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Frank personal account of growing up black during the era of the civil rights movement. The

author wrestles with racism, the death of Martin Luther King, black radicalism, his interracial

family, and his experience as one of the first black Unitarian Universalist ministers.In Between:

Memoir of an Integration Baby gives voice to the unspoken story of those Afro Americans who

were among the first to bring racial diversity to their neighborhood, school, church or

workplace, to the increasing number of partners in interracial relationships and to those

blessed with and yet struggling to raise multiracial children in a polarized world.

This exquisitely written and psychologically penetrating book will teach you, bother you and

bring you to tears. Mark Morrison-Reed has given us the gift of his heart in order to illumine the

complexities of race that haunt us all and, in the process, illuminated how fear and brokenness

may be redeemed by the healing, if painful, power of authenticity. --William F. Schulz, President

of the Unitarian Universalist Association, 1985-93W. E. B. DuBois wrote of the impossibility of

disentangling the reality of African-Americans being at once Africa's infants and America's

children. This is what Mark Morrison-Reed's new book In Between is about. It is a difficult

memoir, piercing in its honest suffering and barely suppressed rage, but tempered by Morrison-

Reed's seemingly endless reservoir of warmth, tenderness and good humor. All of us have

family stories to tell but Mark's family stories, in their complexity, history, accomplishment and

influence are more fascinating than most. --Denny Davidoff, Moderator of the UUA,

1993-2001“Morrison-Reed’s account is nothing less than a spiritual clearing in the forest of

race and ethnicity. Every reader will rejoice that he has entrusted it to these pages.” --Lee

Barker, President, Meadville Lombard Theological School’ --This text refers to the paperback

edition.From the Inside FlapIn Between: Memoir of an Integration Baby gives voice to the

unspoken story of those Afro-Americans who were among the first to bring racial diversity to

their neighborhood, school, church or workplace, to the increasing number of partners in

interracial relationships and those blessed with and yet struggling to raise multiracial children in

a polarized world. --This text refers to the paperback edition.From the Back CoverIn Between:

Memoir of an Integration Baby gives voice to the unspoken story of those Afro-Americans who

were among the first to bring racial diversity to their neighborhood, school, church or

workplace, to the increasing number of partners in interracial relationships and those blessed

with and yet struggling to raise multiracial children in a polarized world. --This text refers to the

paperback edition.About the AuthorMark Morrison-Reed is a minister and an historian. He also

worked as a janitor, waiter, dish washer, community organizer, group worker, teacher, security

guard and assistant manager before earning his Masters Degree in Divinity and publishing his

groundbreaking thesis Black Pioneers in a White Denomination, now in its third edition. Now

retired, he and his wife, Donna, live on a tiny island outside of Toronto. --This text refers to the

paperback edition.Read more
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use the terms Negro, colored people, nigger, and black in order to reflect the language of a

particular time and context. Otherwise, I use Afro-American instead of the current parlance,

African American. The former term refers to those whose roots in the United States go back to

slavery and differentiates them from those who are more recent immigrants of African

ancestry. Additional notes of interest can be found at the end of the book.ForewordMark

Morrison-Reed has been a pioneer of sorts throughout his career—one of the few black

ministers in liberal faith traditions that are overwhelmingly “white.” I am delighted that he has

been willing to share his story because I know how important his presence has been to many

ministers of color who came into the ministry after him, myself included. And although I am the

first African-American president of the Unitarian Universalist Association, there are many who

thought that honor should have been his.Mark’s memoir is at once a personal tale and an

analysis of the ways race plays out in our lives and distorts our very perceptions. Despite the

attractive fantasy that our world is “color blind,” race is always a part of the experience of

persons of color. While white persons can forget racial categories and their place in them,

people of color attempt to do this at our peril.Perhaps racial categories in the United States are

beginning, just beginning, to blur and their power lessen. That is a “glass is half full” hope. The

realities of racial and religious pluralism, interracial marriage, and transracial adoption must

begin to have some impact. But the appeal of escape to Europe, part of Mark’s story as well,

where the operation of the categories is at least different, has long been an aspect of the

African-American experience.The greatest gift of Mark’s story is his willingness to expose the

fact that real life is not lived in dichotomous categories of identity. Black-White. Gay-Straight.

Latina/o-Anglo. Despite the reality of the categories and their impact on our lives, each of us is

unique and experiences life from the inside-out. Our interior landscape is always richer and

more complicated than the categories can contain.Our identities become more complex all the

time. It is no longer a black-and-white world. Our children know a different truth. How common

it is to see interracial couples. African Americans dating Asians. Whites dating Latinas. The

2000 Census for the first time allowed respondents to claim multiple racial identities because

there are now so many people unwilling to compromise by naming only one. My son, whose

mother is white, refuses to use a simple category to describe his racial identity and insists on

telling the whole story of his lineage. These kinds of stories talk about lived experience. So



does this book. So many of us live “in between.” So many of us have had to become border

crossers. So many of us deal with identities which our culture has not even found language to

talk about, let alone give their just due.Mark’s story intersects with and is shaped by the broad

cultural shifts of the last fifty years—segregation, early attempts at integration, Dr. King and the

civil rights struggle, the emergence of Black Power, Vietnam, affirmative action, and more. We

live in response to events and shifts that are largely beyond our control. In dealing with those

events, we create our own personal narratives.So many of Mark’s stories recall stories from my

own life, allowing me to revisit my own responses to the events through which we have both

lived. Perhaps that will be the final gift of this book, that it will encourage many people to

remember and tell their own stories once again. And we may dare to imagine, dare to hope,

that one day our national narrative will make room for the reality of our lived experience, in all

its richness and complexity. The Reverend William G. SinkfordPresident, Unitarian Universalist

AssociationPrologueThe time has come to realize that the interracial drama acted out on the

American continent has not only created a new black man, it has created a new white man, too.

—James Baldwin, Stranger in the VillageBarging in on the only other black student in my dorm,

I was ready to vent. “Man, that good-for-nothin’ s.o.b. Mike. You see wha—”“That was bad,

man,” Tim blurted out before I could finish the sentence. “No shit, that was baaaaaad. That was

really, really bad, man . . .” he repeated, drowning me out.Then I got it. The brother wants me to

evaporate. Having just seen me tried and crucified by the biggest, baddest black man on

campus, Tim was as scared as I was angry.Martin Luther King Jr. had been shot. The

prevailing mood among my fellow black students was boiling with radicalism. Whites were the

enemy. Full of misgivings, I had slipped into the meeting of the Black Student Union.I had gone

because I yearned to belong, to be one of them, especially following King’s assassination. This

was no time to retreat. It was a time for change, for organization, for solidarity, and everybody

was supposed to show. That meant me.And yet, my sense of foreboding was so strong that I

spent all afternoon convincing myself to go. I couldn’t help feeling that I didn’t really belong.

How could I? My father was a research chemist at the University of Chicago and my mother

was director of social work at its Bob Roberts Children’s Hospital; I’d been raised in a white

liberal Unitarian Sunday School and later educated in a progressive Swiss boarding school. I

had more white friends than black and everybody knew it.Now, at least, I’m ready to admit the

truth: I was afraid. Stay away and they’d label me “Tom.” So I went—only to be collared and

branded.With the Dreamer dead, passions inflamed, and ghettoes ablaze; with the antiwar

message of Hair rocking Broadway, Black Panther leader Huey P. Newton in jail, and a hundred

thousand war protestors marching on the Pentagon, the nation was in turmoil. I was

unprepared for this transition: no more interracial solidarity, civil rights forsaken for Black

Power, desegregation supplanted by separatism, nonviolence under attack by those arming for

self-defense, naïve notions about love and peace swept aside by brutal realities. The days of

singing “Black and white together, we shall not be moved” were over. The bullet that killed King

wounded us all. The ricochet tore through my family, fracturing our lives, our relationships, and

our faith in integration. Yet my whole life had been an exercise in integration, and as despair-

fueled fury enveloped the black community, I didn’t know how to respond.Cultural amalgamation

—the melding of cultures and races through conquest and slavery, migration and

miscegenation—is older than Moses’s marriage to a Cushite bride. It’s in our blood. During the

fifties and sixties, this process emerged as an unusually self-conscious effort to transform

society. This era of racial integration, from the time Jackie Robinson joined the Brooklyn

Dodgers in 1947 until King’s assassination twenty-one years later, bracketed the formative

years of my life. This story describes that life—a life often spent as one among a handful of



Afro-Americans in otherwise white communities, sometimes the only one. The day I was born

in a Chicago hospital, my father—because of his race—wasn’t allowed into the fathers’ waiting

room; we were living on the cusp of change, and my father’s experience belonged to an era

that was ending.Growing up in the fifties, integration was all I knew—kids, white and black and

the odd Asian, playing together in nursery school, church, kindergarten, and children’s choir. It

would continue in Switzerland, where my family spent a sabbatical year and I stayed for two

more. From a rustic international boarding school located in a remote mountainside village, I

watched the civil rights movement, the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church bombing in

Birmingham, Malcolm X’s assassination, and James Reeb’s murder in Selma.As the cultural

storm mounted, I reluctantly returned home and tried and failed to straddle the divide between

black and white. Battered, I set out upon a tortuous search for redemption that eventually led

back to the Alps, but did not end there. The urge to stay was strong but the call to the Unitarian

Universalist ministry was stronger. Returning to America, I entered seminary. There I married

another student, an Anglo-Canadian, and with her raised two multiracial children of dual

nationality. For twenty-six years, we served as co-ministers in a religious movement that was,

and remains, overwhelmingly Anglo-American. In all this, without realizing it, I was being true to

my lineage—four hundred years of interracial relations and miscegenation.Caught in a twilight

zone between the races, my family was part of the interracial drama of which James Baldwin

wrote. As slaves and slaveholders; as Union and Confederate soldiers; as a scientist facing

government-sanctioned discrimination while working on the atom bomb; as GIs serving in a

segregated U.S. Army, defending freedom from Nazi tyranny; as lawyers and laborers; as

lovers and rapists, my ancestors played their bit parts. I, like them, was just another extra. But

the realities of our lives have led me to this truth: Integration is inevitable. There is no other way.

