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What do you think kept you from taking your writing 
seriously before you were 35? 

It took me the longest time to get into my own womanhood and 
live with it. And I didn't do it until I met real women who rn 
I could admire. You know, there are places you don't grow A 

unless you get what you need. I mean, the grass doesn't grow 
until the rain comes. You need certain things to help you 
out of adolescence, into womazhood, into maturity. And youre 
always looking at women, whether you know it or not, because 
that's what you are. 

How do you feel this has been a specific problem for 
the young black woman? 

It's been a problem for all women~but black women had less 
choice of who · to look at. Women like my mother went to work 
in somebody else's kitchen, restaurant, whatever menial jobs 
black women were allowed to do. Even college educated black 
women didn't have many options other than the helping pro
fessions. 

You were a teacher and you worked in other 'helping' 
professions. ·-· _..Q___ 

When I was growing up, there was no path articulated for 
MQWtiy My family lived in a slum as far as exposure and opportunity 

1-r you live in Harlem or Brooklyn, everything is finished.~ 
not only finished but they begin to put salt on it! But 
they'd done a very good job on me in school. I did what I 
was told to do, I was a good kid, a passive person, a~piring 
to middle class stuff. My athletic energy kept me out of 
trouble with dope and getting beat up. 

Did your parents make a distinction between what you 
could do a-a-~ what your brothers could do? 

.. I 

The usual distinction, that boys are preferable. I was 
small and obedient so I never got the brunt of anything. 
I wasn't programmed or slated to do anything. I know my 
parents weren't in a place to plan for their kids. About 
the only thing I heard my father say about me was that he 
wanted his daughter to grow up and learn how to cook bis
cuits and iron somebody's white shirts the way my mother 
had done ... 
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Did you ever write about your family directly? 

Earlier. In my poetry. I wrote about things that bothered 
me because I had to, not because I thought of myself as a poet. 
Interestingly enough, I'm coming to an end of my poetry, the 
more I get serious about fiction. 

In what I've read of your work, you use a male persona ~ 
Any particular reason? 

I don't know women. I'm just now beginning to know women. 
All the big influences in my life until I was twenty were 
men. When I was a kid, I was always with the boys 
shooting marbles. I was 13; before I stopped wrestling. 
And only because they wo dn't let me ~ore. I never even 
read anything by a woman when I was growlng up. I don't even 
own many books by women. And if I started at this moment 
trying to portray the black woman I still wouldn't have enough 
time in my own life to do it properly. It is difficult to 
treat black women because of our history and because of our 
men. 

How do you feel the black woman has been treated in 
the scant literature and art she's appeared in? 

Well, there's the ambivalence that exists. For a start, 
she's not posed in relation to her~, she's rarely posed 
in relation to anyone. Instead, remember D.W. Griffith's 
"Birth of a Nition?" Griffith created one of 
the first images on the screen of the black man chasing 
the white woman. Since white women were the standard of 
beauty, the brainwashing was pretty thorough;::;enoug):i to get 
the black woman to dislike herself. I can remember~nigger 
bleach days, something you put on your skin to make yourself 
lighter. Bl~k A~~ .. beautiful just arrived, you know.S-Phat 

~he bi~pk man~ffla~ized beauty as the inaccessible white 
woman:~eated a big problem ~ black women. 

~ ~~ 
Is that part of the black woman's reluctance to 
identify with feminism? That the movement is 
a luxury of the white woman? 

That's part of the dilemma. The black woman has always 
had access to certain jobs because black women were lees 
of a threat to whites. Now, if I feel I am denying my man 
something that he deserves and I'm getting, we have confusion 
and tension. For years, our concerns have been around how 
we're gonna get our freedom or the vote. 

Historically it's been that once black people 
start something, the vote, for instance, the white woman 
follows. Some blacks see that as a kind of co-opting. 

As with civil rights and then the women's movement 
following quickly behind? 
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Yes. The women's movement took attention away from us. 
On top of that, people were just starting to get interested 
in ecology. Not that the causes weren't just. but many 
black women feel that we don't have enough energy to carry 
the white woman. I can't come out and get activist about 
the white woman, when essentially what she ' s saying is that 
she ' s tired of her husband oppressing her. My priorities 
are so much fmther up the line • - --~ -

But isn ' t the connection between white women and black 
women apparent, in that metaphorically speaking, those 
same white women's husbands were oppressing blacks as 
well? 

There's a difference between saying to your husband, well, I 
want more freedom, andyI need a job to buy a loaf of bread. ____,.._.--

You ' re talking about survival. But the women's 
movement is also involved with psychologicalJevels 
of oppression. - ~ 

The thing that I like about a fact is that whether people 
admit it ox not , it exists. The fact is that women have 
discovered that they are human beings, whether they are 
black ,2£. white. When white women started thinking of 
themselves as niggers, it was the best thing that could've 
happened to them. Because that's the issue: power. 

We're in an age when the general protest against 
powerl essness has become personal ... 

I did an article once called "The Black Woman as Nigger 
in the Black Studies Department." Which was me in the 
Black Studies department where they all talkedabout men. 
In that sense, color isn ' t important. We ' ve all been 
divided and we fight each other because of our powerlessness. 
When it was '9K to oppress black people, whites were kept 
from recognizcing their own powerlessness . I dive a lot. 
There's a pJace I go to in Santa Barbara where some oi l 
company came in and said.they were going to put these 
big tanker monsters off the coast. And the people said, 
the hell you are. But if you drive down the coast today , 
you'll find that those same people were treated just like 
niggers . When the money came in, the corporate structure 
did what it wanted to do. Look, it's the same on all fronts. 
Look at the Baake case . Both men wanted to be doctors .. . 
that's the important i s sue. The pi ll pushi ng plumber s of 
the AMA make decent health car e i mpossi bl e f or the unwashed 
millions of us. With t he need for doct ors in the country, 
why should any per son who want s t o serve be deni ed ? MeG-:i:-Gal 
car ¼n th,±cs- country makes you s i ck . And for them to be 
har pi ng a r ound with a case i n t he Supreme Court about two 
gu:ss who want to be doctors ... i t ' s nothing . . . i t ' s a smoke scr een . 

Many black and third world peopl e would di sagree with you ... 
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W~i1, I'm looking at the larger issue. White people are finally 
seeing that they've been niggers too. Madison Avenue turned old 
pa~ hed jeans into an enormous success. The whole movement of the 

~60~ was perver-ted. There was just enough energy in that movement 
to realize the sickness of racism. 

Perhaps political 'consciousness' didn't take us far enough. 
Do you experience sexism and racism still, even now when it's 
unfashionable? 

Figuratively speaking, the racial issue is . like a 
in the throat of the entire country, one which we 
nor ~hrow up. It's festering and stinking there 
continues to stultify the generations. J 

dead rat caught 
can neither digest 
and itR .'3tench 

ListenJ there are those people who'll have you to dinner 
but not vote for fair housing. At UCLA, the women were 
moving and the men were sitting around complaining, oh, 
I can't buy you lunch anymore, well what can I do for you; 
you gonna proposition me before I proposition youf Those 
guys didn't know what to do. Their role had been removed 
from them and they hadn't picked up another. A friend of 
mine said to me, I went to bed with my wife and woke up 
with a woman. Pretty surprised he was. 

Have you experienced this surprise from black men? 

No beeaue I frighten black men away, in general, because 
I don't come on to them sexually. Women have all kinds of 
ways of dropping :handkerchiefs and I never do any of those 
things. You see, because of our position in history, black 
women have very seldom been in a position to deal from power, 
so it's all a kind of sexual th~ you do with each other. 
It's difficult to grow up in this culture dealing outside of 
the vaginal politic . . 

And that crosses color lines. Don't you think 
that things are changing between men and women 
as women come into their own humanity? 

It has to change. Look, it's like being black, once you 
know you're whole, there's nothing anybody can do to 
fracture you again. T--hexe-' s- no- format. We I re on the 
trail and it's just a question of how dynamic we are. 
But there's plenty of people who still won't look at 
the things that are cruin.hlil'lg-around us • • -.We can't follow 
the old models or we'll meet the same disasters. 

As with women mimicking men? There's a safe brand 
of 'equal opportunity' advocate that says that women 
should be generals in the army if they want . and men 
should train for careers as typists. I think that's 
missing the point ... 

Ah yes, now we see black people in the same jobs that 
were shitty with white people in them. But you know, the 
exciting thing that gives me hope is that women can create 
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new forms, new jobs. And the great thing about writing 
is that you can cross all kinds of boundaries, sexual and 
otherwise. A writer sees in a way that distinguishes appearance 
from reality ~ ppearance in the sense that the ordinary person 
sees things ancr is often stuck with what they see. I have 
faith, you know, so that I can sit here relatively alone and 
not blow my brains out at what I sometimes see. Once I was 
::rv.ery very angry ... 

What ma.de you angriest 1 asi-d.e_fi:om...g.eneraJ. racie and 
sexism? 

Here's a nice example: I had a job not too long ago and my 
boss was black. And he had a problem. He couldn't fuck me> 
and he couldn't fire me, because I was too good. I was working p 

, L . ___ with ex~ helping them when t1a.ey j~o_::t_ oJIL vf the joint! Re ,)o ' ™tf ~ct was funded by the feds, which ~orta turns out to 
6icf- kW be a boondoggle and a sophisticated version of slavery. They 

0 • • needed a nigger and the~ needed a woman ~ 

And I had so 
many pluses. I get angry when 1 see minority people hired 
end once affirmative action is fulfilled, the hiring-1-s- cu~ 1 
'bacl:k But if I had kept up that pace of anger, I wouldn't • 
be here now. I would have done something drastic. I know 
how cynics are made. I also know how to subdue anger. a_ 

Were you involved in civil rights activism in the 60 s? ~ 
l+.t ~ 1 -., ~ 

I sure was. I was involved in.t'!w,rt'in Luther King and Gandhi JM--~ J· 
eucbdoing-.-.-rWh~ you subdued a.LL your anger and hostility • 
if somebody spat on you. ii.ike ~hen four nf us sat down at 
a counter in Atlanta and a white guy threw a bowl of soup ~ 
in my face ..:... I was shaking and subdWi ng. -G-M , - r 

Were you affiliated with the Panthers? ~ 

No. By the time I got to UCLA the Panthers had been blown 
apart by the CIA. But there was plenty to be angry about 
there. There were all these old World War II colonels 
teaching in the Physical Education department. One day I 
was walking across campus and I thought, I've never seen 
a black face behind the podium the whole time lllbeen here. 
In my history class, I never heard of anybody except Jackie 
Robinson. I got fed up and went to the Chairman's office 
and I said, Chairman, how come there are no black people on 
this faculty? And he said, well, we don't have any openings. 
At least he didn't say there are no qualified ones. I 
had thought of getting him and two or three other of those 
anti-life dogs in the toilet and threatening them just to 
get the publicity) and say•;.J you have got to change your ways! 

! 
~ 

1· 
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But you didn't get those professors? 

