Festus Claudius McKay

Festus Claudius McKay was born in Jamaica on 15th September, 189o0.
He began writing poetry as a schoolboy. He worked as a policeman in
Spanish Town and when he was twenty-two had his first volume of

poems, Songs of Jamaica (1912) published.

In 1912 McKay moved to the United States where he attended
Tuskegee Institute in Alabama and Kansas State University. In 1919
McKay travelled to England where he was introduced to influential
left-wing figures in journalism. This included Sylvia Pankhurst, who
recruited him to write for her trade union journal, Workers'

Dreadnought. While in London, McKay read the works of Karl Marx

and becomes a committed socialist.

In 1921 McKay returned to New York aboard the S.S. Adriatic,
pictured above. He described his arrival in New York: “The feeling of

the dirty steerage passage across the Atlantic was swept away in the



immense wonder of clean, vertical heaven-challenging lines, glory to

the grandeur of space.”

Reflecting back on the arrival after having lived in New York for
some time McKay added: “Oh, I wished that it were possible to know
New York in that way only- as a masterpiece wrought for the
illumination of the sight, a splendor lifting aloft and shedding its
radiance like a searchlight, making one big and great with feeling. Oh,
that I should never draw nearer to descend into its precipitous gorges,
where visions are broken and shattered and one becomes one of a

million, average, ordinary, insignificant.”

Claude McKay
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The S.S. Adriatic’s manifest shows McKay’s information, on line 26. Notice his

occupation is recorded as waiter, not writer.
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The second page of the Adriatic’s manifest contains more information provided

by McKay, on line 26

Shortly after settling in New York in 1921, Claude McKay became

associate editor of The Liberator, a monthly magazine supported by



the Communist Party of America which included art, poetry, and
fiction along with political reporting and commentary. Over the next
year the journal published articles by McKay such as "How Black
Sees Green" and "Red and He Who Gets Slapped.” He also published

his best known volume of verse, Harlem Shadows in 1922. McKay

emerged as one of the first and most militant voices of the Harlem
Renaissance, the flowering of African American cultural and

intellectual life during the 1920s and 1930s centered in Harlem.

In 1922 McKay represented the American Workers Party at the fourth
congress of the Communist International in Moscow. He stayed in

Europe where he wrote Trial by Lynching: Stories About Negro Life

in America (1925) and Home to Harlem (1928), a novel about a

disillusioned black soldier in the US Army who returns from the
Western Front to live in a black ghetto. Losing faith in Communism,
McKay moved back to Harlem and turned his attention to the
teachings of various spiritual and political leaders, eventually
converting to Catholicism. McKay's published work during this
period included his autobiography, A Long Way From Home (1937)

and Harlem: Negro Metropolis (1940).In his later years, Claude

McKay was unable to make a living from writing, so he found work

in a shipbuilding yard. He died from a heart attack at the age of 59 in
1948.



