
Reflections on my early childhood; James Frost; Years 3 – 12 (1946 – 
1955) 
  
 I write about these years, because I have not really thought much about these 
early years in my life and it gives me great pleasure to reflect on and to relive this era. 
   
           I was born in 1943. I am the son of Charles Sumner Frost and Olivia Pleasants 
Frost. My father was born and raised in Arkansas (1911 – 1986 r.i.p.) He grew up during 
the Jim Crow era of segregation and post slavery and Arkansas was a lynching state. 
During the lynching era (1880 – 1940) five thousand Black Americans were lynched and 
most of the lynching occurred in Arkansas, Texas, Mississippi, Louisiana, Alabama, and 
Georgia. One of my uncles had some issues with a group of whites and he had to flee 
for his life after a group of white men came looking for him. Such was the nature of my 
father’s upbringing and to escape he fled to New York around 1930, to gain an 
education and a better life. 
 My name is James Frost. What is the origin of my name? A name tells a story, a 
story of whom you are, of your lineage and of your character. In Spanish culture, 
persons are given very long names to reflect their lineage. Senor Simon Jose Antonio 
de la Santisima Trinidad Bolivia y Palacio gives the first name Simon and the paternal 
surname (Bolivia) followed by the maternal surname (Palacio) all blessed under the 
auspices of the Holy Trinity. So what story does my name tell? The name Frost traces 
to Great Britain, and further to Germany, Holland, Sweden, Iceland, and Scandinavia. 
Am I from any of these regions? No. Can my blood be traced back to these regions? 
Yes, through the forcible rape of my great, great, great grandmother by her white slave 
master who also tortured my great, great, great grandfather and all his family. That’s the  
irony of Black Americans; we bear the names of our former white slave masters and 
owners; that’s what our name means. The name “Frost”, I hate it, but my father said to 
keep it because it helps to identify the members of our clan.   
 So my father migrated to New York City and from there earned a degree in 
Business Administration from the Columbia School of General Studies and became a 
successful business man in Harlem. He married and moved to a house in Jamaica 
Queens, New York and had three children of which I was the middle child. He brought a 
TV and I remember looking at Howdy Doody (1947 – 1960), the Mickey Mouse Club, 
and “Popeye the Sailor Man”. In 1950 the whole country, including me, was singing 
Pete Seeger and the Weaver’s “Good Night Irene”, and Patti Page’s ”Tennessee Waltz”. 
And in 1955 there was the Platter’s “Great Pretender”. And also in 1955 how I hated to 
hear the ever present airing of Pat Boone’s “Aint’ that a Shame” of Fats Domino’s (the 
original song writer) version of “Aint that a Shame.” On October 3, 1951 it hurt my heart 
to watch on TV, Bobby Thompson and the NY Giants beat the Brooklyn Dodgers in the 
9th inning of the National League pennant race at the NY Polo Grounds in “the Shot 
heard around the World.” In 1955, in elementary school we waited on long lines to 
receive the Salk polio vaccine injections, and in school we dived under our desks in fear 
upon hearing the A bomb siren blast tests. Also, in 1955, we jumped for joy after the 
Brooklyn Dodgers with Johnny Podres (MVP pitcher), Jackie Robinson, Roy 
Campanella, Duke Snider, and Pee Wee Reese beat the NY Yankees( Mickey Mantle, 
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Whitey Ford, Phil Rizzuto, Yogi Berra, and Casey Stengel)  in 7 games to win the World 
Series, the first World Series to be broadcast in color. 