No, But I was getting pretty angry. 
"-This 1s the only country 

you're equal and shows you you're not. 
of my education at UCLA was designed to 
for myself. 

that teaches you 
The whole thrust 
show me contempt 

I remember freshman English, the great sifting pot of the 
university, thirty of us sitting there shaking scared. The 
teacher comes into the room and scribbles something on the 
board that says, write me three paragraphs concerning one 
of these historical figures: Benjamin Franklin, Abraham 
Lincoln) and somebody else. Now this was when I \(as in my 
real black period r~gn,:t........, I took Lincoln. The teacher 
had these little subtitles under each name that he ~anted 
you to deal with, like reconstruction, freed the slaves, 
etc. So I wrote down, Lincoln ain't never did nothing for 
black folks and if he did, I ain't heard nothing'bout it 
and I don't know nothing 'bout it. And I pigned my name 
to my paper. The next day the teacher sais, Cherry Jackson, 
I'd like to see you at thJ end of class. And so at the end 
of class, the teacher say-a- , this is a bae~c English class 
and if you want to stay in it, I would advise you to write 
English Well, I swallowed all my piss and vinegar and 
said ~ -

- You went to college when you were in your late 
twenties. What were you doing before that? 

I worked and then I was in the Peace Corps. 

How did you come to join the Peace Corps? 

When you're in Harlem and when you live on the fourth floor 
of a tenament house at 135 St. and 8th Ave. and at night 
you have to walk over junkies going upstairs and in the 
morning you have to walk over them coming downstairs and 
people~coming up to you saying, I got to have this fix ... 
there's a kind of desperation, you wanna.J'get out, you ' ~ 
wonder what the hell you're doing t'bere and what is it 
that you want to do. One of the things that hastened my 
departure was somebody breaking into my house twice on 
the same day. I had a police lock and a steel rod that 
went down to the floor and they just took the whole thing 
off the door. So I signed up to go to Africa. 

I've heard stories of Jews going to Israel and not 
being able to relate to Israeli life, discovering 
how American they really are ... 

Well, it's different for blacks. I was searching for origins. 

I saw my mother's face and my father's face and it shocked 
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me and I knew racially and tribally I was in the right place. 
When you go to Africa, you understand that you are in the 
arms of Mother Earth . .. when I saw the land in Africa, I 
knew there was something perfect and untouched. 

You didn't experience culture shock? 
\/OU ho.U e, .f.o 

Once you've been technologically oriented, ~ takes a tro 
'"ffleftdew, ameiwit ~ claWU8 off your ethnocentric nuances. 
As long as I kept my mouth closed, _ 

people didn't know I was any dif
ferent. Spiritually, I knew where my homeland was. I had 
no problem with culture shock when I was there, but it 
happened when I came home. It actually radicalized me, 
looking at my country after having another perspective for 
a few years. 

Is that when you broke the obedience chain you 
described you were hooked to in your childhood? 

Look, if you grow up with a certain moral code and you 
break it, it causes you a lot of anxiety and pain. It 
didn't happen overnight. I had to question why it was 
I was following the code in the first place. I don't 
know any single thing that made me break the code. But 
at some point I became aware that I had the power to make 
observations about what went on around me. And I saw the 
contradictions of what had been taught me. What got me 
to realize that the early bird doesn't necessarily get 
the worm, I don't know. 

How did you decide to say no to teaching, after 
you'd worked so hard to make a career for yourself? 

I can only tell you in retrospective observation. Whatever 
I got involved in, I always did a good job. Administrators 
love that kind of shit and they push you and give you certi
ficates for accomplishment. Listen, when they find a good 
nigger, you can do anything you '6.Ilt, you know, because 
there are a lot of black people who are angrier than I was 
and doni deal with the schools at all. But somewhere along 
the line I observed I was always fulfilling other peq>le's 
notions of what I should do. When you get strokes, it's 
even more difficult to know what you really want, whether 
it's your idea or theirs . I had a lot of success teaching 
and I knew I was good and energetic, but I also wanted to 
write and never had the time. I might as well have brought 

,--my kr.lds home with me, they were dancing around in my head 
all night. And there were the kids in the Oakland schools, 
mostly being broken up by the system. I couldn't see any 
hope for it. 
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Did you write when you were younger? 

I did but it wasn't serious. I knew I wanted to write 
when I was out of high school but there was nothing there 
to encourage it and I sure didn't know any writers. I 
had this frozen ass English teacher in high school and I 
loved to write poetry. I wrote a poem about thia tree, 
it had all kinds of human emotions, but when the teacher 
gave me the paper back, she said, you NEVER describe trees 
that way with human characteristics. 

Didn't she know about personification? What did 
you do? 

I kept that poem somewhere and hid it. 

Y-ou W-e-re- courag-eous .- I -had -an art teache-r in t.he 
't,t-h-grada-who told me never to take another-art 

..cl.ass again-because I couldn't master pe-rspective .. . 

I've always had a healthy ego. Besides,poets don't take 
criticism well. Thie pne editor told me to change a tense 
in one of my poems. She was a grammarian. The poem said 
exactly what I wanted to say. I didn't publish it. 

Would you feel the same about a prose work? 

With prose, I'll revise all day and bury the ashes. I took 
a fiction ~riting class, I went to my teacher with eight 
pages and he said tear up 7. I too~ the criticism. I 
guess I won't do it with my poems because they come from 
my gut. My fiction comes from my heart and my brain. 
Which is why I said, I'm getting rid of the demons and 
don't need to write poetry anymore. 

You said you have a· healthy ego. Does that come 
from competing in sports? 

I think so. In sports, I very seldom lost or got rejected. 
Of course, I knew when I started writing, I'd get rejection 
thrown in my face a lot of the time. But I'm not afraid 
of competition. Once a woman produces something that people 
can see, once she can bid and compete, she has ammunition. 

So you think that women should be taught to compete 
more? 

In sports, we'd always say of a weak team, no competition. 
But you know, I don't mean that women have to learn to 
compete with men. When a woman comes on the scene with 
some authority, she's got the ammunition she needs to do 
what she wants to. I don't worry about competition. I'm 
just beginning. It's enough that I had to make this decision 
that writing was going to be my life. I don't like other 
people setting a pace for me. I'm in no hurry. Anyway, 
once you hit your center, whether it's a fight or not is irrelevant. 
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Your commitment to writing solidified after 
your first stage play was successfully produced 
twice. How did you come to write for the theatre? 

'Tha.1. pl.ay was the "toughest ""t.tll.ng to cro and. it took me ·a 
year to do it. I wrote it when I was still teaching. 
It came out of something I saw. I was on my bicycle 
peddling by the Solid Rock Baptist Church in the Filmore. 
All these people were btanding in line on the street, 
black folk, white folk, Ghinese1 and I said, I know I 
haven't been to church in a long time, but I know it 
didn't get so good that people are waiting to get in 
in the middle of the week. I saw a guard standing 
in the church, holding a big magnumt' 1VN . 

I said, what's happening! And he said, people 
is lining up for food stamps. I had this premonition 
that eomebody was going to get it in that church. About 
six weeks later a friend told me a guy had been shot 
there. 

I became really emotional. I had to do something about 
it. I didn't know what form it would take but I had to 
decide which medium I was going to use to express my 
anger. Was I going to do an essay or a play or ~hat? 

So the play came out of my feeling 
that legitimate theatre is one of the loudest mouths in 
the community. And ~hat. I was dealing with the problem 
of church and state, where the church is the last black 
bastion that white people can't corruit but somehow have 
done it ... how people sell themselves and rip each other 
off with dope and prostitution ... I was dealing with a 
whole lot of things as a new Titer, all in a one; act 
play. 

You also wrote the play with a lot of black 
dialect ... 

Yeah. That's something I never want to do again. There's 
a difference between dialect and street talk. If you 
walk down FiUmore Street tfiere::i'.e,,.a particular black tone 
to the language, but it's in the rhythm and the selection 
of vocabulary. It isn't dialect the way that Dunbar or 
Langston Hughes did it ... like "go 'way and quit dat noise 
Miss Lucy." Well most black people on the street can't 
read tl:t.ttt ab;i;t ~ . 
It's just for effect on the page. It's like science 
having to create a language to describe "laser," because 
there's nothing that exists yet to describe it, or how 
Chinese books use English words to describe certain tech
nological items totally new to their culture. 

Do you feel you have to 11.lk differently around 
white people? 

-1ou .,i 
,,._ ,.. 
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I ta1k pretty much the same all the time. Sometimes black 
people will get into old vernacular street talk, doing 
what they call niggerese, when they want to lord it over 
somebody who might not know what they're talking about. 
If I wanted to do another stage play, I'd use street 
talk. It's so succinct. One of the things that black 
people have not had the leisure time to do is become 
euphemistic! They fuck it and you fuck it. It's frus
trating to me to meet people who insist on calling shit 
something else ... 

Yeah, I have a neighbor who says her cats 'go 
ba:eh oom' in the garden ... 

Geez. I remem er Eldrige Cleaver came to ta-ll at U 
when I was there . It was the final liberation oft e 

e 

word fuck. There were a lot of students in the au ence , 
and he went through his sermon 'and at the end he s id, 
fuck Reagan, and sonebody from the audience said f ck 
Reagan, and anothe person safd fuck Reagan d pr. tty 
soon the whoJ.e- a udience was saying fuck. All t ose white 
kids wbo.' <r never been able to say fuck-- finally got the _,. 
chance to come unraveled. It was all right! 

Do you have problems 
people speak with? 

t' ul capturing thef~yti™ that black 

Sure. lma:liHSti~uite the language of black people. When 
you listen to a person on the street, it's sometimes a 
strain to get it down an the page. Written English puts 
limitations on expressing gesture and eyebrow~raising and 
all those body movements. And I don't want to whitewash 
street talk in my writing. I mean, we gotta clean up 
our act in order to get those jobs we're supposed to 
get but we have to be careful not to lose our language ••• 

You're working on television plays now. Won't you 
have to whitewash your· language for TV? 

I've been working on plays for cable television, where 
you are allowed to be an adult writer and talk about 
adult themes. Sure, I can tell a story without using 
a four~letter word, but sometimes I feel like using 
some of the obscenity I see inherent in something. 
An obscene situation calls for obscene language. I'm 
not going to say, I grew up in the 'inner city'. Shit, 
I grew up on the reservation! 

Why have you chosen TV as a medium? 

Television is a challenge to me, a wholo technology I 
can work with . I'm just learning the tools. People 
are tired of the pablum they get. There's nothing real 
on commercial TV. When I first started looking at TV 
as a tool, to see bow scenes are made, where the drama 
is, how commercials are treated, how old people, women 

I r 

f 
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are treated, I couldn't believe it. When I look at 
Borman Lear's shit, why he's the only guy I know who 
can put five or six black male characters on one set 
and all together they won't equal one black man. 
And I'm not talking about super-nigger or Uncle Tom, 
just an ordinary black man. 

Aren't black writers creating black characters 
for television? 

Maybe now more than ten years ago. But it's so difficult 
to get into a writing stable as a paid staff writer, that 
once you get in, you don't rock the boat. One of the 
things that black people are famous for is holding those 
blacks who are in positions of power responsible for the 
whole race. A black person will get a position. When 
he starts selling out, other black people are enraged. 
But if that person doesn't compromise, he'll be on the 
streets. Writers who are paid to perform are in the 
same bind. 

Farlier we talked about why you've so far used 
only a black male persona in your writing. Do 
you have any plans to explore female characters? 

I'm .. reserving my commencement with women in fiction. 
I'm preparing myself. When I present my women, they 
will not be weak or pleasing. They will have accepted 
their womanhood as being as good as anything else. 
They will be active, doing people. What themes I'll 
chose, I don't know yet. The stories sit around for 
a long time unwritten. I do know that I want to work 
in unexplored areas. I want women's sexua1ity, for 
instance, to be treated as a matter of fact. My women 
will be sexual all right, but I won't make a big thing 
about their sexua1ity and they won't be asking permission 
to be sexual either. 

