ABlack at he Gridiron Dinner

WHEN IT was all over, a0
had tears in their eyes, even more had Iifted
hearts and gpirits, but a few were-30 disspir-
jted that they went upstairs to get drunk,
We had just heard the President and Vice
President of the United States in & unique
piano -duet—and. to, many old Griddiron Din-
neg veterans, it was a_moving show-stopper.

To a few others, it was a depressing display
of gross ingensitivity and both conscious and

“uneonscious racism-—further proof that they
and their hopes for their country are becom-
ing more. and more isolated from those
places where America’s heart and power
seem to be moving. ] - e

The annual dinner of the Gridiron Club is
the time when men can put on white .ties
and tails and forget the anxiety and lone-
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liness that are central to the human condi-
tion and look at other men in white ties and
tails and know that they have arrived or are
. still there.. o o :
The guests are generally grateful and
gracious. But the event’s importance is
beyond the structures of graciousness be-
cause it shows the most powerful elements
of the nation’s daily press and all elements
of the nation’s government locked in a sym-
biotic embrace. The rich and the powerful in

jest tell many truths about themselves and "

about their country. I.don’t feel very gra-
cious about what they told me.

Some weeks ago, to my surprise and
delight, a friend—a sensitive man of honor
—with a little- half-apology about the re-
quired costume, invited me to atiend the
dinner. s o

The first impression was stunning: almost.

every passing face was a familiar one. Some
/had names that were household words. Some
merely made up a montage of the familiar
faces and bearings of our times. There were

Richard Helms and ‘Walter Mondale and

Henry Kissinger and George: McGovern
and Joel Broyhill and Tom Wicker and Wil-
liam Westmoreland and John Mitchell and
Tom Clark (ironieally placed, by soine pixie
no doubt, next to each other on the dais)
and Robert Finch and Ralph Nader, and of
course, the President of the United States.

 ONE THING quickly became clear about

fhose faces. Apart from Walter Washington
—who, I.suppose, as Mayor had to be invited
—mine was the only face in a crowd of some
500 that was not:- white. - There were no
Indians, there were no ‘Asians, there were
no Puerto Ricans, there were no Mexican-
Americans. There were ‘just the Mayor and
"me. Ineredibly, I sensed that there were
few in that room who thought that anything
was missing. - .

There is something about an atmosphere
like that that is hard to define, but excru-
ciatingly easy for a black man to feel. It is
the heavy, almost tangible, clearly visible,

. broad assumption that in places where it

counts, America is a white country. I was an’
American citizen sitting in a banquet room
in a hotel which I had visited many times.
(My last occasion for a visit to that hotel
was the farewell party for the white staff
director and the black deputy staff director
of the United States Commission on Civil
Rights.) This night in:that room, less than
three miles from my home in the nation’s
capital, a 60 per cent black city, I felt out of
place in America.

That is not to say that there were not kind
men, good men, warm men in and around
and about the party, nor is it to say that any-
one was personally rude to me. There were
some old friends and some new acquaint-
ances whom I was genuinely glad to see. Ed
Muskie who had given a very funny and ex-
quisitely partisan speech (the Republicans
have three problems: the war, inflation, and
what to say on Lincoln’s Birthday) was one
of those. I was even warmly embraced by
the Deputy Attorney General, Mr. Klein-
dienst, and had a long conversation with the
associate director of the FBI, Mr. DeLoach.
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BUT IT was not the people so much who
sha.ped the evening. It was the humor.
amidst that pervasive whiteness about what
was going on in this country these days that
gave the evening its form and substance.
There were many jokes about the “Southern
strategy.” White people have funny senses
of humor. Some of them found something to
laugh about in the Southern strategy. Black .
people* don’t think it’s funny at all. That
strategy hits men where they live—in their
hopes for themselves and their dreams for

