“Incredible! No Negro writer ever told the whole street thing in Harlem: Claude Brown is the first.”

—Tom Wolfe, New York Herald Tribun

“The first thing I ever read which gave me an idea of what it would be like day by day if I’d grown u
in Harlem.”
—Norman Mail

“This is a magnificent book, not a good book, not an interesting book, a magnificent book.… It is
guided tour of hell conducted by a man who broke out.”

—Dick Schaap, Book
“It is written with brutal and unvarnished honesty in the plain talk of the people, in language that
fierce, uproarious, obscene and tender.”

—Romulus Linney, The New York Times Book Revie
“Sprung from the alley, a rare cat … As a survivor among the dying and the dead, Brown tells it like
was—and like it still is.”

—Nat Hentoff, Book Wee

“He writes about his life—and Harlem—with frank, brutal, and beautiful power. Mr. Brown’s graphi
narrative will make you laugh, cry, think, and possibly understand.”

—Atlanta Journ

“Brown’s Harlem is alive in a way that no black ghetto has heretofore been brought to life betwee
book jackets.”

—Daniel A. Polin

“Sometimes a unique voice speaks out so clearly and with so much passion that it comes to speak fo
an era, a generation, a people … and we have to listen.”

—William Mathes, Los Angeles Time

TOUCHSTONE
Rockefeller Center
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com
Copyright © 1965 by Claude Brown
Copyright renewed © 1993 by Claude Brown
All rights reserved,
including the right of reproduction
in whole or in part in any form.

All the names in this book—with the exception of public figures, judges, staff members at th
Wiltwyck School for Boys, Mr. Alfred A. Cohen, the Reverend William M. James, Mr. Louis Howard
and the author—are entirely fictitious, and any resemblance to the names of living persons is whol
coincidental.
First Touchstone Edition 1999
TOUCHSTONE and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.
Manufactured in the United States of America
20 19 18 17 16
The Library of Congress has cataloged the Macmillan edition as follows:
Brown, Claude, date.
Manchild in the promised land / Claude Brown.
p. cm.
ISBN 0-02-517325-1
1. Brown, Claude, date. 2. Afro-Americans—Biography.
3. Afro-Americans—New York (N.Y.)—Social conditions.
4. Harlem (New York, N.Y.)—Social conditions. 5. New York (N.Y.)—Social conditions. I. Title
E185.97.B86A3
1990
974.7’10049607302—dc20
[B]
90-34905
CIP
ISBN-13: 978-0-684-86418-1
ISBN-10:
0-684-86418-5
eISBN-13: 978-1-4516-2617-9

To the late ELEANOR ROOSEVEL

who founded the Wiltwyck School for Boy

And to the WILTWYCK SCHOO

which is still finding Claude Brown

Foreword

I WANT to talk about the first Northern urban generation of Negroes. I want to talk about th
experiences of a misplaced generation, of a misplaced people in an extremely complex, confuse
society. This is a story of their searching, their dreams, their sorrows, their small and futile rebellion
and their endless battle to establish their own place in America’s greatest metropolis—and in Americ
itself.
The characters are sons and daughters of former Southern sharecroppers. These were the poore
people of the South, who poured into New York City during the decade following the Grea
Depression. These migrants were told that unlimited opportunities for prosperity existed in New Yor
and that there was no “color problem” there. They were told that Negroes lived in houses wi
bathrooms, electricity, running water, and indoor toilets. To them, this was the “promised land” tha
Mammy had been singing about in the cotton fields for many years.
Going to New York was good-bye to the cotton fields, good-bye to “Massa Charlie,” good-bye t
the chain gang, and, most of all, goodbye to those sunup-to-sundown working hours. One no long
had to wait to get to heaven to lay his burden down; burdens could be laid down in New York.
So, they came, from all parts of the South, like all the black chillun o’ God following the sound o
Gabriel’s horn on that long-overdue Judgment Day. The Georgians came as soon as they were able t
pick train fare off the peach trees. They came from South Carolina where the cotton stalks were bar
The North Carolinians came with tobacco tar beneath their fingernails.
They felt as the Pilgrims must have felt when they were coming to America. But these descendan
of Ham must have been twice as happy as the Pilgrims, because they had been catching twice the hel
Even while planning the trip, they sang spirituals as “Jesus Take My Hand” and “I’m On My Way
and chanted, “Hallelujah, I’m on my way to the promised land!”
It seems that Cousin Willie, in his lying haste, had neglected to tell the folks down home about on
of the most important aspects of the promised land: it was a slum ghetto. There was a tremendou
difference in the way life was lived up North. There were too many people full of hate and bitterne
crowded into a dirty, stinky, uncared-for closet-size section of a great city.
Before the soreness of the cotton fields had left Mama’s back, her knees were getting sore from
scrubbing “Goldberg’s” floor. Nevertheless, she was better off; she had gone from the fire into th
frying pan.
The children of these disillusioned colored pioneers inherited the total lot of their parents—th
disappointments, the anger. To add to their misery, they had little hope of deliverance. For where doe
one run to when he’s already in the promised land?

1

“Run”!
Where?
Oh, hell! Let’s get out of here!
“Turk! Turk! I’m shot!”
I could hear Turk’s voice calling from a far distance, telling me not to go into the fish-and-chip
joint. I heard, but I didn’t understand. The only thing I knew was that I was going to die.
I ran. There was a bullet in me trying to take my life, all thirteen years of it.
I climbed up on the bar yelling, “Walsh, I’m shot. I’m shot.” I could feel the blood running dow
my leg. Walsh, the fellow who operated the fish-and-chips joint, pushed me off the bar and onto th
floor. I couldn’t move now, but I was still completely conscious.
Walsh was saying, “Git outta here, kid. I ain’t got no time to play.”
A woman was screaming, mumbling something about the Lord, and saying, “Somebody done sho
that poor child.”
Mama ran in. She jumped up and down, screaming like a crazy woman. I began to think abo
dying. The worst part of dying was thinking about the things and the people that I’d never see agai
As I lay there trying to imagine what being dead was like, the policeman who had been trying
control Mama gave up and bent over me. He asked who had shot me. Before I could answer, he wa
asking me if I could hear him. I told him that I didn’t know who had shot me and would he please te
Mama to stop jumping up and down. Every time Mama came down on that shabby floor, the bull
lodged in my stomach felt like a hot poker.
Another policeman had come in and was struggling to keep the crowd outside. I could see Turk i
the front of the crowd. Before the cops came, he asked me if I was going to tell them that he was wi
me. I never answered. I looked at him and wondered if he saw who shot me. Then his question bega
to ring in my head: “Sonny, you gonna tell ’em I was with you?” I was bleeding on a dirty floor in
fish-and-chips joint, and Turk was standing there in the doorway hoping that I would die before
could tell the cops that he was with me. Not once did Turk ask me how I felt.
Hell, yeah, I thought, I’m gonna tell ’em.
It seemed like hours had passed before the ambulance finally arrived. Mama wanted to go to th
hospital with me, but the ambulance attendant said she was too excited. On the way to Harle
Hospital, the cop who was riding with us asked Dad what he had to say. His answer was typical: “I to
him about hanging out with those bad-ass boys.” The cop was a little surprised. This must be a rooki
I thought.
The next day, Mama was at my bedside telling me that she had prayed and the Lord had told he
that I was going to live. Mama said that many of my friends wanted to donate some blood for me, b
the hospital would not accept it from narcotics users.
This was one of the worst situations I had ever been in. There was a tube in my nose that went a
the way to the pit of my stomach. I was being fed intravenously, and there was a drain in my sid
Everybody came to visit me, mainly out of curiosity. The girls were all anxious to know where I ha
gotten shot. They had heard all kinds of tales about where the bullet struck. The bolder ones wouldn
even bother to ask: they just snatched the cover off me and looked for themselves. In a few days, th
word got around that I was in one piece.
On my fourth day in the hospital, I was awakened by a male nurse at about 3 A.M. When he sa

