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To all my mothers…


PART ONE

Dorothy – the Mother
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Brentwood, New York State, USA May 1951

It’s good the walls are white. In the morning, before they turn on the electric, when the room is lit by the watery sun that starts the day in this place, you can see the walls are white. It’s probably the only time you can tell the real colour of anything around here.

This morning it’s the young nurse who unlocks the door and flicks the switch and now I hear it, the electric hum and hiss of the yellow slither-slither that runs across the ceiling of my head. The lights drench my eyes, seeping down my body like a stain. Before I get a chance to shade my face the nurse is there, standing by my bed.

‘C’mon Dorothy,’ she says, ‘put that hand down; we don’t want any trouble today, do we?’

Huh! What she know about trouble, this young thing? She shrugs her shoulders like I’m a stone in her shoe. I want to catch her by the arms, hold her face up close to mine, but instead I smile like sweetness.

‘No, Ma’am,’ I say and I’m glad to hear my voice sounding soft and low. ‘No trouble today. I have my hearing this morning, and trouble is the last thing I need.’ They all love that good nigger voice. Makes ’em feel safe. ‘Please nurse, can I have my comb?’

‘Well,’ she says, and now she’s smiling. ‘You’re so much better aren’t you dear; ever since you stopped getting all upset. Let me see you take your pills and we’ll see what we can do.’

I swallow the tablets with the cup of pink medicine but for all that nurse-talk she doesn’t see nothing worth looking at, and she ‘do’ even less. The sticky-sweet liquid sits cold in my belly.

They tell me I’m here because I’m sick, that they’re doing all this for my own good, you know, ’cos I started screaming when they took my child from me. It took two men to hold me and a third to take my baby. They had to crack my knuckles open and I was kicking and cussing, but my little girl, she was screaming too, and that showed, they said, that I wasn’t fit to be her mother.

The nurse walks back to her office when I show her my mouth’s empty.

My feet are as cold as the floor they’re resting on so I wrap the gown around me, but soon as I pull the nightdress it gapes wider at the back where the straps are torn away. I need to straighten my hair, get dressed-up for my hearing, but I haven’t got my comb so I start jumping up and calling – please nurse, please, I say – but she stays in her office, writing white lies on empty paper and she doesn’t look at me, even when I shake my head; can’t she hear me screaming? So I suck at the air, take it down real slow, like I’m drinking in water through my teeth and I call again,

‘Nurse,’ I say, ‘please can I have my comb now? I have my hearing this morning.’

‘Not this morning, honey,’ she shouts back, ‘no hearing, not today.’

Then my arms start flapping like they’re washing hanging on a line.

‘Nurse!’ I shout and I’m begging for it now, talking till my tongue is running dry with babble-babble, and I’m feeling sort of heavy, so I walk back to my bed, but my face is like stone, ’cos the pills are working good, and I stand still without counting, just breathing out and in real … slow … but the next thing I know she’s standing right beside me.

‘Dorothy?’ she says, as she taps me on the back. ‘Dorothy, come on please, get up now. It’s time to go.’

Behind her the attendants watch me closely without smiling so I know I must be silent and not ask too many questions.

‘Where are we going?’

My voice is shaking so much I can hardly hear what I’m saying then there’s all this crying and I just can’t seem to stop it and it’s messing up my face as I bend to find my slippers.

‘I had a hearing set for ten-thirty,’ I say, ‘but it’s too late to do my hair now.’

But thank you Lord, even though I know my lips are moving, nothing but a dribble comes out of my mouth. I swallow the salt-lick blub that’s sitting at the back of my throat.

‘Now don’t you worry, honey,’ the pink doll-nurse says, closing her glass eyes. ‘There’s nothing to worry about, no treatment today, just some men want to see you. Laurence and John will show you the way and I will see you later.’

I can’t walk so straight ’cos I have to make each footstep go one by the other, then I feel their hands pushing on my shoulders as they move me through the door.