### 
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Writer 
31-

I went to UCLA for five years and I 

you know I/m from Harlem. I was ab 

lljt ~uwu 
~kvto.i~~t- _ 

I (15/7-6 

Originally, 
years and I 

came back, never having been furt r east than Chicago . .. 
From 1968-72, things were tumult us at UCLA, two of my friends 
were killed, they weee Panthers the a.thorities were on campus 
all the time. They were doing ragnet kind of stuff, helmets 
and gas masks, they sell you were to go, it doesn't mateter that 
you're going to the library. 

WHAT WERE THESE AUTHORITIES DOING? 

Trying to establish power, the presence of power that the students 
had rejected. As quiet s UCLA was, it's very conservative, 
there was so much actio going on at CAL that it scared thehell 
out of me when I wasp rusing a place to go to college ... so I 
went to the other ext eme. Still there were advocates for everything 
at UCLA, a lot of ac ion, so the authoirities came mn without 
provocation because they wanted to keep UCLA free from what 
happened at CAL. ou'd look around and there'd be 200 motorcycles 
and cops on them .. 

I HAD NO IDEA.. WAS LOST IN PARADISE AT THAT TIME ... UNTIL 1971, 
WHEN OF COURSE THE WAR CAME TO EVEN NEW MEXICO. YOU WENT TO 
SCHOOL LONG ATER HIGH SCHOOL ... AFTER TRAVELING? 

bwk.'"" ~ 
When I first got out of high school I worked. If yoUit,live in 

9 New Yo1'$, in Harlem,"' in Brooklyn, everything is finished . .. not 
only finished but they begin to put salt on it . It's a very 
desolate place economically. ~ got a job, but so HH:1:eh of mQ 
wasn' t fttlfill-sd. I wa~ very w1:politica J -1 I was doing the 
HOratio Alger thing I'd been taught, being obedient. I did what 
I was told to do. I was a good kid, a passive person. Asprring 
to middle class stuff. They'd done a very good job on me in 
school. 

WHAT DID YOUR PARENTS DO? 

My father's a contractor, my .mother worked in a restaurant .. . 
upper lower class, as far as dwelling;- training , - eaucatlon .. . 
My father didn't drink, nobody in my family faghts each other ... 
but we lived in a slum as far as exposure and opportunity ... 
My family's awareness of my being a girl anugrowing up in a 
different way than boys grow up was really very low ... I don't· 
even know what they expected from my brothers ... there was n~ 

J§th arti cu] at_ed. Some middle class parents take all these pre
cautions to raise their children ... you know, don't get pregaan~, 
don't use drugs. We had nothing imbued in us from our parents. 

WAS THERE NO DISTINCTION MADE BETWEEN YOU AND YOUR BROTHERS? 

The distinction was that boys are preferable. ( I was always small 
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and obedient so I never got the brunt of anything. I'm the 
youngest. I never had anym problems,i,.~was not programmed 
or slated to do anything. I know t~eyweren't in a place to 
plan for their kids, they didn't have the consciousness ... but 
the only thing I ever heard my father say about me was that he 
wanted his daughter to grow up and learn how to cook bmscuits 
and iron somebody's white shit'ts the way my mother had done. 

BUT ALL OF OUR FATHERS SAID THAT ... 

Well, that's what I remembered most from him. Later on, I found 
myself getting more and more angry.with him because of his role 
as a father ... he reneged on it. Of course, the older I got, the 
more mistakes I made and the more I understood him. But he 
caused me problems at one time. 

My father was a sportsman and a conqueror and he murdered animals 
and he had an arsenal of guns, he killed deer and birds. My 
mother was very passive and genteel. I see that mixture in myself. 
That gentleness she had allowed her to be subdued and not kick 
my father's ass when he needed it. 

I wish my mother had been more aggressive in paying attention 
to me as a girl ... there are places you don't grow unless you get 
·what you need, I mean, the grass doesn '.t grow until the rain comes. 
Things you need to get out of adolescence, into womanilood, into 
maturity. You have to have women around you who know what they're 
doikg. You're always looking at women, because that's what you 
are. You use the term "late bloomers". Well, it took me the 
longest time to get into my own womanhood and live with it. 
It wasn't until I met real women who I loved and admired. Women 
like my mother went to work· in somebody else's kitchen, restaurant, 
whatever menial jobs black women werea allowed to do. Even college 
educated black women didn't have many options other than helping 
professions. 

MANY OF THE WOMEN.I" TLAKED TO FOR THIS PROJECT HAVE SIAD THAT 
IN SO MANY WORDS, THAT EY FELT LIKE NOTHING WAS WATERING THEM 
BEFORE ... 

My childhood was spent being hild ... I'm happy about that. 
I didn't have the burden of tak g care of another person .. ! was 
left untampered with. My parents ere off working. My brothers 
are older. I was happy as a child. The problems crune later. 
eonseiotteftes~ --

YOU MIGHT 
YOU NOT GONE 
IN A SENSE ... 

HAVE EVEN FELT RESENTMENT TOWARD YOUR FATHER HAD 
COLLEGE ... YOU GOT TO SEE WHAT YOU WERE MISSING, 

Later on, when I met ople in college who had close knit families, 
I really felt resentful at I didn't have that ... but I learned 
very quickly about the if got a lemon, you better make lemonade 
out of it ... that famijy was a mon, a kind of sour experience, 
which I've managed to sweeten up .. compensate for. 
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DO YOU WRITE ABOUT YOUR FAMILY? 

Earlier. In my poetry. I'm coming to an endof my poetry. 
Whatever bothers me I get out in my poetry. The political situation, 
I can never get past, but the emotional ... 

STEINBECK ADYISES FICTION WRITERS WITH WRITERS BLOCKS TO WRITE 
POETRY ... KEEPS YOU IN TRAINING. 

I wrote about those things that bothered me so much because I had 
to, not because I thought of myself as a writer. Ofcourse, once 
you hit your center, whether it's a fight or nmt is irrelevant, 
you know you have no choice::; I: g:~t£2Y";dk"!G;;o:"i :hi:scta:~ '-Qhout where I grew up; ;E.J:A k b n 1-ue ~ i-ii:i 

c...h,_ouse.' ,rn3r fat;b.er was a contractg;p 'etrb we did.ft It fiQ'T_TQ a real B:01:tS'e. 
I wrote that in high school ... 

a solida1ity ... 

YOURWORK HAS MEN ASMAIN CHARACTERS ... WOMEN BSUALLY WRITE ABOUT 
WOMEN. WHY HA VE YOU CHOSEN A MALE PERSONNA? . 

I doh't know women. I'm just now beginning to know women. All 
the infllences in.my life until I was about 20 were men. Even 
through college. I had to chose outwright to go to an all women's 
graduate school. My play, as in my story "Agate Epy-s," was mostly 
with boys ... the marble games, I was standing around with the boys. 
I liked the action. I was always athletic, active. I was 13 
before I stopped wrestling. And only because they wouldn't let 
me anymore. 

OH YES, WE MUSTN'T LET GIRLS AND BOYS TOUCH EACH OTHERS PRIVATE 
PARTS ... 

~a~nr=:rc:::a;~~ign~~::a=s~~~t~~~!!;r ~~e?3:n8!~Q 
-ese of ~he tai:ags I'm~arting in my fiction writing, you must 
understand, I'm at the beginning of it, I'm writing about things 
I know about ... the aura of women in my work will be different in 
the future. I never even read anything by women when I was growing 

r---~u~. I don't even own ~x many books.by women, maybe 10%. 
'm reserving my commencement with women in ficition ... when I 

present my women, they will not be weak or pleasing ... they will 
have accepted their womanhood as being as good as anything else. 
Instead of asking, they will be demanding. They will be active, 
doing. What themes I'll chose I don't know yet ... one story in 
my head, that's tha way I work, the stories sit around for a long 
time unwritten ... I want to do work in unexplored areas ... I want 
women's sexuality, for instance, to be as a matter of fact .. . 
I don't want to make a big thing about women being semaal ... or not. 
They will be sexual, they will not be asking permission to be 
sexual. 
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WE ARE AT A STAm-E IN HISTORY WHERE EVERYONE IS WEARING THEIR 
SEXUALITY SPELLED OUT mN THEIR TEE SHIRTS ... WHICH IS GOOD FOR 
THE TIME BEING, BUT ONE WOULD HOPE FOR THAT TO PASS AND GET ON 
WITH THE REST .... 

That's why I feel purposefu.11. I have a lot of hope for presenting 
women in a different perspective. Since 1962, I've bee1r-mew..ing 
women diffeI·enfcy ttia:11 the ones I k~ew as a chi lg ... 

DO YOU FEEL ANY RESPONSIBLITY TO PORTRAY THE NBW BLACK WOMAN IN 
LITERATURE? OR TO GOE BACK AND DELVE INTO WHAT IT IS TO BE A 
BLACK WOMAN? A WHOLE LOST ARENA? 

I think it would probably be the most challenging thing I could 
do ... If i started at this moment trying to do it I still wouldn't 
have snough time in my own life to do it properly. I know what 
a difficult thing it is to treat black women, because of our 
history and because of our men. 

TALK ABOUT THAT MORE. • • (}, ,rt fu.l J,..f Ju lua, ~ ~ fe.eA1 fiiimJ ~ _ 
Iller- There/a the ambivalence that exists politically. For a start, l.1\,U~~ 
vr• if you remember in DW Griffith's "Birth of a Nation", there's ' 

the question of the black man chasing the white woman. In 
the beginning, from our history of slavery, black men didn't 
have a choice as to what kind of women they could have. Since 
white women were the standard of beauty and the brain washing 
was so thorough to the paint where I can remember when we used 
to tease people about using nigger bleach ... something you put on 
your skin to make yourself lighter ... black is beautiful just 
arrived, you know. And it's just superficial. Slavery, in my 
opinion, was the most successful institution that this government 
has spun. We were completely wiped out as a race, psychological 
corpses walking around, trying to deal with whatever happened to 
us in slavery. We swallowed the image ... the problem with slavery 
was that black men didn't have a choice, his fantasies were about 
the inaccessible white woman. 

The black man also has a problem with the black woman. The black 
woman has access to jobs because black wemen were less of a threat 
to whites. So we do have these questions to beg ... black men and 
white women and black menand black women. 

If I feel I am de~ing my man something that he deserves and I'm 
getting, then we have confusion and tension. 

IS THAT PART OF THE RELUCTANT THAT BLACK WOMEN HAVE IN IDENTIFYING 
WITH THE FEMINIST MOVEMENT? THE BIG COMPLAINT AGAINST THE MOVEMENT 
IS THAT IT'S BEEN WHITE AND MIDDLE CLASS AND THAT IT"S IMPOSSIBLE 
TO RECRUIT, IN A SENSE, THIRD WORLD WOMEN, BECAUSE THEY FEEL THAT 
THEIR STHRGGLES AS THIRD WORLD PEOPLE ARE MORE IMPORTANT AND THAT 
THEY SHOULD NOT BE DEVISIVE ABOUT THEIR POLITICAL ENERGIES ... 

That's the diJmmroa I was talking about. If you are a conscious 
black woman, you know history and you know about the myths ... 
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Our concerns have been around how we're gonna get our freedom, 
or the vote, or integrate the schools, get the machine going to 
fight for our freedom. Historically, it's been that once black 
people star t something, the vote, for instance, the white woman 
has followed . A kind of co-opting. 

AS WIT:IDUK CIVIL RIGHTS AND THEN THE WOMAN'S MOVEMENT FOLLOWING 
QUICKLY BEHIND .. . 