Never was and never will be.This story, however, is not just about how America’s emerging

multiracial identity played out in my life and those of my ancestors; it is also about self-

integration and as such subsumes and transcends what we call race. By self-integration I mean

the embracing of one’s heritage and ancestors, accepting their struggles as one’s own without

romanticizing them or claiming the good parts while sloughing off the embarrassments. All their

stories are mine and mine theirs—a seamless continuation. And because that is so, my

choices were never mine alone. They were framed by my ancestors’ lives—an extension of

their passions, values, and failings. I am their manifestation in the present and trajectory into

the future.Self-integration and self-acceptance asks still more; ultimately I also have to come to

terms with myself. A bundle of human needs, contradictions, and potential, I was born into an

upwardly mobile, middle-class Afro-American family, raised in an interracial milieu, and fated to

come of age during the either-or era of Black Power. But driven toward wholeness—for I don’t

know how else to describe surviving bouts of depression, conquering a victim mentality that

seems endemic among Afro-Americans, and owning the depth of my smothered rage—I came

to celebrate and be empowered by my heritage, to give thanks for my upbringing, to accept my

tempestuous feelings, and to acknowledge rather than hide the warring elements of my

personality. This spiritual quest for integration, this process of incorporation, is me taking

responsibility for my own life. This is the story of my wayward journey toward

wholeness. Slavery Served Us WellNot to know what happened before we were born is to

remain perpetually a child. For what is the worth of a human life unless it is woven into the life

of our ancestors by the records of history? . . . The influence and achievements of our

ancestors we cannot escape.—Cicero, De OratoreHaving read the history distributed at family

reunions, I knew, and steadfastly ignored, that my ancestors had been “traders in ivory, wood,

iron, cloth and slaves.” Slaves were listed last, as if just another commodity. The facts, however,



lead to a different conclusion. Slaves were crucial to the plantations in the British colonies, to

Atlantic triangular trade of the eighteenth century, and to my ancestors who were in the

business.In 1684, at age fourteen, Thomas Corker Jr. was sent by the Royal African Company

to the Sherbro coast of Sierra Leone. There Corker took an African wife—Senõra Doll,

Duchess of Sherbro. A member of the Ya Kumba family of the Bulom tribe, she was probably of

mixed blood, since Portuguese traders had arrived in the region and begun intermarrying two

centuries earlier. By 1692 the Company had promoted Corker to chief agent of York Island, and

Senõra Doll had given birth to three sons. Six years later, Corker became governor of an

outpost to the north of Sierra Leone in Gambia, and in 1700 he returned to England laden with

ivory, gold, precious timber, and slaves. However, within months, Corker died of congestive

heart failure and his eldest brother, a member of Parliament and mayor of Falmouth, wrote in

epitaph: “The young man that lies here was a glory to the English and the Africans.”Eight

degrees north of the equator and scarcely a league from Sierra Leone lie the Banana Islands,

and a little further south sits a smaller group called the Plantains, where Skinner Caulker, the

eldest son of Senõra Doll and Thomas Corker, ruled as king. (The spelling of Corker had been

changed.) The forest-dwelling Mende, my father’s matrilineal ancestors and rivals of the Bolum,

my mother’s ancestors, lived inland from these islands. Warring Bolum factions used the

Mende as mercenaries, so it is within the realm of possibility that my mother’s people sold my

father’s foremother into slavery.Midway through the 1730s, William Clevland of Devonshire,

England, arrived in the region as a mate on a slave ship. He remained, became clerk to King

Skinner Caulker, and married the king’s daughter Kate, who subsequently gave birth to John

and Elizabeth. William Clevland, younger brother of the First Secretary of the Admiralty, had

done what younger brothers had to do. He set out to make his fortune, and the slave trade

became the basis of his livelihood. Returning to England, he was entrusted with a ship and

cargo, and once back in the Bananas he built a business trading goods for slaves, who he then

conveyed to the West Indies.John Clevland attended school in England, but when his father

died in 1758, the eighteen-year-old returned to the Bananas to succeed him. Like her brother,

Elizabeth Clevland was educated in England, but in her youth she also visited South Carolina

with their father who had relatives there and, as one letter stressed, “must have possessed

great influence.” In 1764, John sent his five-year-old daughter, Catherine Clevland, to South

Carolina in the company of her aunt Elizabeth. Sailing as passengers on the Queen of Barra,

which carried three hundred slaves, they landed in Charleston, the hub of the North American

slave trade.During the eighty years between Thomas Corker’s arrival in Africa and Catherine

Clevland’s departure, nearly seventy thousand slaves had been exported from Sierra Leone.

Without knowing the details, I knew the truth. But to avoid feelings of confusion and guilt, I had

never let myself focus upon this reality until my mind snapped to attention midway through a

genealogical presentation at a family reunion. The speaker, my cousin, said that when

Elizabeth Clevland Hardcastle died in 1808 she had left Catherine Clevland—my mother’s

great-great-great-great-grandmother—the 750-acre Raccoon Hill Plantation, along with the

interest from twenty-two bank shares, sheep, hogs, two carriage horses, and five slaves: Old

Dick, Old Bess, Old Tom, Old Nelly (Dick’s wife), and Johnny.I waited. We were Afro-Americans

and slave owners? Certainly my cousin would elaborate. When she didn’t, I asked. She

equivocated. “These were the oldest slaves,” she said. “They were given to Catherine because

she would care for them.” Oh, yeah! We take care of our darkies, the cynic in me snarled, but

the Boy Scout within wanted it to be true. Yet how could she manage a 750-acre plantation

without slaves? It seemed unlikely that, in an economy built upon slavery, she would be an

exception. Conflicted, I remained silent as the presentation wandered elsewhere. Hearing this



admission stirred feelings I didn’t understand and raised moral implications I had never

considered. I could comfortably identify with my forebears who had been slaves, but I was

emotionally unprepared to incorporate the fact that I also had ancestors who were slave

traders and owners.Slavery had served us well. One look around that downtown Washington

hotel banquet hall was all that was required to see how well. D.C. was my father’s hometown

and his family had been successful enough; there were farmers, clerks, and teachers, but also

two professors and a Mutual of New York vice president. But these were my mother’s people—

a judge, an ambassador, a brokerage house vice president, a bank manager, the medical

director of one insurance company and an assistant vice president of another mingling with

physicians, lawyers, dentists, and academics.Confronted with the reality that some of my

advantages were the fruits of slavery, I turned to my sister, Carole. What a blunder. Instead of

the sympathetic sibling I sought, I found Carole’s other persona, the insurance company

assistant VP who had just negotiated a multimillion-dollar surety bond adjustment. “So what?

She owned slaves. That’s supposed to be a problem?”Being cross-examined was not what I,

her esteemed eldest brother, had expected.“Come off it,” she snapped. “Why should that bug

you? It doesn’t have anything to do with us.”I winced, sucked my teeth, and retreated into

silence. Carole, I suppose, meant Get over it. I wondered whether I was the only one troubled

by this legacy, whether anyone else felt even a twinge.Shame struck me, and then this intuition:

My family was more indebted to the past than we acknowledged. Once I had made the

connection between our social status and our past, seen it reflected in that gathering and

realized that our advantages, acquired on the backs of others, would carry into the future, my

sense of guilt intensified. I didn’t feel at fault; I felt ashamed. I had taken fate’s largess for

granted—a blindness I recognized as an affliction I shared with white Americans.Even today, I

doubt many of them know that the U.S. Capitol, citadel of democracy, was built with slave labor.

Do they see the paradox? The bastion of freedom buttressed by human bondage. I wonder

whether white Americans understand the implication of America’s central, self-defining myth: If

God especially ordained America as the new holy land, and Americans as the new chosen

people blessed to inhabit a land of opportunity, how do they reconcile this with the plight of

Afro-Americans? How does such a great nation explain why so many black Americans remain

poor and so many black men are incarcerated? And I ask why the vaunted American dream

has eluded so many of us. Is the Negro race less able, moral, intelligent, and deserving of

God’s grace? Some white Americans say yes, but many more are simply perplexed. Whites, as

passive beneficiaries, look out from the protective cocoon of white prerogative and cumulative

advantage, and are mystified. Indeed, many, themselves embattled and feeling victimized, see

no difference between blacks and whites.But there is a difference and as I thought about it my

own sense of guilt grew. Similar to white Americans, my prosperity was partly the result of a

pernicious evil. How natural to prefer the Disney version of history to the ugly, uncomfortable,

messy tragedy that is our true past. And how self-serving to discount the effect of four hundred

years of slavery on the Afro-American psyche. Early America was no empty frontier waiting to

be settled by Europeans. That myth helps us evade the painful truth that the real “American

Wilderness” is a moral one: The genocide of Native Americans—called “black ducks” by the

English colonists who hunted them—was a sin compounded by the enslavement of kidnapped

Africans—called “niggahs” as they were sold on the auction block. Deemed savages and

brutes, neither group possessed any rights a white man was bound to respect, and so

aboriginal land and African life-blood fed the infant nation’s avarice. Indeed, the Constitution,

our country’s most sacred document and guarantor of freedom, had slavery written into it.