‘This way Dorothy.’

The hall is long and dark and the floor is painted red. The windows are tall and set so high, right up by the ceiling, but that don’t seem to help ’cos the sun can’t see its way through the cold heart of this place. The attendant opens the door as I bite down on my lip – there – I can hear it now; the hissing humming-coming of the yellow slither-slither … and I’m swallowed by the darkness.

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE

Immigration and Naturalization Service

New York, N. Y.
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HEARING OFFICER TO PHYSICIAN:


Q Doctor, will you state your name and position?

A Karen Mallins, Supervising Psychiatrist.

Q Are you the supervising psychiatrist here at the Pilgrim State Hospital?

A That is right.

Q Do you have under your care and supervision at the present time a patient by the name of Dorothy Walker Brown?

A Yes, I do.

Q Can you tell us something of the history of Mrs Brown’s condition?

A As the patient was born in Jamaica, British West Indies, little is known of her previous personal history except she was a very good student with extremely changeable moods. After marriage she showed little interest in her baby but was preoccupied with the desire to complete her Medical studies at Howard. She was first observed with definite mental symptoms on January 20, 1949 and was admitted to Belleview Hospital on January 30, 1949. She was transferred to Pilgrim State Hospital in the February. She was released on convalescent care into the custody of her husband on May 8, 1949 but failed to adjust and again became overactive and assaultive. The patient was returned to Pilgrim State Hospital on August 22, 1949 when she was found to be three months pregnant. She gave birth to a son here, at Pilgrim State Hospital, in February 1950. He was immediately put into the care of the New York Foundling Home. She remains in our care.

Q Dr Mallins, in your opinion, is Dorothy Walker Brown mentally competent to testify on her own behalf in this proceeding, the purpose of which is to determine whether or not she should be deported from this country?

A She has not been declared legally incompetent but she is, in my opinion, incompetent mentally, although she has fairly good contact and will be able to answer your questions.

Q Do you believe she is mentally competent to the extent that she would understand the nature and significance of deportation proceedings?

A Partially, yes.

Q What is the diagnosis of her ailment?

A She is a schizophrenic; she has dementia praecox, catatonic type with symptoms of mutism, confusion and erratic behaviour.

Q In your opinion, if deportation was ordered would she be able to travel without danger to her life and health?

A No, I think somebody should go with her.



(At this stage of the proceedings the respondent was brought into the hearing room. As she is a mental patient and undoubtedly unable to comprehend the meaning of an oath she was not sworn.)

I lift my head. I can’t see a bed or any straps today but the men look as if they’re waiting for a lynching. Dr Mallins turns towards me and straightens her lips, her eyes staring out from her old lizard lids. Her coat is still clean so I must be the first. I am nothing, I am nothing. I must not scream.

HEARING OFFICER TO RESPONDENT:


Q Do you speak and understand English?

A Yes.

Q What is your name?

A Dorothy Walker Brown. Just a minute. Is this a hearing scheduled for ten-thirty a.m.? I was told I could get legal advice.

Q That is true.

A There isn’t any here.



I put my hand to my head. My hair is sticking up natty and rough, and my face is unwashed. I have no brassiere or panties beneath my hospital gown but I know I must not scream.


Q You have the right Mrs Brown, to be represented by counsel of your own choice at your expense. Do you desire such representation?



Mrs Brown, Mrs Brown! Like he’s giving me a seat. Ha! That’s it; that’s how they did it, ‘Calm down Mrs Brown,’ when they tied me on the bed. ‘Calm down Mrs Brown!’ when they come and took my baby till they’re screaming, ‘she’s demented,’ and they catch me where I’m laying, swing me dangling by my legs, with my arms strung up behind me.


A I have no lawyer, and, as a matter of fact, I have nothing to do with any courts when I have no lawyer. If my children go along with me I am perfectly happy to return to Jamaica.

