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Limited Options: Strategic Maneuverings in

Himes’s Harlem

‘ hester Himes, an American author who in his lifetime
never found a “place” in the American literary scene, set

his novels written during French expatriation in the nostalgic
milieu of a Harlem he half-created in his imagination. In fiction
he was able to exercise a control over U.S. racial politics which he
(like most people) could never exercise in life. Himes explained
the pleasure of his nostalgic literary act to John A. Williams:

[ was very happy writing these detective stories, especially the first one,

when [ began it. [ wrate those staries with more pleasure than [ wrote

any of the other stories. And then when [ got to the end and started my

detectives shooting at some white people, I was the happiest. {qtd. in
Williams 315) 8

Himes’s detective novels allow him to control the site of nostal-
gia, briefly to imagine refashioning U.S. race relations and law
enforcement practices. His own experiences as a black convict in
Ohio State Prison inform his authorial imagination in these nov-
els.] An emphasis present in the detective fiction, and Himes's
other writings as well, is the necessity of physical safety for
African Americans. Himes’s two detectives, Coffin Ed Johnson
and Grave Digger Jones, emerge as “the cops who should have
been,” the cops who could offer protection to the African
American urban community. By analyzing two of Himes’s detec-
tive novels, published in 1959 and 1969, we can chart the progress
of these proposed heroes. In 1959 in The Real Cool Killers Himes
constructs Coffin Ed and Grave Digger as viable folk heroes for
the urban community.2 But by Blind Man with a Pistol (1969) their
effectiveness as heroes is undercut by the altered socio-political
landscape of U.S. race relations.

The Real Cool Killers: Coffin Ed and Grave Digger as Folk
Heroes

imes’s second detective novel, The Real Cool Killers, opens

with the blues lines “I'm gwine down to de river, / Set
down on de ground. / If de blues overtake me, / I'll jump over-
board and drown” (5). As a vernacular inscription, this epigram is
well-suited to the themes of Himes’s novel, which can be read as
the ghetto’s answer to white power. But the words of the blues
lines imply a different and more pessimistic response to life in a
racist society than the response suggested by the novel. My con-
tention is that the characters in The Real Coo! Killers employ specif-
ically community-based, folk-heroic strategies of self-defense and
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solidarity in the face of intrusive, domi-
nating power structures embodied by
white cops. In all of his detective nov-
els, Himes sets up Harlem as particu-
larly unreadable and mystifying, not
only to white “visitors” and cops, but
also to his two heroes, Coffin Ed and
Grave Digger, and even local inhabi-
tants. What varies is the degree to
which Harlem mystifies the various
characters, and it is the community
insiders’ special skill both in reading
Harlem and in manipulating its
unreadability which allows for their
self-protecting solidarity. Most govern-
mental systems of ordering and label-
ing urban reality are not applicable in
Himes’s Harlem. When Grave Digger
questions a suspect to find out an
address, the evasive response he gets
is, “ “You don’t never think ‘bout
where a gal lives in Harlem, ‘les you
goin’ home with her. What do any-
body’s address mean up here?”  (115).
The breakdown of the ability to rely on
official locating practices functions in
several ways in the novel. First, it com-
pletely baffles the white cops {especial-
ly chiefs and lieutenants) and renders
them ineffectual. It allows Himes to
project Coffin Ed and Grave Digger as
powerful inside readers of an other-
wise inscrutable milieu. And it enables
the residents of Harlem to manipulate
the particular codes which confound
white cops, in the interest of self-pro-
tection. In The Real Cool Killers the
white cops continually express their
frustration in being unable to pin down
a systematic way to decipher their sur-
roundings. Their inability to make
sense of their environment is directly
linked to their preconceived racist
stereotypes, as is seen in the exasperat-
ed statement of one white cop to anoth-
er: “ ‘What’s a name to these coons?
They’re always changing about’ ”
(121).

The context which makes strategies
of manipulation both necessary and
successful is the historical presence of
white law enforcement in black urban
communities and the way this white
presence has been seen by the residents
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of these communities. John W. Roberts
explains that “the tremendous amount
of power vested in white law enforce-
ment officers in the late nineteenth cen-
tury caused many African Americans
to view them as the embodiment of the
‘law’ and, by extension, white power”
(197). Because these law officers were
not community insiders, and only
entered black neighborhoods for work,
their knowledge of the territory was
limited, and African Americans soon
developed strategies for exploiting this
white ignorance, ways of manipulating
codes.

These strategies of evasion should
be seen as subversive power exercised
by the black Harlem residents of
Himes’s novels, in their manipulation
of codes. This relative power is based
in the underclass’s superior knowledge
of the minds of their oppressors. It
should be readily apparent that this
knowledge, coupled with behavior
subversive of dominant power, calls to
mind the qualities of the trickster hero
of black folklore. Roberts explains that
the trickster has the ability to step
adeptly “inside his dupe’s sense of
reality and manipulate it through wit,
guile, and deception to secure material
rewards” (185). It is possible in a more
current context to replace material
rewards with personal safety. In the con-
text of the black ghetto, safety from
abusive white law enforcement
becomes a most valued commodity.
Sheikh, the leader of the teenage gang
The Real Cool Moslems, becomes the
trickster turned badman, outlaw hero.
Sheikh’s skill in reading white stereo-
typical assumptions about black behav-
ior enables him to baffle the cops.
When his gang members question the
believability of the behavioral disguise
Sheikh tells them to adopt, he answers,

“Hell, these is white cops. They
believe spooks are crazy anyway. You
and Sonr_}};liust act kind of simple-
minded. They gonna swallow it like
it's chocolate ice cream. They ain’t
going to do nothing but kick you in the

ass and laugh like hell about how

crazy ks are. They gonna go home

and tell their old ladies and everybody
they see about two simpleminded



spooks up on the roof teaching pigeons
how to ?ly at night all during the
bigpest dragnet they ever had in
Harlem. You see if they don't.” (52)

Sheikh banks on white inability to
understand black behavior in addition
to white racist assumptions about black
intelligence. In this analysis he shows
himself to be the more skilled reader of
minds. In fact the cops who do con-
front the gang members on the roof are
immediately unable to decipher even
the physical scene, see only blackness
and two “tarbabies,” and the sergeant
even reads the scene as a “voodoo” rite
in a way that specifically emphasizes
an intensely mystified othering of the
African American subject. It is proba-
bly not irrelevant, however, that
voodoo has been seen historically by
the white community not only as mys-
tifying or inexplicable but, by exten-
sion, powerful > Roberts adds conjure to
the trickster repertoire of means of
deceiving and fooling those in power
(206). The subversive power of this
behavior can be seen in the white cops’
baffled reaction and {correct) fear that
they’re being duped:

“Do you think all these colored peo-
g}e in this neighborhood know who
ickens and the Moslems are?”
“Sure they know. Every last one of
them. Unless some other colored per-

son turns Pickens in he’ll never be
found. They're laughing at us.” (119)

Recalling the novel’s epigram, the
blues emerge again in an analogue
with roots in folk sayings: “Got one
mind for the white folks see, another
mind [ know is me.”

