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Forty million Americans indulged in a national
obsession in 1930: They eagerly tuned in Amos 'n’
Andy, the nightly radio serial in which a pair of
white actors portrayed the adventures of two
southern black men making a new life in a
northern city. Fans insisted that the unfolding
story of Amos 'n’ Andy, the Kingfish, Ruby, and
their neighbors be piped into restaurants, movie
theaters, and hotel lobbies: Amos 'n’ Andy impres-
sions and theme parties were the rage. Mean-
while, Afro-Americans argued passionately
among themselves about the program. While one
black newspaper gathered hundreds of thousands
of signatures demanding that the show be banned,
another chose Amos 'n’ Andy’s white stars as
guests of honor at a parade and picnic for the black
children of Chicago.

Today the name Amos 'n’ Andy survives in the
American language mainly as a glib synonym for
racist stereotyping. But that verdict cannot explain
why Americans both black and white made Amos
'n’ Andy the most popular radio show of all time.
Melvin Patrick Ely explores the enormous appeal
of the famed duo as he narrates a fascinating tale
of the shifting and ambiguous color line in 20th-
century America. He shows how Freeman Gosden
and Charles Correll, Amos 'n’ Andy’s creators,
mixed old-fashioned blackface minstrel traditions
with vivid, sympathetic characters and surprising
innovations. While listeners could find ample
reinforcement for their prejudices in the show,
white liberals and many Afro-Americans saw it as
a warm, humane portrait of black life. Millions
became emotionally involved in the lives of
Amos, Andy, and their friends in ways that
transcended race; scores of white parents even
named their twin sons after Amos and Andy.

Ely recreates the engaging, sometimes disturbing
genius of Amos 'n’ Andy during the heyday of
radio and follows the transformation from white
actors to blacks on television. A rising tide of
Afro-American consciousness led to new protests,
but these did not prevent a new generation of black
and white Americans from watching Amos 'n’
Andy in TV syndication even as the civil rights
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movement filled the small screens with.a very
different set of black images. Ely shows that there
is nothing new in today’s inclination to ignore the
hard questions about race that this American
classic raises. From the beginning, whites took
comfort from Amos 'n’ Andy’s popularity among
black listeners, and they were quick to insist that
America’s favorite radio show — and by implica-
tion, the nation as a whole — dealt kindly with
blacks. Ely’s Amos 'n’ Andy traces the history of a
society less and less comfortable defending the
most obvious flaw in our democratic order — the
color line — yet still unwilling to erase it once
and for all.

Michael Marsland

MELVIN PATRICK ELY teaches Afro-American
and Southern History at Yale University. Educated
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“A stunning achievement in social and cultural history. The research is awe-inspiring
and the writing flows beautifully. Ely opens wide a window on many facets of
American culture and racial perceptions during the first half of the twentieth century.”

—James M. McPherson
Author of Battle Cry of Freedom

“The problem of the twentieth century, Du Bois averred, would be the problem of the
‘color line.” But what happens when the color line serves double-duty as a punch line?
Melvin Patrick Ely offers an engrossing, perhaps definitive, account of one of the
most fascinating episodes in popular entertainment this century. There was never
anything black-and-white about the achievements — and failings — of Amos 'n’ Andy,
and Ely’s work helps us make sense of its ambiguous legacy.”

—Henry Louis Gates, Jr.
Author of The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of
Afro-American Literary Criticism

“Melvin Patrick Ely has undertaken to tell nothing less than the entire story of this
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serious scholarship with a keen eye for irony and illuminating detail to make Amos ’n’
Andy a striking book on American race relations in this century as seen from the
radically transforming perspective of radio and television”’

—Amold Rampersad
Author of The Life of Langston Hughes

“Melvin Patrick Ely’s Amos 'n’ Andy brings new and refreshing subtlety and
complexity to our understanding of American racial attitudes, black as well as white,
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White Men, Black Voices

By ten o’clock on a snowy January evening in 1926, it had al-
ready been dark for hours. Thousands of families in the Amer-
ican Midwest sat at home listening to their radio receiving sets and
enjoying the warmth of fireplaces, woodstoves, or radiators. The ap-
peal of radio was strongest during these long, cold evenings of mid-
winter, especially in areas like the Great Lakes region and the Plains.
The freezing weather ended the farmer’s workday early during that
season and tended to concentrate the city-dweller’s after-supper rec-
reation in the home.

