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1

The phone rang late in the evening in my New York apartment. It was the night of August 4, 1964. A night of grief and anger for all of us in the civil rights movement, but especially those in Mississippi. “We’ve got a crisis on our hands down here,” the young man on the line said. “We need help.”

At the start of that fateful summer, hundreds of volunteers, most of them students, many of them white, all of them knowing how dangerous the work would be, had come down from northern universities to register black voters and support rural blacks in pursiut of their civil rights. They were fanning out along the front lines of a civil rights war, unarmed in a state of seething segregationists.

Mississippi’s police stood ready at the slightest pretext to beat them bloody and throw them in jail. The Ku Klux Klan might well do worse. That day, we all learned just how much worse. The bodies of three volunteers, missing since June 21, had been found in a shallow grave near Philadelphia, Mississippi. Michael Schwerner, James Chaney, and Andrew Goodman—two of them white, one black—had been arrested on an alleged traffic violation, briefly jailed, then allowed to drive off, after dark, into a KKK ambush. All three had been beaten, then shot. Chaney, the black volunteer, had been tortured and mutilated.

I’d helped raise a lot of the money to launch Mississippi Freedom Summer. I’d called all the top entertainers I knew—Frank Sinatra, Lena Horne, Henry Fonda, Marlon Brando, Joan Baez, the Kingston Trio, Dick Gregory, and more—to ask that they give money directly or participate in benefit concerts. That money bought a lot of gas and cars, housing and food. But now more was needed. A lot more.

The original plan had called for students to do two-week shifts, then go home and be replaced by others. With the ominous disappearance of Schwerner, Chaney, and Goodman, every shift had insisted on staying. Now that the bodies had been found, all those volunteers voted to stay not just through summer, but into the fall as well. “It’s good they’re staying,” explained Jim Forman, the young man who called me that night. Jim was the de facto head of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), one of several civil rights groups down there. “Because if they leave now, or even at the end of August, the Klan will say it intimidated them into going, and the press will play it that way. And if they all stay, we can get thousands of more voters registered. The problem is we don’t have the resources to keep them all here.”

“What do you need?” I asked.

“At least fifty thousand dollars.”

I told him I’d get it, one way or the other. “How soon do you need it?”

“We’re going to burn through the rest of our budget in seventy-two hours.”

Before he rang off, Forman told me one other thing. “This could get really ugly,” he said quietly. “I’m hearing a lot of people say enough is enough, the hell with nonviolence. They’re taking up guns. I’m worried they’re going to take matters into their own hands.”

I had to think hard about where that money might come from, and how I might get it to Greenwood, Mississippi. I could tap my own savings for the whole $50,000—I’d written a check to SNCC for an amount not much smaller than that in its early days to help establish it, and others since then. For me it was “anything goes,” but I owed it to my family to keep us financially safe. Paul Robeson, the extraordinary actor, singer, and activist whose path I’d tried to follow my whole adult life, had given so much money to social causes that he’d left himself vulnerable to his enemies, chief among them the federal government, a formidable force led by J. Edgar Hoover and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, when he was blacklisted as a communist in the late 1940s. With Senator Joseph McCarthy riding shotgun, the federal government had cowed Carnegie Hall and other American venues into not hiring him, then seized his passport so that he couldn’t earn a living performing abroad. Eventually Paul ran through his savings and slid into a deep place of sadness. I never forgot that. Somehow, I’d have to raise most of this money from others. In two days, maybe three. Then there was the matter of how that money would get to Mississippi. I couldn’t just wire it and have a black civil rights activist go to the local Western Union office to ask for his $50,000, please. He’d be dead before he drove a mile away. So would a white college volunteer. As for banks, those fine institutions owned and operated by Mississippi’s white power elite? No way.

The money would have to be brought down in cash. And unless I could come up with some brighter idea, I’d have to take it down myself.

My wife, Julie, started pulling together a New York fundraiser at our West End Avenue apartment. I flew to Chicago. Irv Kupcinet, as powerful a columnist in his city as Walter Winchell was in New York, gathered dozens of guests at his home on a day or two’s notice. White guests, bearing checkbooks. Why did I, as a black performer, have such sway with Irv and his friends? Our friendship traced back to my club-circuit days as a young troubadour in the early fifties, but our personal history was just one part of it. Without quite knowing how I did it, I had some power to reach a hand across the racial divide. That, I knew, had as much to do with the moment as with me. Galvanized by the shocking news of the volunteers’ murders, Irv’s guests thrust cash and checks at me—$35,000 worth—as if I was the personal emissary of the civil rights movement. Which in a way, in that place and on that evening, I was. After making a trip to Montreal, I had another $20,000.

When I got back to New York, Julie and I took in $15,000 more from our own apartment fundraiser. Time was running out: I’d hoped to raise $100,000, but $70,000 would have to do. I felt pretty good about that sum of money. I felt even better now that I had a sidekick for the trip: my pal from our days together as struggling actors in Harlem, Sidney Poitier.

Sidney and I were like brothers. Born within eight days of each other, we shared the same West Indian heritage, and the same burning desire to break out of grinding poverty. Incredibly, both of us had achieved our dreams as entertainers. Sidney was the top black actor in Hollywood. I’d found my first successes as a singer, but had gone on to my own share of Broadway and Hollywood triumphs. We were, to put it simply, the two top black male entertainers in the world. Like brothers, we were also fiercely competitive, and had our differences, both political and personal. For starters, Sidney was a lot more cautious than I was. “What kind of protection are you going to have?” he asked warily when I asked him to come.

“I talked to Bobby about it,” I said. Robert F. Kennedy was still serving, after his brother’s assassination, as U.S. Attorney General under President Johnson. He’d directed me to Burke Marshall, head of the Justice Department’s civil rights division. Both understood the risk I was taking. In Mississippi’s vicious climate, the chances of a Klansman taking a potshot at me were actually pretty high. Knocking off that rich Negro singer from New York who thought he knew what was best for the South? Ten points! Marshall heard me out on the phone, and took down my itinerary. I conveyed all this to Sidney, maybe presuming a bit more from my conversation with Marshall than I should have. “Marshall’s on it,” I told him. “That means federal security every step of the way.”

“Every step of the way,” Sidney echoed.

“Right,” I said. “Besides, it’ll be harder for them to knock off two black stars than one. Strength in numbers, man.”

“Okay,” Sidney said grimly. “But after this, Harry?”

“Yeah?”

“Never call me again.”

I knew Sidney well enough to know he meant it—at least at that moment. Of course I chose to view his fury as a joke and laughed it off, but I laughed alone. Unaccompanied, and not making much conversation, the two of us boarded a plane in Newark, New Jersey, bound for Jackson, Mississippi. I’d deposited the fundraiser checks and replaced them with cash, so we had $70,000 in small bills stuffed into a black doctor’s bag. In that long-ago time, no one asked us what we were carrying. A flight attendant just waved us aboard.

Our flight to Jackson was the evening’s last one into the main airport. We found Jim Forman and two other SNCC volunteers waiting for us, but otherwise the terminal sat virtually deserted. The only sign of local authority we saw was a black maintenance man pushing a broom. Sidney shot me an angry glance. “That’s our federal security?”

“Probably an FBI agent in disguise,” I told him. Sidney didn’t so much as chuckle.

The volunteers led us out into the heavy, humid Mississippi night and over to a private strip beside the airport where a little Cessna was waiting. The pilot, who was white, greeted us most soberly, with a deep southern accent. As we piled in, I stole another look at him. Was he a Klansman, leading us into a trap? He sure seemed to fit the role.

My fears deepened as the tiny plane flew toward Greenwood. It was a bumpy ride. The pilot seemed unconcerned. We took every pitch of the plane as the beginning of the end.

Finally we landed on a dirt runway beside a shack that constituted Greenwood’s airport. The pilot taxied past it, and then back, let us out, and took off immediately. What did he know that we didn’t? I looked around, struck as much by the darkness as by the heat. I’d never seen a night as black as this. A poem called “The Creation,” by James Weldon Johnson, came back to me.


… far as the eye of God could see

Darkness covered everything,

Blacker than a hundred midnights

Down in a cypress swamp.



Two more SNCC volunteers were waiting for us, with two cars, to take us into town. Sidney and I slid into the back of one, with Jim Forman in the passenger seat and a young SNCCer named Willie Blue in the driver’s seat; the rest got into the second car. Both cars had been sanded to a dull finish so they wouldn’t shine at night. A good precaution, but not good enough: As Willie and the other driver started their engines, a long row of headlights flashed on at the far end of the dark airfield. “That must be the federal agents,” I said to Sidney. But we could see that the pairs of headlights were at different heights, and they blazed with differing degrees of brightness. Willie Blue dashed my hopes. “Agents, my ass,” he muttered. “That’s the Klan.”

Instead of driving away from the row of headlights, in the direction of the main road to town, Willie and the other driver started moving at full speed toward them. We got close enough to see the dim outlines of three or four old pickup trucks. Then, as if at some prearranged signal, Willie and the other driver veered off to the side, taking a rough, alternative route to the road that led to town. The pickups fell in line behind us.

“Why aren’t you driving faster?” I shouted. Willie was keeping right to the forty-mile-an-hour speed limit. “Faster, man!”

“No,” Willie shouted back. “That’s exactly what they want us to do. They got a state trooper up there waiting in his car with the headlights off, ready to arrest us for speeding. He takes us to the station, lets us out in an hour, and even more of the Klan be waiting for us. That’s how they work. That’s how those boys got killed.”

From behind us, the first pickup truck sped up and started to pass us. Through the rear window, we could see it had a two-by-four across its grille—a makeshift battering ram—and no license plate. Willie swerved into the middle of the two-lane road to keep the pickup from pulling alongside. Now the pickup started ramming the back of our car. “We can’t let him pull up beside us,” Willie shouted. “They’ll shoot.”

Willie switched on his walkie-talkie and radioed the SNCC office in Greenwood. From the other walkie-talkie I heard a crackling voice: “We’re on our way.”

The pickup truck kept ramming our car, but Willie stayed doggedly to the center of the road, edging left every time the truck tried to pull up. Finally, after two or three terrifying minutes that seemed like forever, I looked down the road to see a convoy of cars coming toward us from Greenwood. “That’s them,” Willie said. The SNCC brigade to the rescue. My heart was still pounding, but I started to breathe again.

As the convoy approached, the pickup trucks slowed, and their headlights retreated. That was when we heard the shots, a dozen or more. Whether the Klansmen were firing at us or shooting up in the air, we couldn’t tell. No one was hit, and no bullets pierced our cars. When we turned off the main road, secure now among the SNCC fleet, we looked back to see the pickups rolling off down the main road, with more gunfire as they went.

