, he ruled with an iron fist and pushed his children to work hard, too, particularly the older boys. The older two sons could hardly wait until they were grown enough to take the train out of Little Rock and move on to lives of their own making. But Cartelyou stayed, working at his father’s side, soaking in his father’s work ethic and values.

Cartelyou was fifteen when his mother, just thirty-nine years old, died of pneumonia. He grieved mightily and clung especially to one of his younger sisters, Juanita, who even as a child was a natural nurturer. It must have seemed like a sign of some sort when his other sister, Margaret, introduced him to one of her friends, a petite, fair-skinned beauty with a fateful name: Juanita. Juanita Cullins was a fellow student at Paul Laurence Dunbar, Jr. and Sr. High School, the premier black high school in Arkansas. It was love at first sight, and on February 3, 1942, the teenagers eloped with another couple to Benton, Arkansas. They were married by a Justice of the Peace.

Cartelyou was shipped off to World War II on December 7 that year. Eleven days later, I was born. To support us, Mother got a job downtown at M. M. Cohen Department Store, where she worked as a seamstress and clerk, mostly altering customers’ newly purchased clothes. She could assist in waiting on customers, but as a black woman, she was not permitted to touch the cash register or receive credit for a sale. Likewise, black customers could shop in the store but were not permitted to try on clothes or return them. Mother, as soft-spoken and dignified as she was good-looking, never complained.

When Daddy returned from the war, she mostly stayed home. She also continued her education at Philander Smith, though she stopped short of graduating. When money was tight, she helped out by getting a job, usually doing secretarial work.

Big Daddy often babysat me, and I loved spending time with him. He was quiet but attentive, much like my father. He lived just two doors down from his business, but I always wanted to be near him. My favorite place to hang out was the restaurant, where I had access to all of the cold drinks and candy I wanted. But the pool hall was off-limits to me. At night, it attracted some unsavory characters, who often carried half-pints in their pockets and quick-trigger attitudes ready to fire. When I got sleepy, I stepped outside, climbed into the backseat of Big Daddy’s car, and stretched out, feeling safe and protected. Every time I opened my eyes, it seemed, I could see through the car window the silhouette of Big Daddy, a cigar clenched between his teeth and a pool stick in hand, standing in the darkness, checking on his grandbaby.

As I grew older, Big Daddy let me tag along when he went to the meatpacking houses along the riverfront downtown to buy discounted boxes of ribs and fish for the barbecue dinners and fried catfish plates that had helped to make the restaurant and pool hall a popular neighborhood gathering spot. As soon as Big Daddy opened the door of the meat house, I could smell the thick scent of raw meat. A round white man wearing a sleeveless shirt and dingy white apron stood behind the counter. His bare arms looked beefy and pale. I sauntered behind Big Daddy as he walked straight up to the counter. My grandfather seemed to stand taller there, placing his order just like the white customers coming in and out. I watched quietly as Big Daddy exchanged a few amicable words with the white man, who soon left to fill Big Daddy’s order without a hiss or word of disrespect. When it came time to pay, Big Daddy dug into his pocket and pulled out a huge wad of cash. He always carried his cash in his pocket that way, as if he didn’t quite trust anyone else with his hard-earned money. Big Daddy then unfurled a few bills into the hands of the white man, nodded a silent thank-you, and turned to walk away. I trailed behind him proudly, thinking to myself that Big Daddy must be a rich, important man to get such respect from white folks.

Big Daddy’s personality and style were as different from those of Grandpa Cullins as was his appearance. But both men deeply respected each other, so much so that each addressed the other as “Mr. Walls” or “Mr. Cullins.” They shared a love of baseball—and, more specifically, the Brooklyn Dodgers. Their lifelong allegiance to the Dodgers began, of course, when the team signed Jackie Robinson in 1947 and became the first team since before the turn of the century to integrate professional baseball. Jackie was their hero, and he became mine, too. When the Dodgers played the Yankees in the 1955 World Series in New York, Big Daddy and Grandpa Cullins made the cross-country journey together to cheer for their team. They also made regular trips together to St. Louis to attend baseball games—a sign of economic freedom that few black men of their era enjoyed.

Whenever the Dodgers played in St. Louis, six or seven of us—Mother, Daddy, Grandpa Cullins, and various other relatives—piled into the car for a road trip to the game. Big Daddy was usually working. We most often left late at night and traveled until morning without stopping because hotels and restaurants throughout the South didn’t admit black customers. Daddy meticulously mapped out the eight-hour trip so that we could stop along the way at relatives’ homes for bathroom breaks and rest. If we slept there, the children who lived in the home gave up their beds to the adults and joined the rest of us on blankets spread across the floor. Likewise, our home in Little Rock often felt like Grand Central Station because we had so many relatives stopping through on their cross-country road trips. I always gave up my bed and made pallets on the floor.

