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For Belvie, Joan, and Sue,
my human angels,
and for my brother Curtis,
who was a child.

—ALICE WALKER
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WHILE LOVE IS UNFASHIONABLE

While love is unfashionable

let us live

unfashionably.

Seeing the world

a complex ball

in small hands;

love our blackest garment.

Let us be poor

in all but truth, and courage

handed down

by the old

spirits.

Let us be intimate with

ancestral ghosts

and music

of the undead.

While love is dangerous

let us walk bareheaded

beside the Great River.

Let us gather blossoms

under fire.

—ALICE WALKER
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INTRODUCTION

by Valerie Boyd

“I am amazed at myself. Once more I am warming up to write,” the twenty-four-year-old woman wrote in her journal. The date was July 18, 1968; the place was Jackson, Mississippi. “How incredible in some ways it is to thirst for pen and paper,” she continued, “to need them, as if they were water.”

That young woman was Alice Walker. And through her prodigious talent—as a novelist, short story writer, poet, and essayist—she would go on to become one of the most celebrated authors in modern history.

On her epic journey from sharecropper’s shack in rural Georgia to cultural icon, Walker has been a faithful diarist, chronicling her sprawling, complex life in more than sixty-five journals and notebooks spanning some fifty years. In 2007, she placed those journals—along with hundreds of other documents and items from her personal archive—at Emory University’s Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library in Atlanta. The journals, as well as certain business and financial files, are embargoed from the curious eyes of scholars, journalists, and fans until 2040.

Now, however, Walker has decided to publish a volume of selected entries from her journals. In Gathering Blossoms Under Fire, she offers a passionate, intimate record of her development as an artist, human rights activist, and intellectual. She also intimately explores—in real time—her thoughts and feelings as a woman, a writer, an African American, a wife, a daughter, a mother, a lover, a sister, a friend, a citizen of the world. The journal entries traverse an astonishing array of events: marching in Mississippi with other foot soldiers of the civil rights movement, led by Martin Luther King Jr., or “the King,” as she called him; her marriage to a Jewish lawyer, partly to defy laws that barred interracial marriage in the 1960s South; an early miscarriage; the birth of her daughter; writing her first novel; the trials and triumphs of the women’s movement; erotic encounters and enduring relationships; the ancestral visits that led her to write The Color Purple; winning the Pulitzer Prize; being admired and maligned, in sometimes equal measure, for her work and her activism; burying her mother; and her estrangement from her own daughter. The personal, the political, and the spiritual are layered and intertwined in the revealing narrative that emerges from Walker’s journals.

Gathering Blossoms Under Fire is organized by decade—from the 1960s to the early days of the twenty-first century. In this way, the book shows us a woman becoming herself. Many women readers—and readers of all genders—will find themselves reflected in these pages, as Walker chronicles every major life event imaginable: marriage and divorce; becoming a parent; teaching herself to write a novel; her road to financial stability; friends and lovers gained and lost; and finding God—or “Great Spirit,” as she calls the divine—in herself and in nature.

As editor of this volume, I have retained Alice Walker’s original spellings, punctuation, and dating styles, even when inconsistent, to stay true to her original journal entries. I also have sought to be as inconspicuous as possible, to make myself your invisible friend, leaning in only occasionally to whisper an important fact, clarification, or recollection in your ear: Hey, you remember this person, Alice’s boyfriend from her teenage years. Ah yes, this movie came out in 1976, to critical acclaim. Oh, you know Langston Hughes—the legendary poet of the Harlem Renaissance. And, yes, this person seeking a favor is the same person whose bad behavior you remember from fifty pages ago. These contextual notes aim to serve the larger narrative, to quietly inform you, dear reader, so that you can stay with the story.

Walker sometimes journaled in more than one notebook at a time, offering parallel versions of the same events, with one version full of detail and the other a quick summary. Occasionally, she might return many years later to a half-finished notebook from a previous decade, picking up a thread of thought and moving forward from there. For clarity and ease of reading in this volume, I have compiled the journal entries chronologically, regardless of the notebook in which they were entered.

Gathering Blossoms Under Fire is a workbook for artists, activists, and intellectuals. It is a primer for people of all ages who wish to live free lives. It is both a deeply personal journey and an intimate history of our time. And for all of us whose lives have been touched—and often changed—by Alice Walker’s work over the past five decades, this book is a gift.

In fact, the wide-ranging pages you’re about to read here all started with a gift. The cover of the brown faux-leather journal was adorned with a gold border, and the gold-foil lettering proclaimed its purpose: MY TRIP, it said.

Alice Walker was grateful to receive the travel diary from her friend, Cecile Ganpatsingh, a classmate from British Guiana. Alice had just finished her first year as a student at Atlanta’s Spelman College, where she’d arrived in 1961 from her small, segregated hometown of Eatonton, Georgia. She brought with her “three magic gifts” from her mother: a suitcase, a sewing machine, and a typewriter. At Spelman, Alice and Cecile had become sister activists, joining several classmates—along with history professors Howard Zinn and Staughton Lynd—in various protests and pickets for peace and civil rights. Now, Alice was on her way to the Youth World Peace Festival in Finland.

At eighteen years old, she had crossed the Georgia border only once—to visit an aunt and uncle one Christmas in Cleveland, Ohio. For that trip, Alice had boarded a Greyhound bus. This trek—with stops in Helsinki, Glasgow, Amsterdam, and Hamburg—would mark her first time on an airplane. Cecile wanted to present her friend with a gift to mark the occasion. In the front cover of the diary, she noted the date—July, 1962—and offered these words:

To: Dearest Alice

Here’s wishing that your trip will be memorable.

Fondly,

Cecile Ganpatsingh

When Alice Walker returned from her trip at the end of August, the diary was tattered from use. She wrote in it almost daily, commenting on everything she encountered—the cute, charming waiters; the welcoming, curious glances from strangers; the idea of communism itself—with enthusiasm and wonder. In one entry, she chronicled how she usually spent her days on this life-changing journey:

A TYPICAL DAY:

Up at 7:00 for a continental breakfast

Caught bus for the city at 7:30

Attended morning colloquiums and seminars (mostly about disarmament, American imperialism and Russian Communism)

Had lunch with one of the 120 delegations

I usually ate with the Bulgarians, the Cubans or Finns

After lunch attended either an outdoor sports match or some cultural event. (For example, I saw both the Russian ballet and the Peking opera.)

Around 3:00 we went to delightful inter-delegation meetings.

At 5:00 we could either have dinner with another delegation or we could ramble around the city and surrounding countryside. I learned to ride a motorcycle (a jauwa) because they are very popular in Finland.

At 6:00 we took a bus back to our living quarters where we changed clothes to go to inter-delegation or island parties. (Finn. is a land of islands and on each small island there is a park with an outdoor dancing floor—we could watch fireworks or just relax and listen to Finnish music.)

At 11:00 we came back to our living quarters for the night. IT WOULD STILL BE VERY LIGHT OUTSIDE so that it was hard to go to sleep. So, for at least an hour or so we’d talk. (Some of the Americans were very far left, some not as far left, and the rest—
just curious.)

To add to this wonderful schedule—I was given bouquets of flowers practically around the clock. This was mostly because the Finns thought that I was Cuban or else a freedom rider. (I was ashamed that I had not been to jail.)

DO YOU DANCE, DO YOU SING? WELL, YOU MUST BE A FREEDOM RIDER?

WE SHALL OVERCOME. Congratulate the freedom fighters of the south. (Heard it sung in many languages.) Requested of us.
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Near the end of her travelogue, in a late August 1962 entry, the budding young writer and activist wrote, “Although I was only in Europe for about a month I know that my life will be different because of it.”