The convoy led us into Greenwood, and beyond, to an Elks hall, where hundreds of volunteers were gathered. They had spent the day in heated debate, tense and tired, over what their next moves should be. Most of their options depended on us. When Sidney and I walked in, screams of joy went up from the crowd. Sidney and I had heard a lot of applause in our day, but never anything like those cheers. After weeks of lonely, scary fieldwork, these volunteers were wrung out and in despair. To have two of the biggest black stars in the world walk in to show solidarity with them—that meant a lot to them, and to us.

The crowd took up a freedom song, and then another—the spirituals that had given these brave volunteers comfort and encouragement day after day. Finally Sidney spoke. “I am thirty-seven years old,” he told the crowd. “I have been a lonely man all my life … because I have not found love … but this room is overflowing with it.” Then Sidney turned to me. I let a pause fall over the room, then sang out, “Day-o …” The crowd picked it up with a roar. The “Banana Boat Song” was my musical signature, but more than that, it was a cry from the heart of poor workers, a cry of weariness mingled with hope, both of which those volunteers felt profoundly that night. “Day-o, Day-o / Daylight come an’ me wan’ go home” had also been turned into a civil rights anthem—“Freedom, freedom, freedom come an’ it won’t be long.” When the crowd had sung both versions, I held up the black satchel I’d brought, upturned it on the table in front of me, and let the bundles of cash cascade out, to delirious shouts.

As Sidney had said, we felt a lot of love in that barn. Outside it, though, Ku Klux Klanners sat in idling cars; we could hardly keep them out of Greenwood. That day planes had flown overhead, dropping KKK leaflets that urged Mississippians not to let the niggers steal their rights. Late that night, after a dinner of chicken and spareribs, Sidney and I were escorted to the house where we were to sleep, with armed guards patrolling outside. Our bedroom had one double bed—not too big a double bed, either—shoved up against a wall under a window. Sidney blanched.

“Look, I’ll take the inside, okay?” I told him, meaning the side by the wall. I meant it as a concession: I’d be the one scrunched in by my snoring bedmate.

Sidney gave me a suspicious look. “Yeah, but if someone sticks a gun through that window and shoots, I’ll be more apt to get hit.”

He was only half joking.

“Okay, okay, I’ll take the outside,” I said.

Sidney thought about that. If I was willing to take the outside, maybe it was the better side after all. “No, I’ll take the outside,” he said. “If you do get shot, I’d hate to have to climb over your dead ass to get to the door.”

In bed with the light out, we talked for a while. I told Sidney some of my ghost stories. Finally I fell into a ragged sleep, only to be awakened, in the pitch darkness, by a strange rasping sound. I reached over to nudge Sidney awake. The other side of the bed was empty. The rasping sound was louder. “Sidney?”

“Yes,” he rasped.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

“Push-ups,” Sidney said. “I can’t sleep. And when those motherfuckers come for us, I want to be sure I’m ready.”

Often in the days after I got home to my wife and children, I asked myself why I had taken on the civil rights movement as my personal crusade. I knew the reason I’d gotten involved in general—any black American with a pulse and a conscience had done that by the summer of 1964, at least to the extent of writing the occasional check. A lot of white Americans had, too. All of us sensed this was a point at which history simply had to turn. We couldn’t tolerate more lynchings and beatings. We couldn’t abide more “whites-only” signs on the hotels and restaurants and gas stations and water fountains and bus stations of the segregated South. We couldn’t let black Americans be treated as slaves in all but name anymore. This we knew. But why did I feel so personally offended, sitting in my twenty-one-room apartment on West End Avenue, when I saw news pictures of student protesters beaten by truncheon-wielding state police and bitten by police attack dogs? What deep wellspring of anger did those images bring up, and why had I felt so angry, for so long, about so many other related issues of freedom, and democracy, and equality, as if the perpetrators of these grave indignities—from the president to the FBI to the military to the man in the street—had set out to do me wrong? And why, when I also cared so much about making a success of myself as an actor and singer, had I jeopardized—in some ways damaged—a career trajectory that had made me, at thirty, the world’s first so-called black matinee idol?

My mother had a lot to do with it. To a lesser degree my father, but he was in there. I also knew that from childhood, I’d occupied a lonely place, not just between West Indian and American culture, but between black and white. And in both the actual worlds I’d balanced between as a kid—Kingston and Harlem—I was as poor as poor could be. I was definitely angry about that.

Long after I’d immersed myself in the civil rights movement, I would still be trying to understand that anger and make it melt away. With Martin Luther King, Jr., to guide me, I would embrace nonviolence—not just as an organizing tactic, but as a way of life. Half a century of Freudian analysis would help, too. But as I began to set down the story of my life, I would still be piecing the parts together. I know more now than when I started this book. I see the little boy I was, in all his complexities, angry and hurt, almost always alone. Yet why this little boy, among all others, should use his anger to push himself up, make a name for himself, and then make it his mission to smash racial barriers and injustice with such grim determination, I’m not sure I can say.

Perhaps, in the end, where your anger comes from is less important than what you do with it.





2

I was born into poverty, grew up in poverty, and for a long time poverty was all I thought I’d know. It defined me; in the depths of my soul I think it defines me still. I felt not just angry but somewhat afraid, and vulnerable. All of this my mother felt, too, from the moment she stepped off a steamer called the Cananova onto Ellis Island on July 20, 1926. But at first, she also felt hope.

My mother, Melvine Love, was a true Jamaican beauty of twenty-one, with dark eyes, high cheekbones, and a trim figure she held so straight that no one ever failed to note her sense of pride and purpose. She was one of thirteen children born to a farming family up in the mountains of St. Ann Parish, on the island’s north coast, her café au lait skin the telltale sign of her interracial roots. Her father was a black sharecropper, her mother the white daughter of a Scottish father who’d come to Jamaica to oversee a plantation for an absentee owner. It was a common story in the islands. So were large families, with not all the children necessarily born of the same two parents. A few of my mother’s siblings probably had different fathers, and darker or lighter skin to show for it; I’m fairly sure my grandfather had a few offspring sprinkled among the surrounding hills. Millie, as my mother was known, was one of the ten children of her family who survived childhood. Jamaica held nothing for them but a hardscrabble farming life, so four of Millie’s siblings had already come to New York; two were waiting for her in the reception area. My aunt Liz was dressed in a fancy hat and tightly tailored wool suit. The suit was meant to impress, and it did. With her was my uncle Castel, who probably looked like her driver; in fact, he had a car he operated as a taxi, taking Harlem fares no self-respecting white cabbie would touch—they never came to Harlem.

As a girl who’d grown up in a two-room shack in rural Jamaica, Millie was awed by the jostling crowds and honking automobiles around her when she took her first steps in Manhattan, clinging to Liz’s arm. Awed and overwhelmed. But there was no going back. If she had any doubts, Millie had only to remember why she’d come. With her mother’s help, she’d learned how to read and write on a slate board, and dared to imagine she might become an educated woman. At eight years old, she’d proudly shown the slate to her father, her heart filled with great expectations. “Fine, that’s all you need,” her father had said. “Now, in the mornings, you can teach your younger brother to do as good as you, and in the afternoons you can lend a hand in the fields.” What craziness was she thinking—an education? Years later, I would marvel at the perfect curves and strokes of my mother’s penmanship, all that remained of her girlish dreams.

Millie’s first taxi ride took her to 145th Street and Seventh Avenue, in Harlem’s West Indian community. Liz’s apartment was in one of the better buildings on the block. When she led her younger sister inside, a neighbor called out a cheery greeting, “Hello, Miz Hines.” Millie gave her a curious look, but said nothing as they passed upstairs to a tastefully decorated six-room apartment with four bedrooms. “It’s beautiful,” Millie managed to say. “Does everybody in New York live like this?” Liz explained she had tenants for three of the four bedrooms; they helped with the rent. She’d made one of the bedrooms available for Millie, which was, as Liz hardly needed to add, a financial sacrifice. Millie could stay there, Liz said, until she got something going. From the way Liz laughed when she said it, even Millie realized what she meant: Until you find a man.

Millie was the newest member of an immigrant group within a larger immigrant group. A white New Yorker in 1926 might see no distinction between Harlem’s American and Caribbean blacks, except for the islanders’ lilting accents. But the differences were profound. American blacks bore the burden of two hundred years of pre–Civil War slavery and postwar segregation. Most had lived in poverty so long they’d lost all hope. They still fought to escape its pain and indignities, but they’d learned how to accommodate them. The islanders in Harlem in the early twentieth century weren’t like that. They were first-generation immigrants, fired with ambition to better their lots. Their ancestors had been slaves in conditions often more brutal than those in the American South—worked to death like mules—but precisely because of that, they’d staged more rebellions and escapes; they didn’t have the choice of groveling for slightly better treatment, as some slaves in the American South did. In part because of those rebellions, by the mid-nineteenth century Spain, France, and England were forced to abolish slavery in their colonies. Though they went on to train a skillful class of civil servants as overseers for their absentee landowners, that was not enough to contain the islanders’ rebellious spirit. So independence had been doled out, bit by bit, until, by the mid-1920s, blacks on the islands could even aspire to be landowners, lawyers, or doctors. On most of the islands, they also composed the majority. Most were still poor, but they had pride and ambition.

A lot of those who made their way to Harlem came first to the Gulfport area in Mississippi, drawn by promises of steady work that turned into a new kind of slavery: indentured servitude. Contractors whisked these people off to the interior, where they found themselves cutting sugarcane, picking cotton, and living in crude barracks, earning only enough to fall into debt at the company store. The toughest and most determined of them had escaped—no less runaway slaves than their forebears in the islands—to head up north.

As a result, Harlem’s West Indians were going to let nothing stop them from making their way. Not for them the institutional, dead-end poverty of American blacks. For their part, American blacks called the islanders the “Jews” of their community. It was a knock tinged with anti-Semitism, but there was more than a little truth to it. Like the Jews who’d colonized other pockets of Harlem, the islanders prized education, both in itself and as a means of escaping poverty. Like Jews, their aspirations were high. And like some American Jews of the 1920s, if they couldn’t succeed within the law, they’d succeed outside it. Many islanders in those Prohibition days were rumrunners, working routes from the West Indies up along the East Coast. In Harlem, they ran the numbers games. Millie must have learned that early on, because Liz ran a numbers operation with her part-time boyfriend, Jimmy Hines.

A few West Indians had invented the numbers game not long before, brought it to Harlem, and by the mid-1920s made it a hugely profitable—and illegal—syndicate. The idea was brilliantly simple. People bet on what the last three digits would be that day for any of various publicly toted-up figures. The stock market’s closing price would do fine. So would the U.S. Treasury balance. The most popular was the total of what winning horses paid that afternoon at one of the tracks. All these totals were more than three digits when the cents as well as the dollars were included, so the last three digits—the most random ones—were those that bettors tried to guess. If the total for what a slate of winning horses paid that day was $264.64, the “full number” would be 464. Guessing all three in order was so unlikely that the odds were a thousand to one. But you could bet on a single digit or double digits, too—what the first number would be, say, or the first two—for a far more modest return.

