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WRITERS OF TODAY
N SOUTH CAROLINA

-, t . By E. A. M.
/ "t

JulU FtterUn, ISM.
Julia Petcrkln's fiooTta have won in 

ternational fame and have been re 
viewed by the able pena of the keen 
est judges of literature, thu* it ia 
not my desire nor^^ntention to pre 
sent her as much from the literary 
point of view as from the personal 
aspect. She is the daughter of Dr. 
and Mrs. Julius Mood and was born 
in Laurens county. South Carolina, 
All Halloween night. Yearly, not only 
tjoblins and ghosts are walking abroad 
on this night, but spirit* are flying 
through the air, and it is easy to 
believe that one of these apritea at 
tended the birth of the little Julia 
and endowed her with the agile brain 
and the will to uae it, which has 
given her such a complete and satisfy 
ing life.

I would like to have seen her u 
a red-haired, long-legged child ab 
sorbed in everything about her. Her 

< mother died when she was two years
  old and ihe was brought up by her 
[father, her grandmother and her
 Negro "mauma." For the latter she 
Dud that reverent devotion which the 
B little white children of the South 
1*0 often have for their nurses, and 
I which is so touch ingly and profound- 
lly returned. Mrs. Peterkin aays that 
lab* wa* not sufficiently interested 
I In books to be naturally studious,
  but, adoring an eld*r sister and wish- 
ling to emulate her, ahe applied her- 
laelf diligent]* to her lessons and was 
I graduated from Converse college at
  the precocious age of 16. The follow- 
linjg year she received her M. A. from 
I Converse and. much against Ihe 
[wishes of her family, resolved to be- 
Icpme a teacher. She secured a posl- 
Ition at Fort Motte, S. C, and al- 
I though her class was small it is 
[tedious work for a girl 17 year? old 
I to be shut up in a schoolroom all day. 
I'To abandon a chosen project, how- 
I ever, has never been one of Mrs. 
I Peter kin's characteristics and she per- 
laisted in her teaching for two years, 
I When she married William Peterkin, 
la cotton planter of the neighborhood. 
I Since 1903 she has lived at Lang 
I Syne plantation near Fort Motte. To 
I an unusual extent the old feudal 
laystem still prevails on this planta 
tion, and Mrs. Peterkin's familiarity 
I with every intricacy of her Negro 
[people's lives, her intimate apprecia- 
Ition of their virtues and her under- 
I standing of their frailties and foibles 
[renders her peculiarly fitted to deal 
[with them as their mistress and in- 
[ tcrpreter. She was constantly observ- 
[ ing the flow and surge of Negro life, 
| and without the remotest idea of 
[ using them for copy, she was viait- 
[ ing them in their cabins, talking and 
[ listening to them sympathetically, car- 
[ ing for the sick", attending their wed- 
1 dines and funerals, and their "watch" 
I night services of prayer and song. 
i She and her husband were lawyer, 
I doctor, counselor and friend to their 
j Nj*ro people.
I The routine of helping to manage 
[ a plantation did not offer enough 
I scope for one of Mrs. Peterkin's ac- 
I tive disposition. Isolation may either 
J blunt the faculties or it may develop 
| and quicken independence and initia 

tive, as it has done with her. She 
I has always sought an outlet in hob- 
| biea, and she saya it ha* been great 
[ ran to grow roses, to raise Llewellyn 
I set Hers, fancy pigeons and White Hol 

land turkeys. She doe* beautiful «m- 
Voidery and she ha* planted n>"

fruit* and vegetable* aim ply to *e« 
how many of them would mature in 
this climate. She made quite m name 
for heraelf locally when ahe played 
the leading role in "Enter Madame" 
and again in "Hedda Gabler" in the 
little Town theater in Columbia. She 
loves to ride, to dance and to *wim. 
She never usurps the first place as 
a conversationalist, but she love* to 
entertain her friends and she talk* 
pungently and well.

Something more than the taking up 
of a hobby was her decision to study 
music She set herself the task of 
learning as many of Beethoven'* so 
natas a* she possibly could, and to 
have a good teacher ahe drove 40 
miles to Columbia twice a week for 
her lessons. She joined a music club 
and worked hard to hold her own 
amongst the other musicians.

