The Atticus of My Life

In the book of love’s own dreams
Where all the print is blood

Where all the pages are my days

And all my lights grow old

— Attics of My Life, by Robert Hunter

THIS POST IS FULL OF SPOILERS:
If you hate spoilers and plan to read Go Set a Watchman, skip
this post for now.
But please, come back when you'’re done.

A piece of free advice:
If you have not read To Kill a Mockingbird recently, read it
before you read
Go Set a Watchman. You’ll be glad you did.

I'm one of those peculiar people who take literature too
seriously. I’'ve never doubted the power of a good writer to
create worlds that are as real as our own and, at the same
time, to conjure reflections and echoes of a reality we
haven’t quite earned yet.

Characters in books become as real to me as my friends and
family, my banes and enemies. I grant that this is a sign of
deficient mental health, but I hope I'm not the only one who,
for example, bursts into tears when Gavroche Thénardier dies
on the barricade or when Edgar Derby is executed for pocketing
that damned teapot he found in the rubble. I guess most times
for most people, characters remain on the page where they
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belong and don’t much interfere in our day to day. Lucky them?

But some characters escape the page and grow larger than life,
become icons. Some, like Atticus Finch, become moral exemplars
and redeemers of collective wrongdoing. And if there’s
anything we can’t stand, it’s for someone to reveal the flawed
man behind the myth.<fn>See also, Huxtable, Cliff.</fn>

So let’s cut to the chase. Atticus Finch is a standard issue
Southern gentleman — a man I recognize well in several of my
Deep South forbears — a genteel fellow of manners and decency
who also happens to hold racist views that are extreme enough
to make the daughter who once idolized her Perfect Father
literally throw up when she discovers his true nature.

It’s easy to see why so many long-time Harper Lee fans are
outraged.

In To Kill a Mockingbird, Lee created the Great White Father,
the man of infinite patience, rectitude, and sense of fairness
who could redeem our (White folks, that is) sense of guilt and
discomfort over racial injustice. In Go Set a Watchman, she
pulls the curtain back to reveal that Atticus, the Great and
Powerful, is just another worn out, cranky uncle forwarding
conspiracy emails and ranting about Those People. Once again,
hero worship turns out to be a sucker play.

At the end of Mockingbird, we were given permission to tut-tut
the horror of Tom Robinson’s predicament and to feel joy at
the progress we’'ve made, pass the chicken please. The white
trash Ewells excelled in the Judas role in this passion play,
lowly creatures who took welfare and kept their kids out of
school and couldn’t be bothered to shift for themselves. Our
own hands were never dirtied like the coarse and
common Ewells. They were the evil in our midst, and if only
we better whites could follow the shining example of Atticus
Finch, the world would be our Nirvana, and hallelujah, pass
the gravy, if it’s not too much trouble.



Watchman's Chapter 17 1is one of the most painful reading
experiences I’'ve ever suffered. Even knowing ahead of time
that Lee was going to reveal a “dark side” of Atticus, I was
unprepared for the casual, genteel, typically Southern bigotry
coming out of his mouth. And Lee wrote this exchange with no
wiggle room: Atticus is basically a disgusting racist. He
laughs at Jean Louise’s arguments, he taunts her for her
naivete.

There’s no turning away: the Great White Father is a son of a
bitch. The revelation of Atticus’s repellent attitudes hits as
hard as if a sequel to the gospels revealed that Jesus
and Judas were the same character. Everything you know 1is
wrong.

A few days before GSAW hit the stores, I re-read Mockingbird
for the first time in years. I was surprised at the extent to
which the movie depiction replaced the book itself in my
memory.<fn>Like I said: re-read TKAM before you read
GSAW.</fn> Mockingbird the movie revolves around the trial of
Tom Robinson; everything else that happens travels in orbit
around that event. In the book, the trial is critical, but the
book as a whole explores the curve of small-town childhood in
the South with fondness and wit. (White children, naturally.)
As with so many movies/books/tv shows about race, actual black
folks are pretty much in the margins.<fn>With the notable and
long overdue exception of the movie Selma, though it too has
its own issues of Great Father drama and hagiography.</fn> And
this gets to one of the key problems with Mockingbird — on the
one hand, it asks us to empathize with the ‘poor, poor Negro’,
even while bestowing upon us a glimmering savior to make us
all feel okay again. That nice (hell, impossibly perfect)
Atticus washes our sins away.

