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Grades 11/12 Reading Assessment Literacy in the Community

Reading Comprehension

Breakfast in Virginia * by Langston Hughes

“Breakfast in Virginia,” written by the African American author Langston Hughes, takes place in
the United States during World War II, when racial segregation was both openly visible and
commonly accepted. From the 1880s into the 1960s, the majority of states enforced
segregation through Jim Crow laws. Many states and cities could impose legal punishments on
people for associating with members of another race. The most common types of laws forbade
intermarriage and ordered business owners and public institutions to keep their black and
white clientele separated.

Two colored boys during the war. For the first time in his life one of them, on furlough from a
Southern training camp, was coming North. His best buddy was a New York lad, also on
furlough, who had invited him to visit Harlem.

Being colored, they had to travel in the Jim Crow car until the Florida Express reached
Washington.

The train was crowded and people were standing in WHITE day  coaches  and  in  the
COLORED  coach—the single Jim Crow car. Corporal Ellis and Corporal Williams had, after much
insistence, shared for a part of the night the seats of other kindly passengers in the coach
marked COLORED. They took turns sleeping for a few hours. The rest of the time they sat on the
arm of a seat or stood

smoking in the vestibule. By morning they were very tired. And they were hungry.

 No vendors came into the Jim Crow coach with food, so Corporal Ellis suggested to his
friend that they go into the diner and have breakfast. Corporal Ellis was born in New York and
grew up there. He had been a star trackman with

his college team, and had often eaten in diners on trips with his teammates. Corporal Williams
had never eaten in a diner before, but he followed his friend .   It was  midmorning. The rush
period was over, although the dining car was still fairly full. But, fortunately, just at the door as
they entered there were three seats at a table for four persons. The sole occupant of the table
was a tall , distinguished gray-haired man. A white man.
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As the two brownskin soldiers stood at the door waiting for the steward to seat them,
the white man looked up and said, “Won’t you sit here and be my guests this morning? I have a
son fighting in North Africa. Come, sit down.”

 “Thank you, sir,” said Corporal Ellis, “this is kind of you. I am Corporal Ellis. This is
Corporal Williams.”

The elderly man rose, gave his name, shook hands with

the two colored soldiers, and the three of them sat down at the table .   The young men faced
their host.   Corporal Williams  was   silent ,  but  Corporal  Ellis   carried on  the conversation as
they waited for the steward to bring the menus.

“How long have you been in the service, Corporal?” the white man was saying as the
steward approached.

Corporal Ellis could not answer this question because the steward cut in brusquely, “You
boys can’t sit here.”

“These men are my guests for breakfast, steward,” said the white man.

 “I am sorry, sir,” said the white steward, “but Negroes cannot be served now. If there’s time,
we may have a fourth sitting before luncheon for them, if they want to come back.”

“But these men are soldiers,” said the white man.

“I am sorry, sir. We will take  your order, but I cannot serve them in the state of Virginia.”

The two Negro soldiers were silent. The white man rose. He looked at the steward a
minute, then said, “I am embarrassed, steward, both for you and for my guests.” To the soldiers
he said, “If you gentlemen will come with me to my drawing room, we will have breakfast
there. Steward, I would like a waiter immediately, Room E, the third car back.”

The tall, distinguished man turned and led the way out of the diner. The two soldiers
followed him. They passed through the club car, through the open Pullmans, and into a coach
made up entirely of compartments. The white man led them along the blue-gray corridor,
stopped at the last door, and opened it.

“Come in,” he said. He waited for the soldiers to enter.

It was a roomy compartment with a large window and two long comfortable seats facing
each other. The man indicated a place for the soldiers, who sat down together. He pressed a
button.
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“I will have the porter bring a table,” he said. Then he went on with the conversation
just as if nothing had happened.  He  told  them of   recent   letters   from his son overseas, and
of his pride in all the men in the military services who were giving up the pleasures of civilian
life to help bring an end to Hitlerism.

Shortly the porter arrived with the table. Soon a waiter spread a cloth and took their
order. In a little while the food was there.

All this time Corporal Williams from the South had said nothing. He sat, shy and
bewildered, as the Virginia landscape passed outside the train window. Then he drank his
orange juice with loud gulps. But when the eggs were brought, suddenly he spoke, “This here
time, sir, is the first time I ever been invited to eat with a white man. I’m from Georgia.”

“I hope it won’t be the last time,” the white man replied. “Breaking bread together is the oldest
symbol of human friendship.” He passed the silver tray. “Would you care for rolls or muffins,
Corporal? I am sorry there is no butter this

morning. I guess we’re on rations.”

“I can eat without butter,” said the corporal.

For the first time his eyes met those of his host. He smiled. Through the window of the
speeding train, as it neared Washington, clear in the morning sunlight yet far off in the distance,
they could see the dome of the Capitol.

But the soldier from the Deep South was not looking out of the window. He was looking across
the table at his fellow American.

“I thank you for this breakfast,” said Corporal Williams.

