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Series Introduction

PUBLIC DOMAIN CORE COLLECTION TEAM

The Public Domain Core Collection consists of over 50 titles of

public domain works that have been created using Pressbooks and
made available in online, epub, pdf and editable formats. Although
the primary audience for this collection is students and faculty
members in the post-secondary education sector in Ontario, the
titles are freely available on the web to anyone who wants to read or
adapt them for their own use.

Titles were chosen for this collection based on the following
criteria:

* Relevance to post-secondary courses taught in Ontario

* Frequency of appearance on syllabi listed in the Open Syllabus
Project

* Proposed usage in open assignments in courses at Ryerson and
Brock universities during the Fall 2021 semester

* Inclusion of underrepresented voices (including titles by
BIPOC authors)

* In the public domain

All texts are in the public domain (50 years after the death of the
author) in Canada as of 2021. If you are accessing these texts from
another country, please be aware that some of these works may not
be in the public domain in your country. Supplementary materials
(introductions, acknowledgements, etc.) are licensed under a
Creative Commons CC BY 4.0 license.

Credit Statement

Adaptations of public domain texts do not require attribution;

however, we would appreciate acknowledgement of the source of
the work as follows:
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This work has been adapted from The Big Sea, a title from
the eCampusOntario Public Domain Core Collection. This

worKk is in the Public Domain.

Content from the front and back matter is licensed under CC BY
4.0, and should be attributed according to Creative Commons best

practices.
If you have suggestions for additional public domain titles that

you would like to see in this collection, please complete this
suggestion form.

This project is made possible with funding by the Government of
Ontario and the Virtual Learning Strategy. To learn more about the
Virtual Learning Strategy visit: https: //vls.ecampusontario.ca/.
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Introduction to the Book

PUBLIC DOMAIN CORE COLLECTION TEAM

This Public Domain Core Collection book was created using the 1940
Hill and Wang edition of The Big Sea by Langston Hughes courtesy

of Faded Page.
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Accessibility Statement

PUBLIC DOMAIN CORE COLLECTION TEAM

Accessibility Features of the Web Version of this
Resource

The web version of The Big Sea has been optimized for people who
use screen-reading technology and includes the following features:

* All content can be navigated using a keyboard,
* Links, headings, and tables use proper markup, and
» All images have text descriptions.

Other Formats Available

In addition to the web version, this book is available in a number of
file formats including digital PDF, epub (for eReaders) and LibriVox
audio recordings (where available). You can download these
alternative formats from the book’s home page.
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Known Accessibility Issues and Areas for
Improvement

There are no known accessibility issues at this time.

Let us know if you are having problems accessing this book.

If accessibility issues are stopping you from accessing the
information in this  book, please contact us at
pressbooks@ryerson.ca to let us know and we will get it fixed. If you

discover any other issues, please let us know of those as well.
Please include the following information:

* The location of the problem by providing a web address or
page description

* A description of the problem

* The computer, software, browser, and any assistive technology
you are using that can help us diagnose and solve your issue
e.g., Windows 10, Google Chrome (Version 65.0.3325.181),
NVDA screen reader

This statement was last updated on February 15, 2022.
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Beyond Sandy Hook

Melodramatic maybe, it seems to me now. But then it was like
throwing a million bricks out of my heart when I threw the books
into the water. I leaned over the rail of the S.S. Malone and threw
the books as far as I could out into the sea—all the books I had had
at Columbia, and all the books I had lately bought to read.

The books went down into the moving water in the dark off Sandy
Hook. Then I straightened up, turned my face to the wind, and took
a deep breath. I was a seaman going to sea for the first time—a
seaman on a big merchant ship. And I felt that nothing would ever
happen to me again that I didn’t want to happen. I felt grown, a man,
inside and out. Twenty-one.

[ was twenty-one.

Four bells sounded. As I stood there, whiffs of salt spray blew in
my face. The afterdeck was deserted. The big hatches were covered
with canvas. The booms were all tied up to the masts, and the
winches silent. It was dark. The old freighter, smelling of crude
oil and garbage, engines pounding, rolled through the pitch-black
night. I looked down on deck and noticed that one of my books had
fallen into the scupper. The last book. I picked it up and threw it
far over the rail into the water below, that was too black to see. The
wind caught the book and ruffled its pages quickly, then let it fall
into the rolling darkness. I think it was a book by H. L. Mencken.