If Sheikh and his quasi-criminal
teenage gang of Real Cool Moslems are
the trickster heroes of the novel’s
milieu, what role is played by Coffin
Ed and Grave Digger, the two black
police detectives on the Harlem beat?
Indeed their position as black enforcers
of white police domination has caused
them to be misread as excessively vio-
lent towards “their own people” and in
many ways more unapologetically
complicit with the white power struc-
ture than I see them as being.

I would contest a common, and
reductive, view of Grave Digger and
Coffin Ed as expressed by Jay R. Betry
in “Chester Himes and the Hard-
Boiled Tradition”: “Their cultural
antecedents give them the moral
authority that they exercise — from
folk culture they are the ‘bad niggers’
in the tradition of Stackalee” (40).%
Central to any consideration of
whether this is an accurate description
of Coffin Ed and Grave Digger would
be a study of the particular socio-cul-
tural bases of the uses of the term bad
nigger. Roberts’s chapter “The Badman
as Outlaw Hero” is a thorough,
Afrocentric revision of previous folk-
lore scholarship on black heroic fig-
ures, and Roberts criticizes the faulty
equation made by many scholars
between bad nigger and badman 5
During slavery, “bad niggers,” origi-
nally a label given by whites, “sought
through open defiance, violence, and
confrontation to improve their lot in
slavery regardless of the consequences
of their actions for their own or the
slave community’s welfare” (Roberts
176). The “bad nigger” does not have
moral authority either from the black
community or the white power struc-
ture; he is viewed by both as danger-
ous. Roberts explains the Afrocentric
view of the “bad nigger”: “Ta African
Americans, individuals who acted as
‘bad niggers’ in their communities
were not heroes, but rather individuals
whose characteristic behavior threat-
ened their abilities to maintain the
value that they placed on harmony and
solidarity as a form of protection
against the power of the law” (179).
Coffin Ed and Grave Digger clearly do
not fit this characterization, both
because they care not for personal
acquisitiveness and because their ulti-
mate motivating force is based in com-
munity self-protection from an invad-
ing, threatening outside force—name-
ly, white law enforcement. Contrary to
the “bad nigger” stereotype, Coffin Ed
and Grave Digger see the values of the
black community as binding. In fact,
Stackolee is a badman, celebrated by
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African American folk heroic balladry,
not a bad nigger, which Roberts points
out was nof the focus for heroic folk-
tales. Roberts explains that the badmen
celebrated by balladry were outlaw
folk heroes “whose characteristic
behaviors were perceived as justifiable
retaliatory actions” against the white
power structure (205). While Coffin Ed
and Grave Digger possess some simi-
larities to badmen heroes of legend,
they are ultimately a different modern
figuration of heroism in Himes’s con-
ceptualization of their role in The Real
Cool Killers.

Grave Digger and Coffin Ed pos-
sess some badmen-like qualities, such
as their often violent and unpredictable
behavior. Their guns, like those of
many badmen heroes, are extremely
formidable symbolic images and very
real instruments of destruction known
by the whole community. At least one
scene in each of Himes’s detective nov-
els introduces these guns. Here is a
representative example from The Reql
Cool Killers:

Coffin Ed drew his pistol from its

shoulder sling and spun the cylinder.

Passing street eght glmted from the

long nickel-plated barrel of the special

.38 revolver, and the five brassfacket-

ed bullets {ooked deadly in the six
chambers. (13)

Here the gun literally reflects the street,

the life of the ghetto, and the gun’s
image repeats its power in the ghetto
imagination when Choo-Choo, one of
Sheikh’s gang members, fantasizes,

“ ‘What I'd rather have me is one of
those hard-shooting long-barreled thir-
ty-eights like Grave Digger and Coffin
Ed have got. Them heaters can kill a
rock” ” (49). Choo-Choo’s hyperbolic
description of the guns’ power is tied
to similarly legend-infused tales of
Coffin Ed’s and Grave Digger’s own
power, based on their quickness to use
these infamous weapons. But Coffin Ed
and Grave Digger play a very complex
and multi-layered role in their negotia-
tion of the city’s white power structure
and their relationship to the black com-
munity, and there is less ambivalence
in their behavior than there is con-
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scious manipulation and folk heroic
maneuvering in a very tight space of
operation. Traditional badmen are out-
laws, and Coffin Ed and Grave Digger
operate within the law and attempt to
control outlaws. Thus, they cannot cor-
rectly be seen only as badmen heroes.

It is necessary to acknowledge
their brutality, but not without also
seeing it as a “natural” part of the gen-
eral, cartoon-like excessive violence of
Himes’s detective fiction as a whole.
For Coffin Ed and Grave Digger, vio-
lence, or its threat (which is effective
due to community knowledge of the
pair’s capacity to do actual violence), is
what enables them to get informants to
talk. As cops, Coffin Ed and Grave
Digger have official sanction from the
white police department to be exces-
sively brutal. This caveat removes the
traditional prohibition against police
brutality, which in many cases is only
nominal anyway. But this particular
nod from their white superiors func-
tions differently for the white cops
than it does for Coffin Ed and Grave
Digger. For as the chief says to Grave
Digger, “ "You know Harlem, you
know where you have to go, wha to
see....[don't give a goddamn how
many heads you crack; I'll back you
up” ” (44). Thus, their license for brutal-
ity is based on the police department’s
utter reliance on them as skilled read-
ers of Harlem’s behavioral and linguis-
tic codes.

This reliance is very much like that
placed on black slave drivers during
slavery. Roberts tells us that, “in the
black slave driver, the masters, from
their point of view, had an individual
who could be held responsible when
enslaved Africans violated the rules of
the system and whose loyalty could be
counted on” (50; italics added). While
this is what plantation owners (and the
white police force) think they are get-
ting in a black slave driver, the actual
allegiance of the black cops is else-
where. Hence, during slavery a body of
folklore emerged celebrating the driver
as trickster hero, portraying “John as a
talented and skillful exploiter of his



exploitation by Old Master, his dupe or
foil in most of the tales” (53}. The split
between white perceptions of black
behavior and black loyalty and the
realities of that behavior and loyalty is
central to an understanding of the
ways that Coffin Ed and Grave Digger
function as protectors within their com-
munity. [ draw these parallels to folk
culture both to locate Coffin Ed and
Grave Digger within this tradition of
African American folk-heroic creation,
and to mark out their differences from
existing or previous heroes. [ see them
as neither the bad niggers nor the bad-
men of folklore, but instead embodi-
ments of a complex yet idealistic image
of protection in the ghetto.