While theories abound as
to Watchman’s origin, I readily accept that this was an early
shot at Lee’s Maycomb chronicle; after reading Watchman, Lee’s
editor told her go back and tell the tale from Young Scout'’s



perspective. It took her two years to re-write, and the result
was the structurally and stylistically superior Mockingbird.
The Watchman version 1is clearly unfinished; it lacks the
cohesion that extended editing and re-writing would have
instilled.<fn>It is also unmistakably the work of Harper Lee.
This is no hoax, and it sure as hell is not Capote.</fn> But I
can also see how this might have become, later on, an
effective sequel. In fact, it takes great effort to read this
as anything other than a sequel or amplification of the
original: the same characters, 15 years later on the fictional
timeline, in a book published 50+ years later. It’'s of a
piece, and it provides an essential corrective element that
turns the saga into something other than a happy fairy tale,
albeit one where that poor Tom Robinson &c., pass the black
eyed peas.

Mockingbird gave us a feel-good fantasy. Watchman fills in the
blanks and gives us a truth that does not encourage happy
mealtime discussion.

Mockingbird is still a great novel. Lee’s depictions of the
rhythms and rhymes and smells of Southern life are as good as
anybody else, Faulkner, 0’'Connor, Percy, you name your
favorite. But Harper Lee is not a great novelist.<fn> For the
same reason the John Kennedy Toole and Joseph Heller are not;
the body of work 1is just not there to justify such a
judgement.</fn> She spread a dusting of fiction over the
people she knew growing up, the place she knew. She had a
story worth telling, and perhaps even recognized that the time
had come for white southerners to address race in a different
way. But she had one good story, told it, and went silent.
Wondering whether she could have become a great novelist is no
better than a parlor game along the lines of could Wilt
Chamberlain outplay Michael Jordan and such.

While Watchman is not a great novel by any stretch, it’s
probably not fair to judge it too harshly given that it never
even made it to galleys until its rediscovery. But it is an



important piece of work for two key reasons. First off, it
sheds light on the author’s struggle, the process of taking a
work from idea to paper to woodshed to completion. This alone
would make GSAW a worthy curiosity for literary scholars and a
fun what-if exercise for Mockingbird devotees. But more
important than this: Watchman uses the Freudian/Oedipal device
of kill the father to allow Jean Louise to become an adult in
her own right. And in so doing, Lee strips the mask from a
false idol that has captivated her fans for several
generations. And that shit comes with some heavy dues.

So first: The similarities between TKAM and GSAW are evident
and plenty, with several paragraphs that describe Maycomb life
appearing in both without so much as a comma’s difference. But
the divergences are where we get a glimpse at the evolution of
a book that has been read by millions of people over the past
half century.

Famously, Tom Robinson is convicted and then killed trying to
escape prison; everybody knows that. But in Watchman, the
“trial” 1is dealt with in a paragraph or two, with the
throwaway reference that Tom was acquitted.<fn>And a more
disturbing suggestion that Atticus fought hard for Tom only to
sustain the fiction of equality under the law. More
later.</fn> In the retelling, the “trial” transformed from a
mere trifle to the centerpiece of one of the nation’s great
moral fables.

Then there’s the fiance in GSAW, Henry, who Jean Louise
describes as her oldest and dearest friend, a boy who lived
across the street at the same time the trial and the
adventures with Jem and Dill and Boo played out. This
character does not exist in Mockingbird. Perhaps even more
revealing, Boo Radley does not exist in the Watchman universe,
and there 1is no mention of Bob Ewell’s attack on Jem and
Scout, the event that provides the bookend beginning/ending of
the entire Mockingbird narrative.



