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By Roosevell Filzgerald

“That's what | want to
be when | grow up. |
want to drive an air-
plane.” “Boy, they don’t
let negroes drive air-
planes.”

Several years ago, fol-
lowing his surpassing
Babe Ruth’'s homerun
record, Henry “Hank”
Aaron was asked how
and why he became in-
volved in baseball. His
response was, in effect,
that when he was a child
he spent a great deal of
time with his parents.
On some occasions, he
would observe certain
things of interest to him.
Invariably, he would
make a comment simi-

el

lar to other such com-
ments made by children
around the country:
“That’'s what | want to
be when | grow up. |
want to be a fireman.”
“. .. 1 want to be a
policeman.” “. .. | want
tobea....”

No matter which of
those doctor, lawyer, In-
dian chief, candlestick
maker careers he might
have considered in his
own boyish fashion, the
response was generally
the same: “Boy, they
don’t let negroes be

1 :I'}\at was a harsh real-

ity and it was not unu-
sual for black children
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growing up in the great-
est country the world
has ever known. It was
not unusual during
Hank’s time, before his
time and only recently
has its totality dimin-
ished. There are still
some things that “they
don’t let negroes do.”
Worse than that, there
are a lot of things that
some “negroes’ have
convinced themselves
that they cannot do.
What a pity.

Here of late, we have
been hearing and read-
ing quite a lot about
child abuse. Ahhh.
These things do not
begin to approach the
kinds of abuses of the
spirit black children
have suffered for years
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and years and years.

Hank and others had
little to look forward to.
It would have been quite
easy to become despon-
dent to the point of be-
coming suicidal. After
all, if one does not have
the hope of a better life,
for what reasons does
one have to live? Not
many. Perhaps this Is
why the suicide rate
among black people is
Increasing at such an
alarming rate. But still,
suicide? I'd rather kill
somebody else than kil
myself. | guess I'd rather
go to jail than go to hell.

Why didn’t Hank and
Leroy and Jackie, Bill,
Beulah, Willie, Ethel,
Solomon, Zerline, and
millions and millions of
other black youngsters
jump off the Empire
State Building or a
bridge or slit their wrists
or something? Why did
they not kill themselves
and be done with It?
Why did they “hang in
there” knowing that
their chances of becom-
ing ‘“somebody” were
slim to none?

Well, I'll tell you one
of the reasons. They
“hung in there” because
of Miss Lucy, Miss
Alice, Miss Corine, Miss
Hattie, Miss Forestine
or other women who
were their mothers.

Mothers are strange
creatures. They’'ll kiss
their child right on the
lips even though he
might have just “threw
up” from the colic. They
never gag while chang-
ing a defecated in dia-
per. That’'s normal, | sup-
pose. Every mother is
that way regardiess of
color. Black mothers
have been called upon
to go beyond vomit and
potty. Let me tell you
about one — mine.

Harriett. That was her
name. Everybody called
her “Miss Had."” She
was a strong and gentle
woman both spiritually
and physically even
though she was small of
stature. Her father was
part Chickasaw, African
and Spanish. Her
mother was part Afri-
can, Choctaw and Irish.
In the entire history of
her family, on both
sides, she received the
greatest amount of edu-
cation up to that point
— fifth grade. Her read-
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ing and writing required
great effort.

She was born and
raised in the country
near Natchez, Missis-
sippi at a place called
Churchhill. She grew up
on the Stowers planta-
tion. She started work-
ing at the age of seven
in cotton fields. As a lit-
tle girl she picked peas,
pulled potatoes, shuck-
ed corn, and an assort-
ment of other tasks.
Where she came from,
everybody worked. The
only problem was — no-
body got paid. Her fam-
ily members were ten-
ant farmers. Of the
things they raised on
the alloted piece of
ground, they received
only a “shotgun” house
and food. Money was as
scarce then as honesty
is today.

As a young woman,
she moved to Natchez
and married. She found
work as a domestic ser-
vant at 50 cents a day
and whatever left over
food there might be. My
father worked but his Is
a different story.

In the course of her
lifetime, she had seven
children. The one who
would’ve been the old-
est, died during child-
birth. When she would
go off to work, she
would take the children
with her. After they grew
up, she would leave
them alone with the old-
est in charge. My sister
Dorothy had that
responsibility beginning
at the age of six years
old. She took care of
Morris who was three.
By the time Jesse ar-
rived, Dorothy was nine
and by the time | arrived,
she was twelve. In other
words, there were three
years between the ages
of the first four children.
Gloria arrived five years
after me and Sandy
three years after her.
Four boys and two giris.

My mother continued
with the domestic work
and she also began to
“take in” washing and
ironing. The children
helped out some — ““tot-
ing” water, “chunking”
firewood, gathering
“kindling” or whatever
else had to be done. We
had no television or run-
ning water and only a
single light bulb hang-
ing from the celling

which was taken from\{
one room to the other as?
needed. ;

In the evenings and
on weekends, my
mother would alwaysf

take us for walks. She{\;'i
pointed everything out’) -

to us. She showed us’}.
how to get from one;
place to another so we 1/

which make today’s
television fare dull by
comparison. My father
and my aunt Sarah
would always join in the
storytelling.

We'd sit on the front
““garry.” The children
with their legs dangling
over the edge, my
mother and aunt on the
steps with pieces of roll-
ed up newspaper to con-
trol the gnats and mos-
quitoes and my father
“rared back” in a chair.
She always would begin
the evening on the
porch by asking us what
we had learned in
school that day. She
made sure we had our
homework done before
dark. We were each re-
quired to read to her for
a while and when we
would have finished,
she always called us to
her and hugged us and
kissed us and cried. We
would then kiss her and
tell her not to cry. We
didn’t know, then, why
she cried. She was pre-
paring us for life’s great
adventure and she did
not know if we would
ever get a chance. She
was determined that we
would be ready if and
when the chance pre-
sented itself.

When | was six years
old, | always thought
that | was the cause of
her tears. | thought that |
did not read well
enough. | practiced
more and more and
more. | learned my times
tables from the covers
of the Pennwright tab-
lets. | learned to add,
substract, divide and all
of the rest of it. She call-
ed me her little prince. |
was everybody’s favor-
ite in the family.

She told us that we
had to do better than
she had done. She only
had a flfth grade educa-
tion. She Insisted that
we all finish high school
and make something of




