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conversation between Maya Angelou and Dolly McPherson, June 30, 1983, Winston 

Salem, North carolina. 

FOCUS: -- Angelou, the autobiographer, with some references to Lillian Hellman, 
Maxine Hong Kingston, and w.E.B. DuBois. 

McPherson (hereafter designated as DM): I would like to follow up on our discus- 

sion of Lillian Hellman. I know that Lillian Hellman does not speak as directly 

about herself as you do. She speaks about those others whom she has come in con- 

tact with or with whom her life has been involved and, through that portrait and 

emphasis on those others, one is supposed to draw some portrait or image or truth 

about Hellman. I would like for you to speak to that or to take issue with it. 

Angelou (hereafter designated as MA): 

I think that Hellman is a romantic and writes about things as she rather wishes 

them to have been. I note that in her writing about her childhood. I want to 

come back to that point because I don't know who does not, but I'll come back to 

that because I think that there's a difference. In writing about her childhood, 

she fancies herself much loved by the Black people who worked for her family and 

she does not see how complex that is, how that may not have been true at all; and 

if it was true (that she was loved by the cook and the Blacks who worked for her 

family) then that [emotion] is much more complex than she as an adult would 

appreciate. The emotions for her are one-dimensional and that's what I mean by 

romantic. I don't mean it merely in just the sentimental sense, but romantic in 

a classical sense. She also writes about Lillian Hellman, the girl, as a one- 

dimensional character. For example, she says at one point that she developed a 
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kind of rebellious nature due to the fact that she spent time with a grand 

mother in New York who was well to do and her mother was the poor daughter and 

she was the poor granddaughter. She says that in that moment, in that time, she 

developed a rebellious nature and a respect for people who had money. And that's 

the only time I see any complexity in her confrontation with her retrospective 

memory of childhood. 

DM. 

Let me ask you this question--What is the difference between her one-dimensional 

treatment of the Black cook and your one-dimensional treatment of Miss Gloria in 

her relationship to Mrs. Cullinan, because you do not deal with the complex issue 

behind her acceptance of that relationship. 

MA 

Good question. I think that I accepted Miss Gloria, the housekeeper, or rather 

showed that one-dimension of that housekeeper because I showed so many other 

dimensions of other housekeepers. It was as if one looks at one ••• if she was 

the only servant I dealt with in Caged Bird ••• then that would have shown that I 

also had that romance. 

DM 

Hha t other servants do you deal with in Caged Bird? 

~ 
well, the women who at once brought the clothes around to the house. The 

shirts and the things that they were ironing, the laundresses •••• 

DM 

Where? The laundresses where? In Stamps? 
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MA 

Yes, in Stamps. The ones who bring baskets of clothes around. I'll show you ••• 

it's there. The women whose hands were already roughened by the hard work but 

who learned to do tatting. 

DM 

Yes, you speak about that but in terms of young girls, not in terms of these 

women as servants. 

MA 

Yes, young girls, young women. 

DM 

Young women who were taught to do tatting. I don't remember any other servant 

that you deal with in Caged Bird. Have I overlooked it?. 

MA 

well, I think Hellman only knew Black, people who were servants in her home, but 

the servant class I deal with all through. 

DM 

Yes, the work class, not the servant class. 

MA 

The people who having worked all day would still get up to go to church, and then 

on the way home, there on the way home, their dissatisfaction, their questioning 

about life ••• how long will we be on the bottom, and in the church itself ••• not in 

the church, but in that tent. You see in the tent when the minister uses the 

sermon to talk against all Whites and the congregation is a mixture of cotton 

pickers, housemaids, handymen, farmers, unemployed and everybody agrees that 
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though the Whites have no charity and will not go to heaven ••• that is the point 

of that particular episode: to show that in the total Black community because 

all kinds of people are there from the Black community and everybody's poor ••• the 

denominational barriers are down so that the CME's, the Holy Rollers, everybody 

is there. And everybody agrees -- people get happy with the idea -- that God 

hates the White people for their bad treatment of the Blacks and the chorus of 

amens is unanimous. So I think that throughout I look at, although there is this 

one incident of this housemaid, and show the varying contradictions in the Black 

community--in the servant class. You see what I mean? 

DM 

Yes, that's true in the Black community. But in the direct relationship between 

the domestic servant and White employer, it seems to me that this is a sig- 

nificant interjection that Miss Hallelujah makes when she says, ''Oh, she [refer- 

ring to the young Maya} broke our china" and it shows a strong identification 

with her White employer. 

There is that. I wouldn't have been telling the truth had I not put in one per- 

son who had that attitude anyway, but even that attitude is complex. Because 

while she felt that way, and even as we know today, there are servants and people 

who feel that way and who identify, it's much more complex than that. You see 

what I mean; if I had not had a Glory Hallelujah, this kind of woman, then the 

e of Stamps or of the time would not have been complete. But while I have pictur 

that, I also have this riding throughout the work, a general malaise, and malaise 

. not a good word for that, and the resistance through the church ••• the 
is 

resistance through being good, etc •• 
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DM 

But you speak of it, or it seems to me, that when you deal with that, you are 

speaking of the irony that is a part of the Black community and Black religion, 

just like the irony that is apparent in the Joe Louis fight. I mean that victory 

that should be a reason for emotional joy is diminished by the reality of Stamps. 

The irony is that this Black man, though accepted in the boxing ring, the Black 

men of Stamps are afraid to go home that night because of the Nightriders. And 

the irony in the church scene, though these people can come out of the cotton 

fields dirt-tired and drag themselves to the tent, and say amen to all of these 

things and really take joy in their poverty ••• take joy in their poverty and in 

their station ••• the irony is that nothing is really changed by religion; nothing 

is really changed by their active worship. 

