HARD TIMES

Daisy Singer

A photographer.

intelligent, but he was fantastic at giving advice. People would come to
him when they were contemplating suicide.

Headwaiters instantly knew he was someone to contend with. Like if he
Was on a transatlantic voyage, he would meet, at one time, Cardinal Spell-
man and, at another time, Al Capone. He was that kind of man.

We lived on Park Avenue before the Depression, like in eleven or four-
teen rooms, One of those big apartments which are essentially very dreary.

Central Park West which wasn’t such a terrible come-down. Except my
grandparents moved in with us: keep up appearances and double in brass.

I remember vaguely family conferences, which took place behind closed
doors. Like loans negotiated and things like that. The front would have to
be maintained because I've learned that in business if people smell failure
in you, you’ve had it.

I always had governesses. I had one I really loved when I was young,
until T was seven. Then I had a succession of ones I loathed.

I remember going to the park with the one I really liked. There was a
shanty town. Like a Hooverville. It was for me the palpable memory of
the other side of the tracks. Ever since, when I encounter poverty, it is this
memory . . . holding the hand of one’s governess. For years, I felt ex-

The doors were shut, as if there were some kind of contagion out there, I
guess it was innocence, but I don’t think of it as anything pretty as all: the
less you experience, the better.

When my father was dying of cancer, he would hallucinate. Some of
them were businessmen’s hallucinations, He had an imaginary pocket with
imaginary papers. He kept stashing them away. In a gesture that was fa-

miliar to him. Important papers. He always had a brief case or something
and he had millions of papers. . .
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Robin Langston

He is a social worker by day, a jazz musician by. night. He is forty-three
years old. He lived in Hot Springs, Arkansas, until he was seventeen.
“. . . there are so many places that would have been worse. Suppose

1 had come up, say in Mississippi . . . ?”

I XNEW the Depression had really hit when thg electric lights went out. lgl};
parents could no longer pay the $1 electric bill. The kerosene lam(ll‘)ﬁ'wdid
up in the home. And in the business. My father had a restaurant.h is id
something to me, because it let me kr}xlow that my father was not the gre

in the world. I always thought he was. _ '
eStl\(/:I";'t gtthher couldn’t reag or wrigte. If an airplane wrote his narrie dln thli
sky, he wouldn’t be able to read it. But h(? had a thirst for knova e tg:ho
was our task, my sister and I, to read tlo hlmt. I-tI;, v:la::sw tshe type of ca

radio on all day, just to listen to the . )
Wqulrcel:rlx(leeegl)l::rethat kerosene 1};n]1p, because for C’hris.tmas, ’30, argund 1r;
there, I got a little book that pictured Lindbergh’s flight. I\gy mo; xelz ﬁ]ie
telling me how great Lindbergh was. She told me I wogld y ; f a o like
that. But she didn’t tell me about my cﬁgrllges of flying. That w
i . ’Cause they were trying to shield me.

Poi\llllt),l )ggt;zi was a teacl?er. She gevir did teach, because my fathe; neyler
did want her to work. He was the person to wear the pants in t‘h«; alrﬁclh);.
He wanted to be the strong one. I was exp(?sed toa lot_ of booksl;‘ l]lcse i T,
Frederick Douglass, Raymond Mol(;y, Time Magazine. No Boo .

i - He was anathema in my home.
Wiil;nfg;gxr;r}iaught us how to ad{ust to situafions. We were f;)rrturi:;:
compared to others. We always had food. Vejry l¥ttle money, but t <; erzn was
so much spiritual guidance. I don’t mean this Bll.ly. Graham t)g)e., et
this thing that develops in a family where you anticipate the ot ;rh :S e thé
I can kiss my father and not feel ashamed that I kissed a man.