Ironically, this was not incongruent, for the freedom it espoused was meant only for white, land-



owning males. But freedom as an ideal was greater than the narrow meaning it held in the

Constitution. Once the notion of freedom was in the air it couldn’t be contained. The

“Emancipation Proclamation” set the slaves free. The “Jim Crow” era that followed and the

caste system it perpetuated only delayed real liberation. The unfinished revolution continued

and continues still.
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mixed blood, since Portuguese traders had arrived in the region and begun intermarrying two

centuries earlier. By 1692 the Company had promoted Corker to chief agent of York Island, and

Senõra Doll had given birth to three sons. Six years later, Corker became governor of an

outpost to the north of Sierra Leone in Gambia, and in 1700 he returned to England laden with

ivory, gold, precious timber, and slaves. However, within months, Corker died of congestive

heart failure and his eldest brother, a member of Parliament and mayor of Falmouth, wrote in
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conveyed to the West Indies.John Clevland attended school in England, but when his father

died in 1758, the eighteen-year-old returned to the Bananas to succeed him. Like her brother,

Elizabeth Clevland was educated in England, but in her youth she also visited South Carolina

with their father who had relatives there and, as one letter stressed, “must have possessed

great influence.” In 1764, John sent his five-year-old daughter, Catherine Clevland, to South

Carolina in the company of her aunt Elizabeth. Sailing as passengers on the Queen of Barra,

which carried three hundred slaves, they landed in Charleston, the hub of the North American

slave trade.During the eighty years between Thomas Corker’s arrival in Africa and Catherine
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and his family had been successful enough; there were farmers, clerks, and teachers, but also

two professors and a Mutual of New York vice president. But these were my mother’s people—

a judge, an ambassador, a brokerage house vice president, a bank manager, the medical

director of one insurance company and an assistant vice president of another mingling with

physicians, lawyers, dentists, and academics.Confronted with the reality that some of my

advantages were the fruits of slavery, I turned to my sister, Carole. What a blunder. Instead of

the sympathetic sibling I sought, I found Carole’s other persona, the insurance company

assistant VP who had just negotiated a multimillion-dollar surety bond adjustment. “So what?

She owned slaves. That’s supposed to be a problem?”Being cross-examined was not what I,

her esteemed eldest brother, had expected.“Come off it,” she snapped. “Why should that bug

you? It doesn’t have anything to do with us.”I winced, sucked my teeth, and retreated into

silence. Carole, I suppose, meant Get over it. I wondered whether I was the only one troubled

by this legacy, whether anyone else felt even a twinge.Shame struck me, and then this intuition:

My family was more indebted to the past than we acknowledged. Once I had made the

connection between our social status and our past, seen it reflected in that gathering and

realized that our advantages, acquired on the backs of others, would carry into the future, my

sense of guilt intensified. I didn’t feel at fault; I felt ashamed. I had taken fate’s largess for

granted—a blindness I recognized as an affliction I shared with white Americans.Even today, I

doubt many of them know that the U.S. Capitol, citadel of democracy, was built with slave labor.

Do they see the paradox? The bastion of freedom buttressed by human bondage. I wonder



whether white Americans understand the implication of America’s central, self-defining myth: If

God especially ordained America as the new holy land, and Americans as the new chosen

people blessed to inhabit a land of opportunity, how do they reconcile this with the plight of

Afro-Americans? How does such a great nation explain why so many black Americans remain

poor and so many black men are incarcerated? And I ask why the vaunted American dream

has eluded so many of us. Is the Negro race less able, moral, intelligent, and deserving of

God’s grace? Some white Americans say yes, but many more are simply perplexed. Whites, as

passive beneficiaries, look out from the protective cocoon of white prerogative and cumulative

advantage, and are mystified. Indeed, many, themselves embattled and feeling victimized, see

no difference between blacks and whites.But there is a difference and as I thought about it my

own sense of guilt grew. Similar to white Americans, my prosperity was partly the result of a

pernicious evil. How natural to prefer the Disney version of history to the ugly, uncomfortable,

messy tragedy that is our true past. And how self-serving to discount the effect of four hundred

years of slavery on the Afro-American psyche. Early America was no empty frontier waiting to

be settled by Europeans. That myth helps us evade the painful truth that the real “American

Wilderness” is a moral one: The genocide of Native Americans—called “black ducks” by the

English colonists who hunted them—was a sin compounded by the enslavement of kidnapped

Africans—called “niggahs” as they were sold on the auction block. Deemed savages and

brutes, neither group possessed any rights a white man was bound to respect, and so

aboriginal land and African life-blood fed the infant nation’s avarice. Indeed, the Constitution,

our country’s most sacred document and guarantor of freedom, had slavery written into it.

Ironically, this was not incongruent, for the freedom it espoused was meant only for white, land-

owning males. But freedom as an ideal was greater than the narrow meaning it held in the

Constitution. Once the notion of freedom was in the air it couldn’t be contained. The

“Emancipation Proclamation” set the slaves free. The “Jim Crow” era that followed and the

caste system it perpetuated only delayed real liberation. The unfinished revolution continued

and continues still.A West African proverb says: As a people, we stand on the shoulders of our

ancestors. Looking around that air-conditioned Washington ballroom, I saw the influence of the

past, and nothing I could do would change it. The present, however, is different. Today’s deeds

shape tomorrow and in this moment, which resides between indebtedness and hope, it is

possible to make a difference. Andrew Dibble, Catherine Clevland’s great-grandson and my

mother’s great-grandfather, was born in 1825. Family oral history tells us that Andrew’s mother,

Martha Smith, was half Native American, and it’s likely her father was a member of a band that

lived in the vicinity of Raccoon Hill Plantation. It’s clear from photos that he was mulatto—thin

lips, light skin, long wavy hair. In 1843 he married another free Negro of mixed race, Elly Naomi

Naudin. Elly’s father, Moreau, was the son of John Naudin, a French Huguenot who had

become an American citizen in 1803; her mother was Harriet Conway. In 1793 Harriet’s father,

Bonds Conway, had been the first Negro in Camden, South Carolina, to purchase his own

freedom.Andrew was a tailor and, of necessity, traveled around the South. In the years just

prior to the Civil War, white workers, resenting Negro competition, instituted house-to-house

searches and Negroes unable to prove their status were enslaved. In 1860, to protect himself,

Andrew acquired Freedom Papers that documented his descent from a free person.Born in

1846, Martha Louisa Dibble was my mother’s grandmother and the eldest of Elly and Andrew’s

twelve children. In 1870 she married Senator Henry Johnson Maxwell. A photograph of

Senator Maxwell appears in A Pictorial History of the Negro in America. Mother first showed it

to me when I was about nine years old. At the bottom of the photo, a legend read “Radical

Members of the So. Ca. Legislature.” She pointed at a brown, bearded man and said, “That’s



your great-grandfather, Senator Maxwell. You look just like him.” Her words stayed with me, and

every once in a while I would pull the book from the shelf, stare at his picture, and wonder what

it meant that I looked like him. Born free in 1837 on Edisto Island, South Carolina,

Henry Maxwell was raised in Charleston, but left for the North at the age of nineteen. After the

Civil War began, he tried to enlist. Twice rejected because of his health, he became, instead, a

recruiter for the Union Army. While not as perilous as battle, it was nonetheless dangerous, and

following a series of narrow escapes, he resigned. Successful on his third attempt to enlist, he

was made a first sergeant in Battery A of the 2nd U.S. Colored Light Artillery—one of 180,000

Negroes who fought in the Union Army. Following the Civil War, he was elected to the South

Carolina legislature, serving as senator from Marlboro County from 1868 to 1874. While in the

legislature he was also elected Marlboro County’s first school commissioner, appointed

postmaster of Bennettsville, South Carolina—the first Negro postmaster in the United States—

and was admitted to the South Carolina bar. Thereafter he practiced law.Henry and Martha

Maxwell had eight offspring. Their sons became a dentist, a physician, a businessman, a

barber, and a railroad waiter who also was a labor organizer; their three daughters became

schoolteachers. Like many Dibbles and Maxwells before and after, Naomi Theresa, their sixth

child and my grandmother, enrolled in Clafin College. Founded in 1869, Clafin was the oldest

Negro college in South Carolina, and Naomi graduated in 1902.The Maxwells lived on the

same street in Sumter, South Carolina, as the Edwards family. One of eighteen siblings, my

grandfather, George Edwards, was sent North at age eight to be raised by his grandmother

and two aunts. During his annual visits south, George came to know Naomi. They were wed in

1908, and Naomi returned with George to Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, a northern Appalachian

coal mining town waiting for the Susquehanna to flood yet again.Mother told us Granddad was

well respected by Negro and white alike. She went on to add, “And he should’ve been

postmaster.” But he was never promoted beyond supervisor of the special delivery division,

even though he trained a steady stream of white employees—including those who were made

his boss.Naomi had been a teacher in South Carolina, but was unable to obtain a teaching

position in largely white Wilkes-Barre. She became a social worker, only to be fired during the

Great Depression, when a new rule mandated that one family couldn’t hold two government

jobs. Mother maintained that it was just a way of getting rid of her. Naomi, determined as

always, began growing and selling roses and gladioli and taking on piano students. But first

and foremost, she focused her energy on her two children: Christopher Maxwell—Uncle Max to

me—and Selina Louise, my mother. Normally a child born in January, as Mother was, would

have had to wait until the September following her sixth birthday to enroll in school. Naomi

wouldn’t hear of it. Having already taught Selina to read, she insisted that her daughter begin

mid-way through the school year. So on Mother’s first day of school she was the youngest in

her class and the only Negro, and she was assigned the last seat in the last row.I shrank away

whenever I saw the bitterness in Mother’s eyes as she spoke of how her parents had been

treated, or heard the bridled rage in her voice as she recalled the humiliation she felt on the

first day of school. But when she talked about her brother, I saw pain rather than indignation.

Six years older than Mother, Max was captain of the school debating team and salutatorian for

his nearly all-white high school class. I can only imagine the expectations Naomi must have

laid upon her boy, scion of Senator Maxwell, as he headed off for Bucknell, a white liberal arts

college in Lewisburg, Pennsylvania. Max wasn’t the school’s first Negro graduate—that was

Edward McKnight Brawley who graduated in 1875—but he seems to have been the only Negro

enrolled in 1933, and that posed a problem. The dean of the university wrote that Max was a

“very high type young man . . . who would prove the least objectionable to prejudiced people of



any colored man I know.’’ While he admitted that it was “unchristian,” he wavered at placing

Max in a dormitory. He wrote, “We have men from the South and other sections of the country

who . . . have a deep-seated prejudice with respect to rooming or eating with colored people.”

After a flurry of letters about—but not to—Max, the situation was resolved when he was offered

a rent-free room downtown in the basement of the College Inn.I learned early that Uncle Max

was brilliant. If I wasn’t careful, he’d trap me as I passed through the living room, and that

meant listening to a recitation from the Bible or Shakespeare or his favorite, Ralph Waldo

Emerson’s essay “Self Reliance.” “To believe your own thought,” he would begin before I could

escape, “to believe that what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men—that is

genius. Speak your latent conviction, and it shall be the universal sense.”I also knew something

was very wrong with Uncle Max. In his senior year at Bucknell, he had a nervous breakdown

and even though he managed to graduate two years later he never really recovered. He came

and went and worked, but only sporadically. Sometimes we would drive northwest of Chicago

to visit him in a scary mental hospital surrounded by a tall, spiked fence. Once through the gate

and past the guardhouse, we marched down pale green, echoey hallways looking for him, but

the person we found was never the uncle I knew; they had turned him into a zombie.

