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THE GREAT MIGRATION 
William Attaway's powerful novel of the Negro exodus from fhe South to the industrial North. The protection 

of a new though incompletely realized theme. Reviewed by Ralph Ellison. 

BLOOD ON THE FORGE, by William Attaiaay. Double-
day Doran. $2. 

THOSE who found William Attaway's first 
novel, Let Me Breathe Thunder, pleasant 

reading but rather thin, will be happily sur
prised by Blood on the Forge. For Attaway, 
a young Negro writer, has produced a work 
of unmistalcable power, easily one of the sea
son's best novels. In contrast with his first 
book, which dealt with white characters, this 
is a novel of Negro life. Attaway has mined 
that vital body of Negro experience known as 
the Great Migration, which, during the first 
world war period, swept thousands of Negro 
farm folk into industrial areas. 

In the spring of 1919 three Negro brothers 
escape a lynch mob and leave Kentucky for 
the mill country of the Allegheny valley, 
where they become steel workers. After the 
excitement of the big pay and broader free
dom of movement wears away, their experi
ence is disastrous. One of them is blinded; an
other killed; and the third, whose injury is 
spiritual rather than physical, takes the blinded 
one with him to Pittsburgh, hoping that mill 
conditions there will be less hazardous. 

Attaway has sought to depict the essential 
meaning of the migration, to show the Negro 
entering industry, and, through a system of 
symbols, to light up broader regions of Negro 
experience than are specifically dealt with in 
this volume. He is especially sensitive to the 
disillusionment sustained by Negroes through 
the migratory experience. 

The boys' journey begins when they accept 
the offer of a "jackleg" who has been recruit
ing workers in their district of Kentucky. They 
do not mind being packed with hundreds of 
others into sealed boxcars and smuggled out 
of the state—a procedure made necessary by 
the planters, who sought to keep their cheap 
labor supply in the South. The "jackleg," 
however, proves to be an agent of a perverse 
underground railroad. For in the North the 
boys find themselves victims of an even greater 
violence than that which they escaped. This 
violence (that of industrial capitalism), is 
more frightening because it is mysteriously 
concealed; more awe-inspiring, because it does 
not seem, as in the South, to spring from the 
conflict of interests between black men and 
white rulers, but to erupt from giant inhuman 
machines. The impersonal brutality of the mill 
strikes upon their folk sensibilities "like the 
smoking hell out of a backwoods preacher's 
sermon." 

This is a story of transition and contrast
ing values. In the first part of the novel we 
arc shown the naive, almost formless person-
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alities of the farm workers in their "natural" 
sharecropper setting. Then the main portion 
of the narrative centers in the mill town, 
where we see the quick-silver personalities 
caught within the hot, hard forge of industry. 
The boys' names—through which Attaway 
symbolizes three basic attitudes to the world 
of steel—now become meaningful: Melody 
embodies the artistic principle; Big Mat, the 
religious; and Chinatown, for want of a bet
ter term, the pagan. We see the new routine 
of toil (product of a way of life technologi
cally years ahead of that from which they've 
come) grinding down upon the brothers. Un
der it Big Mat's vague religion and mythol
ogy become inadequate; Melody, whose rela
tionship to his world has always been expressed 
through his guitar, gives musical utterance to 
a new attitude, the blues; and the "blow-top" 
Chinatown's life becomes a mad ritual of 
"whiskey, whores, and wheelbarrows." 

THUS, in this world of changing values all 
the old rules of living are melted away. Big 
Mat loses his religion and forgets the wife he 
left down South. Anna, the Mexican girl who 
takes her place, admires his great physical 
strength at first, but later learns to regard 
him as a "black peon" who has exchanged the 
soil for a mill. Her rejection of him sends 
Big Mat to the depths of his humiliation; he 
suffers a psychological loss of his virility. Nor 
do the others escape. Melody also is tormented 
with frustrated love for Anna; and as the mill 
effects its disintegrating process he lays aside 
his guitar and becomes silently uncreative. 
Chinatown, always the most poorly equipped 
of the three, loses his eyes and reverts to child
hood. Big Mat's struggle to achieve a sense 
of dignity moves him to become a deputy and 

he is killed, attacking a striking worker. And 
at the end we see the saddened Melody guid
ing Chinatown toward the mills of Pitts
burgh. We leave them in conversation with 
a blind Negro soldier, their voices small and 
lonely against the booming rhythms of the 
train which sweeps them along. 