1. What is one difference between Corporal Ellis and Corporal Williams?

a. Corporal Williams is black, and Corporal Ellis is white.

b. Corporal Williams is from the South, and Corporal Ellis is from the
North.

c. Corporal Ellis wants to eat breakfast, but Corporal Williams is not
hungry.

d. Corporal Ellis likes the elderly man, but Corporal Williams does not.
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2. In paragraph 8, the word brusquely means —

a. harshly

b. harmlessly

c. curiously

d. loudly

3. Which of these is the best plot summary of the selection?

a. Corporal Williams and Corporal Ellis are traveling on a segregated train during
World War II. When the two soldiers are told they cannot eat in the dining car,
an elderly white man tells the steward that the men are his guests. Despite the
man’s efforts, the soldiers are forbidden to sit in the car. The elderly man
apologizes to the soldiers for the steward’s behavior and asks them whether
they would like to dine with him in his compartment.

b. Corporal Williams and Corporal Ellis are two African American soldiers traveling
aboard a train headed to Washington, D.C. The two soldiers have difficulty
finding a place to dine aboard the train because of Jim Crow laws. Corporal Ellis,
who is from New York, decides that they should attempt to eat in the dining car.
Corporal Williams, who is from Georgia, has never eaten in a diner before but
nonetheless follows his friend.

c. Corporal Williams and Corporal Ellis are aboard a train bound for Washington,
D.C., during World War II. Both soldiers are African American and have no access
to food in the Jim Crow coach. In the dining car an elderly white man asks them
to join him, but the steward will not permit them to eat with whites. The elderly
man insists that the soldiers eat with him in his private compartment, where he
treats them with respect and courtesy.

d. Corporal Williams and Corporal Ellis befriend an elderly white man aboard a train
during World War II. The two soldiers find themselves dining in the man’s private
compartment. The man tells the soldiers of his own son, who is fighting in North
Africa. During breakfast Corporal Williams says that this is the first time he has
dined with a white man. He then thanks the elderly man for his kindness.
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4. Read the following dictionary entry.

service \ sərvis\ n 1. a meeting for worship; 2. one of a nation’s military forces; 3. a
contribution to the welfare of others; 4. a building providing maintenance and
repair.

Which definition best matches the way the word service is used in paragraph 7?

a. Definition 1

b. Definition 2

c. Definition 3

d. Definition 4

5. Why is the train setting of the story important?

a. It highlights the effects of segregation.

b. It shows that transportation was difficult during the war.

c. It stresses the cruelty of the steward.

d. It emphasizes the importance of the passing landscape.

6. What is Corporal Williams’s primary internal conflict?

a. He doesn’t know how he will be able to get a meal.

b. He doesn’t know how to respond to the elderly man’s kindness.

c. He knows that once he gets off the train, he will have to go to war.

d. He worries about traveling from the South to the North.
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7. Which line best demonstrates how indignant the elderly man feels?

a. The sole occupant of the table was a tall, distinguished gray-haired
man.

b.  “I am embarrassed, steward, both for you and for my guests.”

c. The elderly man rose, gave his name, shook hands with the two
colored soldiers, and the three of them sat down at the table.

d.  “I will have the porter bring a table,” he said.

8. Which of these best conveys the reality of Jim Crow laws?

a.  “I can eat without butter,” said the corporal.

b. They took turns sleeping for a few hours.

c.  “You boys can’t sit here.”

d. For the first time his eyes met those of his host.

9. The reader can infer that the elderly man —

a. identifies with the two corporals because his son is a soldier

b. believes there should be two separate types of cars on the train

c. performs an act of kindness because he feels superior to the two
soldiers

d. is on the train because he is going to visit his son
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Revising and Editing

Lydia has written this report for her U.S. history class. As part of a peer conference, you have
been asked to read the report and think about what suggestions you would make. When you
finish reading the report, answer the questions that follow.

The American Red Cross

(1) The American Red Cross is an organization that aids people all around

the world.  (2) It started as a result of the efforts of a dedicated woman.  (3) That

woman was named Clara Barton.  (4) It was during the Civil War that Barton

began the work that lead to the establishment of the American Red Cross.

(5) She assisted on the battlefield by nursing injured soldiers and helping

transport supplies.  (6) Eventually the Government of the United States selected

her to serve as superintendent of nurses for the army.

10. What is the most effective way to combine sentences 2 and 3?

a. It started as a result of the efforts of a dedicated woman, that
woman was named Clara Barton.

b. It started as a result of the efforts of a woman who was dedicated
and named Clara Barton.

c. It started as a result of the efforts of a dedicated woman named
Clara Barton.

d. It started as a result of the efforts of a dedicated woman she was
named Clara Barton.
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11. What change, if any, should be made in sentence 4?

a. Change was to is

b. Insert a comma after Civil War

c. Change lead to led

d. Make no change

12. What change, if any, should be made in sentence 6?

a. Change Government to government

b. Change selected to selected

c. Change her to herself

d. Make no change