hello in a very ladyish voice, I thought that he had come to the wrong bed by mistake. Afte
identifying himself, he told me that he had helped Dr. Freeman save my life. The next thing he sai
which I didn’t understand, had something to do with the hours he had put in working that day. He wen
on mumbling something about how tired he was and ended up asking me to rub his back. I had alread
told him that I was grateful to him for helping the doctor save my life. While I rubbed his back abov
the beltline, he kept pushing my hand down and saying, “Lower, like you are really grateful to me.”
told him that I was sleepy from the needle a nurse had given me. He asked me to pat his behind. Afte
I had done this, he left.
The next day when the fellows came to visit me, I told them about my early-morning visito
Dunny said he would like to meet him. Tito joked about being able to get a dose of clap in th
hospital. The guy with the tired back never showed up again, so the fellows never got a chance to me
him. Some of them were disappointed.
After I had been in the hospital for about a week, I was visited by another character. I had noticed
woman visiting one of the patients on the far side of the ward. She was around fifty-five years ol
short and fat, and she was wearing old-lady shoes. While I wondered who this woman was, she starte
across the room in my direction. After she had introduced herself, she told me that she was visitin
her son. Her son had been stabbed in the chest with an ice pick by his wife. She said that his left lun
had been punctured, but he was doing fine now, and that Jesus was so-o-o good.
Her name was Mrs. Ganey, and she lived on 145th Street. She said my getting shot when I did “wa
the work of the Lord.” My gang had been stealing sheets and bedspreads off clotheslines for month
before I had gotten shot. I asked this godly woman why she thought it was the work of the Lord o
Jesus or whoever She began in a sermonlike tone, saying, “Son, people was gitting tired-a y’a
stealing all dey sheets and spreads.” She said that on the night that I had gotten shot, she baited h
clothesline with two brand-new bedspreads, turned out all the lights in the apartment, and sat at th
kitchen window waiting for us to show.
She waited with a double-barreled shotgun.
The godly woman said that most of our victims thought that we were winos or dope fiends and th
most of them had vowed to kill us. At the end of the sermon, the godly woman said, “Thank the Lord
didn’t shoot nobody’s child.” When the godly woman had finally departed, I thought, Thank the Lor
for taking her away from my bed.

Later on that night, I was feeling a lot of pain and couldn’t get to sleep. A nurse who had heard m
moaning and groaning came over and gave me a shot of morphine. Less than twenty minutes later,
was deep into a nightmare.
I was back in the fish-and-chips joint, lying on the floor dying. Only, now I was in more pain tha
before, and there were dozens of Mamas around me jumping up and screaming. I could feel myse
dying in a rising pool of blood. The higher the blood rose the more I died.
I dreamt about the boy who Rock and big Stoop had thrown off that roof on 149th Street. None o
us had stayed around to see him hit the ground, but I just knew that he died in a pool of blood too.
wished that he would stop screaming, and I wished that Mama would stop screaming. I wished the
would let me die quietly.
As the screams began to die out—Mama’s and the boy’s—I began to think about the dilapidate
old tenement building that I lived in, the one that still had the words “pussy” and “fuck you” on th
walls where I had scribbled them years ago. The one where the super, Mr. Lawson, caught my littl
brother writing some more. Dad said he was going to kill Pimp for writing on that wall, and the wa
he was beating Pimp with that ironing cord, I thought he would. Mama was crying, I was crying, an

Pimp had been crying for a long time. Mama said that he was too young to be beaten like that. She ra
out of the house and came back with a cop, who stopped Dad from beating Pimp.
I told Pimp not to cry any more, just to wait until I got big: I was going to kill Dad, and he cou
help me if he wanted to.
This was the building where Mr. Lawson had killed a man for peeing in the hall. I remembere
being afraid to go downstairs the morning after Mr. Lawson had busted that man’s head open with
baseball bat. I could still see blood all over the hall. This was the building where somebody wa
always shooting out the windows in the hall. They were usually shooting at Johnny D., and the
usually missed. This was the building that I loved more than anyplace else in the world. The thoug
that I would never see this building again scared the hell out of me.

I dreamt about waking up in the middle of the night seven years before and thinking that th
Germans or the Japs had come and that the loud noises I heard were bombs falling. Running in
Mama’s room, I squeezed in between her and Dad at the front window. Thinking that we wer
watching an air raid, I asked Dad where the sirens were and why the street lights were on. He sai
“This ain’t no air raid—just a whole lotta niggers gone fool. And git the hell back in that bed!” I wen
back to bed, but I couldn’t go to sleep. The loud screams in the street and the crashing sound of fallin
plate-glass windows kept me awake for hours. While I listened to the noise, I imagined bombs fallin
and people running through the streets screaming. I could see mothers running with babies in the
arms, grown men running over women and children to save their own lives, and the Japs stabbin
babies with bayonets, just like in the movies. I thought, Boy, I sure wish I was out there. I bet th
Stinky brothers are out there. Danny and Butch are probably out there having all the fun in the world.
The next day, as I was running out of the house without underwear or socks on, I could hear Mam
yelling, “Boy, come back here and put a hat or something on your head!” When I reached the stoop,
was knocked back into the hall by a big man carrying a ham under his coat. While I looked up at him
wondering what was going on, he reached down with one hand and snatched me up, still holding th
ham under his coat with his other hand. He stood me up against a wall and ran into the hall with h
ham. Before I had a chance to move, other men came running through the hall carrying cases o
whiskey, sacks of flour, and cartons of cigarettes. Just as I unglued myself from the wall and starte
out the door for the second time, I was bowled over again. This time by a cop with a gun in his han
He never stopped, but after he had gone a couple of yards into the hall, I heard him say, “Look ou
kid.” On the third try, I got out of the building. But I wasn’t sure that this was my street. None of th
stores had any windows left, and glass was everywhere. It seemed that all the cops in the world we
on 145th Street and Eighth Avenue that day. The cops were telling everybody to move on, an
everybody was talking about the riot. I went over to a cop and asked him what a riot was. He told m
to go on home. The next cop I asked told me that a riot was what had happened the night befor
Putting two and two together I decided that a riot was “a whole lotta niggers gone fool.”
I went around the corner to Butch’s house. After I convinced him that I was alone, he opened th
door. He said that Kid and Danny were in the kitchen. I saw Kid sitting on the floor with his han
stuck way down in a gallon jar of pickled pigs’ ears. Danny was cooking some bacon at the stove, an
Butch was busy hiding stuff. It looked as though these guys had stolen a whole grocery store. While
joined the feast, they took turns telling me about the riot. Danny and Kid hadn’t gone home the nig
before; they were out following the crowds and looting.
My only regret was that I had missed the excitement. I said, “Why don’t we have another ri
tonight? Then Butch and me can get in it.”
Danny said that there were too many cops around to have a riot now. Butch said that they had eate

up all the bread and that he was going to steal some more. I asked if I could come along with him, an
he said that I could if I promised to do nothing but watch. I promised, but we both knew that I wa
lying.
When we got to the street, Butch said he wanted to go across the street and look at the pawnshop.
tagged along. Like many of the stores where the rioters had been, the pawnshop had been set afire. Th
firemen had torn down a sidewall getting at the fire. So Butch and I just walked in where the wall use
to be. Everything I picked up was broken or burned or both. My feet kept sinking into the wet furs th
had been burned and drenched. The whole place smelled of smoke and was as dirty as a Harlem gutt
on a rainy day. The cop out front yelled to us to get out of there. He only had to say it once.
After stopping by the seafood joint and stealing some shrimp and oysters, we went to what was le
of Mr. Gordon’s grocery store. Butch just walked in, picked up a loaf of bread, and walked out. H
told me to come on, but I ignored him and went into the grocery store instead. I picked up two loave
of bread and walked out. When I got outside, a cop looked at me, and I ran into a building and throug
the backyard to Butch’s house. Running through the backyard, I lost all the oysters that I had; when
reached Butch’s house, I had only two loaves of bread and two shrimp in my pocket.
Danny, who was doing most of the cooking, went into the street to steal something to drink. Dann
Butch, and Kid were ten years old, four years older than I. Butch was busy making sandwiches on th
floor, and Kid was trying to slice up a loaf of bologna. I had never eaten shrimp, but nobody seemed t
care, because they refused to cook it for me. I told Butch that I was going to cook it myself. He sa
that there was no more lard in the house and that I would need some grease.
I looked around the house until I came up with some Vaseline hair pomade. I put the shrimp in th
frying pan with the hair grease, waited until they had gotten black and were smoking, then took the
out and made a sandwich. A few years later, I found out that shrimp were supposed to be shelle
before cooking. I ate half of the sandwich and hated shrimp for years afterward.