Music was not really her metier, 
and her teacher, who was alao a lit 
erary critic, was so impressed by the 
graphic way in which she related to 
him anecdote* of her plantation Ne 
groes that he suggested that she write 
them down. Until now she had not 
even believed that she could write 
a good letter and she says that she 
never wrote a decent paper at col 
lege because she could not become 
enthusiastic over the topics assigned 
to her. Now ahe began to record * 
variety of incidents that had been 
happening around her for years, about 
t he people in whom she was pro 
foundly interested and of whom she 
had a great deal to say. She soon 
found that writing was not merely 
a pastime but a release from the in 
hibitions tKat she had long had. She 
had seen so much of tfrief and horror 
and the elemental passions, birth and 
death and love and jealousy, that 
it was like the unloosing of a tor 
rent when her word.* began to flow. 
She sent some of her sketches to 
The Reviewer in Richmond and they 
attracted the attention of H. L. 
Mencken and other critics, and a col 
lection of them wa* published in 1924 
in book form, bearing the name, 
"Green Thursday/'

At home and abroad the volume 
came in for its full share of praise 
and censure. There were many who 
thought they too knew the Negro. 

i and who could not agree with Mr*. 
Peterkin in her belief in their ideal*. 
There is a brutality in her delineation 
of episodes vhich accentuates and 
brings out the actuality of her char 
acters, and this offends the more 
delicately minded of her readers. With 

j stark realism she shows up a people 
i whose veneer of civilization i* very 
i thin. The frenzy of lamentation at * 
funeral, the agony of death-bed re- 

! pentance. the reliance on the efficacy 
of charms and "conjure*" are bar 
baric in their intensity. When asked 
how many of the incidents in "Green 
Thursday" were fiction, she amwered 
that a large part of it U fact, that 
she had formed the habit of utilizing 
the real happening* on the planta 
tion and when you are writing out 
of your own experience you don't 
have to rely upon your imagination. 
Carl Sandburg once told Mrs. Peter- 
kin that she was the only writer 
he knew who was not a literary per 
son. It is hard to improve on the 
truth, and she write* of what she 
know* and ha* seen and heard* thus 
the vividneas of portrayal which 
r-* M a** hrr reader* who. too, have 

<>n plantation, to f**4 «

nostalgia and to involuntarily exclaim, 
"Why, I might have written that my 
self, 1 have known all of the** 
thine* always."

"Black April" followed "Gre«n 
Thursday" in 1*27. April is a Negro 
around whom clust** myriads of 
event* in the live* of the Brook 
Green plantation Negroe*. Welded to 
gether they make a novel of power 
ana personality. In 193*, "Scarlet Sis 
ter Maiy" was published and it won 
the Pulitzer prize for the year.

Si May-e is one of the great hero 
ines of Negro literature. She i* in 
troduced to us on her wedding day, 
"a slender, darting, high-spirited 
girl, a leader of the young set and 
afire to be married to July," who was, 
perhaps, the wildcat ^young buck in 
the quarters. A profound change 
cornea over Si May-e when July aban 
don* her shortly after the birth of 
little Unex. She droops and pines 
away until Maum Hannah finally con 
vinces her that "no man livin' is 
worth one drop o* water that dreans 
out a 'ooman'j eye." .She tell* her 
that there are two k inds of lov e, 
eye-love and heart-love. "Heart love 
and sorrow is one mudder's chiHen, r 
when you meets wid heart love, peace ; 
'U leave you, but he kin pure smile , 
in de face of death, hooey.' Si May-e , 
believes that if she had worn a "con- j 
jure," she could have bound July to | 
her, so she procure* one and instant- j 
ly no man can resist her. She think* 
that the "conjure" makes her irre 
sistible, but she wa* as surely bom 
with charm as were any of the great, 
sorceresses from the beginning ot j 
time. She take* a new man every 
year and her cabin overflows with i 
the gay laughter of children and her ' 
own happiness. Twenty years afterTii* I 
desertion of her, July returns to 81 ; 
May-e. but she exultantly reject! 
him. After the tragic death of Unex, 
she has a vision of her sins and r«- j 
pent* and con/esses before the en 
tire congregation. How human U i* 
for her to put on her big gold ear 
ring* and her "conjure" rag when 
she prepares lo go before her judges! 
"I couldn' gi' way my love charm." 
she says, ">'s all I got now to keep 
me young." Through the page* there 
drifts the fragrance of plum Dlosaom* 
as the soft blooms whiten the black 
twigs, and always you feel very close 
to the earth, the good fructifying 
earth that yields so much of life and 
beauty. In "Scarlet Sister Mary" there 
Is no mention of a white person. "I 
will never write of them," Mr*. Pe 
terkin *ay*, "their live* art net so 
colorfuL"

