As children of the 1970s in south Alabama, my brother and I grew up surrounded by extended family. My parents were born in the late 1940s in small Mississippi towns but reared in the big city of Mobile (or at least its outskirts) by women determined to leave swept dirt front yards behind. Their people — my people — were sawmill workers, dirt farmers, horse traders, and shade tree mechanics. They raised much of their own food, made most of their own clothes, fixed their own cars, and often built their own modest homes. It is from this rural, working-class white world my parents sprung.

On Mama's side, the Babcocks are my grandparents, five aunts, their seemingly irrelevant husbands, and well over a dozen cousins, of which I am the eldest. Childhood summers were spent visiting at one aunt's house or another, engaging in one of three activities: attending vacation bible school, bringing in vegetables and preparing them for canning or freezing, or roaming the countryside with my cousins. A pack of children sent out to play after breakfast, we were expected to look out for each other, not act ugly or get ourselves hurt, and, most importantly, stay gone until dinner when a plate of sandwiches and pitcher of Kool-Aid would be waiting on the porch. Going in and out of the house was frowned upon, what with the bought air getting out every time the door opened. We gorged on wild huckleberries, plums, and blackberries, tried to avoid yellow jackets and snakes, swam in creeks, climbed trees, played house, poked sticks in ant hills, convinced Joshua to pee on an electric fence, and taunted a bull until he charged. We were barefoot, brown from the dirt and the sun, as free as children today seem corralled.

Daddy was an only child and not particularly close to his extended family, but I was devoted to my grandparents on his side, particularly his mother, who remains my fiercest advocate. She grew up in the country with an outhouse and a daddy who rolled his own cigarettes on the front porch using the four remaining fingers on his right hand. For several years during elementary school I blissfully spent alternate weekends in the suburban tract house she has risen to, cosseted amid heavy drapes and thick swirled carpet. Coloring books, Sugar Corn Pops, and cartoons were just three things frowned upon by my parents that I reveled in on these visits. We went fishing at the river and took trips to the A&P where I always got a quarter for the gum machine on the way out. I ate Swanson chicken pot pies and vanilla pudding cups at a plastic-covered dining room table, seated on an upside down double boiler to make me tall enough. Every September we watched "The Wizard of Oz" on television, and I always cried when Dorothy opened the door to Oz, a dizzying world of color, a place so much richer than black and white.


Alabama was a far cry from California’s hippies and their Summer of Love, but my parents were absolutely children of the 1960s. Their high schools were integrated while they were in attendance, they believed the Vietnam War to be unjust and their government to be distrusted, and they were DIY out of principle as well as financial necessity, whether that meant growing some of their own food or making yogurt or fixing cars or building tree houses. 

But they were also children of the South with its sense of family, place, and faith. In an interview with Tom Brokaw about the 1960s, Bruce Springsteen, whose Born to Run is the soundtrack of my childhood, said, “I found one leg rooted in the place that I came from and another leg reaching out for the rest of a world that I felt like I needed and wanted.” This in-betweenness, this insider-outsider experience encapsulates my parents’ young adulthood and has everything to do with how they chose to raise their children.

The leg rooted in the past led them to marry in their early twenties and start a family while enrolled in the local state university, the first people in either of their families to pursue a college education. While children were to be celebrated, the value of higher education was questionable. My maternal grandmother once told Momma, when things between her and Daddy were bad, that she'd never had such problems “until you started reading all them books.” Momma went on to become a schoolteacher and Daddy a state administrator, ushering us into the middle class.

In 1971 I was born, followed eighteen months later by my brother. We lived in married student housing back behind the university in an un-air-conditioned small brick house with a garden plot where the driveway ended, deep in a neighborhood that was both black and white. My brother and I were raised by our extended family and then later bussed to our public elementary school in an effort to maintain integration. I just thought long rides in a yellow school bus were part and parcel of being big enough to go to school. 

Race was all around us but it was never discussed. Yet my parents did something that made us stand out from our cousins – they refused to allow the N-word.

When asked about it now, they don't recall any deep discussions, any conscious decision-making. In their minds we simply were no better or worse than anyone else in the world and name-calling was ugly and low-class. They don't and didn't think of banning that word as some sort of revolutionary or evolutionary act. But it was. It set me apart from my cousins and white classmates, put me in a defensive position, made me aware of otherness and how words shape our perception of the world and our place in it at a very young age. 

My attentiveness to issues of race, gender, and class – and the intersections therein – was born of this single decision. Not using what was then a common enough word among the white folks in my life and intuiting the why is at the core of my ability, many years later, when I was a young college student, to extend the logic to determine how I should treat the first Catholics, gay people, and international students I’d ever come to know.


In 1992 I left Alabama for Atlanta and later New York City. On a recent weekend I sat in my neighborhood playground in Bedford-Stuyvesant talking about the presidential election, an election in which the realities of race and gender have been ever present, and in an attempt to tell a story, I described my brother in part to my brown neighbors as "very straight and very white." One woman tilted her head and not unkindly said, "What are you?" I nearly said, "I'm good white people," how a friend's African American neighbors described her many years ago, but that was a bucket of worms I didn't need to be digging into. In the end, I was reduced to describing who I am not - I described Charles with his wife, 2.3 kids, suburban home, corporate job, station wagon and truck, chocolate lab, and literal picket fence. He is the white American dream and I am... not.

In that "not" a gulf exists that I can't seem to cross despite my love and respect for him. For all that we shared growing up together amid the same parents, homes, and schools we are fundamentally separated/lost/distant/apart because I am a white woman who lives, with intention and permission, in a brown world. Observing and examining race, gender, class and their intersections is as fundamental to me as a cup of hot coffee in the morning. When I look at the history of my family's rise into the middle class, I see the value of a college education and hard work, but I also see the VA loans that allowed my grandfathers to own homes. I see good-paying jobs with pensions that were open to whites but closed to blacks. I see public schools that were supplied with the tools and teachers necessary to educate people like my parents who went on to garner student loans that enabled them to economically climb to levels their own parents never dreamed of.


My brother says he is tired of hearing about race, that slavery ended more than one hundred years ago. He insists no one ever gave him anything, not seeing the significance of the health insurance we garnered through our father's state job. He is among rarefied company at work, selected for a prestigious management program, his executive MBA paid for, his mentoring deep and thorough. I don't ask how many of his colleagues are of color. He supports Barack Obama but complains about the "this black woman at Wal-Mart with a chip on her shoulder" who acts uppity. In a majority Latino state, he lives on a cul-de-sac occupied solely by white people.

His is not the overt racism of the past, nor even the covert racism of recent decades. Instead he has a presumption of non-racism in post-racial United States that I believe is anything but.  And me, I see race always, which is also not the answer. We are two children of the Civil Rights Movement on opposite poles when surely, as in most things, balance is to be found in the middle.

Ashley Day