It takes attention away from us . There was civil rights and 
then people started getting interested in ecology, saving the 
redwoods, not that the causes weren't just, but that we don't 
have enough energy to carry the white woman. I can ' t come out 
and get involved and support the white woman . . . what white women 
are saying, essentially, is that they're tired of their husbands 
oppressing them. My priorities are so much farther up the line . 

BUT ISN"T THE CONNECTION, BETWEEN WHITE WOMEN AND BLACK WOMEN, 
THAT THOSE SAME WHITE WOMEN'S HUSBANDS WERE OPPRESSI NG BLACKS 
AS WELL? 

There ' s a difference betieen saying to your husband, well, I 
want more freedom, as a white person, than saying I need a job 
to buy a loaf of bread. 

YOURE TALKING ABOUT SUllVIVAL ... THE WOMEN"S MMVJEMENT IS ALSO 
HEAVILY INVOLVED WITH PSYCHOLOGICAL LEVELS OF OPPRESSION. 

The thing that I like about a fact is that whether people admit 
it or not, it exists. The fact is that women have discovered 
that they are human beings, whether they are black or white . 
They ' re off the farm. And you ain't gonna get them back! When 
white women started thinking of themselves as niggers, that was 
the best thing that could've happened to them. Because that's 
what it is. I did an article about 3 years ago called "The 
Black Woman as Nigger in the Black Studies Department" . Which 
was~ in the Black Studies department where they all talked 
about men. All people are beginning to recognize how powerless 
they ' ve been, how power has been in the hands of a few people. 
In that sense, color isn ' t important . We ' ve been divided and 
we fight each other because of our powerless . All of us are 
slaves . When it was OK to oppress black people, whites were 
kept away from recognizing their own po~erlessness .. . 

I di ve a lot . There's a place in SAnta Barbara, people are 
pretty wealthy there. Standard Oil or somebody came in and 
said they were going to put these big tanker monsters off the 
coast . .. and the people said, the hell you are, you ' re not gonna 
fuck up our ocean . But if you drive down the coast to Santa 
Barbara today, you'll find that those same people were treated just 
like niggers .. . when the money came in, the copporate structure 
did what it wanted to do. -'l'b.ey keep as fighting a-moRg oursebz:es. 
They being, the eatellllishm9a.t, :who roake slaves out of ~s ... 
Look it's the same on all fronts . .. look at the Baake case . . both 
men want to be doctors . . . that's the important issue. Medical 
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care in this country makes you sick. And for them to be harping 
around with a case in the supreme court about two guys who want 
to be doctors ... it'snothing. The smoke screens that we generate 
with this kind of garbage ... 

WHAT YOU"RE SAYING IS THAT MYBE STARTING OUT WITH CIVIL RIGHTS, 
THAT CONSCIOUSNESS CAUGHT ON ... THAT THERE ARE POWERS THAT HOLD 
US IN OUR PLACES IN ONE FORM OR ANOTHER, THAT KEEP HOLDING US 
AND DIVIDING US FROM EACH OTHER ... 

White people are finally seeing that they've been niggers too. 
Love now has been pervsited and Madison Avenue turned old patched 
jeans into an enormous success ... that whole movement, particularly 
of the young white people,was perverted. Nobody wants to deal with 
a hippie. A hippie is obseene now. There was enough energy in that 
movement, just enough, to move us to anothwr place. To realize 
the sickness of racism. Even though sometimes it seems like the 
60's never happened. 

~ 
PEOPLE DIDN"T TAKE IT FAR ENOUGH ... WE"VE SLIPPED INTO A MEDIOCRE~ 
ATTITUDE THAT TAKES EVERYTHING FOR GRANTED, BUT REALLY ISN'T 
CONSCIOUS ... LIP SERVICE LEVEL. OF COURSE, IT"S NOT FASHIONABLE 
TO BE RACIST IN THIS DAY AND AGE OR SEXIST ... BUT I KEEP FINDING 
CLOSET RACISTS AND CLOSET SEXISTS ... 

Those are the people who'll have you to dinner but not vote for 
fair housing. The subtle intrusion into our heads, the 30 
second coke ads, we are all victims of that brainwash ... 
vlhefl: yea say se:Kism, ;1aetsxxx the we, i"b 'e dea.11; ia th.is co1mtry 
and I doR't even mean the places ye1t'~e seen it sutside this, 
coUntry ... that gets 1ight down into the gut of wbat's been taaght 
you and who you ar~ AT UCLA, the women were moving, and the 
men were sitting around complaining, oh, I can't take you to lunch 
anymore, well what can I do for you, you ggnna proposition me 
before I proposition you ... they didn't know what to do. Their 
role had been removed from them and they hadn't picked upaiother 
role. A friend of mine said to me, "I went to bed with my wife 
and woke up with a woman." Pretty surprised he was. He was one 
ofthose IBM execs, who never thought a woman past house and home 
and car and all. What is this new man going to be like? 

DO YOU EXPERIENCE THIS SURPRISE FROM PEOPLE WHO USED TO KNOW 
YOU BEFORE? 

No, because I frighten black men away, that's mainly because I 
don't come on to them sexually. Women have all kinds of ways of 
dropping handkerchiefs and I never do any of those things. 
Because of our position in history, black women have very seldom 
been in a position to deal from power and so it's all a kind of 
sexual thing you do with each other. If you don't do that, you 
get black men saying, huh, you sleeping with a white guy, what's 
the matter. It always has to do with a sexual thing ... if you 
don't come on, than something's wrong with you. I..i;;J;l~~~.,g__.J(Wo 

c1iia.Te friends and-tt-'-s-·-·d-¼tt~~--a.. lot of bQ:l~a~cLlt.-mes-:~~~~ 
-~0~1i~T~~-~,K-wirnmm--+tts1:-nra---a:--ue'I"SmI-:--r-m:rv--ttta:-ir4i~~.J..l.~:&eU 
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~ exper1ence. I know th~e are some men who can deal with wolft8lJ...._ 
w.n a pepson level , ln:rt ... :a:t 's difficult to grow up in this culture 
without dealing outside of the vagina~ politic. H 

THAT CROSSES COLOR LINES ... INSTANTLY THE STRATEGIES OF SEXUAL 
CONQUEST ARE SET UP ... 

Well, men have a formula, a simple one and it works, it worked. 
Some men get caught with a woman they might love but they still 

<bn't know, and all of a sudden they have to deal with her humanity. 
He doesn't quite know how to do it. There's nothing in our culture 
that teaches men how to do it. One of the most disheartening things 
to me is that people don't take me seriously, because I'm a woman, 
or because I'm black or because I'm small, whatever it is. 

YOU OVERCO WILL BE TAKEN SERI Y? IN WHAT 
SHAVE YO DICE? 

No, n er. In hi school, I wanted to get marred and have 12 
kids, a football t But I found out pretty uickly that I 
want d to do other ngs. I saw my friends g ing through bad 
expe iences. I had very simplified life in igh school and 
whe I got out, I jus wanted to do somethi ... I didn't consider 
any ne I knew to have good marraage ... I d. n't have any good 
mod ls of happiness. desire to get mar ed was overshawdowed 
by adventureousness ... i got that from y father. I wanted to 
g and see and I already w what peo e who got married did. 

othing. 

YOU SAID YOU WEREN" ITICALLY WHEN YOU 'IOUNGER 
AND YET THAT"S A P NSCIOUSNESS FOR A GER ... 

One of the thing my aunt alwa s said to my mother as "I wish 
I had done" th· or that. I ca remember asa tee ger I thought, 

when I to be her age a do want to be ying I wish, 
I wanna o it! 

I went to high school in Harlem and Atlanta. When I first started 
having those wet dreams, Iwas on the move so much and I was 
athletically inclined and so that sexuality was being drained off. 
I didn't really get caught. I was running, played basketball and 
swam. My energy kept me out of trouble a lot. Away from dope 
and getting beat up. IumuximHXXx attribute keeping myself togethe1 
to a healthy and fundamental athletic program. 

When I bee in something, I put my 
After I n for a while after 
a job i , st and Lennox in 
preve • eighborho unity center 

self in it. 
school, I got 
of crime 

was just being 
built acquatic f ·es, , everything. 
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The ound his nigger who knew all this shit an paid me a 
pit organized a program for boys and ·r1s up to the 
age was the athletic director and t community was 
er absorbed my whole • I had started out right 

trying what the hell to do, I 
ly woul • • 

IT SOUNDS LIKE YOU WAITED, TUITIVh~Y, TO KNOW WHAT YOU WANTED 
OUT OF COLLEGE ... MOST PEOP JUST GO BLINDLY ... 

The time that I worked a the cmmmunty center helped to mature me. 
It kept me out of troub e, there was a lot of stuff going on in 
the streets. With an rdinary job I would have gotten lonely. 
Maybe I would have g ten mar ied. I can't imagine living with 
one man all my life. 

IN Sl?IME RESPECTS, WHAT WE' SAYING MIGHT SOUND MAN-HATING, BUT 
REALLY I THINK WE"RE MUCH RE ANARCHISTS THAN ANYTHING ELSE. 
IN RETROSET, WE HOOKED O LIVES UP WITH A MALE CULTURE, WITH 
PATRIARCHAL THINGS ... THA DID HAPPEN AND THERE"S lmX BITTERNESS 
BECAUSE THERE WAS NOC~ CE FOR US. 

ING UP WITH SOMEBODY EARLY ON? 

I met a guy whose son I w teaching. He was the first guy I'd 
been involved with sexual y. Iwas 22, it was really great, but 
he was married. I had tis old Catholic upbringing about morality. 
And in Harlem, well pi axkxauxxx it just ain't too cool, you 
walk aruund the corner d get beat up for stealing another woman's 
man. He had told me o e thing, and it wasn't true, but I believed 
it because I wanted t, because he was so good to me. That was 
my introduction. I ought, what the hell have I been doing 
running and riding ·cyles. Once I became involved with sex, 
my desire to get UP. in the morning at 6 o'clock and do physical 
things diminished or a while. All of my energy was going to 
him, thinking abo him, wondering about him, and this fabulous 
new feeling. Whe I found out he was married, I really withdrew. 
But it introduce me to the neat feeling, of what ~mrlmcxx your 
sexuality is re lly suppose to be·used for ... 

IS IT AN EITHER ORTHING FO US? SURELY IT DOEBN"T HAVE TO BE. 
DO WE AS WOMEN HAVE TO GET SLOBBY WHEN WE FALL IN LOVE? 

Lovers have aproblem wit' that. The very things that attract you 
to someone sort of go away when you make the conquest, you stop 
doing those things.that' de you so attra~tive. 

DO YOU THINK YOU'LL EV GET MARRIED? 

No. I'm m8.llrled to a t of people now, mot tn the conventional 
sense. I have bindin relationships I know I'll always have. 
Those relationships re ones that I chose. They are with people 
with whom I have jo~ and ultimate moments. ~hen you connect to 
another human being who is perfect because of his or her 
humanity, you coje s close to god in the Christian sense ... 
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, 
IT THAT THO !AGES ACTUALLY V~ YOU ENERBY 

ON WITH YO NVENTIONAL MA GE BETWEEN 
N. AND A WOMAN HER THAN ENER . THAT"S A 
RALITY ... BUT 

I ccept that. ell, in the fir t place, men do 't like women 
in his culture It's fear, we ow. Men have o pretend they 
like women. B they go to other en for comp ionship ... they 
think ot men as people. 

DON"T YOU THINK THAT'S CHANGING? IN THE POST-70's relationships, 
as women come into THEIR OWN HMMANITY? 