The book was dramatized and pro 
duced on Broadway in 1930. Ethel 
Barrymore took the part of Sister 
Mary but it did not make an inter 
esting play. One of the criticisms waa 
that Negro plays should be acted by 
Negroes. "Bright Skin" came out in 
1932. U has the episodic pattern of 
"Black April" and is woven around 
a "no nation" or mulatto girl named 
Cricket. Cricket i* a glowing per 
sonality and she sparkles against tha- 
background of the Sea Island coun 
try of South Carolina.

"Roll. Jordan, Roll" appeared fa 
1933 and ia an enlightening plcturixa- 
tion in two mediums of the Gullah 
Negro. There are 70 full page photo 
graphs by the gifted Doris Ulman, 
and they chow u* something that even 
the talented pen of Mr*. Peterkin 
cannot portray. Thcrt I* a long chap 
ter explaining many of the Nacro 
superstition* and sign*, and Mrs, 
Peterkin says that In this book aht 
has particularly wanted to tell things 
and sea them In print before they 
are forgotten.

Tad said of Doctor Adam*; The 
doctor can't writ* any more 'cause 
I done tell Mm all I know." With 
Mr*. Petorkin, you feel that ahe i* 
compelled to write, that ahe ha* had 
boundl*** expertancea am* !ove« to 
tall of thasiL She finds it rxrlting

to manage words, and with them to 
exprew shades of meaning. To all 
who know nothing about writing she 
 uggeoti H as the moat fascinating 
of all th* avocations in reach of man 
kind.

I cannot reaist telling of my first 
sight of Mn. Peterkin. It was a 
breathlessly hot July afternoon. There 
wa* a funeral in tn* churchyard on 
the edge of th* Congaree swamp and 
a* wr trooped out tto the grave, there 
in the midst of the somberly clad 
mourner* wa* an arresting aplash of 
color a n apple green Uffeta d resa, 
the voluminous skirt touching th* 
ground, a tall flexible figure, a swe*p 
of red hair, a white face with an 
enigmatic expression touched with 
sadneaa. It was Mr*. Peterkin. th« 
lady of perfect poise and calm aloof* 
nest, and yet so vividly alive. ah« 
who has made live for u* and ia per 
petuating the life of a people who** 
picturesque speech and way* art 
rapidly vanishing.

JomrTefeTkfji>^»rw Story.

"Scarlet Sister Mary," cutting a 
wide swath of suggestion* and 
memorial athwart that cross section 
of mental and physical causation that 
we call our mind, ia what we might 

i* nn arresting tnd an rous- 
titlr to flame ncros* a crimson 

book-cover. But the story, BB ncarlet 
ns Sister Mary's *ins or the Magda 
len* scarf, ia well worth the arous 
ing.

One balks a little when confronted 
with another blare from Mm. Peter- 
kin's exhputflleas spectrum, but if 
she prefers mixing her shade* in any 
particular manner in engaging title*, 
on* c;;n enter the gam*  «  frolic 
somely ait ah* evidently does. "Green 
ThuraJay." the fine though faint 
beginning of a splendid. *ertet*, hai, 
fittingly, the least alluring of th« 
hue*, but suggests the ancient «- 
flection and surmise if certain fine 
things may be done in the green 
tree "Black April" i* almost as 
perfect a title ai that stirring 
story could atrika from any mind. 
While there may be some that will 
|irnt»Mt against th* in«icapabl« 
suggestion of the third nuance  
"Scarlet" (Woman) and "Sister"  
a Negro way *>f expressing the 
p'iuiv*lent of Saint "Mary'1 (Mag* 
dalene), why let them protest. Thty 
will not be permitted to spoil 10 
effective,, ao fitting, io* eomprehen- 
aive and...and shocking. ..a title. 
The nhock can but prove salutary and 
exhilarating. It wilt ahake down cer 
tain walla of certain old Jericho*, and 
*hork many of us into a freer, finer.