Fragments of overheard conversations were all I had to go on: When he was a boy a brick had

fallen on his head; there had been the stress of attending an all-white college; there was his

roommate who was Jewish, which wasn’t a problem but (Mother always whispered this part) he

was having an affair with a professor’s wife. Mother always sought an explanation for the onset

of his schizophrenia. Now, whenever I think of Max, I wince and wonder what it was like for this

gifted, high-minded young man. In the racially hostile world of the 1930s, how was he

supposed to cope not only with his own hope of attending Columbia Law School, but also with

his mother’s towering expectations? Perhaps his mental health was the price he paid.When it

was time for Mother to attend college, she enrolled in a local school, Bucknell University Junior

College. In 1940 she received an associate’s degree, and Naomi sent her off to Howard

University—the black Harvard. Mother went to continue her education, but also because Naomi

must have been certain that no suitable Negro man would be found in Wilkes-Barre. Once on

campus, that didn’t take long. The Educational ImperativeIt was then that I made my vow—that

I would forever fight to keep hope alive because there is always a way . . .—Percy Julian,

“Response”Westmoreland County, the birthplace of George Washington, stretches along the

south bank of the Potomac River, its brackish tidal waters full of salt marshes, the land covered

with forest and farms. General Robert E. Lee was born there as well, and a few miles to the

southeast of his birthplace is Zacata, a town so small I have yet to find it on a road map. Route

645 runs past Siloam Baptist Church and adjacent to it is a cemetery. There headstones hide

behind rangy grass, and many bear my father’s family name: Reed. Chiseled into one are

Sarah Reed (1873-1934) and George Reed (1858-1933), my great-grandparents. Every time I

stand there, I can’t help but wonder what they were like.When George Reed was two his father,

Joseph Rodgers Gregory, rode down to Montross to enlist in the Confederate Army. The county

seat was crowded with young men; Joe at forty-three would have been among the oldest. Joe

was white but he lived with a colored woman, which though unusual was not unheard of, so

perhaps the others didn’t wonder much about him. I can only imagine that Joe, a private

serving in Company C, “Lee’s Light Horse” of the Ninth Regiment of the Virginia Cavalry, was

just doing what was expected—defending Virginia and the Southern way of life. But I wonder

what Betsy Reed, his partner and my great-great-grandmother, thought about his stand. And I

wonder what to make of it as well.Betsy, like her parents, was a free Negro. How they came to

be free remains a question; perhaps they always were. They may have been indentured



servants who had served out their indentures or slaves who purchased their freedom, or they

may have been among the 500 freed by Robert Carter III; I simply don’t know. Documents

about Negroes are hard to find, incomplete when located, or hidden in lists as numbers under

their owners’ last names. What I do know is that the 1860 census of Westmoreland County

records Betsy and Joe as living in the same household and shows the county populated by

3,700 slaves, 1,200 free Negroes, and 3,400 whites. Great-uncle Harry, one of Joe’s grandsons

and my grandfather’s youngest brother, told me there were “white Reeds galore” whom they

“called cousin now and again”—a remnant of relationships hidden in the antebellum past. This

past, in which race mixing was more common, began in earnest with the establishment of

Jamestown, Virginia, the first English colony, in 1607, and the marriage of John Rolfe to

Pocahontas in 1614, and continued with the arrival of the first Africans as indentured servants

in 1619. By 1681 enough race mixing had taken place that the Commonwealth of Virginia

passed a law forbidding mixed marriages. So while Betsy Reed and Joe Gregory lived together

and raised their six children, they couldn’t do so within the bonds of marriage.

Self-integration and self-acceptance asks still more; ultimately I also have to come to terms

with myself. A bundle of human needs, contradictions, and potential, I was born into an

upwardly mobile, middle-class Afro-American family, raised in an interracial milieu, and fated to

come of age during the either-or era of Black Power. But driven toward wholeness—for I don’t

know how else to describe surviving bouts of depression, conquering a victim mentality that

seems endemic among Afro-Americans, and owning the depth of my smothered rage—I came

to celebrate and be empowered by my heritage, to give thanks for my upbringing, to accept my

tempestuous feelings, and to acknowledge rather than hide the warring elements of my

personality. This spiritual quest for integration, this process of incorporation, is me taking

responsibility for my own life. This is the story of my wayward journey toward

wholeness. Slavery Served Us WellNot to know what happened before we were born is to

remain perpetually a child. For what is the worth of a human life unless it is woven into the life

of our ancestors by the records of history? . . . The influence and achievements of our

ancestors we cannot escape.—Cicero, De OratoreHaving read the history distributed at family

reunions, I knew, and steadfastly ignored, that my ancestors had been “traders in ivory, wood,

iron, cloth and slaves.” Slaves were listed last, as if just another commodity. The facts, however,

lead to a different conclusion. Slaves were crucial to the plantations in the British colonies, to

Atlantic triangular trade of the eighteenth century, and to my ancestors who were in the

business.In 1684, at age fourteen, Thomas Corker Jr. was sent by the Royal African Company

to the Sherbro coast of Sierra Leone. There Corker took an African wife—Senõra Doll,

Duchess of Sherbro. A member of the Ya Kumba family of the Bulom tribe, she was probably of

mixed blood, since Portuguese traders had arrived in the region and begun intermarrying two

centuries earlier. By 1692 the Company had promoted Corker to chief agent of York Island, and

Senõra Doll had given birth to three sons. Six years later, Corker became governor of an

outpost to the north of Sierra Leone in Gambia, and in 1700 he returned to England laden with

ivory, gold, precious timber, and slaves. However, within months, Corker died of congestive

heart failure and his eldest brother, a member of Parliament and mayor of Falmouth, wrote in

epitaph: “The young man that lies here was a glory to the English and the Africans.”Eight

degrees north of the equator and scarcely a league from Sierra Leone lie the Banana Islands,

and a little further south sits a smaller group called the Plantains, where Skinner Caulker, the

eldest son of Senõra Doll and Thomas Corker, ruled as king. (The spelling of Corker had been

changed.) The forest-dwelling Mende, my father’s matrilineal ancestors and rivals of the Bolum,



my mother’s ancestors, lived inland from these islands. Warring Bolum factions used the

Mende as mercenaries, so it is within the realm of possibility that my mother’s people sold my

father’s foremother into slavery.Midway through the 1730s, William Clevland of Devonshire,

England, arrived in the region as a mate on a slave ship. He remained, became clerk to King

Skinner Caulker, and married the king’s daughter Kate, who subsequently gave birth to John

and Elizabeth. William Clevland, younger brother of the First Secretary of the Admiralty, had

done what younger brothers had to do. He set out to make his fortune, and the slave trade

became the basis of his livelihood. Returning to England, he was entrusted with a ship and

cargo, and once back in the Bananas he built a business trading goods for slaves, who he then

conveyed to the West Indies.John Clevland attended school in England, but when his father

died in 1758, the eighteen-year-old returned to the Bananas to succeed him. Like her brother,

Elizabeth Clevland was educated in England, but in her youth she also visited South Carolina

with their father who had relatives there and, as one letter stressed, “must have possessed

great influence.” In 1764, John sent his five-year-old daughter, Catherine Clevland, to South

Carolina in the company of her aunt Elizabeth. Sailing as passengers on the Queen of Barra,

which carried three hundred slaves, they landed in Charleston, the hub of the North American

slave trade.During the eighty years between Thomas Corker’s arrival in Africa and Catherine

Clevland’s departure, nearly seventy thousand slaves had been exported from Sierra Leone.

Without knowing the details, I knew the truth. But to avoid feelings of confusion and guilt, I had

never let myself focus upon this reality until my mind snapped to attention midway through a

genealogical presentation at a family reunion. The speaker, my cousin, said that when

Elizabeth Clevland Hardcastle died in 1808 she had left Catherine Clevland—my mother’s

great-great-great-great-grandmother—the 750-acre Raccoon Hill Plantation, along with the

interest from twenty-two bank shares, sheep, hogs, two carriage horses, and five slaves: Old

Dick, Old Bess, Old Tom, Old Nelly (Dick’s wife), and Johnny.I waited. We were Afro-Americans

and slave owners? Certainly my cousin would elaborate. When she didn’t, I asked. She

equivocated. “These were the oldest slaves,” she said. “They were given to Catherine because

she would care for them.” Oh, yeah! We take care of our darkies, the cynic in me snarled, but

the Boy Scout within wanted it to be true. Yet how could she manage a 750-acre plantation

without slaves? It seemed unlikely that, in an economy built upon slavery, she would be an

exception. Conflicted, I remained silent as the presentation wandered elsewhere. Hearing this

admission stirred feelings I didn’t understand and raised moral implications I had never

considered. I could comfortably identify with my forebears who had been slaves, but I was

emotionally unprepared to incorporate the fact that I also had ancestors who were slave

traders and owners.Slavery had served us well. One look around that downtown Washington

hotel banquet hall was all that was required to see how well. D.C. was my father’s hometown

and his family had been successful enough; there were farmers, clerks, and teachers, but also

two professors and a Mutual of New York vice president. But these were my mother’s people—

a judge, an ambassador, a brokerage house vice president, a bank manager, the medical

director of one insurance company and an assistant vice president of another mingling with

physicians, lawyers, dentists, and academics.Confronted with the reality that some of my

advantages were the fruits of slavery, I turned to my sister, Carole. What a blunder. Instead of

the sympathetic sibling I sought, I found Carole’s other persona, the insurance company

assistant VP who had just negotiated a multimillion-dollar surety bond adjustment. “So what?