Q Are you now a resident of the Pilgrim State Psychiatric Hospital in Brentwood, New York?

A Yes sir, I am.



When I got here I could see where I was, yes Lord, I could see; but the shadows started coming so I’m kicking and screaming as they tie me to the bed. Sometimes I was screaming so hard I wet myself, till they give me some pills, and I keep real still, and I’m floating on the ceiling and feeling … nothing. But they don’t like that either, so they say they’re gonna fix me and they strap me on a table as they shove the rubber in me so I don’t bite through my tongue. ‘Stand clear,’ they start shouting as they turn their backs to face me, eyes crawling up the ceiling so the yellow slither-slither doesn’t climb into their heads.


Q Mrs Brown, I have here and I show you the warrant of arrest issued March 25, 1947 wherein it is charged that Dorothy Walker Brown, who entered this country at Miami, Florida by plane April 20, 1944, is in the United States unlawfully for the reason that you have remained in this country after having been admitted as a student and for a longer time than allowed you. Does this warrant describe you?

A I have no doubt it does.

Q Do you understand the charge?

A Yes.

Q Now I explained to you before your right to have counsel at this proceeding. Knowing you have such a right is it your intention to be represented here or not?

A I have no representative here.



First I was told the hearing would be ten-thirty, then they said it wasn’t happening at all, but they can’t hear the hissing of the yellow slither-slither or the way that on the ceiling…


Q Mrs Brown, are you ready at this time to proceed with the hearing without representation?

A I have nothing more to say, sir.



I must not scream, not move too much, not stand too still. They give me the pills. The electric makes me normal. Their eyes are crawling up the ceiling.


Q Mr Stevens has, as recently as March this year, indicated he was your attorney in this proceeding. Does he still represent you?

A I haven’t seen Mr Stevens for a long time.

Q I notice Mr Stevens is not present. Do you know why?

A This hearing was supposed to start at ten-thirty and this is now ten to twelve.

Q Yes Mrs Brown, but I have inquired at various offices here since ten-thirty and I have been told that nobody here has seen Mr Stevens. Do you have any explanation for that?

A I don’t know anything about that. Sir, I am in a mental hospital and I get my information through the doctor.



The man must be a damn fool! Just give me my babies, dear God, save me.


Q Do you wish to have your hearing this morning without representation or do you wish to be represented here?



What does he mean this little man, with his face like chalk and his talk-talk-talk? That talk comes so slick from his tight little mouth! What I wish? I wish to have my babies with me … I know that my Redeemer liveth … Set me down upon the rock, tie me now upon the rock, the rock of ages cleft for me, let me hide myself in thee, in me, let the electric come, let them run it through me head, let it slither, let it, let it … I will comb my hair. I will not shout. No crying now. My face can be the rock.


A If there is any such representation I have already indicated … I have nothing more to say besides the few words I have just said which is, if I am being deported, I and my children on the same vessel, boat, plane or whatever it is, I will be well enough to go. And don’t let any psychiatrist tell you I am not.



HEARING OFFICER TO PHYSICIAN:

Doctor, I think we may excuse Mrs Brown now.

BY RESPONDENT:


I want to go ahead with the hearing.

Q Mrs Brown, it is necessary for me to ask you these questions and I must ask that you answer them. Now, do you wish to be represented here, or do you not?

A I have already said all I intend to say at this hearing which is that I want to be with my children and don’t let any psychiatrist or anybody else tell you I am not well enough to be deported as long as my children are along with me too.



HEARING OFFICER TO PHYSICIAN:


Q Doctor, you have heard the explanation I have given Mrs Brown concerning her right to representation. Do you wish to claim that right for her? Do you wish to arrange for her representation?

A I don’t think we could. The hospital usually does not arrange for legal representation.

Q Is it satisfactory to you that this hearing be continued without representation?

A Yes.



