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Except for a ruthless animal amnmg(whﬂn(:-
pable of getting a child into as much trouble as it is
incapable of getting him out of), children have no de-
fenses. A child believes everything; he has no choice.
That is how he sorts out reality. When a child retreats
and can no longer be reached, it is not that he has
ceased to believe; it is that we, who are all he has, have
failed him and now he has no choice but to die. It may
take many forms, and years; but the child has dlm
and runs to death.

Now, somewhere in Atlanta, some desperate pennn
who must certainly once have been just such a child is
seducing children to death. Someone—consider this—
gets a bright black boy, a child, into his car. He is
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astute enough to realize that between
poverty and puberty the child has little
choice. He knows that the child imag-
ines, as all children do, that he knows
the score, that he can get out of any
trap. But no child knows that death is
real.

And at some point, this child is fed,
bathed, clothed and murdered. And
someone carries him somewhere and
drops him.

When I was a child, I was sometimes
very brutally handled. Which means that
I will never be able to overcome that
matchless wonder and terror that over-
takes a child who is assaulted by an
adult. And maybe because of that, cer-
tainly because of my friends and, per-
haps to a greater degree than I care to
face, because all of us are fascinated by
the things that most repulse us, I know
I must return to Atlanta.

L ]

Terror leads to paralysis and paraly-
sis leads to the end of hope. One’s very
body begins to be too heavy a weight to
carry through the humid air; one longs
to click one’s heels, like Dorothy in The
Wiz, and get the hell out of Atlanta. But
to believe in yourself as I believe in you
may never again be possible for the
children of this city, who are also the
heirs, it is worth remembering, of the dis-
tilled and dreadful bitterness of the
blood-soaked and sovereign state of
Georgia. And, though we are discussing
the murdered black children of Atlanta,
it is important to bear in mind that for
every black corpse, there is a white one,
or an equivalent actual and moral dis-
aster. There is absolutely nothing new
in this city, this state or this nation
about dead black male bodies floating,
finally, to the surface of the river.

I can’t imagine anyone wishing to be
in this place now. I certainly don’t want
to be here and I could have many rea-
sons for being sorry that I came. I don’t,
on the other hand, quite see how I could
possibly have avoided being here and,
indeed, precisely at this moment.

Richard Wright once wrote that if
Edgar Allan Poe had been born in 20th
Century America, he would not have had
to invent horror; horror would have in-
vented him. The statement sounded per-
haps a trifle excessive, like a gifted
actor’s extra flourish. But it does mnot
seem even remotely excessive now. On
the contrary, it seems relatively mild,
even kind. Certainly, nothing in Poe
begins to approximate the horror now
reigning over the city that gave us Gone
with the Wind (which was, and remains,
as book and film, a chilling moral horror
in itself).

Human life, and especially a child’s
life, is our most important gift, our only

142 real responsibility, and is more sacred

than any temple or any doctrine, any-
where. In this matter of Atlanta, then,
one scarcely knows how to begin—and
that is because, abjectly, profoundly, one
doesn’t wish to begin. There is a kind of
fire curtain that descends in the mind or
the heart, a curtain that attempts to blot
out something that one can weakly per-
ceive as horror, but in the face of which
horror has no meaning and neither has
the word evil; in the face of which all of
the disputes concerning good and evil
and the nature of God and man become
unendurable.

Atlanta claims for itself a distinction
hitherto unheard of in human history: It
is the city too busy to hate. Neither
Rome nor Athens, Calcutta, Constanti-
nople a.k.a. Istanbul, nor Jerusalem nor
Nazareth, at the height of their power
and splendor or at the depth of their
indescribable trials, ever dreamed of
making a claim so preposterously juve-
nile, so blatantly dishonest; and there
are people in the city now who, remem-
bering that the present city is literally
built on the ashes of the city General
Sherman put to the torch, believe that
Atlanta is being punished for blasphemy.
Which may, indeed, be true, if blasphe-
my means the vilification of that which is
sacred. But it is important to point out
that the only reason Atlanta is stuck with
such a title is that it is the crown jewel
of the New South.