~ 

Because they have to walk back. See you saw the tent, where the tent was, over 

by the railroad tracks on this side of the pond. That was where all those (not 

all those but two or three) houses were and around where Miss Lizzy lived. So 

around that way, they could hear the records with the same music •••• 

DM 

The same blues ••• 

~ 

I suppose in Caged Bird the White characters are as one-dimensional as Hellman's 

Black characters are. However, I do have a chance in Caged Bird to introduce the 

first White character who is more than one-dimensional. I begin to see this with 

Mrs. Kirwin. In the later books ,the White characters take on flesh and con 

tradictions and realities which is not true with Hellman. She continues 
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throughout those works to see the Black characters as cardboard characters, so 

that's why I'm prepared to say that Hellman is a romantic when it comes to Black 

characters. Now if that is so, following that logic -- it may not follow -- but 

I tend then to look with a serious scrutiny at other aspects of her life which 

she describes. There is an incident in Unfinished Woman which is very telling to 

me. She has made for herself a hammock. She lives in a house with her mother, 

servants, father. It's a filled house, and she goes to school when she chooses. 

she says that she's so far behind when she goes up North that it's misery and so 

far ahead when she's down South that it's misery. But down South she can go to 

school when she likes and she takes her lunch and leaves and goes around to her 

hammock twice a week. In this one incident she spends all night in the hammock. 

she doesn't tell us anything other than that -- that she slept all night in the 

hammock. I don't know what kind of family or servants would see a young girl out 

of the house all night ••• not check on her through the night at some point and 

have no remarks to make in the morning. It bothers me. She doesn't give us even 

a sentence after that. I'll show you. Here's a point, on page 14 of Unfinished 

woman. -- Hellman is speaking of Sophronia who had worked for her parents: "She was 

a tall handsome light tan woman. I still have many pictures of the brooding face 

who was for me, as for so many other White southern children the one and certain 

anchor so needed for the young years. So forgotten after that." I think that is 

a line, but it substantiates my feeling of the romance, especially in that just 

last phrase: "so forgotten after that." Because whatever romance of childhood's 

yearnings are involved in the relationship between the Black servant and the 

White child, it is unfortunate if that romance does not come under the scrutiny 

of the person as he or she grows; and I think this is the case in Hellman. 
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Hellman still sees the Black, not only as a servant, but the Black person, I 

would think, as a one-dimensional character straight out of her childhood. 

DM 

But isn't there some element of truth in that phrase--"so forgotten"? 

That is the truth. 

DM 

I mean some element of truth beyond her romanticism? 

MA 

But that's my point. That is the truth. She has told the absolute truth-- 

so forgotten after that--but she doesn't go on then after she grows up to see the 

character as more. The servant is not completely forgotten. Obviously, she 

writes about the servant so he or she is not forgotten, and she continues to 

write even in Pentimento. She writes about the servant of whom she's afraid. 

The likelihood of Lillian Hellman being afraid of anyone is ludicrous. But 

still, the character, the Black character, the servant character, has crystal 

lized for her in Sophonia, and I would imagine, in the other servants who worked 

for her or for her parents for the rest of her life. 

VM 

What point were you making about the hammock? I want to followup on it, your 

reference to the hammock. 

MA 

I can't find it. The point seems to me that a house filled with her mother, 

father, the boarders, her two aunts, the servants and so forth. I couldn't see 
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how she would not be missed. A young girl growing up at that time ••• why there 

wouldn't be an alarm sounded if she stayed out of the house all night. So when I 

saw that, it made me think again about the kind of memory an autobiographer has 

and made me question ••• it seemed to me to confirm my idea of the likelihood of a 

kind of a romance entering the telling of the story. 

OM 

Let me see if I can draw a parallel between what is for some readers a bothersome 

episode in Caged Bird. The car lot incident as you tell it. For one month you 

are able to be on your own. I'm not so concerned that your father makes no 

attempt to find you, but it seems to me so totally out of character that even if 

you were away from Vivian Baxter for a month that she would not have attempted to 

call you or to write you a letter; yet you are able to isolate. yourself from the 

larger community, and nobody expresses concern ••• no one tries to find you. 

MA 

It's true. You might be able to draw the same parallel and it would be a good 

one because.•• 

DM 

And that is how the incident happened? Yours is an accurate retelling? 

~ 

Absolute. 

DM 

Numerous readers, including my students, have suggested that something must have 

been left out. The concern has been with how the autobiographer selects and 

focuses on his or her rendition of truth. 
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I think that my recording of this experience comes from ••• this is going to sound 

very self-serving ••• but it comes from a kindness on my part in writing about 

Vivian Baxter. She was delighted that I was away, delighted ••• she didn't know 

what to do with me at that age. 

OM 

You were fifteen? 

MA 

I was fifteen. The year before, Bailey and I had been sent to Stamps as soon as 

school was out. 

OM 

That was the year after you had left Stamps? 

MA 

That's right. I had been sent back for the summer, as soon as school was out. 

she got a pass from Daddy Jack, who had been her lover before Daddy Clidell and 

who was still on the railroad. She got passes for me and Bailey and sent us 

directly back to Stamps. Marna got a pass and sent us back. 

OM 

At the end of the summer? 

~ 
yes. So when Daddy Bailey asked for me to come down, she was delighted. She 

could run her house the way she wanted without me around. I don't remember where 

Bailey went that summer, or where he was that summer. So the relief would keep 

her from calling; and possibly if she called, Daddy would say I was over at Aunt 

Estee's or over at Aunt Phyllis'. 
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DM 

or out with some friends? 

It's possible. Now if I had gone back with that scar, with that wound on my 

·a· she would have questioned it and it would have given her a chance for some si e, 

theatrics. She loved it--still does as you know--and my decision was at once to 

keep peace, but also not to give her that chance. 

DM 

Because you hated violence. 

MA 

r hated violence, but also I didn't want her to use me to get off. I disliked my 

father so much, but not so much that I wanted her to shoot him. So if I had 

never gone back, I don't know what would have happened. I mean ••• 

DM 

She would have been comfortable in her assumption that you were with your father. 

unless Grandmother Henderson had asked. Grandmother Baxter didn't. 

so that's a kind of parallel situation ••• that and the Hellman episode. 

Yes, except that Hellman pictures her two aunts with whom they lived down there 

as being so loving and so supportive and her father loved her a lot. 

OM 

yes, that certainly makes the difference. 
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MA 

And right there in the house. 

