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Conflicts of a gentrifying neighborhood 
 
By BO EMERSON 
The Atlanta Journal-Constitution 
Published on: 10/28/2007  


Atlanta author Nathan McCall parks his Audi at the corner of Auburn Avenue and 
Randolph Street — ground zero for the affluence bomb that has landed on the Old 
Fourth Ward. 


The wealth fallout is all around. Shotgun shacks have been scraped down and replaced 
with pastel Craftsmans. The street parking is now littered with Infinitis instead of early-
model Fords. The minimart that sold lottery tickets and booze is now a trendy cafe 
offering smoothies and coffee drinks. 


 
Frank Niemeir/Staff 


(ENLARGE) 
Atlanta's Old Fourth Ward is the site of 
Nathan McCall's latest book, 'Them,' 
which turns on divisions of economics 
and race. A formerly poor, crime-ridden 
neighborhood, the Ward is changing 
rapidly. 
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"Let me show you where the $900,000 houses are," says 
McCall, with a smile, marveling at the fact that some real 
estate here is about to crack the million-dollar mark. 
"They've got elevators!" 


This radical shift is the backdrop for his new novel "Them," 
a book as much about gentrification as it is about black-


and-white relations. 


An intown neighborhood that has struggled for years with crime and neglect, the Old 
Fourth Ward stretches to moviemaker Tyler Perry's new studios on the east, north to 
Ponce de Leon, west to Boulevard and south to DeKalb Avenue. Despite its pedigree as 
Martin Luther King Jr.'s stomping ground, the area was, for a long time, resistant to 
revitalization. When McCall went house-hunting here years ago, a thief stole the 
briefcase out of his car. But even then the change was coming. McCall noted the 
construction boom, and a story idea took root. 


With his completed novel slated to reach shelves Nov. 6, McCall offers an informal tour 
of the neighborhood that inspired him, stopping first at the house of his main consultant, 
Johnnie Bussey, a 50-year resident. Bussey answers the door and immediately pins him 
with a question: 


"Where's my book?" 


McCall, 52, has not only brought along a copy of the new novel, he shows her where her 
name appears in the acknowledgments, which earns him a hug. 


Chatting on her broad porch, where the windows are protected by burglar bars, Bussey 
comments on the transformation of the neighborhood. "I've seen it go from an affluent 
community to almost a second Vietnam," she says. "I'm very proud of it now." 


The conflict in McCall's book occurs when the new arrivals fail to fit into the old 
neighborhood. But Bussey finds such conflict absent from her experience. "I just see 
people as people," she says. 


As he drives past the cottages that served as models for some of his set-pieces — the 
disreputable gin-house he calls the Purple Palace, the front porch of another cottage 
where the "elders" would discuss the great issues of sex and sports — McCall says it 
may be economics rather than race that serves as a dividing line here. Despite the fact 
that there are still sketchy sections — a homeless camp is visible near new townhomes 
— poor people might be left out of the new Old Fourth Ward. 
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"It's a natural inclination to want to see the neighborhood improve," he says, "but there 
are different ideas about what improvement means." 


Developers, many of them black, see improvement in skyrocketing land values. David 
Patton, former chairman of the Neighborhood Planning Unit M, which includes the Old 
Fourth Ward, says there are 3 million square feet of residential and business property 
under redevelopment here. But much talk of poor folks being pushed out is misguided, 
he says. 


"A lot of the poor people that were here didn't want to stay," says Patton. "They wanted 
to go to the suburbs just like everybody else." 


 








Books with local settings reveal 21st-century 
melting pot 
 
By BO EMERSON 
The Atlanta Journal-Constitution 
Published on: 10/28/2007  


Two new novels place their characters in an Atlanta both familiar and strange. 


The stories develop at different ends of the metro area — and in different worlds. Yet 
both novels are concerned with hardscrabble lives, upward striving and the tectonic 
stress of disparate cultures bumping up against each other. 


 
W.A. Bridges Jr. 


(ENLARGE) 
Emory professor Nathan McCall wrote 
'Them,' a story of a neighborhood 
transformation. 
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Pantheon Books 
(ENLARGE) 


Ha Jin details the anxieties of living in a 
new culture in 'A Free Life.' 
  


