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My Favourite Book

Paul Mendez

I first read James Baldwin’s fourth novel Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been 

Gone (1968) back in the summer of 2002, the year before I came out and 

two years after my disfellowshipping from the community of Jehovah’s 

Witnesses. I’d just quit my degree in Automotive Engineering and was 

about to start writing for the first time. Reading it again now, after publish-

ing my own novel Rainbow Milk, I see many similarities between the two 

books: from the use of Othello, acting and the theatre to the rhythms of 

restaurant work; from the disinterested father and broken mother figure to 

the hostile white patriarch and white saviour friends; and the black nation-

alist rant towards the end of the book. It has been said that Baldwin’s great 

skill as an author is his ability to form a radical intimacy with his reader,1 

and I have to agree; Tell Me How Long spoke directly to my twenty year-

old, undereducated, conflicted, vulnerable, demoralised, disenfranchised, 

tokenised, lonely and directionless soul. It provided me with a life model 

and a literary schooling that seeped deep into my marrow and directed my 

path on both counts thereafter. If only I could make sure the reader actively 

listened, instead of waiting passively for it to sink in.

Baldwin’s protagonist, Leo Proudhammer, ‘eschews the pressures of 

the African American community of Harlem and explores how he can be 

true to himself on the stage and in his life’.2 An actor, he suffers a heart 

1  Clifford Thompson, ‘Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone’, The Iowa Review 29, no. 
2 (Fall 1999): 114–20.

2  Aaron N. Oforlea, ‘The Ambiguous Performance of Black Male Subjectivity in James 
Baldwin’s Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone’, College Language Association Jour-
nal 53, no. 1 (September 2009): 75–98.
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attack at the end of a performance of the play he is starring in, flashing us 

back to his upbringing in Harlem, his early experiences of police brutality 

and same-sex interaction, his time as a young man apprenticing with privi-

leged whites in a New York actors’ studio, and as a waiter in a West Indian 

restaurant, his chances of working as an actor improving in line with real-life 

developments in American race politics. Is it a coincidence that, having read 

Tell Me How Long and forgotten about it, I became, at different times in 

my life, a waiter, a life model, and an actor – like Proudhammer – on the 

way to becoming a novelist, like Baldwin himself? Also like Baldwin, I went 

through a realisation – later in life than he did, in part because my education 

was centred on hegemonic whiteness – that my identity had always been 

defined by the white gaze; that even my body movements were dictated 

by a ‘deference’  to white people’s senses of space and safety; that I have 

been raised to believe I had to choose between belonging to and repre-

senting the Black community – potentially putting myself at odds with the 

white supremacist patriarchy and being a normal person who can succeed 

despite my blackness.

I may have learned as much about memory from Marcel Proust, and 

about gay life from Alan Hollinghurst, but it was through James Baldwin, 

and Tell Me How Long in particular, that I began to understand my place in 

the world as a Black, gay man, to think about Black masculine subjectivities, 

and see the potential I might have as a writer.
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A recording of this talk can be found on the WritersMosaic website at 

writersmosaic.org.uk
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