You see, books had been happening to me. Now the books were
cast off back there somewhere in the churn of spray and night
behind the propeller. I was glad they were gone.

I went up on the poop and looked over the railing toward New
York. But New York was gone, too. There were no longer any lights
to be seen. The wind smelt good. I was sleepy, so I went down a pair
of narrow steps that ended just in front of our cabin—the mess boys’
cabin.

Inside the hot cabin, George lay stark naked in a lower bunk,
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talking and laughing and gaily waving his various appendages
around. Above him in the upper bunk, two chocolate-colored Puerto
Rican feet stuck out from one end of a snow-white sheet, and a
dark Puerto Rican head from the other. It was clear that Ramon in
the upper bunk didn't understand more than every tenth word of
George’s Kentucky vernacular, but he kept on laughing every time
George laughed—and that was often.

George was talking about women, of course. He said he didn't care
if his Harlem landlady pawned all his clothes, the old witch! When
he got back from Africa, he would get some more. He might even
pay her the month’s back rent he owed her, too. Maybe. Or else—and
here he waved one of his appendages around—she could have what
he had in his hand.

Puerto Rico, who understood all the bad words in every language,
laughed loudly. We all laughed. You couldn't help it. George was so
good-natured and comical you couldn't keep from laughing with
him—or at him. He always made everybody laugh—even when the
food ran out on the return trip and everybody was hungry and mad.

Then it was ten o'’clock, on a June night, on the S.S. Malone, and
we were going to Africa. At ten o'clock that morning I had never
heard of the S.S. Malone, or George, or Ramon, or anybody else in
its crew of forty-two men. Nor any of the six passengers. But now,
here were the three of us laughing very loudly, going to Africa.

I had got my job at a New York shipping office. Ramon got his
job at another shipping office. But George just simply walked on
board about supper time. A Filipino pantry boy got mad and quit at
the last moment. Naturally, the steward didn’t want to sail short-
handed. He saw George hanging around the entrance to the pier,
watching the stevedores finish loading. The Filipino steward said:
“Hey, colored boy! You, there! You want a job?” And George said:
“Yes,” so he walked on board, with nothing but a shirt and a pair of
overalls to his back, and sailed.

Now, he lay there in his bunk, laughing about his landlady. He said
she intended to put him out if he didn’t find a job. And now that he
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had found a job, he wouldn't be able to tell her for six months. He
wondered if she knew Africa was six months away from Harlem.

“Largo viaje,” said Ramon.

George commented in pig-Latin—which was the only “foreign”
language he knew.

I might as well tell you now what George and Ramon were like.
Everybody knew all about George long before we reached the coast
of Africa. But nobody ever knew much about Ramon.

George was from Kentucky. He had worked around race horses.
And he spoke of several white gentlemen out of his past as “Colonel”
We were all about the same age, George, Ramon, and I.

After Kentucky, George had worked in a scrap-iron yard in St.
Louis. But he said the work wasn't good for his back, so he quit. He
went and got a job in a restaurant near the station in Springfield,
Illinois, washing dishes. A female impersonator came through with
a show and took George with him as his valet. George said he got
tired of being maid to the female impersonator, so as soon as he got
a new suit of clothes, he quit in Pittsburgh. He found a good job in a
bowling alley, but had a fight with a man who hit him with one of the
balls because he set the pins up wrong. George claimed he won the
fight. But he lit out for South Street in Philadelphia to avoid arrest.
And after that, Harlem.

George had a thousand tales to tell about every town he'd ever
been in. And several versions of each tale. No doubt, some of the
stories were true—and some of them not true at all, but they
sounded true. Sometimes George said he had relatives down South.
Then, again, he said he didn't have anybody in the whole world.
Both versions concerning his relatives were probably correct. If he
did have relatives they didn't matter—lying there as he was now,
laughing and talking in his narrow bunk on a hot night, going to
Africa.

