Getting Under My Skin
Reckoning with My White Confederate Ancestor

Thomasina A. Yuille

Our nation continues to struggle with its various histories of enslavement
and racial injustice. In the first decades of the twenty-first century, many
voices have called for recognition and reconciliation as we see in the Uni-
versities Studying Slavery initiatives across the country. Other voices have
sought to limit dialog. My essay seeks to move discussions of race, both past
and present, away from partisan and ideological frameworks and toward the
living dynamics of a particular family. Tracing my own efforts to discover
and understand my ancestors’ complicated past, | hope to show not only that
history is never a simple narrative but also that it remains both vibrant and
deeply personal.

My Flesh and Blood, 1960-62

My grandmother Mary Ann did not look like me, which gave me my first
clue about him. She looked like a white woman. I knew that she wasn’t
white. She was my grandmother. She never pretended to be anything other
than colored on the inside. Yet her appearance puzzled me. I recall a woman
about the age I am now, the color of vintage lace, with gray eyes and long,
straight, dark brunette hair that fell to the small of her back—a cultural mark
of beauty. Her two chubby brown granddaughters, my twin sister Toni and
I, used to playfully quiz her about her intriguing appearance. Secretly, we
wanted to look more like her, but I didn’t necessarily covet her skin tone.
Even though my brown skin placed me below the lighter skinned girls in
the caste, I passed the “paper bag” test. My mother encouraged me to like the
color of my skin. She wanted brown children. As a child, she had felt pun-
ished for being light-skinned and didn’t want any of her children to experi-
ence the hardship and trauma she suffered. Heading to college, she decided
that she would marry a dark-skinned man because she wanted brown chil-
dren. She married my father, a man with melanin-rich skin. Coincidentally,
my father wanted to marry a light-skinned woman because he also wanted
brown children. At that time, Black equated to ugliness not only in the
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predominant white culture but also for those who had internalized white
norms as a means of assimilation. Instead of Black, we referred to ourselves
as colored or Negroes.

Subsequently, these two science majors genetically engineered me. I
learned that it was best to be a brown colored girl, because my complexion
wouldn’t be a target for other colored people held hostage by the hierarchy
of color where hue demarcated your level of privilege. The shade of my com-
plexion made my status clear and acceptable to all.

ButIdid covet Grandma’s hair. I wanted flowing straight hair, like Rapun-
zel, not the coils that required parting, yanking, pulling, and twisting to
comply with the obligatory standards of beauty. Even so, hair plaiting offered
welcomed intimacy. I savored the feeling of my grandmother and mother’s
fingers lacing around my hair and caressing the bergamot-scented emollient
on my scalp.

When I was five years old, I asked Grandmother Mary Ann why she
looked white. I wanted to know. She obliged me, and we had the talk. My
grandmother shared that her mother Mary Ann, had blonde hair and blue
eyes and was enslaved until she was five years old. Her father was a white
man, but he wasn’t her father: He was her master. Now my young mind
started to turn a corner. Was he or was he not her father? She explained again
that her mother was not his child; she was his slave. He did not act like a
father but like a master. I found the whole concept perplexing and strange,
like listening to a fairy tale gone wrong. She explained that some of the
masters established schools to educate their house servants, and he was that
kind of master.

Grandmother continued to share that we came from house slaves who
did domestic chores and served as wet nurses. She chuckled and said with
a hint of pride, “The mistress and the slaves nursed each other’s babies, but
my grandma [Ellen Coward Hargrove] affectionately known as Madodo
nursed her own babies first.” Common lore held that the bondswomen’s
milk contained more nutrients. She didn’t unpack to mylittle ears the incest
or the sex trafficking that happened in this laissez-faire environment of sex
on demand by masters and their associates.

Grandmother said that her siblings’ complexions ranged from a translu-
cent pearl to varying shades of yellow to brown. Grandmother didn’t talk
about slavery for too long. She protected us from those memories. She said
many shameful things happened to people and that colored people suffered
a lot under chattel slavery while they fervently prayed for God’s deliver-
ance. Freedom took a while but happened in due season. She talked about
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Figure 2. The author with her grandmother, Mary Ann McFall McNeil, and sister,
Ernestine Yuille Weaver.

plantations as forced labor camps with colored people laboring for very long
hours. These messages were instilled in me at a young age—that the color of
your skin and the texture of your hair mattered. Like magic, they emanated
power.
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For many Americans, enslavement is recent history. I am one of those
Americans. Consequently, the institution has a profound visceral impact on
me. [ knew people who knew people who were enslaved. My maternal great-
grandfather was enslaved until he was in his teens. Reading about the incep-
tion and practices of our color caste system gets under my skin. America’s
historical and legal records are riddled with accounts of atrocities against
Black and brown people to instill terror and thereby attempt to control their
thoughts so that their bodies would yield to the enslavers’ demands.

This dark history weighs heavily upon me. Sometimes I want to cease
my research, because these ghastly narratives are repulsive and heartrend-
ing and harass my thoughts today. Like others, I want to see no evil and
hear no evil, but that attitude lulls me into denial, a defense mechanism
that dulls the pain at the expense of distorting my perception. My spirit is
restored from the insightful words of Alexander Berkman: “Man’s inhuman-
ity to man does not have the last word. The truth lies deeper. It is economic
slavery, the savage struggle for a crumb, that has converted mankind into
wolves and sheep.” I must examine American history because these stories
reveal the thought-world and prevailing culture of my ancestors. These ugly
and disturbing passages disclose the origins of racialized enmities and ineg-
uities generated by the human chattel juggernaut. Had I lived earlier, the
chains would have fastened me to people who looked like me. The origin
of America’s racialized caste system is a horror story, but horror frequently
serves as a crucible for heroism—a kiln for our spiritual and societal trans-
formation. For me, this is horror’s redemptive purpose.

