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to table with a Negro, but I didn’t know until then that we frightened
them that badly.

Somcthing rather less amusing happened at St. Louis. The train pulled
into the station on a blazing-hot Scptember atternoon, after a sticky,
dusty trip, for therc werce no air-cooled coachcs in thosc days. I had a
short wait between trains. In the center of the station platform there was
a ncws stand and soda fountain where cool drinks were being scrved. 1
went up to the counter and asked for an ice crecam soda.

The clerk said: “Arc you a Mexican or a Negro?™

[ said: “Why?”

“Becausc if you’re a Mexican, I’ll serve vou,” he said. “If you’rc
colored, I wont.”

“I’'m colored,” I replicd. The clerk turnced to wait on somc onc clsc.
[ knew I was home in the U.S.A.

I've Known Rivers

That November the First World War ended. In Cleveland, everybody
pourcd into the strects to cclebrate the Armistice. Negrocs, too, al-
though Ncgrocs were incrcasingly beginning to wonder where, for
them, was that democracy they had fought to prescerve. In Cleveland, a
liberal city, the color linc began to be drawn tighter and tighter. Theatcers
and rcstaurants in the downtown arca began to refusc to accommodate
colored people. Landlords doubled and tripled the rents at the approach
of a dark tcnant. And when the white soldicrs came back from the war,
Necgrocs were often discharged from their jobs and whitec men hired in
their placcs.

The end of the war! But many of the students at Central kept talking,
not about the end of the war, but about Russia, where Lenin had taken
powcrin the name of the workers, who madc everything, and who would
now own cverything they made. “No morc pogroms,” the Jews said, “no
morc racc hatred, no more landlords.” John Reed’s Ten Days That Shool
the World shook Central High School, too.

The daily papers pictured the Bolsheviki as the greatest devils on carth,
but I didn’t scc how they could be that bad if they had donc away with
racc hatred and landlords—two cvils that I knew well at first hand.

My father raiscd my allowancc that yecar, so I was able to help my
mothcr with the expenscs of our houschold. It was a plcasant ycar for
mc, for I was a scnior. I was clccted Class Poct and Editor of our Ycar
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Book. As an officer in the drill corps, [ wore a khaki uniform and lcather
puttces, and gave orders. [ went calling on a littlc brownskin girl, who
was as old as I was—scventcen—but only in junior high school, becausc
shc had just comce up from the poor schools of the South. I mct her
at a dancc at the Longwood Gym. Shc had big cyes and skin like rich
chocolate. Sometimes she wore a red dress that was very becoming to
her, so I wrotc a pocm about her that declared:

When Susanna Jones wears ved
Her face 1s like an ancient cameo
Turned brown by the ages.

Come with o blast of trumpets,
Jesus!

When Susanna Jones wears ved
A gqueen from some time-dead Egqyptinn night
Walks once again.

Blow trumpets, Jesus!

And the beauty of Susanna Jones in rved
Burns in my heavt a love-fire sharp like pain.

Sweet silver trumpets,
Jesus!

[ had a wholc notcbook full of poems by now, and anothcr onc full of
verses and jingles. I always tried to keep verses and pocms apart, although
I saw no harm in writing verscs if you felt like it, and poctry if you could.

Junc came. And graduation. Like most graduations, it madc you fecl
both sorry and glad: sorry to be leaving and glad to be going. Some
students were planning to cnter college, but not many, becausc there
was no moncy for college in most of Central’s familics.

My father had written me to come to Mcxico again to discuss with
him my futurc plans. He hinted that he would send mc to college if 1
intcnded to go, and he thought I had better go.

[ didn’t want to rcturn to Mexico, but I had a fecling I’d never get
any turther cducation it I didn’t, since my mother wanted me to go to
work and bec, as she putit, “of somc usc to her.” She demanded to know
how I would look going off to collcge and she there working like a dog!

[ said I thought I could be of more help to her once I got an cducation
than I could if I went to work fresh out of high school, because nobody
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could do much on the salary of a porter or a bus boy. And such jobs
offcred no advancement for a Negro.

