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CHAPTER TWO: The Ann Arbor Black Comm“ﬂity

all community of African Americans into which, | N

The sh , . } s, dhm a
Ann Arbor, Michigan, in the yeai of 1930, was already SUfferi, S boy 1
Great Depression. Poverty was severe apq evg from the

woes of the : L -
especially in the lives of the Patterson amily. By 1936y mo\,present

dwelling, only slightly more commodious than the apartme,, 4o,

e

i . to

Street. This move was into a house on Fifth Avenue on the nor?hDetmit
, enq

the city. We occupied an upstairs apartment which CONtaineg 0
bedroom, where the two girls slept, a fairly sizeable living foomy 0
bedroom in which the parents slept, and a larger kitchen/bedmmaster
which the two - and on SOme weekends, three - boys slept. The k(i)tm
contained a coal-burning cooking stove that provided additigpy Chhen |
during the night for the house, especia.IIy for the boys. Though there weat i
4 furnace in the house, it was seldom in working order. The main sq a

of heat for the apartment was a pot-bellied stove located in the nﬁddlerf;
the living room/bedroom. There was one bathroom to service the peegs
of both the family living in the downstairs apartment (the Jimmy
“Tootsie” Jones family, which then had two adults and four young
children) and the Patterson family in the upper apartment. The oldest boy
1 the Jones family - Ernest - and 1 developed an early, close friendship

that lasted until his untimely passing in 2006.

.

The head of our household, Preacher, earned his living by shoveling and
delivering coal, a bit of which was used, when he could afford to pay for
it, to provide heat for our apartment. The rest of his income went [0
purchasing food, paying the rent, and buying his alcoholic drinks, whigh
he insisted was the only thing that kept his throat clear of the coal dustin
the midst of which he often worked for twelve hours per day. [ now
believe he was probably quite accurate in this assessment and that hus
work with coal was, indeed, a leading cause of his increasing alcohollsm
This, with the other bitter frustrations that daily impacted the Jives of
adult black males of that day, combined to make him abusive t0 the 01¢
closest to him, his wife, and to be lacking in the needed indulgenc®
tolerance required to raise a stepson along with his own children.
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Though preacher often shoveled and de.livered ds many as twenty tons of

2l a day - - sometimes more - - to various households and businesses in
o city, there were many days during the hard winters of the depression
i::ﬁen his earnings were insufficient to afford the cost of a “gunny-sack”
(burlap bag) of coal to take care of the needs of his own family. He once
told me that he earned the sum of twenty cents per ton of coal. This sum
was always the same and without regard to how often he might have to
shovel each ton of coa- - from the cpal—car on the train, to the ground:
from the ground to his truck,. from his truck, to the location of delivery.
He was paid the same twenty-cents for this “one” ton of coal!

Many were the days each winter when it became the chore of the two
older boys in the house - - of which I was one - - to take a wagon or sled,
or merely a gunny sack, down to the railroad tracks one-and-one-half
blocks away to ostensibly” pick up lumps of coal which had fallen from
the coal cars onto the side of the tracks and bring them home to provide
the needed fuel for the stoves. I use the word “ostensibly” because we
often found it to be more practical, easier, and less freezing to our bodies,
which were very usually poorly covered by inadequate clothing, to steal
the coal from local coal companies. The coal company yards were
usually located right next to the railroad tracks. We would break into the
wooden bins and steal a full sack of coal more quickly than it would take
to pickup the coal alongside the railroad tracks. We then returned home
to “feed” the fire in the pot-bellied located in the center of the living-
bedroom and enjoy the heat it provided for most of the apartment.