The effect of all this is powerful. Attaway 
has done several things quite well. He has 
carefully observed the farm folk in their nat
ural surroundings, and (though his ear some
times plays him false) he has heard them 
speak. He takes us into the poetic essence of 
their speech, as when he records and depicts 
for us the "wishing game," a naive form of 
unrecorded literature—closely akin to the air
plane scene in Native Son—in which the indi
vidual dream and wish is dramatized verbally 
and shared collectively. 

The contribution of Blood on the Forge 
lies mainly in its projection of new themes. 
Spanning two areas and eras of Negro expe
rience, those of the semi-feudal plantation 
and industrial urban environments, Attaway's 
source material received its dynamic move
ment from the clash of two modes of economic 
production. The characters are caught in the 
force of a struggle which, like the steel fur
naces, roars throughout its pages; they are 
swept out of the center of gravity of one 
world, blindly into that of another. When, 
however, we examine the conclusion of the 
novel to see how the struggle has registered 
in the consciousness of the characters, we are 
disappointed. We find Big Mat dead, China
town blind, and Melody no more understand
ing the forces which grip him than when he 
first encountered them. From this one gets 
the impression that the book is simply a lament 
for the dying away of the Negro's folk values. 
The author seems to sanction the conclusions 
of the crippled character who, wandering in 
and out of the novel as a symbol of fate, keeps 
insisting that "It's wrong to tear up the 
ground and melt it up in the furnace . . . 
ground don't like it." But this explanation 
of the Negro's degradation and suffering when 
he enters industry is that of a pre-industrial 
toiler viewing a complex, mechanical world 
which he cannot understand. Such a viewpoint 
includes only one pole of the contradictory ex
perience from which the novel is composed. 
Fortunately, however, of the thousands of 
Negroes who passed through the experience, 
all were not left merely uprooted and brutal
ized (as E. Franklin Frazier's Negro Family 
in the United States makes us aware) and 
what happened to those who were not is a nec
essary part of the story. 

Attaway's incomplete picture puts him, 
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artistically, in the position of a sort of sorcer
er's apprentice who has released powerful 
forces but does not know the key word for 
keeping them under control. Hence the epi
sodic quality of the novel; the substitution of 
tagging (Melody, Big Mat, Chinatown) for 
character developnjent; and the fact that the 
meaning of incidents and situations is ren
dered not in terms of the character's thoughts 
and emotions, but in the author's own terms. 
The power of Blood on the Forge lies not so 
much in Attaway's presentation as in the tre
mendous vitality and appeal of the book's basic 
situation. There is no center of consciousness, 
lodged in a character or characters capable of 
comprehending the sequence of events. Pos
sibly this would have called for an entirely 
new character. But at the same time it would 
have saved the work from finally disintegrat
ing into a catalogue of meaningless casualties 
and despairs. Inclusion of such a consciousness 
would not have been a mere artistic device; 
it would have been in keeping with historical 
truth. 

Conceptionally, Attaway grasped the de
struction of the folk, but missed its rebirth 
on a higher level. The writer did not see that 
while the folk individual was being liquidated 
in the crucible of steel, he was also under
going fusion with new elements. Nor did Atta
way see that the individual which emerged, 
blended of old and new, was better fitted for 
the problems of the industrial environment. 
As a result the author is so struck by the de
spair in his material that he fails to see any 
ground for hopfe for his characters. Yet hope 
is there, as in Big Mat's profoundly human re
action to his predicament. Actually only Big 
Mat's solution to his problem was hopeless. 
His motivations, the intense desire to live and 
mantain a sense of dignity, have also produced 
the most conscious American Negro type, the 
black trade unionist. At the end of this book 
readers are left with the question of what is 
to be done by such characters as these Negro, 
boys. For when Melody leaves for Pittsburgh, 
he carries not a new consciousness, but a sym
bolic watch-fob made of the steel in which the 
superstitious cripple has been destroyed, and 
Big Mat's old backless Bible. Even his guitar 
is left behind. 

