My First Conk
By Malcolm X
from The Autobiography of Malcom X, 1964

Shorty soon decided that my hair was finally long enough to be conked . He had
promised to school me in how to beat the barbershops' three- and four-dollar price
by making up congolene, and then conking ourselves.

I took the little list of ingredients he had printed out for me, and went to
a grocery store, where I got a can of Red Devil lye, two eggs, and two medium-
sized white potatoes. Then at a drugstore near the poolroom, I asked for a large
jar of vaseline, a large bar of soap, a large-toothed comb, and a fine-toothed
comb, one of those rubber hoses with a metal spray-head, a rubber apron, and a
pair of gloves.

"Going to lay on that first conk?" the drugstore man asked me. I proudly told
him, grinning, "Right!"

Shorty paid six dollars a week for a room in his cousin's shabby apartment.
His cousin wash't at home. "It's like the pad's mine, he spends so much time with
his woman," Shorty said. “Now, you watch me -"

He peeled the potatoes and thin-sliced them into a quart-sized Mason fruit
jar, then started stirring them with a wooden spoon as he gradually poured in a
1ittle over half the can of lye. "Never use a metal spoon; the lye will turn it
black," he told me.

A jelly-like, starchy-looking glop resulted from the lye and potatoes, and
Shorty broke in the two eggs, stirring real fast — his own conk and dark face bent
down close. The congolene turned pale-yellowish. "Feel the jar," Shorty said. I
cupped my hand against the outside, and snatched it away. "Darn right, it's hot,
that's the lye," he said. "So you know it's going to burn when I comb it in - it
burns bad. But the longer you can stand it, the straighter the hair."

He made me sit down, and he tied the string of the new rubber apron tightly
around my neck, and combed up my bush of hair. Then, from the big vaseline jar, he
took a handful and massaged it hard all through my hair and into the scalp. He
also thickly vaselined my neck, ears and forehead. "When I get to washing out your
head, be sure to tell me any-where you feel any little stinging," Shorty warned
me, washing his hands, then pulling on the rubber gloves, and tying on his own
rubber apron. "You always got to remember that any congolene left in burns a sore
into your head."

The congolene just felt warm when Shorty started combing it in. But ‘then my
head caught fire.

I gritted my teeth and tried to pull the sides of the kitchen table together.
The comb felt as if it was raking my skin off.

My eyes watered, my nose was running. I couldn't stand it any longer; I
bolted to the washbasin. I was cursing Shorty with every name I could think of
when he got the spray going and started soap lathering my head.

He lathered and spray-rinsed, lathered and spray-rinsed, maybe ten or twelve
times, each time gradually closing the hot-water faucet, until the rinse was cold,
and that helped some.

"You feel any stinging spots?"”



"No," I managed to say. My knees were trembling.
"Sit back down, then. I think we got it all out okay."

The flame came back as Shorty, with a thick towel, started drying my head,
rubbing hard. "Easy, man, easy!" I kept shouting.

"The first time's always worst. You get used to it better before long. You
took it real good, homeboy. You got a good conk."

When Shorty let me stand up and see in the mirror, my hair hung down in limp,
damp strings. My scalp still flamed, but not as badly; I could bear it. He draped
the towel around my shoulders, over my rubber apron, and began again vaselining my
hair.

I could feel him combing, straight back, first the big comb, then the fine-
tooth one.

Then, he was using a razor, very delicately, on the back of my neck. Then,
finally, shaping the sideburns.

My first view in the mirror blotted out the hurting. I'd seen some pretty
conks, but when it's the first time, on your own head, the transformation, after
the lifetime of kinks, is staggering.

The mirror reflected Shorty behind me. We both were grinning and sweating.
And on top of my head was this thick, smooth sheen of shining red hair - real red
— as straight as any white man's.

How ridiculous I was! Stupid enough to stand there simply lost in admiration
of my hair now looking "white," reflected in the mirror in Shorty's room. I vowed
that I'd never again be without a conk, and I never was for many years.