HEARING OFFICER TO RESPONDENT:


Q When and where were you born Mrs Brown?

A I was born in Jamaica, British West Indies, Montego Bay, 1915, March 17.



When I was a girl I woke to the touch of the sun, warm as butter, running down my face. That sun was so good it made me smile just to feel it; light so strong it parted the branches of the palm trees that grew outside my window; lights as sharp as splinters that ran across the surface of the water where the fisherman pitched their nets. Even at night the sky rained moonlight through the shutters of my room.


Q Of what country are you subject?

A I am a subject of Great Britain.



…but I was always more subject to my Dadda’s bidding. I was his one girl-child, his special one. When they brought me to Pilgrim State the doctor asked me, ‘Tell me Mrs Brown, how would you describe your relationship with your father?’ So I made a face with my eyes popping from my head, doing what they expect from a coloured woman like me, then I whispered, as if I was speaking to a back-home friend, ‘Him tie me breasts wid ropes so hard dey cut deep and deep till me bleed tru’ me dress!’ and I laughed, yes, I laughed, from the look on his face.


Q How many times have you come to the United States?

A Once.

Q Are your parents alive?

A My father is living.

Q What is your father’s name?

A William James Ferguson-Walker.



My Daddy was a Headmaster, an educated, respectable man; he could speak lines from Virgil even while he was beating me, and his arm never wavered, not an inch, even when I was screaming. ‘Spare the rod and spoil the child,’ he’d tell Momma; she didn’t have the strength to stop him spoiling me.


Q Where was he born and what is his citizenship?

A He was born in Jamaica, British West Indies and he is a British Subject.



As soon as I could I ran away, first from Dadda and then from the Island so he couldn’t touch me again. The first time I left I wrote him a letter…

Dear Dadda,

By the time you read this I shall be on my way. This news will no doubt be the occasion of great satisfaction to you, rendered still greater by the fact that I never intend to come back.

After that, I made a home with my grandmother in Kingston. I worked my way through college without Daddy’s help. I was a natural, that’s what my reports said, I was a natural scholar. ‘Dorothy excels in the study of the Classical world, she has a talent for the Greek and Latin language,’ but my real pleasure was always music. My voice was dark and strong. I got music from my mother, I loved her even more for it, but it was Dadda who made me a scholar; he beat learning into me as if he thought each stroke would bring me closer to redemption and Lord knows, I learnt those lessons well. When my teachers said I had a chance to win a scholarship to go to America, I jumped for it.


Q What is your race?

A I am of the Negro race.



When they took me to Pilgrim State I wrote to Dadda again, I told him I was expecting a child, that I’d been taken to a mental hospital. I begged him, please, Dadda, please, do what you can to help me. I kept the letter he sent me back.

Dear Dorothy,

Your letter of November 28 came to hand yesterday. I must say, it certainly does not read as coming from an insane person. I am grieved at the plight you find yourself. And as though things were not bad enough you had to involve yourself in that way a second time!

I hope it will be established that you are sound mentally and that your visa will hold so that you can get your profession.

In the meantime don’t give way. Keep as pleasant as you can and hope in the Lord.


Q What was you mother’s maiden name?

A Gladys McLeod.

Q Of what country was she a citizen?

A She was a British Subject.

Q Where is she buried?

A In Kingston, Jamaica, British West Indies.



Gladys was my grandmother’s only child, so fair skinned she could easy pass for white, more of a girl than a woman when Dadda took her.

At first my Grandmother protested; what was a grey-haired, natty-headed teacher-man like him doing messing around with his students in the first place? Anyone could see he was too old for her child and even worse, look at his skin, black as a field-hand’s back; how a daughter of hers could even bear to look at those African lips, let alone touch them! Still, it didn’t matter what Grannie said – my Momma would have him. Nine months after they married the first of us children were born. People said that every growing thing Momma touched thrived, including us children; she had five in ten years. But sometimes life can take too much. When her last child died it only took one man to dig the hole and lay that baby to rest. Seemed like Momma couldn’t hold on any longer, so she followed right behind her – dead within the week. They just opened that grave, put my Momma with her baby … made it easy to dig, I heard them say. I was eight years old, I couldn’t understand; how could she follow baby and forget to take me?

