
I remember Mr. Red Leg's story like a favorite melody. "Anything that works against you can also work for you 

once you understand the Principle of Reverse. "There was a cracker in Tulsa who bilked so many Negroes he 

could set up a Negro Bilking Company. Naturally he got to thinking, Black Skin means Damn Fool. Just Black 

and I went to Tulsa to check him out. Come to find out, he's a perfect mark. His momma must have been scared 

in an Indian massacre in Africa. He hated Negroes only a little more than he despised Indians. And he was 

greedy.  

 

"Black and I studied him and decided he was worth setting up against the store. That means we were ready to 

put out a few thousand dollars in preparation. We pulled in a white boy from New York, a good con artist, and 

had him open an office in Tulsa. He was supposed to be a Northern real estate agent trying to buy up valuable 

land in Oklahoma. We investigated a piece of land near Tulsa that had a toll bridge crossing it. It used to be part 

of an Indian reservation but had been taken over by the state.  

 

"Just Black was laid out as the decoy, and I was going to be the fool. After our friend from New York hired a 

secretary and had his cards printed, Black approached the mark with a proposition. He told him that he had 

heard that our mark was the only white man colored people could trust. He named some of the poor fools that 

had been taken by that crook. It just goes to show you how white folks can be deceived by their own deception. 

The mark believed Black.  

 

"Black told him about his friend who was half Indian and half colored and how some Northern white estate 

agent had found out that he was the sole owner of a piece of valuable land and the Northerner wanted to buy it. 

At first the man acted like he smelled a rat, but from the way he gobbled up the proposition, turns out what he 

thought he smelled was some nigger money on his top lip.  

 

"He asked the whereabouts of the land but Black put him off. He told his cracker that he just wanted to make 

sure that he would be interested. The mark allowed how he was being interested, so Black said he would tell his 

friend and they'd get in touch with him. Black met the mark for about three weeks in cars and in alleys and kept 

putting him off until the white man was almost crazy with anxiety and greed and then accidentally it seemed 

Black let drop the name of the Northern real estate agent who wanted the property. From that moment on we 

knew we had the big fish on the line and all we had to do was to pull him in.  

 

"We expected him to try to contact our store, which he did. That cracker went to our setup and counted on his 

whiteness to ally him with Spots, our white boy, but Spots refused to talk about the deal except to say the land 

had been thoroughly investigated by the biggest real estate concern in the South and that if our mark did not go 

around raising dust he would make sure that there would be a nice piece o€ money in it for him. Any obvious 

inquiries as to the rightful ownership of the land could alert the state and they would surely push through a law 

prohibiting the sale. Spots told the mark he would keep in touch with him. The mark went back to the store 

three or four times but to no avail, then just before we knew he would crack, Black brought me to see him. That 

fool was as happy as a sissy in a C.C.C. camp. You would have thought my neck was in a noose and he was 

about to light the fire under my feet. I never enjoyed taking anybody so much.  

 

"Anyhow, I played scary at first but Just Black told me that this was one white man that our people could trust. I 

said I did not trust no white man because all they wanted was to get a chance to kill a Black man legally and get 

his wife in the bed. (I'm sorry, Clidell.) The mark assured me that he was the only white man who did not feel 

like that. Some of his best friends were colored people. In fact, if I didn't know it, the woman who raised him 



was a colored woman and he still sees her to this day. I let myself be convinced and then the mark began to drag 

the Northern whites. He told me that they made Negroes sleep in the street in the North and that they had to 

clean out toilets with their hands in the North and even things worse than that. I was shocked and said, `Then I 

don't want to sell my land to that white man who offered seventy-five thousand dollars for it.' Just Black said, `I 

wouldn't know what to do with that kind of money,' and I said that all I wanted was to have enough money to 

buy a home for my old mom, to buy a business and to make one trip to Harlem. The mark asked how much 

would that cost and I said I reckoned I could do it on fifty thousand dollars.  

 

"The mark told me no Negro was safe with that kind of money. That white folks would take it from him. I said I 

knew it but I had to have at least forty thousand dollars. He agreed. We shook hands. I said it would do my heart 

good to see the mean Yankee go down on some of `our land.' We met the next morning and I signed the deed in 

his car and he gave me the cash.  

 

"Black and I had kept most of our things in a hotel over in Hot Springs, Arkansas. When the deal was closed we 

walked to our car, drove across the state line and on to Hot Springs.  

 

"That's all there was to it."  

 

When he finished, more triumphant stories rainbowed around the room riding the shoulders of laughter. By all 

accounts those storytellers, born Black and male before the turn of the twentieth century, should have been 

ground into useless dust. Instead they used their intelligence to pry open the door of rejection and not only 

became wealthy but got some revenge in the bargain.  

 

It wasn't possible for me to regard them as criminals or be anything but proud of their achievements.  

 

The needs of a society detennine its ethics, and in the Black American ghettos the hero is that man who is 

offered only the crumbs from his country's table but by ingenuity and courage is able to take for himself a 

Lucullan feast. Hence the janitor who lives in one room but sports a robin's-egg-blue Cadillac is not laughed at 

but admired, and the domestic who buys forty-dollar shoes is not criticized but is appreciated. We know that 

they have put to use their full mental and physical powers. Each single gain feeds into the gains of the body 

collective.  

 

Stories of law violations are weighed on a different set of scales in the Black mind than in the white. Petty 

crimes embarrass the community and many people wistfully wonder why Negroes don't rob more banks, 

embezzle more funds and employ graft in the unions. "We are the victims of the world's most comprehensive 

robbery. Life demands a balance. It's all right if we do a little robbing now." This belief appeals particularly to 

one who is unable to compete legally with his fellow citizens.  

 

My education and that of my Black associates were quite different from the education of our white schoolmates. 

In the classroom we all learned past participles, but in the streets and in our homes the Blacks learned to drop s's 

from plurals and suffixes from past-tense verbs. We were alert to the gap separating the written word from the 

colloquial. We learned to slide out of one language and into another without being conscious of the effort. At 

school, in a given situation, we might respond with "That's not unusual." But in the street, meeting the same 

situation, we easily said, "It be's like that sometimes." 


