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PREFACE





Ever since the time of Uncle Remus, Negro folklore has exerted a strong attraction upon the imagination of the American public. Negro tales, songs and sayings without end, as well as descriptions of Negro magic and voodoo, have appeared; but in all of them the intimate setting in the social life of the Negro has been given very inadequately.


It is the great merit of Miss Hurstons work that she entered into the homely life of the southern Negro as one of them and was fully accepted as such by the companions of her childhood. Thus she has been able to penetrate through that affected demeanor by which the Negro excludes the White observer effectively from participating in his true inner life. Miss Hurston has been equally successful in gaining the confidence of the voodoo doctors and she gives us much that throws a new light upon the much discussed voodoo beliefs and practices. Added to all this is the charm of a loveable personality and of a revealing style which makes Miss Hurstons work an unusual contribution to our knowledge of the true inner life of the Negro.


To the student of cultural history the material presented is valuable not only by giving the Negros reaction to everyday events, to his emotional life, his humor and passions, but it throws into relief also the peculiar amalgamation of African and European tradition which is so important for understanding historically the character of American Negro life, with its strong African background in the West Indies, the importance of which diminishes with increasing distance from the south.


FRANZ BOAS










FOREWORD





On December 14, 1927, according to her biographer Robert Hemenway, Zora Neale Hurston boarded a midafternoon train at Pennsylvania Station in New York City, bound for Mobile, Alabama. From Mobile she would travel on to Florida and then to Louisiana, in a major effort to gather material on African-American folklore and other folk practices, including voodoo.


Hurston did not begin her project with the utmost confidence. After all, her first significant venture as a collector of folklore in the South had ended earlier that year with a frank admission on her part of failure. That professional setback was particularly galling for two reasons. First, Hurston was no stranger to the South, having been born and reared in Eatonville, Florida; as she later boasted in her autobiography Dust Tracks on a Road (1942), she had the map of Dixie on my tongue. Secondly, she had carried out this first project collecting folklore in the South with the solid backing and encouragement of Franz Boas, unquestionably the dominant figure in American anthropology and Hurstons most influential professor at Barnard College, which she had entered as a student in 1925.


Still, Hurston had been unable to make the most of these advantages and had returned to New York with raw material in her notebooks rather than with a mature, complex grasp of the implications of that material that would have enabled her to move from being simply a transcriber to becoming a profound interpreter of Southern folklores place in the culture of black America. She had returned to Boas with little to show for her efforts. However, her second expedition into the South as a gatherer of folklore would end differently, even though several years passed before its success was crowned with the publication in 1935 of Mules and Men. Filtered through a matured consciousness, and organized according to effective journalistic and literary strategies, the material she gathered mainly between 1927 and 1928 (with additional work up to 1931 and 1932) resulted in one of the outstanding books of its kind ever published in the United States. In 1960, the year Hurston died, the celebrated American collector Alan Lomax appraised Mules and Men as the most engaging, genuine, and skillfully written book in the field of folklore.


Although Hurston is far better known for the publication of her feminist novel Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), no understanding of her mind and her art, or of her contribution to African-American culture or to the study of folklore, can ignore the achievement of Mules and Men. Almost certainly, there would have been no Their Eyes Were Watching God without the process of growth and maturation that resulted first from Mules and Men. In this book, Hurston first effected a genuine reconciliation between herself and her past, which is to say between herself as a growing individual with literary ambitions on the one hand and the evolving African-American culture and history on the other. Here, in an extended literary acther most ambitious to dateshe found at last the proper form for depicting herself in relationship to the broad range of forces within the African-American culture that had produced her, as well as for portraying the people of which she was but one member. Here she came to terms at last with the full range of black folk traditions, practices, expressions, and types of behavior, and began to trust her understanding of their multiple meanings as an index to the African-American world. From the earliest rocking of my cradle, she wrote in Mules and Men, I had known about the capers Brer Rabbit is apt to cut and what the Squinch Owl says from the house top. But it was fitting me like a tight chemise. I couldnt see it for wearing it. It was only when I was off in college, away from my native surroundings, that I could see myself like somebody else and stand off and look at my garment. Then I had to have the spy-glass of Anthropology to look through at that.


