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The Little Dipper

“No! Wait! Dat ain’t right. Sing it softer ’n’ slower!”

In an open plot behind a row of decrepit wooden houses three
boys, seated on a pile of cinders, stared at their critic. As he
stood in front of them, thin and ragged, with arms waving, he
looked like a small scarecrow. But his flashing eyes held the
intense concentration of a maestro at rehearsal.

“Whatsa matter, Dipper?” demanded one of the boys, whose hands
were poised over an empty wooden box. “Thought we had to play and
sing loud to make folks listen.”

“Sho!” The serious face of the conductor broke into a grin that
showed a mouthful of gleaming white teeth. The size of that mouth
had already given the boy the nickname of Dipper. “Dat’s right to
start wit’,” he said. “But not for ‘Swanee River.’ Dis is a
sorrowin’ song. De music mus’ be soft an’ slow.”

Three heads nodded assent. Softly two sticks tapped the box. The
conductor hummed the notes of a chord. Beating time with one hand,
he beckoned one of the boys to stand beside him. Then, to the
accompaniment of the drum, the quartet sang in clear treble Stephen
Foster’s famous lament.

At the last note, the third boy sprang up from the cinders. “Dat
sure is pretty, Dipper! Bet dey’ll throw us han’fuls of pennies for
dat song!”

The Dipper’s pleased grin faded suddenly. From the tower of the
cathedral in a far section of the town floated the chime of bells.
“Hear dat?” he cried. “Dat’s six o’clock! Ef I don’ git my papers,
I’ll lose my beat.” He faced his companions sternly. “Now you-all
meet me right here tomorrow afternoon. And mind ya don’ tell nobody
what we’re aimin’ to do. Maybe somebody’d stop us if dey finds
out.”

“Hey!” yelled the drummer. “Don’t we practice our tricks
tomorrow, too?”

“We sure do,” the Dipper bellowed over his shoulder as he
scampered off.

Ten minutes later he was on the corner of a busy street with a
bundle of evening papers under his arm. Without a pause he called
his wares. “Paper, suh? States here! Item here! All about how de
bank in New Yawk gone bust!”

Usually the boy’s lusty shout brought smiles to the faces of the
customers. But this evening men hurrying home from offices snatched
up the newspapers as if something serious had happened. The
Dipper’s curiosity, however, was limited to the number of pennies
he was dropping into his pocket. He knew from past headlines that
New York was a big city up north, but he had no particular interest
in what went on there.

New York meant nothing to a boy who knew only certain portions
of his own town. A forlorn section of New Orleans was his whole
world. Most of the time he lived with his mother and sister. At
stated intervals he stayed with his grandmother, many blocks away.
It was pleasant there. Yet he was always glad to get back to his
mother’s crowded room on Perdido Street near such landmarks as the
Parish Prison, the huge dance hall on the corner, and Matranga’s
saloon, from whose open door floated the strains of ragtime thumped
on a tinny piano. The Fisk School, where the boy was learning to
read, write, and count, was almost halfway between his two
homes.

The Dipper ran home that night through narrow streets dotted
with hissing arc lights at each corner. His heart thumped with
pride. Bouncing up the rickety outside stairway to his mother’s
room, he burst in, shouting, “Ma! I done sold out every paper!
Look!”

Bang on the table under a kerosene lamp went a heap of pennies.
A wispy little girl sprang up from a corner of the room with a cry
of congratulation. A woman at the stove turned to smile upon the
merchant prince arriving with gifts.

“Why, Louis Armstrong,” she exclaimed in a warm contralto, “I
declare you’s one right smart boy.”

As she brought him a plate heaped with red beans and greens, she
said, “Now, honey, you set down and eat. An’ here—” she counted out
ten pennies from the copper pile—“you jes’ keep dis much yo’se’f.
You done earned it.”

Louis Armstrong was twelve years and six months old that January
night. He had been born on the Fourth of July, 1900, in the worst
slum of New Orleans. When he was five years old, his father left
the family, got a divorce, and remarried. Then his mother, who had
found an excellent place to work, moved to better quarters near the
corner of Liberty and Perdido Streets.

Because she was away all day at work, she left Louis and his
younger sister in the care of their grandmother. The little girl
was called Mamma Lucy because of her kind and gentle ways. She was
too mild and good to be much trouble. But Louis, full of life and
curiosity, was very often in mischief.