She owned slaves. That’s supposed to be a problem?”Being cross-examined was not what I,

her esteemed eldest brother, had expected.“Come off it,” she snapped. “Why should that bug

you? It doesn’t have anything to do with us.”I winced, sucked my teeth, and retreated into



silence. Carole, I suppose, meant Get over it. I wondered whether I was the only one troubled

by this legacy, whether anyone else felt even a twinge.Shame struck me, and then this intuition:

My family was more indebted to the past than we acknowledged. Once I had made the

connection between our social status and our past, seen it reflected in that gathering and

realized that our advantages, acquired on the backs of others, would carry into the future, my

sense of guilt intensified. I didn’t feel at fault; I felt ashamed. I had taken fate’s largess for

granted—a blindness I recognized as an affliction I shared with white Americans.Even today, I

doubt many of them know that the U.S. Capitol, citadel of democracy, was built with slave labor.

Do they see the paradox? The bastion of freedom buttressed by human bondage. I wonder

whether white Americans understand the implication of America’s central, self-defining myth: If

God especially ordained America as the new holy land, and Americans as the new chosen

people blessed to inhabit a land of opportunity, how do they reconcile this with the plight of

Afro-Americans? How does such a great nation explain why so many black Americans remain

poor and so many black men are incarcerated? And I ask why the vaunted American dream

has eluded so many of us. Is the Negro race less able, moral, intelligent, and deserving of

God’s grace? Some white Americans say yes, but many more are simply perplexed. Whites, as

passive beneficiaries, look out from the protective cocoon of white prerogative and cumulative

advantage, and are mystified. Indeed, many, themselves embattled and feeling victimized, see

no difference between blacks and whites.But there is a difference and as I thought about it my

own sense of guilt grew. Similar to white Americans, my prosperity was partly the result of a

pernicious evil. How natural to prefer the Disney version of history to the ugly, uncomfortable,

messy tragedy that is our true past. And how self-serving to discount the effect of four hundred

years of slavery on the Afro-American psyche. Early America was no empty frontier waiting to

be settled by Europeans. That myth helps us evade the painful truth that the real “American

Wilderness” is a moral one: The genocide of Native Americans—called “black ducks” by the

English colonists who hunted them—was a sin compounded by the enslavement of kidnapped

Africans—called “niggahs” as they were sold on the auction block. Deemed savages and

brutes, neither group possessed any rights a white man was bound to respect, and so

aboriginal land and African life-blood fed the infant nation’s avarice. Indeed, the Constitution,

our country’s most sacred document and guarantor of freedom, had slavery written into it.

Ironically, this was not incongruent, for the freedom it espoused was meant only for white, land-

owning males. But freedom as an ideal was greater than the narrow meaning it held in the

Constitution. Once the notion of freedom was in the air it couldn’t be contained. The

“Emancipation Proclamation” set the slaves free. The “Jim Crow” era that followed and the

caste system it perpetuated only delayed real liberation. The unfinished revolution continued

and continues still.A West African proverb says: As a people, we stand on the shoulders of our

ancestors. Looking around that air-conditioned Washington ballroom, I saw the influence of the

past, and nothing I could do would change it. The present, however, is different. Today’s deeds

shape tomorrow and in this moment, which resides between indebtedness and hope, it is

possible to make a difference. Andrew Dibble, Catherine Clevland’s great-grandson and my

mother’s great-grandfather, was born in 1825. Family oral history tells us that Andrew’s mother,

Martha Smith, was half Native American, and it’s likely her father was a member of a band that

lived in the vicinity of Raccoon Hill Plantation. It’s clear from photos that he was mulatto—thin

lips, light skin, long wavy hair. In 1843 he married another free Negro of mixed race, Elly Naomi

Naudin. Elly’s father, Moreau, was the son of John Naudin, a French Huguenot who had

become an American citizen in 1803; her mother was Harriet Conway. In 1793 Harriet’s father,

Bonds Conway, had been the first Negro in Camden, South Carolina, to purchase his own



freedom.Andrew was a tailor and, of necessity, traveled around the South. In the years just

prior to the Civil War, white workers, resenting Negro competition, instituted house-to-house

searches and Negroes unable to prove their status were enslaved. In 1860, to protect himself,

Andrew acquired Freedom Papers that documented his descent from a free person.Born in

1846, Martha Louisa Dibble was my mother’s grandmother and the eldest of Elly and Andrew’s

twelve children. In 1870 she married Senator Henry Johnson Maxwell. A photograph of

Senator Maxwell appears in A Pictorial History of the Negro in America. Mother first showed it

to me when I was about nine years old. At the bottom of the photo, a legend read “Radical

Members of the So. Ca. Legislature.” She pointed at a brown, bearded man and said, “That’s

your great-grandfather, Senator Maxwell. You look just like him.” Her words stayed with me, and

every once in a while I would pull the book from the shelf, stare at his picture, and wonder what

it meant that I looked like him. Born free in 1837 on Edisto Island, South Carolina,

Henry Maxwell was raised in Charleston, but left for the North at the age of nineteen. After the

Civil War began, he tried to enlist. Twice rejected because of his health, he became, instead, a

recruiter for the Union Army. While not as perilous as battle, it was nonetheless dangerous, and

following a series of narrow escapes, he resigned. Successful on his third attempt to enlist, he

was made a first sergeant in Battery A of the 2nd U.S. Colored Light Artillery—one of 180,000

Negroes who fought in the Union Army. Following the Civil War, he was elected to the South

Carolina legislature, serving as senator from Marlboro County from 1868 to 1874. While in the

legislature he was also elected Marlboro County’s first school commissioner, appointed

postmaster of Bennettsville, South Carolina—the first Negro postmaster in the United States—

and was admitted to the South Carolina bar. Thereafter he practiced law.Henry and Martha

Maxwell had eight offspring. Their sons became a dentist, a physician, a businessman, a

barber, and a railroad waiter who also was a labor organizer; their three daughters became

schoolteachers. Like many Dibbles and Maxwells before and after, Naomi Theresa, their sixth

child and my grandmother, enrolled in Clafin College. Founded in 1869, Clafin was the oldest

Negro college in South Carolina, and Naomi graduated in 1902.The Maxwells lived on the

same street in Sumter, South Carolina, as the Edwards family. One of eighteen siblings, my

grandfather, George Edwards, was sent North at age eight to be raised by his grandmother

and two aunts. During his annual visits south, George came to know Naomi. They were wed in

1908, and Naomi returned with George to Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, a northern Appalachian

coal mining town waiting for the Susquehanna to flood yet again.Mother told us Granddad was

well respected by Negro and white alike. She went on to add, “And he should’ve been

postmaster.” But he was never promoted beyond supervisor of the special delivery division,

even though he trained a steady stream of white employees—including those who were made

his boss.Naomi had been a teacher in South Carolina, but was unable to obtain a teaching

position in largely white Wilkes-Barre. She became a social worker, only to be fired during the

Great Depression, when a new rule mandated that one family couldn’t hold two government

jobs. Mother maintained that it was just a way of getting rid of her. Naomi, determined as

always, began growing and selling roses and gladioli and taking on piano students. But first

and foremost, she focused her energy on her two children: Christopher Maxwell—Uncle Max to

me—and Selina Louise, my mother. Normally a child born in January, as Mother was, would

have had to wait until the September following her sixth birthday to enroll in school. Naomi

wouldn’t hear of it. Having already taught Selina to read, she insisted that her daughter begin

mid-way through the school year. So on Mother’s first day of school she was the youngest in

her class and the only Negro, and she was assigned the last seat in the last row.I shrank away

whenever I saw the bitterness in Mother’s eyes as she spoke of how her parents had been



treated, or heard the bridled rage in her voice as she recalled the humiliation she felt on the

first day of school. But when she talked about her brother, I saw pain rather than indignation.

Six years older than Mother, Max was captain of the school debating team and salutatorian for

his nearly all-white high school class. I can only imagine the expectations Naomi must have

laid upon her boy, scion of Senator Maxwell, as he headed off for Bucknell, a white liberal arts

college in Lewisburg, Pennsylvania. Max wasn’t the school’s first Negro graduate—that was

Edward McKnight Brawley who graduated in 1875—but he seems to have been the only Negro

enrolled in 1933, and that posed a problem. The dean of the university wrote that Max was a

“very high type young man . . . who would prove the least objectionable to prejudiced people of

any colored man I know.’’ While he admitted that it was “unchristian,” he wavered at placing

Max in a dormitory. He wrote, “We have men from the South and other sections of the country

who . . . have a deep-seated prejudice with respect to rooming or eating with colored people.”

After a flurry of letters about—but not to—Max, the situation was resolved when he was offered

a rent-free room downtown in the basement of the College Inn.I learned early that Uncle Max

was brilliant. If I wasn’t careful, he’d trap me as I passed through the living room, and that

meant listening to a recitation from the Bible or Shakespeare or his favorite, Ralph Waldo

Emerson’s essay “Self Reliance.” “To believe your own thought,” he would begin before I could

escape, “to believe that what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men—that is

genius. Speak your latent conviction, and it shall be the universal sense.”I also knew something

was very wrong with Uncle Max. In his senior year at Bucknell, he had a nervous breakdown

and even though he managed to graduate two years later he never really recovered. He came

and went and worked, but only sporadically. Sometimes we would drive northwest of Chicago

to visit him in a scary mental hospital surrounded by a tall, spiked fence. Once through the gate

and past the guardhouse, we marched down pale green, echoey hallways looking for him, but

the person we found was never the uncle I knew; they had turned him into a zombie.