Radio was still new and unsure of itself. Broadcasting networks
did not yet exist. Six hundred local stations throughout the United
States haphazardly filled the ether—as ‘““the air” was often called in
those days—with performances borrowed from vaudeville and concert
stages and from lecture halls. Still, the disembodied sounds of live
performances issuing from a piece of furniture in one’s living room
remained a source of wonder, as did the knowledge that thousands of
others might be sharing the experience at any given moment.

The midwestern listeners who had tuned in Chicago station WGN
as they warmed their feet on Tuesday evening, January 12, heard a
ten-minute dialogue whose Deep South setting contrasted sharply
with the wintry scenes outside their windows: two black men named
Sam and Henry talked as a mule conveved them toward Birmingham,

1



2 THE ADVENTURES OF AMOS 'N" ANDY

Alabama. The radio audience knew the pair were black, because they
spoke in what anyone reared on minstrel shows, blackface vaudeville
comedy, or Uncle Remus stories—as most Americans had been—
instantly recognized as “Negro dialect.”

Having worked for years as farm laborers, Sam and Henry now
rode to the railroad station to set out for a new life in WGN’s home
city—a life that listeners could follow six nights a week as a radio
serial. As the dialogue began, an impatient Sam exclaimed, “I hope
dey got faster mules dan dis up in Chicago.”' Thus Sam 'n’ Henry
focused right away on the most dramatic development in Afro-
American life between the two World Wars: the Great Migration of
rural southern blacks to big cities, largely in the North. And from Sam
and Henry’s very first steps along the path to a new career that Henry
was sure would make them millionaires, it was clear to WGN’s audi-
ence that these two naive country fellows would find life in Chicago
as strange as Alabama dirt farming would be to a bank clerk in the
Second City or a Polish-American factory worker in Cleveland.

The dialogue between Sam and Henry prompted each listener to
supplement the sounds on the radio with rich visual images of his or
her own creation. The broadcast used few if any sound effects, and at
most a brief narrative introduction; it included a few lines from Sam’s
ladyfriend Liza, a ticket salesman at the depot in Alabama, and the
train’s conductor. Beyond this, Sam and Henry’s voices were the only
sounds heard. Yet the listener could almost see the two men ap-
proaching the station with their plodding mule, arriving among the
crowd of friends gathered to see them off, buying the tickets, bidding
farewell to the well-wishers, boarding the train, and settling down for
the long ride northward.

The maiden broadcast of the series outlined the contrasting per-
sonalities of the two black emigrants. Henry’s booming voice con-
veyed bravado and bossiness—a know-it-all swagger made tolerable
mainly by the listener’s certainty that some rude surprises awaited
Henry in Chicago. Sam’s quieter, reedier speech and more hesitant
manner emphasized his earnestness and insecurity, his sentimental
nature, and his tendency to defer to his friend. Two actors had writ-
ten the dialogue and now supplied the voices. This pair bore little
resemblance to the figures that populated their listeners’ fantasies—
for the two men sitting before the microphone in a small room in
Chicago were white.

Charles Correll, thirty-five, was short, stocky, muscular. His full
head of slicked-back brown hair framed a slightly plump face, often
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graced by a friendly, impish smile. He played the part of the domi-
neering Henry in a suitably imperious basso. Freeman Gosden, who
played Sam in a high-pitched, gravelly, sometimes plaintive voice,
stood half a head taller than Correll; he was slimmer and almost a
decade younger than his partner. Gosden’s close-cropped, curly,
blond-brown hair was already receding, lengthening his thinnish, ovu-
lar face. Though he shared with Correll a bantering, wisecracking
sense of humor, Gosden’s demeanor suggested an energy, an inten-
sity, a certain sharp edge, almost as surely as Correll’s betokened a
relaxed, benign temperament.

