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“oooman has g WAYS il
in lil'c-——l:mghing oF erving”
‘Dick Cregory, well-knowy black comeding anel
author, was brought up to believe tha
erying will got you

novwhere,

Net Pese St Beoke.

DILCK ¢ Hiﬁ(: ORY

Like a lot of Negro kids, we never would
have made jt without our Monma, When
there was no fathack to go with the beans,
socks to go with ihe shoes, no hope to go witl)
tomorrow, she’d smile and say: "\We ain't poor,
we're just broke.” Poor Is a state of ming you
never grow out of, but being hroke i just a
temporary condition, She always had a hig
smile, even when her legs and feet swolled
from high blood Dressure and she collapsed
across the table with sugar diabetes. You have
to smile twenty-four hours 3 day, Monuna
would say. If you walk through life showing
the aggravation you've gone through, people
will feel sorry for you, an they'll never re.
spect you. She taught us that man hag tiwn
ways out in Iife—-faughing or crying, There's
more hope in laughing, A man can fall down
the stairs and Jie there in such pain and hor.
ror that lis own wife will colapse and Fuing .t
the sight. But if he can just hold back his pain
for a minute she might be able to collect hey-
self and call the doctor, It might mean the
difference hetween | living to augh again
or dying there on the spot.

So you laugh, so you smile. Once a month
the big gray relicf truck would pull up in
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front o honse g Momma woqld flasly
that bie sinile. and streteh out hep hands,
Who clse vou know i this neighborhood
gets this Kind of serviee?” A we condel at

deel prond when g neighbors, folks whe

weren't on relief, folks who had Daddies in
thetr horses. wonld come by the hack porch
for some of those hundred pounds of potatoes,
for some sugar and flony and salty fish. \We'd
stand ont there on the hack porch and land
ot the foad like we wore i charge of help-
e poor people. wnd then we'd ke the fuod
they browght s iy retirn,

And Momma came home one hot summer
day aund foung we'd heen evicted, thrown out
into the strectenr zoue with all our orange-
erate chairs  angd secondhand lanps.  She
flashed that big smile and drjed onr tears and
hought sorne pendy Kool Aid, \Ve stood out
there and sold drinks to thirsty people coming
off the strectear, and we thought nobody
knew we were kicked out—figured they
thought we wanted to be there. And. Momma
went off to talk the indlord into letting us
back in on eredit.

But I wonder about my Momma sometiines,
and all the other Negro mothers who got up
1t 6 At o go to the white man’s house with
sacks over their shoes because it was sg wet
and cold. T wonder how they made it. They
worked very hard for the man, they made his
breakfast and they scrubbed his Hoors and
they diapered’ his babies. They didn't have
too much time for us. . !

[ wonder about my Momma, whe walke

ot of a4 ‘white woman's clean houge at migd-

«

night and came hack to ber own where thie
lights had heen out for three months, and the
Pipes were frozen and the wind came in
through the eracks: She'd have to make deals
with the rats: leave some food out for them
50 they wouldn't gnaw on the doors or bite
the babics. The roaches, they were just like
part of the family.,

['wonder how she felt telling those white
kids she took cure of to hiush their teeth after
they ate, to wash their hands. She could never
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tell her own kids because there wasn't soap
or water back home..

{ wonder how my Momma felt when we
came home from school with a list of vita-
mins and pills and cod liver gils the school
nurse said we had to have. Momma would ery
all night, and then go out and spend most of
the rent money for pills. A week later, the
white man would come for his eighteen dol-
Jars rent and Momma would plead with him
to wait uniil tomorrow. She had lost her

pocketbook. The relief check was coming. The

white folks had some money for her. Tomor-
row. I'd be hiding in the coal closet because
there was only supposed to be two kids in the
fiat, and 1 could hear the rent maz curse my
Momma and’ call her a Liar. And when he
fnally went away, Momma put the sacks on
her shoes and went off to the rich white folks’
ouse to dress the rich white kids so their
mother could take them to a special baby

doctor.
Momma had to take us to Homer G.