She added: “Never again will any Russian or any Cuban or any other nationality of people be my enemies just because they are what they are. Strangely enough, during the past crisis [the Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962] I have been more worried about the Cubans and the Russians than about myself. Most of all I’ve learned that there is so much difference between the people and their governments that one cannot any longer hate indiscriminately.”

After Walker’s trip to Europe, she returned to Spelman but quickly became frustrated with “bad courses, bourgeois teachers and classmates,” as she noted in one journal entry. She soon transferred to Sarah Lawrence College in Bronxville, New York. Her journals pick up again in earnest during the summer of 1965, when she visited the South, and Kenya, before her final semester as a student at Sarah Lawrence.

Walker returned to the South in 1965 with some trepidation—but with great determination to participate in the Black freedom struggle. After a short stay, she left for several months of eventful travel in Africa, then headed back to Sarah Lawrence for the fall. There, at age twenty-one, she became restless for the challenges of the real world. “There are times when I feel too old to be among these people at Sarah Lawrence,” she confided to her journal. “I can no longer discuss Viet Nam with ‘bright’ girls who want to reconcile their feelings about the war to their violin music. The deaths of VietNamese children weigh too heavily on me for that.”

By June 1966, she was ready to commit herself to the movement, despite the tug of her own work as a blossoming writer. “I have not left yet for Mississippi and feel so much anxiety about leaving my work that it seems almost absurd for me to go at all,” she lamented in June 1966. “But something draws me there, although I have no illusions about how much good I can do.”

Amid the pickets and protests in the South, young Alice found something she had not been looking for: love. And she found it in the unlikeliest of places—at Stevens Kitchen, a soul food restaurant on Farish Street in Jackson, Mississippi.

She had just arrived in Jackson, she recalls fifty years later, “having been squired from the airport in a blue convertible” by Henry Aronson, an attorney with the NAACP’s Legal Defense Fund, which was then run by Marian Wright, the first Black woman attorney in the state. The restaurant was next door to the Legal Defense Fund office, and many of its staffers—including a young Jewish law student, Melvyn Leventhal—regularly took their meals there. “I glared across the room at the white people eating in ‘our’ restaurant,” Walker recalls, “and locked eyes with a very cute guy. Oy vey.”

Though the journals are oddly silent on the details of their courtship, Alice and Mel were soon inseparable. “We started dating after a few sorties into the Delta where we integrated hotels and restaurants, which often meant staying up all night in anticipation of being run out by the KKK,” Walker remembers half a century later. “We read the Bible and I liked his Song of Solomon.”

The relationship lasted beyond that hot Mississippi summer. “We dated as we did our work, but ‘dating’ wasn’t happening much (too dangerous) until we returned to NYC and Mel finished his last year at NYU. I had a place on St. Marks Place but stayed mostly in his dorm room, which we fixed up with a writing desk, first thing.”

A few months before graduating from NYU Law School, Mel told Alice he wanted to return to Mississippi and the social justice work that made her fall in love with him in the first place. “I loved Mel because he was passionate about justice and he was genuinely passionate about me,” she sums up.

“If we were going back to Mississippi, then we’d be going as husband and wife,” Alice decided. “There was a long tradition of white men having Black mistresses in the South. That was not going to be my path. So I proposed to Mel, and he happily obliged. Apart from our love, it was important politically for us to be legally married.”

On March 17, 1967, the couple enlisted two allies to stand up with them as witnesses—Carole Darden, Alice’s best friend from Sarah Lawrence, and Mike Rudell, Mel’s best buddy from NYU Law. They said their vows in the chambers of New York City Family Court judge Justine Wise Polier. “She married quite a few Movement folk,” Walker remembers. “We paid her with a bunch of pink tulips.”

Not everyone was supportive of the marriage. Distraught over her son’s union with a schvartze (a Yiddish slur for a Black person), Miriam Leventhal sat shiva, mourning Mel for dead. Unbowed, the couple took another bold step that summer, Alice recalls: “We moved to Mississippi where interracial marriage was illegal.”

In her journals from the 1960s—mostly spiral-bound notebooks in primary colors—Alice Walker confided her thoughts and feelings on the passionate, tumultuous decade. In the entries excerpted in Part One: Marriage, Movement, and Mississippi, the young student, activist, and writer covered a lot of geographical ground, moving from the Sarah Lawrence campus in New York to Atlanta and other parts of her native Georgia, where she worked with a student faction of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC); to Kenya and Uganda, for a study-abroad program; then to Mississippi, where she further immersed herself in the civil rights movement, and where she met Mel. Throughout her travels, the budding writer blossomed on the page, beginning a lifelong practice of writing first drafts of poems, short stories, and eventually whole novels in her journals. And this is where our story begins.


PART ONE

MARRIAGE, MOVEMENT, AND MISSISSIPPI
THE 1960S

[image: image]



June 1, 19651

Today is my parents’ anniversary. They have been married thirty-two years. That seems so long to live with someone and still enjoy being with them occasionally. …

… Charles2 is always like a prisoner let out of confinement, stalking here and there, running—sometimes I think from Charles. I love him as I would have loved my brothers if they had been more affectionate. Yet more too, because we always love our friends more dearly than our relatives; friendship is a matter of choice, a commitment to love another person who is unlike you, unrelated to you in any way.

A letter from Marian Wright3 agreeing with Charles that it would be good if I went to Mississippi. I wonder if I will be able to overcome my nausea about the South (the murders, the fear) if I have someone invincible like her to look up to and to follow around. People have called me brave so often that I almost believe it—if fear is brave I am brave.

Have put the thousand dollars from Charles in the bank along with my own measly three hundred. I am curious to know how long this will last and feel at present that it might well last forever as I feel no need of anything. Most of my clothes I want to give away. It seems ridiculous to keep dresses one doesn’t even like.

I must stop fooling myself that certain people can mean more to me than they can. It is not fair to them to lead them on and one’s togetherness with one’s self is too precious to interrupt with outsiders who bring no spiritual food. As to why we fritter away our lives on acquaintances of no real value I have no idea, except that it is a waste of which many weak hearts are guilty.

I have written a little yesterday and today and the feeling of being able to create something out of blank paper and vapory thoughts is good. I want now to reach a level of patience and precision which I have not had in my other stories. I must also read some more authors and see how they handle dialogue, as dialogue for me is very Tom Wolfe, which is to say, wooden.

June 13, 19654

Orientation (SCOPE, summer student faction of SCLC, Southern Christian Leadership Conference) was one long conversation. Sometimes with one person, often with five, ten, or three hundred. I flew to Atlanta (late) having missed both bus and train and wanting tremendously to get in on every part of the week-long discussions. For the first time in my life Southern accents (the airline hostesses) did not cause my heart to beat faster either in fear or disgust. The slow, nasal voices, accompanied by rather congenial though not quite spontaneous smiles came only as a surprise. I could even understand the charm of them, which Northerners often profess. Two hours in the air from Newark and I am in Atlanta … “Where progress always has the right-of-way.” Seeing old familiar words, hearing them rolled over the tongue, through the nose and over the lips, realizing once more the peculiar glare and penetration of the heat—fighting an urge mainly because of the heat to get on another jet and go back to New York where the day before had been cool, the accents usually clear and precise—except those from the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens.

The Atlanta skyline was like a stranger glimpsed again after several days have passed. I noted the newest buildings with some curiosity but no feeling. The Atlanta I knew began on Hunter Street—the southern portion of the Negro section.

From the bus I could see the historic spire of Morris Brown—the oldest Negro college in Atlanta—rising from its hill, visible from numerous points about the city. Its spire visible to all, its body hidden like a tree root, deep in the soil of the Negro community. Off the bus I ran into many arms and kisses from old friends—all met at one time or another during the past five years—on walks, marches, pickets, etc. All over the North and South. “Brother!” and “Sister!” followed by all kinds of swings in the air—all accompanied by a freedom song in the background, “This Little Light of Mine,” I believe, let me know that I was finally in “the Movement” and that what this one had here in the Delta that the ones in the North did not was “soul!” Even while restrained by the usual “ick” of registration I felt more or less home and comfortable with the kind of soldiers I had volunteered to work with. That was the first day.