On one of those trips to St. Louis with Grandpa Cullins, we stopped in Newport, Arkansas, at his cousin Gabe’s house. Cousin Gabe was a worm farmer and a gracious host. His wife spent much of the morning preparing a full breakfast spread for us to eat before we got back on the road. The smell of homemade biscuits, grits, bacon, and eggs filled every room and drew us all into the kitchen. But I took one look at the inch-thick dried mud caked on Uncle Gabe’s hands and under his fingernails, and suddenly, no matter how much my stomach growled, I was no longer hungry.

In St. Louis, we had plenty of extended family and always stayed with them. If Grandpa Cullins or my father couldn’t make the trip, I traveled to St. Louis by train with Mother, who was also an avid baseball fan.

Back home in Little Rock, my entire family looked forward to watching baseball teams from the Negro Leagues square off in the city’s Triple-A stadium in Fair Park before an enthusiastic all-black crowd. Mother and I usually caught the bus about four blocks from home. As the bus rolled down 13th, past the Lee Theatre and Pine Street, where a big crowd was always waiting, it seemed every colored person from the West End was headed to the game. I was in elementary school then, and those trips to the park were like going to the circus, especially when the Indianapolis Clowns played. The team mascot was a clown that kept the crowd thoroughly entertained. Mother loved the Birmingham Black Barons. I’d hear her and Daddy talking about the team’s outstanding center fielder, Willie Mays, who later became a Hall of Famer in major league baseball and one of the greatest players of all time.

It never occurred to me as I grew up to question, even in my mind, why colored folks could go to the park only on certain days, why we had to climb to the back of the bus, or why stopping at a gas station to use the bathroom in most areas of the South wasn’t even an option. Those were just the rules, and I learned to follow them like I learned to walk, by observing those closest to me and following their guidance until I knew the steps well enough to venture out on my own. The world I knew best—a black world full of protective family, neighbors, and my church community—felt safe. There, I knew I was loved and accepted, even when a few of my darker-skinned playmates took to calling me “high yella” because of my light complexion. The name-calling could get rough sometimes from my playmates, who assumed that I thought the white tint in my skin somehow made me better than them. That mystified me then. I would come to understand it later as one of the more destructive legacies of slavery. The lighter-skinned slaves (sometimes the master’s offspring) received slightly more favorable treatment, such as house jobs, while the darker-skinned slaves were relegated to the fields, fostering a divide that persists today. But in the mind of a child, the skin color separation just seemed silly. My family members were every hue, from pinkish white to the color of the rich brown earth, like Daddy and Big Daddy, whom I adored.

Daddy and Big Daddy were my protectors. Mother was, too. When the ugliness of that other world—a white world as foreign to me as Russia—surfaced in my presence, my parents and grandfather tried to explain. They wanted to make sure I understood that I was not the problem.

I must have been in elementary school the first time I felt the sting of a white woman’s words. Mother and I were headed downtown on one of our many bus trips when a white woman stepped onto the crowded bus and made her way to the back of the white section. She quickly scanned the bus and rolled her eyes.

“These nigras are all over the place,” she blurted as she took a seat.

The anger on her face and the huffiness in her voice told me her words were not nice, and somehow I knew they were directed at me, at those of us sitting in the back. I looked up at Mother, with a face that all my life has shown exactly what I’m thinking. In that moment, my eyes probably asked: What does she mean? What did we do wrong?

At first, Mother said nothing, as if she didn’t even hear it. Then, ever so discreetly, she pulled me closer to her and whispered: “Carlotta, we must be patient with ignorance and never, ever bring ourselves down to their level.”

I would hear those words many times, too, from Daddy, like when he didn’t respond or seem overly deferent to a white man who uttered something disrespectful: You are a Walls. You must never, ever stoop to the level of ignorance.

I came to believe that they—mean and intolerant people—were the ones with the problem and that I must never, ever stoop to their level. That lesson would shield me in the years ahead when I came face-to-face with the ugliest side of that foreign world.

Until then, I played by rules I knew. I’d never seen the game played any other way.

Then came New York.