DM 

At least you were out of sight. 

MA 

Yes, I was out of sight. I was six-hundred miles away and happily so for Mom. 

What I have left out of Caged Bird and all the books is a lot of unkindness. 

DM 

Of course, because you were focusing on your own maturity and development and 

insight. 

MA 

Because it is such a personal story as opposed to a general story, I've never 

wanted to hurt anybody. So many of the people are still alive. The most diffi 

cult part for me has always been the selection of the incidents. To find one 

which is dramatic without being melodramatic or maudlin, and yet will give me the 

chance to show that aspect of human personality, of life which impacted on me 

from which I drew and grew. There are incidents during that period from thirteen 

to sixteen which I left out purposefully. It would not have advanced the story 

and would have hurt, would have destroyed someone. There are parallels in every 

autobiography despite the form the autobiography takes, that is whether it is 

diary or journal or memoir. What I have tried for since Caged Bird or maybe mid 

way through Caged Bird, is a kind of storytelling in which it is true that I am 

the central character. But I suppose one of the reasons some of the readers ask, 

"Is that the Truth?", or that some critics probably think that I have novelized, 

fictionalized passages, stems from the fact that I see the incident in which I 
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was a participant, and maybe the only participant, as drama ••• in the theatrical 

sense. And I've used, or tried to use, the form of the Black minister in 

storytelling so that each event I write about has a beginning, a middle, and an 

end. And I have tried to make the selections graduate so that each episode is a 

level, whether of narration or drama, well always dramatic, but a level of com- 

prehension like a staircase. 

DM 

Like a level of insight, a level of maturity. 

MA 

That's right, I have tried. 

DM 

This is particularly so in Caged Bird--where you see that little girl, three 

years old, in the Prologue. It certainly is a step-by-step maturity or a step 

oy-step gaining of insight. 

MA 

If it is true in Caged Bird, I hope it is true in each book ••• also a level of --- --- 
broadening of vision. My ambition is vast for the autobiographical form and for 

me as a writer who uses the autobiographical form. 

wna t do you mean? 

well, I would like to see autobiography in fifty years. I would like to see 

use, really develop the autobiographical form. writers 
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OM 

Writers have been developing the form since the seventeenth century. Develop it 

in what way? I don't understand what you're getting at. 

MA 

No, I don't think so. I think it's going some place. I'm aware that the novel 

as a form is new -- it's only two or three hundred years old. And I think that 

autobiography could really be as ••• I have no idea where it's going, but I think 

that probably in another writer who comes from a totally different position 

could ••• well, I don't know if you saw a book called Brother to a Dragon Fly. 

DM 

No. 

It's an autobiography and the first three or four pages are so beautiful and 

so ••• the writing is excellent for on~ thing. The texture of the writing led me 

to think that the writer was going to explode the autobiographical form. I can't 

tell you what I mean ••• I have no idea what I'm talking about. But there may be 

another way of doing it. 

DM 

of recreating one's history, of reporting one's suffering? 

MA 

Yes, and, of course, every writer writes autobiographically anyway, whether he's 

Eugene O'Neill or Arthur Miller or Paul Laurence Dunbar. 

DM 

My hope is not that the form will go in any particular direction, but that more 

scholars will begin to take the form more seriously, because there are so many 
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scholars who don't take autobiography seriously; they dismiss it summarily. 

Although it is important that Darwin Turner is on my dissertation committee, he 

has absolutely no respect for autobiography or for the truth it presents. He 

will assign the reading of it, but he will focus on the form as narrative. As 

you know, he has written extensively on Richard Wright and particularly on Black 

~'but not as autobiography. While I cannot get too much help from Darwin 

Turner, I want his critical input on my dissertation. My help comes from Fred 

Woodard and from Al Stone. Al Stone is one of the top men in autobiography, but 

Fred is also an expert in American Culture and autobiography, plus he is Black 

and has the background and understanding that are so important in giving me the 

kind of criticism and evaluation I want. Al Stone is good in terms of my 

theoretical approach. Acceptance of autobiography as literature and cultural 

history is what I'm hoping for and this is what is happening in American Studies; 

there are enough people who have begun to accept autobiography, American 

autobiography especially, as a serious literary form. 

MA 

As a serious art form. 

AS a serious art form, for both its literary value, and its historical and 

cultural value. 

MA 

I suppose that's what I'm really saying when I say that I have a great 

ambition for the form. It may have to make some qualitative jumps. I don't 

know; if it happens, it happens. I think it is maybe relevant that until I wrote 

caged~' I had always considered myself a poet/playwright. So I brought to 
~ 



McPherson 15 

caged Bird those two forms which I love a lot and which I had studied a lot on my 

own. So while Hellman is a playwright ••• maybe because she was so successful as a 

playwright ••• she didn't feel the need in either of her books to employ the 

playwright expertise or art for dramatic sake. Maybe because she was so success 

ful. So she wrote her books, and her prose is not as informed in the dramatic 

sense, I think, as my episodic form which is almost like acts or scenes. My 

intention in the new book (Traveling Shoes) is to cut out editorializing 

altogether. I hope I can do it and tell the story of Africa by episodes, by 

scenes. 

OM 

It seems to me that your editorializing or those comments that you encapsulate 

from certain episodes is what gives your work its power and value. 

MA 

well, we'll see; if it doesn't work, it doesn't work. You remember that even in 

Gather together I was going to try to include a fictional character. Anyway, I'm 

going to try and if it doesn't work, it won't work; I will go back to something 

else. But I'm going to try for something and if it works, it works. 

DM 

You see I know that there have been many critical comments made about Lillian 

Hellman's questionable sense of truth in her second work and about her 

questionable recall of events. But I have to be able to speak to something that 

is, for me, verifiable. 

MA 

Hhen one says that an autobiographer didn't have to use the autobiographical form 

for a particular work, I think that is true of all the autobiographers that you 
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have been looking at, save Maxine Hong Kingston and me. Autobiography is our 

only art form. We have to use autobiography for everything, although I use 

poetry too. My major platform is autobiography. 