Phillips, the free hospital, the city hospital

for Negroes. We'd stand on line and wait for
hours, smiling and Uncle Tomming every time
a doctor or a nurse passed by. We'd feel good
when one of them smiled back and didn’t look
at us as though we were dirty and had no
right coming down there. All the doctors-and
nurses at Homer G. Phillips were Negro, too.

I remember one time when a doctor in
white walked ‘up and said: “What's wrong
with him?" as if he didn't believe that any-
thing was.

Momma looked at me and looked at him
and shook her head. “I sure don’t know, Doc-
tor, but he cried all night long. Held his
stomach.” .

*Bring him in and get his clothes oft.”

I was so mad the way he was talking to my
Momma that I bit down too hard on the
thermometer. It broke in my mouth. The
doctor slapped me across my face?

"Both of you go stand in the back of the
line and wait your turn.”

My Momma had to say: “I'm sorry, Doc-
tor,” and go to the back of the line. She had
five other kids at home and she never knew
when she'd have to bring another down to the
city hospital. ]

And those rich white folks Momma was s0
proud of. She'd sit around with the other
women and they'd talk about how good their
white folks were. They'd lie about how rich
they were, what nice parties they gave, what
good clothes they wore. And how -they were |
going to be remembered in their white folks'
wills. The next moming the white Jady would
say: “We're going on vacation for two months, -
Lucille, we won't be needing you until we get
back.” Two-month vacation without pay.

I wonder how my Momma stayed so good
and beautiful in her soul when she worked
seven days a week on swollen legs and feet,
how she kept teaching us to smile and laugh
when the house was dark and cold and she
never knew when one of her hungry kids was
going to ask about Daddy.

i wonder how she kept from teaching us
hate when the social worker came around.
She was a nasty woman with a pinched face
who said: “We have reason to suspect you are
working, Miss Gregory, and you can be sure
I'm going to check on you. We don’t stand for
welfare cheaters.” -

Momma, a welfare cheater, A criminal who
couldn't stand to see her kids go hungry, or
grow up in slums and end up mugging people
in dark comers. I guess the system dida't
want her to get off relief, the way it kept
sending social workers around to be sure
Momma wasn't trying to make things better.

I remember how that social worker would
poke around the house, wrinkling her nose at
the coal dust on the chilly linoleum floor,;
shaking her head at the bugs crawling over
the dirty dishes in the sink. My Momma
would have to stand there and make like shé
was too lazy to keep her own house clean. She
could never let on that she spent all day-
cleaning another woman’s house for two do
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lars and carfare. She would have to follow
that nasty woman around those drafty three
fooms, keeping her fingers crossed that the

telephone hidden in the closet wouldn't ring.

Welfare cases weren't supposed to have tele-

phones.
But Momma figured that some day the

Gregory kids were going to get off North

Taylor Street and into a world where they’

would have to compete with kids who grew
up with telephones in their houses. She didn't
want us to be at a disadvantage. She couldn't
explain that to the social worker. And she
couldn’t explain that while she was out spoon-
feeding: somebody else’s kids, she was worry-
ing about her own kids, that she could rest
her mind by picking up the telephone and
calling us—to find out if we had bread for
our baloney or haloney for our bread, to see if
any of us had gotten run over by the streetcar
while we played in the gutter, to make sure
the house hadn't burnt down from the papers
and magazines we stuffed in the stove when
the coal ran out.

But sometimes when she called there would
be no answer. Home was a plice to be only
when all other places were closed.

——

I never learned hate at home, or shame. F
had to go to school for that. I was about
seven years old when I got my first big les-
son, I was in love with a litte gir! named
Helene Tucker, a light-complected little girl
with pigtails and nice manners. She was al-
ways clean and she was smart in school. I
think I went to scheol then mostly to look at
her, I brushed my hair and even got me a
little old handkerchief. It was a lady’s hand-
kerchief, but I didn’t want Helene to see me
wipe my nose on ‘my hand. The pipes were

frozen again, there was no water in the
house, but I washed my socks and shirt every
night. I'd get a pot, and go over to Mister
Ben's grocery store, and stick my pot down
into his soda machine. Scoop out some chop-

ped ice. By evening the ice melted to water -

for washing. I got sick a lot that winter be-
cause the fire would go out at night before
the clothes were dry. In the moming I'd put
them on, wet or dry, because they were the
only clothes [ had.