I could hardly believe my ears when my parents told me near the end of my third-grade year in 1951 that I’d be going to that great city for the summer. Daddy’s younger sister, Juanita, had invited me to spend my three-month break from school with her family. I realize now that she was likely offering much-needed relief to my parents, who by then had a second daughter—my sister, Loujuana, two years old at the time. But at age eight, I felt as if a fairy godmother had waved a magic wand and granted me a dream summer vacation. I had heard Mother brag about New York practically all of my life. Her eyes seemed to light up when she talked to her friends about the time she’d visited New York with her sister in 1944, stayed out too late one night, and almost got locked out of one of the gated apartment buildings in Sugar Hill, the ritzy section of Harlem that sits high, overlooking what is now Jackie Robinson Park. From the 1920s when wealthy black men and women began migrating there through the 1960s, Sugar Hill was home to some of the nation’s most well-known black scholars, writers, activists, sports figures, and entertainers: W. E. B. Du Bois, Roy Wilkins, Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, Duke Ellington, Joe Louis, Thurgood Marshall. Aunt Juanita’s first apartment in New York was there, too. She managed to find a room with a kitchen in a building on Convent Avenue for $4 a week when she realized that the housing her government co-workers had recommended on 113th in Harlem wasn’t quite to her liking.

I was just two and Daddy was away at war in 1944 when Mother left me in the care of another aunt and took the trip to New York. She accompanied her sister Loualice, who didn’t want to travel alone to the big city to meet her husband, J.W., a navy man whose ship was heading back to the States and would dock there briefly. Aunt Juanita rented Mother and Aunt Loualice an apartment in another Sugar Hill building. By the time Uncle J.W. arrived, he had hatched a matchmaking plan: Aunt Loualice and Mother would bring along Mother’s single sister-in-law, Juanita, and he would bring along a single friend so that all of them could go out together. When Uncle J.W. stepped off the ship, he had with him a handsome young soldier named Alfredo Andrade, a Portuguese Creole whose parents were from Cape Verde, off the western coast of Africa. The two singles were introduced and quickly became a couple. They married a year or two later and stayed in New York.

When the two of them invited me to New York to visit for the first time, the anticipation of seeing the high-rises and bright lights and getting anywhere near Mother’s Sugar Hill left me so excited about my trip that I couldn’t even bother being scared.

My parents used their connections to get a free pass and summoned their friends to keep watch over me along the way. They included Herman Freeman—Uncle Herman to me—who worked as a redcap at the Little Rock station. He wasn’t my real uncle, but he was married to my mother’s close friend. My parents also were good friends with the head cook on the train, Aubrey Yancy. My classmate’s father, Mr. Murchison, a porter on the route to St. Louis, had agreed to be my guardian for most of the trip. As protective as my parents were, they trusted that I was in good hands. The connections among black rail workers throughout the country back then operated like a modern-day Underground Railroad, assuring the safe transport and comfort of one another’s family and friends.

Shortly after Memorial Day that year, Mother and Daddy packed a huge suitcase and sack lunch, drove me to Union Station in downtown Little Rock, and put me on a train bound for a two-day journey to what seemed like the other side of the world. Just before I climbed on board, Daddy and Mother reminded me to mind my manners: Be polite. Don’t ask for anything. Just wait. Mr. Murchison would get me a pillow and take me to the whites-only dining car for a meal before it opened or after it closed. With that, I climbed on board and made my way to the last seat in the railcar for black passengers, next to my railroad guardian.

For hours at a time, I sat with my face pressed against the passenger window and watched as the brilliant sunshine faded into night. Excitement churned on the inside. My head was so full of thoughts that I could hardly sleep. What would the city look like? Where would we go? What would I see? Would I meet any movie stars?

Finally, the train pulled into New York’s Penn Station, and I followed the flow of the crowd up the stairs. There, just inside, Aunt Juanita and Uncle Freddie were waiting. I felt like a real-life Alice in Wonderland as I stepped off the train into that vast space. I had landed in a different world, and the thrill of it rushed through me like a current. Penn Station was at least twice as big as the Little Rock station. Throngs of people scurried about in all directions. There was a palpable sense of energy and purpose. My uncle and aunt greeted me warmly and ushered me through the station, which seemed like a city unto itself. My head snapped back and forth as my eyes and ears tried to take in all the faces, hues, and languages mingling in one place. In a blur, I saw crowds of people standing and staring up at a gigantic board that listed a seemingly endless number of trains going to places I’d never even heard of. We whizzed by a couple of water fountains and public restrooms, one for men and another for women. That’s when it struck me: There wasn’t a “Whites Only” sign anywhere in sight.