Monday morning began with grits—

Tuesday Night, June 29, 1965, Liberty County, Georgia

Tonight two hundred members of the Liberty County community attended a mass meeting at the Dorchester Cooperative in Mid-Way. They came to hear reports on the Liberty County Headstart program, the recent upsurge of racial unrest and demonstrations following the arrest of a local schoolteacher on what protesters termed a “made-up” charge. Part of a long chain of harassment of Negroes. The community was told about the serious injury done one of its young citizens, 14 years old, by local Gainesville whites. Johnny Lee Jones is in danger of losing an eye or perhaps both his eyes after being cornered in a poolroom where his father worked by a group of whites. Local Negroes say they know the whites involved and that they are not “youths of about 14 years of age” as local papers and the local sheriff claim. They say that the two chief attackers are both probably in their thirties. No arrests have been made.

The main speaker at the meeting was Rev. B.J. Johnson of Atlanta, Georgia, who told Liberty Countians that they have shamefully misused the power of their ballots if such an example of racial violence as occurred after the demonstration could take place. He demanded that the people take into consideration the lack of protection provided for them and their children by local police and officials when they go to the polls to vote next election time. Liberty County is unique, he said, in that it has more Negroes on the books (registered) than whites, yet the Negroes have not got a single representative on the board of county officials. The mood of the crowd was bewildered and indignant. Several young people expressed concern and anger as regards the corrupting methods used by county officials in the Negro community in order to buy votes at election time.

Undated5

Things have fluctuated here between extreme boredom and intense, often dangerous excitement. I managed to get two friends of mine in the Chatham County jail for a night, as well as huge, ridiculous fines for “traffic violations,” and so consider that time has not lain too heavily on my hands. We’ve been doing night demonstrating—sitting down (“in”) on the porch of the Georgia state patrol. Hit slightly by a bottle and several rebel yells ending in “Nigger”—accompanied by the usual crowd of onlookers including many “pride of the Souths” using dirty words and making obscene gestures. Somehow I’m always mildly surprised when women carry on so.

One of the most rewarding people I’ve met is an eighteen year old boy who is about as brave (rather empty “brave” is, but still useful) as I’ve ever seen anyone be and still live down here. Recently whites attempted to frighten him by pulling alongside his jalopy and aiming a .38 at him. He stared them down. He had led all the demonstrations in this county and the amazing thing about him is that he is how he is—willing to argue, to march, to fight back, naturally—and that he doesn’t even know any real swear words! You probably can imagine how hard it is to be a man in the South if you’re Negro—but he is, I hope, an indication that all that other is going to be changed—and the South will rise again—but as a nation of men (like him) and not a lot of finky little Confederate flagwavers who don’t know Sherman from Grant.

Another exciting experience has been my roommate, a girl from Philadelphia whose mother is a raging anti-integrationist. I’ve read one of her letters to C. and consider her quite pathetically mad; and very, very sick and out of step with the world—and her own daughter. C. tells me, however, that her mother’s beliefs (that Negroes are all preoccupied with sex, they all use filthy language, they all want to marry white wives, they all have lice and worse) is more or less typical of a large segment of the (white) population. …

… The rest of the people here I like. It is not easy to leave (I’m leaving tomorrow). They are such open, aware, people. Some of them are very young and yet they know things that old men and hotheads have all missed.

Undated6

Haiku … Beautiful

And unexpected

Like the friend

One sees maybe

Once a year

Who can say

I am

African

American

Indian

When the next minute

he may be

a butterfly?

July 28, Nairobi Bus Station

“Beware of Pick Pocket” reads a black block-lettered sign over the back entrance to the bus station in what I suppose is the slum section of Nairobi. The front opens on a shabby street compared to the other streets in Nairobi. There are no flowers on ————— street, only a scrubby shrub or two settled rootedly but thinly in red, washed out dirt. Unlike the airport in Nairobi, which is modern, stylish and colorfully chic, the bus station is decidedly down-at-the-heels.

The cold is quite a surprise—July and August are the winter months and I suppose it is close to fifty degrees outside the bus now. What is interesting though is cold weather not withstanding flowers bloom in happy, extravagant profusion.

Undated7

I have been reading Tolstoy and wondering how one comes to true honesty with oneself and at which point honesty becomes exaggeration. For a month or more I have known I could be classified with that 10th of the world’s women who are capable of being completely sensual. What will develop I cannot imagine but I feel very little fear and a great deal of curiosity.

It seems to me that sex has become a barrier and a taboo when in actuality I cannot see that the complete act in terms of moral value is any worse than a kiss that is meant. In either case one follows in practice the closeness one feels in abstract. This is naïve—because there are more possible serious consequences after sex than after a kiss.8

I have at last established a certainty which has meant a great deal to me to know. I do not want ————— for a husband. As a sexual partner this is still the only man who satisfies me but two minutes after climax I am irritated at such petty things about him that I know my “love” to be completely sham—I must say we irritate each other for I get a kind of crazy pleasure from tormenting him.

He can’t change what he is (white, middle class American) any more than I can change what I am now (Black middle class American). It is interesting how I always felt I loved him because he wanted me to love him and also because he was so tender and easygoing with me in spite of my “ambitions.”

What am I really? And what do I want to do with me? Somehow I know I shall never feel settled with myself and life until I have a profession I can love—teaching Dickinson and Donne to crew-cuts would suit me somewhat. Marriage is not even a possibility for me at the moment—though there are three suitors excluding David who’ve asked to marry me. “Princeton” would never do for a husband. He has traveled all over the world but it has made him spattered rather than wide. Some day he will live in a house with Japanese rugs and perhaps a swimming pool and probably in Atlanta. I cannot talk to him long—he finds everything I say fascinating to the nth degree and I find most of what he says irrelevant. I’ve been in bed once with him after drinking too much to keep from having to hear his repetitions but regretted it so much that I made myself quite sick. There is (I learned from this experience) a limit beyond which one must not push sex if there is to be enough good about it to make it worth having. One should never give one’s self out of drunkenness, pity, contempt, curiosity only, or passion only. There must somewhere be about a sexual liaison a spot of cleanliness, of joy and exuberance. There is nothing more sodden and unforgiveable than the giving of one’s body and the closing off, simultaneously, of one’s mind.

There is a question whether I am with une enfant or not—there is every possibility, yet I spend my days thinking or trying to think of other things. In case I am I have set about a very logical plan to be executed when I am in N.Y. It boils down to abortion or adoption—in that order.

There was a time when I would not have considered either. And I wonder what price civilization pays for sophistication. I’ve never really objected to abortion on moral grounds—I do not believe in an afterlife or that abortion is murder and I do believe that a person has the right to decide what he will or will not have inside his own body9—but it has always seemed such a stupid necessity when one is old enough and “sophisticated” enough to know what one is doing.

A Sketch of the Girl

In her, sensuality and curiosity were evenly balanced—if precariously so. It was a natural occurrence that she would be introduced to a man or see one who appealed to her and right away plan a rendezvous in her head. She had no religious inhibitions about sex itself and no moral scruples about having it when she really felt like it. Consequently she had sampled the native sex product in a number of countries including Africa and Russia and had had offers and enticements from men as intense as the young Israelis and as persistent as the Arabs. To her, sex was not to be taken lightly, however. She put a great deal of herself into it. This is to say that only once when she had had too much to drink had she slept with someone who she did not enjoy in some other, finer way. The medium of her relationships could be expressed in her sexual and otherwise attachment to her art teacher, aged fifty or so, whom she enjoyed intellectually and whose love-making interested her only in the sense that it was a continuation of his peculiar brand of stimulation. It had a certain logical appropriateness about it which she found comfortable and steadying and infinitely reassuring. It was with him that she felt sure life would go on and on forever—and to the rhythm of his unhurried, tolerant drive.