Viiimanor understanding of
Ni-gro.

Mm. PeUrkln h»* advanced awift- 
lv anti far, and she hnn alt the time

m widening and deepening her
ew of life, and tightening her grip 

upon some of U* most elusive ami
utle myaterie*. "Scarlet Sister 

Mary" Is a better pla^e of work than 
"Black .April"; th« atorjr !  told 

with griMiter art aiH with a atilitltr

jyi't rubu^tcr tone, The author na^ 
iKuinod power in all the crafts that > 
(constitute her art, -and tells in this | 
book a story that la more interest- i 
ing than anything she had done be 
fore chiefly, perhapt, iolely be- 
rauite if thii finer skill.

And yet tbe vtory as a yarn Is not :
*o strong as "Bltck April." It lack" ' 
jnuoh of th* raw stuff and the naive 
power of the t«V of toe stricken i 
black giant. Ther* i* no character 
in "Scarlet Sister *fary" that will at 
all compare with the hero of "Black 
April"; nor are the minor characters j 
quite equal to those of the former | 
story. Yet one criticUm of "Black 
April" was that it was a little too 
barbaric, too close to the jungle, j 
to* unrestrained. W* shuddered an 
we read.

One will not shudder so profound 
ly nor be shocked by such savageries 
in "Scarlet Sinter Mary." The jungle 
has been thrust back somewhere; we 
ore f:irther removed from ' Africa, 
farther even from the devouring 
swamps and moral fevers of Blur 
Rronk and the isolated and sodden 
Negro settlement or "Street." Th^ 
name, "Street," no familiar in an 
earlier dny, *ugg>*t| all of thr 
festered horrors of some of thos*1 
cluttered and huddled rotting kennel? 
of th« sieves.

In "Scarlet Sister Mary" It is not 
the hovfln an«l kennels only that rot. 

ctmtagion has struck deeper, am' 
the little clutch of Mack folk seems 
to have, become a moral lazaretto. 
There was, to h« sure, little enough 
conventional morality in "Black 
April"; but there remained a certain 
conscious shame of iti In "Scarlet 
Sitter Mary," however, Mrs. Peterkin 
has really "corrupted" the blacks by 
infecting them with the morals and 
manners we havi been finding in
 ophisiicoted stories of white society 
in the erst and In Europe. They no 
lor.rrr nay taunt us with a higher 
r;-'.':il **»mir.rd in they- society ami 
homes. Mrs. P«t<?rkin reveals them 
tt> )>> ** **f-anchiBed in ndch matter?, 

gr*ul> in p.ny "white" novel 
of t»«» n«»iod.

s d   elqpment of Mary show* 
ei»0'kobly fl«c crofcamanship.. We 

n -ce tl tl-at teemc, at hrat mor-
even

dffl'nt.gratTnTTiowlv.
momentum, anrl 

finally crumbling into. ruin. Th« girl 
Mary is BO unspotted at ft rat that shr- 
I* baptized nnri made a taint by be 
ing -called "Sister Mary." Yet she 
aoon fall* to th* wile* of a young * 
buck, July, brother of June botlu 
monthly boys in love, with her and 1

an illegitimate child, beautifully 
named "Unexpected-" and simplified 
to "Unex." After Mary "hab aln ' 
th« ft rat time, the primrose path 
semes too alluring and too tribal to 
resist. Every other year, aft«tr July, 
who marriea her, runs away with the 
tfollop Cinder, "Slater Mary" add- 
another *ln*child to the faat'growln^

pry.' One of the little sinnen in ,
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th« fruit of a meeting <
a Lothario from Poughhri-pM«, New
York, und the boy is named Keeptie.