Lord. The New South. Do not come
down here looking for it. Forget every-
thing you may have heard, or may wish
to believe, concerning the New South.
There is no New South. The New South
is as old as “to lib and die in Dixie!”
as cold as grits didn’t hold the heat! or
gingerbread colored or being a cocktail
waitress in the Peachtree Plaza. The
New South is as old as the paper-bag
test or young Tom in a TV ad or Aunt
Jemima in a situation comedy or as that
rock of ages in which the South still
believes it will be able to hide. The real
South (which is the real America) flaunts
itself, meanwhile, just outside Atlanta
on Stone Mountain, the sacred gathering
place of the K.K.K., dominated by the
cross of the Nazarene Prince of Peace
(on the cross, a trembling soul!), and
every evening, when the sun goes down,
flees to the suburbs, suburbs as far
removed from reality as Byzantium and
paler, by far, than the celebrated
Georgia marble.

And as of this moment, when the
white folks have fled, Atlanta becomes a
black enclave. The whites flee by way
of the bristling system of freeways—
known as “ring around the Congo”—or
by means of the rapid-transit system,
MARTA, which translates as “moving
Africans rapidly through Atlanta,” an-
other joke, which might have elicited a

girlish giggle from Scarlett O'Hara and a
resigned yuk-yuk-yuk from Mammy. The
bulk—or the most visible bulk—of the
white citizens of Atlanta are fleeing from
the niggers, as they always have: God
knows where—or if—they will eventually
find themselves. For they are also fleeing,
by no means incidentally, from all of
the poor whites of the region.

The poor whites almost certainly out-
number the poor blacks and, being even
more wretched, are yet more volatile and
indispensable for the maintenance of the
status quo.

One is scarcely, at first, aware of them.
That is, in the daytime, when Atlanta is
white, they merely look white. There
they are, on the streets, along with every-
one else, and one has no reason to won-
der what they are doing or where they
live. But then, while traveling across the
city, one may suddenly turn a corner
and find oneself facing block after block,
mile after mile of hovels, with scrawny
white children playing in desolate yards,
closed white faces staring from the porch.
And the South is not ghettoized, physi-
cally speaking, in the same way as the
North. Poor whites and poor blacks live
on top of one another, live in one an-
other’s armpits: They have absolutely no
way of escaping one another. Some
among them may become friends, but
their communities are not, and cannot
be, friends: The history, the structure
and the purpose of the state forbid it.

This means—putting it as delicately as
I can—that white people become, at least
for the black stranger from the North,
absolutely invisible for the first time.
One wonders what they are doing in this
dark city, all alone, without, so to speak,
any visible means of support. But then,
thinking about it another way, one can
conclude that they need no apparent
means of support. They are white, which
is, as one has no choice but to hazard,
their raison d’étre. They are sustained
by their well-to-do white brothers in the
far-off splendid suburbs who have left
them here to stand watch over this black
city until the morning comes; and they
are connected, inexorably and forever,
by the cross. Their loneliness is as pun-
gent as their sweat; some dreadful sense
of loss is as strident or as muffled as their
voices. It is impossible not to wonder
what they are now doing in a city that
has become as black as sin and death and
hell and night—as black as the night
that is swallowing up our children.

Black people are on the streets, too,
mostly young and male. There seems to
be no interaction between the blacks and
the whites; but it is important to remem-
ber that I am talking about the poor.

On the other hand, what is meant by
the New South is as aggressively visible
and superbly photogenic as a Cecil B.

(continued on page 308)
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ATLANTA (continued from page 142)

“The city of Atlantaloathed us asmuchas did the state
of Georgia but couldn’t afford to keep lynching us.”