My grandmother’s youngest sibling, Charlotte McFall Lacy, whom we
called Aunt Lottie, acted as the family historian and griot. She kept the rec-
ords of our family history through oral tradition. She didn’t let the uncom-
fortable nature of the topic stop her. Aunt Lottie resembled my grandmother,
but she didn’t act like my grandmother. The first time I recall meeting my
Aunt Lottie, she stepped out from behind the steering wheel sporting
culottes, black and white saddle shoes, and bobby socks. Her wavy brown
hair was fashionably short. On my first trip to Charleston, she ferried my
sisters and me to the slave market. I recall tentatively tiptoeing through the
chambers. The market held a strange solemnity. She told us about some of
the brutalities that enslaved people suffered. Looking at the dark, rusty,
chains, the cuffs, and the dingy walls, frightened me. Enslavement seemed
far enough away and yet unsettlingly close.

I remember feeling jumpy throughout that short tour, especially when
Aunt Lottie said that parents could be sold away from their children. For
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a six-year-old, it was worse than any spooky house that I could have ever
imagined. Her words alarmed me. One false move and my whole life could
change. I kept thinking I was glad that I hadn’t been born back then. I wor-
ried that my mother would be sold away from us. She spoke her mind. She
didn’t like to be bullied. T wouldn't call her sassy, but opinionated. I recall
Grandmother saying, “Laura, your mouth is going to get you into trouble!”
I guess I followed close behind, because I used to hear that warning from
my mother as well.

Looking back, I wonder if that was an age-appropriate field trip. The
whole idea of being sold away in chains fastened to a coffle left an impres-
sion. Then again, this cultural practice happened to Black children, and it
was undoubtedly cruel, violent, and traumatic. The harsh conditioning pro-
cess of slave making began in childhood: If children resisted, they could be
sold, maimed, or killed. As soon as enslaved children could take instruc-
tion, they worked. They ate in troughs designed for animals, eating with
their hands or, if available, with seashells. Their eyes witnessed cruelties,
and some experienced sadistic forms of torture. I can imagine the hollering,
pleading, clinging, and whipping that happened in the slave market as the
owners ruthlessly severed family connections.

It is an innate attribute of the human condition to want to hold onto
the children we bear, but the child delivered by an enslaved woman did
not belong to her. The spiritual song, “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless
Child” was a common dirge.> Enslaved women and men realized that it
would take a village to raise a child, but to remind enslaved people of their
place in the caste system, the enslavers attempted to rob them of any sem-
blance of a family. The racist laws reinforced the belief that enslaved people
did not deserve love, emotional attachments, or any evidence of their shared
humanity. However, despite this maleficent framework, like water, human
love and connection fashioned its own groove.

Charleston was a “melting pot” because of the human chattel industry.
While playing with my sisters on Palmetto Street, I saw the most strik-
ing combinations of Blackness—an earthen admixture of brown-skinned
people with blue eyes, ebony-skinned people with straight hair, and blondes
with tawny complexions. However, the closer these features were to white
characteristics, the more they were valued. A pragmatist, my Grandmother
Mary Ann used her light skin to leverage certain goods and services in the
marketplace. She would chuckle about how she and her sisters would some-
times pass to enter stores that prohibited African Americans in the Jim Crow
South. Grandma earned admission to study piano at Columbia College in
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New York City, but World War I ended these aspirations. She didn’t have
the financial means and pivoted to other marketable skills. She remained
in Charleston and sewed death shrouds and dresses for wealthy white
Charlestonians.

My Aunt Lottie appreciated her light skin because of the opportunities
her complexion afforded her. At a time when African Americans hesitated
to travel for fear of racial animus and violence, she traveled extensively
throughout the country and the world. In the 1920s, she earned her mas-
ter’s degree in mathematics from the University of Chicago. Eventually, she
became a professor at West Virginia State University. Katherine Johnson, the
human calculator in the movie Hidden Figures, studied under Aunt Lottie’s
tutelage and mentioned her in her memoir.> Aunt Lottie believed that her
light skin accorded her a position of leadership in the African-American
community, and she willingly accepted the mantle of service.

In the generation to follow, however, animus continued to grow toward
light skin and the privileges it brought. Mother had a very different experi-
ence within the color caste system. During World War II, Grandma worked
as a foreman in a sewing factory, a job that would have been prohibited for
many discernibly Black women. However, she earned good money. My pater-
nal grandfather graduated from Hampton Institute; taught carpentry at
Central High School in Louisville, Kentucky; and purchased several homes
on their street. My mother had enough, while those around her had negli-
gible resources. She recalled a childhood of being bullied and threatened with
physical violence by African-American children from impoverished homes.
Malnourished, these children suffered from rickets and bowed legs, but my
immaculately dressed mother had pretty legs. Her healthy appearance trig-
gered their envy. “You think youre cute,” or “You think you're better than
us” became an unfortunate gibe in her childhood. Even though my mother
didn’t like being light-skinned, I felt proud of my light-skinned mother with
brown, blowing hair. As a child growing up in a color caste system, I knew
that her appearance garnered adoration and preference. The color caste
system seeped into my consciousness. I was learning how to assimilate.

So the genetic trace of my white ancestry trickled throughout my mater-
nal family, but I learned to keep the knowledge of it at, and below, a whis-
per. I was warned not to discuss any of these matters, especially in front of
white people. Discussing cross-racial relationships was considered impo-
lite and dangerous because, in many states, these bonds remained illegal.
When Aunt Lottie even hinted at superiority because of her complexion,
my mother retorted, “Aunt Lottie, the only thing that our light skin proves


































