For the most part her choice of sex partners was haphazard. There was among her lovers an extremely young college freshman whose attraction was that he was unspoiled and largely impotent. She liked sleeping with him because at best he made a sort of childlike lover to her and immediately fell asleep, his hand clasping one of her breasts—his curly hair hanging in his eyes. Unfortunately he was Jewish and had a most ethnic taste for garlic and onions and she had to plan her visits carefully so as to coincide with his fish day. As her affection for him grew the more she began to worry about becoming a Mother image, what with his never wanting to make love with the light on and all—so she dropped him after less than a month.

I wonder what will happen?

Why did I feel so nauseous?

Who would understand?

I wonder if my friend in Boston would lend me $600 for unexpected and unexplainable “debt.”

Pregnancy in Africa seems obviously a curse—all the pregnant women look so miserable. Damn the rule making missionaries anyway!

It is a constant amazement to me that as far as I know I have no conventional morals—but I’m sure that I love truly—those that I love at all.

Recently I have been toying with the idea of beginning to formulate my own Philosophy—not Philosophy of the Absurd, etc., but a Philosophy based on Curiosity—yet, what all would such a Philosophy involve, except a degree of insensitiveness and dauntlessness.

Undated10

Why is it we always feel embarrassed by what we write? Is it because writing is such tangible evidence of the follies committed in our minds? Words do not usually leave a trace; most people do not listen to them earnestly enough.

People tell me that to love hopelessly i.e., someone who can never belong to you legally, is to love stupidly. I don’t believe it. To be able to love at all seems wondrous to me—besides I don’t think of ownership when I think of love. Is that last sentence a bit trite?11

There are times when I feel too old to be among these people at Sarah Lawrence. I can no longer discuss Viet Nam with “bright” girls who want to reconcile their feelings about the war to their violin music. The deaths of VietNamese children weigh too heavily on me for that.

To be twenty-one is to be like no other age. It is the age of consent and freedom, yes—and the feeling of being gently abandoned by one’s mother.

I can understand how people can joke about suicide. It is such a personal matter that anyone who doesn’t understand it as the victim does finds it funny.

If I died tonight a great many people would want an answer to the question—why? No one would consider that I probably wanted to. That’s the problem with people—they are not stoic enough to consider death a possibility.

It seems essential to me that the artist loves to make love. I could not bear a merely contemplative artist for he would not know beans about the skin he’s in nor the soul he’s wrapped around. Love tortures and causes us to shriek but in the end it feels out the cloudy folds in our souls and finds a new dimension. It seems to me “Death in Venice” makes this point—or tries to.

I tend to agree with whoever said that Socrates was a goaty old nuisance! One either loves him or hates him—& I don’t love him.

Nietzsche says that Philosophers shouldn’t marry & usually don’t.

Some people would not consider Curiosity a legitimate basis for a Philosophy of Action—yet I wonder if perhaps it isn’t the foundation of any Philosophy?

I want to write a story about a black bourgeois woman who is the incarnation of all the imitated white bourgeois values—and how she is trapped by the rigid and archaic socialities she has learned and cherishes. She is lonely, but still hangs on to morals and ways of acting that the West abandoned years ago—except they didn’t teach her that and she doesn’t know. To her:


	Sex only in marriage—consequently both sex and marriage miss her.

	In college she felt the student had no right but the right to study—active thought missed her.

	She was taught to revere her country—revolution repulsed her so she voted for the very people who hated her.

	She believed in the “good” of material accomplishment, she surrounded herself with accumulated stuff which made her “settled” i.e., immovable.



How to convey sympathy for this “creature” & contempt for the values she holds …

Schopenhauer—“Music & tears, I can hardly tell them apart.”

11/10/65

Today I finished a story of which I am proud. “The Suicide of an American Girl.” Everyone who reads it is struck by Ana’s suicide. None of them apparently have been so near death they’ve become aware of its close proximity to life.

I tried to explain my concept of suicide in a person’s life—it seems to me one of the choices in a person’s life.

If one is to have freedom to live one must be granted freedom to die—all it takes is an overcoming of the morals of Christianity which make people belongings of God, not belongings of themselves. If there is to be free will at all it must accept suicide. For as long as man has free will suicide is within his range of possibility.

I have been close to death a few times and I’ve tried to remember how I acted with the knowledge that tomorrow the sun will shine without me—did I pray, did I think of people I love, did I feel very afraid?

If my mother were not alive I would have no fear of death. Or my fear of death would be moderate. But as it is I cannot bear that she should see me, her baby, dead. She, being a Christian, would just be able to think what she did wrong. Her own “sins” would be magnified in her eyes and she would know despair. And all the while, she would, of course, be innocent. I do not like a philosophy which would make all guilty.

Nov. 12

I had a very weird dream last night—it was about civil rights and students & Westchester housewives & I was to shoot a duel—Indians came through the river chained together looking exactly alike. I howled like a dog when I saw them, no one else paid them the slightest attention. I woke up with my heart aching and tears practically in my eyes.

I wonder if it would be possible for me to write a story that is essentially a love story which ends happily?

Am very tempted to write a novel about a couple of guys very much like David12 and myself. The theme I think would be on the girl’s (Negro) inability to do anything but constantly try to “overcome”—Her goals, he (white) feels are bourgeois and he has abandoned them long ago; still they are important to her and what her whole being is aimed for. The man feels education unimportant after college (but is this because he doesn’t like going to school & is having trouble getting in?) She has no trouble with her studies or with school and so enjoys it thoroughly—it is hard for her to consider her learning and wanting to learn more bourgeois. They part because she wants what she calls her own work (art) in addition to wifedom. He feels threatened by her talent, etc. & knows he cannot keep his dignity with a “smart” wife.

I have thought often of my mom’s story about how she married Daddy—I wonder if there is enough to it for me to work on. Essentially it is the “same old story.”

It is only those things I do which I can find no explanation for and don’t understand that I enjoy writing about.

Is it possible to create out of happiness?

June 2, 1966

The autobiography of Billy Holiday13 has moved me very much, perhaps because she was such an honest broad and so very game. I am not sure I like her singing as much as I like her, but it is of such a distinctive quality one cannot imagine anyone else sounding like her. Is this genius?

June 3, 1966

Who cares to write stories “with punch?” Not I. Also I wonder if I could develop into an existentialist writer—actually I’m not sure what that means. An existentialist person understands the world is perhaps ending, and badly, and resolves to live a moral life anyhow.

I suppose I myself am an existentialist as much as I can understand its definition. All those months at Sarah Lawrence studying Camus, and Sartre, and it’s still rather vague—it would seem that whatever I wrote would probably be existential, doesn’t it? And yet it is not. I should probably become better acquainted with the potential of the short story. Right now I would like to do a story in the fashion of Ambrose Bierce. He is very much like Poe to me, even more terrifying, perhaps. Certainly more haunting than Ray Bradbury, whose stories I must also reconsider.

June 8, 1966

Another march, in the tradition of Selma, to sweep Mississippi14 this week and next. Dr. King, interviewed by some reporter from Philadelphia, sounds extremely tired from walking fifteen miles yesterday. I guess I should buy myself some comfortable shoes …

June 10, 1966

Anna Karenina, page 154

“I think … that if there are as many minds as there are heads, then there are as many kinds of love as there are hearts …”

June 11, 1966

I will talk today (if I do not forget my appointment) with the fact people about my experiences at Spelman.15 Recently I’ve begun to wonder what I really know … for my criticism was administered without love—with anger and some contempt. Bad courses, bourgeois teachers and classmates aside, it was there that I met Howie, Staughton, Charles—and lovely Connie.16

It is really true that we must be careful what we wish for—we will probably get it. Though my life has moved slowly and crookedly it moves of its own will (mine) in the direction of my wishes. In some sense this is frightening—but since I shall never wish to be the president’s wife there is not much danger.