DM 

You are an autobiographer. 

MA 

Yes, that's what I am, so I have to use it. Hellman has her plays and her screen 

plays before that. Dr. Dubois had his essays and his political treatises--social 

and historical treatises, whether it was the Suppression of the Slave Trade or 

souls of Black Folks or any of those millions of works throughout the years. He ------ ~ ~~~ 

was not obliged to use autobiography to examine himself and his time. He had 

done enough other works. 

DM 

As you know, so much of his last work is a repetition of earlier works. 

But Maxine Kingston, with Chinamen and even before with woman warrior, and I are 

linked. We are the only ones I know who have no other works than autobiographi- 

cal works; and so Maxine, it seems to me in Chinamen tried to expand the form. 

she did some wonderful things, it seems to me. It is a totally different book 

from~ Warrior, but she is looking into the autobiographical form even deeper 

in a strange way than in Woman warrior though Woman warrior is easier reading and 

rich. Yet I think the second book is more revolutionary as a form. She's really 

trying to get into whatever I was trying to say earlier. She's trying to make it 

work for her ••• to help her to examine herself, her time and other times through 
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the autobiographical form because that's all she has. Whatever mistakes or 

whatever failures I have in my use of the form, I am still writing in the 

autobiographical form because I have no other. I just got a letter from Bob 

Loomis. Listen to this: "Dear Maya, how I wish now that I'd had a chance to read 

"The Reunion" (my short story] while I was down there. As you knew I would, I 

liked it a great deal." For Bob that's the epitome of ••• "And I particularly 

liked the way it was told. You seemed as at ease in that story as you are in 

autobiography, partly, I suppose, because it was told in the first person. The 

only plus in not reading the story there was now that I have the book I can keep 

it." But I am at ease in autobiography because it is my form. One of the best 

short stories I had written before "Reunion" was "Glass Rain." Again, in the 

first person. It seems to me that I lose contact when I get into fiction. I can 

write fiction, but I must write it from the first person. I lose contact when I 

put the third person singular in there. 

DM 

Yes, the omniscient point of view or even the objective point of view. 

MA 

I cannot speak from the third person. I can't seem to. It is as if again, back 

to the minister. The first voices that impressed me for storytelling, since I 

grew up in a household whicA was very quiet ••• Mama simply was very quiet ••• and 

then all those years I was very quiet ••• and the store unless someone came ••• the 

radio didn't play. It played on Sunday morning. 

DM 

But not during the week? 
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MA 

I'll tell you. It played on Sunday morning to hear "Wings Over Jordan"; in the 

evening it played around 6:30 to hear Gabriel Heater and there was another 

newsman and if we had been very good, Mama would let us keep it on to hear "The 

Shadow" and "Gangbusters" ••• if we had been very good and she didn't have some- 

thing else to do or didn't have her quilting bee over or something like that ••• 

then we could listen to "Gangbusters" or the "Lone Ranger" or "The Shadow Knows" 

or something like that. Other than that, it was quiet in the store. Mama 

occasionally would sing to herself, but there was very little talk. Mama would 

wash and braid my hair and go through all that without saying a word. She was 

not a talker• 

DM 

And your Uncle Willie didn't talk? 

No, he had the [speech] impediment. 

LJM 

There was no conversation. 

very little conversation. First, Mama was not a gossip. If something had hap- 

pened in the town and someone came to the store to tell Mama, she would say, 

"Umhum, Umhum. I see Sister Hudson," and then after she would leave, maybe Mama 

would say, "Did you hear that Willie?" But otherwise, there was very, very 

little talk. So in the church, when the minister would make the Bible come 

l
·ve and I had decided to read the whole Bible ••• so when the minister would a L • • • 

elaborate on the story whether it was the Prodigal Son, or Dry Bones in the 
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valley, it would just go through the top of my head, Dolly. I could see it ••• 

and the tonality ••• and the old people ••• the music and all that. It was going to 

the opera for me. 

DM 

It was drama. 

MA 

It was high drama and I loved it so. So I never fought against going to 

church because I loved it. If there was a boring minister or something--but we 

had good ministers ••• even one who was a kind of itinerant minister who lived in 

the town and who drank, but he was really hot ••• so I loved church so. I think I 

loved the fact that the Black minister said, "_!_," "God told me personally." "I 

saw Jesus." You know, it was always the first person. The minister said, "..!.can 

see it now, down there in that valley; I see those bones,_!_,_!_, I always, so 

probably the• • • 

DM 

The_!_, the internalized "I"; that's a good point, I'm glad you brought that up. 

The personal narrative became a form for you. 

MA 

Absolutely. 

DM 

Let's move on. You telescope your period of voluntary mutism. How long a period 

did that extend? At one time, you said five years. 

MA 

Almost five years. 



McPherson 20 

OM 

From the time you were eight until you were thirteen? 

MA 

No, from the time I was about seven-and-a-half. 

DM 

You were raped when you were seven-and-a-half? 

MA 

Well, the rape took place months before I returned to Stamps. 

DM 

You had medical care, but you didn't have any other care. 

MA 

No, no psychiatric care. But Vivian Baxter simply could not ••• she didn't know 

what to do with me ••• well in any case she didn't know what to do with any child. 

DM 

Her sense of guilt also played a part, I guess. 

MA 

I guess, that too. But also when she tried everything she could to bring me 

out, but what she had was dancing to bring me out and I could not respond to 

that. 

DM 

well, you know I can't blame the Baxters too much because in the 1930s very few 

people understood about children who were traumatized by such incidents. 

MA 

She couldn't. 



McPherson 21 

DM 

And very few people had access to psychological care. There were no child 

psychologists in the schools at that time. 

MA 

I doubt it, and they wouldn't have thought to do that, I don't think. If they 

had known maybe. 

DM 

Now public schools have access to child psychologists. Today, a teacher would 

have told the family or the principal. •• somebody would have said, "She might need 

help," but schools didn't have such services in the 1930s. 

And psychological care would have suggested that I was crazy. 

DM 

Not that you'd been traumatized? 

I think that just betore that, the rape incident, my grandfather had died. 