In the case of Zora Neale Hurston, one speaks of this coming to terms with black folk culture carefully or not at all. Struggling to find a lofty place for herself in the world, she nevertheless arrived in New York in 1925 displaying from the start little ambivalence about traditional black culture. She was one of W.E.B. Du Boiss talented tenththe gifted and educated leadership of the race on whom Du Bois based his hopes for African-American ascendancewithout seeing herself, as members of the tenth often saw themselves, as victim caught tragically between two worlds, black and white. Instead, she draped black folk culture about herself like a fabulous robe, creating an inimitable and unforgettable personality, according to virtually everyone who recalled her, based on her mastery of jokes and stories, insights and attitudes, that derived almost directly from the black folk experience. As a fledgling writer, too, her earliest stories depended proudlyand shrewdlyon the black voices she had heard as a child growing up in Florida, the people who had taught her how to speak. She moved ambitiously among whites, often with guile and not infrequently in a servile manner; but consistently she offered herself as a child of the black South who had little desire ever to forget, much less repudiate, her folk and country roots.


This degree of identification set her apart from virtually all other writers, black and white. In his landmark study The Souls of Black Folk (1903), Du Bois had delved into folk culture to illustrate his thesis of black dignity and historicity. However, he had concentrated almost exclusively, in the area of psychology and philosophy, on approaches by blacks to Christianity; in the area of art, he clung almost entirely to the noble and transcendent music of the spirituals. Other black writers, such as William Wells Brown and Charles Chesnutt, had drawn on black folkways, including both in music and in religion, in certain areas of their work, but none approached Hurstons knowledge of and commitment to folk culture. By far the best-known explorer of the black folk tradition among writers was Joel Chandler Harris, whose Uncle Remus stories, in tying animal tales to the plantation tradition, severely limited their applicability to black culture as a whole. Within what passed in those days for folklore science (as Hemenway points out, not one American university then boasted a department of folklore), efforts by white collectors to gather black material were often stymied by preconceptions about black character and by the reticence of blacks to lower their guard before such strangers. Notable among such work available in Hurstons days as a student were Guy Johnson and Howard Odums The Negro and His Sons (1925) and Negro Workaday Songs (1926), as well as the white Mississippi folklorist New-bell Niles Pucketts Folk Beliefs of the Southern Negro (1927), in which Puckett had masqueraded as a voodoo priest himself in order to gain information.


As her letters to her academic mentor Franz Boas attest, Hurston had little regard for the work of these writers, especially Odum and Johnson, whom she saw as presumptuous in their confidence that they understood fully the black folk material. Folklore is not as easy to collect as it sounds, she warned. The best source is where there are the least outside influences and these people, being usually under-privileged, are the shyest. She was fortunate in that Boas, although a white man himself, was perhaps the outstanding champion of the notion of cultural relativism. He urged that cultures be seen on their own terms and not according to a scale that held European civilization to be the supreme standard. For all her advantages, however, Hurston still found it difficult to effect a breakthrough. In part, this was owing to the complexity of the task of understanding the material; in part, it derived from Hurstons personal life experience, and especially from the fact that she was living at least one major lie as a student at Barnard. The two elementsthe scholarly or intellectual, on the one hand, and the purely personal, on the otherwere perhaps finally inseparable.


Hurston was born in the black town of Eatonville, Florida, on January 7, 1891but so willfully misrepresented herself later that even her diligent biographer believed that her year of birth was 1901. This lost decade is perhaps only the major mystery of her life. What happened to Hurston between 1891 and 1917, when she started high school at Morgan Academy (later Morgan State University) in Baltimore, Maryland, is barely illuminated either by independent research or by her autobiography Dust Tracks on a Road (1942). Both, however, tell of a loving mother who urged her to jump at de sun and a dominating father, an Eatonville preacher and carpenter, whose remarriage following his wifes death began a long season of sorrow for Hurston. Apparently unable to find common ground with her new stepmother, Zora was passed around among relatives before she struck out on her own. She worked variously as a maid and a waitress, and may even have been married for a while, before she entered Morgan Academy in 1917. After being graduated from Morgan, she briefly attended Howard University in Washington, D.C., before going to New York in 1925 to study at Barnard College. Mules and Men is dedicated to Annie Nathan Meyer (who hauled the mud to make me but loves me just the same), the founder and a trustee of the college and the person directly responsible for Hurstons presence there.


