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CHAPTER V
^

The Concept of Race

I want now to turn aside from the personal annals of this biography to consider
the conception which is after all my main subject. The concept of race lacks some
thing in personal interest, but personal interest in my case has always depended
primarily upon this race concept and I wish to examine this now. The history of
the development of the race concept in the world and particularly in America,
was naturally reflected in the education offered me. In the elementary school it
came only in the matter of geography when the races of the world were pictured.
Indians, Negroes and Chinese, by their most vmcivilized and bizarre representa
tives; the whites by some kindly ctnd distinguished-looking philanthropist. In the
elementary and high school, the matter was touched only incidentally, due I doubt
not to the thoughtfulness of the teachers; and again my racial inferiority could not
be dwelt upon because the single representative of the Negro race in the school
did not happen to be in any way inferior to his fellows. In fact it was not difficult
for me to excel them in many ways and to regard this as quite natural.
•At Fisk, the problem of race was faced openly and essential racial equality
asserted and natural inferiority strenuously denied. In some cases the teachers
expressed this theory; in most cases the student opinion natiirally forced it. At
Harvard, on the other hand, I began to face scientific race dogma: first of all,
evolution and the "Survival of the Fittest." It was continually stressed in the
community and in classes that there was a vast difference in the development of
the whites and the "lower" races; that this could be seen in the physical devel
opment of the Negro. I remember once in a museum, coming face to face with a
demonstration: a series of skeletons arranged from a little monkey to a tall welldeveloped white maiv v/ith a Negro barely outranking a chimpanzee. Eventually
in my classes stress was quietly transferred to brain weight and brain capacity,
and at last to the "cephalic index."
In the graduate school at Harvard and again in Germany, the emphasis again
was altered, and race became a matter of cultture and cultural history. The his
tory of the world was paraded before the observation of students. Which was
the superior race? Manifestly that which had a history, the white race; there was
some mention of Asiatic culture, but no course in Clunese or Indian history or
culture was offered at Harvard, and quite unanimously in America and Germany,
49
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Africa was left without culture and without history. Even when the matter of
mixed races was touched upon their evident and conscious inferiority was men
tioned. I can never forget that morning in the class of the great Heinrich von
Treitschke in Berlin. He was a big aggressive man, with an impediment in his
speech which forced him to talk rapidly lest he stutter. His classes were the only
ones always on time, and an angry scraping of feet greeted a late comer. Clothed
in black, big, bushy-haired, peering sharply at the class, his words rushed out in
a flood: "Mulattoes," he thxmdered, "are inferior." I almost felt his eyes boring
into me, although probably he had not noticed me. "Sie ftihlen sich niedriger!"
"Their actions show it," he asserted. What contradiction could there be to that
authoritative dictum?
The first thing which brought me to my senses in all this racial discussion
was the continuous change in the proofs and arguments advanced. I could
accept evolution and the survival of the fittest, provided the interval between
advanced and backward races was not made too impossible. I balked at the
usual "thousand years." But no sooner had I settled into scientific security here,
than the basis of race distinction was changed without explanation, without
apology. I was skeptical about brain weight; sxirely much depended upon what
brains were weighed. I was not sure about physical measurements and social
inquiries. For iristance, an insurance actuary published in 1890 incontrovertible
statistics showing'how quickly and certainly the Negro race was dying out in
the United States through sheer physical inferiority. I lived to see every assiunption of Hoffman's "Race Traits and Tendencies" contradicted; but even before
that, I doubted the statistical method which he had used. When the matter of
race became a question of comparative culture, I was in revolt. I began to see
that the cultural equipment attributed to any people depended largely on who
estimated it; and conviction came later in a rush as I realized what in my edu
cation had been suppressed concerning Asiatic and African culture.
It was not until I was long out of school and indeed after the World War that
there came the hurried use of the new technique of psychological tests, which
were quickly adjusted so as to put black folk absolutely beyond the possibility
of civilization. By this time I was unimpressed. I had too often seen science made
the slave of caste and race hate. And it was interesting to see Odum, McDougall
and Brigham eventually turn somersaults from absolute scientific proof of
Negro inferiority to repudiation of the limited and questionable application of
any test which pretended to measure innate hxmian intelligence.
So far 1 have spoken of "race" and race problems quite as a matter of course
without explanation or definition. That was otir rnethod in the nineteenth centtiry. Just as I was bom a member of a colored family, so too I was bom a mem
ber of the colored race. That was obvious and no definition was needed. Later I
adopted the designation "Negro" for the race to which I belong. It seemed more
definite and logical. At the same time I was of course aware that all members of
the Negro race were not black and that the pictures of my race which were cur
rent were not authentic nor fair portraits. But all that was incidental.,The world
was divided into great primary groups of folk who belonged naturally together
through heredity of physical traits and cultural affinity.
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I do not know how I came first to form my theories of race. The process was
probably largely unconscious. The differences of personal appearance between
me and my fellows, I must have been conscious of when quite young. Whatever
distinctions came because of that did not irritate me; they rather exalted me
because, on the whole, while I was still a youth, they gave me exceptional posi
tion and a chance to excel rather than handicapping me.
Then of course, when 1 went South to Fisk, I became a member of a closed
racial group with rites and loyalties, with a history and a corporate future, with
an art and philosophy. I received these eagerly and expanded them so that
when I came to Harvard the theory of race separation was quite in my blood.
I did not seek contact with my white fellow students. On the whole I rather
avoided them. I took it for granted that we were traiiung oiurselves for different
careers in worlds largely different. There was not the slightest idea of the per
manent subordination and inequality of my world. Nor again was there any
idea of racial amalgamation. I resented the assumption that we desired it.
1 frankly refused the possibility while in Germany and even in America gave up
courtship with one "colored" girl because she looked quite white, and I should
resent the inference on the street that I had married outside my race.
All this theory, however, was disturbed by certain facts in America, and by
my European experience. Despite everything, race lines were not fixed and fast.
