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My first book is for my mother, Mme. Willi Posey, who took me
to Tar Beach. And everywhere else. If she could be here now!

And for my three grandchildren, Faith, Theodora, and Martha.
They are all strong readers and can fly.

And for my children, Michele and Barbara.
They are women now. But 1 knew them when.

And for my husband, Burdette Ringgold, who keeps my feet on
the ground. It was he who reminded me about Tar Beach after
all these years.
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[ will always remember when the stars fell down around me

and lifted me up above the George Washington Bridge.



[ could see our tiny rooftop, with Mommy and Daddy and Be Be, my baby brother, lying real still on the mattress,

and Mr. and Mrs. Honey, our next-door neighbors, just like I told him to, his eyes like huge floodlights

still playing cards as if nothing was going on, tracking me through the sky.
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most prized possession.

The bridge was my
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Sleeping on Tar Beach was magical. Lying on the roof in
made me feel rich, like I owned all that I could see.
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Daddy said that the George Washington Bridge is the

Daddy worked on that bridge, hoisting cables. Since then,
longest and most beautiful bridge in the world and that it

I’'ve wanted that bridge to be mine.
opened in 1931, on the very day [ was born.
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or just fly above it and marvel at its sparkling beauty.
Now I have claimed it. All [ had to do was fly over it for it to I can fly—yes, fly. Me, Cassie Louise Lightfoot, only eight
be mine forever. I can wear it like a giant diamond necklace, years old and in the third grade, and I can fly. That means

I am free to go wherever [ want for the rest of my life.
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He can walk on steel girders high up in the sky and not
fall. They call him the Cat.

Daddy took me to see the new union building he is

working on.




Well, Daddy is going to own that building, ’cause I’'m
gonna fly over it and give it to him. Then it won't matter
that he’s not in their old union, or whether he's colored or

a half-breed Indian, like they say.

But still he can't join the union because Grandpa wasn't a
member.
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-story-high

He'll be rich and won’t have to stand on 24

And Mommy won'’t cry all winter when he goes to look for

work and doesn’t come home.

girders and look down. He can look at his building

going up.
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And Mommy can laugh and sleep late like Mrs. Honey, and we can have ice cream every night for dessert.




,, L= AT ® ® :
: & 5
¥ oy ‘ ’li e -
§
—. =
L | 4 s
e e 4 \
- | .
.' e '-"
i ® g@u
o v ® & 2 o = —— | | B B 1
i..--i- -5-; JJ-‘
i "Ill-!--‘&‘..
| BEREEEHN

b PR "

o 2 ] ! ] ; 0
i i A S ; i &
] ' o ’ T ey ¥ - b . L ) =

Next I'm going to fly over the ice cream factory, just to
make sure we do.



Tonight we're going up to Tar Beach. Mommy is roasting

peanuts and frying chicken, and Daddy will bring home a And then the stars will fall around me, and [ will fly to the

union building.

watermelon. Mr. and Mrs. Honey will bring the beer and

their old green card table.




I have told him it’s very easy, anyone can fly. All you need

I'll take Be Be with me. He has threatened to tell Mommy
s Dsldly 1 Tleaveiling Behind is somewhere to go that you can’t get to any other way. The

next thing you know, you’re flying among the stars.
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Tar Beach, a story quilt by Faith RM.TU.T Beach

combines autobiography, fictional narrative,
painting, and quilt making in one art form. Ir
was completed in 1988 as the first of five
quilts in Ringgolds “Woman on a Bridge”
series and is in the collection of the Solomon
R. Guggenheim Museum in New York Ciry.

Faith Ringpold has been a painter since
the 1950s. In the 1970s she began to work in
soft sculpture, collaborating with her mother,
Willi Posey Jones, a fashion designer and
dressmaker, who had a major influence on her
interest in quilts. Willi Posey described
watching her grandmother, Betsy Bingham,
boil and bleach flour sacks to line the quilts
she sewed. Susic Shannon, Bersy’s mother,
was a slave in antebellum Florida who made
quilts as part of her duties. Ringgold’s quilt
designs  echo  the  African-influenced,
repetitive geometric design characteristic of
many Early American quilts.

As Ringgold became more Interested in
telling stories as well as in painting and quilt
making, she began using quilts as vehicles for
her stories. Most of her ‘quills concern the
experience of the Black female in America.
Cassie, the narrator of Tar Beach, dreams of
being free to go wherever she wants for the
rest of her life. Flying is how she will achieve
her dream, echoing an important mortif in
African-American  folk-tale literature, in
which slaves told of “flying” to freedom as
wish fulhllment or as a metaphor for escaping
from  slavery. References to  more
contemporary African-American history are
also part of the story. Ringgold alludes to the
practice of excluding African-Americans and
Narive Americans from unions in her
description of Cassic’s father, who was not
allowed in “the Union” because he was
“colored or a half-breed Indian, like they say.”
Minorities, even those used by trades for

.skills such as high-steel work, could be
excluded from unions on the basis of the so-
called grandfather clause: if a man’s father
was not a union member, that was grounds for
kmping him out, wo. Cassie fulfills
Ringgold’s vision of a Black female doing
heroic, creative things, for it is Cassie who
has the power to emancipare her father.

But Tar Beach is not a work of history; it is
fiction, the transformation of Ringgold's

memories of childhood. Ringgold was born in
HHII{.’I’IL alld hl.‘r ﬁﬂl’lihﬂ' Uft{.'[l went up on 'Ll'lt‘
roof on hot summer nights. Adults played
cards. Children ate and stayed up late, lying
together on a martress. The childless couples,
WI"IU 'dl“'i{"& sct'mt'd to h.;l\-’t‘ more money than
the families with children, arc represented by
Mr. and. Mrs. Honey, named because, as
Ringgold says, “It was always ‘honey’ this and
‘honey’ that.”

The site of Tar Beach is the rooftop of a
neighboring apartment house that Ringgold
sees from the windows of her Harlem
apartment. The bridge is the George
Washington Bridge, which Ringgold called
“her bridge,” because it had been part of her
view all of her life.

The picture book Tar Beach shares many
elements with Ringgold’s story quilt. The
text, originally written on fabric strips around
the border of the quilt, has been altered
slightly for stylistic and textual reasons.
Ringgold created entirely new paintings for
the book, using acrylic on canvas paper,
similar to the canvas fabric she used in the
original quilt painting. The page border is
reproduced from the original story quilt, and
the background material for the text is the
same canvas paper Ringgold used in her
paintings.

© Grace Matthews

Courtesy of the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York Ciry.