 
 


 


 







Former Emory University professor Ha Jin transported 
readers to his native provincial China with his previous 
fiction, "Waiting," "The Crazed" and "War Trash." In his 
new book, "A Free Life," (Pantheon, $26) Jin follows an 
expatriate intellectual, Nan Wu, and his family to a blue-
collar Lilburn neighborhood, where Wu stifles his 
academic hopes in exchange for the practical grind of 
running a small restaurant. 


Current Emory lecturer Nathan McCall traces a migration 
of a different sort in his first novel, "Them" (Atria, $25), as 
gentrification brings white residents into a black 
community. McCall, author of the best-selling memoir 
"Makes Me Wanna Holler" (and a former Atlanta Journal-
Constitution reporter) sets his action in the Old Fourth 
Ward, up the street from Martin Luther King Jr.'s 


childhood home. 


Both authors draw on their Atlanta experiences to sketch scenes that include many 
familiar landmarks, from the Emory campus to the King Center. They also make the 
city's dynamics part of the action. 


The Old Fourth Ward has, indeed, been transformed, as shotgun shacks and cottages 
are torn down to make way for new $300,000 houses. Much of that change is due to the 
in-migration of middle-class homeowners to a locale that has bounced from affluence to 
urban blight and back again. 


First-hand experience 


McCall stumbled on the story because he almost became part of it. He was unhappy 
with his Emory neighborhood and went house-hunting on Randolph Street. 


The area was in mid-morph. "I saw this white guy sweeping the walk, and it was 
apparent he had bought a house there," said McCall in a recent interview. "I thought, I 
wonder what that's like for him? And I wonder what it's like for the black people who had 
been there all along? Then everything came together." 


McCall imagined Sean and Sandy Gilmore, an earnest white couple from Forsyth 
County, moving next door to a thoughtful but marginal character named Barlowe Reed. 


Barlowe, a 40-ish single black man with a steady job as a printer, shares his rental 
house with his charming but thuggish nephew Tyrone, who contributes to the rent money 
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despite his lack of a job. Sandy engages in uneasy conversations with Barlowe as they 
work in their respective yards on opposite sides of the backyard fence. 


Those conversations change both Sandy and Barlowe, in unexpected ways. But their 
two worlds prove ultimately, explosively, incompatible. 


In the course of the novel McCall describes a disappearing world, of old men swapping 
lies on front porches, of sketchy characters hanging at a neighborhood dive called the 
Purple Palace and friendly drunks snoozing in the random backyard. 


The new settlers find this scenery unsettling. Security fences go up. Cops lock up 
drunks. And the mini-mart turns into a cappuccino-dispensing coffee shop. Some 
neighbors stage protest meetings, but market forces eventually roll over all resistance, 
and old-timers start pounding for-sale signs in their yards to cash in on the boom. 


"It's really a microcosm of the history of America," says McCall. "When people with some 
degree of power move into the space of people who are relatively powerless, the people 
who are powerless are viewed as a problem. Ultimately there is no coexistence." 


Leaving China behind 


In "A Free Life," the new arrivals are Nan Wu and his wife and son; the parents are 
struggling upwards from menial jobs to become owners of a small business. Their 
Lilburn world, though scruffy, is a step up from renting attic space and grubby 
apartments. 


The novel's conflict centers on warring instincts within Nan. He deals with his crushed 
aspirations to become a poet; he worries about his compromised marriage; he faces a 
divided self. 


Having abandoned his country after the massacre on Tiananmen Square, Nan realizes 
that he must abandon his own tongue if he wants to become a published poet. It is a 
step away from his true self, and Jin, who taught writing at Emory from 1993 until 2001, 
went through that same crisis. 


"I feel the pain, too, in having to write in this language to claim my own existence," he 
said in a recent interview from his Boston home. 


Jin was one of a few scholars in China to earn a master's degree in American literature. 
He was working on a Ph.D. at Brandeis University in 1989 when the Chinese 
government staged its notorious crackdown. 







Like his protagonist, Jin decided to remain in the United States and become a citizen. He 
hasn't been back to China since, and hasn't seen his mother since 1985. 


"I was eager to go back and visit friends and family, but later when I became a citizen, 
that desire was almost gone," he says. "I'm not that eager any more. My books have 
been banned in China, and that makes me uneasy to go. My books are like my children." 