For a man who now portrayed a black character on the radio,
Correll had known few Afro-Americans as he grew up in Peoria, Illi-
nois. Gosden, by contrast, had been born and reared in the center of
Richmond, Virginia, an area with a large black population. He re-
tained something of the distinctive southern accent of whites from the
Tidewater and Piedmont regions of his native state, and he felt well
qualified to portray Sam Smith and other black characters. Both part-
ners drew on vears of experience in blackface comedy as itinerant
directors of amateur minstrel shows.

Since scientific audience ratings did not exist in 1926, no one
knew how many people in the cities and towns of the Midwest and
beyond, and on those farms that had electricity and radio sets, tuned
in the debut of Sam 'n’ Henry—or how many of those who did would
listen again. The management of station WGN could only advertise
the series and wait for listeners to react to it.

e @ e

The heat of a summer Saturday was already building in the
crowded streets of Chicago’s black South Side. The mid-August sun
that morning in 1931 promised classic weather for a day in the park.
As early as seven o’clock, children had begun assembling at points in
this and two other Afro-American neighborhoods to be taken to the
second annual picnic organized by Chicago’s weekly black newspa-
per, the Defender. At ten o'clock, a parade of motorcycle policemen,
floats, Boy Scouts, and local notables in touring cars set forth from
35th Street traveling southward on South Parkway. The wail of sirens
from the police cycles and from an ambulance supplied by a local
undertaker provided a raucous counterpoint to the music of a drum-
and-bugle corps and a twenty-five-piece band.?

Most of the day’s festivities were to take place around the duck
pond at 52nd Street in Washington Park. Nearby, city workers had
built a large bandstand. By about eleven o’clock, thousands of people
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had congregated there. (The Defender afterward claimed attendance
of 35,000; at the other extreme, 7ime magazine, with characteristic
superciliousness, referred to the gathering as “a crowd of 6,000
pickaninnies.”) From the bandstand, Duke Ellington’s orchestra
played several numbers to enthusiastic applause, as did Lucius
“Lucky” Millinder’s ten-piece band.

But the stars of the show—the men whose agreement to “‘head the
long list of hosts” had merited an eight-column, front-page headline
in the Defender a week earlier—were yet to be introduced. At a cue
from the master of ceremonies, Ellington’s Cotton Club Band began
to play a tune from the 1915 motion picture 7%4e Birth of a Nation. The
black audience burst into applause; like most other Americans, the
picnickers recognized “The Perfect Song” not from D. W. Griffith’s
movie glorifying the Ku Klux Klan, but rather from a nightly radio
show which used that melody as its theme, and whose stars were the
Defender’s guests of honor.

Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll stood, then climbed up onto
chairs. Until that moment, few in the crowd had recognized the two
among the other well-dressed men of both races who were gathered
on the bandstand. Now the audience cheered the two stars of Amos 'n’
Andy, who smiled, waved, and attempted to speak through mega-
phones. As the applause washed over them, the isolation and uncer-
tainty Gosden and Correll had felt on the frigid night of their first
broadcast as Sam 'n’ Henry in 1926 must have seemed like a memory
from another life.

The pair had built the continuing story of their southern black
émigrés into a regional hit beforc moving in 1928 to another Chicago
radio station, where they redubbed their central characters Amos and
Andy. Gosden and Correll wrote all the scripts themselves and fur-
nished voices for the members of Amos and Andy’s fraternal lodge,
the Mystic Knights of the Sea, and for a whole array of other charac-
ters. Several dozen radio stations around the United States picked up
the Amos ’n’ Andy show, and when the series joined the National
Broadcasting Company (NBC) in 1929, it quickly evoked a national
mania. Sales of radio sets soared during the months after Amos 'n’
Andy’s debut, and the show became a powerful locomotive pulling all
of commercial radio along behind it.*

Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll were now earning the re-
markable sum of $100,000 a year from their radio contract and up to
$7,500 per week when they made personal appearance tours.’> The
nightly adventures of Amos, Andy, and the Kingfish—the wily leader
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of their fraternal order—were piped into restaurants and hotel lob-
bies, and into movie theaters between shows, to prevent a drastic loss
of clientele. The show gave birth to a daily Amos 'n’ Andy comic strip,
a candy bar, toys, greeting cards, and phonograph records, as well as
two books and a film. Expressions used by Gosden and Correll’s
characters—*‘‘check and double-check,” “holy mackerel,” “I’se re-
gusted,” and others—had become commonplace in colloquial Amer-
ican English and even infiltrated literature and political discourse;
Huey P. Long, the flamboyant political boss of Louisiana and con-
tender for the presidency, gleefully adopted the title “Kingfish” from
the radio series.