their children. We find it sinister and



frightening, And let it not be said that the
Gridiron Club and its guests are nmot dis-
crithinpating about thefr humor, There was
a real sensitivity about the inappropriate-
ness of poking fun that night about an
ailing former President, but none about
laughing about -politles which crush the
aspirations’ of  millidas: citizens of this
nation. An instructive distinction, I thoyght.
There was a jokk about the amendments
to the Constitution (so what if we rescind
the First Amendment, there’ll still be 25
left); and about repression|(vou stop bugging
me, Tll stop bugging 'you), and there were
warmi, almost admiring jokes about the lady
who despises *“liberal Communists”: and
thinks something like the Russian Revolu-
tion -occurred in Washingbon on November
15. There was applausei—explosive and pro-
longed—for Judges Clement Haynsworth
and Julius Hoffman (the largest hands of
the evenihg by my reckoning) .~
As I looked, listened and saw the faces of
. those judges arid of the generals and of the
admirals and of the old members of the oli-
garchies of the House and Senate, I thought
of the soft, almost beatific smile of ‘Cesar
Chavez; the serious troubled face of Vine
Deloria Jr., and the handsome, sensitive
faces of Andy  Young and Julian Bond of

Georgia. All those men and more have

fought with surely as much {dealism as any
general ever carried with him to Saigon,
with as much courage as any senator ever
took with hifn on a factfinding trip toia Viet-
nam battlefield, or even as much hope, spirit
and belief in the American dream as any
Peace Corps kid ever took to the Andes in
Peru. But the men I have named fought for
American: freedom on American soil, And
they were not there. But Julius Hoffman
was, - ; ‘
As the jokes about the “Southern strat-
egy” continued, 1 thought about the one-

room segregatéd schioolhouse where I began.
my education in Kansas City. That was my

neighborhood school; When they closed it, I
was - bused — without an  apparent second

thought—as a &ygar-gd kindergartener,

across town to_the black elementary school.
It was caneﬂcx*isp“izs’.lxttucks. L

And I thought of the day I took my daugh-_

ter when she was seven along the

Trail, in Boston, and of telling her about the

black man named Crispus' Attticks Who Was

the first American to die in our revolution..

And I remember telling her that white

America would try very hard in thousands
of congcious and unconscious ways both to
make her feel that her people had hsd no
rart in building America’s greatness and'to

make her feel inferior. And I remembear the

profoundly moving and grateful Isok In her

eyes and the wordless hug she gave me
when: I told her, “Don’t you believe them he-
cause they are lies.” And I felt white Amer-
ica in that room in the Statler Hilton telling
me eall those things that night, and I told

myself, “Don’t you believe them because

they are lies.” -
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AND WHEN it came to the end, the Presi-
dent and the Vice President of the United

-States, in an act which they had consciously

worked up, put on a Mr. Bones routine
about the Southern strategy with the biggest
boffo coming as the Vi¢e President affected
a deep -Southern accent. And then they
played their duets — the President playing
his songs, the Vice President playing
“Dixie,” the whole thing climaxed by “Ged
Bless America” and “Auld Lang Syne.” The
crowd ate it up. They roared. As they roared
I thought that after our black decade of im-
ploring, suing, marching, lobbying, singing,
rebelling, praying and dying we had come to
this: a Vice Presidential Dixie with the Pres- -
ident as his straight man. In the serious and
frivolous places of power—at the end of that
decade—America was still virtually lly
white. And most of the people in that room
were reveling in it. What, I wondered, would
it take for them to understand that men also
come in colors other than white, Seeing and
feeling their blindness; I shuddered at the '
answers that came most readily to mind.

As we stood voluntarily, some more slowly
than others, when the two men began to

. play God Bless America, I couldn’t help re-

‘membering Judy Collins (who could not. sihg
in Chicago) singing “Where Have All the
Flowers Gone?” N

So, later, I joined Nick Kotz, author of

-“Let Them Eat Promisés” and we drank

down our dreams. :

1 don’t believe that I have been blanketed
in and suffocated by such racism and insen-
sitivity since I was a sophomore in college
when I was the only black invited to a min-
strel spoof put on at a white fraternity
house. ]

But then, they were only fraternity broth-
ers, weren’t they? »