June 27, 1966, New York City

I have not left yet for Mississippi and feel so much anxiety about leaving my work that it seems almost absurd for me to go at all. But something draws me there, although I have no illusions about how much good I can do. I would like to go with Marian and Henry17 out through the woods and across those flatlands, going out so smoothly into the horizon.

The Upper East Side after the Lower East Side: too much glass, new cars, skinny girls and money. One must, I imagine, get used to both cleanliness and money and the fact that they are likely to make one sterile and sweet smelling, like a bar of soap.

July 3, 1966, En route to Jackson, Mississippi

A fat cloud, shaped like an airplane, tries to compete with our jet—a gust of wind, a bit of sun—pouff, its tail gone, its wings gossamer wisps, falling whitely, like arms. The blue Atlantic, stretching outward endlessly, islanded by banks and hills and mountains and flatlands of clouds—and perhaps peopled by a blue and white race who dive in and out of sea and sky, glittering as they laugh and jump, like jeweled buttons.

From here I can see the king of one cloud island, whiter among his subjects and with pigs’ ears and a snout. His stomach spreads across his entire kingdom.

A string of clouds makes strange shadows on the mountains, stretched out beads with sun between them, like a necklace.

Jackson, an example of a surprise. How afraid I am to say I like it. Tut, Doris, Laura, Marian—Melvyn.18 I do like it though because people are mainly doing what they want or what they feel has to be done—in the interest of people who care—and of those who do not.

August 1966

A dream terrified me this afternoon. I had come back (to Georgia) and told my family about Mississippi—the beauty of Mississippi Negro bravery—the beauty of the people kicked off their land and the founding of the co-ops where people learn to sew and make themselves useful citizens with another trade than farming (sharecropping). I had my mother practically in tears. I cried myself throughout. I remember a feeling of wanting them to fully understand the suffering and deprivation of other Negroes, while we sat around a full table among rosy-cheeked children and well-fed adults. My brothers looked dubious and contented. All that I said seemed not to be trusted. So I cried, my mother looked helpless. My family said nothing, even when I mentioned (a lie) that I had bought clothing for their children from the co-op.

Then I asked my brother to drive me to a local Negro restaurant/tavern as I wanted I think to converse with friends about the possibility of a Movement in our town. He refused, saying that he was out of gas and besides was headed in the opposite direction from where I wanted to go. I said fine, that this was all right, that I was used to walking since being in Mississippi and that he could just let me off at the gas station, which he agreed to do. At the gas station there was a car full of policemen and somehow an argument started which developed into a very heated one when the officers realized who I was. That I had been in Mississippi and perhaps intended to speak to local Negroes—how they knew this I was not sure. My family, all except one brother and my mother, abandoned me and the scene I remember is of my mother and brother standing with me within the circle of policemen. During the earlier squabble they had crushed my ankle with some sort of club and I kept being amazed that it didn’t hurt or buckle under as I stood talking to them.

They carried the three of us away in their car, most of their abuse directed at me. We stopped at a church where the sheriff drew his gun and proceeded to brandish it about saying he was going to kill me. After a preliminary paroxysm of terror in which I grappled with him for the gun, I told him to go ahead and knelt on my knees facing my mother who appeared an abstract figure in pink of sorrow, tears, and a wringing of hands. The sheriff and I counted to three in unison, then jumped up at the end of the count. The man with him laughed and said we were both afraid, and he took the gun, at which point I tried again to take it while he twisted it between my legs and tried to pull the trigger while I was astride the gun point. Twisting myself out of his grasp enough to move the gun I aimed it at his back and pulled the trigger only to discover it had no bullets in it—at which discovery he laughed, got the gun in his hands again and proceeded to put in one bullet that looked like a half-used cigarette with gray ash on the end.

At this point my mother intervened although I cannot recall how, and shouted at me to run! run!—which I did, while she struggled with the man who had the gun. Thinking I had hid under the church, they burned it down, but I ran across fields until I came to the home of an old Negro lady with light brown skin and white hair, and wearing a blue dress (whom I had seen at a banquet) who kept me and cared for me until my wounded ankle healed and then she sent me following the North Star, slipping from ice cake to ice cake across the river, a tiny dark-haired baby in my arms. A modern Eliza.19

August 1966

A remarkable memory: Today, walking with Eric,20 we saw a flower pit full of summer flowers all in bloom. I called it “a flower pit” and a memory, long buried, of where I got the expression, came alive. When I was a child at home—when we lived in the country—my mother kept her flowers in a flower pit during the winter. This pit was like an outdoor cellar, rather shallow—I imagine four to six feet deep, and built close against the house for added protection from the wind. Sometimes the pit would get a lot of water in it and for fear of freezing or rotting the flower roots my mother would throw open the doors, or take away the tin or whatever and let the sun in.

The flower I remember best is the geranium. Mama had many different colors, but lots of red and salmon colored. I remember her so well, bending over the pit on cold January mornings after a hard freeze. “I just want to see how my flowers is doing,” she’d say, frowning slightly and stepping down into the pit. It is odd how memories come back. Now I recall very vividly how Mama used to put up fruits and vegetables and how she was better at it than anybody else in the neighborhood. During harvest she canned countless jars of peaches, blackberries, peas, corn, and beans. Our walls were beautiful with the radiant colors of her produce contained in clear glass jars. Edible jewels surrounded us.

May 18, 196721

I am afraid, worried, distracted, and it is an old-new feeling and quite unshakeable, although for Mel’s sake it must be overcome. There was a time when a mother-in-law’s shouts, as in a story, would have amused me; now they do not, of course. They fill me with dread for the knowledge that these shouts are unchangeable keeps me from being optimistic about a better future relationship.

I don’t think I know everything there is to know, but I do know that I love my husband. This pain each time he pains, sickness even in my body because he feels it, too. My life is double and our lives, one.

We are both nervous, jittery from caring so much about each other.

Undated

Dear Langston,22

You have been gone about a month, and I have not felt old-fashioned sad, yet! Now Mel and I are reading your autobiography and getting to know you through it. How I wish we could have heard all of your wonderful stories from your own lips.

Funny, learning about your love, Mary, from a book. I am almost sorry you let her get away. Perhaps you could have starved cheerfully together. Where do you suppose she is now? Married with grown children? Dead too?

I wrote to you the night you died. What a quaint thought—for you are no more dead than I am. You never got the letter and I am sorry. For I was offering our help and telling you in humorous terms about my plight with my mother-in-law. She just don’t like us colored people!

Quite frankly, I don’t like her either.

You have no idea how ill I’ve been. And I worry that I will be a nuisance to Mel. Especially because I cry so much and for such varied reasons. I suppose I am “emotional.”

I wish so much you were still on 127th street. You were such an honored friend. We wanted so much for you to know our children, and for them to know you. It is hard to believe you were sixty-five; you had almost no gray hair, and you did not look, at your funeral (which Mel and I liked and enjoyed very much) as if you suffered. Unfortunately, you did not look very much like yourself at all. You darkened a lot from when you were young till when we first saw you that night at Lincoln Center.

I have never loved any great old man the way I did you, on such short acquaintance; would you be my friend still—? Wouldn’t it be too, too funny if there is a heaven (or hell) and you are there fiddling around with those of your old cronies lucky enough to have made it? Perhaps we’ll meet, but if not you are here with us in each and every word you wrote.