The Real Cool Killers opens with the
murder of a white man, a “visitor” to
Harlem. This fact brings the white cops
to Harlem in full racist force: “ ‘Rope
off this whole goddamned area,’ the
sergeant said. ‘Don’t let anybody out.
We want a Harlem-dressed Zulu.
Killed a white man. . .. Pick up all sus-
picious persons’ ” (22). When white
power in the form of armed white
police officers invades the ghetto,
every black person becomes a potential
suspect, a potential scapegoat. And
because the crime is the murder of a
white man, every black person
becomes a potential victim of lynching
by the white mob. Himes specifically
suggests this potential, again in his
return to the blues, when he describes
the white cops’ intrusive presence
swarming over the neighborhood:

[The white chief of police] furmed and
pointed toward a tenement building
across the street. [t looked indescrib-
ably ugly in the glare of a dozen pow-
erful spotlights. Uniformed police
stood on the roof, others were comin

and going through the entrance; sti

athers stuck their heads out of front

windows to shout to other cops in the
streat. The other front windows were

ammed with colored faces, looking
L.ke clusters of strange purple fruit in
the stark white light. (41)

It is essential here to relate Himes’s
imagery of “colored faces” to its ver-
nacular and literary black antecedents,
specifically Billie Holiday and Jean

Toomer, in contrast to previous critical
interpretations which have aligned
Himes’s imagery with European
painters and writers.S When we look to
Jean Toomer’s “Song of the Son” as a
precursor for Himes’s language we
apen up Himes’s writing to the power-
ful allusions to slavery which enrich
his meaning.” The last two stanzas of
Toomer’s poem from Cane read:
O Negro slaves, dark purple ripened
plums
Squeezed, and bursting in the pine-
wood air,
Passing, before they stripped the old
tree bare
One plum was saved for me, one seed
bacomes
An everlasting song, a singing tree,
Caroling softly souls of slavery,
What they were, and what they are to me,
Caroling softly souls of slavery. (21)

The words of Toomer’s poem—
“squeezed, and bursting”—suggest the
violence of slavery, the pressure of
exploitation; and these images resonate
with the condition of impoverished
blacks in modern U.S. urban ghettos.
Billie Holiday’s famous blues song
“Strange Fruit” articulates the image of
lynching even more overtly, in a way
that is crucial to Himes’s own descrip-
tion of the relationship of white law
enforcement to the black community.
Her musical version of a poem by
Lewis Allan, recorded 20 April 1939,
has potent resonance in black culture:
Southern trees bear a strange fruit:
Blood on the leaves, and blood at the
roat.
Black bodies swinging in the Southern
breeze;
Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees.
Pastoral scene of the galiant South:
The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth.
Scent of magnolia, sweet and fresh;
Then the sudden smell of burning
flesh.
Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck;
For the rain to gather, for the wind to suck;
For the sun to rot, for the tree to drop.
Here is a strange and bitter crop.

When seen in the context of politicized
African American poetic antecedents,
Himes’s linguistic imagery is allowed
to signify upon this verbal tradition.
Singing to an urban New York audi-
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ence at Cafe Society in Greenwich
Village in 1939 Billie Holiday contextu-
alizes Southern racism and oppression
for the Northern audience as relevant
to them. Himes uses the same
metaphors for lynching as the pine-
scented, squeezed-plum imagery of
“Song of the Son,” but substitutes for
the pastoral vision of
“Strange Fruit” the modern,
signally urban, decaying
tenement flooded with
police spotlights and sur-
rounded by uniformed
white cops—perhaps urban

Himes's
political
philosophizing
moves from an
assertion of

The Harlem milieu in which Coffin
Ed and Grave Digger operate as detec-
tives is one marked by the proliferation
of (what they consider) minor vices like
prostitution, the numbers racket, other
forms of gambling, and small-scale
robbery. For the most part Coffin Ed
and Grave Digger allow these activities
to flourish, and even devel-
op a somewhat symbiotic
relationship with their par-
ticipants, who become key
informers for them, people
who will talk because they
desire to continue operat-

equivalents of hooded ; ing without hassles from
Southern embodiments of . defensive the law. In this way
white power. Allowing Violencetoan parem’s underworld
Himes’s voice to resonate  aggressive  becomes part of the inner
among Holiday’s and yjolence yet network which enables
Toomer’s historicizes a cri- ’ Ed’s and Digger’s inves-

tique of Southern racism by

all within the

tigative work. Historically,

bringing it to a Northern  construct of  asinstitutionalized eco-
urban context and showing making the nomic appression became a
the way that lynch mob U.S. ultimatel more dominant factor of
“law enforcement” is repli- -9. Ulll y impoverished black urban
cated in the modern ghetto @ saferplace life, such illegal activities
when a white is presumed {or blacks. were often a necessary part

murdered by a black.

True to the lynch mob mentality,
the white cops are looking for any
“Harlem-dressed Zulu” who can
“hang” for the crime. But no criminal
appears apprehendable, and the police
chief is in danger of losing face before
the white press. The master has been
duped; he’s caught unable to read the
signs, solve the mystery, and appease
the mob with a lynching. So he must
get his hands on a black body quickly.
Sonny Pickens becomes the scapegoat
for the chief, who says, “ ‘We haven’t
got anybody to work on but him and
it’s just his black ass’ “ (43). Qbviously
here Pickens’s black ass is much less
valuable in the cops’ mentality than
the white ass of Galen, the murdered
man. And this essential unequivalence
cannot be balanced. In the racial econ-
omy of 1959 one dead black ass does
not equal one dead white ass—an
unequal economy of bodies that
becomes the central issue of Himes's
detective fiction.
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of the system by which the
ghetto could continue to exist {in both
the positive and the negative senses
implied by such an existence). Roberts
explains that

. . . the relative absence of the [Jwhite]
“law” in black neighhorhoods allowed
for the creation of a socio-cultural
environment in which certain types of
illegal activities involved relatively lit-
tle risk to personal well-being from the
“law” while enhancing the potential
for extraordinary economic gain at its
expense. [n addition the ASIVeness
of destructive material and physical
conditions in the black community
attributed to the power of the “law”
over the lives of African Americans
created an atmosphere in which social
restraints aﬁainst certain types of
actions which violated the law were
greatly diminished. (198)

But Roberts also importantly acknowl-
edges that such behaviors were only
accepted until they “threatened the sol-
idarity and harmony of communal life
in ways that created the potential of
external intervention” (199; italics
added). The danger of external inter-
vention is the propelling force behind



Coffin Ed’s and Grave Digger’s protec-
tive strategies.

The two detectives’ roles are made
complex when white people come to
Harlem to support its vices, buy its citi-
zens’ bodies. When some white people
in a Harlem bar question Grave
Digger’s “tough” police language, his
response is, “ ‘I'm just a cop, if you
white people insist on coming up to
Harlem where you force colored peo-
ple to live in vice-and-crime ridden
slums, it's my job to see that you are
safe’ ” (65). Digger’s comment here is
essential in several ways, the mast
obvious of which being that it names
the invidious complicity of white socio-
economic oppression and white
participation in exploitative vice. Addi-
tionally, his comment, and others like it
throughout the detective novels,
implies that his job is to protect white
people. But Digger and Ed are much
more skillful readers of the particular
politics of violence and law enforce-
ment in the black ghetto, and their ulti-
mate aim is the protection of black peo-
ple, and especially black community
security. In fact, their success in meet-
ing this goal can be measured in part
by the fact that their deeper motives
are not recognized by the police force.
They know that the best way to ensure
the security of black bodies is by keep-
ing the lynch mobs at bay, a goal they
seek to accomplish by what may seem
like a circuitous means—protecting the
singular white body in Harlem. As we
have seen, one white death in Harlem
brings the cops ex tasse to the area,
with unquenchable lynching fervor;
one white stiff ends up equaling four
black corpses and one maimed black
body.