Within the Negro group especially there were people of all colors. Then too,
there were plenty of my colored friends who resented my ultra "race" loyalty
and ridiculed it. They pointed out that I was not a "Negro," but a mulatto; that
I was not a Southerner but a Northerner, and my object was to be an American
and not a Negro; that race distinctions must go. I agreed with this in part and as
an ideal, but I saw it leading to inner racial distinction in the colored group.
I resented the defensive mechanism of avoiding too dark companions in order to
escape notice and discrimination in public. As a sheer matter of taste I wanted
the color of my group to be visible. I hotly championed the inclusion of two black
school mates whose names were not usually on the invitation list to our social
affairs. In Europe my friendships and close contact with white folk made my
own ideas waver. The-eternal walls between races did not seem so stem and
exclusive. I began to emphasize the cultural aspects of race.
It is probably quite natural for persons of low degree, who have reached any
status, to search feverishly for distinguished ancestry, as a sort of proof of their
inherent desert. This is particularly tme in America and has given rise to a num
ber of organizations whose membership depends upon ancestors who have
made their mark in the world. Of course, it is clear that there must be here much
fable, invention and wishful thinking, facilitated by poor vital statistics and
absence of written records. For the mass of Americans, and many Americans
who have had the most distinguished careers, have been descended from people
who were quite ordinary and even less; America indeed has meant the breaking
down of class bars which imprisoned personalities and capabilities and allow
ing new men and new families to emerge. This is not, as some people assume, a
denial of the importance of heredity and family. It is rather its confirmation. It
shows us that the few in the past who have emerged are not necessarily the best;
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and quite certainly are not the only ones worthy of development and distinction;
that, on the contrary, only a comparatively few have, under our present eco
nomic and social organization, had a chance to show their capabilities.
I early began to take a direct interest inmy own family as a group and became
curious as to that physical descent which so long I had taken for granted quite
xmquestioningly. But I did not at first think of any but my Negro ancestors.
I knew little and cared less of the white forebears of my father. But this chauvin
ism gradually changed. There is, of coxirse, nothing more fascinating than the
question of the various types of mankind and their intermixture. The whole
question of heredity and human gift depends upon such knowledge; but ever
since the African slave trade and before the rise of modern biology and sociology, we have been afraid in America that scientific study in this direction might
lead to conclusions with which we were loath to agree;and this fear was in real
ity because the economic fotmdation of the modem world was based on the
recognition and preservation of so-called racial distinctions. In accordance with
this, not only Negro slavery could be justified, but the Asiatic coolie profitably
used and the labor classes in white countries kept in their places by low wage.
It is not singular then that here in America and in the West Indies, where we
have had the most astonishing modem mixture of human types, scientific study
of the results and circumstances of this mixture has not only lagged but been
almost non-existent. We have not only not studied race and" race mixture in
America, but we have tried almost by legal process to stop such study. It is for
this reason that it has occurred to me just here to illustrate the way in which
Africa and Europe have been united in my family. There is nothing unusual
about this interracial history. It has been duplicated thousands of times; but on
the one hand, the white folk have bitterly resented even a hint of the facts of this
intermingling; while black folk have recoiled in natural hesitation and affected
disdain in admitting what they know.
I am, therefore, relating the history of my family and centering it around my
maternal great-great-grandfather, Tom Burghardt, and my patemal grandfather,
Alexander Du Bois.
Absolute legal proof of facts like those here set down is naturally unobtain
able. Records of birth are often nonexistent, proof of paternity is exceedingly dif
ficult and actual written record rare. In the case of my family I have relied on oral
tradition in my mother's family and direct word and written statement from my
patemal grandfather; and upon certain general records which I have been able to
obtain. I have no doubt of the substantial accuracy of the story that I am to tell.
Of my own immediate ancestors I knew personally only four: my mother
and her parents and my patemal grandfather. One other I knew at second
hand—^my father. I had his picture. I knew what my mother told me about him
and what others who had known him, said. So that in all, five of my immediate
forebears were known to me. Three others, my patemal great-grandfather and
my matemal great-grandfather and great-great-grandfather, I knew about
through persons who knew them and through records; and also I knew many of
my collateral relatives and numbers of their descendants. My known ancestral
family, therefore, consisted of eight or more persons. None of these had reached
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any particular distinction or were known very far beyond their own families
and localities. They were divided into whites, blacks and mulattoes, most of
them being mulattoes.
My patemal great-grandfather. Dr. James Du Bois, was white and descended
from Chretien Du Bois who was a French Huguenot farmer and perhaps artisan
and resided at Wicres near Lille in French Flanders. It is doubtful if he had any
ancestors among the nobility, although his white American descendants love to
think so. He had two, possibly three, sons of whom Louis and Jacques came to
America to escape religious persecution. Jacques went from France first to Leiden
injhe Netherlands, where he was married and had several children, including
a second Jacques or James. In 1674 that family came to America and settled at
Kingston, New York. James Du Bois appears in the Du Bois family genealogy as
a descendant of Jacques in the fifth generation, although thejexact line of descent
is not clear; but my grandfather's written testimony establishes that James was a
physician and a landholder along the Hudson and in the West Indies. He was
born in 1750, or later. He may have been a loyalist refugee. One such refugee,
Isaac Du Bois, was given a grant of five hundred acres in Eleuthera after the
Revolutionary War.
The career of Dr. James Du Bois was chiefly as a plantation proprietor and
slave owner in the Bahama Islands with his headquarters at Long Cay. Cousins
of his named Gilbert also had plantations near. He never married, but had one
of his slaves as his common-law wife, a small brown-skmned woman bom on
the island. Of this couple two sons were born, Alexander and John. Alexander,
my grandfather, was bom in 1803, and about 1810, possibly because of the
death of the mother, the father brought both these boys to America and plaimed
to give them the education of gentlemen. They were white enough in appear
ance to give no inkling of their African descent. They were entered in the pri
vate Episcopal school at Cheshire, Connecticut, which still exists there and has
trained many famous men. Dr. James Du Bois used often to visit his sons there,
but about 1812, on his retum from a visit, he had a stroke of apoplexy and died.
He left no will and his estate descended to a cousin.