It has to be the next frontier. Look it's like being black, 
once you know you're whole, there's nothing anybody can do to 
fracture you again. I didn't know I was whole until I stepped 
off the plane in Africa. • 

WHERE DID YOU GO? 

Monrovia ... on the West Coast ... that•s where! started. 

What I was saying that things between men and women have to be 
different. There's no format, we are the pioneers. We're on 
the trail. It's justa question of how dynamic we are. There's 
plenty of people who still won't look at the things that are 
crumbling around us. 

THE NUCLEAR FAMILY IS ONE OF THEMX ... 

It's going. 
get it back. 

And people are still talking about how we gonna 
It's never coming bakk, mot in the old way. 

I THINK IT WAS PHENOMENON OF THE WHITE MIDDLE CLASS ... SURELY 
THIRD WORLD PEOPL IVE AND RELATE IN EXTENDED IE1«IXXX FAMILY 
SITUATIONS ... 

It's the Madison Avenue a oach. Everybody has their own little 
things ... and then they throw hem away. 

Smxmialrltxia1uqJnxf~:kkatxWhatever the great white father was 
about was a debaucle. LWe can't follow the old models or we'll 
meet the same disasters3 

AS WITH WOMEN MIMICING MEN AND MALE ROLES ... 

Those women are thoughtless. Many just don't know how to do 
something new. ~ ~ 

'-Tf REHHIDS ME 0~ A BRAND OF FEMINISM THAT SAYS WOMEN SHOULD BE 
ALDLOWED TO BE ARMY GENERALS AND MEN SHOULD BE ALLOWED TO BE 
TYPISTS AND NURSES ... THOSE JOBS ARE SHITTY AND POLITICALLY, 
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MISSING THE POINT . .. 

The only model those women wi ll ever know i s the one the man 
has set up and they can never look past that. Now we get 
to see black people in positions that axRxx were shitty with 
white people in them . The exciting thing is that women can 
create totally new positions ... 

IT MAKES IW NICE TO BE A WRITER IN THAT SENSE BECAUSE YOU ARE 
IN THE MOST ANDROGYNOUS POSITION ... GOOD ART WILL HAVE TO CROSS 
SEXUAL BOUNDARIES . .. 

A writer sees in a way that distinguishes appearance from reality . .. 
appearance in the sense that the oridinary person sees things 
and is often stuck with what they see . 

I have faith because I ' ve been with enough good people so that 
I can sit here , relatively isolated and not blow my brains out . 
Once I was very very angry ... 

~ I WAS EXPECTING YOU TO BE POLITICALLY VEHEMENT . . . 

T~ 
u~~) 

I am hut I 'm just much more in control of it . Last year I had 
a job . My boss was black and he was a driver ... he drove you 
all the time . And he had a problem ... he couldn ' t fuck me and 
he couldn ' t fire me because I was too good. And later onR, 
he didn ' t want to because he knew what a prize he had . I was 
working with ex-cons, people just out of the joint with no place 
to go, looki ng for jobs and houshg. The project was supported 
by the federal government, which is kind of a boondoggle and 
a sophisticated version of slavery .. . they hired me out of 
desperation. They needed a niggerand they .needed a woman and 
i f they didn 't get one, they ' d lose that Title II money. 
When I finally found out why they really hired me, to save their 
asses, they said to one another , we got to get usa woman nigger 
here . .. I had so many pluses . So many minority people get hired 
like that and once affirmative action starts to happen, then they 
cut back the hiring. Or they find something wrong with the program. 

But if I had kept up that pace of anger, I wouldn ' t be here now . 
I would have done somethi ng drastic, dumb, I know how cynics are 
made . Or anarchists. 

LOOK, THE WOMEN'S MOVEMENT EVE TES ANARCHISTS. LUCKILY IT"S 
NOT SUCH A BOUND MOVEMENT IDEOLO CALLY THAT YOU CAN"T BE 
DIVERGENT .. . BUT STILL IT HAPPENS ... USED TO GO TO MEETINGS AND 
SOMETHING ABOUT THE SHERE PDLITICAL MOSPHERE, THE SET- UP MADE 
MY NECK GO HOT ... I GET OBNOXIOUS. I W TT TO CRACK JOKES . OR 
TELL LEWD STORIES. 

I was an obedient child and that's how I grew up . I was involved 
in civil rights marches, and non-violent things. But I was at 
the corner of Whitehall and Mitchell in Atlanta . And one of 
those cornershas a Woolworth's with a hot dog stand in it. 
They wouldn't allow black people to sit down there . Can you imagine 
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I THOUGHT ATLANT,(' WAS SUP OSED TO BE LIBERAL? 

No no no . Atlanta is pr ending to be liberal now, wiih a black 
mayor and Julian Bond . lack people in Atlanta own a lot. The 
city is segregated , but black people bought up stop ... there's 
an affluence amonst b ck people that ' s more widespread than 
anyplace else in the nited States . 

AND WITH THAT, A CORRESPONDING CASTE SYSTEM ECONOMICALLY? 

Sure. We ' ve all learaad our lessons . When we become rich blacks, 
then we treat poor blacks badly. I can remember how black kids 
in Harlem used to talk about Puerto Ricans ... 

ALWAYS SOMEBODY TO SCAPEGOAT . . THE INDINNS AND THE CHICANOS 
DO THE SAME THING IN THE SOU !WEST . ONLY IT'S A QUIET KIND OF 
RACISM. 

You don't know it unless know it. I know that kind. 

/ 

I was involved in Martin Luther King and Gandi subdoing ... where 
. you subdued all your anger and hmstilities if somebody spat on 

you. And we sat down at that counter in Atlanta that day and 
a white guy threw a bowl of soup in my face . And there were 
four of us . I was shaking. ""'I'd never-hated people . 

IT MUST HAVE BEEN A SHOCKING EXP 
OF HARLEM, STILL YOU CAN GO WH 

IENCE . FOR ALL THE PROBLEMS 
YOU WANT TO GO . . . 

Look in Atlanta, we had s eco classkbooks , we 'd get rejects 
from across town in school ith some of the pages torn out . 
I began to know the differ nee between the north and the south. 
It was pretty tough. Af r that I decided I couldn't be passive 
anymore . The first str aks of my consciousness were coming out . 
But even though I was etting angrier, there were a lot of people 
who saved me from get ing a machete and lashing out ... 

WERE YOU INVOLVED WITH THE PANTHERS? 

No . By the time I got to UCLA, the ~anthers had been blown apart 
by the CIA.and Ron Karenga . I had friends who belonged. Karenga 
had already done his thing and planted his infiltrators. 

In my department at mcLA, there were all these old World War II 
colonels, the Fhys Ed . Depar!blhent . In high school , I had very 
humane and democratic teachers and instruction, but that was 
all gone at UCLA. One day I was warking across campus by 
Pauley Pavillion and thought , I ' ve never seen a black face ±xx 
XHX1fx.&Kll:atm+X behind the podium in two years , and in my 
history uisxxixxxxxx class, I'd never heard of anybody except 
Jackie Robinson . You never study any axxk athletes ... 
One day I just got fed up and I went into the Chairman ' s office 
and I said, how come there are no black people mn this faculty? 
And he said, well, we don ' t have an opening. At least he didn 't 
say there are no qualified ones. I had thought of getting him 
and two or three other of those anti-life dogs and put them 
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I'm writing a book for wo~en ho want to dive ... in addition to 
the mechanics of diving, I ant to discussthe Ep.ritual aspects 
of the ocean, the accepti g of whatever primeval notions of 
humans ... the feeling that's beyond deja vu .. that the ocean is 
where we're from. Not in our particular physical state at the 
present, but our cells are from there ... somekow. 

I THINK IT"S A GENETIC MEMORY ... 

{SHOWS PICTURES OF PEACECORPS STUD S ... BLAC~FRICANS 
IN MONROVIA) ( TELLS STORIES OF HER TEAM) 

When I was going on retreat, ad about $2,000 that the Mother 
Superior had given me to buy iforms for my team. I was on 
a motor bike and I drove ove the ocean to look down on the 
ocean. I had my passport, 1 my papers, and $2,000 in my wallet 
that I pinned on the back the bike. The earthquake had just 
happened up there ... when got up to the top, I couldn't figure 
out what the hell had ha ened to my wallet. You know how you 
get this horrible feeli g inside you ... I went back down to the 
bottom of the hill, an walked into the resort where some guys 
were working and some fricans were standing around ... this guy 
came up to me and sai excuse me, in halting French, I have your 
wallet. It had all he money and stuff in it ... I said thank you, 
can I give you some hing. He said, nox no ~o, the reason he 
told me he didn't ay he'd found it was that his boss would have 
thought that he stole it ... 

HOW DID YOU DECIDE ON THE PEACE CORPS? • 

When you're in Harlem and when you live on the 4th floor of 
a tenement house at 135 St. and 8th Ave and at night you have to 
walk over junkies going upstairs and in the morning you have to 
walk over them coming downstairs, the stench of urine, people 
coming up to you saying, I got to have this fix ... there's a kind 
of desperation about what the hell I'm doing here and what is it 
that I want to do ... 

0 SO FAR AWAY AND LOOK FOR TROUBLE? WHY NOT VISTA? 

I don' 

T TOTAL ESCAPE? 

You don't escape. e of the things that hastened my departure 
was somebody broke nto my house twice on the same day. I had 
a police lock, as etl rod that goes down to the floor. They 
took the 19.hole wh· g off the door. 

. 
IIttT•ss:nnoot7a~nn7~De:m~::-e=~~iwl.di~;.._Jatai;~~~~~. rson 
going to Africa probably gets the best thing that could happen 
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I was in forthree years, still doing the 
Horatio Alger thi ... there was so much pleading and asking that 
I stay till the pro· ct was done that I did. It was good for me. 
But in effect, when I ot to Africa, I told the Peace Corps 
establishment to kiss m ss and I went to work on my own. 
They originally put me in is gestapo government school, where 
the kids have to line up in e momring and there was corporal 
punishment for the children who idn't conform ... a tribal school. 
The oppression was too much. I j t quit. Someone told me about 
St. Theresa's and at first I said, n a Catholic school ... but 
the kids there were so great and so goo to me. 

A LOT OF JEWS GO TO ISRAEL AND FIND THEY DON"T REALLY LIKE IT 
THERE ... CAN"T RELATE TO ISRAELI LIFE AT ALL OR THE HARDSHIP ... 
ALL THEIR LIVES THEY WANTED TO GO TO THE PROMISED LAND AND WHEN 
THEY ID, THEY DISCOVER HOW AMERICAN THEY ARE. 

Well, it's different for blacks. When you go to Africa, you 
understand that you are in the arms of Mother Earth. When you 
look up, and in New York you never see the sky and in Atlanta 
it's not worth your while to look, when I saw the land in Africa, 
I knew there was something perfect and untouched ... I'm not even 
talkikng about the peple. 

I was searching, not in the way of Alex Haley and his commmercial 
search for his roots, I saw my mother's face and my father's face, 
it shocked me, I knew racially and tribally I was in the right 
place. 
WHEN YOU DON"T SEE ANYBODY WHO LOOKS LIKE YOU, YOU WONDER WHERE 
THE HELL YOU COME FROM ... 