Fragments of overheard conversations were all I had to go on: When he was a boy a brick had

fallen on his head; there had been the stress of attending an all-white college; there was his

roommate who was Jewish, which wasn’t a problem but (Mother always whispered this part) he

was having an affair with a professor’s wife. Mother always sought an explanation for the onset

of his schizophrenia. Now, whenever I think of Max, I wince and wonder what it was like for this

gifted, high-minded young man. In the racially hostile world of the 1930s, how was he

supposed to cope not only with his own hope of attending Columbia Law School, but also with

his mother’s towering expectations? Perhaps his mental health was the price he paid.When it

was time for Mother to attend college, she enrolled in a local school, Bucknell University Junior

College. In 1940 she received an associate’s degree, and Naomi sent her off to Howard

University—the black Harvard. Mother went to continue her education, but also because Naomi

must have been certain that no suitable Negro man would be found in Wilkes-Barre. Once on

campus, that didn’t take long. The Educational ImperativeIt was then that I made my vow—that

I would forever fight to keep hope alive because there is always a way . . .—Percy Julian,

“Response”Westmoreland County, the birthplace of George Washington, stretches along the

south bank of the Potomac River, its brackish tidal waters full of salt marshes, the land covered

with forest and farms. General Robert E. Lee was born there as well, and a few miles to the

southeast of his birthplace is Zacata, a town so small I have yet to find it on a road map. Route

645 runs past Siloam Baptist Church and adjacent to it is a cemetery. There headstones hide

behind rangy grass, and many bear my father’s family name: Reed. Chiseled into one are

Sarah Reed (1873-1934) and George Reed (1858-1933), my great-grandparents. Every time I

stand there, I can’t help but wonder what they were like.When George Reed was two his father,



Joseph Rodgers Gregory, rode down to Montross to enlist in the Confederate Army. The county

seat was crowded with young men; Joe at forty-three would have been among the oldest. Joe

was white but he lived with a colored woman, which though unusual was not unheard of, so

perhaps the others didn’t wonder much about him. I can only imagine that Joe, a private

serving in Company C, “Lee’s Light Horse” of the Ninth Regiment of the Virginia Cavalry, was

just doing what was expected—defending Virginia and the Southern way of life. But I wonder

what Betsy Reed, his partner and my great-great-grandmother, thought about his stand. And I

wonder what to make of it as well.Betsy, like her parents, was a free Negro. How they came to

be free remains a question; perhaps they always were. They may have been indentured

servants who had served out their indentures or slaves who purchased their freedom, or they

may have been among the 500 freed by Robert Carter III; I simply don’t know. Documents

about Negroes are hard to find, incomplete when located, or hidden in lists as numbers under

their owners’ last names. What I do know is that the 1860 census of Westmoreland County

records Betsy and Joe as living in the same household and shows the county populated by

3,700 slaves, 1,200 free Negroes, and 3,400 whites. Great-uncle Harry, one of Joe’s grandsons

and my grandfather’s youngest brother, told me there were “white Reeds galore” whom they

“called cousin now and again”—a remnant of relationships hidden in the antebellum past. This

past, in which race mixing was more common, began in earnest with the establishment of

Jamestown, Virginia, the first English colony, in 1607, and the marriage of John Rolfe to

Pocahontas in 1614, and continued with the arrival of the first Africans as indentured servants

in 1619. By 1681 enough race mixing had taken place that the Commonwealth of Virginia

passed a law forbidding mixed marriages. So while Betsy Reed and Joe Gregory lived together

and raised their six children, they couldn’t do so within the bonds of marriage.About a mile and

a half beyond the cemetery stands the Reed homestead. “Fact is,” said Great-uncle Harry,

“when the Captain bought all this farmland around us here he didn’t know much about farming.”

The Captain is what my yarn-spinning great-uncle called his father when expounding to his

nieces and nephews. “You know, the Captain signed his name with an X and could read just

enough to check the ship’s log.” It was Sarah, the Captain’s wife and Harry’s mother, who had

an elementary education. Harry said, “Mama was rail-thin and sour-faced and beat me every

day of the week and twice on Sunday.” Sarah managed the farm, ran a country store, and ruled

the family. Perhaps Sarah looked so severe because the Captain, who Harry said “was a

fisherman at heart and hated farming,” was absent so often. Maybe he stayed away because

he was truly in command only on board his three-masted schooner, Mary Jane. A short, big-

boned, bowlegged man renowned for his strength, he leased three acres of oyster ground,

caught crabs in the brackish Chesapeake Bay, and hauled timber up to Georgetown and

Baltimore on his boat and returned with supplies. As a “waterman,” he made his living on the

bay and like many others he couldn’t swim a lick. His boys, however, were left at home. The

Captain told them, “Time’s a comin’ when a man won’t make a living on the water.” Instead,

they worked the farm and went to school.In Virginia, prior to the Civil War, it was illegal to

educate Negroes. Public free schools were not established until 1870. The legislation stated:

“The public free schools shall be free to all persons between the ages of five and twenty-one

years residing within a school district, provided that white and colored people shall not be

taught in the same school, but in separate schools under the same regulations as to

management, usefulness and efficiency.” Despite this law, no school for colored people existed

in Zacata until 1900, when George Warren Reed, the Captain’s eldest child and my

grandfather, was six years old. “I reckon it was just about there,” Great-uncle Harry said, taking

the pipe from his mouth and pointing as we drove past. “You know the Captain gave the land



and built the one-room school about the time your grandpa was school age. Hewed the

benches and desks from logs himself. Once the Captain built that schoolhouse, the State of

Virginia had to send a teacher”—his bald head shook as he chuckled—“but some of those

teachers couldn’t figure out the arithmetic even though the answers were in the back of the

book.” School in Zacata went up to the ninth grade and then, because secondary education for

Negroes in the South was mainly private, the Reed children were sent to residential schools

paid for by their picking tomatoes, the cash crop that went to the cannery at Deep Point.The

Captain and Sarah must have been of the same mind about education, because once this

illiterate son of an illiterate father built a schoolhouse, his strict wife made sure their children

attended. Great-uncle Harry told me that when my grandfather was old enough, “the Captain

drove your grandpa down to Northern Neck Industrial Academy in the old horse and buggy,

and left him standing by one of the buildings, cryin’ his eyes out.” In turn, all seven of my

grandfather’s brothers and sisters were sent away to high school. Most continued their

education; three earned bachelor’s degrees, one of them adding a master’s and another

adding a doctorate from the University of Pittsburgh. My grandfather enrolled at Virginia State

but when the First World War began, he dropped out and enlisted in the Navy. I wasn’t quite

seven when my father’s maternal grandmother, Mary Elizabeth Newman, died at the age of

ninety-nine. All I remember of her now is her thin, silent silhouette sitting in the front parlor of

her home on S Street. I stared from the safety of the next room. A tall snake plant sat on a

table beside her, its tapered, turgid, green leaves rising behind her head. To me, she looked

like an Indian, but I wasn’t sure what she was. We didn’t talk. I didn’t go near her, yet I was

fascinated because she was so old. When I got a little older, her age led me to wonder if she

had been a slave and so I asked my grammy. “I don’t want to hear any talk about slavery in my

house,” she ordered, so I shut up and found the truth elsewhere.On January 1, 1863, the

Emancipation Proclamation took effect and among those freed was Mary Elizabeth, then five

years old. “Mama was born in Chantilly, Virginia,” Great-aunt Irene said, “and for quite a while

Mama lived with two white families. You see, she being a little fair child, I guess being one of

the boss man’s children, evidently, my mother was trained in the white people’s house and

grew up with this man’s daughter. You know, they all came along together and everything that

their daughter did, my mother did, too.”Katherine Darne owned Mary Elizabeth; her mother,

Adelaide Turner; and older brother, James; and she gave them all to her sister, Jane Hancock.

It seems likely that it was Jane’s eldest son who fathered Mary Elizabeth. This would explain

why she was raised in their home, and why she remained with the Hancocks until she married

at the age of eighteen in 1875. When Great-aunt Irene showed me her mother’s wedding

picture, she added: “Child, you know she had to get married early and move away before some

white man took advantage of her. In those times people lived that kind of way and people did

those kind of things.”Mary Elizabeth married John Thomas Newman. John Thomas was the

seventh of Harry and Julia Newman’s ten children. Harry’s name appears in the 1837 will of

Thomas Presgraves and his value was $600; Julia was also a slave but lived on a different

plantation. The story of their lives, already obscured by the realties of slavery, is made even

murkier by our family lore. The tale was passed down that a Fijian named Henry accepted a

captain’s offer to join his crew for the voyage to the United States; and all who came on this

ship were given the last name Newman and told they would be “free slaves.” We’ve never

identified who Henry might be, nor could I understand how one could be a “free slave,”

although I think it’s a kind of indenture. At times I’ve been inclined to dismiss this oral history as

a tall tale, a creative attempt to deny our African heritage. But family lore often reflects

historical fact. In the early nineteenth century, American vessels en route to the Orient traded



in the South Pacific islands, and during these stopovers captains had to recruit new crew

members as sailors died or deserted. Islanders sometimes made up as much as three-

quarters of a crew. Add to this a mysterious family mandate: The Newmans were to pass down

the name Maury in memory of Lieutenant Matthew Fountaine Maury, the U.S. Navy navigator

who sailed to the South Pacific and charted the waters around Cape Horn. On the one hand,

the story doesn’t fit what is known; on the other, it’s improbable that it could be entirely

fictitious.We do know that in the 1880s John Thomas and Mary Elizabeth sold their farm and

moved the family to Washington so that, as Mary’s obituary noted, “the children could receive

an education . . . and all her children fulfilled her wish by graduating from high school.” In Mary

Elizabeth’s house, her wish was law— every time my feisty Great-aunt Irene talked about her

mother, she would wag a finger and say, “Mama was a real general.”“It was about 1899 that my

grandfather Newman’s property was settled up and Papa had to go up in Virginia,” Irene said,

“and when he came back all he brought with him was a shotgun. Being a hostler and moving

about from job to job working with people’s horses, Papa didn’t have any use for the land. The

only thing of value he could see was the gun. Well, Mama was so disgusted she took that gun

outside and chopped it up. That’s the way Mama was.“You know if it had not been for Mama,

we would never have had any education. Papa believed in putting his children out to work, and

you were never too young as far as he was concerned. But there was one place Mama always

sent you. Just like she sent you to church, Mama insisted that you go to school.”Education was

no less mandatory on the General’s side of Dad’s family than on the Captain’s. When my

grandmother Eleanor, the youngest of Mary Elizabeth’s children, graduated from Armstrong

High School in 1915, her brother Lloyd grilled her about her career plans. “I had no answers”

she said, but then the head of the household arts department “pounced” on Grammy while she

was visiting Myrtilla Miner Normal School—D.C.’s premier teacher’s college. By the time she

graduated, she knew she disliked teaching and so enrolled in a school for beauticians.When

she completed beauty school, Grammy’s “one and only” came into her life. Great-aunt Irene

elaborated on this event in more colorful fashion: “Well. At that time, just about everybody was

wearing some kind of uniform and your grandmother met the cutest little trick in a Navy suit.