Love always and always,

Moi

Proverbs 10:15 …. A rich man’s wealth is his strong city; the destruction of the poor is in their poverty.

My old man (Grange)23 feels, when he witnesses the love of the Movement participants, that the new millennium for which he has waited (for Ruth) had come—but he goes one day to witness a demonstration and sees the young men beaten by the police. The demonstration goes on and is hailed by everyone as a “success,” but he becomes thoughtful, despairing of the future. He knows too well the reciprocity of violence. We have not seen the end of this refusal to love yet, he says to Ruth.

December 4, 1967

A lot has happened since my last entries, easily six or seven months ago. My life is more full than I ever thought it could be. And that is because of my love, not so much my work. Art will always copy life.

My husband has arrived and claimed me forever. He is The One; it is like a fairy tale in its finality—can there be any doubt that, no matter what we will live happily ever after? I did not believe I could become One with anyone—but now I am One. With M.

It seems true that one’s dreams might come true if one waits long enough and remains a hopeful virgin at heart.

The novel too is becoming a reality, albeit a slow one. Perhaps I should have stuck with Hemingway’s example—stories until the Novel was inevitable. I don’t know. Maybe I just write funny. In any case, I think I can see improvement in many themes, stories, “ideas.”

Mel and I are independent. No debts yet. I like this. It gives us freedom from people who only come to pry. Sometimes I wonder if we are more or less complicated (our lives) than when we were single. It is such a strange and sometimes fearful comfort: having someone to lean on.

December 19

Next week this time I pray I will be home with my dear husband and our Myshkin.24

Fiction is not like poetry which is original and real and not ever fiction.

CANE: by Jean Toomer, Boni & Liveright, 239pps.

This work so underestimated I am sure. I must find out how it was received when it first appeared. How much influence it obviously had on R. Wright!25 How free it is in its showing of the Southern loveliness. There is a freshness that is sadly missing in much of black writing today.

Freshness, brevity, universality.

What I really feel ready for is my book of short stories. The novel confuses me. If I am honest.

As much as possible (complete!) my characters must be human in their own natures. Apart from the pressures the white world puts on them. One might have a host of principals, college presidents, even teachers, whose cruelties and limitations of spirit convince them at least that they are free. Free enough so that one might write about them as complete (assuming of course the good in them too) entities in themselves without showing them as malignant outgrowths of the white man’s system.

There must be beauty too. A full, untrammeled beauty of individuals living their lives. A beauty rarely glimpsed because oppression, for most of us, blots it out. And yet this is our strength. This beauty gave us what courage and love of goodness we have. It was not the ugly, which merely terrified.

What I must say: That we have always hurt one another, that the parents do it more than the grandparents—because they are so involved in the creation of a new being for the endurance of the same troubles. That the old must lead the young, not only in teaching the sometimes violent art of self-assertion, but in also giving down a sense of caring, a purposeful inclination to clannishness. We must accept full responsibility for one another as our best heroes and heroines did. Even at gunpoint we must free one another, as Harriet Tubman did, forcing her timorous charges through the swamps.

July 8, 1968

Today I received copies of my book of poems [Once].26 Some first reactions—I don’t like the cover, too much like a Borax box. Didn’t like my photograph on the back. I look old and tired. Thought the product cheap looking. Later though I felt better. But the poems were written so long ago, and I am so different now. Actually I’m not even the same person.

Giving out copies of the book is pleasurable, as giving is one of the great joys left.

It is good having Andrew,27 he keeps me from grieving over Myshkin. How could human beings steal a dog from anyone? It is almost like stealing a child. Mel is happier too now that there is another dog in the house.

July 11, 1968

After many months of wondering how I, as a married woman, could continue a personal diary, I found the answer (I think) quite by accident last night. And it happened when a third person, a girl we love, hurt my husband’s feelings. Then I realized, as I felt his pain, that he is my personal life and that the true joining has come about between us.

He was hurt because Barbara,28 our closest friend, still regards him on the nitty gritty level as white. I suppose I’m the only black person who does not. Indeed, we are shipwrecked on the American island, just us two against both black and white worlds, but how it makes our love keen! I am reminded of Voznesensky’s poem about pressured lovers being like two shells enclosing their pain but also their intense joy at being permitted by the gods such magnificent, almost heroic emotion.

How I would have been bored as a preacher’s wife!

Now that I’ve found my voice is big enough, occasionally, for two, there is so much to write about that I could not before. There is the growing animosity which blacks in Jackson have towards whites—but not towards the white Mississippi crackers who deserve it, but towards the white civil rights workers who in my opinion do not.

I am thinking now of how Ronnie’s head was split open by a young kid up in Bolivar. Ronnie!29 Who has worked his ass off every summer in Mississippi hauling black people to the polls—because he is white and the black kid knew he wouldn’t fight back and wouldn’t call the police! It is so unfair. And then poor Ted Seaver, beaten to a pulp because he was a more effective organizer than his black “friend.” And then there is the black man from Boston who left his family to come work in Mississippi (wife, children; why didn’t he “work” in Roxbury, it needs it as much as Mound Bayou?) who threatened to beat up my husband? If he ever tried it I’d want to murder him and there’s no question I’d want Mel to press charges. Enough is enough! As far as I’m concerned, as long as Mel works to change this world into a better one he’s guilty of nothing. And of course to me there are no white people only white minds. Malcolm learned this, I suspect Baldwin knew it all along. How could my husband be white when we are together trying to make the world fit for our brown babies, our friends who are different colors outside but black by choice?

Barbara objected to Mel’s confidence in this country’s capacity to repress any black uprising. But she and I have said the same thing, made the same dour observation. After all this time though she resents hearing him say it as a white man. And though it is easy to understand her resentment, we are very hurt—was it because we thought that among our small circle of friends we had abolished the concept of color based on skin color alone?

July 15

It is far more difficult to train Andrew than Myshkin. Andrew is also much more nervous, high-strung. He bites much more and his teeth are certainly sharper. But he’s growing into a big healthy boy and we’re pleased he can gain two pounds in four days. We’ve had him two weeks today.

How odd it is—I am having trouble writing honestly or well. Could it be because I dared mention to Mel that I might one day publish this journal? And then the things that really have shaken me—Dr. King’s death, Bobby Kennedy’s death30—I can’t seem to put in any literary form. I could no more write a poem about the King than I could dance on his grave. And that no doubt says something about my poetry. I believe it is ironic, largely satirical, bent on much which Dr. King was not about. He needed poetry of Tennyson, Matthew Arnold, deep and slow and allegorical—as did Kennedy, strangely—and perhaps, at the other end of the spectrum, Robert Browning.

I wonder if walking those last miles with the King really caused me to lose our baby—or was it my tribute to the man who had made my own life bearable? Funny how I couldn’t face then the thought of bringing forth a child in a world where Dr. King no longer lived. How many times I said to Mel “I will stay here—meaning this country—for as long as he can stay.” After that, fuck it. And now I feel more than ever the futility of staying here, and yet, where is one to go? How necessary it is for one of our “leaders” to find an answer to just that question. Integration leading to assimilation—everybody becoming a bland if luscious brown—that’s repugnant! But separatism won’t work either—and besides, is one ready to thrust one’s life into a possible dead end? Unequivocally not! …

… Adversity often makes us know what we believe. That is, what we both believe and will stick to.

Have been thinking about James Baldwin and must write him a letter. One loves him, one admires Ellison’s one book31 and therefore him. Spending a night with Baldwin would be fascinating, just perhaps watching him sleep, or, before sleep, brush his teeth, rub a hand across those big eyes. A night with Ellison would probably be like a day with any man and his wife who had a view from their window of the Hudson.

Just looked up a marvelous word—adamantine. Means hard, unbreakably hard, like a diamond.