The freedom of this lift !  handed 
i»a to Mary's daughter, Seraphine,;
who merely and slyly mixes her sin- 
child wita her mother':-, as it rhanctiJ reminds one of O'Neill's "Strange

hi-: >  i : Spt h> mii: ii i -si 11. i in- \:\M '- 
Street nine nin-rhilcl ren, «nd assumed 
rhnrge of » tenth, by .«ly little Srra- 
phine, not Allowing for J^fl^x's little 
Emma, brought from the dsitr-Ntrth. 

This retord by Scarlet SisWr Mary

to be born at tha time Mary hasrf 
given birth to twins. TWs Is one of 
the most amusing incidents of the 
tory the mother, hearing a strange 

baby's voice in tha medley of her 
twins, finds that a third baby hat 
been hidden in the room. Good old 
Ifaum Hannah one of the best char- 
actera In the story-group Is shocked 
by tbls mail production of babies: 
'She ttolds her shaking handi to the 
pitiless skies, and moanR:

**Threa! Si May-e had thm? 
Great C«wil! Pat's a litter, enty?"

But a little later, Mary'* "0X1 XJnes.. 
returns with a fourth, from his own 
adventure nileld in the North. Kven 1 
Scarlet Sister Mary sees thin going 
too perilou?Jy near tha 

r.

terludes' , but in a tale of whit* 
folk, It would hare teemed a bit ex- 
trftvHgant, «\-rn for a society and 
sophisticated Frenchified itery. Yet 
Mrs. Peterkin pours out the abating > 
tale as limply as Jitr breach  *nd 
makes it seem, <A£it',,is, a'trtrtnral 
fruition of life among the blacks of 
that marveloua bit of dark earth she 
has peopled withx iuch jungle-folk    
make It part of our domain in South 
ern literature. These Negroes bring 
the jungle with them   and slowly but 
surely become part of the under 
currents of the^"Blue Brook" of 
American life.

There are many lovely and many 
strong passages in this story that 
nre sufficient themselves to insure 
its lucceaa. Theokrito* himself

But Mrs. Peterkin has precisely J wou|d be f|m- to h((T4 corop()MC| tbt
the exact and accurate view of sue 

[ilark moralities among ttresc blacks. 
Elbe -ace is i-luser tu the *»H, «nil 
i Stilt lies in the hot fecund lap of 
[Kature. They take life and ita nat- 
taral impulses and passiona a* simply 
[as these were arcej-ted in the mother- 
! jungle. For these Negroes have 

been touched by what «* d«r?
to call the morals of the superior 

I race. Perhaps Ibe moral distinc- 
itlons are merely less subtle and in- 

less entanglement* and divorce 
'courts and the publicity demanded 
jjbjr a prurient society.

Water Mary's wild capture of men
la the result of a eunjuh. Urn.
Peterkin prefers In this, at in very 

fmaoy true dialect w.-rdn. the reyulur
form, and always uses "conjure," 

we believe, no Negro, and
 few white in the South ever nay. 
[.'The eunjuh was prepared ty Uie 
j'Master conjurer. Daddy Cud joe 
 gain In the Gullnh and any ntKguh 

tflielect tnis is Cudjo and it is atrong 
(.medicine. "We quote the inimitable 

I talc o( how the eunjuh was concocted
and to be used on unfaithful July, 

[but sure-fire with all men:
If July ain't conjured too bad al- 

tfeculy e won' tterer get &h*l o Me 
Spell we'll work on em. I ain' never 

Isren no man get loose from a 'omsn 
Ifrhat wears dis mixtry. It's de pow- 
erfulost one I knows." ._.,

Daddy took n needle nnA- ntnrk the 
little finjfer of her rifrht hnnd and 
took a drop of her hluod on a wisp 
of cotton. "You right hand in tie 

r>nff hand, honey." he naid. "IPs 
de hnnd what cntrheR and holds."

Then he took n bit of nkin from her 
left heel. "Hit it de font whnt walks 
fastest, honey."