The soft hand tapping on my face to wake me up was Jackie’s. She and Delia had been to a Ne
Year’s Eve party. Jackie wanted to come by the hospital and kiss me at midnight. This was the onl
time in my life that I ever admitted being glad to see Jackie. I asked them about the party, hoping th
they would stay and talk to me for a while. I was afraid that if I went back to sleep, I would hav
another bad dream.
The next thing I knew, a nurse was waking me up for breakfast. I didn’t recall saying good night t
Jackie and Delia, so I must have fallen asleep while they were talking to me. I thought about Suga
how nice she was, and how she was a real friend. I knew she wanted to be my girl friend, and I like
her a lot. But what would everybody say if I had a buck-toothed girl friend. I remembered Knox
asking me how I kissed her. That question led to the first fight I’d had with Knoxie in years. No,
couldn’t let Sugar be my girl. It was hard enough having her as a friend.
The next day, I asked the nurse why she hadn’t changed my bed linen, and she said because the
were evicting me. I had been in the hospital for eleven days, but I wasn’t ready to go home. I left th
hospital on January 2 and went to a convalescent home in Valhalla, New York. After I had been ther
for three weeks, the activity director took me aside and told me that I was going to New York City t
see a judge and that I might be coming back. The following morning, I left to see that judge, but
never got back to Valhalla.
I stood there before Judge Pankin looking solemn and lying like a professional. I thought that h
looked too nice to be a judge. A half hour after I had walked into the courtroom, Judge Pankin wa
telling me that he was sending me to the New York State Training School for Boys. The judge sai
that he thought I was a chronic liar and that he hoped I would be a better boy when I came out. I aske

him if he wanted me to thank him. Mama stopped crying just long enough to say, “Hush your mout
boy.”
Mama tried to change the judge’s mind by telling him that I had already been to Wiltwyck Schoo
for Boys for two and a half years. And before that, I had been ordered out of the state for at least on
year. She said that I had been away from my family too much; that was why I was always getting int
trouble.
The judge told Mama that he knew what he was doing and that one day she would be grateful
him for doing it.
I had been sent away before, but this was the first time I was ever afraid to go. When Mama cam
up to the detention room in Children’s Court, I tried to act as though I wasn’t afraid. After I told he
that Warwick and where I was going were one and the same, Mama began to cry, and so did I.
Most of the guys I knew had been to Warwick and were too old to go back. I knew that there wer
many guys up there I had mistreated. The Stinky brothers were up there. They thought that I was on
of the guys who had pulled a train on their sister in the park the summer before. Bumpy from 144
Street was up there. I had shot him in the leg with a zip gun in a rumble only a few months earlie
There were many guys up there I used to bully on the streets and at Wiltwyck, guys I had sold te
leaves to as pot. There were rival gang members up there who just hated my name. All of these guy
were waiting for me to show. The word was out that I couldn’t fight any more—that I had slowe
down since I was shot and that a good punch to the stomach would put my name in the undertaker
book.
When I got to the Youth House, I tried to find out who was up at Warwick that I might know
Nobody knew any of the names I asked about. I knew that if I went up to Warwick in my condition, I’
never live to get out. I had a reputation for being a rugged little guy. This meant that I would have
least a half-dozen fights in the first week of my stay up there.
It seemed the best thing for me to do was to cop out on the nut. For the next two nights, I woke u
screaming and banging on the walls. On the third day, I was sent to Bellevue for observation. Th
meant that I wouldn’t be going to Warwick for at least twenty-eight days.
While I was in Bellevue, the fellows would come down and pass notes to me through the door
Tito and Turk said they would get bagged and sent to Warwick by the time I got there. They were bot
bagged a week later for smoking pot in front of the police station. They were both sent to Bellevu
Two weeks after they showed, I went home. The judge still wanted to send me to Warwick, bu
Warwick had a full house, so he sent me home for two weeks.
The day before I went back to court, I ran into Turk, who had just gotten out of Bellevue. Tito ha
been sent to Warwick, but Turk had gotten a walk because his sheet wasn’t too bad. I told him I woul
probably be sent to Warwick the next day. Turk said he had run into Bucky in Bellevue. He told m
that he and Tito had voted Bucky out of the clique. I told him that I wasn’t going for it because Buck
was my man from short-pants days. Turk said he liked him too, but what else could he do after Buck
had let a white boy beat him in the nutbox? When I heard this, there was nothing I could do but agre
with Turk. Bucky had to go. That kind of news spread fast, and who wanted to be in a clique with
stud who let a paddy boy beat him?

The next day, I went to the Youth House to wait for Friday and the trip to Warwick. As I lay in bed
that night trying to think of a way out, I began to feel sorry for myself. I began to blame Danny, Butc
and Kid for my present fate. I told myself that I wouldn’t be going to Warwick if they hadn’t taugh
me how to steal, play hookey, make homemades, and stuff like that. But then I thought, aw, hell,
wasn’t their fault—as a matter of fact, it was a whole lotta fun.

I remembered sitting on the stoop with Danny, years before, when a girl came up and starte
yelling at him. She said that her mother didn’t want her brother to hang out with Danny any mor
because Danny had taught her brother how to play hookey. When the girl had gone down the street,
asked Danny what hookey was. He said it was a game he would teach me as soon as I started going
school.
Danny was a man of his word. He was my next-door neighbor, and he rang my doorbell about 7:3
A.M. on the second day of school. Mama thanked him for volunteering to take me to school. Dann
said he would have taught me to play hookey the day before, but he knew that Mama would have
take me to school on the first day. As we headed toward the backyard to hide our books, Danny bega
to explain the great game of hookey. It sounded like lots of fun to me. Instead of going to school, w
would go all over the city stealing, sneak into a movie, or go up on a roof and throw bottles down in
the street. Danny suggested that we start the day off by waiting for Mr. Gordon to put out h
vegetables; we could steal some sweet potatoes and cook them in the backyard. I was sorry I hadn
started school sooner, because hookey sure was a lot of fun.
Before I began going to school, I was always in the streets with Danny, Kid, and Butch. Sometime
without saying a word, they would all start to run like hell, and a white man was always chasing them
One morning as I entered the backyard where all the hookey players went to draw up an activi
schedule for the day, Butch told me that Danny and Kid had been caught by Mr. Sands the day befor
He went on to warn me about Mr. Sands, saying Mr. Sands was that white man who was alway
chasing somebody and that I should try to remember what he looked like and always be on the looko
for him. He also warned me not to try to outrun Mr. Sands, “because that cat is fast.” Butch sai
“When you see him, head for a backyard or a roof. He won’t follow you there.”
During the next three months, I stayed out of school twenty-one days. Dad was beating the hell o
of me for playing hookey, and it was no fun being in the street in the winter, so I started going t
school regularly. But when spring rolled around, hookey became my favorite game again. Mr. Sand
was known to many parents in the neighborhood as the truant officer. He never caught me in the stree
but he came by my house many mornings to escort me to class. This was one way of getting me
school, but he never found a way to keep me there. The moment my teacher took her eyes off me,
was back on the street. Every time Dad got a card from Mr. Sands, I got bruises and welts from Da
The beatings had only a temporary effect on me. Each time, the beatings got worse; and each time,
promised never to play hookey again. One time I kept that promise for three whole weeks
The older guys had been doing something called “catting” for years. That catting was staying awa
from home all night was all I knew about the term. Every time I asked one of the fellows to teach m
how to cat, I was told I wasn’t old enough. As time went on, I learned that guys catted when they wer
afraid to go home and that they slept everywhere but in comfortable places. The usual places fo
catting were subway trains, cellars, unlocked cars, under a friend’s bed, and in vacant newsstands.
One afternoon when I was eight years old, I came home after a busy day of running from the polic
truant officer, and storekeepers. The first thing I did was to look in the mailbox. This had become
habit with me even though I couldn’t read. I was looking for a card, a yellow card. That yellow car
meant that I would walk into the house and Dad would be waiting for me with his razor strop. H
would usually be eating and would pause just long enough to say to me, “Nigger, you got a as
whippin’ comin’.” My sisters, Carole and Margie, would cry almost as much as I would while Da
was beating me, but this never stopped him. After each beating I got, Carole, who was two years olde
than I, would beg me to stop playing hookey. There were a few times when I thought I would stop ju
to keep her and Margie, my younger sister, from crying so much. I decided to threaten Carole an
Margie instead, but this didn’t help. I continued to play hookey, and they continued to cry on the day
that the yellow card got home before I did.