As a numbers operator, Liz had her own bank, which meant she took in the bets from blocks around. Every morning, her runners would fan out through the neighborhood, knocking on every door. “What are you playing today, Mrs. Davis?” “Oh, give me three-forty-one for twenty-five cents.” It cost so little to play that almost everyone did. And everyone had a “dream book” dictionary, with numbers written in beside telltale words. So Mrs. Davis might be betting on 341 because she’d had a dream about fire the night before—and there, by the definition of fire in her dream book, were the numerals 341. At the end of the day, someone always won, and the bankers, like Liz, always paid out—that was what kept the game going. That, and an absolutely scrupulous honesty on the part of the bankers: Any runner caught pocketing bets would pay a terrible price. Honesty was what kept Mrs. Davis and her neighbors betting; nothing could interfere with that process. Of course, there was a lot left over, too, which was why Liz had such a nice apartment and such finely tailored clothes.

Liz couldn’t run a numbers game by herself. She needed a partner with muscle and political clout. For that, she had Jimmy Hines, who, to Millie’s shock, wasn’t an islander at all: He was an Irish politician, a Tammany Hall boss in the corrupt administration of Mayor Jimmy Walker. Hines was charming and ruthless. He’d started in his father’s stable, ingratiating himself with the city’s political machine by shoeing the city’s police and fire horses. Soon he’d become a district captain. By 1926, he had his hands in all sorts of pies. The numbers operation he ran with Liz was just one of them: He was extracting another $30,000 a year in protection money from the other numbers bosses by bribing the local police to stay away. Hines had a wife and three sons downtown. But for his uptown rounds, he had Liz.

Almost every Sunday night, Jimmy and “Miz Hines” threw a boisterous dinner. Politicians mixed freely with numbers bosses and various underworld types to eat Liz’s Caribbean food. One regular was Dutch Schultz, the so-called Beer Baron, who controlled the Prohibition beer business in Harlem; another was Schultz’s partner at the time, Lucky Luciano. In the mid-twenties, the white gangsters viewed the numbers game with scorn; to them it was nickels and dimes compared to the rackets they were running. That would change with the Depression, and the end of Prohibition. For now the gangsters socialized cheerfully with the numbers operators they met at Miz Hines’s, and graciously supplied the liquor. The more the liquor flowed, the looser everyone got. In that spirit, at one of the Sunday dinners, Liz introduced Millie to an eligible bachelor named Harold Bellanfanti.

Harold was Jamaican and, like Millie, the child of a mixed-race union. His mother was a black Jamaican, his father a white Dutch Jew who’d drifted over to the islands after chasing gold and diamonds, with no luck at all, in the newly formed colonies of West Africa. Harold had grown up just as poor as Millie, but he was making a career for himself as a cook, sometimes in New York restaurants, more often on United Fruit Company boats—banana boats—between New York and various Caribbean and South American ports.

By the second or third Sunday dinner, Liz was nudging her younger sister to take Harold on as a boyfriend. He was, after all, quite a looker. She even encouraged Millie to use the little bedroom down the hall to consummate the romance. Not long after that, my mother got pregnant with me. I don’t know that her pregnancy was the only reason she married Harold; she also wanted to escape Liz’s world, and even without a child on the way, she would have seen Harold as her best opportunity, her quickest way out.

Whatever role love played in the process, it was pushed aside, soon enough, by the daily hardships and humiliations of being inescapably poor.

Millie knew one thing: She didn’t want a job in Liz and Hines’s numbers racket. Her values were much too different for that. So on most days, with or without morning sickness, she made her way over to Park Avenue and Ninety-seventh Street. There she stood with a loose-knit group of other women, hoping to be chosen by the white folk who made the daring drive north, across the divide of Ninety-sixth Street, to find their domestic servants.

Ninety-seventh Street was where the Park Avenue train tracks emerged from their subterranean tunnel, turning the wide street of white-gloved doorman buildings into one of tenements shadowed by the tracks overhead, with gloomy stone arches at each intersection. The women gathered under one of those arches. Later, when I was old enough, I’d wait there with my mother. She would sit me off to the side, perhaps with one or two other children, where she could keep an eye on me. She didn’t want me close, because then the people driving by wouldn’t hire her. When she did get chosen, she’d ask the white woman in the car if it was all right for me to come, too. If her new employer grudgingly agreed, I’d slide into the backseat with her. If the woman shook her head no, I’d be passed off to my aunt Mabel, who’d come down to the arches, too, or to one of our many other friends from the community.

Millie could clean and iron and sew. She was also a terrific cook, which got her jobs for fancy Saturday-night dinner parties. Usually those evenings went well. But one time, I remember going with her to cook for a rich Jewish family on Central Park West. While she sweated in the kitchen, I sat in the pantry. Somehow, one of the entrees got burned. The hostess swept through the swinging door into the kitchen, stormed up to my mother, and slapped her in the face. Thank God my aunt Mabel had come with her that night. Seeing the rage in my mother’s face, Mabel threw her arms around her and kept her from going for the butcher knife that lay nearby. The evening was over: My mother left furious and humiliated, and I left quite terrified.

All that was later. While Millie was pregnant with me, she worked right up until the day her water broke—she had no choice. It happened on one of her Upper East Side day jobs. The closest hospital was Lying-In Hospital in the Jewish section of the East Side, so that’s where I was born, on March 1, 1927, as Harold George Bellanfanti, Jr.

The twenties were still roaring south of Ninety-sixth Street on the Upper East Side, but up in Caribbean Harlem, to which Millie soon returned with me, the Depression had come early. Or, more accurately, never left. The apartments that Millie and Harold lived in after I was born were shared by four or five families: one in each bedroom, usually with a bathroom down the hall shared by all. Some of my earliest memories are of the perpetual smells of Caribbean food cooking. Not just ours but our neighbors’. Usually the families shared the kitchen as well as the bathroom, and cooked their meals in shifts, though the poorest of the poor rented rooms with no kitchen privileges—all you had was a room to sleep in.

Grim as these arrangements were, they fostered a real generosity among the tenants. Leftovers were passed along; meals were shared. “Listen, Millie, I left some ackee and saltfish, I don’t want it to spoil, so use it, darling”—said, of course, in the West Indian lilt that made such offers all the sweeter. Food went bad fast, even in the iceboxes cooled by a big dripping block of ice. But more than practicality prompted these gestures. Poor people help one another; they always have. As I would see growing up, theirs is a world of shared vulnerabilities, of understanding, and of sympathy that the rich can never know. I never forgot the camaraderie of poverty, and never stopped feeling I was a member of that tribe. Years later, when I’d talk to the black waiters at the Palmer House in Chicago, or to a proud, poor farmer in Senegal, I wouldn’t just be saying hello. It always felt more like I was checking in.

One of my other earliest memories is of my father yelling and the absolute terror that went along with it. Almost certainly he was drunk when I heard him. Almost certainly there was blood on his hands, and on the bedsheets, as the yelling always led to the violence he brutally visited on my mother. But all I sensed as an infant was a terrible claustrophobic closet of fear.

I was eighteen months old when my mother took me to Jamaica for the first time. In New York, Millie had more than enough relatives to babysit me while she went to work. But Harold was gone more and more often as an onboard cook, and Millie simply couldn’t keep caring for me on her own during a grueling day. Grudgingly, Harold took us along on one of his banana boat trips to Jamaica and deposited me in the warm embrace of my grandmother Jane, on the porch of the two-room mountain shack where my mother had been raised.

Millie’s father—the stern one who’d turned her out in the fields—had died by now, and nearly all the children were grown and gone. I can’t swear that any of my memories of Jane are from that first year I lived with her, but I can say that my first memories of her are her warm and comforting voice, and the wonderful smells of food as she cooked at the stone stove outside. I slept on a tiny bed, on a mattress stuffed with soft grass and swatches of discarded cloth. When I opened my eyes I saw rough-wood beams and calico curtains waving at the open windows. Outside were cultivated fields, as far as I could see. On the porch sat Jane—my white grandmother, whose skin I never noticed as any color other than what it should be—eternally darning clothes for one grandchild or another.

One day I sat watching her work, and as my curiosity grew, I decided to investigate the sewing basket beside her rocking chair. I took out a pair of scissors, and then a rag, and began cutting. I came to the edge of the fabric, which had a thick border, hard to cut. Frustrated, I started pulling up at it with the scissors. Finally I cut through—and one of the scissor points stuck me in the right eye.

I screamed, and my grandmother leaped up in horror to see my eye bleeding. Outside of cleaning the eye and putting a patch on, there wasn’t anything she could do that day; we were up in the mountains, far from medical help. I remember Jane’s endless grief, and hand-wringing, and guilt, but it was all for naught. I had essentially blinded myself. From that day on, I would see only flashes of light in that eye, flashes that diminished over time as the ocular muscles deteriorated, until at last I saw nothing at all.

Later, when I had such terrible problems learning to read, I assumed the blind eye was to blame. Not for some decades would I come to realize that I was almost certainly dyslexic, and that all my anger and frustration at doing so poorly in school, and my dropping out halfway through ninth grade, had more to do with that disability than my self-inflicted wound that long-ago day on my grandmother’s porch.

My mother came to snatch me as soon as she heard about the scissors, though it took a while; she had to come by banana boat. Back in Harlem, she’d moved to a new apartment, and soon would move again. There were lots of apartments. Sometimes my mother fled because she couldn’t pay the rent, sometimes because my father had made her life a living hell. And sometimes she swept me off into the maze of other immigrants’ homes because she’d heard the immigration agents might be on her trail. My uncle Castel, in addition to owning a livery cab, had a moving truck and moved all the Caribbeans on the run to their new places of momentary anonymity. It was a very profitable business. He’d come with two other guys in the middle of the night, pack us up, and we’d be gone, on to the next place.

The agents were on Millie’s trail because she had long since overstayed her visa. Both she and Harold were illegal immigrants. Harold at least had working papers that let him go from job to job, but technically he was illegal, too. Neither of my parents would be legal until they divorced and married U.S. citizens—in my mother’s case, not until I was seventeen.

This meant that throughout my childhood we lived an underground life, as criminals of a sort, on the run. We had almost no family pictures, because no one would permit him- or herself to be photographed. When I was old enough to play outside, my mother taught me never, ever to speak to strangers. On weekends, she and a girlfriend would go off on domestic jobs, and I would be left alone in the apartment—I couldn’t have been more than four years old—but only after she’d made me promise, on fear of death, not to answer the door no matter who knocked. More than once, when my mother feared the jig might be up, she changed her name and bought forged papers. Bellanfanti became Belanfonte, and then, after another variation or two, Belafonte.