And of course, there is Jean Louise’s discovery and outrage
that the Father and her fiance are, if not card carriers, at
the very least fellow travellers of the White Citizens
Councils who made damned well and sure that Jim Crow remained
the law of the land and kept Those People from getting above
their station. Not to be outdone, Jean Louise reveals herself
to be a states rights fanatic of the first degree, and
declared herself angry and outraged that the Supreme Court
would force people to do the right thing when they would
certainly get around to it in their own good time and why are
they rushing things so. Between the two of them, you have the
complete package of racial oppression. And they’re both so
damned reasonable about it.

The heart of Watchman's ultimate importance lies in that last
disparity between what might be viewed as the canon of TKAM
and the heresy of GSA, lies in Harper Lee’s forcing us to
squarely face the myth of the Great Father, to see the truth
of the complexity and the ugliness and duplicity, and to, well
basically, grow the fuck up. Look, she says — you worshipped
this False Idol, you used him to absolve your sins, and you've
been a dupe the whole time. And by the way, your stand-in
Scout ain’t all that either, what with her love of states
rights and eventual acceptance of the way things are.<fn>To be
sure, the ending of the book feels hurried and undeveloped,
something I feel would have been addressed in re-
write/editing. But Lee said publish it warts and all, so this
is the text we have to unpack, to use a term that I hate but
why not at this point, my god, the world is in tatters and
the Great Father is dead. Cut me some slack.</fn>

Lee created the Perfect Father, the man who could resolve any
argument, cure any scratch or scrape. And Gregory Peck made
that character flesh. Go ahead, try to imagine any other actor
of the past 100 years in that role. None of them will stick.
One stupid internet poll after another has put Atticus near
the top of the “perfect father” sweepstakes. People name their



children after Atticus. He'’s a goddamned monument.

And this 1is exactly where Watchman delivers the blow that
makes it an important contribution to this corner of the
literary world: Lee shows us that our Savior is a fraud, tells
us to wake up and be adults in our own right. Lee shows us the
essential error of putting our faith in mythical heroes and
asks us to stand on our own. Sure, it’'s tough when we discover
that the pleasing fairy tales of our childhoods are fictions
that cover up a more complex and disappointing set of truths.
Step up and deal.

Watchman comes along at a particularly fraught moment in our
400 year struggle with the wages of America’s original
sin. Any pretense to having arrived at a post-racial moment
withers with the first serious investigation. No matter how
“good” we whites think ourselves, no matter how much we
congratulate ourselves on how far we’ve come<fn> Guilty as
charged. Mea culpa.</fn> — the fact remains that we live in a
segregated society, and it is primarily White
America’s obligation to ensure that the structural changes
necessary to allow this issue to reach resolution are squarely
in our own laps. (Like it or not, Blacks have no obligation to
make things better; we shit this bed and it’s ours to clean.)
Unlike TKAM, Watchman does not offer any bromides to make that
pill any less bitter. In fact, by making Atticus’ noble
defense of Tom Robinson an act of expedience rather than
principle, Lee drives home a disturbing and cynical point:
good deeds may not quite be what they appear. Even your own,
so stay awake and question, question, question.

Another heartbreaker in Watchman: Jean Louise pays a visit to
Calpurnia, the Negro woman who essentially raised her and Jem.
In TKAM, Calpurnia was for all intents the only Mother Jem and
Scout knew. Now long since retired and removed from the White
world, Calpurnia barely acknowledges Jean Louise, and
certainly display no affection. Jean Louise 1is deeply hurt,
but also outraged: how dare she not remember me, how dare she
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turn her back on how good we were to her, how we treated
her as though she were just like family, etc. Jean Louise has
not found the maturity to accept her own complicity in racial
oppression. It’s too much for her to take. In this, she is the
perfect representation of too many “enlightened” whites on the
question of race, with our plaintive whines of “can’t they see
how much we/I have done for them already?”, largely blind to
the overwhelming privilege we claim as our birthright without
even recognizing it even exists.