The boys were removed from school and boimd out as apprentices, my
grandfather to a shoemaker. Their connection with the white Du Bois family
ceased suddenly, and was never renewed. Alexander Du Bois thus started with
a good common school and perhaps some high school training and with the
instincts of a gentleman of his day. Naturally he passed through much inner tur
moil. He became a rebel, bitter at his lot in life, resentful at being classed as a
Negro and yet implacable in his attitude toward whites. Of his brother, John,
I have only a picture. He may have been the John Du Bois who helped Bishop
Payne to purchase Wilberforce University.
If Alexander Du Bois, following the footsteps of Alexander Hamilton, had
come from the West Indies to the Uruted States, stayed with the white group
and married and begotten children among them, anyone in after years who had
suggested his Negro descent would have been imable to prove it and quite pos
sibly would have been laughed to scorn, or sued for libel. Indeed the legal
advisers of the publishers of my last book could write; "We may assume as a
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general proposition that it is libelous to state erroneously that a white man or
woman has colored blood." Lately in Congress the true story, in a WPA history,
of miscegenation affecting a high historic personage raised a howl of protest.
Alexander Du Bois did differently from Hamilton. He married into the col
ored group and his oldest son allied himself with a Negro clan but four genera
tions removed from Africa. He himself first married Sarah Marsh Lewis in 1823
and then apparently set out to make his way in Haiti. There my father was born
in 1825, and his elder sister, Augusta, a year earlier, either there or just as the
family was leaving the United States. Evidently the situation in Haiti did not
please my grandfather or perhaps the death of his young wife when she was
scarcely thirty turned him back to America. Within a year he married Emily
Basset who seems to have been the widow of a man named Jacklyn and lived in
New Milford. Leonard Bacon, a well-known Congregational clergyman, per
formed his second marriage.
The following year, Alexander began his career in the United States. He lived
in New Haven, Springfield, Providence, and finally in New Bedford. For some
time, he was steward on the New York-New Haven boat and insisted on better
treatment for his colored help. Later about 1848 he ran a grocery store at 23
Washington Street, New Haven, and owned property at different times in the
various cities where he lived. By his first wife, my grandmother, he had two
children, and by his second wife, one daughter, Henrietta. Three or four children
died in infancy. Alexander was a commurucant of Trinity Parish, New Haven,
and was enrolled there as late as 1845; then something happened, because in1847
he was among that group of Negroes who formed the new colored Episcopal
Parish of St. Luke, where he was for years their senior warden. Probably this
indicates one of his bitter fights and rebellions, for nothing but intolerable insult
would have led him into a segregated church movement. Alexander Crummell
was his first rector here.
As I knew my grandfather, he was a short, stem, upstanding man, sparing
but precise in his speech and stiff in manner, evidently long used to repressing
his feelings. I remember as a boy of twelve, watching his ceremonious reception
of a black visitor, John Freedom; his stately bow, the way in which the red wine
was served and the careful almost stilted conversation. I had seen no such social
ceremony in my simple westem Massachusetts home. The darkened parlor
with its horsehair furniture became a very special and important place. I was
deeply impressed. My grandfather evidently looked upon me with a certain
misgiving if not actual distaste. I was brown, the son of his oldest son, Alfred,
and Alfred and his father had never gotten on together.
The boy Alfred was a throwback to his white grandfather. He was small,
olive-skinned and handsome and just visibly colored, with curly hair; and he
was naturally a play-boy. My only picture of him shows him clothed in the uni
form of the Union Army; but he never actually went to the front. In fact, Alfred
never actually did much of anything. He was gay and carefree, refusing to set
tle long at any one place or job. He had a good elementary school training but
nothing higher. I thi^that my father ranaway from home several times. Whether
he got into any very serious scrapes or not, I do not know, nor do I know whether
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he was married early in life; I imagine not. I think he was probably a free lance,
gallant and lover, yielding only to marital bonds when he found himself in the
rather strict clannishness of my mother's family. He was barber, merchant and
preacher, but always irresponsible and charming. He had wandered out from
eastern New England where his father lived and come to the Berkshire valley in
1867 where he met and married my brown mother.
The second wife of Alexander Du Bois died in 1865. His oldest daughter,
Augusta, married a light mulatto and has descendants today who do not know of
their Negro blood. Much later Alexander Du Bois married his third wife, Armie
Green, who was the grandmother that I knew, and who knew and liked my father
Alfred, and who brought me and my grandfather together. Alexander Du Bois
died December 9,1887, at the age of eighty-four, in New Bedford, and lies buried
today in Oak Grove Cemetery near the Yale campus in New Haven, in a lot which
he owned and which is next to that of Jehudi Ashmun of Liberian fame.
My father, by some queer chance, came into westem Massachusetts and into
the Housatonic Valley at the age of forty-two and there met and quickly mar
ried my brown mother who was then thirty-six and belonged to the Burghardt
clan. This brings us to the history of the black Burghardts.
In 1694, Rev. Benjamin Wadsworth, afterwards president of Harvard College,
made a joumey through westem Massachusetts, and says in regard to the present
site of the town of Great Barrington, "Ye greatest part of our road this day was a
hideous, howling wildemess." Here it was that a committee of the Massachusetts
General Coiirt confirmed a number of land titles in 1733-34, which had previ
ously been in dispute between the English, Dutch, and Indians. In the fifth
division" of this land appears the name of a Dutchman, who signed hiiriself as
"Coenraet Borghghardt." This Borghghardt, Bogoert or Burghardt family has
been prominent in Dutch colonial history and its descendants have been partic
ularly identified with the annals of the little town of about five thousand inhab
itants which today still lies among the hills of middle Berkshire.
Coenrod Burghardt seems to have been a shrewd pushing Dutchman and is
early heard of in Kinderhook, together with his son John. This family came into
possession of an African Negro named Tom, who had formerly belonged to the
family of Etsons (Ettens?) and had come to the Burghardts by purchase or pos
sibly by marriage. This African has had between one hundred and fifty and two
himdred descendants, a number of whom are now living and reach to the eighth
generation.