 My very first friend was Thomas Dotkins, he lived right across the street 
from me in a big house in Jamaica, Queens, NY. I must have been about four 
years old. He would come over and we would play and one time he stayed over a 
month because his mother had to work. He was my best friend. My other friend 
was Gerald, he lived around the block. He was from a poor family, but we hung 
tough together. I would go over his house and many days we would have nothing 
to eat, so we made mayonnaise sandwiches, two slices of bread and 
mayonnaise. But we were good friends. Some of this people came around and 
we formed a club, we were all blood brothers; we cut our wrists and mixed blood 
with each other and swore our loyalty to each other. We started wearing 
motorcycle leather jackets and leather boots like Marlon Brando in the 1953 film 
“The Wild One”. We made zip guns by breaking automobile antennas and putting 
them on a stock of wood with rubber bands and loading them with 22 caliber 
bullets fired by striking with a sharp nail suspended by rubber bands. That was 
our weapon against potential enemies. 
 One time we had some beef with some Italians and we all met on a street 
corner to negotiate a fight (a fist fight in those days). They would pick one of their 
best and we would pick one of ours. Coming over we had just met someone (I 
don’t remember his name), but he had just got out of prison. He was dark, black 
skinned with a black marcel hair style, a really handsome dude. He barely knew 
us, but he walked with us and agreed to fight for us. When the Italians saw that 
we were serious, they backed down saying there was no need to fight. But that 
was the loyalty and love that we had for each other.  
 I remember a lot of things. One time when I was ten I was hanging out 
with Gerald and I got with a fight with another kid who lived around the corner 
from me, about my age, and I beat him. Next thing I know his big brother “Shep”, 
who is about 18, comes along and slaps “the shit out of me.” I still feel that sting. 
I am feeling really mad, but all of my friends congratulate me saying,” Oh you just 
got slapped by Shep, the lead singer of the “The Heatbeats”, a up and coming 
singing group from the neighborhood. Later that year, Allen Freed, gave a Rock 
N Roll Show at the Lowes Valencia Theater on Jamaica Avenue. The show 
featured The Heatbeats, The Cadillacs (from Harlem), The Cleftones( another 
group from Queens) and a bunch of other groups. We all went and what I 
remember is that the groups sounded better in person than they did on the 
records! It was a grand show with singing and dancing. The Heartbeats sounded 
and looked so good singing their local hit at the time, “ Crazy for you”, that I 
forgave Shep and that slap. James “ Shep” Sheppard later went on to form Shep 
and the Limelights with their national hits “ A Thousand Miles Away” and “ 
Daddy’s Home.” The Cadillacs were good too, singing their hit ”Speedo” with the 
lead singer James Earl “ Speedo” Carroll flipping his tall hat with his signature 
cane as he sung and danced.  
 I remember after every Christmas we would go around and collect 
discarded Christmas trees and pile them in a lot and then burn them. One time 
we put some raw potatoes in the fire and cooked them for about twenty minutes. 
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I remember eating one of them and it was the best baked potato I ever had in my 
whole life. I can still taste it. Another time I went over Vernin Cummins house on 
the corner when I was about eight.  His older brother was in college and he had a 
calculus book laying on the desk. I glanced through it and was fascinated by the 
symbols and equations. They had a strange effect. I did not know what they 
meant at the time, but they gave me a temporary mental high. Mathematics was 
to later play a major theme in my life (I later went on to obtain a Ph.D in physics). 
  By the time I was in the sixth grade (10 -11 years old) things were 
changing. Our club was being recruited  by the “Chaplins”, a major street gang 
out of Brooklyn who recently had hung dead in the park several members of the 
”El Quintos”, their rival gang. I was in elementary school, P. S. 116, but soon 
would be transferred to P.S. 40, a junior high school in South Jamaica with a 
really bad reputation. My father seeing all of this moved the family from Jamaica 
to Springfield Gardens, a middle class neighborhood a few miles up.  I left my 
friends behind and it really hurt me. I started reading books on algebra, calculus 
and biology. These became my new friends. One night, I was about twelve years 
old, I was studying a calculus book and I looked out my window and saw a group 
of about 25 individuals from my old neighborhood rooming the street, not causing 
any harm, just exploring, maybe just looking for some girlfriend they just met. I 
was startled. I could no longer read. I had to engage my old neighborhood.  So I 
went outside and walked towards them. One said “Do you know where Selover 
Road is?” Me, I am still in calculus space, I said,” Yea, right up there 
perpendicular to the street take a left.” Why did I say that! One of them says, 
”Isn’t that some school shit!, Let’s pop him in the mouth! Let’s fuck him up!” But 
one in the group says “Wait, I know him. Didn’t you use to run with Gerald?” I 
says “Yea.” He said, ”He’s alright, I know him, he’s cool” and they left. I was 
never afraid, matter of fact I felt at home again being around them.  
  One day I was riding the subway coming from Manhattan to Queens going 
home and I ran into Thomas Dotkins on the train. We talked and he was curious 
about where I lived. So we came to my house. I had just brought a brand new 
microscope and I was investigating the microscopic world of microbes and other 
things. I showed him the microscope and he looked at me as if to say, ”What the 
hell is this?” He was really puzzled. We went to the door and he left. I never saw 
him again. Many years later I asked my aunt, whatever happened to Thomas 
Dotkins and she said he was serving a long prison term. It struck me! I realized 
that it could have been me. But what really, really hurt, was that Thomie could 
have been like me!  


