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“Heritage” by Countee Cullen, 1925
(For Harold Jackman)

What is Africa to me:

Copper sun or scarlet sea,

Jungle star or jungle track,

Strong bronzed men, or regal black
Women from whose loins I sprang
When the birds of Eden sang?

One three centuries removed
From the scenes his fathers loved,
Spicy grove, cinnamon tree,

What is Africa to me?

So I lie, who all day long

Want no sound except the song

Sung by wild barbaric birds

Goading massive jungle herds,
Juggernauts' of flesh that pass
Trampling tall defiant grass

Where young forest lovers lie,
Plighting troth beneath the sky.

So I lie, who always hear,

Though I cram against my ear

Both my thumbs, and keep them there,
Great drums throbbing through the air.
So I lie, whose fount of pride,

Dear distress, and joy allied,

Is my somber flesh and skin,

With the dark blood dammed within
Like great pulsing tides of wine

That, I fear, must burst the fine
Channels of the chafing net

Where they surge and foam and fret.

Africa? A book one thumbs
Listlessly, till slumber comes.
Unremembered are her bats
Circling through the night, her cats
Crouching in the river reeds,
Stalking gentle flesh that feeds

By the river brink; no more

Does the bugle-throated roar

" Juggernaut: Cullen plays on the different meanings of
the word. In contemporary English, the word means “a
huge, powerful, and overwhelming force: the
juggernaut of public expenditure” (Oxford Dictionary of
English) and, in British English, a lorry (US = a truck).
But originally the word designated a Hindu divinity
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Cry that monarch claws have leapt
From the scabbards where they slept.
Silver snakes that once a year
Doff the lovely coats you wear,
Seek no covert in your fear

Lest a mortal eye should see;
What’s your nakedness to me?
Here no leprous flowers rear
Fierce corollas in the air;

Here no bodies sleek and wet,
Dripping mingled rain and sweat,
Tread the savage measures of
Jungle boys and girls in love.
What is last year’s snow to me,
Last year's anything? The tree
Budding yearly must forget

How its past arose or set—
Bough and blossom, flower, fruit,
Even what shy bird with mute
Wonder at her travail there,
Meekly labored in its hair.

One three centuries removed
From the scenes his fathers loved,
Spicy grove, cinnamon tree,

What is Africa to me?

So I lie, who find no peace
Night or day, no slight release
From the unremittant beat

Made by cruel padded feet
Walking through my body’s street.
Up and down they go, and back,
Treading out a jungle track.

So I lie, who never quite

Safely sleep from rain at night—
I can never rest at all

When the rain begins to fall;
Like a soul gone mad with pain
I must match its weird refrain;
Ever must I twist and squirm,
Writhing like a baited worm,
While its primal measures drip

(transcribed today as Jagannath in English), a statue of
which is carried on a huge cart during festivals. In old
accounts by Europeans, it was said that Hindu
worshippers threw themselves under the wheels of the
cart. Here, the image is that of huge creatures that
crush everything in their path, possibly elephants.
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Through my body, crying, “Strip!
Doff this new exuberance.

Come and dance the Lover’s Dance!”
In an old remembered way

Rain works on me night and day.

Quaint, outlandish heathen gods
Black men fashion out of rods,
Clay, and brittle bits of stone,

In a likeness like their own,

My conversion came high-priced;
I belong to Jesus Christ,

Preacher of humility;

Heathen gods are naught to me.

Father, Son, and Holy Ghost,

So I make an idle boast;

Jesus of the twice-turned cheek,’
Lamb of God, although I speak
With my mouth thus, in my heart
Do I play a double part.

Ever at Thy glowing altar

Must my heart grow sick and falter,
Wishing He I served were black,
Thinking then it would not lack
Precedent of pain to guide it,

2 In his Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5.39), Jesus
declared that when struck on the cheek, one should
turn the other cheek rather than strike back.
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Let who would or might deride it;
Surely then this flesh would know
Yours had borne a kindred woe.
Lord, I fashion dark gods, too,
Daring even to give You

Dark despairing features where,
Crowned with dark rebellious hair,
Patience wavers just so much as
Mortal grief compels, while touches
Quick and hot, of anger, rise

To smitten cheek and weary eyes.
Lord, forgive me if my need
Sometimes shapes a human creed.