i had going. )
typgr?ef g‘;‘f ‘::y fathir a%ld I tore a wall down to enlarge th(? bufsmessl.lii
must have been around eight or nine. I cgt;id ls]ee (ll)lood coming from

om using the crowbar, and I kissed his hand.
har’i‘(:fé frrestauran% was in the black community: But we madedats m\;clz
money off white people as we did off blacks. White people wante: oect:ﬁin
in and get fried chicken. He had them foo]ed‘that there was ?0:}? Sag
mystical about the batter he used. Another devxce. he would use: ! eyater):
that colored people like watermelon. Well, he raised the price of w
melon when white folks came in. All these survival techniques. . . .
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I S .
Startsltr?;te;i.wgshmg fhshes in the restaurant about five, My father didn’t
> 1 Insisted. I'd get up on a Coca-Cola box to bend over the dilslh

gh d
tIOll . IV.[y IIlOtheI WOIke the Cash ICngteI, and Illy sister was the wait.

not like hat-in-hand situatjons,

sorﬁyﬁf)ﬁrgll‘{ al\}:lgys l.lad a lot of white friends because there was always

e ! foo.d in\‘:' l1te friend would forget his supposedly superior atﬁtude);f
olved. They were going to get some of my father’s mysti-

not WOIkH]g made 1t OﬂiClal I athel alld ]V]Othel dld that thll] out Of the
g

g 4 l )

fathel to[ $10. IIe had come to tlle black man to get $10 Iie Ieally

It mi . .
dasts glg‘l;ehz\;;nl’):e; in elgin-:)h or ninth grade. It was in one of the English
. ave a hibrary in the black school. We d
; / . e

¥l}]1:$ep:$)5le who came in would give us. We were reading Timefl)\flgdz(ziirﬁen
posed gse ta?h izr::tlfalon I((iaymond Moley on economics. We wer% sup.

icle i .
i sotal and make a report on it. I had to £0 to the white

A fro i
wsy Caucasian woman opened a crack in the door and threw the

90

God Bless’ the Child

book on the floor. I tried to determine what’s more important: this affront
or getting Raymond Moley? My immediate thing was to get Raymond
Moley. But my father always told me never to stoop. So I left the book on
the floor. It hurt. I cried because I wanted the article so bad.

Hot Springs was a unique place. It was a health resort. It depended on
rich people coming in. They came to the race track with their women.
There was a sort of sophistication. A sort of Encyclopaedia Britannica
attitude. It was cosmopolitan and yet semi-rural. A rurban area.

They had one mayor. It seemed like he stayed in office a million years.
He would ride around in his carriage with two black ponies. He lived in
the black ghetto. Only he was on top of the hill. He would visit all the
gambling places in the community. White people came down and shot
dice. They’d come down looking for women, too. The red-light district
was always in the black area. The only white prostitutes you would find
would be in the hotels. They would be the high-priced ones. They would
go with the Negro belthop. Say, if the bellhop caught a politician, maybe
she made a couple of hundred bucks. She’d give him some money, plus
she’d go to bed with him.

The church I knew was controlled by City Hall: “Every Christmas we’ll
get these niggers some turkeys. We'll send somebody from the white
school board to talk to them. We might let one of you come to our church,
sing.” To keep us quiet like that. It was easy to control the black commu-
nity in Hot Springs, because everything was geared toward money. “O.K.,
you don’t give us any problems, we'll let your gambling houses stay. We’ll
let you play policy. We'll let the black racketeer who’s in charge of every-
thing, we’ll let him get the nigger out of jail on Saturday night. You can
fight and whip your woman on Saturday night, just don’t bother us over

here. We’ll give you a break, a suspended thirty-day sentence. We'll let
you go home and be a good boy.”

We’d get the Chicago Defender. They had one edition for the North and
another for the South. That’s how we heard about the Scottsboro case.
One of the people defending the boys came and spoke at the black church
there. Oh yes, we knew about this case and this white woman, Ruby

Something—

Ruby Bates.
This was during the time when a lot of young people wanted to get a job
and venture out and go places, and they were afraid to hobo because they

didn’t want to get caught up in a Scottsboro case.