If Coffin Ed and Grave Digger use
violence in their questioning proce-
dures, their goal is to solve crimes so
that white cops stay out. The complexi-
ty of Coffin E% anc[v Grave lgcifger as
heroes rests in this double-edged quali-
ty of their behavior: Their violence is
both directed at members of their com-
munity and used as a force to prevent
the more uncontrollable violence of
lynch mobs. John Cawelti, writing on

“hard-boiled” detective fiction, consid-
ers that “the action of legitimized vio-
lence . . . resolves tensions between the
anarchy of individualistic impulses
and the communal ideas of law and
order by making the individual’s vio-
lent action an ultimate defense of the
community against the threat of anar-
chy” (142}. In their protection of the
community against the anarchic forces
of white law enforcement, Coffin Ed
and Grave Digger are complex black
heroic figures. Possessing some of the
traits of Ele trickster, badman, and
slave driver, they stand apart from all
these.

Asked in a 1970 interview in Le
Monde by Michel Fabre whether his
black detectives are traitors to their
race, Himes brought out an important
issue which has special bearing on The
Real Cool Killers:

Cerceuil et Fossoyeur seraient des
traitres & leur race s'ils étaient les per-
sonnages réalistes, Ce qui n'est pas le
cas: ils tent le type de policier
qui devrast exister, celui qui vit dans la
communauté, la connait bien et fait
respecter la loi de fagon humaine. Je
crois en eux. Je les ai créés: deux per-
sonnages qui seraient les ennemis des
Nairs dans la réalité, mais que jai
voulu sympathique. o8

(Coffin Ed and Grave Digger would be
traitors to their race if they were realis-
tic characters. This is not the case: They
represent the type of cop who should
exist, who lives in the community,
knows it well, and enforces respect for
the law in a humane way. [ believe in
them. [ created them: two people who
would be enemies of Blacks in reality,
but whom [ intended to be sympa-
thetic.}

Himes’s statement is confusing in that
it champions yet denies realism. When
Fabre asks whether Coffin Ed and
Grave Digger are traitors, he is speak-
ing of their characters, not “real” black
cops in general. Yet Himes does not
respond directly to this question to dis-
cuss his portrayal of the cops, but
instead hypothesizes that “real” black
cops would be traitors. [ take Himes to
mean that Coffin Ed and Grave Digger
are ideal types, that “real” cops who
are black are necessarily traitors to
their race, but that these two are sym-
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pathetic, that their allegiance is above
all to their community,

In his 1963 article written for
Présence Africaine entitled “Harlem ou
le cancer de I’Amérique,” Himes iden-
tifies the social milieu which grounds
the necessity for heroes like Coffin Ed
and Grave Digger. He outlines the
series of American race riots in ghettos
around the country, especially Harlem
and Detroit. The result of a Detroit riot
in which many blacks are killed by
white police is that, “en consequence,
Harlem fut submergée de policiers
blancs qui portaient de lourdes
matraques et patrouillaient dans les
rues a cheval ou a motocyclette. Les
incidents succéderent aux incidents”
(55). ("Consequently, Harlem was
flooded with white policemen who car-
ried heavy bludgeons and patrolled the
streets on horseback or motorcycles.
There was one incident after another.”)
Coffin Ed and Grave Digger, then, are
created in the hope of preventing this
abusive presence from invading black
neighborhoods. They can be seen as
artful strategizers of legal politics
whose perhaps imperfect methodology
of protecting one white body (their
overt, white-perceived purpose) has as
its goal the effective prevention of a
general lynching of black bodies. While
such a goal was possible to articulate in
the U.S. racial environment of 1959, it
was not possible to realize. Coffin Ed
and Grave Digger cannot fully prevent
the lynching, and innocent black citi-
zens are killed. Ten years later, with
the publication of Blind Man With a
Pistol, Coffin Ed’s and Grave Digger’s
strategic methodology is much less
plausible even to articulate and
becomes, in fact, absurd.

Blind Man with a Pistol. Riots and
Revolutions

A friend of mine, Phil Lomax, told me this story
about a blind man with a pistol shooting at a
man who had slapped him on a subway train
and killing an innocent bystander peacefully
reading his newspaper across the aisle and 1
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thought, damn right, sounds just like today’s
news, riots in the ghettos, war in Vietnam,
masachistic doings in the Middle East. And then
I thought of some of our loudmouthed leaders
urging our vuinerable soul brothers on to g:ltuﬁ
themselves killed, and thought further that

unorganized violence is like a blind man with a
pistol. (Himes, Preface to Blind Man With a Pistol)

I n the ten-year span between the
publication of The Real Cool Killers
and Blind Man With a Pistol race rela-
tions in the U.S. had become even more
volatile as white power cemented itself
further. The assassinations of Martin
Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X had
violently demonstrated U.S. institu-
tional response to powerful black
heroes. In his chapter “Sixties’ Social
Movements, the Literary Establish-
ment, and the Production of the Afro-
American Text,” W. Lawrence Hogue
explains that the increasing economic
disparity between blacks and whites
led to riots and rebellions across the
nation, and the civil rights and black
power struggles which “continued to
undermine and bring into question the
authority and legitimacy of the domi-
nant ideological apparatus” (50). Coffin
Ed and Grave Digger, by virtue (or
fault) of their connection to this appa-
ratus, would also meet with challenges
to their previously unquestioned
authority. The nationalist impulse in
the black community in the 1960s saw
white power as centralized and there-
fore fightable. Thus, in any conceptuai-
ization of two distinct sides, Coffin Ed
and Grave Digger were now seen as on
the wrong one,

As his preface shows, during his
expatriation in Europe, Himes
remained closely aware of both inter-
nal and international U.S. politics and
ideology. Given the social circum-
stances outlined by Hogue, the creation
and function of Coffin Ed and Grave
Digger as ideal heroic solutions and
community protectors become entirely
implausible for Himes. White power
and white law enforcement domina-
tion is s0 entrenched, and its control
over the ghetto so pervasive, that the



smaller scale heroism of a Coffin Ed or
Grave Digger becomes ineffectual.
Blind Man, as Himes's last completed
detective novel set in Harlem, charts
this landscape and demonstrates this
collapse. The removal of a protective
capacity in turn leads to widespread
random violence throughout Harlem, a
situation which allows Himes to bring
forth his long-held criticisms of unor-
ized violence.