All day long and all night through,
One thing only must I do:

Quench my pride and cool my blood,
Lest I perish in the flood.

Lest a hidden ember set

Timber that I thought was wet
Burning like the dryest flax,
Melting like the merest wax,

Lest the grave restore its dead.
Not yet has my heart or head

In the least way realized

They and I are civilized.
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Nella Larsen

Excerpt 1: Part 1, Chapter 1 (Dover p. 1-2, Norton p. 5-6)

It was the last letter in Irene Redfield’s little pile of morning mail. After her other
ordinary and clearly directed letters the long envelope of thin Italian paper with its almost
illegible scrawl seemed out of place and alien. And there was, too, something mysterious and
slightly furtive about it. A thin sly thing which bore no return address to betray the sender. Not
that she hadn’t immediately known who its sender was. Some two years ago she had one very
like it in outward appearance. Furtive, but yet in some peculiar, determined way a little
flaunting. Purple ink. Foreign paper of extraordinary size.

It had been, Irene noted, postmarked in New York the day before. Her brows came
together in a tiny frown. The frown, however, was more from perplexity than from annoyance;
though there was in her thoughts an element of both. She was wholly unable to comprehend
such an attitude towards danger as she was sure the letter’s contents would reveal; and she
disliked the idea of opening and reading it.

This, she reflected, was of a piece with all that she knew of Clare Kendry. Stepping
always on the edge of danger. Always aware, but not drawing back or turning aside. Certainly
not because of any alarms or feeling of outrage on the part of others.

And for a swift moment Irene Redfield seemed to see a pale small girl sitting on a ragged
blue sofa, sewing pieces of bright red cloth together, while her drunken father, a tall, powerfully
built man, raged threateningly up and down the shabby room, bellowing curses and making
spasmodic lunges at her which were not the less frightening because they were, for the most
part, ineffectual. Sometimes he did manage to reach her. But only the fact that the child had
edged herself and her poor sewing over to the farthermost corner of the sofa suggested that she
was in any way perturbed by this menace to herself and her work.

Clare had known well enough that it was unsafe to take a portion of the dollar that was
her weekly wage for the doing of many errands for the dressmaker who lived on the top floor
of the building of which Bob Kendry was janitor. But that knowledge had not deterred her. She
wanted to go to her Sunday school’s picnic, and she had made up her mind to wear a new dress.
So, in spite of certain unpleasantness and possible danger, she had taken the money to buy the
material for that pathetic little red frock.

There had been, even in those days, nothing sacrificial in Clare Kendry’s idea of life, no
allegiance beyond her own immediate desire. She was selfish, and cold, and hard. And yet she
had, too, a strange capacity of transforming warmth and passion, verging sometimes almost on
theatrical heroics.

Irene, who was a year or more older than Clare, remembered the day that Bob Kendry
had been brought home dead, killed in a silly saloon-fight. Clare, who was at that time a scant
fifteen years old, had just stood there with her lips pressed together, her thin arms folded across
her narrow chest, staring down at the familiar pasty-white face of her parent with a sort of
disdain in her slanting black eyes. For a very long time she had stood like that, silent and staring.
Then, quite suddenly, she had given way to a torrent of weeping, swaying her thin body, tearing
at her bright hair, and stamping her small feet. The outburst had ceased as suddenly as it had
begun. She glanced quickly about the bare room, taking everyone in, even the two policemen,
in a sharp look of flashing scorn. And, in the next instant, she had turned and vanished through
the door.

Seen across the long stretch of years, the thing had more the appearance of an outpouring
of pent-up fury than of an overflow of grief for her dead father; though she had been, Irene
admitted, fond enough of him in her own rather catlike way.

Catlike. Certainly that was the word which best described Clare Kendry, if any single
word could describe her.
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Excerpt 2: Part 1, Chapter 2 (Dover p. 13-14, Norton p. 15-16)

Irene wondered if it was tears that made Clare’s eyes so luminous.