But about my going to join my fathcr, my mothcr acted much as shc
had donc the year before. 1 gucss it is the old story of divorced parents
who don’t like cach othcr, and take their gricvances out on the offspring.
[ got the fecling then that I'd like to get away trom home altogether,
both homcs, and that maybc if I went to Mexico one more time, I could
go to college somewherce in some new place, and be on my own.

So I went back to Toluca.

My mother let me go to the station alonc, and I felt pretty bad when
[ got on the train. I fclt bad tor the next three or four ycars, to tell the
truth, and thosc were the ycars when I wrote most of my poctry. (For
my best poecms werc all written when 1 felt the worst. When 1 was happy,
[ didn’t writc anything.)

The onc of my poems that has perhaps been most often reprinted in
anthologics, was written on the train during this trip to Mexico when 1
was fecling very bad. It’s called “The Negro Spcaks of Rivers™ and was
written just outside St. Louis, as the train rolled toward Texas.

It camc about in this way. All day on the train I had becen thinking
about my father and his strange dislike of his own pcople. T didn’t
understand it, because I was a Ncgro, and [ liked Ncgrocs very much.
Onc of the happicst jobs I had cver had was during my freshman ycar
in high school, when I worked behind the soda fountain for a Mrs.
Kitzmiller, who ran a refreshment parlor on Central Avenuc in the heart
of the colored ncighborhood. Pcople just up from the South uscd to
come in for icc crcam and sodas and watermclon. And I never tired
of hecaring them talk, listcning to the thundcerclaps of their laughtcr,
to their troubles, to their discussions of the war and the men who had
gonc to Europc from the Jim Crow South, their complaints over the
high rent and the long overtime hours that brought what scemed like
big checcks, until the weekly bills werce paid. They scemed to me like
thc gaycst and the bravest pcople possible—these Negroces from the
Southern ghettos—facing tremendous odds, working and laughing and
trying to gct somecwhere in the world.

I had been in to dinner carly that atternoon on the train. Now it was
just sunsct, and wc crosscd the Mississippi, slowly, over a long bridge. 1
looked out the window of the Pullman at the grcat muddy river flowing
down toward the hcart of the South, and I began to think what that river,
the old Mississippi, had mcant to Negrocs in the past—how to be sold
down the river was the worst fatc that could overtake a slave in times of
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bondage. Then I remembered reading how Abraham Lincoln had made
a trip down the Mississippi on a raft to New Orlcans, and how he had
scen slavery atits worst, and had decided within himsclf that it should be
rcmoved trom Amecrican life. Then I began to think about other rivers
in our past—thc Congo, and the Niger, and the Nilc in Africa—and thc
thought came to me: “I’ve known rivers,” and I putit down on the back
of an ecnvclope I had in my pocket, and within the spacc of ten or fiftcen
minutcs, as the train gathered specd in the dusk, I had written this pocm,

which I called “The Negro Spcaks of Rivers™:

Pye bnown rivers:
Dre bnown rivers ancient as the world and older than ﬂﬂrﬂmv
ﬂf baeman blood i buman veins.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

I bathed tn the Euphrates when dawns weve vouny.

I baealt sy hut near the Congo and it [ulled me to sleep.

I looked apon the Nile and raised the pyramads above 1t.

I beard the singing of the Mussissippt when Abe Lincoln went

down to New Orleans, and I've scen its muddy bosom tiurn
all golden in the sunset.

Dre bnown rivers:
Ancient, dusky rivers.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

No doubt I changed a few words the next day, or maybe crossed out
a linc or two. But therc arc scldom many changes in my pocms, once
they’re down. Gengerally, the first two or three lincs come to me from
somcthing I’'m thinking about, or looking at, or doing, and the rest of
thc poem (if there is to be a poem) flows from thosc first tew lincs,

usually right away. If therc is a chance to put the pocm down then, 1
writc it down. If not, I try to remember it until T get to a pencil and

papcr; for pocms arc like rainbows: they escape you quickly.

Mexico Again

That summer in Mcxico, I wrote a grcat many pocms, becausc 1 was
very unhappy, in spite of the fact that it was a much morc varied summer
than the previous onc. Even my tather scemed kinder and less difficult.
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