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5918 N.W, 45th street,
Oklahoma City 12, Okla.
September 2, 1958

First Person Editor,
The Reader's Digest,
Pleasantville, N.Y.

Dear sir:

I am sending herewith a true and hitherto
unpublished article under the pen name of "Shirley
Randolph" which I hope you will consider acceptable
for publication in your current series of First

Person articles,

Postage for the return trip, if necessary,
is enclosed,

Very truly yours,

5 kg owtiph BIT

(Mrs.) Shirley Randolph Blatt



PRINCESS PETE

I was five years old when I was sent to live with
ny father's parents in Windsor, Florida. lother had
just died, leaving my griefstrickem father with two
little girls and Windsor seemed the ideal place for us
to grow up.

Grandfather had just retired from the United States
Senate and, after many years in washington, was sete
tling down for a happy time with é‘andnotm and three
of his twelve childrem who ronain;; at home: a maiden
daughter, a bachelor son and a married daughter who
couldn't bear to leave Windsor and continued to live
there in a wing which (grandfather added to the house
especially for her family.

It was a big house, the biggest im  indsorj; but
then, "indsor wasn't a very big place. The Jide ver-
anda woulhd all the way arounc the house which was come
pletely surrounded by orange trees except in the fromt,
The fromt yard was a riot of color with every kind of
tropical flower that would grow there while, near the
street, huge live ocak trees stood guard, dripping their
long beards of grey Spanish noss.
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I remember many Negroes about the place to do the
work, and that's how I met Pete. She came to work for
é’rnnd-othor Just after I arrived there. e met her at
the train station when she arrived from South Carolina
late one night. She spoke a Geechee dialect which was
completely foreign to the family, but it take long for
me to understand everything she said. Ve were fricnds
from the very beginning.

Pete was a tall woman with a protruding reaf}, on
which you coulé set a plate. She had a flat nose with
wide nostrils and thick lips which most Negroes have.
She wore a colored handkerchief on her head all the
time and I never once saw her without something tied
around her black kinky hair. Two things I romember most
vividly about her were her laughter and her singing,
Both made you glad to be alive.

She had no educatiom, could neither read nor write,
but was as delighted as a child to be taught to spell
a few simple words, and would spend hours spelling them
over and over again,

She loved children, and that was really important
whea I was five years old.

Grandmbbher taught Pete to wook all the wonderfud
things we were accustomed to eat at wWindsor and, before
long, she was a better cook than Grandmother ever dared
bes We had a big dining room with a long table that
seated about twenty without adding any leaves and it
was almost always filled three times a day. Pete cooked
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for all those peogle anc never once complained,

One of the things I never quite understood -an,iﬁié,
power she had over all of us kids. iWhen she wanted us
to do something, first she would ask us and them, if
we refused or made excuses, she would say, "All right!
If wonna don't do'em, I'll put my mark on the wall, and
wonna aint gwine on no picmic!®

We'd laugh at her and then, sure enough, she'd go
over to the wall, make a big "X" in a dramatiec, flour-
ishing manner and before long it would start raining
cats and dogs and the picnic would be off, just like
Pete had threatened,

At first we thought it was coincidence, but it hap=
pened too many times to be mere coincidence. So, after
a while, all‘Bcto had to do was threatea teo put her
mack on the wall and she would have us right in the
palms of her big, black, wonderful hands,.

I remember her childish delicht im the presents we
would bring her every time we returned home., She loved
serfumes and highly scented soaps. It didn't matter
what kind they were so long as they smelled good to
Pete. A bottle of Noyt's from the S5eand-l0 was as ac-
ceptable as though it were expensive, Fremch perfume,
And we would spend out last penny to buy it for her.

To Pete, all people, whife and black, were either
"Aristoeracks™ or "Crackers." Crackers were the poer
white backwoods people who lived in ignorance and pove
erty all their lives. Pete considered hcrg!?& an
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aristocratic Negro, and I firmly believe that she was,.
There was something about her that made you respect

her. As a child, and even now, I always felt that in

her Qﬁ right she was from a longz line of Africam royalty,
that she might bave been a princess because there was

an innate, prevailing air of dignity about her,

I remember some wonderful nights, sitting om the
porch of Pete's littl@fhouse in back of the big ome,
with moonlight sifting through the trees and the scent
of orange blossoms everywhere, listening to her tell
all kinds of stories while she puffed awvay on her old
clay pipe. It seemed as though she were from another
world as she talked in her soft, queer dialect, There
was always the plaintive sound of the Whippoorwill im
the background., And, even as children, we were aware
of strange, wonderful things that were never spoken.

Christmas at Windsor meant a house overflowing
with cousins, aunts and uncles. Fireplaces were lighted
in every room. The smell of turkey and Chrisctmas
goodles permiated the whole house. Amnd Pote was there
in the kitchen, responsible for all those glorious odors.
The entire family was gathered in the parlor around the
Christmas tree and you knew té:;t. any minute, Pete
would appear to joim in the singing and laughter. The
fun of watching Pete open her gifts with the delight
of a child showing on her black face really made the
giving at Christmas what it should be,
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#e never knew how old she was although we asked
her many times., The truth was: even she dida't know,
Her reply was always the same; "I's eweet sixteen ...
I's bora *long about corm-plantin® time.” However, she
hever waited until corneplanting time to have a birth- |
day. It was whemever Pete wanted something., And we
loved her so much that we bought presents for many
birthdoys during the year,

e knew little about Pete's life before coming te
liindsor. We suspected she had two sons, but we never
Saw them, It was not unusual then for Negroes to have
ill@gitimate families, thinking there was nothing wrong
with it. They didn't bother setting a marriage licensej
it seemed so pointless to put a lot of things om paper |
which they couldn't even read or understand, Bat Pote
kept sending paékages and presents to twe "mephews" in
South Carolima which we would wrap, tie and address for
her. e found out later that the "nephews” called her
nn‘.n

After I married and moved awvay from Windsor, it was
Bany years before I could return home. Thinking of
home meant Pete., Seeing her again was more impertant
to me tham seeing anyone,

I returned to Windsor for the first time when my
daughter, Betsy, was three years old, Gramndmother and
Grandfather had died. Only one widowed uncle and his
five children remained, but Pete had stayed to cook
and care for them as she had from the first day she
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Bverything was so changed, but not ‘ote. After
hugging me tight in her arms, she looked at betsy and
said, "AndAdil wonna's baby? She aint no Cracker, She |
quality folks!"™ And that meant more to me than anything
she could have said, because I kéé she meant it., It was
the highest compliment she was capable of civing te
anyone.

As the years went by and Pete was no longer "sixteon,"
she longed to go back to South Carolina to be with her
boys. She had visited them every few ycars during her
life at Windsor, but each time she could hardly wait
to get back to her own little house in Windsor, Bat
the day finally came whea she mas no longer able to do .
the things she had always done. 8o, with much sadnoss,
she was taken back to her beloved South Carolima where
she lived with her boys until her tragic death,

And tragic, indeed, it was., One Sunday morning when
all the others had gone to church, Pete fell aslecep
with her clay pipe in her, « The whole house went
up in flames before anyone could save her,

I still think of Pete and I'll always rcmember her
tenderness and love which were so much a part of my
childhood., She came along when I needed her most, She
was always there, siving me warmth and love in her ouwan
simple-hearted way.

Whorever she is, she knowse that I love her and nisg
her. Yeos, to me, anyway, Pete was a Princess, and she

was an Aristocrat, not a "Cracker,"”
End.