The mailing address of our house was 708 North Fifth Avenue, and its
location was just one-half block from the Peter’s Sausage Company and
the holding pens and slaughterhouses for the pigs and cattle that were
tracked in from various area farms to be sold to local grocers and
butchers. These animals had been slaughtered, skinned, and butchered
Mo quarters at this slaughterhouse just down the street from our house.
Aftican-American men who lived in our neighborhood most often
Perfqrmed this work. The butchered and dressed meats were then sold to
the citizens of the area who could purchase this luxury. Very few African
. Mericans were numbered among those who could afford the better

“8." They were most often confined to buying cheaper portions of the
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slaughtered apnimals, i.c. the c_ntrails,. aka f:hittcrlings, ho
‘f‘et cow tongue, etc., t0 v\_/hlch their fore-parents p,
af:cx’lstomed during the dlfflcglt d_aysbof slflvery, (Iro
are now considered 0 be de]lcagl_es yfmcmy In the majorit;/ N ey
of the country!) Surviving the discomrorts of such eXPerienSODulatiﬁ;
times that were physma}ly and somally_ mhospntable, anq fcs-d"'“'n
severe winter weather 1n Ann. Arbor, inpoorly heated, aaclng K
insulated housing, was af espec:ally. daunting and dangeroy, :hd [hiﬂly
(Of course this was also the case in many other ¢ al]e,]ge‘
Northern and

“Tackliy,

d o
g Sine. ' i

. v nc Ty,

nlca“ ¢ gr[pfs

- f these United o Mities
Midwestern areas of these United Sy, .o ot

: i hallenges was possib]e
depression.) Overcoming these ¢ possible i p,
begause of the presence of THE SAINTS AMONG US! Sma| -

Many in the minority community showed the signs of diSCOHnec'

dejection, defeat, and woﬂhl§:§sness. They sensed ap i“abi]itno'
successfully cope with the realities of their harsh existence, Unab}[ to
find sufficient work to maintain themselves and/or their familieg 4 € to
the bare minimal level of their white fellow sufferers, they were ;f:n
able to survive only by the monthly issues from the welfare prog n
sponsored by the federal government and its allotments of poy, der’erﬁ ]
milk, eggs and salt-pork from the local commissary. T s
supplemented by the timely and welcome efforts of charitzhje
community organizations such as the Salvation Army and the local
Kiwanis Clubs that distributed clothing and furniture. The difficulties of

the tasks of survival for those who were the poorest in the community §

during the Great Depression were so disabling and disheartening that
many of them often felt little incentive to pursue basic levels of education
or skilled training. Instead, they became discouraged and often took to

petty crime such as stealing. More than a few became alcohol and/ordng §-

victims. The children in their midst became pictures of dejection and
frequently felt themselves to be “outcasts.”

Since the community was so small and too lacking in the financial meas -
to support even a few black persons who were professionally trained
within their midst, they had almost no models of success among ther
There were few persons among them who might have otherwise prOVIdﬁd
some vision and/or incentives for overcoming the prevailing plight. Ths
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ccially true for the youths il} the community who, in those days,
.+ ot even have the advantage of teachers who looked like them and
did 1 Jight have provided much-needed inspiration and aspiration. Thi
Wh?, I;C:nario was reality for many of those who were the poorest in the
St“}l}c.m American community of Ann Arbor and who had been among
t/l\]:'néw arrivals in th§: very garly 1930s, as t.he most difficult days of the
gepression Were making their most severe 1mpact. The Gulleys and the
Pattersons Were numbered among this group of strugglers. With the aid
of the Saints Among Us, they sought to create a haven, and a sense of

community.

Those Saints consisted of individuals in the African American
community (and a few whites as well) who openly displayed a
commitment to be helpful and to encourage those most severely weighted
down by these heavy realities of life in Ann Arbor. Against these
realities, the Saints helped to create a caring community and a sense of

belonging for those who were most severely affected by these
overwhelming conditions.