But Ramon of the upper bunk didn’t talk much, in English or
Spanish. He simply did his work in the morning. Then he got in bed
and slept all the afternoon till time to set up the sailors’ mess hall
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for supper. After supper, he got in bed again and laughed at George
until George went to sleep.

Ramon told us once that his mother was a seamstress in Ponce.
Ernesto, the Puerto Rican sailor aboard, said “seamstress” was just
another name for something else. Anyhow, Ramon was decent
enough as a cabinmate, and practically always asleep. He didn’t
gamble. I saw him drunk only once. He seldom drew any money, and
when he did he spent it on sweets—seldom on a woman. The only
thing that came out of his mouth in six months that I remember is
that he said he didn't care much for women, anyway. He preferred
silk stockings—so half-way down the African coast, he bought a pair
of silk stockings and slept with them under his pillow.

George, however, was always saying things the like of which you
never heard before or since, making up fabulous jokes, playing
pranks, and getting in on all the card games or fights aboard. George
and I became pretty good pals. He could tap dance a little, shuffle a
lot, and knew plenty of blues. He said he could play a guitar, but no
one on the Malone possessed a guitar, so we never knew.

I had the petty officers’ mess to take care of and their staterooms
to make up. There was nothing hard about a mess boy’s work. You
got up at six in the morning, with the mid-Atlantic calm as a sun-
pool, served breakfast, made up the rooms, served luncheon, had all
the afternoon off, served dinner, and that was all. The rest of the
time you could lie on deck in the sun, play cards with the sailors, or
sleep. When your clothes were dirty, you washed them in a bucket
of soapsuds and lye. The lye made the washing easy because it took
all of the dirt out quick.

When we got to Africa we took on a full African crew to
supplement the regular crew who weren't supposed to be able to
stand the sun. Then I had an African boy to do my washing, my
cleaning, and almost all my work—as did everybody on board. The
Africans stood both work and sun without difficulty, it seems.

Going over, it was a nice trip, warm, calm, the sea blue-green by
day, gold-green at sunset. And at night phosphorescent stars in the
water where the prow cut a rift of sparkling foam.
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The S.S. Malone had been built during the war. It was a big,
creaking, old freight boat, two or three years in the African trade
now. It had cabins for a half-dozen passengers. This trip the
passengers were all Nordic missionaries—but one. That one was a
colored tailor, a Garveyite who had long worshipped Africa from
afar, and who had a theory of civilization all his own. He thought
that if he could just teach the Africans to wear proper clothes, coats
and pants, they would be brought forward a long way toward the
standards of our world. To that end, he carried with him on his
journey numberless bolts of cloth, shears, and tailoring tools, and
a trunk full of smart patterns. The missionaries carried Bibles and
hymnbooks. The Captain carried invoices and papers having to do
with trade. We sailors carried nothing but ourselves.

At Horta, our only port of call in the Azores, we anchored at
sea some distance from the rocky shore. Everybody went ashore in
rowboats or motor launches. Some of the boys made straight for
women, some for the wine shops. It depended on your temperament
which you sought first. Nobody had much money, because the
Captain didn't permit a draw. I had an American dollar, so George
and I bought a big bottle of cognac, walked up a hill to the top of the
town, and drank it. The sun was setting. The sea and the palm trees
and the roofs of Horta were aglow. On the way down the hill in the
amber dusk, George smashed the cognac bottle against the wall of a
blue house and said: “I wants to holler”

“George, don't holler right here on the main street,” I cautioned.

George said: “This town’s too small to holler in, but I got to holler,
anyhow”” And he let out a tremendous “Yee-hoo-oo-o!” that sent
children rushing to their mothers’ arms and women scurrying into
doorways. But a sleepy-looking cop, leaning against a wall with a
lantern, must have been used to the ways of sailors, because he paid
George no mind. In fact, he didn't even stir as we went on to the
center of the village, where there were lots of people and lights.

We came across the bo'sun and some sailors in a bar, emptying
their pockets, trying to get enough together to pay for a round of
drinks that Slim—who didn't have a penny—had ordered for all. I
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had four cents to contribute. Chips had a quarter. But, all told, it
didn’t make enough to pay for the drinks, so the bartender said
they should give him the rest when the S.S. Malone came back
to Horta in five months. So everybody agreed they would settle
then. Whereupon, the bartender set up another round of drinks for
nothing.

