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“Suppose you see what you can find out,” I said.’

" They were old people, everybody knew, but just how old?
There seemed only one way to estimate that, namely, on
the basis of their age when freedom came. Were you full
grown? Were you big enough to work in the fields? Those
were the questions. One, an aged woman, could remember
when the stars fell! This is the way of age estimates grouped :
between forty and fifty (cripples), 3; between fifty and sixty,
11; between sixty and seventy, 19; between seventy and
eighty, 35; between eighty and ninety, 14; above ninety, 8.

There were more women than men: widows, 57; single
women, 1; widowers, 29; single men, 3. The single woman
helped a married sister bring up two boys, who have now dis-
appeared. The men who claim never to have married have
been for years blind or paralyzed.

Not one of these old people seems to have grown old nat-
urally. It is a question of disease as well as of years.

“I was strong up-to that day on the dock,” said one former
longshoreman. “I could lift with the best of them, until
something snapped.”

“Warn’t no prettier ironer than me,” boasted an old laun-

dress. “But my eyes gave out.”
- Twenty-one are partially paralyzed, and four completely
so. Fifteen can scarcely see, and seven not at all. “Rheuma-
tism” flourishes. Five of the oldest women have open sores,
two have tumors, four complain of dropsy, and four of heart
trouble. These are all very informal diagnoses, we will ad-
mit. If you knew just how hard it is to get a definite state-
ment on these points, from the medical service available,
you would perhaps forgive us. But in spite of all the
trouble fifty-seven out of ninety have passed the seventy
mark.

Have they outlived their children? Forty-three say that
they have children living. The three single men and one
. single woman may be neglected. Forty-seven say that all of
their children have died. Seventeen actually live with their
children, one with a married son, thirteen with married daugh-
ters, and three with unmarried children. For the rest, eleven
live with other relatives, thirteen with friends, thirteen at the
colored old folks’ home, and thirty-six in little cottages by
themselves. The daughters have given homes oftener than
the sons. Only five of the old people have refused to live
with their children. Of course, they blame the “in-laws.”

Seventy-two of these ninety old colored people were once
slaves. Eighty-five were the children of slaves. In these
respects this group of old colored folks represents a final pass-
ing for America. The question of to what extent there will be
in succeeding generations other groups of aged colored men
and women, bereft of children, or at least uncared for by them,
broken, ignorant and diseased, is, on the contrary, one which
still remains to be settled. -

There are two fortifications against dependent old age,
generally speaking, namely, children and property. Only
seventeen of these old people live with children. What of
property? Perhaps it seems odd to speak of property in this
connection. Eleven of the old people were of the opinion,
however, that they were property owners. They lived secure-
ly, as they professed to think, in their own little cabins, sur-
rounded by the characteristic plots of cultivated sand. None,
however, could, or at least would, produce a scrap of legal
evidence. i

“T can’t be troubled to show you that deed, child,” was
one old woman’s plea. “I just can’t move outen this chair,
and I can’t have anybody rummagin’ through my things.”

Ancient Mary’s husband died some years ago and left her
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disinterestedly, it is thought. A bent old gardener in the
outskirts is said to have given away, bit by bit, most of his
formerly quite respectable holding. Altogether the property
aspect is not very significant, except that we are speaking of
the poorest people.

Children and property the next generation may have, “white
folks” they will not have. As an institution, “white folks”
are likely to pass with the passing of the old-time Negro,
but “white folks” these old people have indeed had. The
bonds that lie between them and the families that once owned
them, or for whom they served faithfully during the years
that followed the war, are spun of the past. It has been
their “white folks” who have translated something of the
meaning of permanence of human relationships into their
pathetic lives, who have helped them out of pocket and
sponsored them to the city authorities. Indeed the insistence
of “white folks” has been the source of many petty levies
upon the public treasury, the indulgence of a private affection
out of a public fund.

If we were to comment upon the explanations that were
made at the meeting of the Colored Auxiliary as to why these
old people are as they are, we should say that all of the
answers given were in a measure true. Many have fallen
heir to the broken relationships that resulted both in slavery
and in its abolition. A few of them have stubbornly refused
to leave their litfle cottages for the homes of their children.
The children of many have wandered away and the children
of many have died.

But the most significant comment that is to be made re-
garding these old colored men and women, and what they
represent, has not been made. More by far than the wrecks
of slavery they signify the results of the transplanting of a
race from the barbaric tropics to the temperate zone of the
white man’s civilization. These human relics are the symbols
of that contact. We will not trouble ourselves that slavery
destroyed the African family. We are not particularly im-
pressed with the utility of the African family. Let us take
the same attitude toward African property and the African
manner of making a living. Let us discuss what America has
succeeded in putting into the life of the Negro as respects mon-
ogamy, the state of the family, the assimilation of property, the
preservation of health and the appreciation and advancement
of civilization, all after the manner of America. These
wrecks are significant. They will continue from generation
to generation regardless of the passing of slavery just in pro-
portion as white civilization passes by the Negro.

It was the pride of the old “white folks” that they under-
stood the old-time Negro. It is the shame of America that
she does not understand the modern Negro, the more so that
the new Negro does not understand himself. What is
needed is a new generation of “white folks” who will try to
understand him and who will try to help him to understand
himself, and finally, who will help him to dedicate himself
as definitely to the welfare of both races as he was once
dedicated to the servitude of one.

The Negro of America has advanced over his African
brother in some respects, and is inferior to his African brother
in others, because of three great factors. First, contact with
the white man’s civilization, with the accompanying divorce
from'his own culture; second, his transplanting to the tem-
perate climate; third, infusion of the white man’s blood. It is
the business of the new white folks to know the facts of this
great experiment, to emphasize the elements that should be
emphasized and minimize the ones which should be abolished.
This is more of the essence of public affairs than is the most
common-sense administration of ipublic telief.
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