Once you've been technologically oriented, it takes a tremendous 
amount of clawing off your ethnocentric nuances, you are a victim 
of the larger culture. As long as I kept my mo'b.hh closed, and 
didn't drive a jeep or something like that, people didn't know I 
was any different. Spiritually I knew where my homeland was, 
but technologically, I'd been oriented toward somewhere else. 
That gap you can never bridge, I don't think. I had not been 
raised in a tribal way. ' • • g 

..__ interested ana Beiag fescinate4. ere's a whole sisterhood, 
a Sandee(?) Soceity, where you get ucated into the tribes ways. 
Rites of passage. We don't have anyt like that here. 
I am very cermmonious, but I can't relat to what's consdiered 
cermmony in America. 

THE COUNTER CULTURE DID TRY REATE A SENffi OF CEREMONY ... THOUGH 
MOST OF IT WAS BORROWED FROM 0TH CULTURES ... 

The notion of lfiOfflQU Pflffli:A§ :tegets.g,;c., the older women telling you 
what it's all about ... that continuim of life ... it's something we 
need. 
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HOW WERE YOU TREATED IN AFRICA? 

Special. I accepted that. It was sort of like being in a fish 
I was a curiosity. • eo le who 

oae 

I had no problem with culture shock when I was there, but it happenec 
when I came home. It was the issu~ of looking back at my country, 
after having another perspective. LThis is the only country that 
teaches you you're equal ldumxJBBX~KXJUG and shows you you're not-:} 

BUT THAT"S WHAT AMERICAK'S BASED ON ... THE IDEALISM OF EQUALITY, 
EVEN IF IT ISN"T TRUE. OTHER COUNTRIES DON'T EVEN TEACH YOU 
YOU"RE EQUAL, THEY DON"T HAVE SUCH PRETENSIONS IN SAY, LATIN 
AMERICA. YOU KNOW WHERE YOU ARE AND YOU STAY THERE. 

Yes, that way you don't have the frustration of trying to get out. 

ARE THE EMERGING B K AFRiliN NATIONS MORE REALISTIC IN THEIR 
DEMOCRACY? OR PERHA , DO THEY PRACTICE A PURER FORM OF 
DEMOCRACY'? 

Unfortunately, many of th anti-life dogs, the dictatoss have 
been trained by the CIA. y of the dictators, Francois DuValier, 
Idi Amin, they went to schoo here. These foltk have no notion 
of personhood or freedom or cli ice. One of the most frustrating 
things a young person has to lie up to, the notion that a man's 
reach should exceed his grasp, t y taught me that shit in 7th 
grade ... but really, the government will tell you, in a place 
where people hate free spirits, who to fuck, who you can't fuck, 
which toilet paper you should use, i you let them. 

1The moment you start saying this is my body and I will do with 
lit what I please, then the government is in trouble. 

IT 93EEMS TO ME THAT PATERNALISTIC CONTROL COMES FROMA VERY NEGATIVE 
ATTITUDE TOWARDS HUMAN WORTH ... SOMETHING SIMILAR TO ORIGINAL SIN. 
SINCE YOU'RE ALREADY NO GOOD, YOU NEED SOMEBODY TO PUT THE CLAMPS 
OU YOU AND TAKE CARE OF YOU. WHAT"S HAPPENED IN THE 6O's and the 
7O's IS A MASS REVOLT AGAINST THAT ATTITUDE. 

When people started to grow beards and hair, I think that was the 
most threaten.mng thing to the government. People weren't asking 
permission to do something with their bodies. Once you start 
with your body, you're on your way. 

WHAT HAPPENED THAT YOU BROKE THE OBEDIENCE CHAINYOU DESCRIBED 
YOU HAD IN SCHOOL?. 

I fyou grow up with a certain moral code and you break it, it 
causes you a lot of anxiety and pain. Then you have to question 
why it was you were following the code in the first place. 
I don't know any single thing that made me break the code. 
But I became aware that I had the power to make observatinns 
about what went on around me. And I saw the contradictions of 
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what had been taught me. What got me to realize that the early 
bird doesn't necessarily get the worm, I don't know. 

HOW COME YOU JUST DECIDED TO SAY NO TO TEACHING? TO YOUR CAREER? 
AND YES TO WRITING? 

Whatever I got involved in, I always did a good job. Administrators 
love that kind of shit and theypush you and give you certificates 
for accomplishment ... I observed, somewhere a long the line that 
I was always fulfilling other people's notions of what I should do. 
When you get strokes, it's difficult to know what you really want. 
Whether it's your idea or theirs. I had a lot of success teaching 
and I knew I was good, energetic ... but I also wanted to write 
and never had the time. It was what I was happiest at. 

DID YOU WRITE WHEN YOU WERE YOUNGER? 

I did but it wasn't serious. I knew I wanted to write when I 
was out of high school, wut there was nothing there to encourage 
it. I didn't know any writers. 

YOU HAD LOTS OF MATERIALllXX ... 

Yeah. 
When I was teaching, I might as we have brought my kids home 
with me, they were dancing around in head all night. Ani the 
schools break kids and fuck them up, ort of getting a tommy 
gun and bringing the whole thing down, I can't see any hope for 
the system. I decided I didn't want to acrifice my life. 

ementar could have taught 
L~ek~nwhen they find a good nigger, you can 

do anything you want, you know. There are a lot of black people 
who are angry and don't want to deal with the schools ... they see 
the corruption. 

PERSONALLY, I GET EXCITED ~ I HEAR THE KIDS ARE BURNING THE 
SCHOOLS DOWN AND THE TEAC ARE STRIKING. IT"S A GOOD SIGN. 
100CEXXXX THE GREAT EDUC.IT ONAL THINKER, IVAN ILLYCH AND THE 
OTHER, PABLO FBERE, BOTH OF THEM RADICAL, MARXISTS, AGAINST 
INSTITUTIONS ... I DON"T IEVE IN INVOLUNTARY SERVITUDE. 
THAT"S WHY I LEFT. TH MACHINERY IS TOO INTRICATE AND IT"S 
PART OF THE MADISON A~ E GRIP ON THE COUNTRY. 

There's no way I'd 1 ta ohild of mine go to public schools. 

OF COURSE, PEOPLE ALWAYS WILL ASK US, WELL, IF IT WAS SO BAD, 
HOW COME YOU TURNED OUT SO GOOD? 

I don't know. The whole thrust of my education at UCLA was 
to teach you contempt for yourself. I remember freshman English, 
the great sifting pot of the university, 30 of us sitting there 
shaking scared. The teacher came into the room, he was some 
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in the toliet and threaten them just to get the publicity. 
And say, you have got to change your ways. That's the only way 
you can bring about change. Do something as dramatic as that. 

YOU CAN'T JUST ASK FOR IT, YOU HA VE . 0 DEMAND IT ... 
YOU HAVE TO GO EVEN F.AirHER THAN Y WANT TO ... 

There xasxtkxxxwere three of us, only three blacks in the department. 
There was only½ of 1 percent ack students enrolled at UCLA. 

A lot of people were victim· ed by the 50's and stayed there. 
There is a point in your li where you must grow, and if you 
don't, you have so much tr ble trying to grow later on. 
It's like the difference etween learning to ride a bike when 
you're eight years old o waiting untill you're 27. At lot of 
people should have dev oped their consciousnesses in the 50's, 
and now they're kind o stuck. I'm glad for the 60's and that 
it happen d. 

PERSONAL GROWTH, NOT JUST IN THE SOCIAL BONSCIOUSNESf 
AREA, BUT HOW MUST BREAK AWAY, AT CERTAIN JUNCTURES IN OUR LIFE ... 
WHAT ARE THE SIG OF GROWING PAINS? WHERE YOU GET THOSE SIGNALS 
AND EITHER YOU PAY TTENTION OR YOU DON"T? 

I pay attention, beli e me. There was a time, for instance, 
ii.hen I was a physcial 1 of energy, I ran track, I played ball, 
swam, wokked and come ho totally exhausted and go to sleep. 
And get up the next day an do it again. There was a point in my 
life when I immersed myself work, when I was in Africa ... 
I was in charge of planning an carrying out an athlltic program 
that was to be certified by the inistry of Education. In the 
Peace Corps. I had a friend at t t school who taught me how to 
be quiet and -how to meditate. Ike waiting for her to tell me 
about Catholicism, I was ready to fig her ... but she taught me 
about meditation. I was not an introsp tive person because I 
was always doing physical things. I got ·ck at one point ... 
and fatigued ... so I went to the seashore in enegal to a retreat 
house. And used the knowledge my friend had ·ven me to mediaate. 
That was when I started to pay attention, real ttention to growing. 
I was forced to pay attention. I was changing fr this ~esal 
engine ... It was the place, .the specialness of the ean. tl learned 
to dive very early on ... I love the ocean. I have more than 2000 
hours on the bottom of the ocean ... but it's not a phpsicalness 
afterthe plunge ... ! go down for the ~Ki: spiritual .. the ocean is 
one force you ask permission to go to. And you must know the 
rules first. You can never fight the ocean. 

When I first started diving, I used to take things out of the 
ocean ... everything from lobster to garbage fish. The bigger your 
bag, the more successflfil. your dive. But after some time, I 
stopped. I figure that was my father coming out, the killing part. 
Fish trust you so completely, as anthropomorphic as thatsounds. 
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and I could have done it more succinctly. I took the criticism. 
I won't do it with my poems; because my poems come from my gut. 
My fiction comes from my heart and my brain. The poems are just 
twisted out of me. Which is why I said, I'm getting rid of the 
demons and don't need to write poetry anymore. Somebody said 
to me, about the poem the brown paper sack, don't you mean 
brown paper bag, I said no. They always want to fix it up for 
you. You g,tta do it yousselfx. People who want you to fix 
it up so it tantilizes or pleases them, or rhymes inthe ri~ht 
place ... that means you lose perspective and write for them/ 
I don't write my poetry to please people. I write ficition, 
I hope, to communicate. I don't want to seel my poetry, 
if I did, I'd probably change it. 

I'm just learning the tools ... this is my first year, y1u know. 
I'm not interested in having a reputation as apoet. Poetry 
helps heal me. I want to be a fiction writer. My poetry is 
too personal to peddle. 

My ego is healthy ... I can take criticism and apply it. 

DOES THAT COME FROM COMPETITION IN SPORTS? 

I think so. In sports, I very seldom lost or got rejected. 

JUST WAIT IN WRITING! 

I know. I think the worst ~iiftt the whole world is to be 
rejected by anotherperson. I haven't seriously ~jgxx been 
rejected in my life time. When you start writing, you get it 
thrown in your face. 

THIS IS THE REJECTION YOU'VE BEEN WAITING FOR ALL YOUR LIFE? 

I know it's gonna hurt. 

YOU.BEGIN TO LOOK AT THE MAILBOX WITH A SNICKERING, JAUNDICED 
EYE. YOU WANT THE MAIL TO COME AND THEN YOU WISH IT HADN'T. 
NO FUN. 

IS IT EASIER TO CAPTURE DIILECT D GESTURE IN DRAMA FOR YOU? 
IF YOU FEEL LIKE IT"S NEVER BEE REPRESENTED WELL, IS DRAMA 
A BETTER MEDIUM FOR YOU? 