Tom was probably bom about 1730. His granddaughter writes me that her
father told her that Tom was bom in Africa and was brought to this country
when he was a boy. For many years my youthful imagination painted him as cer
tainly the son of a tribal chief, but there is no warrant for this even in family tra
dition. Tom was probably just a stolen black boy from the West African Coast,
nameless and lost, either a war captive or a tribal pawn. He was probably sent
overseas on a Dutch ship at the time when their slave trade was begkming to
decline and the vast English expansion to begin. He was in the service of the
Burghardts and was a soldier in the Revolutionary War, going to the front.prob
ably several times; of only one of these is there official record when he appeared
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with the rank of private on the muster and payroll of Colonel John Ashley's
Berkshire Coimty regiment and Captain John Spoor's company in 1780. The
company marched northward by order of Brigadier-General Fellows on an
alarm when Fort Arme and Fort George were taken by the enemy. It is recorded
that Tom was "reported a Negro." (Record Index of the Military Archives of
Massachusetts, Vol. 23, p. 2.)
Tom appears to have been held as a servant and possibly a legal slave first by
the family of Etsons or Ettens and then to have come into the possession of the
Burghardts who settled at Great Barrington. Eventually, probably after the
Revolutionary War, he was regarded as a freeman. There is record of only one
son, Jacob Burghardt, who continued in the employ of the Burghardt family,
and was born apparently about 1760. He is listed in the census of 1790 as "free"
with two in his family. He married a wife named Violet who was apparently
newly arrived from Africa and brought with her an African song which became
traditional in the fanvily. After her death, Jacob married Mom Bett, a rather cel
ebrated figure in western Massachusetts history. She had been freed under the
Bill of Rights of 1780 and the son of the judge who freed her wrote, "Even in her
humble station, she had, when occasion required it, an air of command which
conferred a degree of dignity and gave her an ascendancy over those of her rank,
or color. Her determined and resolute character, which enabled her to limit the
ravages of Shays's mob, was manifested in her conduct and deportment during
her whole life. She claimed no distinction, but it was yielded to her from her
superior experience, energy, skill and sagacity. Having known this woman as
familiarly as I knew either of my parents, I carmot believe in the moral or phys
ical inferiority of the race to which she belonged. The degradation of the African
must have been otherwise caused than by natural inferiority."
Family tradition has it that her husband, Jacob, took part in suppressing this
Shays's Rebellion. Jacob Burghardt had nine children, five sons of whom one
was my grandfather, and four daughters. My grandfather's brothers and sisters
had many children: Harlow had ten and Ira also ten; Maria had two. Descendants
of Harlow and Ira still survive. Three of these sons, Othello, Ira, Harlow, and
one daughter Lucinda settled on South Egremont plain near Great Barrington,
where they owned small adjoining farms. A small part of one of these farms
I continue to own.
Othello was my grandfather. He was born November 18,1791, and married
Sarah Lampman in 1811. Sarah was born in Hillsdale, New York, in 1793, of a
mother named Lampman. There is no record of her father. She was probably the
child of a Dutchman perhaps with Indian blood. This couple had ten children,
three sons and seven daughters. Othello died in 1872 at the age of eighty-one
and Sarah or Sally in 1877 at the age of eighty-six. "Their sons and daughters
married and drifted to town as laborers and servants. I thus had innumerable
cousins up and down the valley. I was brought up with the Burghardt clan and
this fact determined largely my life and "race." The white relationship and con
nections were quite lost and indeed unknown until long years after. The black
Burghardts were ordinary farmers, laborers and servants. The children usually
learned to read and write. I never heard or knew of any of them of my mother's
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generation or later who were illiterate. I was, however, the first one of the family
who finished in the local high school. Afterward, one or two others did. Most of
the members of the family left Great Barrington. Parts of the family are living and
are fairly prosperous in the Middle West and on the Pacific Coast. I have heard
of one or two high school graduates in the Middle West branch of the family.
This, then, was my racial history and as such it was curiously complicated.
With Africa 1 had only one direct ctiltural cormection and that was the African
melody which my great-grandmother Violet used to sing. Where she learned it, I
do not know. Perhaps she herself was bom in Africa or had it of a mother or father
stolen and transported. But at any rate, as I wrote years ago in the "Souls of Black
Folk," "coming to the valleys of the Hudson and Housatonic, black, little, and
lithe, she shivered and shrank in the harsh north winds, looked longingly at the
hiUs, and often crooned a heathen melody to the child between her knees, thus:
Do bana coba, gene me, gene me!
Do bana coba, gene me, gene me!
Ben d' null, null, null, null, ben d' le.

The child sang it to his children and they to their children's children, and so two
hundred years it has traveled down to us and we sing it to our children, know
ing as little as our fathers what its words may mean, but knowing well the
meaning of its music."
Living with my mother's people 1 absorbed their culture patterns and these
were not African so much as Dutch and New England. The speech was an
idiomatic New England tongue with no African dialect; the family customs
were New England, and the sex mores. My African racial feeling was then purely
a matter of my own later learning and reaction; my recoil from the assumptions
of the whites; my experience in the South at Fisk. But it was none the less real
and a large determinant of my life and character. 1 felt myself African by "race"
and by that token was African and an integral member of the group of dark
Americans who were called Negroes.
At the same time I was firm in asserting that these Negroes were Americans.
For that reason and on the basis of my great-great-grandfather's Revolutionary
record 1 was accepted as a member of the Massachusetts Society of the Sons of
the American Revolution, in 1908. When, however, the notice of this election
reached the headquarters in Washington and was emphasized by my request
ing a national certificate, the secretary, A. Howard Clark of the Smithsonian
Institution, wrote to Massachusetts and demanded "proof of marriage of the
ancestor of Tom Burghardt and record of birth of the son." He knew, of course,
that the birth record of a stolen African slave could not possibly be produced.
My membership was, therefore, suspended.
Countee Cullen sings:
What is Africa to me:
Copper Sim or scarlet sea,
Jtmgle star or jimgle track.