The warm reception given Gosden and Correll at the Defender's
picnic in Chicago was the most dramatic of many signs that the two
men’s portrayal of Afro-Americans in the big city had a large following
among blacks themselves. Some Afro-Americans, however, had bit-
terly criticized the humor of Amos ’n’ Andy as demeaning to their
people. The title characters’ ignorance of city life and of book-learning
libeled the modern Afro-American, these critics said. So, they added,
did Andy’s pretentiousness, his ineptitude as a businessman, and the
crookedness of most of the pair’s lodge brothers. Even as the Defender
was organizing its parade and picnic, another popular black weekly
newspaper, the Pittsburgh Courier, was conducting a relentless cam-
paign to ban Gosden and Correll’s show from the air. Yet Amos 'n’
Andy’s detractors had sparked not only the crusade against racial ste-
reotyping that they desired, but also a heated debate within the black
community; the young newspaperman Roy Wilkins—later head of
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP }—was only one of many who saw no harm and much good
in Amos ’n’ Andy, and who were ready to say so in public.

Facing the friendly black crowd that sunny Saturday in Wash-
ington Park, Correll and Gosden behaved like men who felt vindi-
cated. The band struck up ‘‘Hail, Hail, The Gang’s All Here,” and
the two stars waved their megaphones in time to the chorus. Correll,
wrote a Defender reporter, was in such good spirits that he “jumped
down from his chair and danced a jig.”’ As he and Gosden moved
toward their car to leave the park a bit later, a crowd of black children
and adults accompanied them. The two men drove off to further
applause from residents of the very same Afro-American community
to which the fictional Sam and Henry had migrated five and a half
years carlier.
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One Thursday evening in late June 1951, many of the 750 dele-
gates to the annual convention of the NAACP sat in the Atlanta
Municipal Auditorium watching Amos 'n’ Andy on television. The
program they saw from eight-thirty to nine o’clock focused on the
Kingfish of the Mystic Knights of the Sea lodge, but other characters
familiar to fans of the radio series—including Amos, Andy, and the
Kingfish’s wife Sapphire—also appeared prominently on the show.

The broadcast the delegates watched was a curious blend of future
and past. A pioneer TV situation comedy, Amos 'n’ Andy was the only
series in the new but already popular medium to have an entirely
black cast. On the other hand, the Columbia Broadcasting System
(CBS), which now owned the series, had worked hard with Gosden
and Correll to produce a faithful adaptation of the still-popular radio
show. The writers of the TV version were the same men whom
Gosden and Correll had hired to take over the writing of their radio
scripts a decade earlier. The principal members of the new black cast
had been chosen largely for their ability to play the roles as Gosden
and Correll had, all the way down to vocal pitch and inflection. A
number of the actors playing supporting roles and minor parts in the
TV series were veterans of the radio show who brought their long-
established characterizations from the old medium to the new.

The counterpoint of tradition and change, so evident in the Amos
'n’ Andy TV series, pervaded the situation of black Americans in 1951.
The New Deal and the industrial boom of the Second World War had
accelerated the Great Migration to northern cities. These changes,
and America’s confrontation with Nazi racism, had shaken old ideas
and old ways, whetting the appetite of blacks for further change.
Pressure for reform had begun to bear fruit. Afro-Americans in 1941
had demanded and got a federal executive order forbidding racial
discrimination in hiring by defense industries. A Supreme Court de-
cision in 1944 voided the whites-only Democratic primary, one of the
devices southern states had used to exclude the minority race from
political life. The growth of the black vote in northern cities had
spurred the national Democratic party to adopt a strong civil rights
plank in its 1948 platform. By the time of the forty-second national
convention of the NAACP in Atlanta, blacks were wartching with
interest and excitement as the armed services abandoned racial seg-
regation under an executive order issued by President Harry Truman
in 1948, and as several school-desegregation suits slowly moved to-
ward resolution in the United States Supreme Court.