DM 

y0u don't talk about him. You have very little memory of him? 

r have no memory of him 

DM 

But he was living in the house when you and Bailey went to St. Louis? 



McPherson 22 

MA 

It seems so, but I have so little memory of him. I don't know if he died while I 

was there••• 

DM 

or before you came. 

MA 

No, I remember his accent, but I don't know how I remember his accent. I mean he 

may have been brought from the institution. 

DM 

What do you mean brought from an institution? 

MA 

He died in an insane asylum. And he was brought from the institution. Good 

Lord! 

DM 

You just remembered? 

MA 

Yes. 

DM 

How long had he been in the institution? 

MA 

I don't know. 

~ 

I can see now what you mean when you say your family would not have sought the 

help of a psychologist. 
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MA 

He died in an insane asylum 

DM 

Had he been there long? 

MA 

I don't know. 

DM 

I knew there had to be some reason why you did not deal with him in Caged Bird. 

This is particularly striking because you use the people who come in and out of 

your life as mirrors which reflect you, the growing child. 

Yes, I know. 

DM 

The only thing you mention about him is his utterance, "Bah Jesus. I live for my 

wife, my children, and my dog." So your mutism lasted about four or five years? 

MA 

Yes. Now there were periods in that time ••• this is the first time that I'm 

thinking about that ••• but there were periods in that time. Until I was about 

twelve, I was pretty much silent. There were periods though ••• I'm trying to 

remember ••• when I would talk, but I can't remember why. 

OM 

Talk to people other than Grandmother Henderson, Bailey, and Uncle Willie? 

MA 

I don't remember. I can't remember, but there were periods when I would talk. I 

1 remember writing songs and I would teach them to Bailey. Goodness, I can't 
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remember. I am trying to get back to that, but I think about songs. The kids 

would play ring games. When I'd play them, I wouldn't sing the songs with them, 

and they'd play on the hill going to school, on the path going up. Pop the whip 

and all those, but I would write songs. You know about that song "Julie"? 

well, there was a game that the kids played. When I was in New York, say '68, I 

wrote a melody for Harry Belafonte, and since his wife's name is Julie, I decided 

to use that children's game which was (Maya singing melody and lyrics): "I call 

you Julie, before day, Julie; Julie would not answer Julie; that's all right, 

Julie; that's all right, Julie." And I remember the kids playing the game in the 

evening around the store; it was a hide and seek game. So I called Bailey, in I 

guess in '67, or '68, to ask him what was the rest of the song and he said, "You 

mean you don't know? You wrote it and you taught it to me and I taught to the 

kids." I can't remember any of the others, but I remember standing at that side 

door ••• there used to be a back door ••• see there's a side door now, but there used 

to be a back door looking right out onto the garden and ••• 

DM 

It's been closed off, hasn't it? 

It has been closed. 

OM 

It looked like a new wall or something had been built. I examined the area, but 

I saw no evidence of where a door was. 

MA 

Yes, but there was a back door with a few steps going down. 
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OM 

You know you refer to this in Caged Bird; and I couldn't get a sense of where the 

White children lived, or how they were coming down the hill. You know, you were 

so upset that I didn't want to ask you. While I could imagine Grandmother 

Henderson on the front porch, I could not imagine the hill. 

MA 

well, see straight out from the porch ••• now that's all grown over, but there was 

a path right across the street, right across that road, that big road. 

DM 

But the road was not so close then ••• the black top road? 

No, it was not as close then. 

DM 

The area was a yard and a part of your property? 

MA 

Yes, but there was an incline; well to me as a kid that looked like a hill. And 

there was a path straight up to the school. You could stand on the porch and see 

the school. Then there was a big oak tree just across the road and the path that 

went up like that to the school. 

DM 

where did the White children live? 

MA 

They lived back over there around the cemetery, back behind that. 
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OM 

That was some distance from the store. 

Oh, yes, but back over in there. 

OM 

Tnat's where your grandmother had those houses. They lived on your grandmother's 

property. 

MA 

That's right; many of them lived on Mama's property. 

DM 

You still have that land now? 

MA 

Yes, I still own that, nothing but huts. 

DM 

y0u say the houses are nothing but huts now, but it's still your property? 

MA 

There is something else about muteness which is just eluding me. But I do 

remember that there were times when I would talk. I can't remember talking to 

anybody. 

DM 

But to yourself? 

~ 

Maybe so. And I keep thinking of Liberty; there was a magazine called Liberty; 

it cost ten cents and there were magazines like Smith and Wesson; but that was 

not the main one ••• pulp paper magazine with short stories that cost ten cents. 
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And I suppose the housekeepers and maids would bring Saturday Evening~' and 

there were short stories in them. And I don't know whether I read them aloud to 

myself, but I keep thinking of Liberty, in particular which was my favorite. I 

don't know whether r ••• can't remember. But it has something to do with Liberty. 

I don't know; but probably because I didn't talk, the language was so important, 

so important. And I formed a habit of listening, a habit which is still with me 

today. 

DM 

You don't say that Mrs. Flowers was a teacher although readers assume that. What 

was Mrs. Flowers? 

MA 

She didn't teach in Stamps. 

DM 

Why was she living in Stamps? 

Dolly, I don't know, but she didn't teach in Stamps. 

DM 

so why was she in Stamps? 

MA 

I don't know why; maybe she had a summer home in the town. I don't know, Dee, 

but she was so beyond everybody else, you know. 

OM 

Her summer voile dresses ••• 
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MA 

Oh, dear. She was about your color, maybe a little darker, and she had your 

skin· 

DM 

Another question: Why didn't Uncle Lindsey help Lois with her college education? 

MA 

Because Lois wouldn't accept it. 

DM 

would not accept his help in college? 

In college she wouldn't accept it. One of the reasons was that Lois had run away 

and married. 

DM 

Before she went to college? 

.MA 

Maybe she ran away before entering college or she dropped out of college. So 

when she decided to go back, she already had the kids and ••• 

DM 

It wasn't that she graduated from high school and entered college right away. 