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Strong bronzed men, or regal black
Women from whose loins I sprang
When the birds of Eden sang?
One three centuries removed
From the scenes his fathers loved,
Spicy grove, cinnamon tree,
What is Africa to me?

What is Africa to me? Once I should have ariswered the question simply; I
should have said "fatherland" or perhaps better "motherland" because I was
born in the century when the walls of race were clear and straight; when the
world comisted of mutually exclusive races; and even though the edges might
be blurred, there was no question of exact definition and understanding of the
mearung of the word. One of the first pamphlets that I wrote in 1897 was on
"The Conservation of Races" wherein I set down as the first article of a pro
posed racial creed: "We believe that the Negro people as a race have a contribu
tion to make to civilization and humanity which no other race can make."
Since then the concept of race has so changed and presented so much of con
tradiction that as I face Africa I ask myself; what is it between us that constitutes
a tie which I can feel better than I can explain? Africa is, of course, my fatherland.
Yet neither my father nor my father's father ever saw Africa or knew its meaning
or cared overmuch for it. My mother's folk were closer and yet their direct con
nection, in culture and race, became tenuoiis; still, my tie to Africa is strong. On
this vast continent were bom and lived a large portion of my direct ancestors
going back a thousand years or more. The mark of their heritage is upon me in
color and hair. These are obvious things, but of little meaning in themselves; only
important as they stand for real and more subtle differences from other men.
Whether they do or not, I do not know nor does science know today.
But one thing is sure and that is the fact that since the fifteenth century these
ancestors of mine and their other descendants have had a common history;
have suffered a common disaster and have one long memory. The actual ties of
heritage between the individuals of this group, vary with the ancestors that
they have in common and many others: Europeans and Semites, perhaps
Mongolians, certainly American Indians. But the physical bond is least and the
badge of color relatively unimportant save as a badge; the real essence of this
kinship is its social heritage of slavery; the discrimination and insult; and this
heritage binds together not simply the children of Africa, but extends through
yellow Asia and into the South Seas. It is this imity that draws me to Africa.
When shall I forget the night I first set foot on African soil? I am the sixth gen
eration in descent from forefathers who left this land. The moon was at the full
and the waters of the Atlantic lay like a lake. All the long slow afternoon as the
sun robed herself in her westem scarlet with veils of misty cloud, I had seen
Africa afar. Cape Mount—^that mighty headland with its twin curves, northem
sentinel of the realm of Liberia—gathered itself out of the cloud at half past
three and then darkened and grew clear. On beyond flowed the dark low imdulating land quaint with palm and breaking sea. The world grew black. Africa
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faded away, the stars stood forth curiously twisted—Orion in the zenith—the
Little Bear asleep and the Southern Cross rising behind the horizon. Then afar,
ahead, a lone light shone, straight at the ship's fore. Twinkling lights appeared
below, around, and rising shadows. "Monrovia," said the Captain.
Suddenly we swerved to oxur left. The long arms of the bay enveloped us and
then to the right rose the twinkling hill of Monrovia, with its crowning star.
Lights flashed on the shore—^here, there. Then we sensed a darker shading in
the shadows; it lay very still. "It's a boat," one said. "If s two boats!" Then the
shadow drifted in pieces and as the anchor roared into the deep, five boats out
lined themselves on the waters—great ten-oared barges with men swung into
line and glided toward us.
It was nine at night—above, the shadows, there the town, here the sweeping
boats. One forged ahead with the flag—stripes and a lone star flaming behind, the
ensign of the customs floating wide; and bending to the long oars, the white caps
of ten black sailors. Up the stairway clambered a soldier in khaki, aide-de-camp
of the President of the Republic, a customhouse official, the clerk of the American
legation—and after them sixty-five lithe, lean black stevedores with whom the
steamer would work down to Portuguese Angola and back. A few moments of
formalities, greetings and good-bys and I was in the" great long boat with the
President's aide—a brown major in brown khaki. On the other side, the young
clerk and at the back, the black barelegged pilot. Before us on the high thwarts
were the rowers: men, boys, black, thin, trained ia muscle and sinew, little larger
than the oars in thickness, they bent their strength to them and swung upon them.
One in the center gave curious little cackling cries to keep up the rhythm, and
for the spxirts and the stroke, a call a bit thicker and sturdier; he gave a low guttiiral command now and then; the boat, alive, quivering, danced beneath the
moon, swept a great curve to the bar to breast its narrow teeth of foam—
"fchick-a-tickity, t'chick-a-tickity," sang the boys, and we glided and raced,
now between boats, now near the landing—^now cast aloft at the dock. And lo!
I was in Africa.
Christmas Eve, and Africa is singing in Monrovia. They are Krus and Fanti—
men, women and children, and all the night they march and sing. The music
was once the music of mission revival hymns. But it is that music now trans
formed and the silly words hidden in an tmknown tongue—^liquid and
sonorous. It is tricked out and expounded with cadence and turn. And this is
that same rhythm I heard first in Tennessee forty years'ago: the air is raised and
carried by men's strong voices, while floating above in obbligato, come the high
mellow voices of women—it is the ancient African art of part singing, so curi
ously and insistently different.
So they come, gay appareled, lit by transparency. They enter the gate and
flow over the high steps and sing and sing and sing. They saunter roimd the
house, pick flowers, drink water and sing and sing and sing. The warm dark
heat of the night steams up to meet the moon. And the night is song.
On Christmas Day, 1923, we walk down to the narrow, crooked wharves of
Monrovia, by houses old and gray and step-like streets of stone. Before is the
wide St. Paul River, double-mouthed, and beyond, the sea, white, curling on the
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sand. Before us is the isle—the tiny isle, hut-covered and guarded by a cotton tree,
where the pioneers lived in 1821. We board the boat, then circle round—then up
the river. Great bowing trees, festoons of flowers, golden blossoms, star-faced
palms and thatched huts; tall spreading trees lifting themselves like vast
umbrellas, low shrubbery with gray and laced and knotted roots—^the broad,
black, murmuring river. Here a tree holds wide fingers out and stretches them
over the water in vast incantation; bananas throw their wide green fingers to the
sun. Iron villages, scarred clearings with gray, sheet-iron homes staring, grim
and bare, at the ancient tropical flood of green.
