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On a b_right September morning in 1921, | came up out of the subway at 135th and Lenox into the
beginnings of the Negro Renaissance. | headed for the Harlem Y M’ C" A’ down the block, where so
many new, young, dark, male arrivals in Harlem have spent early days. The next place | headed to
thgt afternoon was the Harlem Branch Library just up the street. There, a warm and wonderful librarian,
Miss Emestine Rose, white, made newcomers feell welcome, as did her assistant in charge of the
Schomburg Collection, Catherine Latimer, a luscious café au lait. That night | went to the Lincoln
Theatre across Lenox Avenue where maybe one of the Smiths - Bessie, Clara, Trixie, or Mamie -
was singing the blues. And as soon as | could, | made a beeline for Shuffle Along, the all-colored hit
musical playing on 63rd Street in which Florence Mills came to fame.

| had come to New York to enter Columbia College as a freshman, but really why | had come to New
York was to see Harlem. | found it hard a week or so later to tear myself away from Harlem when it
came time to move up the hill to the dormitory at Columbia. That winter | spent as little time as possible
on the campus. Instead, | spent as much time as | could in Harlem, and this | have done ever since. |
was in—396-love with Harlem long before | got there, and | still am in love with it. Everybody seemed
to make me welcome. The sheer dark size of Harlem intrigued me. And the fact that at that time poets
and writers like James Weldon Johnson and Jessie Fauset lived there, and Bert Williams, Duke
Ellington, Ethel Waters, and Walter White, too, fascinated me. Had | been a rich young man, | would
have bought a house in Harlem and built musical steps up to the front door, and installed chimes that
at the press of a button played Ellington tunes.

After a winter at Columbia, | moved back down to Harlem. Everywhere | roomed, | had the good fortune
to have lovely landladies. If | did not like a landlady's looks, | would not move in with her, maybe that
is why. But at finding work in New York, my fortune was less than good. Finally, | went to sea -- Africa,
Europe — then a year in Paris working in a night club where the band was from Harlem. | was a
dishwasher, later bus boy, listening every night to the music of Harlem transplanted to Montmartre.
And | was on hand to welcome Bricktop when she came to sing for the first time in Europe, bringing

with her news of Harlem.

When | came back to New York in 1925 the Negro Renaissance was in full swing. Countee Cullen
was publishing his early poems, Aaron Douglas was painting, Zora Neale Hurston, Rudolph Fisher,
Jean Toomer and Wallace Thurman were writing, Louis Armstrong was playing, Cora Le Redd was
dancing, and the Savoy Ballroom was open with a specially built floor that rocked as the dancers
swayed. Alain Locke was putting together The New Negro. Art took heart from Harlem creativity. Jazz
filled the night air -- but not everywhere -- and people came from all around after dark to look upon our
city within a city, Black Harlem. Had | not had to earn a living, | might have thought it even more
wonderful than it was. But | could not eat the poems | wrote. Unlike the whites who came to spend
their money in Harlem, only a few Harlemites seemed to live in even a modest degree of luxury. Most
rode the subway downtown every morning to work or to look for work.

Downtown! | soon learned that it was seemingly impossible for black Harlem to live without white
downtown. My youthful illusion that Harlem was a world unto itself did not last very long. It was not
even an area that ran itself. The famous night clubs were owned by whites, as were the theatres.
Almost all the stores were owned by whites, and many at that time did not even (in the very middle of



Harlem) employ Negro clerks. The books of Harlem writers all had to be published downtown, if they
were to be published at all. Downtown: white. Uptown: black. White downtown pulling all the strings in
Harlem. Moe Gale, Moe Gale, Moe-397--Gale, Lew Leslie, Lew Leslie, Lew Leslie, Harper's,
Knopf, The Survey Graphic, the Harmon Foundation, the racketeers who kidnapped Casper Holstein
and began to take over the numbers for whites. * Negroes could not even play their own numbers with
their own people. And almost all the policemen in Harlem were white. Negroes couldn't even get gr aft
from themselves for themselves by themselves. Black Harlem really was in white face, economically
speaking. So | wrote this poem:

Because my mouthls wide with laughterAnd my throatls deep with song, You do not thinkl suffer _afterl
have held my painSo long?Because my mouthls wide with laughter,You do not hearMy inner
cry?Because my feetAre gay with dancing,You do not knowl die?

Harlem, like a Picasso painting in his cubistic period. Harlem - Southern Harlem -- the Carolinas,
Georgia, Florida — looking for the Promised Land -- dressed in rhythmic words, painted in bright
pictures, dancing to jazz — and ending up in the subway at morning rush time -- headed downtown.
West Indian Harlem — warm rambunctious sassy remembering Marcus Garvey. - Haitian Harlem,
Cuban Harlem, little pockets of tropical dreams in alien tongues. Magnet Harlem, pulling an Arthur
Schomburg from Puerto Rico, pulling an Arna Bontemps all the way from California, a Nora Holt from
way out West, an E° Simms Campbell from St' Louis, likewise a Josephine Baker, a Charles S’
Johnson from Virginia, an A" Philip Randolph from Florida, a Roy Wilkins from Minnesota, an Alta
Douglas from Kansas. + Melting pot Harlem - Harlem of honey and chocolate and caramel and rum
and vinegar and lemon and lime and gall. Dusky dream Harlem rumbling into a nightmare tunnel where
the subway from the Bronx keeps right on downtown, where the money from the nightclubs goes right
on back downtown, where the—-398--jazz is drained to Broadway, whence Josephine goes to Paris,
Robeson to London, Jean Toomer to a Quaker Meeting House, Garvey to the Atlanta Federal
Penitentiary, and Wallace Thurman to his grave; but Duke Ellington to fame and fortune, Lena Horne

to Broadway, and Buck Clayton to China. -

Before it was over — our New Negro Renaissance -- poems became placards: DON'T BUY WHERE
YOU CANT WORK! Adam Powell with a picket sign; me, too. BUY BLACK! Sufi long before the Black
Muslims. FIRST TO BE FIRED, LAST TO BE HIRED! The Stock Market crash. The bank failures.
Empty pockets. God Bless the Child That's Got His Own. Depression. Federal Theatre in Harlem, the
making of Orson Welles. WPA, CCC, the Blue Eagle, Father Divine. * In the midst of the Depression |
got a cable from Russia inviting me to work on a motion picture there. | went to Moscow. That was the

end of the early days of Langston Hughes in Harlem.