~ 

she might have come out of high school. I think she married at like 19 or so. 

she may have been in college for one year and married against Uncle Lindsey's 

suggestion. The husband went on to school and is now a dermatologist or an 

orthodontist. 
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OM 

In Little Rock? 

MA 

Yes, in Little Rock. He lives in Little Rock. He's something like an 

orthodontist. I just remember that. But he was brutal, physically. And that's 

when she ran away and took Karen down to Stamps where she lived with Uncle Wil 

lie. But that toughness is also there, especially in that Johnson side of the 

family, I guess. 

OM 

r thought she had just gotten out of college and he had said I did it by myself, 

you can do it by yourself. 

MA 

There are so many questions. I am impressed by Uncle Willie who took in all 

those people, Lois, her children and others as well. 

MA 

All sorts of people. Also, Aunt Essie, who is my grandfather's daughter, not my 

grandmother's daughter, from Oklahoma ••• a Herndon •••• 

And then Lois's mother, Aunt Caruther, owns lots, and lots and lots of property; 

and she is well off herself ••• r mean land rich. But Lois wouldn't accept help 

from any of them and did all sorts of things to support herself and children. 

DM 
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DM 

Because your grandfather went off and married. 

He went off and married and had another family. 

DM 

And ended up in San Bernardino? 

Yes, but my grandmother raised her. 

DM 

Yes, I saw that in her letter. There's a letter· that she wrote after your father 

died. There's a letter in your papers that brings you up-to-date about your 

tather. 

MA 

so, I mean, to take into your home and care for your ex-husband's child shows a 

particular kind of spirit. 

OM 

Indeed. 

~ 

After he had left her and married someone else and lived in another state, 

Aunt Essie came. 

DM 

And Grandmother Henderson took her by the hand and she, in turn, called her 

Mother Henderson. 
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MA 

I think a parallel could be drawn between that and the African extended family ••• 

with the very wives calling their co-wives' children their children. And the 

fact that Nana Nketsia said that when he went to Tuskegee an anthropologist there 

told him that if he really wanted to see Africanisms, he should go to Stamps, 

Arkansas. And Nana had never known that I was from Stamps. I had never spoken 

to him about Stamps. There was no reason to. And especially at that time in 

Africa. Stamps was there with me, but it was so far away, although I kept feel 

ing that I was in Stamps, which may be one of the reasons I could sense that I 

felt more at home in Ghana than I had ever felt in my life; I couldn't accept 

Stamps, but I could accept it in Ghana. But I never mentioned it, so when I told 

him in California that Stamps was my town, that Stamps was where I grew up and 

was formed, he thought I was kidding. He thought I was trying to latch onto 

something that he knew about. And I had nothing in 1965 or 1966 to prove that I 

really had grown up in Stamps. So he thought I was making it up. Then he would 

get angry with me and say, "You' re not from Stamps." You know, that sort of 

thing. 

DM 

Latching on to something that he had said. Did Vivian Baxter ever visit Stamps? 

MA 

Yes, she did go once. 

OM 

When? 

Before I was born. I think she went with Bailey in the arms. 



McPherson 32 

DM 

So that was her only visit until a few years ago; this meant that she never came 

while you and Bailey lived there, although Bailey Sr. did. 

Grandmother Henderson often, didn't she? 

But she wrote to 

Yes. I remember I wrote about that. I remember receiving a package of Christmas 

stuff from her. 

DM 

The tea set. 

Yes, the tea set. 

DM 

And the doll. That's a very moving passage, because it is your first confirma 

tion of the fact that she's alive. Something else is also very interesting in 

your autobiography ••• Maxine Hong Kingston also does this in Warrior Woman ••• your 

use of fantasy. I don't know of any other autobiographers who use fantasy to 

define themselves as you and Kingston do. 

MA 

But children, particularly lonely children, always fantasize ••• always alter 

their reality through fantasy. 

DM 

That's true. My niece Jeanne used to have the biggest conversations with herself 

d create all kinds of playmates. Jean had a marvelous imagination. an 
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MA 

The same is true of Guy, who used to stand in the bathroom talking to seven or 

eight people. He also had a friend named Fluke. Whoever did something, it was 

always Fluke and Fluke was the one who made him do things. One day my mother 

said, "I'm tired of this damn Fluke. Where is he? I want to see him." Guy 

said, "He's sitting up there on the 'saladid' ." So she said, "What's the 

•saladid'?" He called the 'saladid' the valance; that was his name for it. 

"He's sitting up there on the 'saladid'." So my mother asked him, "How could he 

get up there?" She had those big-holed curtains, you know; when you pulled the 

drapes, there would be these cotton curtains, rather like eyelet. He said, "He 

puts his feet in those holes; he just climbs right up." I mean that whole way he 

used to tie up the chairs at night. The chairs were his horsep and he would rope 

them. When he'd go to bed he'd say, "I can't lie down just yet; I forgot to 

tie up the horses." Sometimes Mother;' s friends would come in and greet her, and 

start to sit down, and then Guy would say, "Don't sit down!" 

OM 

Don't sit on my horse? 

MA 

And these old people, old to me then, you know half-drunk, would look at Guy in 

amazement. I think that your seeing that about fantasy and having physically 

visited the town puts you in a position to ••• also the fact of knowing what you 

know beyond what anybody else knows ••• for instance, Grandfather Baxter was not 

unlike James Baldwin's father. 

OM 

yes, there is that similarity. 



McPherson 34 

Which in a strange way did for my family the same thing that Baldwin's father's 

illness did for the Baldwin family in that it drew them together, and it drew the 

Baxters together. 

DM 

And it forced Grandmother Baxter to be like iron. 

MA 

She had that already. 

OM 

She didn't need much forcing, eh? 

(giggles) 

MA 

No chance. 

OM 

she brought that from Germany. 

MA 

she had that one. But I think, though, that it did force them, the family, into a 

kind of rigid bond of loyalty which is the same thing; that is what happened with 

the Baldwins, so much so that people who marry into the family ••• this is fantas 

tiC···I hadn't thought of that. People who marry into the Baldwin family have a 

very rough time getting between those brothers and sisters. In the Baxter fam 

ily, they are still the same; when I was growing up, Tommy was married to Della. 