In the end, I find myself at this: despite the fact
that Mockingbird is likely to remain the preferred version of
Lee’s Maycomb tales, it is dishonest to ignore the details
of Watchman in our overall view of what Maycomb means in its
literary context. Memories are imperfect, and stories told
over time shift and morph to reflect new experiences, changed
attitudes, or something as simple as wish fulfillment. When
Lee wrote Watchman, she told a story of a young woman’s
disillusionment about her once revered father; when
she rewrote the story from the young Scout perspective, she
transformed Atticus into the perfect father, the perfect man.

This is not necessarily a contradiction. But the fuller
portrait that emerges from the combined tellings — even though
it is a real heartbreaker — brings us closer to an
understanding that is probably more useful and true in the
long run: we are none of us perfect — even/especially the
people you’'ve placed on a pedestal — and you can bet there’s a
dark side to your own character that needs serious work, some
whining cling to privilege that we mostly don’t even see. And
there 1is no Great Father who can fix everything for us; it
all depends on our own imperfect efforts. It is surely
impossible to bear, to go on without our Great Father; but the
alternative — giving up and throwing in the towel — is even
worse.

I'm not sure Harper Lee intended anything of the sort. It may
be that she truly felt the story delivered in Mockingbird is



the “way it is”, and I’'ve no doubt many will hold to that
reading. But I'll hold to this one: Harper Lee knew what was
in the earlier manuscript, and she allowed its publication as
a favor to us all. Watchman delivers a harsh but necessary
message: Give up the fantasy and face the world as it is.
Shit’s too damned serious for anything else.

My Favorite World #32

G —

GO SET A
WATCHMAN

Count me among the gaggle that is looking forward to the new
Harper Lee like a 5-year old anticipating Christmas morning.
Release date is this coming Tuesday. I will be at the nearest
bookstore at opening time to grab my copy.

PBS recently broadcast a new American Masters episode about
Harper Lee as part of the run-up to the new book. It’'s well
worth the time, especially the interviews with the adult Mary
Badham (Scout in the movie) and with Lee’s elder sister,
Alice, an embodiment of what Southerners call a real
character. But the best to me was the interweaving of guests
reading favorite passages that faded across to the movie where
the dialogue was straight from the page.

I've read Mockingbird at least six times, the last couple
alongside the kids as they read it for school. It remains
magnificent. Lee somehow managed to render every character in
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the story — including the Ewell family - with depth and
warmth. Even the villains are recognizable as people, people
that she knew. Because in towns like Maycomb, everybody knew
everybody else.

I sought once more for a familiar face, and at the center of
the semi-circle I found one.

“Hey, Mr. Cunningham.”
The man did not hear me, it seemed.
“Hey, Mr. Cunningham. How’s your entailment gettin’ along?”

Mr. Walter Cunningham’s legal affairs were well known to me;
Atticus had once described them at length. The big man
blinked and hooked his thumbs in his overall straps. He
seemed uncomfortable; he cleared his throat and looked away.
My friendly overture had fallen flat.

Mr. Cunningham wore no hat, and the top half of his forehead
was white in contrast to his sunscorched face, which led me
to believe that he wore one most days. He shifted his feet,
clad in heavy work shoes.

“Don’t you remember me, Mr. Cunningham? I’m Jean Louise
Finch. You brought us some hickory nuts one time, remember?”
I began to sense the futility one feels when unacknowledged
by a chance acquaintance.

“I go to school with Walter,” I began again. “He’s your boy
ain’t he? Ain’t he, sir?”

Cunningham was moved to a faint nod. He did know me, after
all.

“He’s in my grade,” I said, “and he does right well. He’s a
good boy,” I added, “a real nice boy. We brought him home for
dinner one time. Maybe he told you about me, I beat him up
one time but he was real nice about it. Tell him hey for me,



won’t you?”

Atticus had said it was the polite thing to talk to people
about what they were interested in, not about what you were
interested in. Mr. Cunningham displayed no interest in his
son, so I tackled his entailment once more in a last ditch
effort to make him feel at home.

“Entailments are bad,” I was advising him, when I slowly
awoke to the fact that I was addressing the entire
aggregation. The men were all looking at me, some had their
mouths half-open. Atticus had stopped poking at Jem: they
were standing together beside Dill. Their attention amounted
to fascination. Atticus’s mouth, even, was half-open, an
attitude he had once described as uncouth. Our eyes met and
he shut it.