You know, Eleanor had a lot of admirers but when she met George Reed—that was his name—

that was it. And she had plenty of competition, too, but she held on tight and got her man. Yes,

she did.”Married in 1918, Grammy and Grandpa moved into a brick row house on U Street in

Northwest Washington, D.C. Dad was born in 1920 and was named after his father, George

Warren Reed. At one point on the day of his birth, Grammy’s brother Lloyd snatched up his

nephew, carried him to the attic, and hoisted him above his head. “Taking a baby to the highest

point in a house is supposed to make him smart,” Lloyd said, defending his action when I

laughed, “and it worked.” As a young mother, Grammy cut people’s hair in her home. In

the 1930s, she and Grandpa also spent evenings catering, sometimes at the White House.

First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt not only spoke with Grammy—who never let us forget it—but also

wrote a letter of recommendation that led to Grammy being hired as a clerk in the U.S.

Department of the Interior. My grandparents worked long hours, but Grammy, yet another fierce

matriarch preparing her brood for success, forbade her children from delivering newspapers or

doing any other outside work. For Dad, his brother “Little” Lloyd, and sister Phyllis, studying

came first. Segregation was such a fact of life that Dad didn’t think about it when he passed the

white school that was halfway between his house and the Negro school he attended, a school

he described as “packed to the rafters.” His experience was so unfair and unlike my own that I

demanded to know how that could be. But a gruff “That’s just the way it was” ended the

conversation.Growing up in Washington, D.C. in the twenties and thirties, the only significant



contact my father had with white people was in the Third Church of Christian Science. Third

Church, he said, provided him with a unique experience in his otherwise totally colored world.

In that setting he had the opportunity to “relate to white people in a different way. Not as them-

over-there, but as someone that you had a meaningful relationship with. And this happened in

a time when D.C. churches were either black or white and there was nothing in between.”When

Dad completed elementary school, there were three high schools to choose from—Armstrong

for industrial education, Cardozo for business, and Dunbar for academics. There wasn’t any

question. Following in his uncle Lloyd’s footsteps, Dad enrolled in Dunbar. The school’s second

principal had, in 1870, been the first Afro-American graduate of Harvard, and Dunbar was

known for the quality of its faculty, an ironic benefit of the dearth of academic opportunities

available for Negro teachers. With its high standards, Dunbar was “the breeding ground of the

old Negro elite,” a reputation upheld by the achievements of its graduates. For many decades,

more Afro-American PhDs had been graduates of Dunbar than of any other colored high

school in the country. In this environment, one of Dad’s teachers ignited his interest in

chemistry, and by the time Dad was a junior he realized he would need to learn German if he

were going to become a scientist. However, that language hadn’t been taught at Dunbar since

the First World War, when anti-German hysteria had swept the country. Dad and another

student approached the principal; he found a teacher and they recruited the students.

Graduating in 1938, Dad enrolled at Howard University; and there, in 1940, he met Selina “Lee”

Edwards.“You gotta check this cool chick out,” one of Dad’s buddies informed him when Mother

arrived on campus. Dad did, and promptly asked for a date. He was an Alpha, and she a Delta

—the most desirable of the Greek-letter societies at Howard. Old photographs of my parents

together show them to be a handsome pair. He was dark; she was fair. He was tall and slender

with a widow’s peak and wire-rimmed glasses that gave him a scholarly look. She was

beautiful, but not in a made-up way. Her warmth, poise, and vivaciousness drew people to her.

He called her, “Hon,” “Boo,” and “Sugar”; she called him “Sweet Heart.” But the only other thing

I remember being told about their romance—and it always came from Mother when she was

exasperated with Dad—was that the one time she ever saw him cry was when she went on a

date with someone else.They both graduated in 1942. Dad remained at Howard to work on an

MS in chemistry, Mother worked for a year before enrolling in the MSW program at the

University of Pennsylvania. Meanwhile, Dad completed his degree, found a job, and began

saving for an engagement ring.Before Dad received his master’s degree, faculty members

called him in to discuss his future. The best, and practically only, options were teaching

chemistry in a Negro college or following his uncle Lloyd into medicine. Dad, with no interest in

medicine and having never taken biology, surprised them when he announced that he planned

to become a scientist. “When I decided to become a scientist,” he explained, “I was too naïve to

appreciate the obstacles and lack of opportunities black men faced. The sort of awareness

found among today’s youth did not exist, at least not in the all-black community I was exposed

to. This may have been fortunate, as one was not turned off before there was a chance to be

turned on. My life story would have been very different had not World War II intervened with the

need to more fully utilize all the nation’s manpower and the continued opening up of

opportunities.”Dad graduated and a draft notice arrived, but so did a job offer to be a junior

chemist, from the highly classified Special Alloy Metals (SAM) Laboratory at Columbia

University in New York City. Dad’s brother, Little Lloyd, who had enlisted, wrote home: “The

draft board will feel cheated with George having eluded them for three years. I told the fellows

here that he was working on the atomic bomb up there at Columbia. For all I know he may

have been. He never said what he was doing.” His brother guessed the truth, but Dad didn’t



know what he was working on and couldn’t have said if he did. “We were purifying uranium,” he

said, “but I was totally in the dark. We weren’t even supposed to talk to the people in the lab

next to us.”SAM was part of the Manhattan Project, which produced the materials needed to

make atomic bombs. Professor Leon Shereschefsky, chairman of the chemistry department at

Howard, was on leave to the project and it was he, a white man, who helped Dad secure the

position. To Dad’s relief, it also meant his exemption from the draft. But when he realized his

white colleagues were being sent to the Army for six weeks of basic training, returning with the

rank of corporal or private first class, Dad said he “smelled a fish” and went to his “colored”

draft board in D.C. “These guys have gotten in the Army through SAM,” he told them. “I’m 1-A

and I want to go in that way, too.” His draft board looked into it and reported back: “We are not

allowed to touch you.” Dad protested, saying, “They are going to have all the benefits of having

been in the Army and I’m not going to have anything,” but his draft board proved powerless. As

far as he knew, the same held true for the other handful of Negro scientists working on

SAM.Mother and Dad were married on June 30, 1945, and moved into a small apartment in

Brooklyn. Japan surrendered on September 2 and soon afterward everyone on the SAM team

who wished was transferred to the Oakridge Laboratory in Tennessee—everyone except Dad.

He requested a transfer, and when told that Oakridge wasn’t ready to take a Negro scientist,

he marched into the personnel director’s office. “There is something wrong here,” Dad said. “I

want to go to Tennessee.” The response: “I can’t do anything about it.”Just before Dad began

working at Columbia, another Howard graduate had arranged for him to be interviewed by

Argonne National Laboratory, administered by the University of Chicago. Once Dad understood

that there was no place for him in Tennessee, he followed up on the interview at Argonne and

by November had moved to Chicago. Two months later, Mother joined him.In 1947 Dad

enrolled in a PhD program at the University of Chicago and there developed a close friendship

with a white student, Clair Patterson, whom we called Uncle Pud. They studied together and

had children of about the same ages, and he introduced my parents to Unitarianism, a faith

which would come to play a central role in our lives. Like Dad, Clair Patterson had worked on

the A-bomb, and his participation in its creation weighed on him. I was surprised when Uncle

Pud confessed this to me in 1981, because Dad had never expressed any guilt. To the

contrary, he answered my questions about it with a shrug, saying his role had been peripheral.

The conversation with Uncle Pud made me wonder about the difference between these two

men, who had so much in common—except the color of their skin. Dad doubted that he would

have been employed at all had he not been hired during a moment of national duress. In a

country defending democratized racism from racist fascism, he still faced discrimination and

finally exclusion once the crisis passed. More telling than his shrug was the ambivalence he

expressed on occasion: “Maybe [we feel] this country doesn’t belong to us like it does to

everyone else.”Becoming a full member of the scientific community remained a challenge.

Barred from the military, Dad did not qualify for the GI Bill. He had to find an alternate way to

finance his education, and to that end received a Rosenwald Foundation Fellowship, a

scholarship that aided many talented Negroes. It helped, but wasn’t enough; he would need a

full fellowship to remain in graduate school.The National Research Council (NRC) awarded

Atomic Energy Commission Fellowships and, encouraged by the chairman of the chemistry

department, Dad applied. But he got the runaround from the secretary of the department until,

days before the application was due, the department head had to intervene. Then another

obstacle emerged. Traditionally, the NRC relied on recommendations from the chemistry

department when awarding fellowships. However, each faculty member had favorite students

and Dad, the department’s only Negro graduate student, was not among any of them. Dad said



he would have been “dead as a doornail” if the old process had prevailed, but that year the

NRC decided to require a competitive examination instead. Dad took the exam and was

awarded a fellowship. On the CuspWhen I disobey, when I make too much noise, I am told to

“stop acting like a nigger.”—Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White MasksMy arrival was almost

normal: anxious parents appearing at the hospital too early, a long labor, a midnight delivery.

The anomaly went unnoticed until I was twenty-one. I stood, stunned, staring at my own birth

certificate at the counter in the Cook County Bureau of Vital Statistics. Then I laughed. Maybe

that black s.o.b. Mike, the big man on campus, had been right after all. For there it was on the

shiny, officially embossed photostat:Mark Douglas Reed – Born: June 16, 1949Mother: Selina

E. Reed – Race: whiteFather: George W. Reed Jr. – Race: whiteMother, with her fair

complexion, hazel eyes, petite nose, and wavy dark hair—a reflection of her mixed heritage—

could be mistaken for Caucasian, but not Dad. He was teak brown, all the way to the top of his

prematurely bald head. And I was his unmistakably brown-skinned baby. When I asked how

this could have happened, Dad said that before their arrival at the University of Chicago Lying-

in Hospital, the facility hadn’t admitted many, if any, Negro patients. Since my father was barred

from the waiting room, the hospital staff didn’t see him. They looked at my fair-skinned Mother,

and continued with their routine procedures—despite my brown skin, curly hair, and full lips. I

was indeed black, but my birth certificate and Mike, my nemesis, said otherwise.Following my

birth, family converged on our small first-floor apartment: both grandfathers, Grammy, and of

course, Great-aunt Irene, who had retired from the U.S. Bureau of Engraving and Printing just

to remain with us as long as needed. She stayed two months before returning to Washington,

D.C., but I would never stop needing her.Thirteen months and three days after I was born, Dad

was allowed into the same hospital waiting room he had been banned from at my birth.