They had been married for years, but when I would come into the house, or when 

anyone would come in, they would say, "All right, this is family talk now." And 

all the wives and husbands had to leave. In 1966, I took Miriam Makeba, the 

south African singer, to my uncle's house, really to Aunt Leah's house. Miriam 
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was performing at UCLA and I took her there because it's very near, you know, 

five minutes from UCLA. So I took her around to visit the family with a friend 

of hers. It might have been Letta Mbula, the other South African singer, who 

accompanied us to Aunt Leah's house; Uncle Tommy was living there. We went in 

and my Aunt Della and everybody greeted us and gave us all soft drinks and every 

thing; then Tom said, "Excuse me, we have to talk family"; he and I excused our 

selves and went into the bathroom. He said, "How are you?" I said, "I'm fine." 

He said, "Everything all right?" I said, "Yes." He said, "You doing all right. 

Okay then, that's good." Then back out in the living room, he said, "We're fin 

ished with the family talk." So that kind of closeness, maybe fear and secrecy, 

drew the Baxter family together like a balled up fist. 

DM 

When did Mom inch off from that, because she and Aunt Leah aren't close at all? 

MA 

well, Aunt Leah. I don't want to get into that. 

DM 

Okay, but that was after Grandmother Baxter died? 

MA 

Well, Aunt Leah left home when she was about seventeen. She left St. Louis, 

branched out on her own and went, I think, with a fellow named Lavaleda Red, to 

the West Coast. That would have been in the late '20s, but all the fellows and 

Mom remained at home. I guess Mom came out in the thirties. I was born by that 

time, so it must have been 1929. I was born in St. Louis in 1928, but six months 

later--about October 1928--mother went out to Long Beach, California. 
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DM 

When did Grandmother Baxter come to Long Beach? 

She came out when she brought me out ••• you said Grandmother Baxter ••• I'm sorry r 

was thinking about Grandmother Henderson. Grandmother Baxter and Mom returned to 

st. Louis, because both were there when I went to St. Louis. That must have been 

in 1935 because I was seven or seven-and-a-half. 

DM 

Bailey has in a letter that he wrote to you, that someone told him that it was 

Grandmother Baxter who sent you to Stamps. He asks, "Do you know that Mr. Some 

body said that it was Grandmother Baxter who sent us away?" 

Oh, yes, from California. But it wasn't she who took us to the train; it was 

Bailey Johnson Sr. who took us to the train when we were three and four--Bailey 

Johnson Sr. took us to the train. 

DM 

I want to get this straight. And Mom was there? Where was your mother? 

MA 

In Long Beach. My mother was in Long Beach; Grandmother Baxter was also in Long 

J::Seach0 

DM 

Your mother wasn't off working someplace? 

MA 

Oh, no. My father took us to the train ••• he had a girlfriend. I think she rode 

part of the way with us. But what Bailey's talking about, I think, is that 
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Grandmother Baxter is the one who would have suggested to my mother to let us go 

with our daddy. That is possible, but it was Bailey Johnson Sr. who put us on 

the train ••• and he had a girlfriend. I think that there is a parallel to be 

drawn, probably between four people, DuBois, Hellman, Kingston and Angelou only 

in that all were very lonely children. 

DM 

Yes, I hit upon that, very isolated childhoods, which provided opportunity for 

reflection and reading and a kind of growth that other children normally do not 

have. Yes, that's very clear. 

I think also that another parallel that could be drawn between the four is that 

the circumstances, even though they were very different, were similar enough for 

rebellious natures to grow; in every instance with those four are rebellious. 

Now their demonstration of rebellion is very different. In my case, I just 

stopped talking. 

OM 

That's true. However, I see the cessation of talking as something else. I see 

that as growing out of confusion and guilt. 

MA 

Yes, that's true. 

DM 

But not necessarily rebellion. I see your beginning of rebellion ••• a kind of 

political rebellion, taking a stance ••• when you refuse to be addressed as Mary. 

However, your refusal to talk suggests something else to me. 
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MA 

I'm sure you're right. I'm sure that what it started from was the guilt and 

fear; you know, the muteness. I stopped talking for that reason. I think that 

it grows though; that sort of thing never remains just that ••• I mean that kind of 

psychological affliction. 

DM 

The kind that afflicts women, girl-children. I've talked with David Hill for a 

long time about this phobia. 

MA 

Yes, but it grows to include other things. 

OM 

so would you have been rebelling against Vivian Baxter? 

It's possible. 

OM 

were you rebelling against her casual involvements with lovers? You did not 

understand the relationships then, but you were wise enough to know that some 

thing was involved. Also, you were involved with all of those Baxters. 

~ 

Yes, but I also knew that if I didn't talk I could withdraw from everybody. 

And only Marna, see, and Bailey ••• Oh Marna; Dolly, I can't tell you ••• that she 

would actually allow that. I was thinking about something ••• 

DM 

she allowed you not to talk. 
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I was thinking about something in Canada yesterday, because I used Mama alot 

in that speech, and I thought of something which I didn't talk about. I 

don't know if I wrote about Mama slapping the teacher. There was a teacher, a 

Miss Williams; I must have been about eight and Miss Williams had come to town. 

She was a little woman. I didn't talk in her class and she thought I was being 

impudent and I suppose, (I didn't write about this?) I just wore her control down 

by not speaking. I would get up and write on the board. She slapped me and I 

ran out of the school, down the hill and right into the store with Mama crying. 

I told Mama that Miss Williams had slapped me. I don't remember if I wrote it, 

but I told Mama and my grandmother took off her apron in the front of the store, 

folded it, and put it across the candy counter. •rhere wasn't anybody in the 

store. Uncle Willie wasn't there ••• so he may have been down at the house. Mama 

took the wooden board and we stepped out on the porch and Mama closed the door to 

the store and slipped the wooden board across the front. Then we walked up the 

I stayed out in the yard, but Mama got Miss Williams and she came out in hill. 

front of the school. My grandmother said, "Now that is my grandbaby; you are 

somebody's grandbaby;" (Maya slaps her hands to indicate her grandmother slapping 

Miss Williams.) Just like that, and she then walked down the hill. 