This was inevitable. New Orleans, like most Southern cities,
applied the white man’s principle of segregation very strictly.
There was no awakened social conscience to combat prejudice.
Colored people, for whom only menial jobs were available, could
afford nothing but the cheapest lodgings, in certain sections of
the city to which they were restricted. No projects existed to
provide decent housing for families or playgrounds for children. So
Louis and his friends had to play in cluttered back yards or foul
streets. Of course, with no realization of injustice, they had
jolly times at their games.

Louis was naturally a lively boy. He was always willing to be
quiet, however, when he could persuade his great-grandmother to
tell stories of her girlhood in New Orleans. The old lady lived at
his grandmother’s house, and whenever she shook off her feebleness
to tell stories she could count on two absorbed listeners. From her
seat in a creaky rocking chair on the narrow porch, she glanced
down at the two children seated on the floor listening in rapt
attention.

Louis learned that when his great-grandmother was a girl more
people in New Orleans spoke French than English. She told about the
wonderful old houses, with balconies framed in lacy iron grillwork,
which had been built when the Spanish owned Louisiana. The finest
houses, set back from the street in gardens, were built like hollow
squares, enclosing paved courts called patios, filled with trees
and flower beds, with great tubs of camellias and giant ferns. From
such homes lovely ladies stepped daintily into carriages that would
carry them to parties or to the opera or to Mass at the cathedral
on Sunday.
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“How come you see all dat?” Louis asked Wonderingly the first
time he heard these marvels described. “I never seen dem houses and
ladies like dat.”

His great-grandmother sighed. “T’ings mighty different now in
New Orleans, specially for black folks. Slaves mos’ly had a good
time den. My master and missie was good to me. I learned to wait at
parties in de big house, and I saw fine gent’men and ladies real
close.”

Puzzled, the boy gazed up at the brown face, dry and wrinkled
like a withered russet apple. “Where’d you live, Granny?”

“Why, in de slave quarters ’longside de house. Sometimes a lot
of families was in dere. We had a right sociable time. And on
Sundays—oh, lawsie, in Congo Square! How we did turn out in our
bes’ calicos and ribbons! We’d dance de bamboula and de conjai till
we didn’t have no more breath left.” “Dance, Granny?” Louis
exclaimed. “What did dey play for dancin’?”

“Oh, dere was drums and horns. One man would jingle bells and
another made music with a key scrapin’ along a cow horn. But de
drums was most enough. Beatin’ away! Beatin’ away! Dat gets in de
blood, boy! It sure does! We’d sing and holler to dat beat and feel
like we was flyin’.”

Louis sprang up to stamp with delight. “Oh, Granny, wisht you
could hear de horns and drums playin’ in dat dance hall on de
corner. It’s hot! De folks go wild. Ragtime, dey calls it. De horn
player— I could hear him blow all day and all night and never git
tired.”

There was a sparkle in the old woman’s eyes which belied her
severe tone as she said, “Louis Armstrong! You don’ mean to say you
been to dat dance hall!”

An impish grin answered her. “Most always I stands outside. But
one night I sneaks in and sets next de wall. De horn was blowin’ de
roof off and de people was whirlin’ and stampin’ and shoutin’, and
eve’ybody ack like crazy wid dat ol’ ragtime. Oh-oh, if I could
play de horn like dat!”

Pressed by his great-grandmother’s shocked questions, the boy
admitted that he had stayed in the dance hall on that occasion
until two o’clock in the morning. Then his mother had suddenly
appeared, slapped him hard, and yanked him home. After that night
he had listened to the marvelous rhythms from the sidewalk
outside.

The talk about music and dancing that afternoon had made Louis
forget the strange word heard for the first time on his
great-grandmother’s lips. She had been a slave! The word stuck in
the boy’s mind and he pondered the meaning of it. Somehow he shrank
from a direct question. But one day he asked her if she really had
been happier in the old days than afterwards.

After musing a bit, the old woman nodded gravely. “Son, seems to
me our people ain’t very free yet. Not many of ’em has got
learnin’. Lots of ’em is bad and wastes money. White folks don’t
pay no mind if we ain’t got a decent place to live. Dey don’t mix
wid us nohow.” Suddenly she was aware of the hurt bewilderment on
the child’s face and said quickly, “Never you fear, honey. It won’t
always be like dis. If you make de mos’ of your own self, you might
find a way clear to de top.”