This was my first really big step toward self-degradation: when I endured all
of that pain, literally burning my flesh to have it look like a white man's hair.
I had joined that multitude of Negro men and women in America who are brainwashed
into believing that the black people are "inferior'—and white people "superior"—
that they will even violate and mutilate their God-created bodies to try to look
"pretty" by white standards.

Look around today, in every small town and big city, from two-bit catfish and
soda-pop joints into the "integrated" lobby of the Waldorf-Astoria, and you'll see
conks on black men. And you'll see black women wearing these green and pink and
purple and red and platinum-blonde wigs. They're all more ridiculous than a
slapstick comedy It makes you wonder if the Negro has completely lost his sense of
identity, lost touch with himself.

You'll see the conk worn by many, many so-called "upper class" Negroes, and,
as much as I hate to say it about them, on all too many Negro entertainers. One of
the reasons that I've especially admired some of them, like Lionel Hampton and
Sidney Poitier, among others, is that they have kept their natural hair and fought
to the top. I admire any Negro man who has never had himself conked, or who has
had the sense to get rid of it — as I finally did.

T don't know which kind of self-defacing conk is the greater shame--the one
you'll see on the heads of the black so-called "middle class" and "upper class,”
who ought to know better, or the one you'll see on the heads of the poorest, most



downtrodden, ignorant black men. I mean the legal-minimum-wage ghetto-dwelling
kind of Negro, as I was when I got my first one. It's generally among these poor
fools that you'll see a black kerchief over the man's head, like Aunt Jemima; he's
trying to make his conk last longer, between trips to the barbershop. Only for
special occasions is this kerchief-protected conk exposed — to show off how
"sharp" and "hip" its owner is. The ironic thing is that I have never heard any
woman, white or black, express any admiration for a conk. Of course, any white
woman with a black man isn't thinking about his hair. But I don't see how on earth
a black woman with any race pride could walk down the street with any black man
wearing a conk — the emblem of his shame that he is black.

To my own shame, when I say all of this, I'm talking first of all about
myself — because you can't show me any Negro who ever conked more faithfully than
I did. I'm speaking from personal experience when I say of any black man who conks .
today, or any white-wigged black woman, that if they gave the brains in their
heads just half as much attention as they do their hair, they would be a thousand

times better off.



Background about the conk:

The conk (derived from congolene, a hair straightener gel made from lye) was a hairstyle popular

among African-American men from the 1920s to the 1960s. This hairstyle called for a man with naturally
"kinky" hair to have it chemically straightened using a relaxer (sometimes the pure corrosive chemical lye), so
that the newly straightened hair could be styled in specific ways. Often, the relaxer was made at home, by
mixing lye, eggs, and potatoes, the applier having to wear gloves and the receiver's head having to be rinsed
thoroughly after application to avoid chemical burns.

Conks were often styled as large pompadours although other men chose to simply slick their straightened hair
back, allowing it to lie flat on their heads. Regardless of the styling, conks required a considerable amount of
effort to maintain: a man often had to wear a do-rag of some sort at home, to prevent sweat or other agents

from causing his hair to revert to its natural state prematurely. Also, the style required repeated application of
relaxers; as new hair grew in, it too had to be chemically straightened.

Many of the popular musicians of the early to mid 20th century, including Chuck Berry, Louis Jordan, Little
Richard, James Brown, and the members of The Temptations and The Miracles, were well known for sporting
the conk hairstyle. The gatefold of the 1968 album Electric Mud shows blues legend Muddy Watershaving his
hair conked. The style fell out of popularity when the Black Power movement of the 1960s took hold, and

the Afro became a popular symbol of African pride.

The conk was a major plot device in Spike Lee's film biography Malcolm X, based upon Malcolm X's own
condemnation of the hairstyle as black self-degradation in his autobiography because of its implications about
the superiority of a more "white" appearance and because of the pain the process causes and the possibility of
receiving severe burns to the scalp.

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conk