While Blind Man is less a detective
story than any of Himes’s previous
detective fiction, there is the premise of
a mystery within the novel. Like The
Real Cool Killers, it involves a white
man who lives outside Harlem, comes
there to buy a black body for sex, and
ends up dead on the street. As Blind
Man progresses it becomes obvious
that, if Ed’s and Digger’s former heroic
strategies were ever viable ones, they
can no longer succeed, for in 1969 the
urban scene is very different from that
in 1959. The corruption of the police
force, previously alluded to, now
works to circamscribe Ed’s and
Digger’s behavior. Predictably, the
dead white man on the street brings on
the white cops in full force, and Grave
Digger and Coffin Ed try futilely to
protect the citizens from the ensuing
lynch mob. At the scene of the crime
Grave Digger says to Coffin Ed,

“I just wish these mother-rapers
wouldn’t come up here and get them-
selves killed, for whatever reason.”

... Coffin Ed turned on [the crowd
of black onlookers} and shouted sud-
denly, “You people better get the hell
away from here before the while cops
come in, or they’ll run all your asses
in
There was a sound of nervous move-
ment, like frightened cattle in the dark,
then a voice said belligerently, “Run
whose ass in? [ lives here!”

“All right,” Coffin Ed said resigned-
ly. “Don’t say I didn’t wam you.” (35)

While Coffin Ed and Grave Digger are
still following their earlier strategy of
protecting Harlem citizens from the
anarchic wrath of white law enforce-
ment, the scene has changed. The
unidentified belligerent voice who con-

tests Coffin Ed’s demands and who
asserts his rights as a resident is the
voice of a new generation which does
not automatically respect either Ed’s
and Digger’s authority or the intimi-
dating practices of the white cops. Ed’s
answer back to the voice is “resigned,”
a new way to describe Ed’s and
Digger’s behavior in a crowd.

The breakdown of Ed’s and
Digger’s uncontestable heroic authority
originates from two different direc-
tions. Primarily, their behavior is cur-
tailed by the white cops who run the
force. But also, this new, more militant
generation of Harlem citizens has no
respect for “the law” in any form.
Confronting some young kids threat-
ening another kid with violence
because he is too chicken to stone the
white cops, Coffin Ed and Grave
Digger are neither automatically recog-
nized nor feared. One kid challenges
the once formidably terrifying Coffin
Ed:

“You scared of whitey. You ain’t
nothing but shit.”

“When [ was your age ['da got
slapped in the mouth for telling a
grown man that.”

“You slap us, we waste you.” ...

“We're the law,” Coffin Ed said to
forestall any more argument. Six pairs
of round white-rimmed eyes stared at
them accusingly.

“Then you on whitey's side.” . ..

“Go on home,” Grave Digger said,
pushing them away, ignoring flashing
knife blades. “Go home and grow up.
You'll find out there ain’t any other
side.” (140; itatics added)

Here Coffin Ed and Grave Digger
express their recognition of the perva-
siveness of white power. Whitey's side
is the ruling paradigm, and they do not
see the nationalist moment as viable,
the opponent as fightable. The younger
generation of Harlem citizens, howev-
er, represents a popularized version of
nationalism, which Himes’s novel will
ultimately critique. They at this point
possess the impulse of anger toward
white power, the refusal to tolerate fur-
ther oppression, but they lack the orga-
nization of purpose which Himes sees
as essential to revolutionary efficacy.
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Himes now depicts his former
heroes as laughable. Throughout the
novel they are frequently described in
clown-like imagery: “They looked like
two idiots standing in the glare of the
blazing car, one in his coat, shirt and
tie, and purple shorts above gartered
sox and big feet, and the other in shirt-
sleeves and empty shoulder holster
with his pistol stuck in his belt” (141-
142). Their former possibly heroic stance,
Himes’s ideal creation of the cops who
“devrait exister,” is no longer even a
viable part of the cultural imagination.
Their role has been fully obviated.

Harlem, however, is still a mysti-
fied space of illogic to the white cops
and to outsiders. The confused anger
on the part of whites who can’t under-
stand black Harlem linguistic play
ends up leading to violence in more
than one scene in the novel. Toward
the absurdly random end of the novel,
a misunderstanding between subway
riders is exacerbated by this phenome-
non: “The big white man thought they
were talking about him in a secret lan-
guage known only to soul people. He
reddened with rage” (183). Because the
white cops also fear this “secret lan-
guage” they still rely on Coffin Ed’s
and Grave Digger’s interpretive police
skills, however cursory this reliance
may be.

In one scene the white cops who
have basically taken charge of the
investigation of the white man’s mur-
der are accompanied by Ed and
Digger, following the blood trail to a
tenement’s basement room:

The blood trail ended at the green
door.

“Come out of there,” the sergeant
said.

No one answered.

He turned the knob and pushed the
door and it opened inward so silently
and easily he almost fell into the open-
ing before he could train his light.
Inside was a black dark void.

Grave Digger and Coffin Ed flat-
tened themselves against the walls on
each side of the alley and their big
long-barreled .38 revolvers came glint-
ing into their hands.

“What the hell!” the sergeant

exclaimed, startled.
His assistants ducked.
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“This is Harlem,” Coffin Ed grated
and Grave Digger elaborated:
“We don’t trust doors that apen.” (60)

Here Ed and Digger are their old
selves, acting in tandem, keenly read-
ing the visual clues of the environment
they know by heart. But despite their
obviously superior knowledge they are
not allowed to act alone, they are not
allowed to investigate. Coffin Ed’s and
Grave Digger’s skills in interpreting
the Harlem environment lead them too
close to uncovering embarrassing con-
nections to Harlem’s vice industry on
the part of the white power structure,
and the deeper levels of corruption and
complicity within the police force.
Therefore Captain Brice and Lieutenant
Anderson curtail their activity.

As Brice tells them to leave the
investigation to the D.A.’s homicide
bureau he asks,

“What do you think you two
precinct detectives can uncover that
they can’t?”

“That very reason. It's our precinct.
We might learn something that
wouldn’t mean a damn thing to them.”
(95)

This fact, Ed’s and Digger’s heightened
ability to decode their environment, is
what makes them successful investiga-
tors and therefore what now makes
them threatening to the white police
force with something to hide. Ed and
Digger, aver a twelve-year develop-
ment as characters, have lost any earli-
er optimistic idealism:

The two black detectives looked at
one another. Their short-cropped hair
was salted with Eray and they were
thicker around their middles, Their
facés bore the lumps and scars they
had collected in the enforcement of
law in Harlem. Now after twelve years
as first-grade precinct detectives they
hadn’t been ?mmoted. Their raises in
salaries hadn’t kept up with the rise of
the cost of living. They hadn't finished
paying for their houses. Their private
cars had been bought on credit. And

¢t they hadn't taken a dime in bribes,
eir entire careers as <ops had been
one long period of turmoil. When they
weren'‘t taking lumps from the thugs,
they were taking lumps from the com-
missioners. Now they were curtailed
in their own duties. And they didn’t
expext it to change. (37)



Thus, while Coffin Ed and Grave
Digger may have begun the series with
the heroic potential of ideal figures, the
further institutionalization of discrimi-
nation throughout U.S. society has ren-
dered them ineffectual. Not only has
white power cemented its position, but
it also acts to prevent any public dis-
covery of its complicitous actions.