The Malone’s whistle began to blow. The bo'sun said: “Come on,
you bloody so-and-so’s, the Old Man’s calling you!” We went down
to the wharf. Some other boys were there. An Irish kid from
Brooklyn and his cousin had two girls on their arms, and the
wireless man, Sparks, was in the middle between the two girls.
Sparks said they were the best two girls in town and that he always
traded with them. The Irish kid said his was the best girl he ever had.

His cousin said: “Aw, nuts! You never had one before!” (The Irish
kid was just out of high school and this was his first trip to sea.
He looked like a choirboy, except that he couldn’t sing.) We waited
for the launch that we had paid to take us back. Finally it came. At
seven bells we went on toward Africa, the engines chugging soft and
serene.

The next day was Sunday and the missionaries wanted everybody
to come to prayers in the saloon, but nobody went except the
Captain and the Chief Mate. The bo'sun said he'd go if the
missionaries had any communion wine, but the missionaries didn’t
have any, so he didn’t go.

When we got to Teneriffe, in the Canary Islands, it was mid-
afternoon and very bright. The Canaries looked like fairy islands, all
sharp peaks of red rock and bright sandy beaches and little green
fields dropped like patchwork between the beaches and the rocks,
with the sea making a blue-white fringe around.

The Captain let us draw money—so Las Palmas seemed a gay
city indeed. Ashore, three or four of us, including Ernesto and a
Norwegian boy named Sven, had supper at a place with very bright
lights, where they served huge platters of delicious mixed fish with
big bottles of cool, white wine. Then we all went to a white villa
by the sea, called El Palacio de Amor and stayed all night. In the
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morning very early, when the sun was just coming up, we drove back
to the wharf in an open carriage. We kept thinking about the girls,
who were Spanish, and very young and pretty. And Sven said he
would like to take one of them with him.

But all those days [ was waiting anxiously to see Africa. And finally,
when I saw the dust-green hills in the sunlight, something took hold
of me inside. My Africa, Motherland of the Negro peoples! And me
a Negro! Africa! The real thing, to be touched and seen, not merely
read about in a book.

That first morning when we sighted the coast, I kept leaving my
work to lean over the rail and look at Africa, dim and far away, off on
the horizon in a haze of light, then gradually nearer and nearer, until
you could see the color of the foliage on the trees.

We put in at the port of Dakar. There were lots of Frenchmen, and
tall black Senegalese soldiers in red fezzes, and Mohammedans in
robes, so that at first you couldn't tell if the Mohammedans were
men or women.

The next day we moved on. And farther down the coast it was
more like the Africa I had dreamed about—wild and lovely, the
people dark and beautiful, the palm trees tall, the sun bright, and the
rivers deep. The great Africa of my dreams!

But there was one thing that hurt me a lot when I talked with the
people. The Africans looked at me and would not believe I was a
Negro.
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Negro

You see, unfortunately, I am not black. There are lots of different
kinds of blood in our family. But here in the United States, the word
“Negro” is used to mean anyone who has any Negro blood at all in his
veins. In Africa, the word is more pure. It means all Negro, therefore
black.

I am brown. My father was a darker brown. My mother an olive-
yellow. On my father’s side, the white blood in his family came
from a Jewish slave trader in Kentucky, Silas Cushenberry, of Clark
County, who was his mother’s father; and Sam Clay, a distiller of
Scotch descent, living in Henry County, who was his father’s father.
So on my father’s side both male great-grandparents were white,
and Sam Clay was said to be a relative of the great statesman, Henry
Clay, his contemporary.

On my mother’s side, I had a paternal great-grand-father named
Quarles—Captain Ralph Quarles—who was white and who lived in
Louisa County, Virginia, before the Civil War, and who had several
colored children by a colored housekeeper, who was his slave. The
Quarles traced their ancestry back to Francis Quarles, famous
Jacobean poet, who wrote A Feast for Wormes.