Unlike his protagonist Nan, Jin settled into an academic job the year after graduating. 
"This is not autobiographical at all," he says. "I was much more fortunate." 


He did, however, work at restaurant jobs as a grad student, being promoted from busboy 
to waiter, and then demoted back to busboy. "I couldn't remember the wine list," he 
explains. 


He studied Chinese restaurants in Duluth, Lilburn and Lawrenceville to get the details 
right, learning about the sizable Asian community in Gwinnett County and elsewhere in 
metro Atlanta. 


'Couldn't cut corners' 


At the end of "A Free Life," Nan Wu, who has made a success of his restaurant, sells it 
to become a night watchman and to write poetry. Jin made his mark first as a poet, and 
he includes an appendix of 25 poems written from the point of view of Nan's character, 
and a notebook detailing his struggles. 


His first version of the book ended with Nan's radical choice, but didn't include the 
poems. 


"I realized I couldn't cut corners, otherwise Nan would appear like a crazed man," he 
says. "That's why I wrote those poems." 


A real chef/poet started the story in Jin's mind — an immigrant from Hong Kong who 
owned a small Chinese restaurant in Waltham, Mass. He self-published a small book of 
his own poems, written in archaic Chinese, which came into Jin's hands in 1991. "I was 
very touched by the book," he says. 


"On the one hand the guy was struggling to survive, at the same time he was trying hard 
to be a poet. That was the beginning." 
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'Them' by Nathan McCall  


Gray areas: when a black neighborhood turns white  


By Paula L. Woods, Special to The Times  


November 10, 2007  


Thirteen years after its publication, Nathan McCall's bestselling memoir, "Makes 
Me Wanna Holler," still reverberates in my mind. With its vivid images of his 
beating up whites on the streets of Portsmouth, Va., to the prison where he served 
time for armed robbery as well as found inspiration in the writing of Richard 
Wright, to his transformation into a Washington Post reporter, McCall's journey 
drew comparisons with Claude Brown's "Manchild in the Promised Land" and 
foreshadowed numerous gritty urban memoirs and novels from the likes of rapper 
Sister Souljah, poet Sapphire or California crack-addict-turned-attorney Cupcake 
Brown.  


Yet years later, McCall's memoir and "What's Going On," a 1997 collection of 
essays, remain notable not only for their streetwise prose and trenchant social 
observation but for the author's willingness to take a hard look at his less-than-
noble behavior. Among the standouts in the latter work are the essays "Old 
Town," concerning white gentrification of a black neighborhood in Alexandria, 
Va., and a meditation on black literature titled "Airing Dirty Laundry," in which 
McCall bemoans black America's aversion to revealing the race's shameful secrets 
and its shoot-the-messenger animus for those who do.  


"The point is," he writes after noting how Mario Puzo and Philip Roth caught hell 
from their respective ethnic compatriots, "every race has dirty laundry, and it 
seems that every group is sensitive about how it's depicted in literature and film." 
And noting how some black critics attacked Alice Walker's "The Color Purple" 
and Terry McMillan's "Waiting to Exhale" as man-hating, he worries that "surely 
they'll come at the struggling wretches on the lower rungs of the black literary 
ladder, including me."  


McCall's words may prove prophetic, because some 10 years later he has returned 
with "Them," a scathingly funny yet serious first novel on race and class that may 
spark the wrath of black and whites living in "transitional neighborhoods" who 
would just as soon not reveal their respective sins as they are just trying to get 







along.  


The novel revolves around 40-year-old Barlowe Reed, a printer and long-time 
renter in Atlanta's Old Fourth Ward, birthplace of Martin Luther King Jr. and 
spiritual heart of black Atlanta. Barlowe would remind you of one of those 
brothers at the barbershop or neighborhood council meetings, threatening not to 
pay taxes to an unjust government. Yet even when he's in a full-tilt meltdown, 
Barlowe isn't crazy, although his attack on a postage machine that won't dispense 
the black-themed stamps he prefers over American flags gets him thrown in jail 
for the weekend.  