How hard his business and social life is for Mel! Someone else’s name signed to his work, one mean old man keeping him out to poker games and golfing parties! They distrust and dislike him as a white man, as does Barbara, and I don’t really blame them. How can I? When I have this earnest distrust of all whites except the ones I’ve chosen from among the rest and really after much meeting of standards on their part.

The race issue (can one call the cause of so much pain and blood an “issue”?); but anyhow, it has spoiled all our souls here in America. We do not have sweet souls any longer, if indeed, we ever had them.

There is an awful lot of anger in me against anyone who even remotely harms my husband. What a strange and wonderful feeling to be like a mother towards her child. My heart breaks when he is hurt or sad. It is as if an unbearable weight is pressed on me until I see him smile and can believe he is all right. …

… And now we just about own our house. For a very brief time, surely. And if the draft calls before I am certified pregnant what will we do? Go to Canada? Mel hates running which is why, I guess, we’re here in Mississippi. I hate this country but that includes being made to leave it. Lord, and I know this is full of hypocrisy—I know you worked for my mother—keep us together. I don’t care where we go, just as long as it is together.

If we were out of the South—even in Atlanta—I would be in school. A lazy person must have several degrees to impress other lazy but efficiently bureaucratic people. Even Jackson State, that place from which educated escapees are rare, has the nerve to demand credentials that look good in their catalog. And yet, I can’t blame them, they’re trying to upgrade their school, their education, and don’t know yet they’d have to begin, not in the college but in that crucial place where the sperm hits the egg.

There is nothing more despairing to me than the thought of a job. What am I to be then, in functional life?

I am obsessed with the notion of writing my next novel about eight post-Spelman ladies (not a bad title!) Making it revolve around The Suicide of An American Girl. Eight women, eight very different characters, their backgrounds, loves, etc. Revealed on their way to the funeral of Anna.

There could be a basic study of types of black women.


	The frustrated, frigid spinster

	The revolutionary white-hater, white-lover

	The back to Africa one—Anna

	The rich beautiful/homely one

	The one on exchange to Finland

	The Southern bourgeois one

	The Northern hippie one appalled at the illiteracy of Spelman college students

	The actress who opts for Paris



July 18

I am amazed at myself. Once more I am warming up to write. How incredible in some ways it is to thirst for pen and paper, to need them, as if they were water. …

… Making a quilt the old fashioned way, “piecing” it. I wonder if Mama would be surprised. I never cared at all for housework. But making a quilt is not housework. It is art, creation, invention. And it saves money while keeping Sears, Roebuck out of one’s bed.

The lady next door thinks I’m smart. Me! And I can see she bends her mind trying to understand why I treat Andrew as if he were a child. They believe, clearly, that one should treat one’s dog like a nigger. Poor us, how we pass the cruelty on. But Andrew’s job will be to protect me, and in Mississippi only Andrew and my dear husband will do it.

A special delivery letter from the Library of Congress. Amazing. They want to know this and that about ONCE so they can make up catalog cards. I will be in the library! How exciting. Much more exciting than anything else that has transpired concerning the book.

I feel so strange, people really bother me. Almost all people. I begin to understand why Muriel (Rukeyser)32 once said she hated teaching at Sarah Lawrence. One must feel free as much as possible of other minds sticking, probing, into one’s own. My need for privacy seems almost paranoid. But I enjoy people too, occasionally. …

… I like to love people overwhelmingly, like I love Baldwin. And Baldwin, who simply tries to live, could do so in a castle, with a moat, and with a dozen footmen. I would be ecstatic if it made him happy. For he identifies with the poor in spirit and that is with everybody enclosed in the human condition. …

… I am bored, I think, with seeing the words black, white, Negro, Colored. And isn’t it sad that my eye can spot “Negro” in a newspaper page without being able to see another single word?

September 2, 1968

Roles reverse in man-woman relationships. First the woman wants the simplicities of home and family (or she does not) while the man wants to explore the world on less than $3.00 a day. Then the woman wants a similar freedom and the man wants security. In young relationships the systole-diastole destroys what is left of dependency and intimacy.

A story that is about the break-up of a young interracial love and how it is not a struggle between black and white but between a bourgeois and a radical view of life. One has had, the other has not had, and wants.

Jackson – Oct ’68

On the nights I sit home alone waiting for Mel I realize he is the most important part of my life. And I do not fear him as I have always feared MEN—the only fear I have is that I will hurt him. He is so understanding. Or in any case he tries hard and is gentle, kind. Sometimes I feel like a shrew.

What always amazes me is knowing I can’t live without writing. Surely this is odd. How my fingers want a pen in them, my hand likes the feel of paper and notebooks. Sometimes I think my notebook got Mel to take me seriously. “Everybody ‘writes,’” he said. He did not know until he saw my notebook that I was married to it.

How odd, after so much travel, to land in Mississippi. Definitely not the route Wright and Baldwin took. Mel would like to stay here a long time. So would I if only we could get away two or three times a year. Soon we will have been here a year & a half. I begin to feel like a colonizer.

Our house is lovely. Everything is as much what we like as we can make it. I know we will hate to leave it. The sweetgrass tree outside my window is so gorgeous in the fall!

December 2, 1968

I am very interested in myself. That is a Truth. What are others? That I live, that I love life better than death. That I love beauty, that my husband is the jewel in my crown. That I love hair, lots of it. That the bible was not meant, in its entirety, for me or for black people. That I am vain. That I depend on mirrors. That I am stronger than I have ever shown myself. That I must write. It is as distinct an urge as any of the private ones. That I fear many things. Ideologies. That it takes time for me to grow. That today is my mother’s birthday and that I don’t know how old she is.

January 2, 1969

The beginning of a New Year. Nixon in power. The Southerners beginning an early bloom. How they hate the Kennedys and poor old Johnson who never could look at the camera straight. Whoever saw his eyes through his glasses and if you saw them weren’t they like gray marbles and full of icy woe. I surprise myself liking Johnson just the same, the man has passion. Johnson got his daughters by doing the usual thing—and enjoying it. Nixon got his by sweating, probably clammily. God! How can we live looking at Nixon’s face. It is like a Kabuki mask. When he smiles it is like watching a moth approach a flame. I hope we are the flame. He believes a great deal in intelligence. Little does he know that computers can and will replace him. What we need is an irrational good guy. There’s no substitute for heart.

Only two and a half months until Mel is 26. If we make it without having to “flee” the country we will be thankful. I still think his draft board has a nerve asking him to [join] the Army. He’s already in the army. …

… I’ve never said “I don’t know,” as often as I say it now. Things are so bad, even without thinking of Nixon and his Bonwit Teller family. The Movement as we knew it is dead. The revolution of love has been betrayed. People snap at you now. Blacks and Jews are fighting each other, while the WASPs control and manipulate. Even this view is subject to distortion. The only thing that survives onslaughts of mud is friendship.

People wonder, I suppose, what keeps us here. Beyond the obvious things: Mel’s job,33 the big backyard that lets me write. The quiet neighborhood, the few helpful and genuinely nice people we know. There are few enough of those, that’s true. But the “Southern way” among black people is great because kindness to disaster-stricken people, help, aid, fried chicken, is a way of life. If anything should happen to us, concern would be natural, unforced. I like that.

Undated 1969

We must go wherever we are not destroyed in the image of those who hate us. Home is wherever we can live human lives. Remember, it is possible for the soil of one’s birth to poison one.