Certainly, as the writer shows us, few 
folk values withstood the impact of the indus
trial era; certainly there was great suffering 
and dissolution; and certainly there was a 
wide distance between the Negro people and 
the trade union movement during the period 
covered by the novel. But that distance uras 
not absolute. Some Negroes, even then, found 
in unionism a large part of the answer to their 
suffering. And it was these, at the beginning 
only a few, who by pursuing their vision de
spite the antipathy of some white unionists and 
bosses alite, established those values embraced 
by a growing number of Negroes today. 

In raising these problems Mr. Attaway has 
touched some of the central problems of Amer
ican experience. He has also proved himself 
one of the most gifted Negro writers. 
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Crime Study 
DARK LEGEND: A Study in Murder, by Frederic 
Wertkam. Duell, Sloan & Pearce. $2.75. 

""T~HE cop was standing by the candy store. 
I It was just past midnight . . . in this 

crowded tenement district. . . . A boy came 
toward him, a good-looking kid. He went in 
the candy store. When he came out the cop 
noticed his hand wrapped clumsily . . . and 
blood making a dark stain on it. 

" *Cut yourself?'" asked the cop. 
" 'Yeah,' said the boy, and his brown eyes 

looked directly and with friendliness into the 
cop's. 'Yeah, I just killed my mother.' " 

That's how this book starts, and that's 
about the breathless pace with which you try 
to keep up with it, with its explanations, par
ticularly with the boy Gino's story. And he 
tells it, Gino, the brown-eyed, friendly, 
Italian immigrant boy, in detail, himself, in 
his own words, holding nothing back. 

For the first time you get the full story 
of a ghastly crime, in the "murderer's" own 
words. But this is no shilling shocker. It is 
a serious, thought-out, amazingly absorbing 
study of a shocking crime and how it came to 
be committed. And it isn't a cop who tells 
the story, or a detective writer. It is a psychi
atrist. That was Gino's luck. He had some
one to whom to tell his story who "had ears 
to hear." And the psychiatrist, Dr. Frederic 
Wertham, works out for you—and with you 
—the successive steps by which he tried to fit 
the story into some logical scheme. The book 
thus becomes a study in understanding. Dr. 
Wertham knows mental disease. And as this 
book shows, he can say what he knows in 
simple, clear language so that anyone can 
grasp it, and grasp therewith the fundamen
tal factors which influence us all, normal and 
abnormal, in certain situations. That is what 
the study of "the insane" should teach us. 
This book gives the gist and the pith of a 
psychiatrist's knowledge and experience, as 
well as a glimpse into his method. Those in
terested in the social approach to crime will 
find here long-sought answers to some of their 
questions. 

This story of a proletarian child is placed, 
not in a doctor's office removed from strife, 
but in the setting in which it occurred—on 
New York's lower East Side. You see a boy 
who had one dream—^to have the leisure to 
spend One afternoon at Coney Island. (He 
never realized it.) A kid who worked from 
the time he was-eleven, eighteen hours a day, 
twelve hours after he left school, seven days 
a week, who had no diversions, no books to 
read. He had no kind doctors or lavi^rers or 
teachers to whom he could confide in time his 
terrible trouble, and who might have advised 
him well, even if only to "go away and get a 
rest." 

Thus, an important factor in Gino's devel
opment was that he never had the time to 
think. Insight into his problem—^which 
thought might have given him—^might have 
saved him from matricide. So in the actual 
psychological interpretation of this case, the 
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