We shook the agents, but poverty always found us wherever we landed. Often my mother would bring me dinner and say she’d been fed on the job. I knew she hadn’t. The bare necessities were food and rent and coal; even clothes were a luxury. Winter was hell. By the time I went to school, my mother had come to the conclusion that there was no deal she could make with God or the Devil to ease the sting of poverty. The best she could hope for was to instill strong goals and values in me—and later, my younger brother, Dennis—and push us to excel. It was the classic immigrant story.

And yet she didn’t quite buy into it. Somehow, no matter how much I triumphed later as a singer and actor, my mother could never bask in my success. She just kept working, set on elevating herself above her station, but growing ever more bitter as she stayed where she was, stubbornly reluctant to accept any of the luxuries I tried to confer on her.

In one effort to pull herself up, my mother forged a friendship with a Jewish tailor whose shop she passed on the way to that Park Avenue gathering place for domestics. The tailor taught her how to sew and mend clothes, skills that helped her earn a little extra money. He sold clothes, too. One day, Millie noticed that some of his clothes had been in his window so long that the sun had bleached the fabric in certain spots. So these were damaged goods, yes? Well, yes, the tailor admitted. But could they be dyed a different color and made to look new? Certainly, the tailor said, if anyone wanted to do the job. Millie did. She negotiated a good price with the tailor, who told her what packet of dye to use. Back in her apartment, Millie filled a tin tub with hot water, mixed the dye in, and dipped the clothes in until they became one new color—dark blue. Invariably the process was successful. Either my mother sold the clothes or, if they failed to sell, she gave them to me. Before long, I had a fine wardrobe of little boy’s suits—nearly all of them blue. In one of our few family pictures, I’m wearing a blue-dyed tie; my mother is in fancy clothes borrowed from one of her more kindly employers. That tailor gave me my first sense of kinship with Jews, which would deepen over time. But for all that entrepreneurship, and all that blue dye, my mother stayed just as poor as she’d been before.

Years later, I told that story, and others about my mother, to a psychiatrist, who asked if I could arrange for him to meet her. I did. Afterward he told me that Millie was one of the most remarkable people he’d ever met. How clever she was in how she met life and overcame her challenges, he said, what a genius for survival she had. And somehow, though the struggle made her hard, she never let go of a certain innate sweetness—the sweetness of her youthful hopes. She would tell my brother and me stories, and listen to us talk, and help us with our homework. Always she told us to be aware of the decisions we were making, and to be sure they helped us extricate ourselves from the hard life we’d been dealt. Raising ourselves from poverty wasn’t enough, she would add. We would have to help others.

Limited as her means were, my mother was determined to give me a nice present for my fourth Christmas. She did: It was a secondhand tricycle.

All morning I waited eagerly for my father to take me out so I could ride it. Finally, at midday, we left our apartment and walked over to a park at 145th Street and St. Nicholas Avenue—today the site of a housing project. From there I could look down a hill and see the Polo Grounds, where the New York Giants played. “Don’t ever ride away on your own,” my father instructed me. “Always have a grown-up with you.”

I remember the view, and the walkway that sloped down from where we were. My father got to talking to someone as I waited for him to guide me down. As he kept talking, he seemed to forget that he’d been holding the handlebar to keep the tricycle from rolling. He started gesturing with both hands to his friend. Suddenly the tricycle started rolling downhill. I felt a whoosh of exhilaration in my stomach. Perhaps in those first few seconds I could have stopped, but the ride was too much fun. Then I heard my father scream my name at the top of his voice. When I looked back, I thought I was watching the giant from “Jack and the Beanstalk” chase after me. I pedaled as fast as I could to escape him. Not fast enough. At the bottom of the hill, he caught me and yanked me off the tricycle. My feet were still pedaling in the air. Then he dragged me over to some bushes, broke off a thin branch, and proceeded to beat me with it.

Again and again he beat me, until I bled through my shirt and pants. Then he stopped. The blood seemed to shock him back to his senses.

“You must never tell your mother what happened,” he told me hoarsely. “Say some boys tried to steal your bike, and then they beat you up … and I saved you.”

On the way home we passed a little corner store, the kind that used to sell candy and stationery and cigars. In the window was a white model sailboat, with beautiful white trim. I had always admired that boat. Only weeks before, I’d asked to have it for Christmas. When we got to that window, my father said into my ear, “If you don’t tell your mother, I’ll buy you that boat.”

As soon as my mother saw me, she screamed. “Oh, my God, what happened!” She looked at my father, half sure he’d beaten me, half disbelieving that even he could do such a thing. He told her the story. She looked at me. I nodded weakly, corroborating what he’d said. Distraught, my mother filled a tub of warm water and shook in a generous portion of CN, a disinfectant of the day similar to iodine. Carefully she peeled my bloody clothes off me, sat me in the tub, and cleaned my wounds.

For days she kept up this regimen as the lash marks slowly healed. At some point, my father left, as usual, off on his next shipboard job. He gave me a knowing look as he left, and I looked away. I wanted to tell my mother what had happened. But I didn’t, not then, not even after he’d left for good.

I remember many, many years later telling my psychiatrist, Peter Neubauer, this story. When I said, “Until this day I never got that boat,” Peter asked if I was still expecting it. By then I’d been seeing him for some time. “Yes,” I said at last, and realized how much longer I would be lying on his couch!

I often wondered later how my father could have terrorized me this way. Not just once, but many, many times. He had a cruel streak, that much was for sure. But I know my mother helped bring it out.

What a tragic, tangled-up marriage my parents had. In those small apartments, my father would grope my mother provocatively, especially when he’d just returned from a trip and the two of them had had a few drinks. She’d slap his hand, but even I could see she liked his touch. When they disappeared behind the bedroom door or a drawn makeshift curtain, I’d hear moaning, and when they appeared again, both my parents would look pleased. Sex was a powerful thing, I could see; it changed people. But not completely, and not for long. Alcohol was an integral part of it, so one thing I learned, subconsciously, was that sex wasn’t about two people with real feelings communicating; it was a strange and rather alarming exercise in unreality in which both participants were drunk: a bacchanal. As the alcohol wore off, my mother would start railing at him again—for his drinking and philandering, for being an absent husband and father and not providing enough. I think she’d learned from her own father’s philandering, and from his cruelty in dashing her dreams, not to trust men—any of them—very much. And when she started in on my father, she let the zingers fly. I think she castrated him, in a way, made him doubt his manhood, and that one of the ways he coped was to take out his frustrations on me—an object of his failure as a father and as a man.

Even at four and a half years old, I could see that my father’s rages grew worse after my mother brought home my baby brother, Dennis. I would have to get a year or two older before I understood that it might have something to do with the fact that Dennis was much lighter skinned than any of us, very sandy haired and gray eyed. My father seemed to disapprove.

That confused me, because I understood that, to my parents and their friends, the lighter someone’s skin tone, the better. In the West Indian caste system, wavy hair was better than kinky hair, and blue eyes were better than brown or black. But the differences with Dennis were too marked. Later, my mother would confide in me that my father had decided the child wasn’t his own. That drove my mother into a depth of anger and hurt from which she never entirely returned. My father ought to have known that in interracial families, traits from one generation often appear two or three generations later. In the islands, the genetic mix was all the more muddled by parents’ or grandparents’ polygamy. A child might well have the pale blue eyes of his mother’s lover—or not. If you suspected your partner was to blame, and said so, you not only risked ruining your marriage; you risked being wrong. But my father would not be swayed, and so my parents’ marriage, such as it was, endured on the tenuous strength of a very thin string, which eventually snapped.

Now, when my mother went off to work on summer days or weekends, I was assigned to care for Dennis. She had no one else to help, after all. What was she to do? That, at any rate, was how I viewed the job until long afterward, when my psychiatrist held up a hand. “Let’s back up a bit,” he said. “You had a certain responsibility for your brother.”

I nodded.

“You were always told you should take care of him, look out for him, babysit, make him dinner sometimes.”

Yes, I said, that was right.

“How old were you?” the psychiatrist asked quietly.

As the realization set in, I felt like gasping for air. “Five or six,” I said at last. With that, something unlocked, and the tears came flooding out. Tears of anger, disappointment, frustration. Resentment at my mother, for whom, until that point, I’d always made excuses. Anger at my brother as well, for entrapping me in this role that I had to uphold, no matter how scared I was. At five years old, I knew only that my mother was out in the world doing that grueling, soul-deadening work, and with my father gone most of the time, I was the one who had to help her, somehow, to escape or at least withstand her penury. I felt I had no right to resent my mother for the position in which I found myself, no right to complain about the responsibility that now sat on my shoulders. Above all I had to prove to her—and to myself—that I wouldn’t abandon her as my father had. The worst thing she could say to me was, “You’re just like your father.” Whenever she did, I just wilted.

Now, for the first time, I felt all that five-year-old boy’s fear and hurt, as if a drawer kept closed for decades had opened at last.

In that drawer was a memory, like an old black-and-white snapshot, that I’d all but forgotten. I knew the day of the week and the time: a winter Saturday, late afternoon, the sky already dark. I’d taken care of Dennis all that day while my mother worked. I was hungry and tired, but more than anything else, I wanted my mother to praise me—for being such a good older son, the man of the house. Instead, she walked slowly over to the bed of our small apartment and sat down without saying a word. In a state of great melancholy, she gazed into what seemed endless space. After a while I asked her what was the matter. As she fought back tears that would not be denied, she began to remove her hat and, as she methodically stuck her hat pin into place, said, “When you grow up, son, never ever go to bed at night knowing that there was something you could have done during the day to strike a blow against injustice and you didn’t do it.” She fell back into silence, leaving me to wrestle with what that simple direction meant.

It was my Rosebud—the moment that imprinted itself on me more lastingly, and meaningfully, than any other.

As my parents drifted apart, my mother grew more religious, which had direct implications for me.

Growing up in the hills of St. Ann Parish, Millie had heard her share of self-taught, self-appointed evangelical preachers, holding forth from simple shacks. They’d done nothing for her. “Too niggerish,” my mother would sniff: all that Holy Roller stuff. But Catholicism was something else altogether. My mother loved its majesty, its incense and mystery. Father, son, and especially holy ghost—the ghost was her favorite. As her immigrant’s dreams fell more out of reach, and her marriage evaporated, she slipped more and more into the folds of the church, and her daily reliance on Jesus grew more intense. My mother’s religion became everybody’s burden, especially my father’s. Trying his best to be worthy of her, he became more Catholic than the Pope. When I grew too big for him to brutalize, I would on occasion utter blasphemies that truly rattled him. He would furiously finger-stab himself with three or four signs of the cross in an attempt to exempt himself from any curse that might be on the way. If these dramas took place outdoors, he would move several paces away from me to assure that God’s wrath, wrapped in a bolt of lightning, would not miss its intended target.