What is hard to admit is that for the first time in our marriage I don’t feel Mel is capable of empathizing about a thing. He can understand but it is beyond him to feel what I feel when I go through a day as humiliating as this one. Coming here and settling has been a mistake. There is no avoiding the fact that away from the South, at Sarah Lawrence and in New York, I was a different person. More bold, more free, without this feeling of choking. Mel wants me to be what is not in me to be. I know if I had not met him I would not be here now. I surprised myself today, for the first time thinking that had I married a black man we would have had sense enough to know we couldn’t live in Mississippi. What is hard for other people to understand is that analyzing the situation is the least helpful. For a scarred soul there is no healing, no cure. I cannot pretend I am unscarred, unbitter. I looked at the back of that cracker bus-driver’s head and I hated him and everybody that looks like him. I’m not going to stay here much longer—and all the placating, explaining, courageous talk in the world is not going to make me stay here and be destroyed. I am not Joan of Arc or even Anne Moody34 and I feel I’ve had it.

What will this mean in terms of us? For the first time I feel I’m tied to a rock. Not that Mel’s a rock—everything around us is a rock. Even the shutters on the windows! Mel wants to stay here til he makes his mark—am I to stay here til Mississippi makes its mark on me? There are times, it seems to me, when a little selfishness is warranted. And I admit a creeping, growing selfishness. I want to survive. I want to live without choking, without worrying every minute that I’ll be hurt. My feelings are precious, at least to me, and just because other people live through vileness and endure doesn’t mean I can or will.

What choice is there? And what do I want?

He doesn’t really understand—but even if he did it wouldn’t help. I am alone.

May 22

Hiram35 has just called to say he really likes the book! I’m very happy. He tells me he’s sending a letter full of “nit-picking” later, but loves the book as it is! Marvelous!

 

 

 

 



1 In June 1965, when this entry was written, Alice Walker was a twenty-one-year-old student at Sarah Lawrence, a prestigious liberal arts college in Bronxville, New York. At this point, most of her writing consisted of well-received college papers, poetry, short stories, and journal entries. Yet she was beginning to think of herself as a writer. Her first book, a poetry collection called Once, would not be published until 1968.

2 Charles Merrill, son of Charles E. Merrill, a founder of Merrill Lynch & Co., the stock brokerage and investment banking firm. Merrill was an educator and philanthropist who supported historically Black colleges and founded the Commonwealth School in Boston in 1958. He and Walker became friendly while she was a student at Spelman College after she turned down a Merrill scholarship.

3 Marian Wright (later Edelman) was an attorney for the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund in Mississippi and the first African American woman admitted to the Mississippi Bar. In 1973, she would found the Children’s Defense Fund as a voice for poor, minority, and disabled children.

4 In this entry, AW, now a student at Sarah Lawrence College in New York, chronicles her return to the South—and specifically to Atlanta, where she’d attended Spelman College before transferring to Sarah Lawrence.

5 This undated entry is actually a draft of a letter to a friend, addressed as “Dear Michael.”

6 Throughout the years, AW would use her journals as a place to write first drafts of poems, short stories, and parts of novels, including her most celebrated book, The Color Purple. Some of those entries are included in this volume (as they appear chronologically in the journals) to reflect the unexpected delight of stumbling upon such entries, and to illustrate how Walker’s writing life and personal life are always intertwined.

7 AW wrote this undated entry during a visit to Africa, where she traveled by bus from Nairobi, Kenya, to Kampala, Uganda, and spent significant time living with a Ugandan family.

8 AW wrote this last sentence later, in red ink, as a kind of critical commentary on the previous paragraph.

9 AW had an abortion once she returned to New York; she recalls that medical professionals withheld anesthesia.

10 This entry was written in fall 1965, after AW had returned to Sarah Lawrence College to continue her studies following several months of international travel.

11 AW wrote this sentence later, with a blue marker, as critical commentary on the previous sentence.

12 David was AW ’s beau at the time; she struggled with ambiguous feelings about a future with him because of differing views on race and class.

13 Singer Billie Holiday’s 1956 autobiography Lady Sings the Blues was coauthored by William Dufty.

14 AW was still in New York, having finished her studies at Sarah Lawrence College the previous winter. Here, she is anticipating a return to Mississippi to rejoin the civil rights movement.

15 AW was being interviewed by Fact magazine, an American quarterly in circulation between 1964 and 1967.

16 These are all friends—including Howie, aka Howard Zinn, then a Spelman history professor—whom AW met during her otherwise dissatisfying experience as a student at Spelman, before she transferred to Sarah Lawrence.

17 Marian Wright and Henry Aronson were attorneys for the NAACP Legal Defense Fund. “They represented black people who challenged the violently enforced segregation and dehumanization of people of color in Mississippi,” Walker would recall. “Marian was the only person I ‘knew’ in the state, because she’d also attended Spelman College. We’d never met.”

18 All were colleagues in the civil rights movement in Mississippi. Melvyn Leventhal was a new friend, a Jewish law student working with the NAACP Legal Defense Fund.

19 A heroine in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, by Harriet Beecher Stowe, Eliza escapes the evils of slavery and her cruel master by crossing the Ohio River in the dead of winter. Alice Walker recalls: “I had many nightmares and anxiety dreams while living in Mississippi, all based very much on reality. Lynchings, ‘disappearances,’ rapes, bodies found mutilated in the river, assassinations, were a part of life in this poorest state of the Union. Today I understand that the ‘tiny dark-haired baby in my arms’ was my belief in ‘freedom’ and in myself, embarking on this journey alone.”

20 Eric was a white comrade in Mississippi who was from the North and “who seemed companionable,” Walker recalls. “And innocent. A movement type, no doubt: curious, astonished, disbelieving he was still in America.”

21 AW was a newlywed when she wrote this entry. Just two months before, on March 17, 1967, she’d married Mel Leventhal, the young lawyer with the NAACP Legal Defense Fund who first appeared in her journals, in a casual mention, in June 1966. Her journals are oddly silent on their courtship. In retrospect, AW believes she didn’t write more about this in her journals because she was focused on writing her first novel, The Third Life of Grange Copeland.

22 In this undated entry, from sometime in June 1967, AW is addressing Langston Hughes, the legendary American poet, novelist, playwright, columnist, and social activist, who died on May 22, 1967. He had become a friend and mentor to Walker, and he published one of her earliest stories, “To Hell With Dying,” in his 1967 anthology, The Best Short Stories by Negro Writers.

23 Grange and his granddaughter Ruth are major characters in the novel Walker had started writing in 1967. It would eventually be called The Third Life of Grange Copeland.

24 Myshkin was the couple’s dog, affectionately named after Prince Myshkin in Dostoyevsky’s The Idiot. The author once described the character as “entirely positive … with an absolutely beautiful nature.” Some consider him an “idiot,” but he possesses an emotional intelligence far beyond that of all of the other characters in Dostoyevsky’s novel.

25 Richard Wright, acclaimed author of Native Son and Black Boy.

26 Published in 1968, Once, Alice Walker’s first book, showed her to be a young writer of unusual maturity and power. All the poems in this collection were written either in East Africa, when she was there for the summer of 1965, or during her senior year at Sarah Lawrence.

27 The couple’s new puppy.

28 Barbara Greene worked in Mel Leventhal’s office and became a good friend to the couple.

29 A young Jewish man who’d traveled to the South to work in the civil rights movement.

30 Civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated on April 4, 1968. Presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy was shot on June 5, 1968; he died the next day.

31 This is a reference to Invisible Man, the only novel Ralph Ellison published in his lifetime.

32 Muriel Rukeyser was a poet and social justice activist who taught at Sarah Lawrence College during AW ’s time as a student there.

33 Mel worked as a civil rights attorney for the NAACP Legal Defense Fund.

34 Author Anne Moody wrote about her harsh experiences growing up poor and black in rural Mississippi, and her involvement in the civil rights movement, in the acclaimed 1968 autobiography, Coming of Age in Mississippi.

35 Hiram Haydn was Walker’s editor at Harcourt, Brace & World, and “the book” was the novel AW had been working on, The Third Life of Grange Copeland.
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