As Hurston wrote, the spy-glass of Anthropology offered at Barnard and Columbia, especially in the persons of Boas and his associates Melville Herskovits and Ruth Benedict, enabled her to begin to see her Southern black culture accurately and comprehensively. And yet her deliberate obscuring of a decade of her life suggests that she could have approached her past, which is to say the wellspring of her folkloric knowledge, only with a certain amount of caution, perhaps even distaste. In dropping a decade from her life, she was almost certainly denying the existence of experiences and involvements that, however unpalatable to her later on as she strove for success, had been a major part of her knowledge of her world. However, one other person was at least as important as these academics in pushing Hurston not only back into the arms of her past, as exemplified by her literal reentry into Eatonville to gather the material for the first part of Mules and Men, but also toward the radical belief in parapsychology and occultism, in voodoo and other forms of African religion, that generated the second, even more extraordinary part of the volume. That person was her patron Mrs. R. Osgood Mason, as Hurston reveals in Mules and Men, who backed my falling in a hearty way, in a spiritual way, and in addition, financed the whole expedition in the manner of the Great Soul that she is. The worlds most gallant woman.


This tribute appears at the end of Hurstons introduction, which places her in a motorcar (paid for by Mrs. Mason) precisely on the border of Eatonvillehome. The wealthy septuagenarian widow of a doctor who had been himself an expert in parapsychology, Mrs. Mason was already Godmother to various Harlem Renaissance figures, including Alain Locke and Langston Hughes, when she took up Zora Neale Hurston and bankrolled her second folklore expedition into the South. As with Langston Hughes, whose novel Not Without Laughter (1930) Mrs. Mason virtually commissioned and edited, she did much more than provide Hurston with money. Volatile in personality, contemptuous of European rationalism and radically devoted to the idea of extrasensory communication, and a champion of the notion of the artistic and spiritual superiority of the darker races, Mrs. Mason, more than any of Hurstons academic advisers, paved the way for Hurstons plunging not simply into the Eatonville community of her childhood but, far more radically, into voodoo and black magic in Louisiana.


Although the voodoo section (a slightly edited version of her 1931 article Hoodoo in America in the Journal of American Folklore) was added at the last minute to the book in 1934 to please its publisher, Lippincott, the two sections are intimately related. The world of Eatonville and Florida in generalthe world of tales spun by black men and womenis linked directly in this book to the world of New Orleans and Louisiana, where two-headed doctors preside over a community that believes devoutly in spells and conjures, hexes and divinations. Linking Eatonville and New Orleans is the communality and adaptability, the indomitable resilience of the imagination of Africans terrorized in the New World by objective reality in the form of slavery, segregation, and poverty. And both elements, I believe, were linked integrally to Hurstons interior world, to the fantastic personality and the altered personal history she had created for herself. I thought about the tales I had heard as a child, Hurston recalled fancifully but pointedly during her approach by car to Eatonville. How even the Bible was made over to suit our vivid imagination. How the devil always outsmarted God and how that over-noble hero Jack or Johnnot John Henry, who occupies the same place in Negro folklore that Casey Jones does in white lore and if anything is more recentoutsmarted the devil.