The river sweeps wide and the shrubs bow low. Behind, Monrovia rises in
clear, calm beauty Gone are the wharves, the low and clustered houses of the
port, the tight-throated business village, and up sweep the villas and the low
wall, brown and cream and white, with great mango and cotton trees, with light
house and spire, with porch and pillar and the color of shrubbery and blossom.
We climbed the upright shore to a senator's home and received his wide and
kindly hospitality—curious blend of feudal lord and modem farmer—sandwiches,
cake, and champagne. Again we glided up the drowsy river—five, ten, twenty
miles and came to our hostess, a mansion of five generations with a compound
of endless native servants and cows xmder the palm thatches. The daughters of
the family wore, on the beautiful black skin of their necks, the exquisite pale
gold chains of the Liberian artisan and the slim, black little granddaughter of
the house had a wide pink ribbon on the thick curls of her dark hair, that lay like
sudden sunlight on the shadows. Double porches, one above the other, wel
comed us to ease. A native man, gay with Christmas and a dash of gin, sang and
danced in the road. Children ran and played in the blazing sun. We sat at a long
broad table and ate duck, chicken, beef, rice, plantain, collards, cake, tea, water
and Madeira wine. Then we wait and looked at the heavens, the uptwisted skyOrion and Cassiopeia at zenith; the Little Bear beneath the horizon, now unfa
miliar sights in the Milky Way—all awry, a-living—sun for snow at Christmas,
and happiness and cheer.
The shores were lined with old sugar plantations, the buildings rotting and
falling. I looked upon the desolation with a certain pain. What had happened,
I asked? The owners and planters had deserted these homes and come down to
Monrovia, but why? After all, Morurovia had not much to offer in the way of
income and occupation. Was this African laziness and inefficiency? No, it was a
specimen of the way in which the waves of modern industry broke over the
shores of far-off Africa. Here during our Civil War, men hastened to raise sugar
and supply New York. They built their own boats and filled the river and sailed
the sea. But afterwards, Lovisiana came back into the Uruon, colored Rillieux
invented the vacuum pan; the sugar plantations began to spread in Cuba and
the Sugar Trust monopoly of refining machinery, together with the new beet
sugar industry, drove Liberia quickly from the market. What all this did not do,
the freight rates finished. So sugar did not pay in Liberia and other crops rose
and fell in the same way.
As 1 look back and recall the days, which I have called great—the occasions
in which I have taken part and which have had for me and others the widest
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significance, I dan remember none like the first of January, 1924. Once I took my
bachelor's degree before a governor, a great college president, and a bishop of
New England. But that was rather personal in its memory than in any way
epochal. Once before the assembled races of the world I was called to speak in
London in place of the suddenly sick Sir Harry Johnston. It was a great hour.
But it was not greater than the day when I was presented to the President of the
Negro Republic of Liberia.
Liberia had been resting imder the shock of world war into which the Allies
forced her. She had asked and been promised a loan by the JJruted States to bol
ster and replace her stricken trade. She had conformed to every preliminary
requirement and waited when waiting was almost fatal. It was not simply
money, it was World prestige and protection at a time when the little republic
was sorely beset by creditors and greedy imperial powers. At the last moment,
an insurgent Senate peremptorily and finally refused the request and strong
recommendation of President Wilson and his advisers, and the loan was
refused. The Department of State made no-statement to the world, and Liberia
stood naked, not only well-nigh bankrupt, but peculiarly defenseless amid
scowling and unbelieving powers.
It was then that the United States made a gesture of courtesy; a little thing,
and merely a gesture, but one so unusual that it was epochal. President Coolidge,
at the suggestion of William H. Lewis, a leading colored lawyerof Boston, named
me, an American Negro traveler. Envoy Extraordinary, and Minister Plenipo
tentiary to Liberia—the highest rank ever given by any cotmtry to a diplomatic
agent in black Africa. And*it named this Envoy the special representative of the
President of the United States to the President of Liberia, on the occasion of his
inauguration; charging the Envoy with a personal word of encouragement and
moral support: It was a significant action. It had in it nothing personal. Another
appointee would have been equally significant. But Liberia recognized the
meaning. She showered upon the Envoy every mark of appreciation and thanks.
The Commander of the Liberian Frontier Force was made his special aide, and
a sergeant, his orderly. At ten a.m. New Year's morning, 1924, a compafiy of the
Frontier Force, in red fez and khaki, presented arms before the American Legation
and escorted Solomon Porter Hood, the American Minister Resident, and myself
as Envoy Extraordinary and my aide to the Presidential Mansion—a beautiful
white, verandaed house, waving with palms and fronting a grassy street.
Ceremonials are old-and to some antiquated and yet this was done with such
simplicity, grace and seriousness that none could escape its spell. The Secretary
of State met us at the door^ as the band played the impressive Liberiari National
hymn, and soldiers saluted:
All hail! Liberia, hail!
In union strong, success is sure.
We cannot fail.
With God above.
Our rights to prove.
We will the world assail.
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We mounted a broad stairway and into a great room that stretched across the
house. Here in semi-circle were ranged the foreign consuls and the cabinet—the
former in white, gilt with orders and swords; the latter in solemn black. Present
were England, France, Germany, Spain,-Belgium, Holland, and Panama, to be
presented to me in order of seniority by the small brown Secretary of State with
his perfect poise and ease. The President entered—^frock-coated with the star
and ribbon of a Spanish order on his breast. The American Minister introduced
me, and I said:
"The President of the United States has done me the great honor of designat
ing me as his personal representative on the occasion of your inauguration. In
so doing, he has had, 1 am sure, two things in mind. First, he wished publicly
and unmistakably to express before the world the interest and solicitude which
the himdred million inhabitants of the United States of America have for
Liberia. Liberia is a child of the United States, and a sister Republic. Its progress
and success is the progress and success of democracy everywhere and for all men;
and the United States would view with sorrow and alarm any misfortune which
might happen to this Republic and any obstacle that was placed in her path.
