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A Noble Gift

One of the most famous monuments in the would , the
Statue of Liberty, was presented to the United States of
America in the nineteenth century by the people of France. The
great statue , which was designed by the sculptor Auguste
Bartholdi, took ten years of copper supported by a metal
framework which had been especially constructed by Eiffel.
Before it conld be transported to the United States, a site had
to be built. The site chosed was an island at the entrance of
New York Harbour . By 1884, a statur which was 151 feet
tall, had been ererted in Paris. The following year , it was
taked to pieces and sent to America . By the end of October
1886 , the statue had been put together again and it was
officially presented to the American‘people by Bartholdi. Ever
since then, the great monubent has been a symbol of liberty for
the millions of people who have passed through New York

Harbour to make their homes in America .
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Asking for Trouble

It must have been two in the about moming when I
returned home. I tried to wake up my wife by ringing the door
—bell , but she was, fast asleep, so I got a ladder from the
shed in the garden, put it against the wall, and began clinbing
towards the bedroom window . I was almost there when a
sarcastic voice below. saill I dont’t think the windows need
cleaing at this time of the night . I tooked down and nearly fell
off the ladder when 1 saw a policeman. I immediately regretted
answering in the way I did , but I said , ‘I enyoy cleaning
windows at niggt. ’

‘So do 1 ,” answered the policeman in the same tone .
‘Excuse my interrupting you . I have to interrupt a man when
he’s busy working, but would you mind coming with me to the
station?’

‘Well , I’d prefer to stay here,” 1said . ‘You see , I've



forgotten my key. ’

“Your what?’ he called.

‘My key ,” T shouted .

Fortunately, the shouting woke up my wife who opened
the window just as the policeman had started to climb towards

me.
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Not Poor, Just Broke

Dick Gregory
Like of lot of Negro kids, we never would have made it
without our Momma . When there was no fatback to go with
the beans, no socks to ho with the shoes, no hope to go with
tomorrow , she’ smile and say: “ We ain’t poor, we’re just
broke,” poor is a state of mind you never grow out of , but
being broke is just a temporary condition . She always had a
big smile , even when her legs and feet swelled from high blood
pressure and she collapsed across the table with sugar diabetes.
You have to smile twenty —four hours a day , Momma would
say . If you walk through life showing the aggravation you’ve
gone through , people will feel sorry for you , and they’ll never
respest you . She taught us that man has two ways out in life
—laughing or crying. There’ more hope in laughing. A man
can fall down the stairs and lie there in such pain and horror
that his own wife will collapse and faint at the sight. But if he
can just hold back his pain for a minute she might be able to
collect herself and call the doctor. It might mean the difference
between his living to laugh again or dying there on the spot.
So you laugh , so you smile. Once a month the big gray
relief truck would pull up in front of our house and Momma
would flash that big smile and stretch out her hands. “Who else
you know in this neighhorbood gets this kind of service?” And
4



we could all feel proud when the neitghbors, folds who weren’t
on relief, folds who had Daddies in their houses , would come
by the back porch for some of those hundred pounds of
potatoes, for some sugar and flour and salty fish. We’dstand
out there on the back porch and hand out the food like we were
in charge of helping poor people , and then were in charge of
helping poor people, and then we’d take the food they brought
us in retrun.

And Momma came home one hot summerday and found
we’d been evicted , thromn out into the streetcar zone wing all
our orangecrate chairs and secondhand lamps . She flashed that
big smile and dried our tears and bought some penny Kool —
Aid, We stood out there and sold drinks to thirsty people
coming off the street—car , and we thought nobody knew we
were kicked out—figured they thought we wanted to be there
. And Momma went off to tald the landlord into letting us back
in on credit.

But I wonder about my Momma sometimes , and all the
other Negro mothers who got up at 6 A. M. to go to the white
man’s house with sacks over their shoes because it was so wet
and cold, I wonder how they made it . They worked very hard
for the man, they made his breakfast and they scrubbed his
floors and they diapered his babies. They didn’t have too much
time for us

1 wonder about my Momma , who walked out of a white
woman’s clean bouse at midnight and came back to her own

5



where the ughts had been out for three months , and the pipes
were frozen and the wind came in through the cracks. She’d
have to make deals with the rats; leave some food out for them
so they wouldn’t gnaw on the doors or bite the babies. The
roaches, they were just like part of the family.

I wonder how she felt telling those white kids she tood
care of to brush their teeth after they ate , to wash their bands
after they peed. She could nener tell her own kids because
there wasn’t soap or water back home.

1 wonder how my Momma felt when we came bome from
school with a list of vitamins and pills and cod liver oil the
school nurse said we had to have. Momma would cry 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 dollars
rent and Momma would plead with him to wait until
tomorrow. She had lost her pocketbood. The relief check was
coming . The white folks had some money for her. Tomorrow.
I’d be hiding in the coal colset because there was only supposed
to be two kids in the flat , and I could hear the rent man curse
my Momma and call her a liar. And when he finally went
away , jfomma put the sacks on her shoes and went off to the
rich white folks’ house 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, smilling and Uncle Tomming every time a
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doctor or a nurse passed by . We’d feel good when one of them
smiled back and dedn’t lood at us as though we were dirty and
had no rigyt coming down there. All the doctors and nurses at
Homer G. Phillips were Negroes, too .

I remember one tome when a doctor in white walked up
and said: “What’s wrong with him?” as if he didn’t believe that
anything was .

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

“Bring him in and get his damned clothes off . ”

I was so mad the way he was talking to my Momma taht I
bit down too hard on the thermometer. It broke in my mouth.
The doctor slapped me scross 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 , Doctor,” and to 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 shose rich white folks Momma was so proud of .
She’d sit around with the other women and they’d talk about
how good their white folds 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 morning the white lady would
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say : “We’re going on vacation for two months, Lucille, we
won’t be needing you until we get back. ” Damm. Two month
vacation withort pay . A

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.

1 wonder how she kept from teaching us hate when the
social worker —came around . She was a nasty bitch with a
pinched face who said: “ We have reason to suspect you are
wovking, 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 corners. 1 gress the system didn’t
want her to get off relief , the way it kept sending social
workers around to be sure Momma wasn’t trying to made
things better. _

1 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 hugs crawling over the
dirth dishes in the sink. My Momma would have to stand there
and make like she 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 dollars and carfare. She would have to

8



follow that nasty bitch around those drafty three rooms ,
keeping her fingers crossed that the telephone hidden in the
closet wouldn’t ring. Welfare cases weren’tupposed to have
telephones.

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 didnt want us to be at a
disadvantage. She couldn’t explain that to the social worder.
And she couldn’t explain that while she was out spoonfeeding
somebody else’s kids, she was worrying 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
bcuoney for our bread , to see if and of us had gotten run over
by the streetcar while we played in the gutter, to make sure the
house hadn’t burnt domn 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 place to be only when all other places were closed
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