A hit of toe-nail from a tof on 
her left foot wan added to one "hair 

I.* plucked from her left armpit as near 
to her heart as she pouM (jet it 
Theoe were nil nljicod with some tort 
of conjure root and tied into a tiny 
scrap of white cloth with n string 
tonjr enough to *go round her neck. 
Daddy Cudjoe was excited. His eyes 
shone and sweat ran down his fore 
hend as he hnnded the bajr to her 
with a high crackling; laugh.

"Put em on, gal. W^ar em daf 
and night. H e don't work, den I'll 
quit makin' lovc-rhnrms for de rest 
o' my life. Dat char.ni is n man, 

ifiircat Gawd, yes. Ky a mana o' 
ion key e, honey."
It didn't work it* *[ -11 to hold 

! July, but it played havi with other

little goat-Idyl when Mary is sick 
again for July, and the goat-mother 
has given hei kid to feed her inex 
orable human masters, and Unez re- 
turs^s. III, Vat a blessing to the 
stricken mother. And the death of 
Unex is ac pathetically told as Dick- 
em's great scenes of misery.

In the end, Scarlet Sister Mary 
turns to her emotional religion, and 
consents to be baptised a second 
time to wash away her crimson sins. 
But the author is not sure, nor are 
we, Ai the convicted tinner turns 
-from her preacher and sifters In tha 
ehurth, Dadrfy Cudjo* asks to bt 
given back his "C, conjure rag," Mary 
smiles, shakes her bead, and aay*» 
to tha withered old witch-doctor:

"I'll lend 'em to you when y«u need 
Vm, Daddy, but I couldn't gi way 
my love-charm. E's all I got now to 
keep me young."

Mrs. Peterkin has done her very 
brut work so far, in "Scarlet Sister 
Mary." and has perfected a story of 
rare beauty and alvrement. What it 
lacks in the raw etuff of savag« { 
power, as compared with "Black- 
April." it more than makes up for] 
n a finer and a more delightful art. 
t is certain of becoming a memorabli
.ook. 

It is publish?'! by n<>M.

****** *+*£

Grace Fox Perry of Rldgeland autographing a copy nt her novel, 
"Wall Within the Orbit," the publication of which \va» noted iiv 
her iiome town by a reception at the Hitching Post. The in<tr:ribed< 
copy went to h*>r fathor (left), W. Marshall Fox of Lodge. Sam UP I 
Hopldns Adams, who ha* a plantation near Beaufort and who at- 1 
tended the affair, descrihed the Ridpeland hoimewlfe'ft work ax 
"alive and real." The novel deals with the Reconstruction era in 

[South Carolina.

Grace Fox £erjy of Ridgeland, 
I writer^ aji(T" Housewife, has written 
a new novel of the destruction, rte- 
pair and defeat left in the wake 
of the Confederate War. Her novel, 
"Wall Within the Orbit." has Just 
been released by Vantage Presa 
($300).

Ever aince childhood day*. Mrs. 
Perry has been fascinated by sto 
ries of the Reconstruction Period. 
Her father, now 84. regaled her 
with taJes of those turbulent times, 
told to him by his father who wag 
a Confederate Army officer, and 
later captain of a Red Shirt com 
pany under Wade Hampton in 1876.

While doing research on a previ 
ous book. "Moving Finger of Jas 
per." published In 1947, Grace Fox 
Perry obtained old boxes and 
'- mka tilled with historical letters

and family papers. From these ori 
ginal sources, she fashioned the 
framework for her present volume.'

Born on her grandfather's farm 
in the upper part of Colleton Coun 
ty, the author did most of her 
growing up in Lodge, a town on n 
branch of the A.C.L. Railroad. She 
went to RMgeland to tench school, 
later married Nelson Perry and 
settled down to raising a family 
Today she has a 24-year old aon. 
a student at the ITnlveralty of South, 
Carolina, aa well as a 15-year ol<> 
daughter. ,

Aside from her two books, Mrs. 
Perry, a graduate of Columbia Col 
lege, has found time to contribute 
feature articles to the Charleston 
News and Courier, the Savannah 
Morning News and the South Caro 
lina Magazine.