"But special and peculiar bonds draw these two lands together. In America
live eleven million persons of African descent; they are citizens, legally invested
with every right that inheres in American citizenship. And I am sure that in this
special mark of the President's favor, he has had in mind the wishes and hopes
of Negro Americans. He knows how proud they are of the hundred years of
independence which you have maintained by force of arms and by brawn and
brain upon the edge of this mighty continent; he knows that in the great battle
against color caste in America, the ability of Negroes to rule in Africa has been
and ever will be a great and encoiu-aging reenforcement. He knows that the
unswerving loyalty of Negro Americans to their country is fitly accompanied
by a pride in their race and lineage, a belief in the potency and promise of Negro
blood which makes them eager listeners to every whisper of success from
Liberia, and eager helpers in every movement for your aid and comfort. In a
special sense, the moral burden of Liberia and the advancement and integrity of
Liberia is the sincere prayer of America."
And now a word about the African himself—about this primitive black man:
I began to notice a truth as I entered southern France. I formulated it in Portugal.
I knew it as a great truth one Sunday in Liberia. And the Great Truth was this:
efficiency and happiness do not go together in modem culture. Going south
from London, as the world darkens it gets happier. Portugal is deliciously dark.
Many leading citizens would have difficulty keeping off a Georgia "Jim Crow"
car. But, oh, how lovely a land and how happy a people! And so leisurely. Little
use of trying to shop seriously in Lisbon before eleven. It isn't done. Nor at
noon; the world is lunching or lolling in the sun. Even after four p.m. one takes
chances, for the world is in the Rocio. And the banks are so careless and the
hotels so leisurely. How delightfully angry Englishmen get at the "damned, lazy"
Portuguese!
But if this of Portugal, what of Africa? Here darkness descends and rests on
lovely skins until brown seems luscious and natural. There is sunlight in great
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gold globules and soft, heavy-scented heat that wraps you like a garment. And
laziness; divine, eternal, languor is right and good and true. I remember the
morning; it was Sunday, and the night before we heard the leopards crying
down there. Today beneath the streaming sun we went down into the goldgreen forest. It was silence—silence the more mysterious because life abundant
and palpitating pulsed all about us and held us drowsy captives to the day.
Ahead the gaunt missionary strode, alert> afire, with his gun. He apologized for
the gun, but he did not need to, for I saw the print of a leopard's hind foot. A
monkey sentinel screamed, and I heard the whir of the horde as they ran.
Then we came to the village; how can I describe it? Neither London, nor Paris,
nor New York has anything of its delicate, precious beauty. It was a town of the
Veys and done in cream and pale purple—still, clean, restrained, tiny, complete.
It was no selfish place, but the central abode of fire and hospitality, clean-swept
for wayfarers, and best seats were bare. They quite expected visitors, morning,
noon, and night; and they gave our hands a quick, soft grasp and talked easily.
Their maimers were better than those of Park Lane or Park Avenue. Oh, much
better and more natural. They showed breeding. The chief's son—tall and slight
and speaking good English—^had served under the late Colonel Young. He
made a little speech of welcome. Long is the history of the Veys and comes down
from the Eastern Roman Empire, the great struggle of Islam and the black empires
of the Sudan.
We went on to other villages—dun-colored, not so beautiful, but neat and
hospitable. In one sat a visiting chief of perhaps fifty years in a derby hat and a
robe, and beside him stood a shy young wife done in ebony and soft brown,
whose liquid eyes would not meet ours. The chief was taciturn imtil we spoke
of schools. Then he woke suddenly—^he had children to "give" to a school. I see
the last village fading away; they are plastering the wall of a home, leisurely
and carefully. They smiled a good-by—not effusively, with no eagerness, with a
simple friendship, as.we glided under the cocoa trees and into the silent forest,
the gold and silent forest.
And there and elsewhere in two long months I began to learn: primitive men
are not following us afar, frantically waving and seeking our goals; primitive
men are not behind us in some swift foot-race. Primitive men have already
arrived. They are abreast, and in places ahead of us; in others behind. But all their
curving advance line is contemporary, not prehistoric. They have used other
paths and these paths have led them by scenes sometimes fairer, sometimes
uglier than ours, but always toward the Pools of Happiness. Or, to put it other
wise, these folk have the leisure of true aristocracy—^leistire for thought and cour
tesy, leisure for sleep and laughter. They have time for their children—such
well-trained, beautiful children with perfect, tmhidden bodies. Have you ever
met a crowd of children in the east of London or New York, or even on the Avenue
at Forty-second or One Hundred and Forty-second Street, and fled to avoid
their impudence and utter ignorance of courtesy? Come to Africa, and see wellbred and courteous children, playing happily and never sniffling and whining.
I have read everywhere that Africa means sexual license. Perhaps it does.
Most folk who talk sex frantically have all too seldom revealed their source
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material. I was in West Africa only two months, but with both eyes wide. I saw
children quite naked and women usually naked to the waist—^with bare bosom
and limbs. And in those sixty days I saw less of sex dalliance and appeal than I
see daily on Fifth Avenue. This does not mean much, but it is an interesting fact.
The primitive black man is courteous and dignified. If the platforms of Westem
cities had swarmed with humanity as I have seen the platforms swarm in Senegal,
the police would have a busy time. I did not see one respectable quarrel.
Wherefore shall we all take to the Big Bush? No. I prefer New York. But my point
is that New York and London and Paris must learn of West Africa and may leam.
The one great lack in Africa is communication—commimication as repre
sented by human contact, movement of goods, dissemination of knowledge. All
these things we have—^we have in such crashing abundance that they have
mastered us and defeated their real good. We meet human beings in such throngs
that we cannot know or even xmderstand them—^they become to us inhuman,
mechanical, hateful. We are choked and suffocated, tempted and killed by
goods accumulated from the ends of the earth; our newspapers and magazines
so overwhelm us with knowledge—^knowledge of all sorts and kinds from par
ticulars as to our neighbors' underwear to Einstein's mathematics—that one of
the great and glorious joys of the African bush is to escape from "news."