“And now ’Rene, I want to hear all about you and everybody and everything. You’re
married, [ s’pose?”

Irene nodded.

“Yes,” Clare said knowingly, “you would be. Tell me about it.”

And so for an hour or more they had sat there smoking and drinking tea and filling in
the gap of twelve years with talk. That is, Irene did. She told Clare about her marriage and
removal to New York, about her husband, and about her two sons, who were having their first
experience of being separated from their parents at a summer camp, about her mother’s death,
about the marriages of her two brothers. She told of the marriages, births and deaths in other
families that Clare had known, opening up, for her, new vistas on the lives of old friends and
acquaintances.

Clare drank it all in, these things which for so long she had wanted to know and hadn’t
been able to learn. She sat motionless, her bright lips slightly parted, her whole face lit by the
radiance of her happy eyes. Now and then she put a question, but for the most part she was
silent.

Somewhere outside, a clock struck. Brought back to the present, Irene looked down at
her watch and exclaimed: “Oh, I must go, Clare!”

A moment passed during which she was the prey of uneasiness. It had suddenly occurred
to her that she hadn’t asked Clare anything about her own life and that she had a very definite
unwillingness to do so. And she was quite well aware of the reason for that reluctance. But, she
asked herself, wouldn’t it, all things considered, be the kindest thing not to ask? If things with
Clare were as she-as they all-had suspected, wouldn’t it be more tactful to seem to forget to
inquire how she had spent those twelve years?

If? 1t was that “if” which bothered her. It might be, it might just be, in spite of all gossip
and even appearances to the contrary, that there was nothing, had been nothing, that couldn’t
be simply and innocently explained. Appearances, she knew now, had a way sometimes of not
fitting facts, and if Clare hadn’t—Well, if they had all been wrong, then certainly she ought to
express some interest in what had happened to her. It would seem queer and rude if she didn’t.
But how was she to know? There was, she at last decided, no way; so she merely said again. “I
must go, Clare.”

“Please, not so soon, ’Rene,” Clare begged, not moving.

Irene thought: “She’s really almost too good-looking. It’s hardly any wonder that
she—"

“And now, ’Rene dear, that I’ve found you, I mean to see lots and lots of you. We’re
here for a month at least. Jack, that’s my husband, is here on business. Poor dear! in this heat.
Isn’t it beastly? Come to dinner with us tonight, won’t you?” And she gave Irene a curious little
sidelong glance and a sly, ironical smile peeped out on her full red lips, as if she had been in
the secret of the other’s thoughts and was mocking her.

Irene was conscious of a sharp intake of breath, but whether it was relief or chagrin that
she felt, she herself could not have told. She said hastily: “I’m afraid I can’t, Clare. I’'m filled
up. Dinner and bridge. I’m so sorry.”
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Excerpt 3: Part 2, Chapter 2 (Dover p. 55-57, Norton p. 50-51)

“Oh, no. You couldn’t possibly go there alone. It’s a public thing. All sorts of people
go, anybody who can pay a dollar, even ladies of easy virtue looking for trade. If you were to
go there alone, you might be mistaken for one of them, and that wouldn’t be too pleasant.”

Clare laughed again. “Thanks. I never have been. It might be amusing. I’'m warning you,
"Rene, that if you’re not going to be nice and take me, I’ll still be among those present. I
suppose, my dollar’s as good as anyone’s.”

“Oh, the dollar! Don’t be a fool, Claire. I don’t care where you go, or what you do. All
I’m concerned with is the unpleasantness and possible danger which your going might incur,
because of your situation. To put it frankly, I shouldn’t like to be mixed up in any row of the
kind.” She had risen again as she spoke and was standing at the window lifting and spreading
the small yellow chrysanthemums in the grey stone jar on the sill. Her hands shook slightly, for
she was in a near rage of impatience and exasperation.

Claire’s face looked strange, as if she wanted to cry again. One of her satin-covered feet
swung restlessly back and forth. She said vehemently, violently almost: “Damn Jack! He keeps
me out of everything. Everything I want. I could kill him! I expect I shall, some day.”

