
THE LEOPARD 

 

 

 

We just got another TV, and it's kind of funny how we got it. 

It all started last summer when Mama dropped us off at Carmel's house, and then she and 

Carmel went on. They were going to the Curb Market. Carmel was our maid, but she also always 

went with Mama to the Curb Market. 

We--my two brothers and I--had always gone along up until that time. But we hated 

to go. Mama would drag us from the cool shade on Lookout Mountain down to this place in 

Chattanooga that was hot and smelled of overripe fruit, and there were always squished plums 

lying around for us to slip on. And lots of flies. But worst of all were the bees. I'd been stung 

there once in the mouth by a yellow jacket that lit on an apple I was eating, only I didn't see it, so 

the next thing I knew it felt like an attack of mad dentists inside my mouth. It swolled my Cheek 

up so that it looked like I was a seven-year-old with a plug of chew. 

We made life so miserable for Mama whenever she went to the Curb Market that when 

finally Carmel suggested that Mama leave us with Carmel's brother while the two of them went 

shopping, Mama sort of jumped at the idea. 

“Oh, that would be wonderful!" Mama said after Carmel had gotten in the car and made 

the suggestion. "But do you think Earl would mind?" Earl was Carmel's brother. 

"Earl wouldn't mind a bit," chuckled Carmel in a way that made me think Earl didn't have 

much say one way or the other. 

"Since he's retired, he's been doing too much moping around the house. My kids flew 

the coop so long ago--they grew up so fast--that I can't remember when last we had some young 

blood in the house to stir up the dust." 

Well, I tell you one thing: there wasn't any dust in that house. It must've been against 

Carmel's religion. Carmel was her own maid, plus she was maid for Mama and Mamama and 

a bunch of other ladies. She lived in a little green house just down the hill from the library and 

First Presbyterian (up the hill, big stone buildings full of white people; down the hill, little 

houses full of black people). I asked her once why she didn't have a maid, and she said she 

wouldn't have one even if she could afford it. I also asked why, if white ladies had colored 

maids, colored ladies didn't have white maids. 



She laughed a big laugh and said, "Honey, I wish I knew, but maybe someday you'll be 

President and you'll do that for Carmel," and then she went on laughing. I couldn't figure out 

why she was laughing if it was such a good idea. 

Anyway, on that day Carmel had the idea, we all got out of the car and walked up to the 

front porch. A man was sitting in a rocking chair, rocking. I figured it was Earl. He was shaded 

by some vines that grew down over the front of the porch, so I couldn't see him too well. 

"Earl," Carmel said, "Miz Spencer and I'd like to go on over to the market for a little. I'm 

going to leave the boys with you. We won't be long. Come on up here, boys. Earl won't bite." 

"Earl, are you sure this is all right?" asked Mama in a voice that said she knew it 

probably wasn't, but that he was going to do it anyway. 

"Yes'm, it's fine, Miz Spencer. I don't mind a bit," he said softly, and he got up and 

stepped out into the sunlight. 

He was tall and big, but he kind of bent over just a little. He was bald on the top of his 

head. The hair around the sides was short and white. He had glasses, and he was wearing a 

forest-green work uniform that had "Earl" sewn over one breast pocket. 

The skin of his head and hands--which was all the skin we could see--was kind of funny 

though. It wasn't at all the same color as Carmel's, which was a beautiful, smooth brown like the 

wood of our piano. It was splotchy. Some of it was brown and some of it was white. 

"How do, boys," he said, and he shook hands all around as he asked us our names. Mama 

and Carmel walked off and got in the car. We waved as they drove away. 

When they were gone, my little brother Henry piped up. "Mr. Earl," he asked, "are you 

both chocolate and vanilla?" It was on account of his splotchy skin. 

My big brother Tom and I gasped and tried to shush him, but it was too late. He said it 

because he's little and doesn't know any better. 

Mr. Earl looked down at Henry. He didn't look mad, but he didn't smile either. "Henry, 

my little man, you and I and all of us, we're the same flavor: just folks." Then he turned and 

opened the door and waved us inside. 

"Do y'all like music?" asked Mr. Earl when we were all inside the little living 

room. "Have a seat on the couch and I'll find something for us to listen to." Mr. Earl crouched 

next to a record player and was going through a pile of records while we sat down, Henry in 

between Tom and me, just like in the car: We got the arms the we way get the windows; he got 



the cushion-crack the way he gets the hump. It's because he's 

littlest. 