Everybody’s got a Helene Tucker, a sym-
bol .of everything you want. 1 loved her for
her goodness, her cleanness, her popularity.
She'd walk down'my street and my brothers
and sisters would yell, “Here comes Helene,”
and I'd rub my tennis sneakers on the back of
my pants and wish my hair wasn't so nappy
and the white folks' shirt fit me better. 1'd
run out on the street: If I knew my place and
didn’t come too close, she'd wink at me and
say. hello. That was a good feeling. Some-
times I'd follow her all the way home, and
shovel the snow off her walk and try to make
friends with her Momma and her aunts. I'd
drop money on her stoop late at night on my
way back from shining shoes in the tavems.
And she had a Daddy, and he had a good job,
He was a paper hanger.

I guess [ would have gotten over Helene by
summertirhe, but something happened in that
classroom that made her face hang in front of
me for the next twenty-two vears. When I
played the drums in high school it was for
Helene and when I broke track records in
college it was for Helene and when I started
standing behind microphones and heard ap-
plause I wished Helene could hear it, too. It

* wasn't until I was twenty-nine years old and

married and making money that I finally got

her out of my system, Helene was sitting in

that classroom when I leamed to be ashamed
of myself.
It was on a Thursday. [ was sitting in the
back of the room, in a seat with a chalk circle
drawn around it. The idiot's seat, the trouble-
maker's seat,
The teacher thought I was stupid. Couldn't

spell, couldn't read, couldn't do arithmetc.

Just stupid. Teachers were never interested in
finding out that you couldn't concentrate be-
cause you were 50 hungry, because you hadn't
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~ had any breakfast. All you could think about
was noentime, would it ever come? Maybe
you could sneak into the cloakroom and steal

a bite of some kid's lunch out of a coat pocket. .

A bite of something. Faste. You can't really
make a meal of paste, or put it on bread for
a sandwich, but sometimes I'd scoop,a few
spoonfuls out of the paste jar in the back of
the room. Pregnant people get strange tastes.
I was pregnant with poverty. Pregnant with
dirt and pregnant with smells that made peo-
ple turn away, pregnant with cold and preg-
nant with shoes that were never bought for
me, pregnant with five other people in my bed
and no Daddy in the next reom, and pregnant
with hunger. Paste doesn't taste too had when
you're hungry.

The teacher thought T was 2 troublemaker.
All she saw from the front of the room was
little black boy who squirmed in his idiot's
seat and made nobises and poked the kids
around him. I guess she couldn't see a kid
who made noises hecause he wanted someone
to know he was there.

[t was on Thursda_\',/the day before the
Negro payday. The eagle always flew on Fri-
day. The teacher was asking each student how
much his father would give to the Community
Chest. On Friday night, each kid would get
the money from his father, and un Monday he
would bring it to the school. I decided [ was
going to buy me a Daddy right then. I had
money in my pocket from shining shoes and
selling oapers, and whatever Helene Tucker
pledged for her Daddy 1 was going to top it.

And T'd hand the money right in. I wasn't
going to wait until Monday to buy me a
Daddy.

1 was shaking, scared to death. The teacher
opened her book and started calling out names
alphabetically.

“Helene Tucker?” '

“My Daddy said he'd give two dollars and
~ Kfty cents.” ‘

“That's very nice, Helene. Very, very nice
indeed.”
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That made me feel pretty good. It wouldn't
take too much to top that. I had almost three
dollars in dimes and quarters in my pocket.
I stuck my hand in my pocket and held onto
the money, waiting for her to call my name.
But the teacher closed her book after she
called everybody else in the class.