At the same time, the activists of the NAACP knew how much
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remained to be done. Jim Crow segregation lived on in the South,
where Afro-Americans still had almost no voice in the governments
that ruled them. No civil rights bill had passed the Congress, and
black poverty remained acute in all regions. But on the evening of
June 28, some of the delegates in the Municipal Auditorium were
thinking less about voting rights or school desegregation than about
Amos, Andy, and the Kingfish.

By a coincidence the network quickly came to regret, CBS had
scheduled the television premiere of Amos 'n’ Andy for the same week
the NAACP was to meet. The NAACP’s leader, Walter White, urged
delegates to watch the show Thursday evening on a television set
installed in the auditorium;® many were disappointed, and some
downright appalled, at what they saw. After the broadcast, the con-
vention unanimously passed a resolution condemning Amos 'n’ Andy
and Beulah, a one-vear-old network TV comedy whose characters
included a black maid and several of her friends. Such programs, the
NAACP declared, “depict the Negro and other minority groups in a
stereotyped and derogatory manner” and thus ‘“‘definitely tend to
strengthen the conclusion among uninformed or prejudiced people
that Negroes and other minorities are inferior, lazy, dumb and dis-
honest.” The NAACP called on its branches to press television sta-
tions and sponsors to cancel the offending series—if necessary, by
boycotting the sponsors’ products.’

Afro-Americans in the country at large, however, were divided in
their reactions to the television treatment of Amos 'n’ Andy. Some
observers found the black “man in the street” quicker to criticize the
TV show than he had been to complain about its radio parent; but the
Journal and Guide, a black weekly newspaper based in Norfolk, Vir-
ginia, surveved sixteen viewers and discovered that eleven enjoyed
the new incarnation of Amos 'n’ Andy. Several other black papers and
an organization of Afro-American performers in New York attacked
the NAACP’s position.” One black critic even faulted the new series
with its all-black cast for failing to match the quality of the old radio
show—or of the Amos 'n’ Andy movie of 1930 in which Gosden and
Correll had performed in blackface makeup. Ironically, Roy Wilkins,
who had defended Amos 'n’ Andy in 1930, now helped lead the
NAACP’s fight against the show, while the show-business columnist
of the once-indignant Pittsburgh Courter found the premiere of the
TV series “well-paced, funny more often than not, directed and pro-
duced with taste.”""

Despite months of protests and hurt feelings, the CBS network
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eventually renewed Amos 'n’ Andy for a second season. Meanwhile,
the time came for the black Chicago Defender to stage its annual
parade and picnic for the Afro-American children of Chicago. The
event had been born during Amos 'n’ Andy’s infancy as a network radio
series and had welcomed Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll as its
guests of honor in 1931. Now, two decades later, the sponsors of the
new TV series brought the show’s three principal cast members from
Los Angeles to Chicago to ride in the very same parade. Alvin Child-
ress, a veteran stage actor and director who now played the role of
Amos, met his wife and daughter, who had traveled from New York
City to join him for the big day. Childress and his two fellow black
actors believed that Amos *n’ Andy was bringing them to an undreamt-
of pinnacle of fame and earning power. After arriving in Chicago,
however, the three men learned that they would not be allowed to
participate in the parade after all. They and their show had become
too controversial.

Determined not to let the occasion go entirely to waste, Alvin
Childress took his family from their hotel room down to the street to
see the parade. Childress, excluded and unrecognized, watched the
floats, the cars, the marchers, and the musicians moving southward
along the broad boulevard toward Washington Park, where a gener-
ation earlier two white veterans of blackface minstrel shows had been
the South Side’s men of the hour.'!
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The Amos ’n’ Andy television series attracted a sizable audience
and won an Emmy nomination in 1952. But commercial sponsors
became harder to find, at least partly because of the racial controversy
surrounding the show. CBS finally canceled Amos ’n’ Andy after its
second season, but then syndicated it to scores of local stations across
the United States and even sold it to several foreign countries. The
popular show thus remained on the small screen until the mid-1960s,
serving up the characterizations of the early ’50s to a whole new
generation even as America’s racial landscape changed radically.