Mr. Earl put a record on the turntable and placed the needle down on the record. There 

was the usual crackling noise before the start of the music, and I hoped it wasn't going to be a 

testifying song, because I was afraid of the Holy Ghost that seemed to like African souls. 

Daddy had talked about that. We didn't have a whole lot of music at home. We had that 

piano, and every now and then Daddy played a boogie, but the piano wasn't for music so much 

as for banging by us boys. We had a record player and a few records--some Lawrence Welk, the 

Andrews Sisters, Sing Along with Mitch. I wished we had country'n'western like my friends at 

school, but Mama said we were Republicans, which I guess was somehow supposed to mean that 

country'n'western went against our beliefs. 

But there was this one record that Uncle Robert sent one Christmas--he's Mama's brother 

who lives in New York and who Daddy says is a bum--called "The Roots of Jazz," and it had 

songs on it called "Blues," "Field Holler," "Spiritual," "Gospel 

Choir," and "Testifying." On the back of the record it said that "this music is the fountain of 

modern American music, black and white," and I wondered why blacks and whites could drink 

from the same musical fountain, but not from the same water fountain. 

The song called "Testifying" terrified me, because it sounded like the singer got caught 

on fire somewhere during the song, and nobody could put him out. I'd said something to Daddy 

about this, and he said, "That's African soul, son. The Holy Ghost really goes for that stuff." 

So, there I was at Mr. Earl's waiting for that testifying song to come out of the record 

player and along would come the Holy Ghost, who would grab hold of Mr. Earl's African soul 

and set it on fire, and we'd be there not knowing how to put him out. 

I was so relieved when what came out instead was music that wasn't dangerous-sounding 

at all. It was different, though, and I sat up and listened. There was a piano, but mostly there was 

some instrument that was singing away, sweet and smooth as anything, the way a perfectly ripe 

peach would sound if such a thing were possible. That peach went on singing for a while, kind 

of slow, as if it were thinking about whether it'd be better to be cooked up in a cobbler or left 

to rot on the ground, when all of a sudden that peach just started to dance. It was jigging along, 

happy~as a pig in mud, as if the only answer to all that earlier thinking was dancing. 

I know all that sounds silly--a peach that's singing and dancing, but that's what I was 



thinking when I heard that instrument for the first time at Mr. Earl's. 

Then the music was over. Mr. Earl said, "Well, boys, how'd you like that?" 

We nodded our heads fast. It was pretty good. "Do you know what kind of instrument 

that was?" 

Tom, because he is oldest, spoke up and said the piano.

"Right, there's a piano in there. But I mean the other one, the one doing all the, all the, 

you know ... "

"Singing?" I asked. 

"Singing. Exactly. What was that?" 

"A peacock?" asked Henry. Tom laughed. I laughed too, even though a peacock made 

more sense than a peach. 

"Why, Henry, that's a good guess, son. Why do you say peacock?" asked Mr. Earl in a 

voice that sounded like he wanted to hug Henry. 

"'Cause of all the colors." Henry barely spoke and looked shy because Tom and I had 

laughed at him. 

"Spoken like a true artist, Henry, a true artist," and Mr. Earl shook Henry's hand. Then he 

looked at Tom and me and said, "You all don't forget that just 'cause he's little doesn't mean he's 

not using his ears." 

He got up and started to leave the room. I started to wonder if it really was a peacock. 

Then Mr. Earl slapped his forehead and came back.

"Getting forgetful in my oId age. I was asking you what instrument it was. It was an 

oboe," and he pulled out a pad of paper from his breast pocket, wrote on it with a pen, and 

showed it to us. It had OBOE written on it in big letters. 

"You don't hear it a whole lot, unless you know what to listen to, but it's like a siren to 

me--I can't stay away from it." 

I was wondering why he couldn't stay away from a siren when Henry said, "Someday I'm 

going to be a fireman, too." 

Mr. Earl looked at him kind of cock-eyed, as if he were trying to figure something out, 

and then he relaxed all of a sudden as if he'd figured it out, and he said, "You know, Henry, 

you're going to be the king of the firemen, you're so sharp. But let me tell y'all," and he knelt 

down in front of us, "there's another kind of siren, and it's a kind of a mermaid, sitting on some 



rocks out a ways from the seashore, singing out to the ocean such a beautiful melody in such 

a fetching voice that anybody passing by who hears it is drawn to it irresistibly." He spoke the 

word "irresistibly" very slowly and carefully. 