Coffin Ed’s and Grave Digger’s
previously folk-heroic strategies for
maintaining community security have
become absurd. Even as they attempt
to pursue their original investigation of
the white man’'s death, they are now
aware of this absurdity and identify its
racial basis. Astute readers of police
force ideology, Ed and Digger clearly
see, and state, the racial politics behind
the restraint placed on them. When
Anderson denies them access to what
they know is a key suspect, Grave
Digger responds,

“Listen, Lieutenant. This mother-
raping white man gets himself killed
on our beat chasing black sissies and
you want us to whitewash the investi-
gation.”

Anderson’s face got pink. “No, |
don’t want you to whitewash the
investigation,” he denied. “I just don’t
want you raking up manure for the
stink.”

“We got you; white men don’t
stink.” (111)

Coffin Ed’s and Grave Digger’s initial
strategies fail as their political con-
sciousness rises. The more they know
about the inner workings of the white-
run police force, the more clearly they
realize that the premise of their role as
detectives or investigators is flawed
and ineffectual at its base.

As increasingly politically con-
scious readers of their racist U.S. envi-
ronment, Coffin Ed and Grave Digger
are quite able to name the culprit. What
they cannot do is apprehend “him.”
During the course of Blind Man Harlem
has been the scene of several riots, and
the white cops have given Grave
Digger and Coffin Ed the task of find-
ing out who is the cause of these seem-
ingly inexplicable riots—a particularly
conservative and palliative version of

law enforcement so comunonly prac-
ticed by the white cops. In a crucial
confrontation with Lieutenant
Anderson toward the end of Blind Man,
Ed and Digger point the blame at the
unapprehendable criminal they have
been chasing their whole careers. In
this key scene they are so mentally
attuned to one another they speak ina
close call-and-response paitern that
frustrates Anderson, who exclaims,

“All right, all right! I take it you
know who started the riot.”

“Some folks call him by one name,
some another,” Coffin Ed said.

“Some call him lack of respect for
law and order, some lack of oEportuni—
ty, some the teachings of the Bible,
some the sins of their fathers,” Grave
Digger expounded. “Saome call him
ignorance, some poverty, some rebel-
lion. Me and Ed look at him with com-
passion. We're victims.”

“Victims of what?” Anderson asked
foalishly.

“Victims of your skin,” Coffin Ed
shouted bruta z, his own patchwork
of grafted black skin twitching with
passion.

Anderson’s skin turned blood red.
(153-54)

Ed and Digger are quite clear here on
the balance of law and order on their
beat: While the rioters may be black cit-
izens, the instigator, the criminal
responsible, is the white racism which
causes poverty, ignorance, the
hypocrisy of religion, etc. Their own
alignment is clearly, as it has ever been,
on the side of the victims.

Himes’s writing here is at its reso-
nant best as he focuses on the twitch-
ing patchwork of Ed’s grafted skin. As
any reader of the detective novels
knows, Ed’s face was scarred early in
the series by an acid-throwing hood-
lum. Tt is thus a sort of narrative reflec-
tion of the violence borne by these two
would-be protectors and defenders
against white lynch mob law enforce-
ment, as are the other scars and marks
which attest to Ed’s and Digger’s life
work. But the pastiche of skin on Ed’s
face can also be seen as an aspect of the
arbitrariness and absurdity of race as a
determining category, of blackness as a
social canstruct. By calling attention to
the “grafted on” nature of Ed’s black-
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ness, and juxtaposing it to Anderson’s
white, then red face, Himes implicitly
questions the absoluteness of race as a
category, especially as so obviously
resorted to by the white police force. In
his 1969 interview with John A,
Williams Himes historicizes this dis-
cussion of the “cause” of U.S. race
riots:

... this whole problem in America, as [

see it, developed from the fact that the

slaves were freed and that there was

no legislation of any sort to make it

possible for them to live . . . . What is it

that they have in heaven—milk and
honey? That some ﬂ:jmr nigger could

go and live on nothing. Just to pro-

claim emancipation was not enough.

You can’t eat it; it doesn’t keep the cold

weather out. (344)

Himes makes a similar statement in an
italicized “Interlude” in Blind Man,
where Grave Digger and Coffin Ed
name Lincoln as the instigator of the
riots: “ "He hadn’t ought to have freed us if
he didn’t want to make provisions to feed
us’ “ (135). Here Ed and Digger clearly
provide Anderson with the singular
culprit so doggedly desired by the
police force, but of course he cannot be
apprehended, and further, if he were,
he couldn’t be convicted—because he’s
white. Says Coffin Ed, “ ‘Never was a
white man convicted as long as he
plead good intentions” ” (135).

Blind Man ends with less resolution
than any of Himes’s previous detective
novels, a point noted by many critics as
Himes’s ultimate stretching of detec-
tive fiction’s generic limits. A. Robert
Lee writes, “Blind Man With a Pistol,
especially, approaches antic nightmare,
a pageant of violence and unresolved
plot-ends which, true to the illogic of a
dream, careens into a last chapter of
senseless riot” (103). Coffin Ed and
Grave Digger are reduced to the inani-
ty of shooting at rats fleeing a burning
tenement. These are crucial aspects of
Himes’s own longstanding political
philosophies about both “senseless
riot” and the absurdity of racism.
Himes would write in The Crisis as
early as 1944,
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The first step backward is riots. Riots
are not revolutions . . ., , Riots are
tumultuous disturbances of the public
peace by unlawful assemblies of three
or more persons in the execution of

rivate objects—such as race hatreds. . . .

iots between white and black oceur
for only one reason: Negro Americans
are firmly convinced that they have no
access to any physical protection which
they do not provide for themselves, It is a
well-known and established fact that
this conviction is rooted in history:
Negroes in fact do not have any protection
fram phystcal injury inflicted by whites
other than that which they provide for
themselves. It is a rather deadly joke
among Negroes {especially since the
Detroit riots) that the first thing to do
in case of a race riot is not to call the
police but to shoot them . . . . “Man,
what you mean call the Po]ice; them
the people gonna kill you.” (174)

Fourteen years before the publica-
tion of The Real Cool Killers Himes stat-
ed the relationship of white law
enforcement to the black community.
It is important to see the discourse of
protection running throughout Himes's
writings, even at this early stage.

Himes, who throughout his life
was against random violence (as
opposed to planned revolution), cri-
tiques the chaotic, riotous violence
which erupts in Harlem at the end of
Blind Man. In his 1970 Le Monde inter-
view with Michel Fabre, Himes
explains the genesis of Blind Man:

Il y a plusieurs années, de nombreuses
émeutes ont éclaté en Amérique, suiv-
ies d'émeutes spontandes aprés |"assas-
sinat de Martin Luther King et de
batailles entre les Panthéres noires et la
Fo]jce. Jai pensé que toute cette vio-
ence inorganisée que les Noirs
déchainent en Amérique n'était rien
d'autre que des coups de feu tirés a
l‘aveuﬁl’::tte, et j"ai intitulé mon roman
Biind Man with a Pistol. Tel était mon
commentaire sur linefficacité de ce
type de violence. {21)

(Several years ago, numerous riots
erupted in America followed by spon-
taneous riots after the assassination of
Martin Luther King and battles
between the Black Panthers and the
police. I thought that all this unorga-
nized vioclence that the Blacks
unleashed in America was nothing
other than shots fired blindly, and [
titled my nowvel Blind Man With a Pistol.
Such was my commentary on the inef-
ficacy of this type of violence.)