On my maternal grandmother’s side, there was French and Indian
blood. My grandmother looked like an Indian—with very long black
hair. She said she could lay claim to Indian land, but that she never
wanted the government (or anybody else) to give her anything. She
said there had been a French trader who came down the St.
Lawrence, then on foot to the Carolinas, and mated with her
grandmother, who was a Cherokee—so all her people were free.
During slavery, she had free papers in North Carolina, and traveled
about free, at will. Her name was Mary Sampson Patterson, and in
Oberlin, Ohio, where she went to college, she married a free man
named Sheridan Leary.

She was with child in Oberlin when Sheridan Leary went away,
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and nobody knew where he had gone, except that he told her he
was going on a trip. A few weeks later his shawl came back to
her full of bullet holes. He had been killed following John Brown in
that historic raid at Harper’s Ferry. They did not hang him. He had
been killed that first night in the raid—shot attacking, believing in
John Brown. My grandmother said Sheridan Leary always did believe
people should be free.

She married another man who believed the same thing. His name
was Charles Langston, my grandfather. And in the '70’s the
Langstons came out to Kansas where my mother was born on a farm
near Lawrence.

My grandfather never made much money. But he went into
politics, looking for a bigger freedom than the Emancipation
Proclamation had provided. He let his farm and his grocery store
in Lawrence run along, and didn’t much care about making money.
When he died, none of the family had any money. But he left some
fine speeches behind him.

His brother, John Mercer Langston, left a book of speeches, too,
and an autobiography, From a Virginia Plantation to the National
Capital. But he was much better than Charles at making money, so
he left a big house as well, and 1 guess some stocks and bonds.
When I was small, we had cousins in Washington, who lived a lot
better than we did in Kansas. But my grandmother never wrote
them for anything. John Mercer Langston had been a Congressman
from Virginia, and later United States Minister to Haiti, and Dean of
the first Law School at Howard University. He had held many high
positions—very high positions for a Negro in his day, or any day in
this rather difficult country. And his descendants are still in society.

We were never very much “in society” in Kansas, because we were
always broke, and the families of the Negro doctors and lawyers
lived much better than we did. One of the first things I remember
is my grandmother worrying about the mortgage on our house. It
was always very hard for her to raise the money to pay the interest.
And when my grandmother died, the house went right straight to
the mortgage man, quickly.
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I was born in Joplin, Missouri, in 1902, but [ grew up mostly in
Lawrence, Kansas. My grandmother raised me until I was twelve
years old. Sometimes I was with my mother, but not often. My father
and mother were separated. And my mother, who worked, always
traveled about a great deal, looking for a better job. When I first
started to school, I was with my mother a while in Topeka. (And
later, for a summer in Colorado, and another in Kansas City.) She
was a stenographer for a colored lawyer in Topeka, named Mr. Guy.
She rented a room near his office, downtown. So I went to a “white”
school in the downtown district.

At first, they did not want to admit me to the school, because
there were no other colored families living in that neighborhood.
They wanted to send me to the colored school, blocks away down
across the railroad tracks. But my mother, who was always ready to
do battle for the rights of a free people, went directly to the school
board, and finally got me into the Harrison Street School—where
all the teachers were nice to me, except one who sometimes used
to make remarks about my being colored. And after such remarks,
occasionally the kids would grab stones and tin cans out of the alley
and chase me home.

But there was one little white boy who would always take up for
me. Sometimes others of my classmates would, as well. So I learned
early not to hate all white people. And ever since, it has seemed to
me that most people are generally good, in every race and in every
country where I have been.

The room my mother lived in in Topeka was not in a house. It was
in a building, upstairs over a plumbing shop. The other rooms on
that floor facing a long hall were occupied by a white architect and
a colored painter. The architect was a very old man, and very kind.
The colored painter was young, and used to paint marvelous lions
and tigers and jungle scenes. I don’'t know where he saw such things
in Topeka, but he used to paint them. Years later, I saw him paint
them on the walls of cheap barrooms in Chicago and New York. I
don’'t know where he is now.