Through scenes both hilarious and poignant, McCall establishes Barlowe as a man 
of principle, even if he does lean a little toward conspiracy theory. So when he 
notices whites cruising the neighborhoodhe instinctively fears some sort of post-
9/11 surveillance. "His whole life he'd felt people --them --watching like they 
expected him to do something violent or strange." It doesn't occur to him until 
much later that they are the harbinger of something far more ominous. Whites, 
"feather-footed in their Birkenstocks and tie-dyed shirts," are moving back into the 
neighborhood they'd inhabited early in the last century, buying and renovating 
long-neglected houses from elderly black residents or absentee white landlords.  


The infiltration threatens Barlowe's cherished "dark, separate corner of the world": 
the older men who sit in front of the Mini-Mart, passing a pint and commenting on 
life's passing parade; the members of the Old Fourth Ward Beautification 
Committee who award an annual prize for the best-kept garden; even the denizens 
of the Purple Palace, a run-down rooming house where a younger crowd plays 
cards and drinks shots amid rumors of more sinister activities. But the threat 
remains amorphous until Sandy and Sean Gilmore, a young white couple, move 
into the house next door to Barlowe's and proceed to "improve" their property by 
building fences, calling the cops on drunken neighbors who stumble past and 
otherwise wreaking havoc on neighborhood traditions.  


 
The addition of the whites' perspective, chiefly through the eyes of Sandy Gilmore, 
lends a resonance to the story that Barlowe's voice or that of the other black 
residents of the Old Fourth Ward could not convey alone, and allows readers to see 
into the hearts and souls of frightened whites whose "commitment to building 
bridges" is repeatedly tested. But more than getting Sandy's and the other white 
voices right, McCall also is dead-on in his depiction of the differences between 
whites and blacks when it comes to home improvement, community policing and 
problem-solving, themes he began to explore in his nonfiction but which are fully 







and incisively realized here.  


Despite "Them's" sidesplitting scenes in community meetings, whites' homes or at 
the Mini-Mart-cum-latte-shop, the novel's most intense action occurs across the 
fence that separates Barlowe's and Sandy's properties, a geo-racial divide where, 
amazingly, a fragile friendship grows, fraught with all of the cultural 
misunderstandings one could imagine between the races in the Old Fourth Ward, 
Brooklyn's Bed-Stuy or L.A.'s own Mid-City. Through it, Barlowe and Sandy are 
transformed into people sadder yet wiser, more resolute yet also more 
compassionate. It is this knowledge in the power of honesty across the color and 
property lines that makes "Them" a novel that may draw comparisons with Tom 
Wolfe's "A Man in Full," but manages, in its depiction of Atlanta's more downscale 
citizens, to go the master of New Journalism one better.  


Paula L. Woods, a member of the National Book Critics Circle, is the author of the 
Det. Charlotte Justice novels, including "Strange Bedfellows."  


Them  
A Novel  


Nathan McCall  


Atria Books: 340 pp., $25  


 








Publishers Weekly Starred Review of Nathan McCall’s THEM 
 
* THEM 
  
The embattled characters who people McCall's trenchant, slyly humorous debut 
novel (following the 1994 memoir Makes Me Wanna Holler and a 1997 essay 
collection) can't escape gentrification, whether as victim or perpetrator.  As he 
turns 40, Barlowe Reed, who is black, moves to buy the home he's long rented in 
Atlanta's Old Fourth Ward, the birthplace of Martin Luther King, Jr.  His timing is 
bad:  whites have taken note of the cheap, rehab-ready houses in the historically 
black neighborhood and, as Barlowe's elderly neighbor says to him, "They 
comin."  Skyrocketing housing prices and the new neighbors' presumptuousness 
anger Barlowe, whose 20-something newphew is staying with him, and other 
longtime residents, who feel invaded and threatened.  Battle lines are drawn, but 
when a white couple moves in next door to Barlowe, the results are surprising.  
Masterfully orchestrated and deeply disturbing illustrations of the depth of the 
racial divide play out behind the scrim of Barlowe's awkward attempts to have 
conversations in public with new white neighbor Sandy.  McCall also beautifully 
weaves in the decades-long struggle over King's legacy, including the moment 
when a candidate for King's church's open pulpit is rejected for "linguistic 
lapses...unbefitting of the crisp doctoral eloquence of Martin Luther King."  
McCall nails such details again and again, and the results, if less than hopeful, 
are poignant and grimly funny.   (Nov) 
 