As for me, I had no choice in the matter. Every Sunday I went with my mother to Catholic services, dressed in one of my little blue suits. I went to Catholic school, too: St. Charles Borromeo, on West 142nd Street off Seventh Avenue. The nuns rapped my knuckles hard, especially when I fared poorly at reading. I’d look in their faces for some sign of forgiveness, but saw none. They seemed to take no joy in teaching or learning. I could see that to them, their jobs in this dreadful Harlem outpost were just a trial to be endured. Every day I trudged miserably to that school, knowing that no pleasure of any kind awaited me there—only, as for the nuns, the grim victory of passing time in penance.

With my father gone so much of the time now, I needed a surrogate, and I found one in Uncle Lenny, one of my mother’s many siblings. Uncle Lenny was, like Hines, a numbers boss, with his own bank. He was a huge, barrel-chested, handsome man—and very tough. No one messed with Uncle Lenny, except perhaps my mother. When he strolled into a local bar, a circle of admirers and lieutenants would gather ’round. Once, I remember, my mother sent me to the bar to find him. As I was sitting with him, a big black cop in full uniform came in and confronted him about something. An argument ensued, and suddenly Lenny reared back and cold-cocked him. One punch! I’ve watched sacks of yams come off ships. This cop went down harder than that. Lenny looked down at him, said to me, “Come on, boy,” stepped over him, and out we went. No look back—and, unbelievably, no repercussions, probably because the cop was contesting the size of his payoff.

I loved seeing Lenny on the street and having him say, “Harry, come with me.” It meant I’d get a lollipop or maybe even a nickel, and on occasion get to follow him on his numbers rounds. We’d go into the Cuban cigar stores, which almost always had numbers operations in back. But you could play the numbers at markets, too, as you bought your yams, and pawpaws, and gingerroot. Lenny’s runners collected the cash and bets, but Lenny liked to pay social calls to the various merchants. “Good for business, you know, Harry.” Often we’d end up at the barbershop, where the men of the neighborhood traded gossip, and the sweet smells of aftershave and cheap cologne hung in the air. I’d curl up in one of the red leather chairs by the wall, sucking my lollipop, and take in the stories of last night’s boxing match at Madison Square Garden. Joe Louis had done it again! Was there anyone that black man couldn’t beat?

My mother did her best to stay out of Lenny’s business, but sometimes she’d bring him a package: the day’s bets from her building or block. She could hardly refuse, because almost every Sunday, Lenny gave us five or ten dollars to help us get through the week. In the 1930s, that bought a lot of groceries. When Lenny came in looking severe, we knew he was drunk. “You know how lucky you are, boy, that you got your mother?” he would say. “Don’t you ever disobey her no more!” And then Lenny would start to cry. “I don’t have my mother, I left her a long time ago in the islands—you should worship your mother.” Lenny did have a son, Lloyd, but he lived with his mother, from whom Lenny was estranged. Lenny always had this long, white silk handkerchief in his back pocket; he’d pull it out and snap it and blow his nose, and then stuff it back in. If he kept on like that, my mother would come over and seize him by the tie. “Get yourself together, man!” Lenny would be startled. She was the only one who could talk to him like that.

Lenny was our family godfather, but he was the first to say I shouldn’t view him as a role model. “I don’t want any of you to grow up like me,” he’d drunkenly wail, and out would come the handkerchief again. There were plenty of others to choose from in Harlem, for most of the famous black Americans of the day lived there, rubbing shoulders with the rest of us; they certainly weren’t welcome in the fancy buildings south of Ninety-sixth Street. I could see Duke Ellington, coiffed in a do-rag, shopping for groceries, and Langston Hughes at a local bar. One of my heroes was A. Philip Randolph, head of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. Randolph had founded the union and won a bitter struggle with the Pullman Company to get better pay and hours for his seven thousand members. I may not have known the details, but I knew, from my mother, that Randolph had dared to stage a strike, and won it. He was a hero. I just loved watching him lead his troops through Harlem on parade, with their red collars and shiny buttons and red caps tilted just so. Everyone admired the porters, not just for the handsome salaries that Randolph had negotiated for them, but because they were worldly—they traveled far and wide—and because most had college degrees. They were a workingman’s elite, one tier down from doctors and lawyers. I would have been thrilled to know, at age six or seven, that I’d be a sleeping-car porter one day. To learn instead that I would come to know Randolph in the heat of the civil rights movement through Martin Luther King, Jr.—that would have baffled me utterly.

Ironically, by the time the movement became a reality, Hollywood had caricatured the proud railroad porters as smiling, servile “darkies.” The real ones, educated and proud, had engaged in long, late-night conversations with their passengers, black or white. Hollywood’s porters catered abjectly to the white leading men and ladies whose stories they bobbed in and out of, carrying their bags and catching tips with a grateful “Thank you, suh!”

One film in particular—a short Mack Sennett silent movie—sealed the demeaning image of these proud men of service. It was the story of a rich, white adulterer getting on a Pullman train with his mistress of the week. Unbeknownst to them, the adulterer’s wife boards the same train. From this moment on, it’s a series of comedy routines of wife, mistress, and adulterer going in and out of staterooms, barely missing one another and causing the adulterer to narrowly avoid several heart attacks. The only person privy to the truth besides the adulterer is a groveling bug-eyed black Uncle Tom porter. As a reward for his silence and loyalty to the rich, white adulterer, the porter is tipped each time they pass each other in this supposedly comic routine. Every time this happens, the porter bows, grins, and bites the coin to make sure it is not counterfeit. So the routine goes. At the end of the trip, neither of the women is the wiser, and the adulterer is spared a tragic end for which he is eternally grateful to the porter, whom he rewards with one last tip and wink. This rather silly piece, at the dawning of Hollywood, forever changed the image of porters. A severe blow to a group of truly dignified men of color!

I had white role models, too, for West Indians admired success whatever color it came in. My mother never missed a fireside chat by President Roosevelt; both he and Eleanor were her greatest heroes. I revered them, too, never imagining that one day Mrs. Roosevelt would call me on the phone, and that our meeting would mark the start of a life-changing friendship for me. I loved almost every actor I saw on the screen, but especially the hard-boiled ones: Jimmy Cagney, George Raft, Edward G. Robinson. They were our folk heroes—working-class heroes, fighting all the forces that threatened us, too: the cops, the FBI, the banks with their snooty white tellers who’d never cut us a break, either. We’d cheer them on as they stuck a gun in those tellers’ faces. They were our Robin Hoods. Take that money and run! Along with white actors, I admired white sports figures, too, like the battling boxer Jimmy Braddock. But for a black boy in the mid-1930s, all these were eclipsed by the great black god who would soon knock Braddock out—Joe Louis.

Louis lived in Detroit, but he trained for his New York fights at a camp in Lakewood, New Jersey, and that got him to Harlem a lot. “Hey, I heard Joe Louis is over on One Hundred and Twenty-fifth and Lenox,” some street friend would say. “Let’s see if he’s still there.” So we’d run over and learn he was in a restaurant having lunch, and press our noses to the glass for a glimpse of this living legend.

Lenny started promising me he’d take me to Lakewood to see the great champ train. But he had to wait until Louis’s next scheduled bout at Madison Square Garden, a once- or twice-a-year occurrence. For a few weeks before these historic spectacles, you could drive over on a Sunday and buy tickets; it was how Louis defrayed the costs of the camp. Finally, on a Sunday when my father happened to be home, Lenny came by to take us to Lakewood in his gleaming black Packard; Louis was in training across the river again at last. I had my little blue suit and blue tie on, all ready to go, but apparently I did something—I can’t recall what—to offend my mother. No training-camp trip for me—my punishment was to stay at home, alone, while the others went. My father tried to plead my case, but my mother held firm. Finally, to my astonishment, he said, “Well, then I’ll stay, too.” He changed out of his suit, and when Millie and Lenny had gone, he took me up on the roof of the building to play marbles.

Almost seventy-five years later, I have to stop and blink back tears at the memory of his kindness that day—a rare kindness, but no less real for that. Which man was he, the one who beat me violently or the one who played marbles with me that day on the roof? Both, perhaps. Though to this day I don’t really know.

When at last we got an arc-shaped RCA radio, I had a whole new gallery of heroes. The Green Hornet for one, the Lone Ranger, for another, and Amos and Andy, the white comics who sounded as black to us as they did to the rest of America. It was also through the radio that I learned I might have some musical ability. A favorite song would come on, and my mother and I would harmonize in the kitchen. That led to my mother prodding me to sing for relatives. All pretty corny stuff. I remember an old Irish tune about mothers that began, “M is for the million things she gave me, / O means only that she’s growing old, / T is for the tears she shed to save me, / H is for the heart as pure as gold …” And another set to the poem “I think that I shall never see / A poem lovely as a tree.” I took my voice for granted, but I know that in doing these little parlor turns, I got a lot of encouragement.

There was more music—much better music—to be found a short walk away at the Apollo Theatre. I really loved going to the Apollo on a Sunday after mass, as young as seven years old, dressed in my best blue suit, to hear Cab Calloway or Count Basie or Duke Ellington or Lucky Millinder, Billie Holiday or Ella Fitzgerald. As suffocating and interminable as mass seemed, I could endure it if I knew that a few short hours later I’d be in the real cathedral of spirituality. I heard them all at the Apollo, every last one, and somehow my mother managed to find the money to take me. Or, if she was working that day, to have my father or one of my relatives take me.

She must have started nurturing the hope that I might join that immortal pantheon, because one day I came home from school to see two men struggling up the four flights to our apartment with a rented stand-up roller piano. You could put in paper rolls and have it play itself, but you could also play it as a proper piano. To learn how, my mother informed me, I would enroll in Miss Shepherd’s classes for fifty cents a lesson.

Miss Shepherd was a spinster, with a high-collared blouse and long dress, who kept her hair up in a bun and wore pince-nez glasses, and gave lessons to support herself and her mother. She was considered the best music instructor for blocks around. Also the strictest. Every time I made a mistake playing scales, she’d rap me across the fingers with a ruler, as hard as the nuns did. It was torture. Finally I started cutting her classes and hanging out on the street, playing marbles for purees with a few of the neighborhood toughs. To my horror, my mother happened to walk by and see me. Grimly, she hauled me off to Miss Shepherd’s to learn what was going on. The truth was that I hadn’t been in class for weeks. “Do you know what I had to do for all those lessons at fifty cents a lesson, Harry?”