Then he went on, "Only there's one problem: The only reason the beautiful lady is 

singing and drawing you in is that she knows that the rocks she's on are very dangerous to boats, 

and that if your boat gets too close, it'll wreck, and you'll drown, and she'll devour your flesh." 

He paused, and he stared at us, one after another, with his kind eyes. 

Then he stood up and asked, "What'll it be, beer, gin, or whisky?" 

Henry said he'd like beer, and Tom told Mr. Earl that sometimes Daddy gave Henry a sip 

of his beer, but that Mama didn't like him to, so if it'd be all right, could we just have some milk? 

"Three whiskies, coming right up! Oh, but first let me put on Mr. Still again." 

Mr. Still turned out to be the oboe music. It was even better the second time. I was trying 

to imagine a siren when Mr. Earl came back in with four big glasses filled with what looked like 

iced tea. 

"Just kidding about the whisky," he whispered so as not to interrupt the oboe. "Listen; 

listen." He put the glasses down on a little table in front of the couch we were sitting on. Taking 

one of the glasses, he sat in his chair with his eyes closed. 

(I noticed another thing about Mr. Earl when he picked up his glass. He only had a thumb 

and a forefinger on his left hand. The other three fingers were missing.) 

Tom and I looked at each other, because it might as well have been whisky. Iced tea was 

an adult pleasure in our house. We always drank milk. But there we were, surrounded by the 

song of the oboe siren. We tasted the tea, and it was like a glass full of cold honeysuckle. 

Well, we drank the tea and listened to lots of oboe music that day. We listened to some 

that had oboes jumbled in together with other things that we found out were bassoons and horns 

and strings. This was Mr. Handel (that's the way Mr. Earl spelled it 

on that piece of paper with "OBOE" on it. He was always spelling things for us.). Mr. Handel 

had put a bunch of oboes on a raft and floated it by King George, according to Mr. Earl, who 

also explained that bassoons and horns and oboes were all wind instruments that you blow into--

the way you blow into a balloon--to make the music come out. 

After a while, Mama came to take us home. On the way up the mountain, Henry told her 

all about the oboes, the horns, and the balloons. That night when we were all in the bathtub we 



got a plastic Lancelot and said he was King George. We put him on the 

side of the tub. We took the plastic Guinevere and said she was a siren. We put her on a Viking 

ship with oars (it floated) that we said was Mr. Handel's raft. Mr. Handel was a bishop from 

a chess set. Then we blew up balloons, held them underwater, and let go, and they would 

explode into the air with a loud razz. Tom called this the attack of the Kamikaze Bassoons, and 

one of them knocked King George into the water. Henry swam him to the Viking ship, where 

Guinevere and Mr. Handel ate him up. 

We went back to Mr. Earl's a bunch of times while Mama and Carmel were at the Curb 

Market. We listened to lots and lots of oboe music. Besides Mr. still and Mr. Handel, there were 

Mr. Mozart, Mr. Haydn, Mr. Telemann, Mr. Vivaldi, Mr. Albinoni, Mr. Marcello, Mr. Cimarosa, 

Mr. Bononcini, and a whole bunch of Mr. Johann Sebastian Bach. And besides oboes, pianos, 

bassoons, horns, and strings, there were flutes, recorders, clarinets, trumpets, organs, a glittery 

thing called a harpsichord, and also some singers. They would sing mostly in German, but Mr. 

Earl would tell us what the words meant. 

He would also tell us things about how the instruments worked, or about how Mr. Mozart 

was a little boy who could play the piano with a bag over his head, or about how two ladies 

singing for Mr. Bononcini got into a fight on the stage and pulled each other's hair.

But mostly Mr. Earl talked about the oboe: about the making the reeds out of cane-stalks, 

about the way oboes are made, about blowing one, about singing out of one. He would talk, and 

he would get this look like he was really somewhere way far away, in a boat, hearing sirens. 

And it happened I guess that he really was. Because one day--it was a Saturday in 

October, and some wet, chilly weather had moved in to say that fall was here--Mr. Earl told us 

about himself. He welcomed us as always, but he didn't say much at first. He put on a record, but 

it was not oboe music. It was a cello playing all by itself. 