“I wouldn’t,” Irene advised her, “you see, there’s still capital punishment, in this state
at least. And really, Clare, after everything’s said, I can’t see that you’ve a right to put all the
blame on him. You’ve got to admit that there’s his side to the thing. You didn’t tell him you
were coloured, so he’s got no way of knowing about this hankering of yours after Negroes, or
that it galls you to fury to hear them called niggers and black devils. As far as I can see, you’ll
just have to endure some things and give up others. As we’ve said before, everything must be
paid for. Do, please, be reasonable.”

But Clare, it was plain, had shut away reason as well as caution. She shook her head. “I
can’t, [ can’t,” she said. “I would if I could, but I can’t. You don’t know, you can’t realize how
I want to see Negroes, to be with them again, to talk with them, to hear them laugh.”

And in the look she gave Irene, there was something groping, and hopeless, and yet so
absolutely determined that it was like an image of the futile searching and the firm resolution
in Irene’s own soul, and increased the feeling of doubt and compunction that had been growing
within her about Clare Kendry.

She gave in.

“Oh, come if you want to. I s’pose you’re right. Once can’t do such a terrible lot of
harm.”

Pushing aside Clare’s extravagant thanks, for immediately she was sorry that she had
consented, she said briskly: “Should you like to come up and see my boys?”

“I’d love to.”

They went up, Irene thinking that Brian would consider that she’d behaved like a
spineless fool. And he would be right. She certainly had.

Clare was smiling. She stood in the doorway of the boys’ playroom, her shadowy eyes
looking down on Junior and Ted, who had sprung apart from their tusselling. Junior’s face had
a funny little look of resentment. Ted’s was blank.

Clare said: “Please don’t be cross. Of course, | know I’ve gone and spoiled everything.
But maybe, if I promise not to get too much in the way, you’ll let me come in, just the same.”

“Sure, come in if you want to,” Ted told her. “We can’t stop you, you know.” He smiled
and made her a little bow and then turned away to a shelf that held his favourite books. Taking
one down, he settled himself in a chair and began to read.

Junior said nothing, did nothing, merely stood there waiting.

“Get up, Ted! That’s rude. This is Theodore, Mrs. Bellew. Please excuse his bad
manners. He does know better. And this is Brian junior. Mrs. Bellew is an old friend of
mother’s. We used to play together when we were little girls.”
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Excerpt 4: Part 2, Chapter 4 (Dover p. 62-64, Norton p. 56-58)

But undistinctive as the dance had seemed, it was, nevertheless, important. For it marked
the beginning of a new factor in Irene Redfield’s life, something that left its trace on all the
future years of her existence. It was the beginning of a new friendship with Clare Kendry.

She came to them frequently after that. Always with a touching gladness that welled up
and overflowed on all the Redfield household. Yet Irene could never be sure whether her
comings were a joy or a vexation.

Certainly she was no trouble. She had not to be entertained, or even noticed—if anyone
could ever avoid noticing Clare. If Irene happened to be out or occupied, Clare could very
happily amuse herself with Ted and Junior, who had conceived for her an admiration that verged
on adoration, especially Ted. Or, lacking the boys, she would descend to the kitchen and, with—
to Irene—an exasperating childlike lack of perception, spend her visit in talk and merriment
with Zulena and Sadie.

Irene, while secretly resenting these visits to the playroom and kitchen, for some obscure
reason which she shied away from putting into words, never requested that Clare make an end
of them, or hinted that she wouldn’t have spoiled her own Margery so outrageously, nor been
so friendly with white servants.

Brian looked on these things with the same tolerant amusement that marked his entire
attitude toward Clare. Never since his faintly derisive surprise at Irene’s information that she
was to go with them the night of the dance, had he shown any disapproval of Clare’s presence.
On the other hand, it couldn’t be said that her presence seemed to please him. It didn’t annoy
or disturb him, so far as Irene could judge. That was all.

Didn’t he, she once asked him, think Clare was extraordinarily beautiful?

“No,” he had answered. “That is, not particularly.”

“Brian, you’re fooling!”

“No, honestly. Maybe I’'m fussy. I s’pose she’d be an unusually good-looking white
woman. I like my ladies darker. Beside an A-number-one sheba!, she simply hasn’t got *em.”