Generally, I would break open the mailbox, take out the card, and throw it away. Whenever I di
this, I’d have to break open two or three other mailboxes and throw away the contents, just to make
look good.
This particular afternoon, I saw a yellow card, but I couldn’t find anything to break into the bo
with. Having some matches in my pockets, I decided to burn the card in the box and not bother
break the box open. After I had used all the matches, the card was not completely burned. I stood ther
getting more frightened by the moment. In a little while, Dad would be coming home; and when h
looked in the mailbox, anywhere would be safer than home for me.
This was going to be my first try at catting out. I went looking for somebody to cat with me. M
crime partner, Buddy, whom I had played hookey with that day, was busily engaged in a friendly roc
fight when I found him in Colonial Park. When I suggested that we go up on the hill and steal som
newspapers, Buddy lost interest in the rock fight.
We stole papers from newsstands and sold them on the subway trains until nearly 1 A.M. That wa
when the third cop woke us and put us off the train with the usual threat. They would always promis
to beat us over the head with a billy and lock us up. Looking back, I think the cops took their ow
threats more seriously than we did. The third cop put us off the Independent Subway at Fifty-nin
Street and Columbus Circle. I wasn’t afraid of the cops, but I didn’t go back into the subway—the ne
cop might have taken me home.
In 1945, there was an Automat where we came out of the subway. About five slices of pie late
Buddy and I left the Automat in search of a place to stay the night. In the center of the Circle, ther
were some old lifeboats that the Navy had put on display.
Buddy and I slept in the boat for two nights. On the third day, Buddy was caught ringing a cas
register in a five-and-dime store. He was sent to Children’s Center, and I spent the third night in th
boat alone. On the fourth night, I met a duty-conscious cop, who took me home. That ended my fir
catting adventure.
Dad beat me for three consecutive days for telling what he called “that dumb damn lie abo
sleeping in a boat on Fifty-ninth Street.” On the fourth day, I think he went to check my story out fo
himself. Anyhow, the beatings stopped for a while, and he never mentioned the boat again.
Before long, I was catting regularly, staying away from home for weeks at a time. Sometimes th
cops would pick me up and take me to a Children’s Center. The Centers were located all over the city
At some time in my childhood, I must have spent at least one night in all of them except the one o
Staten Island.
The procedure was that a policeman would take me to the Center in the borough where he ha
picked me up. The Center would assign someone to see that I got a bath and was put to bed. Th
following day, my parents would be notified as to where I was and asked to come and claim me. Da
was always in favor of leaving me where I was and saying good riddance. But Mama always made th
trip. Although Mama never failed to come for me, she seldom found me there when she arrived. I ha
no trouble getting out of Children’s Centers, so I seldom stayed for more than a couple of days.
When I was finally brought home—sometimes after weeks of catting—Mama would hide m
clothes or my shoes. This would mean that I couldn’t get out of the house if I should take a notion
do so. Anyway, that’s how Mama had it figured. The truth of the matter is that these measures onl
made getting out of the house more difficult for me. I would have to wait until one of the fellow
came around to see me. After hearing my plight, he would go out and round up some of the gang, an
they would steal some clothes and shoes for me. When they had the clothes and shoes, one of the
would come to the house and let me know. About ten minutes later, I would put on my sister’s dres
climb down the back fire escape, and meet the gang with the clothes.
If something was too small or too large, I would go and steal the right size. This could only be don

if the item that didn’t fit was not the shoes. If the shoes were too small or large, I would have troub
running in them and probably get caught. So I would wait around in the backyard while someone sto
me a pair.
Mama soon realized that hiding my clothes would not keep me in the house. The next thing sh
tried was threatening to send me away until I was twenty-one. This was only frightening to me at th
moment of hearing it. Ever so often, either Dad or Mama would sit down and have a heart-to-hea
talk with me. These talks were very moving. I always promised to mend my bad ways. I was alway
sincere and usually kept the promise for about a week. During these weeks, I went to school every da
and kept my stealing at a minimum. By the beginning of the second week, I had reverted back to m
wicked ways, and Mama would have to start praying all over again.
The neighborhood prophets began making prophecies about my life-span. They all had me dea
buried, and forgotten before my twenty-first birthday. These predictions were based on false tales o
policemen shooting at me, on truthful tales of my falling off a trolley car into the midst of oncomin
automobile traffic while hitching a ride, and also on my uncontrollable urge to steal. There was muc
justification for these prophecies. By the time I was nine years old, I had been hit by a bus, throw
into the Harlem River (intentionally), hit by a car, severely beaten with a chain. And I had set th
house afire.
While Dad was still trying to beat me into a permanent conversion, Mama was certain th
somebody had worked roots on me. She was writing to all her relatives in the South for solutions, b
they were only able to say, “that boy musta been born with the devil in him.” Some of them advise
Mama to send me down there, because New York was no place to raise a child. Dad thought this was
good idea, and he tried to sell it to Mama. But Mama wasn’t about to split up her family. She said
would stay in New York, devil or no devil. So I stayed in New York, enjoying every crazy minute.
Mama’s favorite question was, “Boy, why you so bad?” I tried many times to explain to Mama tha
I wasn’t “so bad.” I tried to make her understand that it was trying to be good that generally got m
into trouble. I remember telling her that I played hookey to avoid getting into trouble in school.
seemed that whenever I went to school, I got into a fight with the teacher. The teacher would take m
to the principal’s office. After I had fought with the principal, I would be sent home and not allowe
back in school without one of my parents. So to avoid all that trouble, I just didn’t go to school. Whe
I stole things, it was only to save the family money and avoid arguments or scoldings whenever
asked for money.
Mama seemed silly to me. She was bothered because most of the parents in the neighborhoo
didn’t allow their children to play with me. What she didn’t know was that I never wanted to play wi
them. My friends were all daring like me, tough like me, dirty like me, ragged like me, cursed like m
and had a great love for trouble like me. We took pride in being able to hitch rides on trolleys, buse
taxicabs and in knowing how to steal and fight. We knew that we were the only kids in th
neighborhood who usually had more than ten dollars in their pockets. There were other people wh
knew this too, and that was often a problem for us. Somebody was always trying to shake us down o
rob us. This was usually done by the older hustlers in the neighborhood or by storekeepers or cops. A
other times, older fellows would shake us down, con us, or Murphy us out of our loot. We accepte
this as the ways of life. Everybody was stealing from everybody else. And sometimes we would shak
down newsboys and shoeshine boys. So we really had no complaints coming. Although none of m
sidekicks was over twelve years of age, we didn’t think of ourselves as kids. The other kids my ag
were thought of as kids by me. I felt that since I knew more about life than they did, I had the right
regard them as kids.