BY HEARING OFFICER:

Let the record show that warrant of arrest identified by the respondent is marked in evidence as EXHIBIT #1.

BY THE RESPONDENT:

I have no representation at this hearing and I am desirous of being with my family. As a matter of fact, I had no knowledge that there was going to be a hearing right now. Before I came out of the ward the nurse merely told me some men wanted to see me. She wouldn’t tell me what it was. I am not prepared. I did not have a chance to take anything.

HEARING OFFICER TO RESPONDENT:


Q Mrs Brown, you knew, did you not, that you were to have a hearing at ten-thirty?

A Yes, I was informed, but…

Q Are you trying to tell me now that you wish to get additional documents to present at this hearing?

A Yes.



HEARING OFFICER TO RESPONDENT:

You may leave the Hearing with an attendant to get the documents you wish to refer to.

(Respondent leaves the room.)

The attendant doesn’t smile but he nods his head. He takes me to the lockers and my hands start to shake. I pick up my handbag, push the papers inside and snap the clasp shut.

(Respondent returns with papers in her hand.)


Q I have the birth certificate of your daughter Pearl Brown. Do you have the certificate for your son?

A I will have a look for it here.

Q Mrs Brown do you have the certificate?

A I cannot find it.

Q Let us leave that for now. Are you ready to go ahead without representation?

A Yes.

Q When and where did you enter the United States Mrs Brown?

A I entered the United States at Miami, Florida on April 29, 1944.

Q Was it your intention to remain permanently at the time of your admission to this country?

A No. I answered that question before.

Q Is your husband, Clifford Brown, able to help you?

A No, I have not seen him in quite some time.



That man, that man; dressed so fine! A cane-cutting, black-skinned beauty of a man. Each day with him was a hot sort of heaven, running under pressure and burning up with steam. No woman I knew could ever turn from his eyes, dark like melted chocolate, running down your body till they stuck to where the heat was. Lord, he had the biggest hands, and he knew just how to use them! That kind of man, they used to say, could talk the birds right out of the trees, and one of those birds lining up for talking-to was me. We looked so good when we walked down the street, people turned their heads just to see us, his chest plumped up ’cos it made him proud, he said, to be the one to have his arm round me.

After we married I stayed at Howard, continued with my Medical studies and Clifford kept his job in the factory. Weekends we honeymooned in the City. We never left our beds till late. We’d listen to Fats Domino one evening and Count Basie the next. We jived and jitterbugged and got home so full of life it seemed a danger to sleep in case we missed something extra. It seemed as if each day was made for us to do our loving, and then I got pregnant.

At first I thought well, if he loves me now, the baby will make him love me even better, but he started staying out at nights. When the loving wore out and no words were left, we fought as hard as we’d done the rest.


Q What are your children’s names and when and where were they born?

Q Mrs Brown, do you wish to have the question repeated?

A No sir, I have two children; Pearl Diane Brown, born September 4, 1946 in Belleview Hospital New York.



When Pearl was born I got sick. I was crying every day, I couldn’t move. If I lay down it seemed as if the bed had swallowed me, I couldn’t speak, it was all I could do to eat. Then one night, Clifford started coming on to me with his old-time ways, loving me up, saying it was time we had a party and he would make the drinks. ‘Hey darlin,’ he said, ‘drink this one right down for Daddy,’ and he was smiling. But the drink tasted bitter and my head started swimming and I’m begging him to help me. He’s standing so close I can feel his breath, but still he doesn’t touch me, and then I’m falling, I’m falling, and he’s standing there laughing till I’m tearing at his face, and the night is filled with sirens and they’re taking me away.