On the.other hand, African life with its isolation has deeper knowledge of
human souls. The village life, the forest ways, the teeming markets, bring in
intimate himvan knowledge that the West misses, sinking the individual in the
social. Africans know fewer folk, but know them infinitely better. Their inter
twined communal souls, therefore, brook no poverty nor prostitution—these
things are to them un-understandable. On the other hand, they are vastly igno
rant of what the world is doing and thinking, and of what is known of its phys
ical forces. They suffer terribly from preventable disease, from unnecessary
hunger, from the freaks of the weather.
Here, then, is something for Africa and Europe both to leam; and Africa is
eager, breathless, to leam—^while Europe? Europe laughs with loud guffaws.
Leam of Africa? Nonserise. Poverty cannot be abolished. Democra^ and firm
government are incompatible. Prostitution is world old and inevitable. And
Europe proceeds to use Africa as a means and not as an end; as a hired tool and
welter of raw materials and not as a land of human beings.
I think it was in Africa that I came more clearly to see the close connection
between race and wealth. The fact that even in the minds of the most dogmatic
supporters of race theories and believers in the inferiority of colored folk to white,
there was a conscious or unconscious determination to increase their incomes
by taking full advantage of this belief. And then gradually this thought was
metamorphosed into a reahzation that the income-bearing value of race preju
dice was the cause and not the result of theories of race inferiority; that particu
larly in the United States the income of the Cotton Kingdom based on black
slavery caused the passionate belief in Negro inferiority and the determination
to enforce it even by arms.
I have wandered afield from miscegenation in the West Indies to race blending
and segregation in America and to a glimpse of present Africa. Now to return to
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the American concept of race. It was in my boyhood, as I have intimated, an
adventure. In my youth, it became the vision of a glorious crusade where I and
my fellows were to match our mettle against white folk and show them what
black folk could do. But as I grew older the matter became more serious and less
capable of jaimty settlement. I not only met plenty of persons equal in ability to
myself but often with greater ability and nearly always with greater opportu
nity. Racial identity presented itself as a matter of trammels and impediments
as "tightening bonds about my feet." As I looked out into my racial world the
whole thing verged on tragedy. My "way was cloudy" and the approach to its
high goals by no means straight and clear. I saw the race problem was not as I
conceived, a matter of clear, fair competition, for which I was ready and eager.
It was rather a matter of segregation, of hindrance and inhibitioiis, and my
struggles against this and resentment at it began to have serious repercussions
upon my inner life.
It is difficult to let others see the full psychological meaning of caste segrega
tion. It is as though one, looking out from a dark cave in a side of an impending
mountain, sees the world passing and speaks to it; speaks courteously and per
suasively, showing them how these entombed souls are hindered in their natu
ral movement, expression, and development; and how their loosening from
prison would be a matter not simply of courtesy, sympathy, and help to them,
but aid to all the world. One talks on evenly and logically in this way, but
notices that the passing throng does not even turn its head, or if it does, glances
curiously and walks on. It gradually penetrates the minds of the prisoners that
the people passing do not hear; that some thick sheet of invisible but horribly
tangible plate glass is between them and the world. They get excited; they talk
louder; they gesticulate. Some of the passing world stop in curiosity; these ges
ticulations seem so pointless; they laugh and pass on. They still either do not
hear at all, or hear but dimly, and even what they hear, they do not imderstand.
Then the people within may become hysterical. They may scream and hurl them
selves against the barriers, hardly realizing in their bewilderment that they are
screaming in a vacuum tmheard and that their antics may actually seem funny to
those outside looking in. They may even, here and there, break through in blood
and disfigurement, and find themselves faced by a* horrified, implacable, and
quite overwhelming mob of people frightened for their own very existence.
It is hard under such circumstances to be philosophical' and calm, and to
think through a method of approach and accommodation between castes. The
entombed find themselves not simply trying to make the outer world imder
stand their essential and common humanity but even more, as they become
inured to their experience, they have to keep reminding themselves that'the
great and oppressing world outside is also real and human and in its essence
honest. All my life I have had continually to haul my soul back and say, "AH
white folk are not scoimdrels nor murderers. They are, even as I am, painfully
human."
One development continually recurs: any person outside of this wall of glass
can speak to his own fellows, can assume a facile championship of the
entombed, and gain the enthusiastic and even gushing thanks of the victims.
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But this method is subject to two difficulties: first of all, not being possibly
among the entombed or capable of sharing their inner thought and experience,
this outside leadership will continually misinterpret and compromise and com
plicate matters, even with the best of will. And secondly, of course, no matter
how successful the outside advocacy is, it remains impotent and unsuccessftil
until it actually succeeds in freeing aiid making articulate the submerged caste.
Practically, this group imprisonmehf within a group has various effects upon
the prisoner. He becomes provincial and centered upon the problems of his par
ticular group. He tends to neglect the wider aspects of national life and human
existence. On the one hand he is unselfish so far as his inner group is concerned.
He thinks of himself not as an individual but as a group man, a "race" man. His
loyalty to this group idea tends to be almost unending and balks at almost no sac
rifice. On the other hand, his attitude toward the environing race congeals into a
matter of unreasoning resentment and even hatred, deep disbelief in them and
refusal to conceive honesty and rational thought on their part. This attitude adds
to the difficulties of conversation, intercourse, understanding between groups.
This was the race concept which has dominated my life, and the history of
which I have attempted to make the leading theme of this book. It had as I have
tried to show all sorts of illogical trends and irreconcilable tendencies. Perhaps
it is wrong to speak of it at all as "a concept" rather than as a group of contra
dictory forces, facts and tendencies. At any rate I hope I have made its meaning
to me clear. It was for me as I have written first a matter of dawning realization,
then of study and science; then a matter of inquiry into the diverse strands of
my own family; and finally consideration of my cormection, physical and spiri
tual, with Africa and the Negro race in its homeland. All this led to an attempt
to rationalize the racial concept and its place in the modern world.