DM 

That's marvelous. 

MA 

It wasn't recess, so there were no kids out. 

DM 

The gentle Christian lady. 
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The only time I can remember my grandmother doing a thing like that. I can see 

her back going down that hill. I can see it. Isn't that something. And that's 

all she said: "That's my grandbaby, you're somebody else's." 

DM 

That has to be written. It's a marvelous story. It tells you something about 

her. she may not have been able to protect her home always from outside White 

forces, but she surely surrounded tne household, her family, with a tough kind of 

strength· 

MA 

And to the extent that she could, she protected it from the law. 

DM 

Yes, she kept a decent relationship with the Sheriff so that he would come by 

when the KKK was on its rampages. She also kept a decent relationship with the 

White community so that even though Whites still felt they had an upper hand 

on her, she never lost her composure. That scene where she stands out in front 

of the store and never loses her dignity. She doesn't take her arms down, she 

doesn't unfold her arms, she doesn't look around, she just stands; she doesn't 

acknowledge the girls' presence; she doesn't acknowledge them as human beings. 

Instead, she treats them as nasty, rude children. Those early lessons, those 

early exposures are ingrained in the texture of wisdom Grandmother Henderson 

gives you. 
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MA 

I told you what happened in Sweden when I sent for Morn during the shooting of 

Georgia, Georgia. You know how much trouble I was having with Diane Sands and 

all those people. 

DM 

Yes, I know the broad outline. 

MA 

When I first went to the Bay Area, I used walk with my hands behind me like 

grandma did. I would do that and Mother, when I was thirteen, would come along 

behind me and pull my hands apart and say, "Stop walking like that; you walk like 

an old lady." Thirty years later almost, twenty-five years later, I had sublet 

the apartment in Sweden and I walked from location across town, just walking 

thinking how was I going to hold the film together, get the music done and all 

that. I walked into the house ••• the place was on the third floor, so Mom could 

look down and see me coming. When I came in, she gave me a kiss and a drink and 

I went to the window. I was standing looking out at the park, trying to figure 

out what to do with all of the hostility. Mother came up and pulled my hands 

apart, in Sweden in 1971. I turned around and asked why and she said, "You look 

just like Grandmother Henderson." She said, "Whenever you rare back like that, 

put your hands behind your back, I know just what you are feeling." It reminded 

her of when I was thirteen. 

DJ.'11 

Like Grandmother Henderson going into herseif. 
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MA 

Yes. In Chinamen, what Kingston tries is a kind of autobiography ••• ! don't know 

if this even works ••• but a kind of autobiography in which she is not present. so 

that in 1970's she writes about the 1880s and, in a queer way, lets us see her 

background. It's a very strange form. That's what I meant in saying that she 

has experimented with the autobiographical form in such a way that she writes 

about a great-grandfather or grandfather and the uncles and the people in the 

village from which her parents came at the turn of the century and even before 

that, if I remember correctly. She lets us see the ethos, the hunger and the 

ambition of the villages and the villagers ••• their hopes in corning to Gold 

Mountain; it is as if Chinamen really preceded Woman Warrior. She continues 

to use fantasy, of course. 

DM 

I will have to look at her work more closely. 

I will too. It seems to me that even though Hellman intends to speak for an 

entire generation in all her work, in truth, she is speaking about a very small 

group. I intend to speak about a very small group, but in fact I also intend to 

speak for a very large community. 

DM 

Is that contradictory? 

MA 

That's an absolute contradiction. I never say that we all did this, but she does 

saY this from time to time throughout her work. I remember a particular 
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sentence, that my generation, but that may be true of a very small group of 

people. It wasn't true in Kansas; it wasn't true even in New York at the time. 

OM 

How can one presume to speak for a generation anyway. 

MA 

Especially when there was Willa Cather and Edna St. Vincent Millay and Faith 

Baldwin and Kay Boyle, who certainly were all concerned with other issues. Other 

people had much broader dreams and interests. So, I think, that is a particular 

difference. I think that while I write about myself and keep myself in the fore 

front of the story, I don't think I'm so self-centered as to think that I'm 

speaking for everybody. But on the other hand, if I told the truth, it is a 

truth about a time and an ethos in the national Black Community. I think Hellman 

tends to think that she speaks for a large percentage of the people, but never 

did because she was elitist from the very beginning. 

DM 

Poor, but an elite. 

Poor, but an elite. Absolutely, because she was White and, you know,fairly well 

off ••• well off enough to have somebody beneath her ••• I never did and didn't come 

from a people who had anybody beneath them, so to speak. There were people who 

were poorer than we, but that was just fate. I can never remember my grandmother 

looking down on anybody except people who were •••• 

OM 

Good time people? 
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MA 

Yes, good time folks. But they could still come and get a favor from Grandmother 

and run bills in the store just like anybody else. So there was nobody to lord 

it over. I think that remains true of Hellman when she went with Hammet, when 

she married and became a writer out in Hollywood and lived an elite life and 

became political: she never represented a large group of people and I think is a 

salient point to be made about her and her work. 

DM 

Which is an important difference between you and Hellman. DuBois also speaks for 

a small intellectual group. 

MA 

Indeed. 

OM 

He wanted a larger audience and in time it became large but not during his 

lifetime ••• not during the time that he wrote or was involved in the action of 

history; although he speaks and writes as someone who is "inside history." 

MA 

And yet I think Kingston and I both share a similar voice. Kingston speaks 

personally, but she speaks for almost every Asian, every first-generation Asian 

American. 

OM 

Unlike DuBois, who was always more concerned about history. He was very careful 

about placing himself inside history. 
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MA 

I really think that the diversion of points in my work and Kingston's is a 

salient one. 

OM 

I agree. Lillian Hellman spends so much time talking about other people. Espe 

cially in the second volume. 

MA 

I'm going to spend some time this afternoon on Pentimento 

(Transcript edited by Dolly McPherson.) 