Television had long since supplanted radio as the main source of
entertainment in American homes, and the radio version of Amos ’n’
Andy petered out along with the medium it had done so much to
create a generation earlier. In the mid-1950s, Correll and Gosden’s
long-lived series adopted a new, watered-down format consisting
mainly of recorded popular music with snatches of Amos 'n’ Andy
patter between numbers. After thirty-five years together on the air,
Gosden and Correll made their last broadcast on November 25, 1960.
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“Radio is being taken over by the disc jockeys and newscasts and
there’s no room for us any more,” Correll explained.'?

What Correll did not mention was that he and Gosden by 1960 were
the last of a dying breed: white men who played blacks. Their trade
was already nearly a century old when the team broke into radio in the
mid-1920s; generations of whites had donned blackface makeup to
entertain each other with song, dance, and comedy. The wonder is
not that America in the 1960s had no place for Gosden and Correll,
but rather that, during thirty-five years of profound social change, a
radio and television series with roots in nineteenth-century minstrel
shows had given Americans their most popular, pervasive, sustained
picture of what purported to be black life and personality. Amos 'n’
Andy’s popularity crossed boundaries of region, social standing, age,
ethnic origin, and even race. Roy Wilkins and Walter White of the
NAACP had a point when they asserted that a large part of what
millions of white Americans “knew” about blacks had been learned
from Amos 'n’ Andy.

What did these white fans “learn”? Racial stereotypes inherited
from minstrel shows and blackface vaudeville acts often reared their
heads in the five-thousand-plus Amos 'n’ Andy broadcasts Americans
heard or saw over the years. [t was this caricaturing that so incensed
the Pittsburgh Courier in 1931 and the NAACP two decades later. Bv
the 1980s, the final verdict seemed to be in: a sweeping array of
opinion-makers—black and white, scholarly and popular, ranging
from a top official of Rev. Jerry Falwell’s right-wing Moral Majority,
through T'V talk-show host Phil Donahue, to the NAACP (now under
new leadership)—consigned Amos 'n’ Andy to the trash bin of racist
stereotyping without a second thought.’® For many, the show had
become the ultimate metaphor of whites’ casual contempt for blacks,
its very name a synonym for mindless prejudice.

Yet if Gosden and Correll’s work was nothing more than a heap of
racist clichés, it is hard to explain their show’s unique popularity and
influence among both black and white—especially when America’s
airwaves and movie screens abounded with other traditional depic-
tions of blacks. The tcam gave the world the lazy, pretentious dolt
Andy—but also a succession of intelligent, accomplished minor char-
acters. The Kingfish fleeced his lodge brothers relentlessly and traded
insults with his domineering wife Sapphire. But earnest, honest Amos
worked his way through the Great Depression and married the bright
and dignified Ruby Taylor. Amos and Ruby’s marriage was a model of
mutual respect and devotion, a foil—especially in the show’s early
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years—for the Kingfish's stereotyped marital woes. A fresh look at
Amos 'n’ Andy turns up more than just an electronic rehash of the hoary
show business traditions its white creators had grown up with. While
the radio and TV scripts overflow with survivals of classic American
blackface comedy, they also contain modifications of that legacy and
even departures from it.

The time has come to explore Amos 'n’ Andy’s racial images against
the background of the period that produced them. Simply to write off
Amos 'n’ Andy as unacceptable by the standards of the late twentieth
century—which in many ways it is—all too conveniently ignores the
important questions that the show’s history raises. So does the accu-
rate but unenlightening observation that most people of an earlier
time—including many Afro-Americans—considered Gosden and Cor-
rell’s series harmless and good-natured. The responses of Americans
white and black to Amos 'n’ Andy demand a closer look. Did reactions
vary from group to group, person to person, decade to decade? How
did the show’s racial images and the public’s attitudes influence one
another?

For many black Americans, Amos 'n’ Andy was no mere curiosity on
the margins of popular culture—it raised critical and often emotional
issues among the race it claimed to portray. This debate within Afro-
America, spanning a quarter-century and more, can tell us something
about the way blacks saw themselves and their condition in a society
dominated by whites. The same disputes, in which the battle-lines
shifted and individuals sometimes switched sides, show how complex
the path to modern black consciousness and protest could be.