De Mille extravaganza, or the wonderful
world of Walt Disney, or The Birth of
a Nation, or Tara. It is a brutally mer-
cantile endeavor, created for commerce
and the camera. Both Dali and Warhol
would love it: It is just about as new as
they are. Squares, tubes, vials and bub-
bles assault the patient sky, ruthlessly
connected to the sweeping lawns and
steps and columns and verandas of the
Big House, immortalized, like Lot’s wife,
behind the Big Gate. These squares,
tubes, vials and bubbles, with their out-
side panoramic elevators, revolving cock-
tail lounges and exotic restaurants,
perpetually incarcerate thousands and
thousands of cheerful conventioneers,
who, both dutiful and avid and, in any
case, trapped, trample Miss Scarlett’s
lawn and climb her steps and pose before
the columns. (These antebellum master-
pieces are also for sale, I am told, and a
couple of movie stars are investing in real
estate down here—which, all things con-

sidered, is just about the least a grateful
movie star can do.) These conventioneers
are the lifeblood of the city and do not,
after all, stay here very long—not at a
stretch, anyway, which may be why they
always seem so cheerful.

Atlanta boasts of itself—quite accu-
rately—as a national and regional trade
center: “Atlanta successfully maintained
its dominance of wholesaling in the
Southeast,” according to the Atlanta
Regional Commission, which also in-
forms us that “during the decade of the
Sixties and the early Seventies, the Atlan-
ta region experienced a tremendous
surge in national recognition and a con-
tinued healthy population and economic
growth. Three contributing factors were
the desegregation of its public facilities,
the expansion of its transportation net-
work and an excellent geographic loca-
tion.”

The desegregation of its public facili-
ties: a statement as discreetly, not to say

“You can’t leave me now, George.
I ordered our Christmas cards with both of our
names printed on them.”

desperately, self-effacing as that nigger in
the woodpile must have been.
L

I have a peculiar relationship to this
city. It has hounded me, I sometimes feel,
like mysteriously unfinished business,
some terrifying and inescapable rendez-
vous. Two of my younger brothers were
part of a quartet down here more than
30 years ago, having been, in effect,
shanghaied by Henry Wallace's Progres-
sive Party, which was determined to get
on the ballot by any means necessary. I
came later, from Paris, in 1957. Here I
met Martin Luther King, Jr.. who sent
me on to Montgomery, Alabama, to
Ralph David Abernathy—and to that
indescribable road on which one dis-
covered that one’s ancestors had paid
already for the present and knew that you
would take what they had bequeathed
you and hand it down the line. Which is
a mightily liberating apprehension, how-
ever terrifying: It offers an option be-
yond the prison of the self. Or it helps
one begin to bear—and use—both the
terror of life and the fear of death.

On the civil rights road—which is an
inept way to refer to the period and the
passion, but, for the moment, it will have
to serve—there was no way to get up
South or down South without going
through Atlanta. It was a waiting room,
a clearinghouse, where one caught one’s
breath, went to the bathroom, washed
one's face, compared notes, calculated
one’s next move, said hello and goodbye.
It sounds insane now, but if you had
managed to get out of Birmingham, Tal-
lahassee or Jackson and all the way to
Atlanta, you felt that the gods were with
you and you'd live to see your home and
those you loved again.

But I, as a reporter—my cover, if you
like, in those days—realized that the city
of Atlanta loathed us just as much as did
the state of Georgia. But they could not
afford to keep lynching us—publicly—
and hope to keep on making money,
too. Business is business.

If memory serves, Hartsfield was the
name of the mayor when I first came
down here, and his éminence grise was a
very remarkable white woman named
Helen Bullard. They wanted, for the sake
of the city of Atlanta, to accomplish the
necessary storm of desegregation with as
little thunder and lightning as possible—
without test cases and protracted legal
battles. They did not want Atanta to
become another Little Rock, for exam-
ple, or another Tuskegee or Montgomery.

Memory and perception being what
they are in this country, it may be worth
pointing out that I am speaking of the
moment before the sit-in movement—
before the young altered and redefined
the dimensions of the struggle; and before
the multitudes; that is, the poor—hit the
streets of Birmingham. I am speaking of
the moment before the Kennedy brothers
decided to channel the struggle into the