Outside, we climbed onto a bus headed to my aunt and uncle’s apartment. It amazed me that we just plopped down wherever we pleased. Not once did the bus driver look back and order us to the back of the bus when white people needed a seat. This was the freedom up north I’d heard so much about. I could tell already that being colored seemed to mean something else up here—or maybe it meant nothing at all. Here, colored men and women seemed to walk with their backs a bit straighter, their heads higher, as though they had as much right as anybody else to occupy this time and space. Here, colored men and women also seemed about as likely as anyone else to be called “mister” or “ma’am.” My parents had ingrained in me all of my life that people of all races were equal in the eyes of God. Here, in New York, I was getting a glimpse of life through His divine lens.

Aunt Juanita and Uncle Freddie had three children of their own—Camille, who was five; Renata, two; and Michael, an infant. My aunt didn’t seem the least bit overwhelmed by the prospect of adding another child to her brood for three whole months. She was a short, deep-brown-skinned woman with a happy disposition, always bubbly and sweet. She stayed home with us during the day while Uncle Freddie worked as a hospital lab technician. He was thinly built, with wavy black hair and skin on the light side of honey. He spoke Portuguese and Italian and patiently played my interpreter and tour guide as we cruised the streets of New York. The family lived in a three-bedroom apartment in a dark redbrick building at 62nd Street and West End Avenue. The complex was among the city’s first public housing units, built primarily for veterans returning from World War II. It was brand-new and wonderful, nothing like the crumbling urban tenements that still stand in most major cities today. Their apartment was on the fourth floor, so we frequently took the elevator, which was as exciting as an amusement park ride to me. I’d hop off and on and ride over and over again. From the bedroom window, I could look out and see across the Hudson River into New Jersey. Sometimes, on stifling nights, I’d get out of bed and stand in front of the raised window to try to catch a breeze and watch the boats cruising down the river. The lights looked like stars, dotting the landscape on the other side of the water.

We walked about four blocks to Central Park to picnic, visit the zoo, play ball, or ride our bikes. I even lost a fingernail there, showing off on the bike. I wanted to show my family and the many spectators how well this southern girl could ride, but I momentarily took my eyes off the path and was pumping so fast that I missed a curve and slammed into a nearby water fountain. Fortunately, aside from the fingernail and a few scrapes, the only thing seriously hurt was my pride.

I spent most of my time on a concrete playground in the courtyard of the apartment complex. Aunt Juanita took the children outside to play there practically every day, but some mornings I couldn’t wait and went ahead of her. She joined the other mothers on a bench, and I continued playing, running from the sliding board to the swings and jungle gym. It was the strangest thing to see small patches of dirt and trees sprouting from all that concrete.

There, in the courtyard, a group of us regularly encountered an old man, always alone, nodding on a bench. He was usually dressed in a black suit and a hat that fell slightly over his face as he slept. I thought he was a drunk, a wino, like some of the men who worked for Grandpa Cullins. For some strange reason, we kids thought it would be fun to hide and throw rocks at him. We did, and we giggled each time the man eventually stood and stumbled away. Nearly forty years later, I would learn the identity of that man when I brought my son and daughter to New York to visit Aunt Juanita. I walked with them to the courtyard and told them stories about the old drunk I used to see there. As I moved closer to the bench to point out the spot where he always sat, I noticed a plaque with a name engraved on it. My mouth dropped open, and a rush of shame flushed through me when I read the name inscribed there: jazz great Thelonious Monk. The plaque pointed us to a small house next to the apartment complex, where Aunt Juanita still lives today. Little did I know that for those three months when I was eight years old, Thelonious Monk was my neighbor.

The summer of 1951 was full of firsts for me, grand and small. It was there that I first encountered the awful smell of lamb simmering on a Sunday afternoon, which left such a bad impression that a decade passed before I got the nerve to try even a lamb chop. I heard for the first time my new friends ask for “soda” or “soda pop” instead of a “cold drink,” which we said back home. I sat in a soda shop and watched a server make the drink before my eyes and serve it in a glass with a straw instead of a bottle. I saw firemen open a fire hydrant and neighborhood kids dash through the blast of water in their clothes again and again under the fiery sun. I also visited the amusement park at Indian Point with Uncle Freddie and his parents, who were Portuguese and Cape Verdean and spoke little English. They were visiting from their home in Rhode Island where Uncle Freddie had grown up. How we all managed to squeeze into that tiny three-bedroom apartment and communicate that summer, I don’t know. But the beauty of it is that somehow, we managed. And I’ll never forget that trip to Indian Point.