In the fall of 1945, I was expelled from school for the first time. By the time February rolle

around, I had been expelled from three other schools in Harlem. In February, Mama sent m
downtown to live with Grandpapa on Eldridge Street. Papa enrolled me in a public school on Forsyth
and Stanton Streets. It was cold that winter, and I usually went to school to be warm.
For weeks, everybody thought things were going along fine. The first day I didn’t come home fro
school, Papa ignored it, thinking that I had gone uptown. But the next day, Mama received a card from
Bellevue Hospital’s psychiatric division informing her that I was undergoing psychiatric observatio
and that she was allowed to visit me on Wednesdays and Sundays. My grandfather knew nothing abou
any of this, so when Mama (his oldest daughter) came to him wanting to know what her son was doin
in Bellevue, Papa asked, “How did he get there?” They both came over to Bellevue believing I ha
gone crazy. Dad didn’t bother to come, because, as he put it, “That’s where he shoulda been year
ago.” I was glad Dad didn’t come, because he might not have believed that I was falsely accused o
trying to push a boy in school out of a five-story window. Mama had already heard my teacher
version of the window incident, and now I was trying to explain my side of the story. My teacher ha
told her that I persuaded a boy to look out of the window to see an accident that hadn’t taken plac
Because of the window’s wide ledge, I was holding his legs while he leaned out of the window. Th
boy started screaming and calling for help. When he got down out of the window, the boy said that
had been trying to push him out of the window. Just because we had fought the day before and I wa
the only one who saw the accident, I ended up in the nutbox.
I don’t think my story completely convinced Mama or Papa, but they gave me the benefit of th
doubt. Mama told me that I would have to stay in the hospital for a few weeks. Her eyes were fille
with tears when she said good-bye, and I tried to look sad too, but I was actually happy. I though
about how nice it was going to be away from Dad. Also, there were a few of my friends there, and w
were sure to find something to get into. I had already had a couple of fights and won, so this was goin
to be a real ball.
I had lots of fun in the nutbox and learned a lot of new tricks, just as I thought. I didn’t know it
the time, but many of the boys I met in Bellevue would also be with me at Wiltwyck and Warwic
years later. Some of those I had bullied in the nutbox would try to turn the tables later on in life. Som
would succeed.
There were a few things around to steal. There were plenty of guys to fight with and lots of adul
to annoy. The one drawback that the nutbox had was school and teachers. But I found the nutbox to b
such a nice place that I was sad when Mama came to take me home.
When I returned home, I was told that my former school had refused to readmit me. This was th
best news I had heard since I started going to school. I thought that I had finally gotten out of going
school. But two weeks later, I was enrolled in another school in Harlem.
Within two months from the time I had left Bellevue, I found myself in Manhattan’s Childre
Court for the first time. The reason was that I had been thrown out of two more schools, and the
weren’t any more in Manhattan that would accept me. The judge told Mama that if I was still in Ne
York State when the fall semester began, he would send me someplace where I would be made to go
school. After Mama had promised the judge that I would not be in New York when September rolle
around, we went home.
This was the first time that Mama had been in court, and she was pretty angry about the who
thing. All the way uptown on the bus, Mama kept telling me that I should be ashamed of myself fo
making her come down to that court and face those white people. Every ten or twelve blocks, Mam
would stop preaching just long enough to look at me and say, “Child, maybe that head doctor was rig
about you,” or, “Boy, why you so damn bad?” She didn’t understand what the psychiatrist was talkin
about when he was telling her about my emotional problems. Since she couldn’t understand the term
he was using, Mama thought he was trying to tell her in a nice way that I was crazy. Of course, sh

didn’t believe him. “That ole big-nose, thick-eyeglasses white man, he looked kinda crazy his ow
self,” she said. No, she didn’t believe him, whatever it was that he had said—but sometimes sh
wondered if that man might have been right.
When we got back uptown, Mrs. Rogers, who lived next door to us, came over to find out ho
things had gone in court. Mrs. Rogers, Danny’s mother, had made many trips to Manhattan’s Childre
Court. Now she had come to sympathize with Mama. Mrs. Rogers—who was also a jackleg preach
(she did not have a church)—called everybody “child,” “brother,” or “sister.” What a person wa
called by Mrs. Rogers depended on whether or not he was “saved.” To be saved meant to live for th
Lord. Mrs. Rogers was saved, and so was her husband; she couldn’t understand why all her childre
had not yet been “hit by spirit.”
Mrs. Rogers, a big, burly woman about fifteen years older than Mama, always called Mam
“child.” I can remember her saying to Mama when we came home from court that day, “Child, ain
that Lexington Avenue bus the slowest thing in this whole city?” I always found Mrs. Rogers’ visit
hard to take. She was a very nice meddlesome old woman, but too godly to have around constantl
Poor Danny, he had to live with it. Mrs. Rogers had told Mama that Danny was so bad because h
behavior was the Lord’s way of testing her faith. Dad called Mrs. Rogers the “preacher woman.” H
believed that Mrs. Rogers was going against the Lord’s Word and that this was the reason for he
son’s behavior. He had often said that “the Lord never told no woman to go out and preach the Gospe
to nobody.” Dad said that if the Lord had wanted a woman to preach, he would have chosen a woma
to be one of his apostles.
On this day, Mrs. Rogers’ advice was no different from the other times. After Mama had told Mr
Rogers about what had happened in court, Mrs. Rogers began her usual sermon, saying, “Child, yo
just gotta pray, you just gotta pray and trust in the Lord.” I always left the house at this point, becaus
our house would be used as a practice pulpit for the next two or three hours.
As I ran down the stairs, I tried to imagine what was going on in the bouse. In a little while, Mr
Rogers would be patting her foot real fast, and she would start talking real loud, clapping her hand
shaking her head, and every other word would be “Jesus” or “Lord.” I wondered why Mrs. Roge
never got tired of talking about the Lord. Before Mrs. Rogers finished her private sermon, she wou
have Mama talking about the Lord and patting her feet. By the time Mrs. Rogers was ready to leav
she would have Mama promising to come to a church where she was preaching next Sunday. Mam
would promise, and Mrs. Rogers would start telling her how good it is to be saved, to walk with Jesu
and to let God into your soul. Even though Mama knew Dad wasn’t going to let her go to a sanctifie
church with that “jackleg preacher woman,” she still promised to go. Dad always said, “All thos
sanctified people is just a bunch of old hypocrites, and none of ’em ain’t a bit more saved than nobod
else.”
Mrs. Rogers never talked about saving Dad. She said, “That man got the devil in him,” and
believed it. As a matter of fact, I had suspected something like that long before Mrs. Rogers did.
We had all been to Mrs. Rogers’ Sunday sermon once. All of us except Dad. She was preaching tha
time in what looked like a church-apartment to me and a church-store to Carole. I think most of th
people there were relatives of Mrs. Rogers. All of her family was there except for Danny; he ha
escaped on the way to church. June, one of Mrs. Rogers’ daughters, was playing an old, out-of-tun
upright piano. Another one of Danny’s sisters was banging two cymbals together and mumblin
something about Jesus. She seemed to be in a trance. Mr. Rogers was shaking a tambourine an
singing about Jesus with a faraway look in his eyes. Mrs. Rogers, who was dressed in a white robe, g
up and started preaching. After Mrs. Rogers had been preaching for about fifteen minutes, an old lad
got up and started screaming and shouting, “Help me, Lord Jesus!” She was still throwing her arms u
and shouting for Jesus to help her when a younger woman jumped up and hollered, “Precious Lor

