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My mother's gift...
 [large print] "Grace before Greatness"
      By Marian Anderson.

Failure and frustration are the unwritten pages of everyone's record. I
have had my share of them. But if my mother's gentle hands were not
there to guide me, perhaps my life in music would have ended long ago.

The faith my mother taught me is my foundation. It is the only ground on
which I stand. With it I have a freedom in life I could not have in any
other way. Whatever is in my voice, my faith has put it there.

    Her presence runs through everything I ever wanted to be. The
particular religion a child echoes is an accident of birth. But I was
converted to my mother's faith and patient understanding long before I
could define either.

    We were poor folk. But there was a wealth in our poverty, a wealth of
music, and love and faith.

My two sisters, Alice and Ethel, and I were all in the church choir--the
junior, not the senior one. There is still a vivid memory of our mother and
father, their faces shining with pride, watching us from the front pews.
And when I was six I was once fortunate enough to be selected to step
out in front of the choir and sing "The Lord is My Shepherd."

    It was a Baptist Church we attended in Philadelphia. But my mother
taught us early that the form of one's faith is less important than  what is
in one's heart.

"When you come to Him," she said " He never asks what you are."

    We children never heard her complain about her lot; or criticize those
who offended her. One of her best guiding precepts has always been:
"Never abuse those who abuse you. Bear them no malice, and theirs will
disappear."

    My sisters still attend that Baptist church in Philadelphia. It is a church
and a congregation I hold most fondly in my heart for many reasons.
These were the people who, years ago, pooled their pennies into what
they grandly called "The Fund for Marian Anderson's Future," a gesture
of love and confidence impossible to forget in a lifetime. When I come to
Philadelphia, I always try to see some of these people who have been
so important to me, and though it seldom is possible these days, I love
to sing in their choir.

    My father died when I was twelve, and my mother's burden became
heavier. Before she became a housewife, and the mother of three
daughters, she was a schoolteacher. Now she became a father to us all
as well as a mother and earned our whole livelihood by whatever she
could find to do. It was terribly difficult for her, I know, but she would
[Reprinted courtesy Guideposts magazine]

[photo image] Miss Anderson revisits her first school in Philadelphia.
[Photos by James Hansen, courtesy Look Magazine]
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    not even hear of any of us children leaving school for work.

    During these years I began to have my first opportunity to earn a little
money by singing. Almost entirely  they were Sunday evening concerts
for the church, or for the YWCA and the YMCA. At these affairs I could
sing, perhaps, two or three songs, and my fee was a very grand 50
cents, or once in a great while, $1.00. Sometimes I would dash to four or
five of these concerts in one evening.

    Many people were kind to me: teachers who took no fees, those who
urged me forward when I was discouraged. Gradually I began to sing
with glee clubs and churches in other cities. After one minor effort in
Harlem, a group of well-meaning people hastily sponsored me for a
concert in Town Hall in New York.

    It seemed at once incredible and wonderful. But I wasn't ready:
indeed I was far from it either in experience or maturity. On the exciting
night of my first real concert I was told Town Hall was sold out. While
waiting in dazed delight to go on, my sponsor said there would be a
slight delay. I waited five, ten, fifteen minutes. Then peeked through the
curtain.

    The house was half empty! I died inside. But when the curtain went
up I sang my heart out. And when the concert was over, I knew I had
failed. The critics next day agreed with me, but what they said was really
not so important. I was shattered because within me I felt I had let down
all those people who had had faith and confidence in me. It seemed
irrevocable.

    "I'd better forget all about singing, and do something else," I told my
mother.

    "Why don't you think about it a little, and pray a lot, first?" she
cautioned.

    She had taught me to make my own decisions when I could, and pray
for the right ones when I could not. But I did not heed her now. I refused
a few offers to sing at other concerts. I avoided my music teacher. For a
whole year I brooded in silence. My mother suffered because I was not
expressing myself in the only way I knew happiness. But she knew I had
to find my own way back alone. From time to time she just prodded me,
gently:

    "Have you prayed, Marian? Have you prayed?"

    No, I hadn't. Nothing would help. I embraced my grief. It was
sufficient. But in those tearful hours there slowly came the thought that
there is  a time when even  the most self-sufficient cannot find

[[Image of Miss Anderson and the Younger Generation discuss topics of
interest at the E.M. Stanton Grammar School.]]
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The mission of the Smithsonian is the increase and diffusion of knowledge - shaping the future by preserving our
heritage, discovering new knowledge, and sharing our resources with the world. Founded in 1846, the
Smithsonian is the world's largest museum and research complex, consisting of 19 museums and galleries, the
National Zoological Park, and nine research facilities.Become an active part of our mission through the
Transcription Center. Together, we are discovering secrets hidden deep inside our collections that illuminate our
history and our world.
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