Now home to three controversial atomic energy reactors, Indian Point was then a popular park spread over more than two hundred acres. It included carnival rides, a swimming pool, and picnic grounds. We were going on a picnic, and I could hardly wait to get on the rides. A ferry took us to the park, but there were two stops. Our stop was first, and the next one was Bear Mountain State Park, another expansive park near West Point, the U.S. military academy. After the ferry left Indian Point, it would travel to Bear Mountain and dock there for the rest of the afternoon. Just as the ferry was about to make its first stop for us to get off, Mr. Andrade, Uncle Freddie’s father, needed to go the bathroom. Uncle Freddie warned: “Dad, just make sure you’re back within five minutes. We’re getting off here.”

The ferry docked temporarily, and after five minutes of waiting for Mr. Andrade to return, we got off. Five more minutes passed and then ten, and still no Mr. Andrade. As we stood waiting just beyond the dock, we watched the gangplank to the ferry rise slowly, and then the boat pushed away deeper into the water and glided out of sight, off to Bear Mountain. Mrs. Andrade looked terrified. She spoke rapid-fire in her native tongue. Uncle Freddie tried to calm her.

“I’m sure he’s here,” he said. “He probably got off before us. We just need to look around.”

We walked around for what felt like hours. No Mr. Andrade. But here’s the catch: We had the picnic basket of food, and Mr. Andrade had the money. Uncle Freddie didn’t have a dime, and neither did his mother or Aunt Juanita. So we ate our picnic lunch and played the free games, but all of us kids were angry because we couldn’t get on the carnival rides. That had been the main reason for going to Indian Point.

About three-thirty in the afternoon, it was time to return to New York City. We stood and watched as the ferry came around the bend and docked. The gangplank went down, and the rest was like a scene from Ellis Island. Mr. Andrade, who apparently had gotten lost on the way from the restroom, came running down the plank. His wife ran to meet him, again speaking quickly in her native language. Tears streamed down both of their faces. They were hugging and crying, so happy to see each other. You would have thought they had been separated by an ocean for years.

Among my other New York firsts was pizza. Little Rock didn’t have pizza, but my friend Peggy, who had visited New York one summer with her grandmother, had told me all about it.

“Make sure you try the pizza,” she reminded me again and again.

I couldn’t wait to tell her that it was every bit as delicious as she had described.

I also tasted Cream of Wheat for the first time and marveled over the Rockettes, Ellis Island, and the Statue of Liberty. I visited Radio City Music Hall, where I saw a thrilling Technicolor remake of the box office hit Show Boat and its unforgettable classic, “Ol’ Man River.” I even took the train to Harlem to spend the weekend with my great-uncle Callon Holloway (Uncle Buster). I felt like a real city slicker when I sat on the stoop with him and his friends at night, sometimes as late as midnight. They would set up a card table and chairs under the streetlamp at the corner nearest his apartment and then gather around for games of dominoes, checkers, and cards, mostly pitty-pat. Uncle Buster also took me to the Polo Grounds and to Ebbets Field, where I saw our beloved Brooklyn Dodgers play the New York Giants.

But among the more memorable experiences of that magical summer in New York were the times I spent with the white boy who became my best friend. His name was Francis, and that was the first thing that struck me as funny. In my book, Francis was a girl’s name. He had pale skin and strawberry blond hair, and like me, he enjoyed playing stickball and tops. We met on the playground in the courtyard of Aunt Juanita’s apartment complex, and from that day on, we played ball together, chased each other around the playground, and giggled over the silliest things. Most astonishing of all, no one even seemed to notice. I guess I took to him because he wasn’t one of the most popular kids. And like me, he was an early bird. Some mornings, it would be just the two of us, swatting our little pink ball back and forth to each other with our narrow sticks. Francis and I weren’t close enough to share secrets, like my friends Bunny, Peggy, and I did back home. There wasn’t really anything all that extraordinary about my friendship with him, except this: Here in this brand-new world, an ordinary friendship between a little black girl and a little white boy could exist, free of the boundaries that defined such relationships back home.

Summer zoomed by, and then one day I returned to the apartment to find Aunt Juanita standing atop a large navy blue suitcase trimmed in white leather.

“Look what came in the mail today,” she announced excitedly, pointing to the matching two-piece luggage set.

My parents had sent me Samsonite’s latest suitcase—Silhouette, the model was called. I’d seen television and magazine advertisements touting the bag’s strength as a model stood on top of it, but I grimaced when I saw my aunt acting out those ads. Fortunately, the luggage was every bit as durable as the ads claimed.

A short time later, my new suitcases were packed and I was on the train, headed back to Little Rock, no longer the same girl. I’d tasted the sweetness of freedom and seen more than my eight-year-old mind could fully understand. But everything that the Jim Crow South had tried to make me believe about my people and my place in life had been flipped upside down. Suddenly, the world had opened wider. It was just a matter of time before I was ready to step out of the one I knew.
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