She who had been living to some extent by her wits, by her imagination, by the lies she created for her empowerment and salvation, as well as by her more structured, conventionally disciplined intelligence as a college student, now had begun to see her personal predicament and her imaginative response to it in a broader historical and cultural sense. To her black sources, their marvelous tales werelies. (Zora, George Thomas informed me, you come to de right place if lies is what you want. Ahm gointer lie up a nation. ) In one sense, it is possible to say that Hurston had become more of an African-American cultural nationalist, seeing more of the world and herself in terms of race and her own blackness. This would be true only to a limited degree, as Hurstons later involvement with reactionary political forces and personalities suggests. The power she gained from seeing her life in coherence with the storytelling imagination of country blacks and with the world of conjure and black magic represented by voodoo was placed largely in a different serviceself-empoweringly, to facilitate her emergence as a writer of fiction. Even before Mules and Men appeared in 1935, she published her first novel, Jonahs Gourd Vine (1934), which drew on her parents history for inspiration. Two years after Mules and Men came Their Eyes Were Watching God, in which she effected her most harmonious blending of the themes of folklore and individualism, in a story now recognized as one of the main foundations of African-American literature.


In both main sections of Mules and Menthe seventy stories that make up Folk Tales and her encounters with five doctors in Hoodoothe most fertile single device is the portrait of the narrator, Hurston herself. In both cases, she is both familiar with the culture into which she is moving and also an initiate. She is known in Eatonville, but everywhere else she must ingratiate herself into the confidence of the people, her great source. (I stood there awkwardly, knowing that the too-ready laughter and aimless talk was a window-dressing for my benefit. The brother in black puts a laugh in every vacant place in his mind. His laugh has a hundred meanings.) So, too, with the world of hoodoo, which she approaches not as a scientific scholar, taking notes, or fraudulently, as Newbell Niles Puckett had done for his own book in representing himself as a conjure man. None may wear the crown of power, she writes of her initiation, without preparation. It must be earned. Instead, she would be a true believer. Belief in magic is older than writing, she declared tellingly. In the end, her teacher Luke Turner (called elsewhere Samuel Thompson by Hurston), who offered himself as the grandnephew of Marie Leveau, the most fabled figure in New Orleans hoodoo lore, invites Hurston to devote her life to the field. He wanted me to stay with him to the end, she soberly reveals. It has been a great sorrow to me that I could not say yes.


Much has been made about Hurstons scholarly shortcomings in compiling Mules and Men. It seems certain that not all the stories and anecdotes in the book originated in the course of her research. Some of them, picked up elsewhere, may have been substantially ornamented by Hurston, and perhaps she invented a few. Rival versions of certain passages, published elsewhere by her, raise questions about her scholarly integrity. For the sake of symmetry, she appears to have telescoped certain periods of time into more convenient arrangements. I had spent a year in gathering and culling over folk-tales, she wrote, when in fact she had spent a much longer period. Above all, some readers find Hurston insufficiently analytical and too much a part of her text, without that text revealing her definitively. Her shifts from the third person to the first are sometimes disconcerting. Scientific purists may find her language at times too colloquial and even racy, her sense of humor often reckless, her poetic license too frequently invoked. Her approach, some would say, was journalistic rather than scientific, self-indulgent rather than profound.


I would respond that the key to Mules and Men is precisely Hurstons finding of herself in the black folk world she described, and finding that black folk world, approached first by her as a student of anthropology, finally to be an unmistakable, ineradicable part of herself, her intimate psychology and history, and her desires, especially her desire to be an artist.


ARNOLD RAMPERSAD











INTRODUCTION





I was glad when somebody told me, You may go and collect Negro folklore.


In a way it would not be a new experience for me. When I pitched headforemost into the world I landed in the crib of negroism. From the earliest rocking of my cradle, I had known about the capers Brer Rabbit is apt to cut and what the Squinch Owl says from the house top. But it was fitting me like a tight chemise. I couldnt see it for wearing it. It was only when I was off in college, away from my native surroundings, that I could see myself like somebody else and stand off and look at my garment. Then I had to have the spy-glass of Anthropology to look through at that.


Dr. Boas asked me where I wanted to work and I said, Florida, and gave, as my big reason, that Florida is a place that draws peoplewhite people from all over the world, and Negroes from every Southern state surely and some from the North and West. So I knew that it was possible for me to get a cross section of the Negro South in the one state. And then I realized that I was new myself, so it looked sensible for me to choose familiar ground.


First place I aimed to stop to collect material was Eatonville, Florida.