His less optimistic mother and grandmother preached the gospel
of patience. They said it would take ever so long before colored
people had a real chance. In the meantime, they must work hard and
be good and honest. Louis listened respectfully, but on Perdido
Street he saw few grownups practicing these principles. At the
imitative stage of childhood, he was bound to copy certain less
than admirable adult doings.

One day his great-grandmother caught him making the most of a
talent she abhorred. He was squatting on the street near home,
absorbed in a dice game with two other small urchins. Louis was
just handing over six cents he had lost when a pair of shaky old
hands tugged at his collar and a shrill voice commanded him to stop
that wickedness and come right home.

Hobbling up the steps, still clutching the collar of the
evildoer, she said, “Marie Laveau goin’ to voodoo you for sure!
Playin’ craps! And your good mammy need money so bad. You better
make your peace wid Marie Laveau quick!”

With a delighted pounce on this change of subject, Louis asked,
“Who dat Marie Laveau, Gran’ mammy? She live roun’ here?”

Panting with effort and indignation, the old woman sank into her
rocking chair. Solemnly she shook her head at the question. “No,
son, she dead now. But she was Voodoo Queen of New Orleans and she
ain’t lost her power yet, dead or not. She can fix you good for
bein’ so wicked.”

A quavering voice asked what the Queen might do. It appeared
that she might cause a naughty boy to break a leg or drown in the
river or get lost for good and all. So terrifying was the prophecy
that Louis began to howl in despair.

For a few moments his great-grandmother rocked in silence. Then
she said, “Now hush! I tell you what we’ll do. If you’re sorry for
shootin’ craps, we’ll go up to Queen Marie Laveau’s tomb in de
cemetery and leave her each a dime and say a prayer dat she don’ do
nothin’ to you.’'

Brightening at once, the sinner confessed that he had won a dime
in the dice game before losing six cents and was thus prepared to
buy his pardon. The very next Sunday the two set forth. The old
burial ground, St. Louis Cemetery, was near beautiful Lake
Pontchartrain north of the city. Since that was too far for feeble
old legs to walk, the excursion began with the boy’s first trolley
ride. This was exciting, indeed, but it involved a disappointment.
Louis had wanted to sit in the front of the car, but he was firmly
dragged to the rear.

“You gotta learn de rules,” muttered his greatgrandmother.
“White folks don’t let us sit wid dem. We always has special places
in streetcars and trains.” When Louis, with puzzled face, asked
why, she shook her old head in mild impatience. “Dat’s de way it
is!” she said with sad finality.

Then, to divert further questions, she launched into the strange
history of Marie Laveau. She had been the most powerful Negro in
all the region. Even white people feared and honored her. Often
beautiful Creole women from the French Quarter asked her for love
potions. She lived in the woods near the lake, where an altar was
set up for voodoo ceremonies which took place at midnight. Always a
big black snake confined in a wooden box was a feature of the
occasion. Before the altar a great iron pot was set to boil over a
fire and members of the company threw in frogs, toads, small
snakes, and turtles. Finally everyone sipped a bit of the brew.
Then wild dancing began to the beat of drums. Singing changed to
weird cries and the whirl of figures grew faster and wilder.
Throughout the fantastic scene Marie Laveau brooded—brooded and
danced. If she looked even once directly into the eyes of a man or
woman, that individual was sure to be lucky in love.

As he listened in fearful fascination, Louis felt himself taking
part in the rites. Moonlight dripped through the dark woods and
gleamed on the figures swaying around the boiling cauldron. Shrieks
pierced his ears. Looking back to the night at the dance hall, he
saw that the crowd there was gentle and serene by comparison.
Before him, lifted in the smoke of the fire near the altar, the
Voodoo Queen rose like a terrible genie.

Just at that moment the streetcar stopped and Louis jumped down
behind his granny. When they entered the open gates of the cemetery
she was suddenly silent. Trudging behind her down the narrow aisles
flanked by huge tombs of stone, the little boy shook with nameless
dread.


[image: ]



At last they stopped. Without a word, Granny flung out a
dramatic arm to point at the monument carved with Marie Laveau’s
name. He stared in awe. Beneath the name were words, but he could
not make them out.