While Himes had since at least
1944 seen unorganized,
riotous violence as ineffective, it is
important to trace out his “call” for
successful planned revolution.?
Edward Margolies, in his article
“Experiences of the Black Expatriate
Writer: Chester Himes,” quotes from
the English transcript of Himes's Le
Monde interview:

[ realized that subconsciously that was

the point [ had been trying to make in

[Biind Man]. . . . I think there should be

violence . . . because I do not believe

that anything else is ever going to

improve the situation of the black man

in America except violence. [ don’t

think it would have to be great shatter-

ing and shocking violence, If the blacks

were organized and if they could resist

and fight injustice in an organized

fashion in America, I think that might

be enough. Yes, [ believe this sincerely.

427)
In his representation of chaos and the
inefficacies of splintered popular
nationalisms at the novel’s close,
Himes maintains a consistency with his
views about the need for a more sys-
tematic form of revolution as a means
of opposing white power. This need for
violent revolution is a common line of
thought in Himes's writings, not only
occasioned by particular events of the
Sixties, but present within his political
ideology since (or before) his 1944
Crisis article “Negro Martyrs Are
Needed.” The title of the article points
us toward the role of a single martyr in
the revolutionary cause, and Himes's
short story “Prediction” (1969}—as
well as the prefigurings of his final
detective novel set in the US., Plan B.10

It is possible to see Himes's
philosophies about the need for orga-
nized violence as in some ways an
inverted economy of bodies, bearing in
mind his earlier idealized construction
of Coffin Ed and Grave Digger as pro-
tectors of one white body in order ulti-
mately to protect many black bodies.
What happens in the economy of
“Prediction” and “Negro Martyrs Are
Needed” is an ideologically revolution-
ary inversion: One black body is mar-
tyred in the interest of creating more

white corpses. In his 1944 article Himes
states, “The first and fundamental con-
victions of the political tactician fight-
ing for the human rights of the people
are: (1) Progress can be brought about
only by revolution; (2) Revolutions can
be started only by incidents; (3} inci-
dents can be created only by Martyrs”
(159). Himes specifically counterposes
this idea of a planned incident by a mar-
tyr to what he sees as more random,
spontaneous rioting, which he con-
demns as ineffectual and based in self-
interest, as opposed to race betterment.
Twenty-five years later he would tell
John A. Williams,

Even individually, if you give one

black one high-powered repeating rifle

and he wanted to shoot it into a mob of

twenty thousand or more white peo-

ple, there are a number of people he

could destroy. Now, in my book [the

uncompleted Plan B], all of these
blacks who shoot are destroyed. They

not only are destroyed, theyre blown

apart; even the buildings they’re shoot-

ing from are destroyed, and quite often

the white community suffers fifty or

more deaths itself by destroying one

black man. (311)

There is a distinct contrast, which
we should not ignore, between
Himes’s comments to John A,
Williams, fellow black American
writer, and Michel Fabre, white French
literary critic. Though both interviews
were given at about the same time,
Himes’s divergent expressions of revo-
lutionary ideology reveal both ambigu-
ities in his own thought as well as
alterations for his perceived audiences.
To Fabre he states (assures?) that
“great shattering and shocking vio-
lence” is not necessary. Blacks should
just use violence “to resist and fight
injustice in an organized fashion”(427).
His words here seem like platitudes, as
he implies a specific and localized
enemy who could be systematically
resisted. The author of Blind Man, how-
ever, knows that there is no such sin-
gular enemy. The act of shooting a
repeating rifle into a crowd of twenty
thousand, as Himes describes to
Williams, is fairly “shattering and
shocking violence.” And the portrayal
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of this act in “Prediction” emphasizes
the graphic nature of the violence.
While the philosophy of limited black
deaths in order to produce larger num-
bers of white deaths seems a reversal
of the economy of bodies in the dis-
course of protection articulated in the
detective novels, the ideological basis
understands white behavioral motiva-
tion in the same way. The white reac-
tion to black violence against whites is
one that crushes anything in its path.
This is simply a more advanced stage
of the lynch mob reactiveness of law
enforcement behavior as seen through-
out the detective novels. In Himes's
1969 short story, appropriately titled
“Prediction,” this crushing white reac-
tion is disembodied in the form of a
tank with a brain.

The story, which would become
chapter 21 of Plan B, opens with an all-
white police parade “headed north up
the main street of the big city” (281).
Instead of the precisely locatable,
named Harlem geography of the detec-
tive novels, the incidents of “Prediction”
and Plan B could theoretically occur in
any U.S. city. The story describes an
all-white scene: white cops, white
crowds, white workers, etc. “There was
only one black man along the entire
length of the street at the time, and he
wasn’t in sight” (281). This unnamed
man, hidden in a church with an auto-
matic rifle, is Himes’s martyr for the
cause of black liberation: “Subjectively,
he had waited four hundred years for
this moment and he was notin a
hurry” (282). Just as Lincoln was the
criminal responsible for the riots in
Blind Man, historical racial oppression
since slavery is clearly the instigator of
the revolution which will follow this
triggering incident. The martyr knows,
however, the nature of white reaction
to his planned crime — he is aware of
the lynch-like fervor to follow: “He
knew his black people would suffer
severely for this moment of his tri-
umph. He was not an ignorant man”
(282). The man is “consoled only by the
hope that it would make life safer for
blacks in the future. He would have to
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believe that the children of the blacks
who would suffer now would benefit
later” (282-83; italics added). Note here
the presence again of the discourse of
safety and protection running through-
out Himes’s depictions of black life in
the U.S. This language exists in dialog-
ic relationship with the language of
equality, with greater emphasis on
safety as the most important condition
of freedom for African Americans.

When the police parade reaches a
key position on the street, the black
gunman opens fire and begins mowing
down rows of officers. Himes’s depic-
tion of this camage shows his writing
at its maximally grotesque:

[The commissioner] wore no hat to

catch his brains and fragments of skull,

and they exploded through the sunny

atmosphere and lattered the ta-

tors with goo, tufts of hair and

splinters of bone. One sﬁulf

larger than the others, struck a tall

well-dressed man on the cheek, cuttmg

the skin and splashing brains against

his face like a custard pie in a Mack

Sennett comedy. (284)

Combined with the more obvious
political reasons, this level of grotesque
description of white deaths caused by
blacks is something Himes knew the
U.S. publishing establishment—and,
by extension, reading public—would
reject. Discussing Plan B with John A.
Williams he says, “I don’t know what
the American publishers will do about
this book. But one thing I do know,
Johnny, they will hesitate, and it will
cause them a great amount of revul-
sion” (312).