He didn't get any tea. We just sat and listened. Finally he whispered "Bach cello sweet," 

just like that: "Bach cello sweet." 

It didn't make much sense. I figured Mr. Earl needed to spell something out, the way he 

always did, but he didn't. The Bach cello was not sweet. It was sad. Not crying sad, but just sad 

the way you're sad when the sun's shining but everything seems chilly and gray and you don't 

know why. 

Then he told the story. 



He'd been a boy in Chattanooga, and had done well in school. With the help of his 

church, he'd been able to go to college at Hampton Institute up in Virginia. He meant to be a 

preacher, but he caught the music bug playing the saxophone. Next thing he knew he was in New 

York, trying to make a living, and there was a man named Jim Europe who managed to find band 

jobs in clubs, restaurants, and dance halls for the black musicians who were good enough. He 

said it was when the caterpillar of ragtime was turning into the butterfly of jazz. 

Mr. Europe formed his own orchestra to do this music in concert halls, but he wanted 

to do some classical music too. The only problem was that there were no Afroamerican oboists 

in New York at the time, and Mr. Europe was going to bring one over from Timbuctoo, but 

Mr. Earl told Mr. Europe that he would volunteer to learn if Mr. Europe could find him an 

instrument. Mr. Earl had heard the oboe a few times and felt the pull of its sound. 

"Stick with the sax," Mr. Europe had said. "The oboe's a siren. It'll take you away." And 

he never got Mr. Earl an instrument. 

Then the war started. Not World War II, but World War I, the War to End All Wars 

(it didn't work). Mr. Earl followed Mr. Europe into the army, where Mr. Europe led a famous 

band--some said it was the best in the world. And this being America, where you can't look into 

somebody's eyes if his skin is the wrong color (that's the way Mr. Earl said it), all the men in this 

band were black. All the men in the regiment were black, too. When they went to fight in the war 

in France, the American army wouldn't allow black blood and white blood to mix, so Mr. Earl's 

regiment had to fight in the French army. The French were glad for any kind of blood to beat the 

Germans.

But it wasn't just that. The French had no color line. Blacks and whites were equal. 

The French also had oboes. 

Before the men in Mr. Europe's band were called to the trenches, they played in some 

French towns. They were always a big hit because they were so good and their music was new 

and different and gave people happy feet. In one town, which was called X (that's what Mr. Earl 

said, X), the town band played in honor of Mr. Europe's band. The town band was all old men 

and young boys, because everybody in between was either dead or off fighting. There were two 

old men playing oboes. Mr. Earl had learned some French and talked to one of them about the 

oboe. The next day the old man came to Mr. Earl and gave him an oboe; it had been his son's, 

who had been killed by the war, but he gave it as a present to Mr. Earl. 



"Uh-oh, Earl, the siren," is what Jim Europe said. 

Then they were fighting in the trenches, and there wasn't much music. Mr. Earl was a 

machine-gunner under Mr. Europe, and one day during the Muse Are Gone battle they brought 

in some German prisoners, and one of them turned out to be a musician who had lived in New 

York before the war. Mr. Earl talked to him for fifteen minutes while he was leading him away 

to be a prisoner; after that, they were friends for life. The German was Mr. Peter. 

When the war was over, Mr. Earl's and Mr. Europe's men were heroes, but waiting to 

come back from France, Mr. Earl could feel that color line tighten around his neck, and he could 

hear the song of the oboe, so he ran away from Mr. Europe's band. This made him an outlaw, but 

he got away with it. 

He had the address of Mr. Peter, his German prisoner friend, and they became a duo, 

Mr. Earl on sax and Mr. Peter on piano. People called Mr. Earl "The Leopard" because of his 

splotchy skin. 

Sometimes they visited Mr. Peter's sister, Miss Elizabeth. She played harpsichord and 

cello and was digging in libraries for old music. Mr. Earl told her about his oboe, the dead 

French boy's from X. He had still not really learned to play it. To Mr. Peter it was a joke. Why 

did someone who was a jazz champion need an old oboe? 