Jesus, save me!” Mrs. Rogers’ voice was getting louder all the time.
For two hours, she preached—and for two hours, people were getting up, shouting, jumping up an
down, calling to Jesus for help and salvation, and falling out exhausted. Some of these “Holy Rollers
as Dad called them, would fall to the floor and start trembling rapidly; some of them even began
slobber on themselves. When I asked Mama what was wrong with those people and what they we
doing on the floor, she told me that the “spirit” had hit them. When Carole heard this, she began to cr
and wanted to get out of there before the spirit hit us. Mrs. Rogers had gone over to a man who wa
rolling on the floor, slobbering on himself, and babbling as if he were talking to the Lord. She held th
man’s hand very tight and told him repeatedly to walk with the Lord and not to fear Jesus. She wa
saying to the man, “Brother, say, ‘Yes, Jesus; yes, Jesus.’” After a while, the man calmed down, an
Mrs. Rogers said he had been saved.
Carole and Margie were frightened by these strange goings-on. I had been fascinated until now. Bu
now this spirit thing had Mama jumping up and shouting. I joined Carole and Margie in a cryin
chorus, and the three of us started pulling on Mama. After Mama had jumped, clapped her hands, an
had her say about Jesus, she fell back in her chair, tired and sweating. One of Mrs. Rogers’ bloo
sisters had started fanning Mama. Carole, Margie, and I had stopped crying, but we were still scare
because we didn’t know if Mama was all right or not.
In the makeshift pulpit, Mrs. Rogers was looking real pleased with herself, probably thinking th
she had saved a lot of people. I think Mrs. Rogers judged her sermon by the number of people wh
were hit by the spirit and fell down during her sermon. She cautioned the people who were saved abo
“backslidin’” and told them about how happy they were going to be with Jesus in their lives. She als
asked some of the old saved souls to “testify.” After three or four saved souls had told about what
good friend Jesus had been to them, Mrs. Rogers began her third request for money. The ushers, wh
were also relatives of Mrs. Rogers, passed a china bowl down each row. Carole and Margie droppe
the nickel that Mama had given to each of them in the bowl, then they turned and looked at m
Although that was the first time we had ever been to church together, they would have been surprise
if I had put my nickel in the bowl. I didn’t surprise them that day.
While Carole and Margie were busy telling Mama about me not putting my nickel in the bowl,
was pulling a chair from the aisle behind us. All the chairs in the place were kitchen chairs, and the
weren’t all the same size. Before I could get the chair into our aisle, a big fat shiny dark-skinne
woman with a man’s voice said, “Boy, leave dat chair ‘lone.” I was frightened by the heavy
commanding voice, but not as much as I was after I looked up and saw that great big old woma
giving me the evil eye. My first thought was that she was a witch or a hag, whatever that was. I kne
she couldn’t be the boogeyman; not in church. But the longer I looked, the more I doubted her bein
anything other than the boogeyman. About thirty seconds later, when I had gotten my voice back,
meekly said, “Dat ain’t your chair.” The next thing I heard was the sound of Mama’s hand fallin
heavily across my mouth. As I started crying, I heard Mama say, “What I tole you about sassin’ ol
people?” While I went on crying, Mama was telling me about the dangers of talking back to o
people. I remember her saying, “If one of these ole people put the bad mouth on you, maybe you’ll b
satisfied.”
For years afterward, the mention of church always reminded me of the day that we went to he
Mrs. Rogers preach. To me, a church was a church-apartment where somebody lined up a lot o
kitchen chairs in a few rows, a preacher did a lot of shouting about the Lord, people jumped up an
down until they got knocked down by the spirit, and Mrs. Rogers put bowls of money on a kitche
table and kept pointing to it and asking for more. It was a place where I had to stand up until I couldn
stand any more and then had to sit down on hard wooden chairs. The one good thing I got out of goin
to hear Mrs. Rogers preach was a new threat to use on Carole and Margie. Whenever Carole an

Margie would threaten to tell on me, I told them that if they did, the spirit would hit them the way
hit those people in Mrs. Rogers’ church-apartment.
Maybe Dad was right when he said Mrs. Rogers was just robbing people in the name of the Lor
Anyway, I felt pretty good about her not getting my nickel.

Even though Dad didn’t care for preachers and churches, he had a lot of religion in his own wa
Most of the time, his religion didn’t show. But on Saturday night, those who didn’t see it heard i
Sometimes Dad would get religious on Friday nights too. But Saturday night was a must. Because
always took liquor to start Dad to singing spirituals and talking about the Lord, I thought for years th
this lordly feeling was something in a bottle of whiskey. To me, it was like caster oil or black draugh
You drink it and the next thing you know, you’re doing things.
I was introduced to religion on Saturday night. I don’t recall just when, but as far back as I ca
remember, Saturday night was the Lord’s night in our house. Whenever Dad was able to make it hom
on his own two feet, he would bring a recording of a spiritual, a plate of pigs’ feet and potato sala
from the corner delicatessen or a plate of fish-and-chips from the wine joint around the corner, an
whatever was left of his last bottle of religion. He usually got home about three o’clock in th
morning, and the moment he hit the block I could hear him singing (or yelling) the record he had. B
the time he got upstairs, everybody in the building knew the song and hated it. Before Dad was in th
house, I could hear him calling me.
By the time he finished unlocking and relocking the door at least six times, kicking on it, cursin
out the lock and the neighbors who had tried to quiet him down, I was up and had already turned o
the phonograph. On her way to the door, Mama would say, “Boy, turn that thing off and git back i
that bed.” While Mama told Dad how disgusting he was, I would be busily picking out the pigs’ feet o
fish-and-chips with the least amount of hot sauce on them. When Mama had gotten tired of competin
with Dad’s singing, she went back to bed. As Dad gave me the record—usually by Sister Rosett
Tharpe, the Dixie Hummingbirds, or the Four Blind Boys—he would tell me how somebody I ha
never heard of sang it in the cotton fields or at somebody’s wedding or funeral “down home.” Afte
listening to the record at least a dozen times, Dad would turn the phonograph off, and we would sin
the song a few times. Before dawn started sneaking through the windows, Dad and I had gone throug
his entire repertoire of spirituals. By daybreak, we were both drunk and had fallen on the floor, and w
stayed there until we awoke later in the day.
When Dad awoke on Sunday, it was usually around eleven or twelve o’clock. If he had half a bott
of religion around, we would continue our Sunday singing. If there was less than half a bottle aroun
Dad would just ignore Mama’s protests and take me with him to a King Kong joint. I recall one o
their Sunday morning arguments.
Mama said, “Ain’t no six-year-old child got no business drinking that King Kong.”
Dad said, “I was drinking it when I was five, and I’m still here working hard and steady five and s
days a week.”
The King Kong joint was usually in a basement apartment and operated by a friend of Dad’s or
relative. Dad knew where most of the joints in the neighborhood were, and many times we had to g
from one to another for what seemed like hours. Sometimes the cops would get there before we di
and at other times the stuff hadn’t finished cooking. But eventually, we would find a bottle and enoug
drunks to make a quartet and would sing some spirituals.
Saturdays and Sundays were the only days that Dad mentioned the words “God” and “Lord.” But o
these days, he made up for the rest of the week. He was very serious about the spirituals and the Lor
on weekends. To his way of thinking, this was a private kind of religion all his own. Nobod

understood except him and the Lord, but that was enough understanding for him. It had to be righ
because his daddy had lived that way.
Grandpa had made the “best goddamn corn liquor” in Sumter County, according to Dad. Da
promised me, every time he got drunk, that he would teach me how to make good corn liquor. H
often said that he was making corn liquor long before he even knew how to plow, and he couldn
remember not knowing how to plow. Dad claimed that there were no baby-nursing bottles in the Sout
when he was coming up. He said that when a baby cut his first tooth, “his papa would take him off th
titty and put him on the corn-liquor jug.” I never learned how to make good corn liquor, but I lear
quite a few good lies about drinking and making it.
Whiskey was one of my best friends. I talked to whiskey bottles all the time. That is, all the time
was by myself or with Toto, Bucky, or Bulldog. These were the times when I knew I wouldn’t have t
explain anything to anybody. These guys knew what I was saying to the whiskey bottle and what
meant to me even though I never told them. We would fight almost every day and call each othe
dumb, but to me they were some real smart guys. The smartest thing about them was that you nev
had to explain anything to them for them to know it. They just knew it anyway. I had whiskey, an
they probably had a good friend like that too, a friend who could tell you if it was okay to go hom
The only time I could go home after being away for a few days would be on a Friday or Saturda
night. On these nights, Dad would have a bottle of whiskey and wouldn’t be so mad, so he wouldn
beat me too badly. Some Friday and Saturday nights he didn’t have any whiskey, and I got a real ba
beating. Whenever that happened, I would curse those whiskey bottles that had told me it was okay
go home. The next chance I got, I would break every whiskey bottle I could find. Most of the time, th
whiskey bottles were on my side, and I wouldn’t go home. That round brown bottle had more tha
religion in it. It must have had the Lord in it. I never saw him in it, but I know he was there.