Q Mrs Brown, can you tell us the name of your second child and state his date and place of birth.



Then Clifford started visiting me at weekends, but at least now there was no pretending; he says if I give him my savings he’ll sign my freedom papers – I have no choice, so I pay him and they let me out. First night I was home he pushed himself inside me. Soon as he found I was expecting again he just picked up the phone, told the doctors I was sickening and they came back to fetch me. This time I was three months pregnant.


Q Mrs Brown, do I need to repeat the question?

A No, I have a son, Theodore Brown born the 1stof February, 1950 in Pilgrim State Hospital, Brentwood.



Getting bigger every day, waiting for that baby. The pain in my heart worse than the pain growing in my belly ’cos I knew they would take my baby from me. ‘What does he look like?’ I asked when he was born, but the nurse didn’t answer, she just took my baby from me.


Q Where are the children now?

A To the best of my knowledge my son Teddy Brown, is in the New York Foundling Home under the charge of the social workers.



Even though my baby was gone my breasts didn’t know it, they still swelled up the way they should. I was crying, so the nurses fixed me to the bed, the straps cutting welts across my belly. I can’t move to call for help even though I’m hurting, even when the milk starts soaking through my nightdress and it’s dripping through the sheets.

When I last had any information my daughter Pearl was boarded out with a foster-family. My doctor tells me that the social worker has been looking in at her.


Q Why is it that neither of your children is with your husband?

A My husband is a working man. He cannot take care of children. He needs a woman to take care of the children. I am that woman because I am the mother of those children.

Q Now Mrs Brown, under the Immigration Act of 1917 an alien who is deportable from the United States may apply for relief from deportation if they can show they are of good moral character or that such deportation may lead to the serious detriment of a citizen of the United States. Do you understand that?

A Yes.

Q Do you wish to apply for the privileges I have explained to you?

A There is nothing at all I can say or do while I am in a mental hospital. It is impossible. I am in a mental hospital off and on since 1949. This is all impossible for me.

I would like to say this for the record. I was in my house at 270 Manhattan Avenue. About eight-thirty in the morning of July 24, 1950 I was brought here. I was set to work in the kitchen and I was a patient. I worked for some time. Sir, I am missing my babies very much. I have a five-month-old baby and a child. I collapsed several times, and on November 29 I applied for the right of habeas corpus. Well, it was postponed three times and I was not told why but then I was told there would be a hearing before Justice Byron Hill.

Q Excuse me Mrs Brown. Does this recital you are giving me have any bearing on this immigration case?

A Yes.

Q What bearing?

A Well, I just want to show you that I know what I’m talking about. I have nothing more to say. I can’t say nothing more. This is a court and I have nothing to do with courts any more unless I have a lawyer. No, sir. I am just a student who came to this country hoping to learn something from this country to benefit my country. I made a mistake, had two children, found myself running in and out of mental hospitals. I have two children. I am a mother. I am not a student any more. I am not a doctor and won’t ever be a doctor. I have two children and that is the most important thing; to know what to fight for in a case.

Q. Mrs Brown, do you have any friends or relatives in this country who will take responsibility for you?

A No, I do not.

Q Do you have any money, Mrs Brown?

A No, I have just maybe eight dollars here in the property office. That is all.

Q Mrs Brown, are you, or have you ever been, a member of the Communist Party?

A No, sir.

Q Is there any further statement you wish to make before the record of the hearing is closed?

A There is nothing at all whatever, nothing more that I can say that I have not said already. Let me have my children. I am not going to leave them in any institution or foster home.



BY HEARING OFFICER:

All right, Mrs Brown. You are excused then.

(Respondent leaves the hearing)

HEARING OFFICER TO PHYSICIAN:


Q You have testified that Mrs Brown is now suffering from dementia praecox, catatonic type. What is the prognosis in her case?

A Guarded.
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