But Miss Elizabeth encouraged him. She found him a teacher, an impatient man who 

yelled a lot, especially at first. Mr. Earl was sure he was cussing him out; fortunately Mr. Earl's 

German was not too good. However, when Mr. Earl played well the teacher

was very quiet. As time went by he kept getting quieter and quieter until one day he told Mr. 

Earl, "Leopard, I have nothing more to teach you." 

Mr. Earl played less and less sax and more and more oboe. Mr. Peter could not 

understand: "Jazz is your music. You have to play it!" But Mr. Earl would say if a white German 

like Mr. Peter could play jazz, then a black American like Mr. Earl could play Bach.

Mr. Earl and Miss Elizabeth fell in love and got married. They had a baby, a boy, and 

made his first name Johann and his middle name Duke. They had this new boy, and they and 

their many musical friends were also bringing to life all this old music that had been buried in 

libraries for years. Mr. Earl said he felt like Jesus raising the dead. 

Then it happened. The Nazis came to power, which was like the Ku Kluxers taking over. 

They firebombed Mr. Earl's house, and he lost his fingers from trying to put it out. He was still 



in the hospital when he got a letter and a train ticket. The letter was from Miss Elizabeth telling 

him to leave Germany while there was still a chance. She had taken little Johann Duke to live 

with her parents in Dresden. She would weather the storm, and they would find each other again 

sometime. 

And here the story ended. 

Mr. Earl just sat for a while. The record was over, and the needle lapped up against the 

label like waves on the beach. Other than that it was quiet. And cold--not cold cold but just that 

abandoned feeling you get when you want the sun to shine, but it sulks behind a cloud. 

Finally Mr. E:arl stood up. "Come here, boys, I'd like to show you something." He 

walked into the kitchen, and we got up and followed him. 

We walked through the kitchen and into a little hallway. Mr. Earl opened a door and went 

into a room. We went in too. It was a small study with books instead of wallpaper. There were a 

couple of chairs and a small table, and on the table was an old-fashioned record player, the kind 

with the trumpet that you see on the RCA victor labels with the white dog. 

"Sit down, boys," Mr. Earl said. 

Tom and I crowded into one of the chairs, and Henry climbed on our laps. We were 

fussing around, trying to get comfortable, when we heard the sound of a harpsichord in a driving 

rain. It was the old record player, which Mr. Earl had just started. After a few seconds the 

harpsichord was joined by an oboe, shining through the rain like the beam from a lighthouse. 

"Sorry about the sound," said Mr. Earl, "but I've played this one a few thousand times. 

That's me and Miss Elizabeth. Bach G minor flute sonata. Not written for the oboe, maybe, but 

it does work. I used to love to play that thing. Boys, I want you to know that you're listening 

to the earliest recording of an African-American oboist on a German label." He chuckled, then 

he shook his head and whispered, "It's nothing like it was live. When it's live, it's like you're 

wrapped in a halo." 

When Mr. Earl's record was over, he opened a drawer in the table and pulled out a leather 

box. He gave it to Tom and said, "Boys, I want you to have this. It's the oboe from X. It hasn't 

done me a whole lot of good ever since I lost my fingers, but, you know, it was the siren that ate 

me up, and I never have really felt digested until now." 

Tom opened the box. The purple velvet lining was dusty and worn through in a few 

places, but the oboe's polished silver keys gleamed like stars on the blackest night of the year. It 



seemed ready to jump to life. 

Tom said we really shouldn't ought to take his oboe. Mr. Earl smiled and said, "I'm not a 

pharaoh. I can't take it with me. Maybe you'll get some use out of it. Besides," he winked, "even 

pharaohs don't get their fingers back in the afterlife." 

He took us back to the living room. Tom again tried to say we really shouldn't take the 

oboe, but Mr. Earl, who was sitting down like he was very tired, waved him off without a word. 

There were tears in his eyes. 

That was our last visit to Mr. Earl. The Curb Market visits were over for the year, and 

sometime after Christmas Mama got a call from Carmel that Mr. Earl had died and that she was 

going up to someplace called Bronx to live with a sister. 

I hope Mr. Earl's wrapped in his halo. I wonder what happened to his record, the one of 

him playing Bach with Miss Elizabeth. 

Daddy sold the oboe--he said we'd never use it--and bought a TV with the money. Now 

we have two televisions. I keep thinking that I'll see an oboe on Captain Kangaroo, but I haven't 

yet. 

 

 

 

 