For the first time but not the last, I’d crushed her expectations for me, and the immigrant dream she’d had, to sacrifice herself for her children’s betterment, was crumbling, maybe already shattered.

That week, my mother got rid of the piano. “You’re on your own now,” she said. And I was.
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For all that my mother and father and Uncle Lenny tried to teach me, by the age of seven I’d become a difficult child. I gave back as good as I got, not just at home but on the way to school, where I passed a daily gauntlet of young Irish and Italians who liked nothing better than to pick a fight with a black kid on his own. School was P.S. 186 on 145th Street, a five-story redbrick building between Broadway and Amsterdam Avenue, where most of the students were white—which led to more fighting. I walked the halls ready to explode if another student so much as bumped me accidentally as he went by. And that happened a lot.

To these fisticuffs, my mother had strong but contradictory reactions. Once, when I was in elementary school, she bought me a secondhand white shirt required for a class play. I was keenly aware of the sacrifices my mother made to give me the simplest things; that shirt meant a lot to me. The night before the play, I lay in bed listening to Amos ’n’ Andy and watching as she mended it and sewed on a needed button. The next day I felt really spiffy, and the play went well. That afternoon on the way home, however, I was set upon by a group of boys who cruelly taunted me. I was enraged, but not wanting anything to happen to my new shirt, I ignored them. Emboldened, they started shoving and then punching me. I took flight and ran several blocks to escape them. As fate would have it, I literally ran into my mother in front of our house. She demanded to know what was going on. As I told her, I watched her eyes narrow and her anger take hold. She marched me back to the scene to look for my tormentors. When we found them, she grabbed my books and jacket and said, “Go do what you got to do!” I was nonplussed. She pushed me in the direction of the biggest bully in the crowd. In a choked voice, she whispered, “Get him!” Elated by her encouragement, I proceeded to stomp the guy. When I got through, there was more than just a bloody nose. I couldn’t believe it when the others started scampering away. I turned and saw my mother smiling. Filling up with tears, I grabbed her around the waist in the biggest hug I’d ever given her. “Thanks for the help, Ma,” I said. She hugged me back. “Sometimes,” she told me, “there’s more to life than the shirt on your back.”

After school, I roamed the neighborhood freely—too freely. One day I was playing in the streets and got hit by a car. I woke up in Harlem Hospital to find my leg broken, hanging in traction in a waist-high cast. My mother blamed my father, as usual. “If only he was an honorable man and held the home together.” But she also blamed herself, as she had when I stuck my eye with the scissors.

The medicines I was given in the hospital left me thirsty all the time, and my lips were soon badly chapped. If I sucked them in a certain way, I found, it helped produce saliva. By the time I went home, I’d made such a habit of it that my lower lip on one side swelled up in a large lump. But now I couldn’t stop sucking it. My mother tried everything. She put tape on the lump; I pulled the tape off. She coated it with bitters or hot sauce; I kept sucking till the bad taste was gone. Finally she recruited my father.

“Boy, if you suck that lip again you’ll regret it,” my father warned. But I did. And so came the punishment to fit this latest crime. First my father pushed me onto my bed and locked me between his very strong legs. Then he held me by the chin with one hand. With the other, he held his cigar out and blew the ash off it. Its burning red ember glowed brightly. “You want to suck your lip?” The ember came closer to the lump on my lip. “You want to suck it?” Again the ember came closer, an inch each time. Just as it was about to burn me—I could feel its heat—he moved it away. Then he flogged me with his belt.

Better, my mother declared, to send this truant back to Jamaica; at least I wouldn’t get hit by a car there. While Dennis stayed with my mother in Harlem, I went down with my father on a United Fruit Company boat. When I wasn’t confined to his cabin, I was in the ship’s kitchen, watching him serve up three meals a day for the captain and crew. I saw a new side of him on that trip. He was the head chef, ordering the scullery cooks around with great dispatch. Much as I feared and hated him, for the first time I admired him, too.

The mountain village my grandmother Jane lived in was called Aboukir, I now learned. Her wood-framed house stood on stilts, built into the hillside, with a roof of patchwork pieces of zinc and wood salvaged from construction projects in nearby Ocho Rios. There was no electricity; at dusk, Jane lit the oil lamps. No plumbing, either; the outhouse was in back. On her small plot of land, Jane grew plantains, yams, passion fruit, okra, callaloo, and ackee, a local fruit that you boiled (and boiled). Her relatives and grown children lived the same way. Everyone had a small cottage and an acre or two of land, on former plantations now broken up and parceled out. The colonial era was still just receding, and the islanders remembered all too well what life had been like before they owned their own land. They cherished those plots with all the passion and pride of a Lord Mountbatten surveying his large estate.

All the warmth and love I’d felt as an infant from my grandmother I felt more keenly now. I adored her in return. Jane Love was matriarch to a large clan of children, grandchildren, and various other relatives, all of whose clothes she continued to mend, but I felt she carved out a special place for me. Perhaps part of it was that I was the one from far away. Perhaps she saw that I was troubled, and so tended to my every need with that much more concern. Perhaps her guilt at the scissors accident made her that much more solicitous. All I know is that never was a surname more appropriate, and more deserved, than hers.

My relationship with her had a strong and particular effect. For the rest of my life, I would feel an unusual sense of ease in moving between races and classes—an ease that would help me as an entertainer, later as an activist, too, mediating between Martin Luther King and his southern Baptist followers on the one hand, and the Irish, patrician Kennedy clan on the other. I think that traces to the fact that Jane, who was as white and blue-eyed as a person can be, so enveloped me with love. “Where’s me Harry?” I can still hear her say. “Where’s me sweet boy Harry?”

Almost every day, several of her flock would come by for dinner, both because they, too, loved Jane, and because Jane was a formidable cook. She had only her outdoor wood-burning stove, hand-hewn from local stones. And she didn’t have that much to work with; of the fruits and vegetables she harvested, only some were in season at any given time. For meat she mainly had chicken. But that she had year-round. Jane raised all the chickens she could manage, and then some; if we could have hatched more chickens by sleeping on eggs, she would have had us do that. While chicken was on the menu almost every night, no two dishes tasted the same, so clever was Jane with her spices, and the ways she varied her other ingredients, and by her choice to roast or boil or fry the chicken that night. Happily sated at the end of the evening, her guests wandered off on dark paths to their own cottages, and one by one their own oil lamps winked on in the surrounding hills.

In the mornings I walked on my own to a one-room schoolhouse, where I struggled, with little success and a lot of resentment, to read. Afterward, Jane might send me on an errand to the next village. “Go to Mrs. Richards and tell her we need some yams, and don’t dillydally …” On the hilly paths from one village to another, I’d pass huge concrete tanks, open-topped, some aboveground, some below. The rain that collected in these tanks was our only source of drinking water. Zinc funnels protruded from the tanks to sluice the water into our bottles and barrels; to me they looked like giant arms, about to scoop me up, and I gave them a wide berth. My fear was soundly based. Sometimes people fell in, and if the water was low in the tank, they couldn’t climb out. They might drown—and once in a while did—if they weren’t discovered and rescued by rope.

The nearest market was Brown’s Town, to which the villagers brought their harvested goods by donkey and cart. When their carts were full, they carried more on their heads, wrapped in colorful bandannas. If I was lucky, I’d be asked to go with one of my uncles, either to walk behind or, as a special treat, to ride on the donkey. (“Don’t crush the banana!”) Sometimes I was lucky enough to hitch a ride on one of the few trucks in the region. (“Hey, mon, you want a fender ride?”) I’d hop on the fender and hold on to the window frame, and we’d roll down the dirt roads, inevitably passing a group of bauxite workers headed home, their faces red from bauxite dust.

The larger market, especially for bananas, was Ocho Rios, with its deepwater pier, where the United Fruit Company boats loaded up. Bananas, sugarcane, mangoes, oranges—all these were shipped, after being tallied and paid for by the UFC tallyman. “Come, Mr. tally man, tally me banana, / Daylight come and me wan’ go home.” Not by chance did that song become my signature; I knew of what I was singing.

Once the men were paid, I’d follow them through the streets of Ocho Rios as they shopped for the enamel pots or the store-bought rockers their wives had asked for. They might also stop at the local pub and grab a few shots, and sometimes come home very drunk, their trucks bumping along the roads as their headlights swept the fields. Perched on the fender, I felt the cool night breeze on my face and pretended I was hanging on for dear life.

When school was out, my father took me back to New York on one of his banana boat runs. I was eight now, old enough to get into new kinds of trouble.

That summer, in our latest multiple-family apartment, I befriended a girl named Eleanor, who shared my interest in playing doctor. The scene is as clear to me today as it was then, a stark stage set in my mind. At stage left, the kitchen. At stage right, the bedroom. At center stage, connecting the rooms, a little pantry where canned goods are stored. A young boy and girl are fumbling with each other’s buttons in the bedroom. The boy’s mother is cooking in the kitchen. Usually the thick curtain between the bedroom and pantry is kept closed. Today, perhaps hearing her son in the bedroom and wanting to tell him something without moving out of the kitchen, the mother slides the curtain aside. The children freeze. The girl flees upstage. Mother and son trade horrified looks. Finally the mother speaks. “This one I’m saving for your father.”

Absent as he usually was, my father, unfortunately, was home that week. For a day or two he said nothing, and I dared to think I might escape whatever terrible new form of punishment I was due. Then, on Sunday, just as I’d finished dressing for church, my father pulled me into the bathroom. I saw that the tub was filled with hot water: scalding, steaming water. “You know what this is for?”

I didn’t answer.

“Get out of your clothes.”

Slowly I undressed. I couldn’t believe he was going to put me into that tub. I started crying, and he whacked me across the face. By the time I’d gotten down to my underwear, I stopped crying. I’d come to terms with pure terror. I was ready to step in. Or perhaps my mind had shut down.

Just before I stepped in, my father yanked me away from the tub. Once again he flogged me with his belt, so badly that my mother had to intervene. I blamed him, but I blamed her, too. She hadn’t known what the punishment would be. But she must have known it would be extreme.

From Aunt Liz and Uncle Lenny, I’d nurtured a keen curiosity about numbers, as in the numbers. I could feel the excitement that playing the numbers stirred in the poor and the desperate, which was to say almost everyone in my world. The numbers had such power—to pay the rent, to restore marital harmony, to buy happiness, for a short while at least. And so perhaps it was inevitable that I would be drawn, one day, to a game of three-card monte in the street. In my pocket I had ten dollars my aunt Liz had given me to pass on to my mother for groceries. All I knew, after watching the three-card-monte dealer, was that I might multiply that bill if I took the chance. So I did, and suddenly the ten dollars was gone.