Clare went, sometimes with Irene and Brian, to parties and dances, and on a few
occasions when Irene hadn’t been able or inclined to go out, she had gone alone with Brian to
some bridge party or benefit dance.

Once in a while she came formally to dine with them. She wasn’t, however, in spite of
her poise and air of worldliness, the ideal dinner-party guest. Beyond the aesthetic pleasure one
got from watching her, she contributed little, sitting for the most part silent, an odd dreaming
look in her hypnotic eyes. Though she could for some purpose of her own—the desire to be
included in some party being made up to go cabareting, or an invitation to a dance or a tea-talk
fluently and entertainingly.

She was generally liked. She was so friendly and responsive, and so ready to press the
sweet food of flattery on all. Nor did she object to appearing a bit pathetic and ill-used, so that
people could feel sorry for her. And, no matter how often she came among them, she still
remained someone apart, a little mysterious and strange, someone to wonder about and to
admire and to pity.

" A reference to the Queen of Sheba (la reine de Saba), a legendary figure appearing in several ancient texts, including
the Old Testament and the Ethiopian Kebra Nagast. She is most often considered to be black.
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Excerpt 5: Part 3, Chapter 2 (Dover p. 77-78, Norton p. 68-69)

Christmas, with its unreality, its hectic rush, its false gaiety, came and went. Irene was
thankful for the confused unrest of the season. Its irksomeness, its crowds, its inane and
insincere repetitions of genialities, pushed between her and the contemplation of her growing
unhappiness.

She was thankful, too, for the continued absence of Clare, who, John Bellew having
returned from a long stay in Canada, had withdrawn to that other life of hers, remote and
inaccessible. But beating against the walled prison of Irene’s thoughts was the shunned fancy
that, though absent, Clare Kendry was still present, that she was close.

Brian, too, had withdrawn. The house contained his outward self and his belongings. He
came and went with his usual noiseless irregularity. He sat across from her at table. He slept in
his room next to hers at night. But he was remote and inaccessible. No use pretending that he
was happy, that things were the same as they had always been. He wasn’t and they weren’t.
However, she assured herself, it needn’t necessarily be because of anything that involved Clare.
It was, it must be, another manifestation of the old longing.

But she did wish it were spring, March, so that Clare would be sailing, out of her life
and Brian’s. Though she had come almost to believe that there was nothing but generous
friendship between those two, she was very tired of Clare Kendry. She wanted to be free of her,
and of her furtive comings and goings. If something would only happen, something that would
make John Bellew decide on an earlier departure, or that would remove Clare. Anything. She
didn’t care what. Not even if it were that Clare’s Margery were ill, or dying. Not even if Bellew
should discover—

She drew a quick, sharp breath. And for a long time sat staring down at the hands in her
lap. Strange, she had not before realized how easily she could put Clare out of her life! She had
only to tell John Bellew that his wife—No. Not that! But if he should somehow learn of these
Harlem visits—Why should she hesitate? Why spare Clare?

But she shrank away from the idea of telling that man, Clare Kendry’s white husband,
anything that would lead him to suspect that his wife was a Negro. Nor could she write it, or
telephone it, or tell it to someone else who would tell him.

She was caught between two allegiances, different, yet the same. Herself. Her race.
Race! The thing that bound and suffocated her. Whatever steps she took, or if she took none at
all, something would be crushed. A person or the race. Clare, herself, or the race. Or, it might
be, all three. Nothing, she imagined, was ever more completely sardonic.

Sitting alone in the quiet living-room in the pleasant fire-light, Irene Redfield wished,
for the first time in her life, that she had not been born a Negro. For the first time she suffered
and rebelled because she was unable to disregard the burden of race. It was, she cried silently,
enough to suffer as a woman, an individual, on one’s own account, without having to suffer for
the race as well. It was a brutality, and undeserved. Surely, no other people so cursed as Ham’s
dark children.!