1 stood up and raised. my hand.

“What is it now?” .

“You forgot me.” )

* She turned toward the blackboard. “1 don't
have time to be playing with you, Richard.”

“My Daddy said he'd.. s

“git down, Richard, youre disturbing the

. class.” .

“My Daddy said he'd give ... fifteen dol-
lars.”

She turned around and looked mad. “We
are collecting this money for you and vour
kind, Richard Gregory. 1f your Daddy can
give fifteen dollars you have no business being
on relict.”

I got it right now, I got it right now, my .

Daddy gave it to me to turn in today, my
Daddy said...”

“And furthermore.” she said. looking right
at me, her nestrls getting g and her lips
getting thin and her eyes opening wide, “we
know you don't have a Daddy.”

Helene Tucker turned around, her eves full
of tears. She felt sorry for me. Then 1 couldn’t
see her too well because I was crying, tao.

“Sit down, Richard.”
~ And T always thought the teacher kind of
liked me. She always picked me to wash the
blackboard on Friday, after school. That was
a big thrill, it made me feel important. If 1
didn't wash it, come Monday the school might
not function right.

“Where are you going, Richard?®

1 walked out of school that day, and for a
long time I didn't go back very often. There
was shame there.

Now there was shame everywhere. It
seemed like the whole world had been inside
that classroom, everyone had heard what the
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teacher had said, everyone had tumed around
and felt sorry for me. There was shame in
going to the Worthy Boys Annual Christmas
Dinner for you and your kind, because every-
body knew what a worthy boy was. Why
couldn't they just call it the Boys Annual
Dinner, why'd they have to give it a name?
There was shame in wearing the brown ard
orange and white plaid mackinaw the welfare
gave to 3,000 boys. Why'd it have to be the
same for everybody so when you walked down
the strect the people could see you were on

- relief? It was a nice warm mackinaw and it

had a hood, and my Momma beat me and
“called me a little rat when she found out 1
stuffed it in the bottom of a pail full of gar-
bage way over on Cottage Street. There was
shame in running over to Mister Ben’s at the
end of the day and asking for his rotten
peaches, there was shame in asking Mrs.
Simmons for a spoonful of sugar. there
was _shame in runming out to meet the re-
lief truck. I hated that truck, full of food
for you and your kind. I ran into the
house and hid when it came. And then I
started to sneak through alleys, to take the
long way home so the people going into
White's Eat Shop wouldn't see e. Yeah, the
whole world heard the teacher that day, we
all know you don't have a Daddy.

It Jasted for a while, this kind of numbness.
I spent a lot of time feeling sorry for myself.
And then one day [ met this wino in a restau-
rant. I'd been out hustling all day, shining
shoes, selling newspapers, and I had goo-gobs
of money in my pocket. Bought me a-bowl of
chili for fifteen cents, and a cheeseburger for
Bfteen cents, and a Pepsi for five cents, and a
piece of chocolate cake for ten cents. That
was a good meal. I was eating when this old
wino came in. I love winos because they
never hurt anyone but themselves.

The old wino sat down at the counter and
ordered twenty-six cents worth of food. He
ate it like he really enjoved it. When the
owner, Mister Williams, asked him to pay the
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check, the old wino didn't lie or go through

his pocket like he suddenly found a hole.

He just said: “Don’t have no money.”

The owmer yelled: “Why did you come in
here and eat my food if you dont have 20
money? That food cost me money.”

Mister Williams jumped over the counter
and knocked the wino off his stool and beat
him over the head with a pop bottle, Then he
stepped back and watched the wino bleed.
Then he kicked him. And be kicked him
again.

[ looked at the wino with blood all over his
face ‘and I went over. “Leave him alone,
Mister Williams, I'll pay the twenty-six cents.”

The wino got up, slowly, pulling himself up
to the stool, then up to the counter, holding
on for a minute until his legs stopped shaking
s6 bad. He looked at me with pure hate.
“Keep your twenty-six cents. You don't have
to pay, not now. [ just finished paying for it.”