Panicked, I went back to my aunt’s apartment, because there, I knew, I would find more money—lots of money. The beds in the bedrooms down the hall were covered with packets of money about to be brought by runners to the lucky winners. I snuck into one of the bedrooms and slipped a ten-dollar bill from one of the packets. Surely Aunt Liz would never miss the money, much less accuse me of taking it. But she did. Hawkeyed businesswoman that she was, she discovered the shortfall that day, ticked off the possible suspects, and came to the clear conclusion that the culprit was me. She couldn’t call my mother—we had no phone—but the next time she saw her, she told her so. My mother reacted with righteous indignation. “How dare you accuse my son?” she snapped back. In the background I listened, sick with guilt, incapable of admitting what I’d done, until the talk became so heated that my mother told her sister what to do with herself … after which they did not speak again for the longest time. And I, burning with shame, had to pretend, for the rest of her life, that Aunt Liz had done me wrong.

I learned from that day not to steal my gambling funds, but I didn’t learn not to gamble. All through my youth I would play for marbles, using cigar boxes for our game of choice. The dealer, so to speak, would cut three little Roman arches in one side of the box, and set the box in the gutter down a slope in the street. The game was to let your marble find its way into one of those holes from five or ten feet away. If it went into one hole, that was a one-puree payoff: The other pint-size gamblers had to give you a puree marble for the one you’d gotten in the one-puree arch. If you got your marble in the two-puree hole, better for you, and the three-puree hole, better yet. But if your marble didn’t roll through any of those holes, then you lost it.

I played for purees in the street, and I bet on flipped cards—heads or tails—but after that incident with Aunt Liz, I always kept to my limit, as a child, as a teenager in the navy, even afterward, when I came back to Harlem and played poker, sometimes for pretty serious stakes. Not until I got to Vegas would I be so drawn to the lure and adrenaline of the big, big win that I’d start playing beyond my limit, and keep playing, until I had to stop—for keeps.

It was time, my mother decided, to take her children home—home to Jamaica for a good long stretch, away from the dangers we faced in Harlem, away from its temptations, too. Dennis and I would attend a proper British-style school, and my mother would get some kind of work. She brought a trunk for herself, along with ours, and promised she’d stay. I was nine, Dennis was five, the year was 1936. For none of us did things turn out as hoped.

We rented a tiny one-room house in Kingston, not far from one of my aunts, and for two or three weeks, my mother searched for work. Only there wasn’t any. One day I saw her, silent and defeated, her mouth set in a line, packing her clothes back into her trunk. I didn’t ask what she was doing, or why. I knew.

That day, my mother enrolled me in the Morris-Knibb Preparatory School, which took in boarding students. That part of the plan, at least, worked out. The school started with fifth grade. Dennis was too young, so my mother would take him to an elementary school—humbler and less expensive than Morris-Knibb, because that was all my mother could afford—and have him board with a local family. I would see him every two weeks, my mother explained, for movies and ice cream. At least I’d had both of my parents, some of the time, until I was nine. Dennis would never get over the anger and loneliness he felt at being abandoned, or so he felt, at five, by both parents. It would haunt him, and grind him down, until he died of a heart attack at forty-four. And when he did, our mother would weep, racked by guilt for leaving him on his own those many years ago.

When we got to Morris-Knibb, I begged my mother to change her mind and take us both back north. I didn’t care how small the next apartment in Harlem might be. I didn’t mind how much babysitting I’d have to do. I just wanted to be with her. She told me to buck up—“Get yourself together, boy!” She helped me find the room where I’d be bunking, and put my clothes in my little cubby. All too soon we were back outside by the waiting taxi, and she was giving me a hug and saying good-bye. I watched the taxi roll off, and the school gates close behind it. Finally I ran at the gate, devastated, and put my face through the bars, howling with grief and fear. But the taxi never came back.

My new teachers brought me back to the classroom and sat me at my desk. I wept and wept. I couldn’t eat that night; I didn’t take a proper meal for days. Then one morning I woke up and found myself completely self-reliant. My mother had abandoned me; nothing could change that fact. I would never again look to my mother for love. I was now a world of one. I was the only one I could trust, the only person who cared about me in this bleakly institutional place. I would have to protect myself by doing whatever it took to keep these new authority figures from zeroing in on me. I would resist all that they told me I should believe.

Mary Morris-Knibb was a prominent figure in Kingston who would soon become the first Jamaican woman elected to a political post. Like most islanders, she adopted the British way of life, and modeled her school accordingly. We learned British history and etiquette, took on British accents, read British newspapers and accepted their editorial opinions, followed soccer and cricket, and swelled with pride at being a part of the British Empire, especially when viewing such movies as The Charge of the Light Brigade, even though we were among the many conquered nations of Britain’s empire. The only thing British we didn’t like was being oppressed.

I was an exception in one regard: I hated cricket. This was not the way to ingratiate myself with my new classmates and teachers. Soon enough I became known as the hard case in school—it didn’t take much—and the inevitable caning followed, for some minor infraction I can’t recall, as there were so many. I lay down on my stomach, and four upperclassmen held my arms and legs while the principal gave me five or more lashes across the bottom. I might have cried, but I never became the subservient little student the caning was meant to produce.

Eventually I was told to board elsewhere; the teachers didn’t want to see any more of me than necessary. So I went to live at Mrs. Shirley’s, where three other boys boarded as well. All four of us had bunks in the same room. For this, and for feeding me, my mother sent Mrs. Shirley a stipend each week. Whatever she paid, it was too much. One night not too long after my arrival, I woke up covered in bites. “Must be mosquitoes,” Mrs. Shirley declared over breakfast the next morning. “No, ma’am, I don’t think so. I think some bugs in the bed.” Mrs. Shirley slapped me. “No bugs in my bed!” I stormed back to the bedroom and stripped my bunk in rage, while she stood frozen behind me. There, around each button of the mattress, were hundreds of bedbug eggs. Embarrassed, Mrs. Shirley told me it was time for me to leave.

Over the next four years, various relatives and friends of relatives took me in—not for love, but for money. Meager as my mother’s earnings were up north, a small sliver of them bought a lot of room and board in Jamaica, where an American dime had the value of a dollar. The household I remember best was that of my mother’s sister Geraldine, whose skin was almost Tahitian in tone. Aunt Gerry, or Aunt G, as I called her, had upped the already high social standing her light skin conferred by marrying a pink-faced Scotsman named Eric Pigou (pig-ew). In the Pigous’ capacious house at 17A Connolly Avenue in Kingston, I learned just how rigid Jamaica’s racial stratification could be.

Mr. Pigou was the postmaster, or so I remember; perhaps he was one of two or three. Either way, he earned a good enough salary to maintain a two-story wood-frame house with a tennis court and highly manicured lawn and garden. The Pigous had three children, two girls and a boy—Phyllis, Violet, and David—all of them as white as their father. In addition, there was Annette, or Nettie, an adopted child, or “ward,” as she was described to me, some six or seven years older than I. Because she was adopted, and because her skin was mulatto, Nettie lived in the back of the Pigous’ house, in a small downstairs bedroom by the back staircase. That’s where I lived, too, in a bedroom next to Nettie’s. The Pigous’ children were in upstairs bedrooms, much larger than Nettie’s and mine. When company came, Nettie and I were forbidden to make an appearance, and ate in the kitchen with the servants while the Pigous and their guests took their dinner in the dining room. The Pigous didn’t want their friends to know that there could possibly be dark-skinned next of kin living in the house; it would have tainted their reputation. Eventually, I would learn the Pigous had a deeper secret to keep. Nettie was Gerry’s daughter by another man. Whether Mr. Pigou knew this and let Gerry keep Nettie under his roof, or didn’t and simply believed Nettie was a ward, I never knew.

If no guests were invited, Nettie and I did join the others in the dining room. In truth, we preferred the kitchen, for the Pigous dined with excruciating formality, their backs ramrod straight, every aspect of culinary etiquette strictly observed. We knew the precise moment to pick up our serviettes, shake them once, and place them on our laps. We tipped the outward side of our spoons into the soup just so, moved the spoon outward, then drank from the heel of the spoon. And so it went from soup to nuts. The Pigous made stilted dinner conversation in high-British accents—I can still see Mr. Pigou turning his spectacled gaze to me and saying, “My dear boy, that is not what one does at the table”—as properly as any English lord or lady at high tea. Was it really just a generation ago that Aunt Gerry’s parents had shaken off the yoke of indentured servitude, only to seize all the trappings and affectations of their overseers? So it was. And in less than twenty years, strangers who met me would assume I was a highborn college graduate, so ingrained were these bits of culture the Pigous and Mrs. Morris-Knibb had appropriated from the British, and passed on, in their stern way, to me.

Outside the Pigous’ proper household lay a very different world. On Kingston’s busy streets, peddlers sang their goods for sale. “Guava jelly, guava cheese … yellow yam, yellow yam, come get your yellow yam!” The fishmongers were the best; they had a new song for whatever their catch of the day was. At the wharf, mento bands would sing to the endless stream of tourists disembarking from cruise ships. Even politicians sang to gather crowds before delivering their speeches. A politician named Simpson had an artificial leg made of cork that buffered the stump against the wooden peg. “Cork Foot Simpson the Vagabon’ / if I catch you I chop off de other one” was the verse written and sung by the opposition candidate. Simpson won the contest, and on the night of his victory rally he responded by singing his victory rebuttal.

All this music I took in, along with my first snatches of classical music as I passed a big hillside house, its large front lawn set off by an imposing gate. Whoever lived in that house listened to the BBC all day, or so it seemed. The British announcer spoke through crackling static that dramatically heightened the distance his broadcast traveled. I scampered up a Bombay mango tree that hovered over the road at the edge of the property and perched in the comfort of its crisscrossed branches. Those great orchestral waves of the London Philharmonic wafted to where I sat, endlessly sucking on the nectar of one of several sun-ripened fruits easily reached from my nesting place. I listened to Beethoven being played by a conductor whose very name bespoke British pomp and majesty: Sir Thomas Beecham.

Despite that, I was lonelier now in Jamaica than I’d ever been in Harlem. To the Pigous I was a boarder—a dark-skinned boarder. In Nettie I had someone to share my lowly status, but the difference in our ages made us housemates more than friends. The older Pigou children had lives of their own; so did the other students at the Morris-Knibb Preparatory School, most of whom lived at home, and who regarded me, rightly, as a loner, best avoided. Alienated and hurt, I grew more rebellious, until Mrs. Morris-Knibb suggested to my mother I might be happier at another school, and so began a series of short stints at schools whose names I just dimly remember: Mico, Wolmer’s Boys’ School, Half Way Tree. Decades later, when Michael Manley, the prime minister of Jamaica, awarded me a doctorate from the University of the West Indies, I would tell him I was surely the only recipient of this honor who had the distinction of attending every school in Kingston.