“Well, Atticus, I was just sayin’ to Mr. Cunningham that
entailments are bad an’ all that, but you said not to worry,
it takes a long time sometimes . . . that you all’d ride it
out together . . .” I was slowly drying up, wondering what
idiocy I had committed. Entailments seemed all right enough
for livingroom talk.

I began to feel sweat gathering at the edges of my hair; I
could stand anything but a bunch of people looking at me.
They were quite still.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

Atticus said nothing. I looked around and up at Mr.
Cunningham, whose face was equally impassive. Then he did a
peculiar thing. He squatted down and took me by both
shoulders.

“I’lLl tell him you said hey, little lady,” he said.

Then he straightened up and waved a big paw. “Let’s clear
out,” he called. “Let’s get going, boys.”



As they had come, in ones and twos the men shuffled back to
their ramshackle cars. Doors slammed, engines coughed, and
they were gone.

That does it. Reckon I’'m about to read it again to ramp up to
Watchman. Hold all my calls, please.

Bonus: I'm on jury duty tomorrow, which means I’'ll be reading
the greatest courtroom drama in an actual courtroom.

My. Favorite. World.

My Favorite World #31

—

That’'s Lt. Derrick Gamble of the South Carolina Highway Patrol
Honor Guard carrying the Confederate Battle Flag that, as of
Friday morning, no longer flies above the SC statehouse.
There's something pretty damned delicious in seeing a black
man carry that rag away once and for all.

The crowd chants of “USA! USA!” as the flag was coming down
struck me as just right. The United States won that damned
war, and if it took yet another Confederacy surrender to drive
that point home, so be it. <fn>That it happened in what Pierce
calls the “the home office of American sedition” just adds to
its sweet piquancy.</fn> A pal suggested that an artillery
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bombardment from Fort Sumter would have made for a fitting
coda, but I imagine the liability insurance would have been
too dear. And apparently my idea of just taking a chainsaw to
the pole with the flag still aloft lacked the dignity that the
organizers were looking for.

I'll be the first to admit that the crowd’s taking up the “na
na hey hey goodbye” chant was something of an over-the-top end
zone dance, but I can’t fault anyone for wanting to rub Johnny
Reb’s nose in the dirt. <fn>It’s been a long time coming.</fn>
The shift to singing “We Shall Overcome” was perfect, and as
tired as that song can get, there are times when nothing else
will do.

Now that flag is on its way to something called the SC
Confederate Relic Room, a perfect resting place for a tired
piece of history.<fn>I had thought to refer to this
destination as a relicary, but it appears that is not a word.
On the other hand, reliquary is defined as “container for holy
relics”, and the battle rag definitely does not qualify. So
let’s just call it a tomb and be done with it.</fn>

Caveats..

I should note that a drive through South Georgia last weekend
demonstrated that the “Fergit Hell!” crowd is still clinging
to its tattered banner, with one especially impressive
roadside vendor display dozens of varieties of the rag for
sale, with an impressive number of shoppers ready to show
their pride via commercial transaction.

A hundred yards past this pageant we spotted a hand-painted
sign — something you'’d expect to see at a tent revival,
complete with misspellings and a backward letter or three —
touting the candidacy of Donald Trump, who 1is apparently the
only man capable of taking our nation back from both the
bankers and the dinasties (sic) of the Bush and Clinton clans.

And about 30 minutes later, we passed a string of signs a



la Burma Shave that warned about how Agenda 21 is here and
it’s REAL! and so forth.

Then, on Thursday evening in Gainesville, I came across this
gaggle of geniuses protesting “Southern Cultural Genocide” on
the courthouse lawn.