My mother had a small monkey-stove in our room for both
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heating and cooking. You could put only one pot on the stove at a
time. She used to send me through the downtown alleys every day
after the stores closed to pick up discarded boxes to burn in our
stove. Sometimes we would make a great racket, cutting kindling
with a hatchet in our room at night. If it was a tough box we could
not break up, we would put a whole piece of board in the stove,
and it would stick out through the top, and my mother would call
it “long-branch kindling” When she would go away and leave me
alone, she would warn me about putting “long-branch kindling” in
the stove, because it might burn until it broke off, and fall, and catch
the rug on fire.

My mother used to take me to see all the plays that came to
Topeka like Buster Brown, Under Two Flags, and Uncle Tom’s Cabin.
We were very fond of plays and books. Once we heard Faust.

When [ was about five or six years old, my father and mother
decided to go back together. They had separated shortly after I was
born, because my father wanted to go away to another country,
where a colored man could get ahead and make money quicker, and
my mother did not want to go. My father went to Cuba, and then
to Mexico, where there wasn’t any color line, or any Jim Crow. He
finally sent for us, so we went there, too.

But no sooner had my mother, my grandmother, and I got to
Mexico City than there was a big earthquake, and people ran out
from their houses into the Alameda, and the big National Opera
House they were building sank down into the ground, and tarantulas
came out of the walls—and my mother said she wanted to go back
home at once to Kansas, where people spoke English or something
she could understand and there were no earthquakes. So we went.
And that was the last I saw of my father until I was seventeen.

When [ was in the second grade, my grandmother took me to
Lawrence to raise me. And I was unhappy for a long time, and
very lonesome, living with my grandmother. Then it was that books
began to happen to me, and I began to believe in nothing but books
and the wonderful world in books—where if people suffered, they
suffered in beautiful language, not in monosyllables, as we did in
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Kansas. And where almost always the mortgage got paid off, the
good knights won, and the Alger boy triumphed.

Our mortgage never got paid off—for my grandmother was not
like the other colored women of Lawrence. She didn't take in
washing or go out to cook, for she had never worked for anyone. But
she tried to make a living by renting rooms to college students from
Kansas University; or by renting out half her house to a family; or
sometimes she would move out entirely and go to live with a friend,
while she rented the whole little house for ten or twelve dollars a
month, to make a payment on the mortgage. But we were never
quite sure the white mortgage man was not going to take the house.
And sometimes, on that account, we would have very little to eat,
saving to pay the interest.

I remember one summer a friend of my mother’s in Kansas City
sent her son to pass a few weeks with me at my grandmother’s home
in Lawrence. But the little boy only stayed a few days, then wrote
his mother that he wanted to leave, because we had nothing but salt
pork and wild dandelions to eat. The boy was right. But being only
eight or nine years old, I cried when he showed me the letter he
was writing his mother. And I never wanted my mother to invite any
more little boys to stay with me at my grandmother’s house.

You see, my grandmother was very proud, and she would never
beg or borrow anything from anybody. She sat, looking very much
like an Indian, copper-colored with long black hair, just a little gray
in places at seventy, sat in her rocker and read the Bible, or held
me on her lap and told me long, beautiful stories about people
who wanted to make the Negroes free, and how her father had
had apprenticed to him many slaves in Fayetteville, North Carolina,
before the War, so that they could work out their freedom under
him as stone masons. And once they had worked out their purchase,
he would see that they reached the North, where there was no
slavery.

Through my grandmother’s stories always life moved, moved
heroically toward an end. Nobody ever cried in my grandmother’s
stories. They worked, or schemed, or fought. But no crying. When
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my grandmother died, I didn't cry, either. Something about my
grandmother’s stories (without her ever having said so) taught me
the uselessness of crying about anything.

She was a proud woman—gentle, but Indian and proud. I
remember once she took me to Osawatomie, where she was
honored by President Roosevelt—Teddy—and sat on the platform
with him while he made a speech; for she was then the last surviving
widow of John Brown’s raid.