I did have one passion, and for a while, I felt sure I’d make it my profession one day. Every morning at five o’clock, I’d sneak out of the Pigous’ house and scurry over to the Kingston racecourse to see my cousin Charlie Gossen, the island’s best jockey, put his horses through their paces. Charlie’s mother was Liz, my numbers-boss aunt. On Jamaica, he was famous, the greatest jockey of his day. He let me assist in mucking out the stables and grooming his horses, and eventually he taught me to ride. We both felt I had promise, until, to my mortification, I had a growth spurt that just wouldn’t quit. Charlie told me sympathetically—looking up at me—that I’d have to find a new ambition.

At last, in the winter of 1940, my mother came back for my brother and me. Perhaps I imagined that she just couldn’t bear to be separated from us anymore. In fact, the war had more to do with it. The Nazis were marching through Europe, conquering one country after another; the latest to fall was France. My mother was not alone in fearing England would be next, and that the British Crown’s colonies might be put under Nazi rule before she could rescue her sons.

Both Dennis and I were ecstatic to be reunited with our mother, and our joy wasn’t diminished in the least by seeing that her newest apartment, on 114th Street and Manhattan Avenue, was her smallest yet: a single room partitioned into two, with a common toilet down the hall. The three of us slept on one side of the curtain my mother had made to divide the space; on the other side was a kitchenette and dining area. My parents were legally separated. As they were good and obedient Catholics, divorce seemed out of the question. My father, I was told, had taken up with a German woman named Edith. My mother was single, but she did have a friend in the janitor of the building, a very light-skinned black man named William Wright. From the way he and my mother chatted on a daily basis, I don’t think it would have surprised me to learn that they had a romance. Before long, Bill Wright would become my stepfather.

Despite whatever sparks this new friendship was generating, my mother was determined to move out of her tiny room in Bill Wright’s building to a larger apartment more appropriate for the three of us, and not just any would do. She wanted to live in a clean, well-kept complex at 130th and Amsterdam Avenue. The only catch was that blacks weren’t allowed. That didn’t stop my mother. To the rental agent, she presented herself as Spanish. Not Hispanic, from Puerto Rico or south of the border, but from Spain, by way of the West Indies. This, and twenty dollars, helped secure our new home. But now Dennis and I were Spanish, too.

So began my “passing” period. On the building’s front stoop the first day I hung out there, I got razzed by the Greek and Irish kids who lived in the complex. “Hey, you’re a nigger,” they said in amazement.

“No, I’m not,” I said. “I’m not a nigger.”

“You sure look like one.”

“I’m not.”

“You have hair like one.”

“Unless you’ve been caught in a fire like I was, shut your fucking face.” Attitude won that day. During the brief silence that followed, I stared them down, knowing that when you don’t have truth on your side, attitude is your best friend.

I stuck to my story—the name Belafonte helped flavor the dish, too—and they bought it. They soon nicknamed me “Frenchy,” since I told them that my grandfather on my father’s side came from Martinque and that my family had come originally from Europe. For the first time, I belonged—by not being black.

As Frenchy, I ranked above the few black students, in this largely Irish and Greek neighborhood, who attended P.S. 43, the local public junior high school. In the lunchroom, I sat with my new white pals. After school, I joined them for pickup games of stickball or basketball, and because of my moves, I invariably got chosen first. But this new camaraderie went only so far. I was accepted, but only as a visitor. I wasn’t a member of their tribe. When they had parties, I wasn’t invited. And I knew better than to try to date any of the white girls. I could chat them up in the corridors between classes, but had I asked any one of them out to the movies, I would have been met by a look of genuine astonishment, followed by one deceitful nervous excuse after another.

So I was a misfit, adrift somewhere between white and black, New York and the West Indies. The only thing I clearly was was poor. That, as much as my dubious skin tone and kinky hair, limited my social options. To any son or daughter of middle-class parents—from butchers to firemen to construction workers—I was of a lesser order, below which there might not be any other orders: the son of a single woman who worked as a maid.

It was a lonely time, of alienation and racial confusion, only made worse by my mother’s relentless efforts at monitoring me, which she soon gave up, now that I was a teenager. One thing she would not yield on, though, was having me accompany her to one political gathering after another.

She was frustrated by her failure, through the Depression, to better her lot, and her political views, always strongly held, had grown only more strident and bitter. One of her heroes was Marcus Garvey, the black nationalist, who was born in my mother’s own St. Ann Parish in Jamaica. Garvey had formed the United Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) with the bold vision of uniting blacks around the world and reconnecting them with their African roots. He’d gone so far as to promote a new African homeland in Liberia, with new colleges and industries, to knit the entire black diaspora together, as the state of Israel would for Jews a generation later. A young J. Edgar Hoover, head of the “anti-radical” division of what would become the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation, had managed to get him deported in the year of my birth. At about the time I returned from Jamaica, Garvey died. But his image, and his dream, lived on. To me, Garvey was just a portly black man in a silly admiral’s hat, but to my mother, who went to meetings in Harlem held by his followers, he was a beacon of hope. Later I would realize that, in his own way, Garvey was a founder of the civil rights movement, and my mother’s admiration for him had a lasting influence on me.

At some point, my mother would marry Bill Wright. She had little choice, since she was pregnant with my brother Raymond, soon to be followed, a year later, by my sister, Shirley. Bill was a gentle man—quite a change from my father—and both Dennis and I liked him just fine. Bill had one flaw: He was an alcoholic. But he also had one saving grace. Unlike my father, he had no capacity for violence. I wasn’t particularly close to Raymond and Shirley, since I was so much older than they. (In later life, Shirley and I grew extremely close, once I rescued her from the Catholic Church.) I was happy for my mother; it was only she who seemed incapable of enjoying this new state of affairs. Ground down by poverty, she’d lost the capacity for happiness, if she’d ever had it. As loving as her new husband was, she seemed destined to remain a tortured character, seeking her only solace in church.

The surprise was my father. By the time I was fourteen, he’d become a different man. I could see that on Friday afternoons, when I took the subway down to lower Manhattan to pick up the weekly child-support money that a court had ordered him to pay my mother.

My father still worked as a cook, but a landlocked one now, overseeing the basement kitchen of a busy downtown restaurant on Union Square. There wasn’t much time for conversation—he was too busy barking orders to the men under him. But for all the stress of his job, he seemed much more relaxed. Even handing over the envelope with the child-support money didn’t ruin his mood. On the first of those visits, he introduced me to Edith, a solidly built waitress with very strong features—far from the beauty my mother was, but cheerful and kind, with a heavy New York accent. She was soon to be my father’s new wife.

After they married, I would visit them occasionally in the Bronx, where they lived in a neighborhood thick with Edith’s relatives, all of whom, to my further surprise, thought the world of Edith’s new husband. They could see, as I could, that he doted on her. When she asked him to do some small task, he did it with alacrity. When she voiced opinions at the dinner table, he listened and nodded; when she made jokes, he laughed. Who was this impostor? And what had they done with my father? For surely this was not the man who’d bristled at the smallest request my mother made, and beaten her bloody, and then beaten me, too. Yet he was, and that was the mystery for me. Why had this plain, strong German woman charmed my father when my sweet, loving, eternally right mother had not? I knew my mother’s nagging must have had a lot to do with it, and more than that, her deeply rooted certainty that men were feckless creatures destined to fail her. For my father, perhaps, that had become a self-fulfilling prophecy. But also, I realized later, it was because both were alcoholics. Poverty, youth, and alcohol: It was a toxic combination, made more so by the fears involved in being illegal immigrants on the run.

At fourteen, I had no citizenship worries. I might be poor, but at least I’d been born on U.S. soil. It was just everything else I had to worry about, starting with who I was. By the time I started ninth grade at George Washington High School, my passing period had ended, not due to any dramatic turn of events, just the inexorable drift toward kinship with black students rather than white ones. Now the question was not which group to join, but which gang. The Midtown Midgets? The Scorpions? The Sharks? The Spiders? All of them fought with rocks, with knives, with chains, with brass knuckles and zip guns—anything they could get their hands on. Some were black and some were Hispanic, and I could go either way, but I didn’t want any of them. The constant awareness of race—and the daily challenges to fight based on race—only left me more alienated than ever. Schoolwork frustrated me, too. I still had so much trouble reading that I began to fear I might fail every one of my high school courses. I got through the first semester of ninth grade, but dropped out the next.

My mother was devastated when I told her my plan. I can remember exactly how her face fell at this latest disappointment in her life, the most crushing yet. I had failed her by skipping out on my piano lessons, and now I’d failed her by dropping out of high school. She let me know it every day. I would never feel worse about myself than in the year or so that followed. Both to earn money and to be away from her, I did a number of odd jobs. I delivered groceries and moved produce from the cellar to the display floor for a local market. I worked a bit in the garment district, carting racks of clothes. I worked for an adopted uncle from the Caribbean named Vincent Newby, who ran a tailor shop. I delivered clothes for him, and learned to work the pressing machine. Ah, now I was moving up! I was a presser! Perhaps, with luck, I’d eventually even have my own little tailor shop. I couldn’t imagine anything better. I could imagine a whole lot worse.

One day, to escape these worries, I slipped into a showing of the new Humphrey Bogart movie Sahara. I’d gone in for Bogie, but I became transfixed by a black actor named Rex Ingram. Ingram played the part of a Sudanese soldier who’d fallen in with a group of Allied soldiers lost from their various regiments in North Africa. The story followed this motley crew across the Libyan desert until it encountered a German regiment. At one point in the story, Ingram gave chase to and tackled a Nazi officer and pushed the guy’s face into the sand. The camera zoomed in for a searing image of Ingram’s black hand, suffocating the Nazi soldier in the desert sand as the Germans riddled him with bullets. To me, Ingram’s scene of revenge was galvanizing. I’d never seen a film that showed a black character so heroic. Yes! I thought. This was the war for me!

Shortly after my seventeenth birthday—March 1, 1944—I told my mother I wanted to enlist in the U.S. Navy. A lot of other seventeen-year-olds were signing up, too; they just needed a parent’s written permission. It was a patriotic time, with the United States now fully involved in both theaters of World War II and the tide just beginning to turn for the Allies. To me, the navy seemed the best by far of the military branches; sailors never had to tramp through mud like army soldiers, they never got shot out of planes, and they got to go to sea, which I knew I liked from my trips to and from Jamaica.

My mother sat silently in the living room as I packed, and barely stirred herself to see me to the door. I told her I’d be back with lots of stories, and then I was gone. I had no idea what the future held, and certainly not an inkling that it might, in some circuitous way, lead me to a microphone and a stage.
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