By the time I had parked and got a picture, the bulk of the
yahoo contingent had fled, having been pretty quickly
outnumbered by counter-demonstrators. It was all pretty
peaceful, but damn and howdy, why is this argument still going
on<fn>Answer: a sad failure to teach accurate history in favor
of pleasing fairy tales. This failure plagues all facets of US
History, alas, from the Revolution to the Native American
genocide to labor history &c. We will forever have to swim
upstream until we fix this problem.</fn>

So while the flag and its companion statuary is coming down —
all over, it seems — knuckle dragging pig ignorance is still
flying high. Still, this week counts as another small victory,
and critics can deride it as merely symbolic all they
want..symbols matter, and after a long stretch in which the
symbolic victories all seemed to tilt the other way, I'll take
it.

My. Favorite. World. Even with the inevitable caveats.
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The Longest Arc

<

It’s been a good week to be a liberal in America. The
affirmation by the Supreme Court that the Affordable Care Act
will be allowed to remain the law of the land, along with
their upholding of Obama-era policies regarding housing
discrimination, are big victories.

Even bigger: today the Supremes affirmed the right for
everyone to get married. This 1s a huge stride forward. Obama
is correct in saying that “We have made our union a little
more perfect” with this decision. The Obergefell decision 1is
one of the key social justice decisions SCOTUS has delivered,
and today we saw momentous history in the making, as surely as
Brown v Board of Education was sixty years ago.

This is all huge stuff, great stuff that helps me put aside my
usual ‘glass is half empty, and would it kill you to add a
little ice’ mindset.

Also big this week: the Stars and Bars has become de facto
radioactive to almost every public official and corporation.
The rapidity of this has been stunning, albeit long overdue.
Sure, it’'s pretty evident that many of the pols speaking out
against the Confederate battle flag are just playing a
triangulation game, trimming their positions just in
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time.<fn>I'm looking at you, Nikki Haley.</fn> But in this
case, having these folks play along with their “me too”
duplicity is welcome. That battle rag has loomed over the
South — and the Nation — for far too long. There will be
predictable pockets of holdouts, a bunch of ‘fergit, hell!’
yahoos who refuse to give up their precious. But at last,
there is rapidly growing agreement that the flag is a symbol
of a shameful legacy of racial hatred. I'm more than okay with
that.

But this change comes with a hefty price tag that belies the
happening overnight feeling. It took nine more people dying at
the hands of yet another wacko with a gun to get to this
moment. It’s not too much to suggest that every step in the
movement to repair our national shame surrounding racial
inequality has carried similar costs, that carnage has been
the necessary currency in the struggle to get white people to
do something as basic as to recognize our shared humanity.
But unlike, say, the Newtown massacre, this horror is actually
leading to a significant, if insufficient, piece of social
change.<fn>Gun control remains somehow too much to even
consider, and it would not surprise if the NRA crowd was
somehow fueling the anti-flag fever to divert attention away
from the well-armed elephant in the room.</fn> But if this
overdue disgrace of the battle rag is really just a step in
the right direction, it is a gol-durned big un, especially in
the states that still whistle Dixie a little too often.

I come from the South, from a family background that 1is
typically conservative in the way the White South has pretty
much always been, and that was not always let’s say flexible
in our view of difference. It appears that ancestors fought on
both sides of the Civil War, but mostly for the Confederacy.
One ancestor was a prosperous slave holder in South
Georgia.<fn>None of that wealth survived the war, and that
side of the family scraped along after that.</fn> On the other
side of the family, my great-grandfather was, among other



things, a bootlegger in Mississippi who employed black men to
help work the still, and who earned frequent uninvited visits
from the local Klan who disapproved of this economic
arrangement. Like most Southern families, the past is a muddle
of strange happenings and inherent contradiction.

But either way, the elders of my experience were polite, white
Southerners who would never dream of being overtly rude to a
‘Colored'<fn>Never a colored person, although occasionally
perhaps a Nigra, which was the genteel substitute for that
horrible word that I was taught from an early age was only
used by White Trash.</fn>, but who were quite certain in their
belief that black people were something other, and
absolutely less than in some indefinable way.<fn>But who might
also, through dint of hard work and diligence, elevate
themselves above the aforementioned White Trash. The granular
slicing of social strata was elaborate. The point was to
always have some group that was lower than your own.</fn>

And so it came to pass somehow that at a tender young age,
when we lived in the Tennessee tri-city area, I was given a
small Stars and Bars of my own.<fn>I cannot remember who gave
it to me, other than that it was a relative, not my
parents.</fn> It was not very large, and cheaply made, with
staples holding it to a dowel that served as an ersatz
flagpole. Nobody explained anything about it, other than that
it was “the Southern flag”. I hung it my room and really
didn’t think much about it.