It's hard to write for the sage. I used this dialect because 
of something that was gain on in my head. My play is symbolic. 
It has very little to do th what is said. I saw it succeed 
when it was produced. B if I were going to be a playwright, 
I would not write in di ect. Because it's goo hard and it 
doesn't deal with pomt mporary problems. What I was attacking 
in this play was thep oblem of church and state, where the 
church is the last back bastion that white people can't corrupt, 
but somekow have doe it ... how people sell themselves and rip 
each other off wit dope and prostitution. I was dealing with 
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son of some famous poet or playwright. He scribbled something 
on the board that said, write me three paragraphs concerning one 
of these historical figures. He put down, Benjamin Franklin, 
Abraham Lincoln and sme:body else. This was wheu,_i was in my real 
black period, getting in touch with my feelinis~ I took Lincoln*, 
right, and i5 had these tittle subtitles under each name that 
he wanted yo~ deal with, like under Lincoln, reconstruction, freed 
the slayes. So I said, I wrote down,"Llncoln ain't never did 
nothing for mumldxxxx black folks. If he did, I ain't heard nothing 
about it and I don't know nothing about it. " And I signed my 
name to it. The next day, he said, Cherry 1iJackson, I'd like 
to see you at the end of class. And so at the end of the class, 
he said, this is a basic English course, and if you want to stay 
in it, I would advise you to write English. Well, I swallowed 

______ _._a~J-1-J the piss and vinegar I thought I had, and said OK. 
Later, in the.class, I wrote a paper on language and how its used 
as a political tool. My thesis was that instttions, particularly 
white teachers, want to white wash your language, because it's 
so vehement and it expresses the pain you have and they can't 
deal with it. Since we have no money, no land, no material hold, 
the only thing left to us is our angry voices. He gave me an A 
on the paDe~. How frustrating it is when you meet people who 
insist onY8ttllmdgs shit something else. This cat died in my 
neighbohhood and this women said to me, they put the cat to sleep. 

OH YEAH, MY NEIGHBOR TELLS ME ABOUT HOW THE CATS GO TO THE 
BATHROOM IN HER SWISS CHARD PATCH ... 

I remember Eldricge Cleaver cameto talk one time at UCLA. It 
was the f1h.nal liberation of the wori fuck. There were a lot 
of students, right during the hot time, and he went through 
his sermon and at the end he said, fuck Reagan, and somebody 
from the audience said, fuck Reagan, and another pereen said 
fuck Reagan and pretty soon the whole audience was saying fuck. 
All those white kids who'd never been able to say fuck finally 
got the chance and get unraveled. IT aas all right. 

DO YOU FEEL YOU HAVE TO TALK DIFFERENTLY AROUND WHitE PEOPLE? 

I talk the same all the time. illriBmx I try to remain whoever 
it is that I am. Sometimes you want to get into old vernacular 
street talk, people do what they call niggerese, when they want 
to lord it over somebody who might lmt know what they're talking 
about. 

'()WI 
YOU WRJTE WITH DIALECTS ... ,.. 
Yes, that's veryconscmous. The dialect I used in the play is 
hard. I'll never write another play wtth dialect in it. 
Dialect is just that. If you walk down Filmore Street, there might 
be a particular black tone to what people are saying, but it's 
more or less the rhythm of how they're saying it, the selection 
of vocabulary. It isn't dialect in the way that Dunbar or 
Langston Hughes did it. It's hard work to do, it's harder than 
romanization. Black dialect historically ... like the poem by 
Dunbar called 11Lamenday" (?), "go way and quit dat noise Miss 
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Lucy" . Well, that ' s the old fashioned kind of dialect he specialized 
in. Like Walt Whitman created words. Dunbar created alot of that 
dialect. You take a black person who lives anywhere and they 
can ' t read that shit . You can only read that stuff by discipline . 
It doesn ' t have anything to do with whey way theytalk . x:iartx:t:m'll!!x 
amlxpk~u~sxxxThe dialect really doesn ' t esist. It ' s just for 
effect on the page . It ' s just like how science has to create 
a language to describe "laser". There ' s nothing that exists 
to describe it . Chinese books use English words to describe 
certain technological items. 

The language on the page isn ' t flexible enough to capture the 
rhythm witut~hich people speak. When ymlisten to a free flowing 
person, E~g!tsh puts limitations on expressing gesture and 
eyebrow raising and all those body movements. 

TMER.Exsxx There's a strain in me that g:f feels angry about what 
English did to black people . 

MAYBE YOU FEEL THAT BECAUSE ENGLISH WASN"T THE NATIVE LANGUAGE . .. 
THE ORIGINAL LANGUAGE WAS LOST TO BLACK PEOPLE FROM AFRICA. 

You take away the la you take away the language, you take away 
the culture . No wo e we feel at loss . 

I REmember I had tis old 
school and I love to writ 
about this tree, it kad all 
me the paper ba and said , 
with human cha cteristics. 

rozen ass English teacher 
poetry when I was young . 
inds of human emotions, 

y u NEVER describe trees 

DIDN"T SHE KN W ABOUT PERSONIFIC 

in high 
I wrote 

she gave 
that way 

No they did ' t teach her that when went to Normal School, 
or whereve the hell she went . Ike t that peem somewhere and 
hid it . liked it so much, it said xactly what I wanted to say . 

YOU WE LUCKY YOU HAD TEECOURAGE ... 0TH 
WRITTEN ANOTHER POEM . I HAD AN ART TEAC 
WHO S LED BAD AND ALWAYS HAD WHISKERS A 
TAKE OTHER ART CLASS AGAIN BECAUSE I CO 

MIGHT NEVER HAVE 
R IN THE 7TH GRADE, 

HE TOLD ME NEVER TO 
N"T MASTER PERSPECTIVE. 

I ne 
from 
writ 
I te 
no po 
told 
said 

er change mypoetry for anyone . Poets d ' t take criticism 
a lot of folk . If I come to terms with a: poem that I've 
en and put it away and six weeks later, I on't like it, 

it up. But once I capture what I want to say, then 
er on earth can move me to change it. This one editor 
e to change a tense, she was a grammarian. he poem 
actly what I wanted to say . I didn ' t publi s it. 

THE SAME ABOUT A PROSE WORK? 

With prose, 1 revise all day and bury the ashes. I went into 
my teacher the o er day, with 8 pages and he said tear up 7. 
But he told me what ----"-=-.:o--= wtth the work . It wasan e ercise 

\ 
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a whole lot of big~h ngs as a new writer, in a one act play. 
The dialect is reall a stick figure. I wanted the first line 
that Fletcher spoke to tell people exactly who he was. That 
stuck him so far i that hole that he could never get out again. 

(

The theatre in the black community has a long history, it is 
a political tool. There's nothing more entertaining than a 
crisis in your life. It's hogwash to go to the theatre to forget. 

THE ORIGINAL PURPOSE OF THE THEATRE, WITH TRAGEDY ANYWAY, WAS 
TO INFORM AND TO PROVIDE CATHARSIS. YOU DIDN"T GO TO FORGET, 
YOU WENT TO GET IT DRAGGED OUT OF YOU ... 

The more we are aware, the less we can be manipulated. And 
the theatre is one of the loudest mouths in the community. 

If I wrote for the catemporary stage, I would do street talk, 
rather than dialect. It's so1§~QAinct. One of the things that 
Black people have not had the itm~ ~o do is become euphemistic. 
They fuck it and you fuck it. 

NO WAY TO CALL ITBUT WHAT IT IS ... IT"S A LUXURY, ISN"T IT? 

It's a luxury that we can't afford to give up. IF we start 
cleaning up our act in order to get these jobs we're supposed to 
get, we have to be careful not to lose that. 

I"D LIKE TO SEE SOMEBODY MAKE WHITE DIALECT MORE TO THE POINT, 
CLEAN IT UP OF ITS EUPHEMISIMS, YOU KNOW. 

A lot of white people were trying to pick up on black lingo. 
Popular songs. People do recognize that there is a richness 
in the other. My first not· n of a movie script was to throw 
some light on anthropologic 1 study. I have ambivalent feelings 
about anthropologist ... two of them got their ,hd's on my family. 
Studying my fmmily. From Columbia. 

THAT"S WHAT THEY SAY ABO T THE NAVAJO FAMILY ... MOTHER, FATHER, 
FOUR CHILDREN AND AN AN HROPOLOGIST. THEY'RE THE MOST STUDIED 
PEOPLE IN THIS COUNTRY ' 

The data collectors. The reasons! do a lot of things are because 
that's where my inst nets are. This play comes out of what I 
saw, I was peddling y this church on Golden Gate and Lyons, 
Solid Rock Baptist hurch, all these people were standing on the 
street in a line, ack folk, white,folk, chinese, dogs, and I 
said, I know I hav. n't been to a church in a long time, but 
I know it didn't et so good that people go to church in the 
middle of the we in the day like this. I saw this guy with 
a big magnum oni a guard, he said get in back of the line. 
There was anot r couple ofguys behind a bullet proof glass. 
I said, what's ahppening, he said, that's the food stamp place. 
Food stamps. 
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WHAT DO YOU DO WHEN YOU CAN'T GET STARTED IN YOUR WRITING? 

I clean my nails. That's when I know I've sat down too quickly 
and can't do anything yet. 

WHEN DO YOU WRITE? 

Mostly my best writing happens between 4 in the morning until 2 in 
the afternoon ... that comes from trai~ing. 

I look at the typewriter, then I push it aside, then I get a pad, 
then I put my elbows on the table, then I lean on my elbows. 
I actually have to physically go through all these routines before 
I can start working. Very seldom can I jump out of bed and jump 
into the ty~ewriter. I browse around in my mind. Sometimes I just 
linger in that in between state between dreaming and sleeping and 
waking ... if I gan let myself go, a lot of good ideas come at that 
time. Sometimes I can just go get something to drink and come down 
here and let the ideas flow. 

I know I've got a solid idea when it keeps coming back ... that's when 
I know I've got to do the work/nit. 

DID THE IDEA FOR THE PLAY Y<?7'µ0TE HAPPEN THAT WAY? 

The play was a kind of premo ition. When I saw the scene at the 
church, I knew at once tha somebody was going to get it in that 
church. Then I went tot k to a buddy about it ... it was she who 
called me about six wee later and told me to buy a paper. When 
we first talked about , I was really emotional and she picked 
that up. Inevitably had to do something about it ... I didn't know 
what form it would take, I had to decide which medium I was going to 
use to express my anger. Was I going to do an essay, or a play, was 
I going to go get a gun? The form came out of my feeling that the 
legitimate theatre is the most acute way of communicating in the 
community. 

A POEM OR A SHORT STORY WO NEVER HAVE BEEN SO PUBLIC ... 

Or critical to me. y was the toughest thing to do. It took 
me a year to do it. it was produced twice in Berkeley. It will 
also be read in the co ity where it took place ... the Filmore. 
I don't ever want to wr te anything for the theatre again unless 
that's all I;m doing. I was working 12, 14 hours a day then ... 
When I finished that lay, I was glad to get rid of it. When it was 
produced, people as d me when I was going to do another one. 
I don't know when can. The theatre demands so much. It's like 
being on a broncoi you never know if you're going to be aboard when 
you come down and you're holdin on. 

I did three revismons of that lay. When I first finished it, I 
took it to the liquor store that community. I gave it to 
ordinary people to see what ey would say. I gave it to an 80 
year old lady. When I went to pick it up, I said what did you think? 
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She said it frightened her. /I never thought about that. Certain 
people grow up with notionit'about death and death stories scare them. 

THIS PLAY TAKES PLACE IN THE EMBALMING QOM OF A MORTUARY. IT"S 
A DIALOG BETWEEN A DEAD MAN AND A FRI WHO COMES TO PAY THE DEAD 
MAN HOMAGE. THE DEAD MAN COMES TO LIE . YOU HA VE TO SUSPEND THE 
FEELING THAT THE CONVERSATION IS ACTU LLY IN THAT ROOM IN ORDER TO 
GET INVOLVED IN THE ISSUES THEY DIS SS. 