When I reached the street that day after my first time in court, school wasn’t out yet. I knew th
guys wouldn’t be in the backyard at that time of day. They were probably on the hill or downtow
stealing. I thought: I bet I missed a whole day of fun. I ain’t goin’ back to no damn court no mor
They make you wait all day on those hard benches, and you gotta ride all day to get there and ride a
day to get back. No, I’m just not goin’ to that fuckin’ court no more.
I was anxious to find somebody to tell about my day in court. I went up to the park, but there wa
no one there. So I jumped on the back of a trolley car and hitched it up to 161st Street and Amsterdam
Avenue. There was a five-and-dime store up there that was a favorite spot of ours for ringing cas
registers. I stopped in there, rang the cash register, and decided to go to a movie. Even though I ha
forty dollars now, I was going to sneak in. All I had was four tens, and I knew better than to take an
one of them out in Harlem. Somebody would try to shortchange me or shake me down. Sneaking in th
Roosevelt Theatre was the only thing to do.
I wouldn’t have taken all tens, but to ring the cash register without anybody seeing me, I had
stoop down below the counter and reach up to the cash register. I would push down real slow on on
key and hold the drawer with my other hand, letting it come out as quiet as I could. When I got th
drawer out far enough to get my hand in it, I would let the key up real slowly, grab a handful of bil
from three slots, and push the drawer back in. Not having anyone to lay chickie for me, I had to do
quicker than most of the time. So I just took the first bills I got my hands on.
Butch had taught me how to ring cash registers. He must have told it to me a hundred million time
and had me tell it back to him just as many times before I tried it. The first cash register I ever ran
was in a drugstore on Broadway. There was one man at a long counter. Butch had picked this spot ou
for me because it was so easy and I hadn’t done it before. Butch told me to wait until he did somethin

to make the man come down to the far end of the counter. I watched Butch from inside the telephon
booth. He walked up the aisle until he got to the candy display, then he stumbled forward, knockin
over the candy and chewing gum display. The man came running out from behind the counter. As h
came out, I came out of the telephone booth, went behind the counter, and within a matter of second
was at the other end of the aisle helping Butch and the counterman pick up the stuff. Butch would pic
it up and drop it again until he saw me coming. After we had picked up everything, the man thanked u
and went back to his duties, and I walked out with his money.
Butch had warned me many times to never ring a cash register when there was nobody around
keep the person on the counter busy. But sometimes when I needed some money and there was no on
around, I would go and do it alone. When I told Butch what I had done, he would tell me that I wa
dumb and would probably end up in jail before I was ten. His putting me down didn’t stop me fro
ringing cash registers alone. It just stopped me from telling him about it.
Butch was pretty serious about stealing. That’s probably why he was so good at it. I had a lot o
respect for him and his ability to steal. I once had hopes of getting to be as good a thief as Butch, b
every time I got good at something, he would teach me something else. After a while, I realized that
could never get to be as good as Butch—he knew too much. But I would still be the second-best thi
in the neighborhood.

The first thing I did when I got into the show that day was to yell out, “Forty thieves!” to see if an
of my friends in the gang were there. That afternoon I got a loud “Yo!” from one of the front rows.
was Bucky. He hadn’t been to school that day and had sneaked into the show about one o’clock. H
had already seen the movie, but it was good, so he was seeing it over. “Goldie was in here a litt
while ago, but he hadn’t been home for the past few nights, so he had to go and steal something
eat,” he said. Bucky told me that he hadn’t seen any of the other fellows all day. They must have bee
downtown stealing.
Bucky was about my age, had curly hair, was always dirty, like most of us, and had buck teeth. O
all the dirty kids on the block, Bucky was the dirtiest. He had just moved to our neighborhood aroun
the first of the year.
Bucky had lots of sisters and brothers, and his mother was still having more sisters and brothers fo
him. He also had some sisters and brothers who, he said, lived with their aunts. These I had nev
seen. Bucky didn’t have a father, and his mother was on relief. All the kids in Bucky’s family knew
when the relief check came. On that day, they would all follow Miss Jamie around until she cashed i
Then they would beg her to buy some food before she started drinking up the money. Every mont
when check day rolled around, Bucky and his brothers and sisters would always be arguing with the
mother. Miss Jamie was forever telling them to wait someplace until she cashed the check, that sh
would come back and buy some food. But they all knew that if they ever let her out of their sight wi
that check, they wouldn’t see her for days. When she did show up, she would tell them how she g
robbed or how her pocket was picked or how she lost the money. So she would spend half of the da
trying to duck the kids, and they would stick with her. If there was only one kid around, or even tw
she could easily get away. She would usually go into a bar, where she knew the kids couldn’t follo
her, and she would leave the bar by another exit. When the kids got wise to this, one of them woul
start looking for the other exit as soon as she entered the bar. But even then, she could get away
there was only one at the exit she used. She would give him fifty cents as a bribe and jump into a cab
Bucky was the only guy I knew who could stay out all night and not be missed. Sometimes h
would go out and stay for days and still get home before his mother. Sometimes Bucky would g
home and there would be nobody there. The lady next door always had the low-down. The usual reaso

for the house being empty was that the welfare investigator had come by and had taken all the kids
the Children’s Shelter. Whenever this happened while Bucky was away from home, he would go to th
police station and tell them what had happened. After the policemen had gotten to know Bucky an
were familiar with his home situation, he only had to walk in and they would send him to the Shelt
without asking him anything. The Shelter was a second home to Bucky. He liked it more than his fir
home. At the Shelter, he always got three meals a day, and three meals beats none any way you look a
it. Whenever I missed Bucky from around the block, I had a pretty good idea where he was, but h
would always say that he was staying with his aunt in Brooklyn. That aunt was the great mystery
Bucky’s life.
When Bucky moved into the neighborhood, I sort of adopted him. He had his first fight in th
neighborhood with me, and since he was pretty good with his hands, we became friends after thre
fights. I used to take him home with me and feed him. After a while Bucky got to know what time w
usually ate supper, and if he didn’t see me on the street, he would come to my house looking for me.
I wasn’t in, he would ask if he could come in and wait for me. He knew that somebody would off
him something to eat if he was there at suppertime. Dad started complaining about Bucky coming u
to the house for supper every night. So Mama would tell Bucky to go downstairs and look for me if
wasn’t there when he came by. When I brought him home with me, sometimes the family would sli
into the kitchen one at a time to eat without his knowing it, or they would try to wait until he lef
Bucky would never leave as long as he thought that we had not eaten supper. When Bucky was finall
gone, Dad would start telling me how stupid I was and threatening to give my supper to Bucky th
next time I brought him home with me. Dad said that Bucky had a roguish look about him and that h
didn’t trust him. Some of the fellows didn’t like him either. They said he looked too pitiful.