Progress had been made, so he got to attend the birth of his second son. Philip cried a lot.

“He’s colicky,” they said—it meant they didn’t know why he fretted so. I called him Baba. “Baba

cryin’, Baba cryin’,” I bellowed, while barreling down the hallway, acting as Mama’s little helper.

I also tried to strangle him, I’m told, so I suppose he had cause to cry and I reason to resent

his intrusion. Ours would be a love-hate relationship, fed by him receiving too many hand-me-

downs from me, and too many occasions on which I was held accountable for his

behavior. Chicago Lying-in Hospital had begun to accept Negroes, but the University of

Chicago neighborhood that surrounded it had not. “Every colored man who moves into the

Hyde Park neighborhood knows he is damaging his white neighbor’s property” read a local

newspaper article in 1920. Earlier the community had adopted restrictive covenants making it

illegal to sell homes to Negroes. However, in 1948 the Supreme Court declared the covenants

unconstitutional in Shelley v. Kraemer. The University, which had fiercely defended restrictive

covenants, began developing new strategies to stave off the “Negro invasion” and keep Hyde

Park a white enclave on Chicago’s South Side.Dad didn’t bother looking for an apartment in

Hyde Park. Instead he found one at 410 East 62nd Street in a Negro neighborhood a good

mile from campus. Just beyond our building, 62nd Street came to a dead end at the South Park

Way. South Park would later be renamed Martin Luther King Jr. Drive, but this was before the

world had heard of him. A busy thoroughfare, it carried traffic from one end of South Side

Chicago to the other, and until we moved to Switzerland, I fell asleep listening to its hum.Race

doesn’t mean much to young children, and I was incapable of grasping what people thought

upon seeing my mother’s father—a diminutive, fair-skinned, elderly gentleman with straight

white hair—in a suit and tie, pushing Philip in a stroller while I scampered along beside. We

would walk three blocks east, then three north to the playground in Washington Park. Later I’d

explore the lagoon while he watched from a park bench, and sometimes we walked as far as



the Fountain of Time, a huge monument that stands at one end of the Midway Plaisance.

Pointing east toward the ivy-covered limestone buildings with their towers and turrets,

Granddad would say, “Your daddy is a very smart man, and that’s where he goes to

school.”When my father received his PhD in nuclear chemistry in 1952, I was three and Philip

two. Grammy and Grandpa came and we all dressed up and went to the graduation. From

within the narthex at Rockefeller Chapel, I peered down the long aisle at the ceremony. When

they read Dad’s name I saw him for an instant as he crossed in front of the aisle, and then was

gone, as usual.Following Dad’s graduation, Benjamin Mays, the charismatic president of

Morehouse College, personally recruited Dad to his faculty, as did interested parties from a half

dozen other Negro colleges. But set on pursuing research, Dad returned to Argonne and

accepted a parallel appointment as a research associate at the University of Chicago. He loved

research and brought it home by the satchel. But it was his world, not ours. Dinner-table

conversation seldom touched on his work, for Dad’s explanations were arcane. The location of

his laboratory, buried deep in a corner of the subbasement of Ryerson Hall, contributed to the

mystique. To reach it I had to walk down a dark stairwell, along dusty corridors where large

discarded equipment loomed in the shadows, down another set of steps, and through a double

door. Suddenly I would be blinded by the glare of a fluorescent-lit room dominated by a huge

box made of lead bricks. The room, with its low ceiling, was little more than a corridor around

the enormous contraption. Sometimes as I sat at Dad’s desk in that cave, a row of electric

typewriters would start to clatter, and numbers would appear, column after column. In the years

before computers, it all seemed like science fiction. I didn’t know what the numbers meant. I

didn’t know what lay behind the lead bricks, or that they were keeping cosmic rays out rather

than deadly radiation in. And I didn’t know what Dad was doing, except that he coveted

meteorites. South Side Chicago was gritty, pulsating, and, after Harlem, the greatest black

metropolis in the United States. Bronzeville, as it was called, was home of the Chicago

Defender, Jet, and Ebony, and was full of black businesses, blues bars, and houses of worship

—big Baptist churches, Black Muslim mosques, and little storefront congregations, whose

shouts of praise poured out into the street. Its Negro inhabitants had been streaming in since

the First World War. Brought to “the top of the world” from Mississippi, Arkansas, and Louisiana

on the Illinois Central Railroad, they immediately headed back south along Michigan Avenue,

Cottage Grove, and South Park. They didn’t find the South Side any warmer but they found lots

of their people. In 1954 the Reed family joined the migration as the black middle-class

vanguard surged still farther south into white neighborhoods. There were now five of us. Carole

had joined Philip and me in 1953, and we grew to six in 1959 with the birth of our youngest

sister, Lauren.Chatham, our new neighborhood, would come to be known as the Black

Bungalow Belt, but my world was simply “the block.” Its boundaries were the schoolyard; the

house of Eugene Payton, an older kid who lived up Calumet Avenue; and my friend Nipper

Nipson’s on South Park. From our front window, we saw the gravel expanse of our schoolyard,

so near we could rush out the front door upon hearing the school bell and not be late. I usually

only left this world to attend church, or for the occasional journey to the Loop.

In Between dad gifts

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/JkREY/In-Between-Memoir-of-an-Integration-Baby


Karyl Wade, “What an amazing man!. Mark Reed tells the story of his life growing up with

parents who are well educated and caring. He lives the life that we identify more with white

people than with black people but he has to deal with his blackness every time he ventures out

his front door. He spends a lot of time at the Unitarian church in Hyde Park (mostly white at

that time) and several years at an ecole in Switzerland as the only black student. His journey to

becoming a Unitarian-Universalist minister is inevitable as he really finds himself there. This is

a wonderful memoir and a good book for everyone to read as it really exposes how difficult it

can be for even educated blacks in our country. A good book for everyone!”

Jesper Jurcenoks, “Wow - Should be Mandatory reading in high School during Black History

Month. Mark Reed delivers an honest narrative of the struggle to find his identity while trying to

bridge the worlds of White Americans and Afro-Americans. Surrounded by racism in both the

white and the black community he managed to make a stand for himself, while confronting the

ambitions of his black heritage and the ignorance of white friends. Easy too read, an engaging

story, Mark has traveled the world, but unable to escape his demons, he has to face them, and

grow in the process. The story is full of humor and the insight of maturity. Considering myself

colorblind (being white) this book opened my eyes to just how ignorant I have been to life in

other hues of skin. Thanks Mark for Opening my eyes. Highly Recommended, should be

mandatory reading in Black History Month (middle-high school)”

Alan J. Taddiken, “A path to wisdom & wit. Mark Morrison-Reed has committed a brave act of

self-revelation in his autobiography--more so than most writers in that he details the anguish of

youth and young-adulthood in an open, candid way that many would suppress rather than

interrogate. Mark's narrative of growing-up black in Chicago and Euro-land is self-critical while

also providing clear (often witty & ironical) insights into the insensitivities and narrowness of

American and European cultural habits of the time (many of which alas persist)--never sparing

of the failures and adversities posed. He tells an engaging story of a youth well-played--a story

that I hope will be read by many for its charm and candor-- as well as the deepening of

appreciation for his success, and the success of many in his generation in overcoming the

tough obstacles of mindless racism delivered from every quarter. Bravo Mark!”

shirley newman, “After slavery, education brings success. Knowing only that my roots are of

undetermined origin from Loudon, Virginia, I found this well-documented family history

facilitative to research. The author links and uncovers important events in a forthcoming

manner. I enjoyed reading it immensely.”

Jami Hanreddy, “Five Stars. Fascinating read.”

Emily Stoper, “A Black Man Tries to Find his True Self in a White World. This memoir is a

moving story about the author’s attempts to reconcile the warring elements of his life: his slave

ancestors and his slave trader ancestors; being a nice middle-class cradle Unitarian boy (son

of a leading scientist and a social worker) and being a guy who knows what it is to live in fear

of the police; being a militant and being a conciliator; being oblivious to racism in his own life

and having his stomach tied in knots by white stereotyping and insensitivity. Morrison-Reed, a

Unitarian-Universalist minister who has lived his life mostly in a white world, says that

“Personal fragmentation was the price of racial integration.”He also says “I yearn to be

integrated - self-integrated.” He’s not interested in what white liberals often mean by

integration: being swallowed up by the dominant culture to the point where he cannot



experience the gift of Black culture and identity inside himself.He also yearns for American

blacks to reach a point where they can see their slavery not as a badge of shame but as a

source of pride because they emerged from it truly free – as the Jews do in the many Passover

seders he’s attended.Morrison-Reed is still struggling to resolve these issues in his own life.

He offers several sources of hope at the end of the book:• A changing US which is moving

beyond a racial Black-white binary to be a nation of many peoples who intermarry increasingly

freely with each other• His emerging ability to love himself unconditionally, with all the

contradictions, “just because I am” and• God – seen as the mysterious divine unity behind our

differences, a blend of our distinct identities and therefore capable of giving all-embracing love.I

strongly recommend this moving book.”

Warren E. Crichlow, “Morrison-Reed is a best kept secret in African American memoir. This

memoir, in today's age of African American memoir, before Ta-Neshi Coates, Cifford

Thompson, Margo Jefferson, Phillip M. Richard, already refashioned the meaning of

bildungsroman. Both familiar and unique, this narrative is rich with cosmopolitan experience

informed by extraordinary traditions and spiritual markers of black life in America. Morrison-

Reed is a best kept secret in African American memoir, a true find and a lovely, captivating

read that, beyond hype, opens new perspectives beyond the boundary.”

The book by Samuel Fort has a rating of  5 out of 5.0. 8 people have provided feedback.
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