The slaughter causes general pan-
demonium in the crowd, with police
officers firing at each other, at civilians,
etc., in their frustrated confusion and
inability to find the sniper. The lynch
mob mentality takes hold, and

all were decided, police and spectators
alike, that the sniper was a black man
for no one else would slaughter whites
so wantonly. . . . in view of the history
of all the assassinations and mass mur-
ders in the U.S., it was extraordinarily
enlightening that all the thousands of
whites caught in a deadly gunfire from
an unseen assassin, white police and

white civilians alike, would automati-
cally agree that he must be black. (285)



In an apocalyptic climax, the lynch
mob itself takes the form of a techno-
logically developed war machine, a riot
tank, endowed with a brain and an eye
searching, at first futilely, for the hid-
den sniper:
Its telescoped eye at the muzzle of the
20-mm. cannon stared right and left,
looking over the heads and among the
white spectators, over the living white
policemen hopping about the dead, up
and down the rich main street with its
impressive stores, and in its frustration
at not seeing a black face to shoot at it
rained explasive 20-mm. shells on the
black plaster of Paris uins dis-
playing a line of beachwear in a
department store window. (286)
The lynch mob law enforcement
behavior has here reached its apocalyp-
tic level of absurdity, shooting at plas-
ter images of black bodies when it can-
not find a human black body. This
destructive action in turn triggers fur-
ther mass hysteria and killing of vast
numbers of innocent bystanders, untl
finally the tank demolishes the church
with the sniper inside.

Even this last act, however, is not
conclusive for the white mob, since it
does not produce the desired black
body: “It did not take long for the can-
non to reduce the stone face of the
cathedral to a pile of rubbish. But it
took all of the following day to unearth
the twisted rifle and a few scraps of
bloody black flesh to prove the black
killer had existed” (287). When whites
are killed, only a black body will
appease the lynching mob, and the
capturing, dead or alive, whole or in
pieces, of this body becomes the all-
important aim. In the breakdown of
criminal apprehendability which char-
acterizes the cementing of white hege-
monic power as represented in the
socio-cultural milieu of Blind Man,
blackness is made to function as redun-
dancy in white power relations. It is as
if, after Lincoln, after four hundred
years of oppression, after the ghetto,
white power is still, redundantly, emp-
tying its bullets into an already beaten
black “opponent.”

For the martyr, because of the
number of whites he has killed, the

exchange of his body for their deaths
seems fair:
He was ready to die. By then he had
killed seventy-three whites, forty-
seven policemen and twenty-six men,
women and children civilians, and had
wounded an additional seventy-five,
and although he was never to know
this figure, he was satisfied. He felt
like a gambler who had broken the
bank. (%86). _
Himes specifically envisions this kind
of murderous gamble as the key move
to trigger more widespread planned
violence by blacks “which will mobi-
lize the forces of justice and carry us
forward from the pivot of change to a
way of existence where everyone is
free” (“Negro Martyrs” 159).11
In 1972, Himes explained his long-
held belief in the necessity of violence
to Hoyt Fuller : “I have always
believed—and this was from the time
that If He Hollers . . . was published—
that the Black man in America should
mount a serious revolution and this
revolution should employ a massive,
extreme violence” (18). Again, notice
that to a black interviewer, for a piece
published in Black World, Himes calls
for “massive, extreme violence.”
Himes’s political philosophizing
moves from an assertion of defensive
violence to an aggressive violence, yet
all within the construct of making the
U.S. ultimately a safer place for blacks.
Himes’s literary expression of
black revolutionary ideologies should
be seen within a tradition—his voice
obviously is not the first, nor does it
stand alone. Hoyt Fuller, in his Black
World interview, calls Himes’s atten-
tion to his literary company in Sam
Greenlee's The Spook Who Sat By the
Door (1969} and another novel whose
author is unnamed, Black Commandoes.
I would historicize this revolutionary
discourse further and add Sutton
Griggs’s Imperium int Imperio (1899) to
the list. Griggs’s novel exists as an
interesting precursor for Plan B, since it
too involves two heroes, long-time
companions who disagree over partic-
ular revolutionary ideologies, with
death as the result. Coffin Ed and
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Grave Digger play a minor role in Plan
B. Himes states, “I began writing a book
called Plan B, about a real black revolu-
tion in which my two black detectives
split up and eventually Grave Digger
kills Coffin Ed to save the cause” (My
Life 360). Grave Digger is then killed by
Tomsson Black {Plan B 209). Thus, in
Plan B we see the final role and ultimate

threat to personal safety for impover-
ished African American urban
dwellers. In an environment pervaded
by racial oppression the first require-
ment of freedom is protection from
lynch mobs, and the feeling that one’s
body is not endangered. But over the
course of Himes’s writing we see this
first requirement become less and less

attainable. We reach what Himes
always considered the absurdity of U.S.
race relations.

demise of Himes’s two heroes.
For Himes, then, white law
enforcement represents the greatest

1. Both H. Bruca Franklin {223-24) and Edward Margalias { Which Way 59) also discuss Himes's
prison expetiances as influsntial on his datective story writing.

2, John Robarts, in the Introduction to his excellent study From Trickstar to Badman, exprassas the
nead for an analysis of African Amatican folk heroes “as symbols of black cultural idantity” (2). He
emphasizas that “African Amarican falk heroic craation is a nomative cultural activity linked to black
cultura-building in Amarica™ (4). This is the sensa in which | use the tarm folk heroic creation as well.

3. Sae Senter far a discussion of white responsas to voodoo.

4. Tan yaars sardier than Berry's article, Faymond Nelsan, in “Domastic Harlem: The Detective
Fiction of Chester Himes,” uses neary idantical phrasing to dalineata the two cops as “bad niggers”
(266).

5. Levine alsa discussas “Badmen and Bandits” (407-20).

&. Gilbart Muller invokes Marc Chagall and Hogarth (83-84). Nelson cites Bosch (274), Margolies
namas Hagarth {Which Way 66). Dy finds scenas of Biind Man Rabelaisian (20). René Micha calls
Himes's Harlem Dickansian (1507). Such analogies strip away the radolant meanings and complexity
of Himas's vision and obscure his particularty African Amertican literary voica in the same way that
critical appraisal of him in terms of a previously all-whita ganra of detective fiction doag.

7. | am grateful to Sherdey Anne Williams for reminding me of Toomar's poam.

8. Himes did not spaak Franch; Michel Fabre translated his rasponsas for publication in this
Franch magazine. The French-to-English translation is my own.

9. What doaes it mean to “call” for ravolution from an axpatriate stance of non-paricipation? In
Himes's discussions of what “the black man in America” should da, he stands outside the implied
group of actors wham he rafers to as “they." This sell-positioning certainly raises quastions for revo-
lutionary political polamicizing, if not for litarary analysis.

10. Plan 8 was publishad in tha U.S, in 1993 (by the UP of Mississippi).

11. ltis interesling to nota that in 1944, whan Himes was still living in the U.S., his revolutionary
proclamations wara exprassed in tarms that include him: He usas the pronoun us instead of them.
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