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Goshen, IN – A relative of mine living here sent me an article from “the Paper,” a small, local “shopper” newspaper serving northern Indiana.  The long article was titled, Evidence That Goshen Was a “Sundown Town” and outlined in great detail what it termed “Goshen’s lamentable legacy of racism dating back to 1900.”  For those not familiar with the term, a Sundown Town is one in which “people of color” are not welcome to live or even stay overnight.   
I know all about sundown towns.  I spent the first 10 years of my life living in one, Bellevue, Kentucky.  Although the signs were no longer there in 1950, everyone knew the exact words the signs had ominously proclaimed:  “N_________ , don’t let your ass get caught here after dark.”   The signs at the two main entrances to the town were gone, but the sentiment remained, at least among everyone I knew.  And I can definitely state that I never once saw a Black person in Bellevue at night.   I did occasionally observe older Black ladies come to town on the Green Line bus to do cleaning in homes, but they were never seen in the evening.   All the children in St. Anthony’s, my Catholic grade school, were White - no Asians, no Hispanics, no nothing other than Whites.  It was the same demographic in the public schools, elementary, middle, and high school (we had one each).  There were also zero ethnic restaurants - not even an Italian one!
Bellevue was not then, or now, a high-income, neighborhood.  The population was around 5000, mostly low to middle income types, with jobs in Cincinnati across the Ohio River, or in larger adjacent cities around Bellevue.   Ethnically, it was mostly German and Irish Catholics who did not mix particularly well.  In fact, the two Catholic parishes were one each.  If you “belonged” to St. Anthony’s, you would never even consider going to mass at Sacred Heart parish or even socialize with “those people.”  Since my family was half Irish and half German, we were in a difficult situation, but lived closer to St. Anthony’s, so we went to church there.   Bottom line:  Bellevue’s DNA was prejudice.
And nowhere was this prejudice more pronounced than in race.  Both my parents and all their friends frequently used racial slurs;  it was a part of their everyday language.  No one seemed to think much about it - much like many youngsters now use the “f-word” as a common noun, adjective, adverb, or verb.  My mother was a loving, wonderful person, but far more strongly prejudiced than my father.  She had grown up in poverty in the mining region of western Kentucky and had no interaction with Blacks until coming to northern Kentucky.   In later years I rationalized her actions as, having come from such a low rung in the social ladder, she had to find some group which she considered lower.  My father worked in a foundry as a molder with many Blacks.  Everyone there shared the common misery of silicosis and on Saturdays, while Mom was working as a nurse, Pop and I would often visit some of his co-workers in their neighborhoods in nearby Covington.   These older men were the only Black people I spoke to until I arrived at the Naval Academy at age 18.  So, I have lived prejudice up close and personal, but only from the “giving” side.   I have never continuously experienced condescension, economic mistreatment, or hatred because of my skin color.
I am only now beginning to understand the rage surfacing recently within the Black community.  It is long overdue.  I cannot imagine a parent trying to explain to her child that their family cannot live in Bellevue, or Goshen, or thousands of other American towns because they were born with a different color skin.  Although Black Americans now have equal access to essentially all aspects of life throughout the U.S., the legacy of hatred and mistreatment remains in the air, much like the lingering smell of smoke in a house that has suffered a fire.
I am not sure what the proper penance should be, or even if it would be helpful.  What is certain is that the smoke has not yet cleared.
I thought you might like to know.
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