I worked hard on that scBB.e. 
dies. 

where the play either lives or 

YOU HAVE A GREAT SENSE OF COMIC AT ONE POINT, THE DEAD MAN 
BECOMES VERY AGGRESSIVE IN HIST K AFTER BEING RATHER MATTER OF 
FACT. HIS FRIEND SAYS, ARE YOU K? IT WAS PERFECT. AND FUNNY 
TO ASK A DEAD MAN IF HE"S OK. 

That scene had to do with blac men going off to war. It doesn't 
have to stop with Vietnam. It could happen in Africa. The U.S. 
could be sending black men to Africa! 

WE WERE TALKING ABOUT DIALEC ... FOR A GOOD PART OF THE PLAY, 
ONE OF THE CHARACTERS, TYRON, THE DEAD MAN, DOESN"T SPEAK IN 
BLACK DIALECT PARTICULARLY. HE HAS THIS INSIGHT INTO WHAT"S GOING 
ON IN THE STREETS AND YET ... 

Tyrone has a fundamental owledge before he gets involvedin the 
church, but he ultimately gets his power when the bullet hit him. 
When that magnum goes t ough his chest, that's when he becomes 
omnipotent, that's when e knows he's fallen as the patsy, for 
the master. He was co in thee streets, he was cool with the 
women, he didn't use doe, but he didn't have the power to stay 
away from trouble ... al the trophies in the master's house ain't 
worth shit, they're al traps. 

IHE PLAY EVEN TOUCHES ON MOTHERHOOD ... THERE"S A KIND OF FUTILITY 
IN SPITE OF THE FACT HAT TYRONE"S MOTHER HAS DECKED HIM OUT IN A 
SILK SUIT ... 

I deal with the ove protective mother. She runs to the city, but 
the political fores are JU(gX so much more acute than she's used to, 

~one fttimb~xis alie ated from his mother, she has no idea of the things 
he sees going on, he has nubbility and he's out in the streets. 
She wants her c • dren to be safe, butthe children can not be saved 
by the mother, b cause she has no power in that society. 
All she can do B ind=em. 

WHAT ARE YOU WORKING . 

I'm ~king on a ~mi:aute television plays I'm putting together 
a folx of television and screen plays I can give to my agent for 
sale. I'm just learning the tools. I can tell the story, but TV 
is aw ole technology you have to work with. 

WON'T YOU HAVE TO WHITE WASH YOUR LANGUAGE FOR TV? 

On cable television, you are allowed to be ad adult writer and talk. 
about adult themes. I can tell a story without using a four letter 
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word, but sometimes I feel like using some of the obscenity I see 
inherent i~~~~ething. An obscene situation calls for obscene 
language. ~fl saying "I grew up in the inner city". I grew up 
on the reservation. Shit. 1f;t/J\f~\§G to the inner city.?. 

I fee C"Clll:l.....-.z::,:;.a ------.· p,,t:r"--f:i~nt-,~uu:. e to say. 
I ow I , stitute myself. 
I know There are c emes y wi deal with. 
The theme that I'm w ing on now concerns a man, who in 1976, got 
mugged by a group of nti-bussing demonstrators. The man was a 
totally upstanding c·tizen, he just happened to be black and they 
mugged his ass and most killed him. Now that's a true story. 
All the little thi s that I'm sprinkling in are fictional. I 
think that's netwo k material. I would never spend my time kmtll 
knawing these things out if I thought people wouldn't read them. 

[The only reason I write is because I believe somebody will read it. 

I don't get very high preach· g ... this play is about as high as I've 
gotten. When you start pre ching, people soon lose interest. 
But I have something to sa~ and I think that PBS and cable television 
and some commercial telev· ion will go for it. People are changing. 

Do LftK.~ Tl/ 1, qs, .. 1L ....... 1 ,, 

~ C:ONSCIOOSNEBS "CHA~na? _..,,..,.,., . 
~ tAtl b(_ fNVIJ ~ t,) ~••L.tl -ft) 

Yes. People are tired of tlie.paolu.m t"h.ey get. There's nothing 
real on television. When I first started looking at TV as a tool, 
to see how scenes are made, the drama is, to see how commermmals 
are treated, how old people, women are treated. When I look at 
Norman Leir{§ shit, he's the only guy I know who can put five or 
six blac~Mracters on one set and all together they won't equal 
one black man. The people who are writing aren't interested in 
presenting a real person. I'm not talking about a super-nigger 
or an uncle Tom. 

DOESN"T HE EMPLOY BLACK WRITERS? WHAT ARE THEY DOING? 

~nih8y·~0mking ~oneJ~ It's so difficultto get into a 
writing stable as a paid staff writer, once you get in there, you 
don't rock the boat. One of the things that black people are 
famous for, is holding other black people who they think are in 
positions of power,which is seldom a position of power, holding 
them responsibile for the entire race. A black person will get 
a position. When he starts selling out, black people are enraged. 
They think he ought to be upwright, but it~s not real. People get 
very disappointed. But if that person doesn't compromise and do 
what he's supposed to do, he'll be on the streets. Writers have to 
do that. 

ISN"T THAT NAIVETE ABOUT THE NATURE OF POWER? 

Yes. When we see a black person who does get a break, people will 
tend to identify every black person with somebody like Martin 
Luther King, say. White people will identify all black people with 
the one who's made it. By no means can all black people be lumped 
like that. 
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Generally when you show up,~ ople assume that you're ignorant. 
As a writer, that might be Y. ur best defense. Particua.arly as a 
black woman. Let people as ume that you don't know anything but 
get.your foot in the door. But you know what you're up to. 

I'm preparing myself. I had to make this decision that writing 
~ was going to be my life. Whatever opportunity comes along, I'll 

be able to direct it. I don't like other people setting a pace for 
~Lll4 me. I'm in no hurry. I like to set my own pace. 

~I don't view success as having money. If I did, it'd·be a lot 
easier than writing. 

s e about he 
much gold I 

DID THAT SECURITY ENABLE YOU TO MAKE THE DECISION TO WRITE? 

That security enabled me to say I'm gonna do what it is that calls me. 
It doesn't mean that I didn't have problems with somebody who had 
some images of who I was ... But I've always taken care of myself 

'--, and had a sense of being in control of me. Even as a child, I felt 
':in control of my environment, I could come and go as I wanted. 

"' • l.vril.v,.c 
DO YOU FEEL IN CONTROL OF YOUR~? 

When I'm writing, when I'm in control is when I can just let myself 
flow, when I can let my imagination go ... I feel secure enough to 
start a story and not know where it's going, so that I can grow 
in the characters, and follow them along whatever path they take 
until they come to a boulevard and all of us converge. I feel 
confident enough so that when I write myself into a corner, I can 
write my way out. 

IT"S THE CHARACTERS THAT CAN GET YOU 

Mostly I feel confident that there' out there who'll 
want to read my work. 

My teacher gave me a Dashiel Ha tt book. I turned in an outline 
to him about something I was goi g to write. He said, I see some 
hostility and resentement in th·s, how much «mof that do you have 
in you. I said, I got so much n me I can't begin to tell you. 
So he said, listen, I want you to write me a story. Anybody you 
resent, you just rip them off I said, are you crazy? I never 
liked murder mysteries. But remember that one of my favorite 
writers growing up was Poe. So I said, maybe I'm not so devoid of 
this experience after all. hat am I going to do to exorcise all 
of this hostility. I kind f thought of three or four rats in my 
life. I thought, how can get rid of these guys in a real :interesting 
way, and really show that the assholes don't deserve to be living 
anyway. I have four men going in different locales at the same time. 
Somebody asked me, why n't you use women. I said, I don't hate 
any women to the point here I want to rip them off. That's because 
there haven't been tha many in ay life and the ones who .are have 
been more or less con tructive. These four characters are going to 
manifest themselves· a play, a murder mystery. There will be this 
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CHERRY JACKSON 5 

woman who'll figure out ways to get rid of these guys. 

YOU WONDER IF AGATHA CHRISTIE DIDN"T HAVE THAT IN MIND! 

The idea gives a woman a dy mic role to play, she'll be disguising 
herself in many different w ys. 

A PIEce that I'm working o now, My Father, My Son ... will say something 
about racism, about the 1 sing of that innocence that you feel as 
a child, the transition f om adolescence ... it's really about the time 
of life when you begin t know that your parents aren't invincible. 
The son realizes that h"s father is a mortal being, not a paragon of 
virtue. This is fort evision. 

As a child I never ex reseed rage. When I came to San Francisco, 
I once saw a therapi t ... we talked about the resentment I had about 
my father. Everysi months he starts trotting back in my dreams. 
We got it out into playing field, beyond that trap door I kept 
throwing it in. Y u're never supposed to express rage. 

SURELY NOT A DAUGHTER AGA]liST A FATHER ... 
/ 

This last exercise is go a do it. 

One of the characters i diving instructor who didn't like women, 
especially black women, who thought that the only competent diver 
had.to be a tall blond Swedish type. I'm gonna get him good ... 
we gonna have an unde ater chase scene there ... 

A LOT OF US BURY OUR CREATIVITY UNDER THE PEOPLE WHO FORCED US TO 
THINK NEGATIVELY ... 

One of the characee sis going to be my phsyiology teacher, who 
taBght a course ou of a prDgrammed text, there were only 3 in 
the library, a roo that sat 50 people and 150 would show up. 
I've had eeachers ho've understood how bluggeoned to death 
students are, bu this one had no humanity. He didn't want to 
deal with any ergraduate, the TI did that shit. 

Women are an endangerAd species. Women are just being born into 
their consciousness. LMen who have fashioned ~the world 
so far find themselves in a strange position, they don't know 
what 4o do about women unxwho are making noises. They're still 
pointing, but we're not going in theta direction.anymore. We're 
trying to figure out which directionwe can go. When you're just 
starting, you may take the wrong path, like women following me~. 
and their lust for power, imitation ... the beacons are out there 
and some women chose those ways because they don't see an alternative] 

------~ 
The moment a competitor enters the field ... like in sports, we'd 
always say of a weak tmam, no compettion. But when a woman comes 
on to the scene with some authority, the claws of the competitors 
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get long and sharp. And then, the w9man might not be in the 
same class. If they can't categorize you, then you're really in 
trouble. They can make you sound esoteric, when you're really 
beyond what they're all about. What fool can identify a genius. 
If you don't seem to be droppinghandkerchiefs around them or want 
to get involved in vaginal politics, mhd you're good at what it is 
you.re doing, then they don't know what to do withyou. 

l
First they try to fuck you. If that doesn't work, then they'll 
fuck you over. If they can't get away with that, then theyll co-opt 
you. The white establishment does that with black peopie. Give •em 
an office in the back room. 

I give-·~--~ very few 
i~ rom ve peo 
my pay was fro a man wh 
if y u have som kind o 
don well. 

I don't as permission or opinions 
irst criti al acclaim I got for 
d me with praises. You know, 

work, you know when you've 

DO YOU COME ACROSS OTHER WRITERS WHO ARE JEALOUS? 

Yes. There was a guy in my class who said he didn't want to read 
a piece because he was afraid somebody would steal it. But when 
you get up there in the thin air, wheee all the big boys are ... 
you have to look around and see who it is that's doing what. 
Great people don't deal that way, they don't have time to be jealous. 

~lousy comes from frastration. 

The white males are the lawgivers, as few of them as are in power. 
And even the ones who don't have any laws to give get the message 
that they're supposed to. Whatever happens, they have to make a 
commentary on it. Those are the guys aho are paid as critics whether 
they have any critical ability or not. 

Once a woman produces something that people can see, once she can 
bid and compete, she has ammunition. 