Some whites replied publicly to black criticism of Amos 'n’ Andy;
those responses—some obtuse or hostile, others thoughtful and
sympathetic—help fill in our picture of white Americans’ values from
the 1920s to the eve of the mass movement for civil rights. And when
Amos 'n’ Andy's parent networks reacted—or failed to react—to black
complaints, they revealed a great deal about the way the American
broadcasting industry operates and, in effect, decided how radio and
TV would depict Afro-Americans for years to come.

The tale of Amos ’'n’ Andy, then, is not a simple one. Indeed, its
vitality lies largely in the complexity and the surprises of the plot. It
would be presumptuous to claim that the history of this one radio
comedy team offers a panoramic view of American racial attitudes in
the first half of the twentieth century. Yet the Amos 'n’ Andy story can
serve as a small but clear window which, like all windows, reveals
more and more as one draws nearer to it. -
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Boyhood Dreams and
Racial Myths

Charles Correll lived and died believing in the American dream.
For him, hard work, talent, and a healthy dose of good luck had
made the dream come true. Though not an arrogant man, Correll saw
his life as “a story of going from nothing to something.” In the later
years of that long life, he contemplated his past from the luxurious
mansion that he had built just off Sunset Boulevard in the Holmby
Hills section, overlooking the Los Angeles basin. Surrounded by three
acres of land, which he had adorned upon his arrival in 1938 with
transplanted, forty-foot-high palm trees and a man-made stream with
footbridge and waterfall, Correll recalled with fondness and some
wonder his boyhood as a brickmason’s son in Peoria.'

The Corrells had lived simply but comfortably in a substantial,
two-story brick house. Charles’s family, which eventually included a
sister and two younger brothers, considered itself of Scotch-Irish back-
ground. Charles’s paternal grandmother and her parents had come
from the Deep South, and had even been imprisoned for a time by
Union forces in Chattanooga during the Civil War. The Corrells were
paroled in 1864 on the condition that they remain at least a hundred
miles north of the Ohio River for the duration of the war. Charles’s
grandmother married an Irish immigrant and settled in Illinois,? where
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her grandson Charles was born a quarter-century later, in February
1890.

Charles’s grandmother did not forget her southern origins; her
own mother was said by the family to have been a first cousin of
Confederate President Jefferson Davis.® Yet the Corrells were no
die-hard devotees of the South’s L.ost Cause. They lived out their
lives in the North; Charles himself neither spoke with any trace of a
southern accent nor became particularly adept at imitating one.

Peoria served both as an industrial city and as the commercial
center for the surrounding farming region. The second-largest city in
[llinois, it was no one-horse town. Still, with some 56,000 inhabitants
at the turn of the century, Peoria was a remote second to Chicago.*
Charles Correll grew up in a largely working-class neighborhood
whose residents, in his words, represented ‘‘all sorts of nationalities.”
Years later, he remembered the boys who grew up with him there as
having been *‘pretty rugged.”> About one in ten Peorians was black,
and this Afro-American community, exactly half a century afterward,
would produce its own star of American comedy—Richard Pryor.
Charles’s circle of boyhood acquaintances, however, seems to have
included few if any blacks.®

Even the publicity for Amos *n’ Andy in 1929-1930—which trum-
peted every conceivable qualification Correll and Gosden had for
impersonating Afro-Americans—stated that Correll had learned what
he knew of black speech and character from his experience with other
whites in blackface minstrel shows and from Virginian Freeman Gos-
den. Throughout the Amos 'n’ Andy years, he deferred to Gosden’s
judgment as to how black speech should be rendered,” and Correll
never approached his partner’s skill as a mimic. Even so, Charles did
not lack exposure to what whites sometimes referred to with a giggle
as “negrology.” His elementary education in that field came mostly
from two “classrooms”: Peoria’s Opera House and Main Street The-
ater, where blackface acts were a staple, and where a fascinated
Charles spent countless hours.®

While attending high school, Correll won what seemed to him a
dream job—as an usher at 