Many of the Saints Among Us were active in the churches and in the
Community Center, which was named in honor of the creative work of
that African American Man of Letters in the region - - the poet, and
literary genius Paul Laurence Dunbar, who had been a native of Dayton,
Ohio. Of course there were other Saints who were not actively affiliated
with either the church or with the Dunbar Community Center. I will
mention some of them later in this writing, for they too, had strong
positive impacts upon others and me in our community. It is, however, of
real significance to note that African American heroes such as Paul
Laurence Dunbar, George Washington Carver, Frederick Douglas,
Harriet Tubman, and others, were not brought to the attention of the
youngsters living in our community during our public school days. It
required self-initiative and independent inquiry into sources that were
unknown to us as pre-teens and teen-agers for us to benefit from the
valuable experiences of those heroes and the inspiring stories of their
“overcoming.” With the exception of the timely and wonderful accident
of my interaction with one of the leading male actors/singers/a}l-
American athletes of my youth--the great Paul Robeson, these benefits
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e much latet during My 1)(?31,;900011(lary and graclyy,
. ~-called “formative” years. It 1s importzmt ? S
\ or

well after the $C e nak? Y ye,
(hat the written record of the expel g of those herogg e g,
‘ VITEER 7 centives and motivations early | S mijgp, M0t
rtant mcen arly in my |; ghth ¢
y life . avc

provided impo .
< had we only been exposed to th and :
had i M. The neyy.; d,m,thc

ives of my peers .
I would have been during our pre-ge il
\ Condal’y ”nc

i

My unlikely interaction vxfith‘Mr. Paul Robgson came about 4
a most unimaginable, coincidental, and fairy-tale like happeéresult .
e forgotten his first name) lived on Beakes Ning. r
worked as 4 cook 1n the Pretzel Bell, which wag aSreet an d
restaurant/drinking establishment located in downtown Ann A favorjy,
University of Michigan students frequented this spot. It was, in fOr. Ma

a favorite “hang-out” for those students that it became a We]LknaCt’ Such
honored tradition for them to celebrate their turning twenty-one OWn apg
age by drinking their first “Jegal” beer(s) in the P-Bell, as they na 1?1 sz?tof

Mr./Blackburn, 0ne of my important Saints, was a man of very g;
te similar to my mother, in that he also Sllffergig

stature, who shared a fa
from very severe attacks of asthma. Despite this, he served for severy

years, as onc of the favorite cooks in the P-Bell. He knew of me because
one of my favorite early jobs was a shoeshine boy. Mr. Blackbum als
knew me because 1 frequently sang solos in the churches and in the
Dunbar Center where he often attended. As 2 shoeshine boy, I was
considered one of the best in town, and on football game weekends, when
the P-Bell was filled to overflowing, I often set up 2 shoeshine box in the
men’s restroom of that establishment where 1 earned generous tips from
the fairly-well-inebriated students, and other patrons, in town for the

football games.

Mr. Blackburn also knew me fairly well because the house in which he
rented a room was accessible to our house on Fifth Avenue by 2 short
walk through the back yard of his dwelling, which led immediately to 0Uf
backyard - - we had no fences! He would often come to our house to
share a drink with my stepfather, Preacher, and to commiserate with my
mother on the subject of their mutual sufferings from asthma.
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Mr. Blackburn came to our house and asked my mother if he
ne to see the Shakespeare play Othello. A student who was a
Blackburn’s cooking had given him the tickets. The student
Blackburn would appreciate this play since one of the stars
appearing in the play was black, as was Mr. Blackbum. He was referring
to the singer/actor Paul Robeson. Respondmg enthusiastically to this
offer, Mr. Blackburn accepted the gift and came immediately to ask my
mother if he could take me to see this important singer/actor. He believed
that 1 could definitely benefit from witnessing Mr. Robeson in his

performance of the title role of this play.

One day;
cOll]d take 1
fan of MI-

figured Mr.