The Defender was read openly. It was brought down on a white rail-
road and thrown off a white boxcar. It was sold in the black community
on the newsstands.

During the Depression, they had a transient bureau in my home town.
Poor whites and poor blacks. This bureau would have them do work in the
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mountain area, say, cutting vines or shrubber

time. They would go down and show ¥y This was in Roosevelt’s

ate image is “Great White Father.”
The WPA and other
trades. It gave Negroe

. e spirit, naturall ’ i

' 2 Y you're attracted to it.

Therzh$:s thek .power§-that-b§ missed the boat, during the ];e ression

Was pour ;e 1Srt11clil (;lfagltfhg'ranc?; of poverty. But even though e\irybod);
: T, 18 stiff-collar, white-shij itani i

thing going. So even though we were all in the:s e bot, Ty 08

and youw’re still black, and so we don’t need to get togetl,ler. Things are

going to get better for t i
olng t g or the white folks, and you black folks will have

Do you think a Depression of that depth could come again?

I think it could. But it would behoove the Federal Government not to

let it come, Because you re deahn Wlth a dlfTCIent bleed Of cat now, If
g

ments, .indicative,of varied and passing interests
She is an attractive forty s at g
rant in Chicago’s Loop.

She comes from Cleveland, “q working-

~five-year-old waitress at an Italian-style restau-

class family.” Her father, before
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the Depression, had been a railroad man. “He's now seventy-eight and one
of the roller skating experts in the country. He and my mother used to
dance in marathons.”

I REMEMBER all of a sudden we had to move. My father lost his job and
we moved into a double-garage. The landlord didn’t charge us rent for
scven years. We had a coal stove, and we had to each take turns, the three
of us kids, to warm our legs. It was awfully cold when you opened those
parage doors. We would sleep with rugs and blankets over the top of us.
Dress under the sheets.

In the morning, we’d get out and get some snow and put it on the stove
and melt it and wash around our faces. Never the neck or anything. Put on
our two pairs of socks on each hand and two pairs of socks on our feet,
and lJong underwear and lace it up with Goodwill shoes. Off we’d walk,
three, four miles to school.

My father had owned three or four homes. His father left them to him.
He lost these one by one. One family couldn’t pay the rent. They owned a
bakery shop. They used to pay him off half in money, half in cookies. We
lived on cracked cookies and those little bread things. So my father was
pretty sharp in a way.

He always could get something to feed us kids. We lived about three
months on candy cods, they’re little chocolate square things. We had these
melted in milk. And he had a part-time job in a Chinese restaurant. We
lived on those fried noodles. I can’t stand ’em today. He went to deliver-
ing Corn Flake samples. We lived on Corn Flake balls, Rice Krispies, they
used to come out of our ears. Can’t eat ’em today either. Can’t stand ’em.
My mother used to make the bread, put it under a blanket to raise. Oh,
that was tasty. I never tasted such good bread since.

Every Sunday we used to go house hunting. That was a recreation dur-
ing the Depression. You’d get in the Model A with the family and go look
at the houses. They were all for sale or rent. You’d go look and see where
you could put this and where you could put that, and this is gonna be my
room. I knew where I was gonna have my horse in the barn. My mother’d
go down in the basement, saying, “Oh, this is well constructed. This is
where we’re gonna put the potato bin, this is where we’re gonna put the
onions.” We knew just where everyone was gonna be. (Laughs.)

My mother was raised in a lace curtain Irish family and went to a finish-
ing school. We had our napkin rings even during the Depression. My mo-
ther’d set up everything just so and so. I used to go to my girl friend’s to
eat. They used to have a pile of Italian food on the table. She’d come over
to my place to eat, because she liked the way everything was set up.

Some of the kids seemed a little better off at the Catholic school. I used
to spend most of my time under the desk, lookin’ at the nun’s black-top
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