Nevertheless, her weakness, her shrinking, her own inability to compass the thing, did
not prevent her from wishing fervently that, in some way with which she had no concern, John
Bellew would discover, not that his wife had a touch of the tar-brush>—Irene didn’t want that
—but that she was spending all the time that he was out of the city in black Harlem. Only that.
It would be enough to rid her forever of Clare Kendry.

" Genesis, Ch. 9: Ham’s son Canaan is forced by his grandfather Noah to be a servant, as punishment for Ham’s crime,
who had seen his father naked. Later traditions started portraying Ham as black and, in the 19" century, this became a
way of justifying slavery. In the 19" century, many people believed that black people were the descendants of Ham and
had inherited the curse that Noah cast on Canaan.

2 Had a touch of the tar-brush = (mot & mot) avait été touchée par le pinceau a goudron = expression méprisante de
’époque signifiant que quelqu’un a des origines africaines.
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Excerpt 6: Part 3, Chapter 4 (Dover p. 93-94, Norton p. 81-82)

In the midst of her wonderings and questionings came a thought so terrifying, so
horrible, that she had had to grasp hold of the banister to save herself from pitching downwards.
A cold perspiration drenched her shaking body. Her breath came short in sharp and painful
gasps.

What if Clare was not dead?

She felt nauseated, as much at the idea of the glorious body mutilated as from fear.

How she managed to make the rest of the journey without fainting she never knew. But
at last she was down. Just at the bottom she came on the others, surrounded by a little circle of
strangers. They were all speaking in whispers, or in the awed, discreetly lowered tones adapted
to the presence of disaster. In the first instant she wanted to turn and rush back up the way she
had come. Then a calm desperation came over her. She braced herself, physically and mentally.

“Here’s Irene now,” Dave Freeland announced, and told her that, having only just
missed her, they had concluded that she had fainted or something like that, and were on the way
to find out about her. Felise, she saw, was holding on to his arm, all the insolent nonchalance
gone out of her, and the golden brown of her handsome face changed to a queer mauve colour.

Irene made no indication that she had heard Freeland, but went straight to Brian. His
face looked aged and altered, and his lips were purple and trembling. She had a great longing
to comfort him, to charm away his suffering and horror. But she was helpless, having so
completely lost control of his mind and heart.

She stammered: “Is she—is she—?”

It was Felise who answered. “Instantly, we think.”

Irene struggled against the sob of thankfulness that rose in her throat. Choked down, it
turned to a whimper, like a hurt child’s. Someone laid a hand on her shoulder in a soothing
gesture. Brian wrapped his coat about her. She began to cry rackingly, her entire body heaving
with convulsive sobs. He made a slight perfunctory attempt to comfort her.

“There, there, Irene. You mustn’t. You’ll make yourself sick. She’s—" His voice broke
suddenly.

As from a long distance she heard Ralph Hazelton’s voice saying: “I was looking right
at her. She just tumbled over and was gone before you could say ‘Jack Robinson.” Fainted, I
guess. Lord! It was quick. Quickest thing I ever saw in all my life.”

“It’s impossible, I tell you! Absolutely impossible!”

It was Brian who spoke in that frenzied hoarse voice, which Irene had never heard
before. Her knees quaked under her. Dave Freeland said: “Just a minute, Brian. Irene was there
beside her. Let’s hear what she has to say.”

She had a moment of stark craven fear. “Oh God,” she thought, prayed, “help me.”

A strange man, official and authoritative, addressed her. “You’re sure she fell? Her
husband didn’t give her a shove or anything like that, as Dr. Redfield seems to think?”

For the first time she was aware that Bellew was not in the little group shivering in the
small hallway. What did that mean? As she began to work it out in her numbed mind, she was
shaken with another hideous trembling. Not that! Oh, not that!

“No, no!” she protested. “I’'m quite certain that he didn’t. I was there, too. As close as
he was. She just fell, before anybody could stop her. [—”

Her quaking knees gave way under her. She moaned and sank down, moaned again.

Through the great heaviness that submerged and drowned her she was dimly conscious
of strong arms lifting her up. Then everything was dark.

Centuries after, she heard the strange man saying: “Death by misadventure, ’'m inclined
to believe. Let’s go up and have another look at that window.”
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