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MARY MEBANE

THE BACK OF THE BUS

Mary Mebane (1933-1992) was the daughter of a dirt farmer who sold junk to
raise cash. She earned a Ph.D. from the University of North Carolina and became
a professor of English at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. In 1971 on the
op-ed page of the New York Times, Mebane told the story of a bus ride from Dur-
ham, North Carolina, to Orangeburg, South Carolina, during the 1940s that
“realized for me the enormousness of the change” since the Civil Rights Act of
1964. That bus ride was the germ of two autobiographical volumes, Mary (1981)
and Mary Wayfarer (1983). The essay printed here is a complete chapter from
the first book. It is a personal narrative of another, earlier bus ride that Mebane
took when the segregation laws were still in place. Mebane said she wrote this
piece because she “wanted to show what it was like to live under legal segrega-
tion before the Civil Rights Act of 1964.”

I ! istorically, my lifetime is important because I was part of the last genera-
tion born into a world of total legal segregation' in the Southern United

1. Government-endorsed policy that barred African Americans from white neighborhoods,

schools, and other facilities, and required that African Americans sit in separate sections
from whites in public spaces like buses and movie theaters,
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So whether the driver discharged more passengers than he took on near
the A&P on Mangum was of great importance. For if he took on more passern-
gers than got off, it meant that some of the newcomers would have to stand.

And if they were white, the driver was going to have to ask a black passenger to
move so that a white passenger could sit down. Most of the drivers had arule of
thumb, though. By custom the seats behind the exit door had become “colored”

anyone sitting behind the exit

seats, and no matter how many whites stood up,

door knew that he or she wouldn't have to move.
The disputed seat, though, was the one directly opposite the exit door. It

was “no-man’s-land.” White people sat there, and black people sat there. It all
depended on whose section was fuller. If the back section was full, the next black
passenger who got on sat in the no-man’s-land seat; but if the white section filled
he seat. Another thing about the white people:

up, a white person would take t
ion. Only the black

they could sit anywhere they chose, even in the “‘colored” sect

passengers had to obey segregation laws.
On this Saturday morning Esther and 1 set out for town for our music Jes-

son. We were going on our weekly big adventure, all the way across town, through
the white downtown, then across the railroad tracks, then through the “colored”
downtown, a section of run-down dingy shops, through some fading high-class
black neighborhoods, past North Carolina College, to Mrs. Shearin’s house.

We watked the two miles from Wildwood to the bus line. Though it wasa

warm day, in the early morning there was dew on the grass and the air still had
the night’s softness. So we walked along and talked and Jooked back constantly,
hoping someone we knew would stop and pick us up.

T looked back furtively, for in one of the few instances that 1 remembered
my father criticizing me severely, it was for looking back. One day when I was
walking from town he had passed in his old truck. I had been looking back and
had seen him. “Don’t look back,” be had said. “People will think that you want
them to pick you up.” Though he said “people,” T knew he meant men—not the
men he knew, who lived in the black community, but the black men who were
not part of the community, and all of the white men. To be picked up meant that

3. Mebane's sister.
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of his mind, he decided to forget the whole

Then, somewhere in the back
in what seemed O

thing. The next stop was Main Street, and when he got there,
be a fash of lightning, he flung both doors open wide, He and his black antagomst
looked at each other in the rearview mMirror; in a second the windbreaker and
porkpie hat were goné. The little woman was standing, preaching to the whole

bus about the government’s gift of these seats to the blacks; the man with the

brown shoes practically fell out of the door in his hurry; and Esther and [ fol-

Jowed the hurrying footsteps.

We walked about three doors down the block, then caught a bus to the
black neighborhood. Here we sat on one of the two long seats facing each other,
directly behind the driver. It was the custom. Since this bus had a route froma
black neighborhood to the downtown section and back, passing through no
white residential areas, blacks could sit where they chose. One minute we had
been on a bus in which violence was threatened over a seat neat the exit door;
very front behind the driver.

the next minute we were sitting in the
as going to last

The people who devised this system thought that it w

forever.

FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why does the bus driver threaten to drive to the police station? What was his

official duty under segregation?
2. Why does the businessman with the briefcase and brown shoes take the separate
seat in the back of the bus instead of the place on the bench across from the exit?

Was he upholding or Jiolating segregation customs by doing so?

3. What is the main confrontation
arouse in young Mary Mebane and her sister as witnesses?

4. Who are the “people” to whom Mebane refers in paragraph 417
5, Why does Mebane claim a national significance for the events of her private life

as narrated here? 1s her CLAIM
pOSE for writing?

of the NARRATIVE? What emotion(s) does it

justified? How does this claim relate to her PUR-
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