He started to walk out, and as he passed
me, he reached down and touched my
shoulder. “Thanks, sonny, but it's tod late
now. Why didn't you pay it before?”

I was pretty sick about that. T waited too
long to help another man.

I rernember a white Jady who came to our
door once around Thanksgiving time. She
wore a woolly, greeri bonnet around her head,
and she smiled a lot. | \

“Is your mother home, little boy?”

“No, she ain't.”

“May 1 come in?’

“What do you want, ma'am?”

She didn't stop smiling once, but she sighed
a little when she bent down and lifted up a
big yellow basket. The kind I saw around
church that were called Baskets for the
Needy.

“This is for you.”

“What's in there?”

“All sorts of good things,” she said, smiling.
“There’s candy and potatoes and cake and
cranberry sauce and"—she made a funny little
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face at me by wrinkling up her nose—"and a
great big fat turkey for Thanksgiving dinner.”
“Is it cooked?”
"A big fat juicy twkey, all plucked clean

”»

for you....

“Is it cooked?"

“No, it's not..

“We ain't got noth:ng in the house to cook
it with, lady.”

1 slammed the door in her face. Wouldn't
that be great. to have a turkey like that in the

. house with no way to cook it? No gas, no

electricity, no coal. Just a big fat juicy raw
turkey.’ 3

I remember Mister Ben, the grocery-store
man, a round little white man with funny
little tufts of white hair on his head and sad-
looking  eves. His face was kind of gray-
colored, and the skin was loose and shook
when he talked.

“Momma want a loaf of bread, Mister Ben,
fresh bread.”

*Right away, Richard,” he'd sav and get the
bread he DLought three days eld from the
bakeries downtown. It was the only kind he
hae for his credit-hook customers. He dropped
it on the counter. Clunk.

I'd hand him the credit book, that green
tablet with the picture of the snuff can on it,
to write down how much we owed him. He'd
lick the tip of that stubby penci! he kept be-
hind his ear. Six cents.

“How aou like school, Richard?”

“I like sehdol ne. Mister Ben.”

“Good boy, vou study, get smart.”

I'd run home to Momma and tell her that
the bread wasn't fresh bread, it was stale
bread. She'd flash the big smile.

"Oh, that Mister Ben, he knew I was fxin
tc make toast.”

The peaches were rotten and the bread
wasn't fresh and sometimes the butter was
green, but when it came down to the nitty-
gritty you could always go to Mister Ben.

Before a Jewish holiday he'd take all the food
that was going to spoil while the store was

L)

shut and bring it over to our house. Before
Christmas he'd send over some meat even
though he knew it was going dn the tablet
and he might never see his money. When the
push came to the shove and every hungry
belly in the house was beginting to eat on
itself, Momma could go to Mister Ben and
always get enough for some kind of dinner.

But I can remember three days in a row I
went.into Mister Ben's and asked him to give
me a penny Mr. Goodbar from the window,

Three days in a row he said: “Qut, out, or
Il tell your Momma vou been begging,”

One night I threw a brick through his win-
dow and took it.

The - next day 1 went into Mister Ben's to
get some bread for Momma and his skin was
shaking and I heard him tell a Iady, “I can't
understand why should anvbody break my
window for a penny picee of candy, a Tousy
picee of candy, all they got fo do is ask, that’s
all. and T give”

1
T"ERE'S MONRE HOPE IN LAUGIHING
Discuss the incidents about the church basket,
Mister Ben and the candy bar. How do you
know from these incidents that Dick Gregory
might easily have hecome different?

11
IMPLICATIONS
“Poor is a state of mind you never grow out

- of, but being broke is just a temporary condition.”

2. "If vou walk through life showing the aggra-
vatian you've gone through, people will ., . never
respect you.”

III
TECHNIQUES

Characterization _
1. How does "Momma™ keep her kids from
feeling shame when. the relief truck comes?

2. What did she do when the family was

" evicted?

3. Why might she have been bitter and filled
with hate?
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