That day after we saw the show, I went up to Bucky’s house to show him a homemade that I ha
found a week before. I didn’t have any bullets for it yet, but that wasn’t important—I knew somebod
I could steal them from. As I walked through the door—which was always open because the lock ha
been broken and Miss Jamie never bothered to have it fixed—I saw Bucky on the floor with his ar
around his little sister’s throat. He was choking her. Meanwhile, his big sister was bopping him on th
head with a broom handle and they were all screaming. After I had watched the three-way fight for
minute or less, I started toward Dixie to grab the broom. Before I could get close enough to grab th
broom handle, everything stopped. For a whole second, everything was real quiet. Dixie threw dow
the broom and started crying. Debbie was already crying, but I couldn’t hear her because Bucky wa
still choking her. He let her go and started cursing. When Debbie got up, I saw what she and Dix
were crying over and what Bucky was cursing about. The three of them had been fighting over on
egg, and the egg was broken in the scuffle.
Bucky had run out of the house cursing, and I was standing where he had left me. Dixie and Debb
were facing me on the other side of the room. They were staring at the broken egg on the floor, an
their crying was getting louder all the time. I was staring at them and wondering why they we
making so much fuss over one broken egg. They sure looked funny standing there with their mouth
wide open and tears rolling down their dirty faces and into their mouths. I began to laugh and mim
them. Dixie threw the broom at me and missed. Knowing what they were going to do as soon as I lef
I decided to get even with Dixie for throwing the broom at me. Before either of them realized what
was doing, I had stepped on the egg and was smearing it all over the floor. Debbie began to cry loude
and Dixie was all over me, scratching, biting, and hitting me with what seemed like ten hand
Without thinking, I started swinging. I didn’t stop swinging until I heard Dixie crying again. She wen
over to what was left of that old ragged couch they had in the living room, threw herself down on i

and went on crying into the cushions. I went over and touched her on the shoulder and told her I wa
sorry. She only raised her head enough to scream as loud as she could and tell me to let her alone.
told her to wait there while I went to steal her some eggs. She yelled that she didn’t want any eggs an
that when her older brother got out of jail, she was going to get him to kick my ass.
Less than ten minutes after I had left Dixie crying on the couch, I walked in the house with a doze
eggs and a loaf of bread. Dixie was sitting up on the couch now. Her eyes were red, but she wasn
crying; her face still had tearstains on it, and her mouth was stuck out as if she were mad at somebod
Not saying anything. I walked over to her and offered her the eggs and the loaf of bread. I wa
standing in front of her holding out the eggs and bread. She just sat there staring at me as if she didn
believe it or as if she wondered how I had come by these things. Seeing that she needed a litt
encouragement, I pushed the eggs and bread against her chest saying, “Here, take it.” She took the
and started walking slowly toward the kitchen. It seemed as though she still didn’t believe it wa
really happening, that if she should make a fast or sudden move, the eggs and bread would be gon
She carried the food to the kitchen like somebody carrying a large basin of water that was filled to th
brim. When I heard Dixie moving about in the kitchen, I went in, feeling that everything was all rig
now and that she knew I hadn’t played a joke on her.
Dixie was running some water into a small pot. She asked me if I wanted a boiled egg. I told h
that I liked my eggs scrambled. She said the only grease in the house was some fish grease and if sh
scrambled the eggs in it, they would taste like fish. After she had put six eggs on the stove to boi
Dixie said she was sorry for scratching me and didn’t mean what she had said about telling her broth
to beat me up when he came home. I told her that I was sorry for laughing at her and that I hadn
meant to hit her so hard. I asked her if she wanted to make friends, and she said all right. We shoo
hands and started talking about the things we disliked in each other. She said I just thought I was to
bad and was always messing with somebody. I told her that she was all right, but she should sto
licking the snot off her lip when her nose was running. Also, I thought she looked crazy always pullin
her bloomers up through her skirt.
While Dixie and I were testing out our new friendship, Debbie had come in and sat down. She ju
sat quietly and kept watching the pot. When Dixie got up and went over to the stove to turn the fire o
beneath the pot, Debbie’s eyes followed her. Dixie started cutting up eggs to make sandwiches, but
told her to just give me an egg and some salt. She made two sandwiches, one for herself and one fo
Debbie.
After the second round of eggs, Dixie sent Debbie downstairs to play. When Debbie had gone int
the street, Dixie asked me if I wanted to play house, and I said okay. We got up from the milk crate
that we had been sitting on in the kitchen. There were no chairs there. In fact, the only chair in th
house was the one in the front room by the window. There had to be a chair in that spot. When Mis
Jamie had money, she played numbers and waited all day long to hear what the first figure was. M
Bob, the number man, would come by and signal up to the window to let her know what each figu
was as it came out. When he gave the signal, Miss Jamie would either say something about the Lor
and send one of the kids down for her money or say, “Oh-h-h, shit!” and send somebody down wit
some money to put on another figure … if she had any more money.
By the time Dixie and I reached the front room, we were old friends. She took off her bloome
without giving it a thought. She didn’t want to lie down on the bed because it was wet from her litt
brothers sleeping there the night before. It didn’t even bother her that her drawers were dirty an
ragged. They looked as if she had been wearing them for months, but still she didn’t ask me to tur
around or close my eyes while she took them off. This meant we were real good friends now.
As I was leaving, I told Dixie that I would bring her something nice when I came back. She tried
get me to say what it was, and when she had failed at this, she said she didn’t believe me anyway. Bu

I knew she did and that she would be waiting for me to come back.
After she had finished telling me what a liar I was, I slapped her playfully and ran down the stair
When I reached the street, I looked up and down the avenue for Bucky, but he wasn’t around. So,
decided to wait in front of his house and let him find me.
Mr. Mitchell, the man who owned the fruit store next to Bucky’s house, was afraid to go to the bac
of the store after seeing me sitting on the running board of a car in front of his store. Mr. Mitchell wa
a West Indian, and I didn’t like him. I didn’t like any West Indians. They couldn’t talk, they wer
stingy, and most of them were as mean as could be. I like Butch, but I didn’t believe that he was real
a West Indian.
Mr. Mitchell was looking at me as if he thought I would jump up at any time and run away with h
whole store. But I just sat there and looked right back at him. I thought about Mr. Mitchell and M
Law-son. Mr. Mitchell didn’t seem to be a West Indian all the time, and he wasn’t mean like M
Lawson. Mr. Lawson, who was the super of our house, was the meanest man on the Avenue. He wa
said to have killed half a dozen men. Dad had killed a man too, but that was for saying somethin
nasty to Mama. I would have killed that bastard too. I think anybody would have killed him. Killin
all those people wasn’t what made Mr. Lawson mean. He was mean because he was a West Indian.
As I was sitting there on the running board of that car, I heard a voice that had always been pleasin
to my ear as long as I could remember. It was little Pimp saying, “Sonny, Mama want you.” Pimp wa
my favorite person in the whole family. Maybe that was because he was my only brother. Or maybe
was just because. Whenever I stayed away from home for days I missed him, and sometimes I wou
even go to the house of the lady who kept him, Margie, and Carole while Mama was working. I misse
Margie and Carole too, but not as much as I missed Pimp. He was my brother, and that was different.
would always bring him something that I had stolen, like a cap gun or a water pistol. I was waiting fo
Pimp to grow up; then we could have a lot of fun together. Right now, all I could do was tell him abo
all the fun I was having outrunning the police, stealing everything I wanted, and sleeping in a differe
place every night. Man, I couldn’t wait to teach him these things. That little nigger sure was lucky
have me for a brother. I threw my arm around Pimp and started choking him playfully as we starte
toward the house to see what Mama wanted me for.
When we got to the door, I stopped and told Pimp to be quiet. It was a habit of mine by now t
listen at the door before going in. Whenever I heard a strange voice, I usually made a detour. But th
day I was going in in spite of the strange voice. I knew it was safe even though it was strange, becaus
it was a lady’s voice. That meant that it couldn’t be the cops or a truant officer, and I hadn’t stole
anything from a lady that day, so it had to be just a visitor.
Mama was sitting in the living room on the studio cot drinking beer, and a light-skinned pretty lad
was sitting in the big chair across from Mama, drinking beer too. I walked into the middle of th
living room and stopped, staring at the lady who shouted out, “Is this Sonny Boy?”
When Mama answered, “Yeah, that’s Sonny Boy,” this woman just reached up and grabbed m
with both hands, saying, “Boy, come here and kiss your aunt.”
Before I could defend myself, she was smothering me to death between two gigantic breasts. I wa
let up for some air, but before I had taken two breaths, the lady was washing my face with slopp
kisses that stank from beer. I was getting mad and thinking that maybe I’d better tell her I didn’t g
for all that baby shit and that I didn’t mean to have any more of it, aunt or no aunt. But when my long
lost aunt regained her senses and let me out of her bear hug, I wasn’t mad any more. I had realized th
this was just another one of those old crazy-acting, funny-dressing, no-talking people from dow
South. As I stood on the other side of the room looking at her, I was wondering if all the people dow
South were crazy like that. I knew one thing—I had never seen anybody from down there who looke
or acted as if they had some sense. Damn, that was one place I never wanted to go to. It was probab
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