Aware that his great-grandmother was laying a dime upon the
narrow ledge of the monument, he fumbled in his pocket. Suppose his
dime was lost! Would the Queen rise up out of that stone and kill
him with one look? His fingers pinched the coin. Ah! He was safe
now. Standing on tiptoe, breathing hard, he laid the offering on
the ledge. For an instant his whole self throbbed with a plea for
mercy. Then a squirrel’s little head appeared over the top of the
tomb and bright eyes stared at him. A bird with blue wings flew
over his head with a high, sweet cry. He saw that the sun was
shining, that his great-grandmother was smiling, and that the
delicate fronds of a pepper tree were waving gaily in the breeze.
“She ain't a-goin’ to git me drowned or lost!” he shouted.

No creature so filled with joyous relief could stay in a stuffy
room that evening. Perdido Street was the only outlet lor such a
mood. Something was always going on there, and in a vague way Louis
knew that wickedness lay behind the excitement. He had learned that
in rooms at the rear of saloons men gambled away their wages. Often
young fellows in gay waistcoats could be heard boasting of picking
pockets on Canal Street.

The boys on Perdido Street were inevitably infected by such
germs of corruption. Louis often heard boys of fourteen and fifteen
cursing and coarsely commenting on the doings of adults. He saw
them snatch bananas and pineapples from peddlers’ carts and market
stalls. Too deeply affected by his mother’s disapproval of such bad
behavior to imitate it himself, he sometimes acted as lookout for
these older boys. His whistling or singing the chorus of “Dixie”
gave warning of danger from the proprietor or even a policeman. As
a reward, some bit of stolen fruit would be dropped into his eager
hands to be consumed later.

Louis was seated on a doorstep one afternoon enjoying an orange
when the shadow of the law fell upon him. The very policeman whose
approach he had announced in time to scatter the youthful robbers
stopped in front of him.

“Where’d ja git that orange, kid?” he asked. Receiving no answer
but a frightened look, he said, “Guess you’re one of the Perdido
Street gang! Worst gang in town.”

For an instant the unfamiliar term puzzled Louis.

Then his “No, I’m not” rang out with all the force of innocence.
Strolling off with a shrug, the officer left behind him an exciting
impression of the importance achieved by these boys. So they were
gangsters! After that disclosure, Louis served as lookout with even
more ardor.

Nobody could live in the poverty and congestion of the Third
Ward without growing used to violence. In wretched shacks or single
rooms where privacy was unknown, sudden furies were apt to
explode—a natural result of the frustration and resentment of
oppression that most Negroes had learned to conceal. Quarrels begun
there or in saloons would finish on the street.

Louis, growing up in this jungle, thought of battles as the
natural outcome of disagreement. By the time he was ten years old,
he was asserting his own manhood with his fists. When his mother
came home to find her son with a bloody nose or a bruised eye, she
tearfully begged him not to fight. Sometimes, to keep him away from
Perdido Street, she told him to come after school to the house
where she worked.

She was serving as cook in a wealthy family. Their home was in
the residential section, where flower beds, arching trees, blooming
shrubs, and velvety lawns made a lovely panorama of the streets.
Often, as soon as school was out, Louis found his way there and
slipped through the garden hedge. As a signal, he gave two piercing
whistles and waited for the answer. If his mother came to the
kitchen window and waved a dish towel, he skipped across the lawn
and into the big shining room which was his mother’s domain. That
was the all-clear signal, meaning that the family had gone out.

“Here, son,” his mother would greet him happily, “I save you dis
plate from lunch. We had chicken today and I got a hot roll put
by.”

Delighted with the food, Louis would sit on a kitchen stool and
exchange the news of the day with his mother. Sometimes one of the
other servants would come into the kitchen and join the chat. If
Louis came on a Saturday, he might report a trip to the river with
his friends. He had learned to swim as a tiny child and loved
nothing so much. Down by the docks, where the freighters and coal
barges tied up, there was a sweeping view of the Mississippi. The
city was built on a curve of the mighty river as it made its
divided way to the Gulf of Mexico.

“Dat ol’ river’s fun,” declared the boy. “Boats steamin’ out,
boats comin’ in. Sailors and barge men talk to us while we swim
aroun’. But de bes’ is at night. When we’s swum enough to git cool,
we gits dressed and sits and sings all de songs we know.”

His mother laughed and patted his he [...]
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