I was twelve when she died. I went to live with a friend of my
grandmother’s named Auntie Reed. Auntie Reed and her husband
had a little house a block from the Kaw River, near the railroad
station. They had chickens and cows. Uncle Reed dug ditches and
laid sewer pipes for the city, and Auntie Reed sold milk and eggs
to her neighbors. For me, there have never been any better people
in the world. I loved them very much. Auntie Reed let me set the
hens, and Uncle Reed let me drive the cows to pasture. Auntie Reed
was a Christian and made me go to church and Sunday school every
Sunday. But Uncle Reed was a sinner and never went to church as
long as he lived, nor cared anything about it. In fact, he washed his
overalls every Sunday morning (a grievous sin) in a big iron pot in
the backyard, and then just sat and smoked his pipe under the grape
arbor in summer, in winter on a bench behind the kitchen range. But
both of them were very good and kind—the one who went to church
and the one who didn't. And no doubt from them I learned to like
both Christians and sinners equally well.

Negro | 21



Salvation

I was saved from sin when [ was going on thirteen. But not really
saved. It happened like this. There was a big revival at my Auntie
Reed’s church. Every night for weeks there had been much
preaching, singing, praying, and shouting, and some very hardened
sinners had been brought to Christ, and the membership of the
church had grown by leaps and bounds. Then just before the revival
ended, they held a special meeting for children, “to bring the young
lambs to the fold” My aunt spoke of it for days ahead. That night I
was escorted to the front row and placed on the mourners’ bench
with all the other young sinners, who had not yet been brought to
Jesus.

My aunt told me that when you were saved you saw a light, and
something happened to you inside! And Jesus came into your life!
And God was with you from then on! She said you could see and
hear and feel Jesus in your soul. I believed her. I had heard a great
many old people say the same thing and it seemed to me they ought
to know. So I sat there calmly in the hot, crowded church, waiting
for Jesus to come to me.

The preacher preached a wonderful rhythmical sermon, all moans
and shouts and lonely cries and dire pictures of hell, and then he
sang a song about the ninety and nine safe in the fold, but one little
lamb was left out in the cold. Then he said: “Won't you come? Won't
you come to Jesus? Young lambs, won't you come?” And he held out
his arms to all us young sinners there on the mourners’ bench. And
the little girls cried. And some of them jumped up and went to Jesus
right away. But most of us just sat there.

A great many old people came and knelt around us and prayed, old
women with jet-black faces and braided hair, old men with work-
gnarled hands. And the church sang a song about the lower lights
are burning, some poor sinners to be saved. And the whole building
rocked with prayer and song.
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Still I kept waiting to see Jesus.

Finally all the young people had gone to the altar and were saved,
but one boy and me. He was a rounder’s son named Westley. Westley
and [ were surrounded by sisters and deacons praying. It was very
hot in the church, and getting late now. Finally Westley said to me
in a whisper: “God damn! I'm tired o’ sitting here. Let’s get up and be
saved” So he got up and was saved.

Then I was left all alone on the mourners’ bench. My aunt came
and knelt at my knees and cried, while prayers and songs swirled all
around me in the little church. The whole congregation prayed for
me alone, in a mighty wail of moans and voices. And I kept waiting
serenely for Jesus, waiting, waiting—but he didn’t come. I wanted to
see him, but nothing happened to me. Nothing! I wanted something
to happen to me, but nothing happened.

I heard the songs and the minister saying: “Why don’t you come?
My dear child, why don't you come to Jesus? Jesus is waiting for you.
He wants you. Why don't you come? Sister Reed, what is this child’s
name?’

“Langston,” my aunt sobbed.

“Langston, why don't you come? Why don't you come and be
saved? Oh, Lamb of God! Why don’'t you come?”

Now it was really getting late. I began to be ashamed of myself,
holding everything up so long. I began to wonder what God thought
about Westley, who certainly hadn’t seen Jesus either, but who was
now sitting proudly on the platform, swinging his knickerbockered
legs and grinning down at me, surrounded by deacons and old
women on their knees praying. God had not struck Westley dead for
taking his name in vain or for lying in the temple. So I decided that
maybe to save further trouble, I'd better lie, too, and say that Jesus
had come, and get up and be saved.

So I got up.

Suddenly the whole room broke into a sea of shouting, as they saw
me rise. Waves of rejoicing swept the place. Women leaped in the
air. My aunt threw her arms around me. The minister took me by the
hand and led me to the platform.
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When things quieted down, in a hushed silence, punctuated by a
few ecstatic “Amens,” all the new young lambs were blessed in the
name of God. Then joyous singing filled the room.

That night, for 