On the day of the performance, 1 accompanied Mr. Blackburn to the
Majestic Theater which was located just off the center of the main
campus of the University of Michigan. (This theater, which no longer
exists, was located in the same spot as is Dooley’s bar, ironically, one of
the current favorite student pubs.) Mr. Blackburn and I entered the
theater, sat in the balcony, and witnessed what I thought was, at the
beginning, a fairly uninteresting and boring presentation of a play,
spoken in hard-to-understand English with exaggerated hand and body
movements and meaningless facial expressions. That was until Mr. Paul
Robeson - - he of booming bass-baritone voice and large, imposing
stature - - came on stage and virtually dominated every scene he was in.
I still did not totally understand all of the words, but that no longer
mattered. 1 was witnessing a powerful black male actor, and for the first
time during that evening, I began to notice that the other main actors,
Jose Ferrer, and Uta Hagen, were interacting with equal dramatic
effectiveness with Mr. Robeson. I was, from that point on, swept up in
this amazing play and mesmerized by the histrionics of these three world-
class actors!

Close to the end of the play, just after Othello dramatically takes the life
of Desdemona, Mr. Blackburn snatched me up from my seat and insisted
that it was time for us to go. I was by then utterly entranced and wanted
to resist our leaving but I didn’t because Mr. Blackburn, though slight of
Stature, was overpowering in his insistence that we leave. He hurriedly
led me down to the stage door entrance. We were first in line as an
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Jttendant opencd the door and saic? we could come i, t
C o and meet Mr. Robeson: The great Othello came ¢
area (HI\/I" Rlackburn proudly introduced me to him yg4 «
{ici?lgl.l’aul.Robeson,” causing me one of the greatest an(
embarrassing moments of my .yout.h! That experience
my aspiration (0 become a SINGET. | went back t(? the Jo
Library and read all th'e books it contained on thig B b
learned that he was a Phi Beta Kappa scholar, a superb acop . 0N, |

: g
and in movies. He was also an All American football playe, athe
Rutgers University,

and of the Law School at Columbia U“iverg adyap,

was a leading concert singer, and a civil rights activist of Interngy:
fame! From that moment on, I was never quite the same studey, inatJlona]
school after witnessing the tremendous presence and artistry Oneg

of Py,
Robeson as Othello! , " Pay]

t of hic ackxlag
Ann X rCSsiQ
i Arb()r,gong
0§ 2 Uw
fai tmemor' n
tly we; . 2bly

ell
B
iy dley

In fact, many of the most inspiring and insightful examples of f;
American successes first became known to me decades later. Thjg W:San
welcome and totally unexpected “bonus” resulting from my being hireg
to teach music in two institutions of higher learning, after completing my
Masters of Music Degree at the University of Michigan. Theg
institutions were Southern University in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and
Virginia State College in Petersburg, Virginia, both historically African
American Institutions of higher Education. In both environments, I found
myself among learned scholars, artists, and intellectuals - - all African
American! These were the very first times for such environments to
influence my learning and, more importantly, my self-image. In
important ways, 1 was prepared for this cultural experience by the
intervention of Mr. Blackburn and his insistence on my not only seeing
Paul Robeson’s portrayal of Othello, but also on my learning of
Robeson’s many varied accomplishments.

The Saints Among Us included males and females, young adults and
senior citizens. They possessed no special material means and very often
had received no formal or special training. They were endowed, howeVer
with a special sense of commitment to the adults and youths whom they
could influence. They were determined that the youths should tt’g
encouraged to achieve greater success in and contribute greater value




nity than had ever been possible for them befo
(he commur their focus even those who seemed leas
(o include 1258 in life so that they could be urged and
special sUCC m potential in spite of the limitations and
their maximu hools and in the larger society. No matter how seemingly
them in the S'Cl their acts of encouragement, no matter how meager the
inconsequelgua aterial assistance they were able to provide, the Saints
offerings ol M the youths and adults being served a sense of fervor,
freely gave t(:md determination to succeed and overcome. They were not
Commltmeégéssful’ but they were there, urging and pushing,
gi\\:gz ifluthe most gentle of fashions.

re. They tended
t likely to attain
pushed to achieve
difficulties facing

and not
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