And then we moved to southern Connecticut, where I unpacked my
stuff and hung it in my room. I still had no concept of what
it meant. And it came to pass that I made friends in the
neighborhood who were more overtly racist than anybody I'd
known in the South. Not necessarily more racist, but they
lacked the gentility to say Nigra, preferring that other word
that gets readers of Huck Finn so riled up these days. And so,
like anybody wanting to fit in, I started using it, too.



In the north, I attended an elementary school that was pretty
much all-white, with the exception of the son of the caretaker
of our church. Willie and I became pretty good friends. You'd
think this cognitive dissonance of having a chosen friend, who
was Black, and a bunch of racist neighborhood friends, would
provide a sharp spur of conscience in a young boy. No such
luck.

One day, Willie visited my house. I'm not sure if he saw the
flag or not. It really didn’t occur to me that it might make a
difference. But we somehow got into an argument, and I ended
up getting mad and dropping the N-bomb on him. He punched me
in the gut so hard I dropped to the ground. And he left to
walk home, not even asking for a ride or the phone to call his
mom.

And we never spoke again.

Make no mistake. I knew I was crossing a line when I said it,
and I knew that it was fucked up to do so. But I felt I had it
in my power to knock this really nice friend down to size,
just because he made me mad about something. But he was having
none of that.

I was around 10 years old at the time. The shame of what I did
that day still burns. It’'s the most overtly racist act of my
life, and that word has not passed my lips since. But I can’t
claim innocence of more subtle racist behaviors, like getting
nervous when a group of black males gets on an empty subway
car with me, or even just not considering that a great
scientific advance might have been realized by a Black man or
woman, or of being surprised when I met a Black man who loves
80s hair metal bands. Because that’s not what they do, right?

I was not raised by bad or malevolent people. I was not taught
to be racist, at least not in any obvious sense. But I did
live in a world where hanging the battle rag was fine, where
assuming the racial superiority was the order of things, where



laughing and joining the guys in crude racial jokes was no
problem. I thought I was not a bad or malevolent person. But
by every reasonable measure of the word, I was a racist. And I
somehow managed to get that those two statements could not
live together.

I'm not sure when I decided to change, not clear on exactly
when I quietly took that toy battle flag and threw it in the
trash. I'm not sure when I actually realized that I could work
to be rid of the burden of lies that led me to assume my
superiority based on my pale skin. I’'ve struggled with that
for over 40 years, I guess, but even though I 1like to
congratulate myself on how far I’'ve come, that stain is still
there. Just like that stain is indelible on our Nation. If I
treat every person I meet, from now until I die, with full
dignity and respect — doubtful, but it’s a goal — the stain
will remain.

Getting rid of the battle rag is not going to change much 1in
the overall calculus of how racial “difference” plays out day
to day. But like the day I threw mine in the trash, it can
represent a decision to make conscious choices about the
messages we endorse and about how we wish to be, even while we
are never going to be able to fully attain that goal. For most
whites in my generation, the stain is pronounced. For later
generations, for people who do not grow up with the message
that a symbol that represents slavery and segregation and
racial animus 1is approved by their governments and
institutions, maybe that stain begins to fade.

And even though the shame of how I behaved remains, I am not
ashamed of being from the South. Many of the better
examples of American culture come from the South. The music I
love, the food, the 1literature, the seemingly genetic
predisposition to gothic humor..this is the bounty of Southern
heritage. The Civil Rights movement started in the South and
rippled out across the country to force people in other
regions to grapple with the institutional racism as it



manifested in those places. There’s plenty to be proud of.
This is the heritage — shared across race and class lines —
that we can celebrate. And we can do it just fine without that
miserable battle rag.