And now, Im going to tell you why I decided to go to my native village first. I didnt go back there so that the home folks could make admiration over me because I had been up North to college and come back with a diploma and a Chevrolet. I knew they were not going to pay either one of these items too much mind. I was just Lucy Hurstons daughter, Zora, and even if I hadto use one of our down-home expressionshad a Kaiser baby,1 and thats something that hasnt been done in this Country yet, Id still be just Zora to the neighbors. If I had exalted myself to impress the town, somebody would have sent me word in a match-box that I had been up North there and had rubbed the hair off of my head against some college wall, and then come back there with a lot of form and fashion and outside show to the world. But theyd stand flat-footed and tell me that they didnt have me, neither my sham-polish, to study bout. And that would have been that.


I hurried back to Eatonville because I knew that the town was full of material and that I could get it without hurt, harm or danger. As early as I could remember it was the habit of the men folks particularly to gather on the store porch of evenings and swap stories. Even the women folks would stop and break a breath with them at times. As a child when I was sent down to Joe Clarkes store, Id drag out my leaving as long as possible in order to hear more.


Folklore is not as easy to collect as it sounds. The best source is where there are the least outside influences and these people, being usually under-privileged, are the shyest. They are most reluctant at times to reveal that which the soul lives by. And the Negro, in spite of his open-faced laughter, his seeming acquiescence, is particularly evasive. You see we are a polite people and we do not say to our questioner, Get out of here! We smile and tell him or her something that satisfies the white person because, knowing so little about us, he doesnt know what he is missing. The Indian resists curiosity by a stony silence. The Negro offers a feather-bed resistance. That is, we let the probe enter, but it never comes out. It gets smothered under a lot of laughter and pleasantries.


The theory behind our tactics: The white man is always trying to know into somebody elses business. All right, Ill set something outside the door of my mind for him to play with and handle. He can read my writing but he sho cant read my mind. Ill put this play toy in his hand, and he will seize it and go away. Then Ill say my say and sing my song.


I knew that even I was going to have some hindrance among strangers. But here in Eatonville I knew everybody was going to help me. So below Palatka I began to feel eager to be there and I kicked the little Chevrolet right along.


I thought about the tales I had heard as a child. How even the Bible was made over to suit our vivid imagination. How the devil always outsmarted God and how that over-noble hero Jack or Johnnot John Henry, who occupies the same place in Negro folk-lore that Casey Jones does in white lore and if anything is more recentoutsmarted the devil. Brer Fox, Brer Deer, Brer Gator, Brer Dawg, Brer Rabbit, Ole Massa and his wife were walking the earth like natural men way back in the days when God himself was on the ground and men could talk with him. Way back there before God weighed up the dirt to make the mountains. When I was rounding Lily Lake I was remembering how God had made the world and the elements and people. He made souls for people, but he didnt give them out because he said:



Folks aint ready for souls yet. De clay aint dry. Its de strongest thing Ah ever made. Dont aim to waste none thru loose cracks. And then men got to grow strong enough to stand it. De way things is now, if Ah give it out it would tear them shackly bodies to pieces. Bimeby, Ah give it out.


So folks went round thousands of years without no souls. All de time de soul-piece, it was setting round covered up wid Gods loose raiment. Every now and then de wind would blow and hist up de cover and then de elements would be full of lightning and de winds would talk. So people told one nother that God was talking in de mountains.


De white man passed by it way off and he looked but he wouldnt go close enough to touch. De Indian and de Negro, they tipped by cautious too, and all of em seen de light of diamonds when de winds shook de cover, and de wind dat passed over it sung songs. De Jew come past and heard de song from de soul-piece then he kept on passin and all of a sudden he grabbed up de soul-piece and hid it under his clothes, and run off down de road. It burnt him and tore him and throwed him down and lifted him up and toted him across de mountain and he tried to break loose but he couldnt do it. He kept on hollerin for help but de rest of em run hid way from him. Way after while they come out of holes and corners and picked up little chips and pieces that fell back on de ground. So God mixed it up wid feelings and give it out to em. Way after while when He ketch dat Jew, Hes goin to vide things up more ekal.



So I rounded Park Lake and came speeding down the straight stretch into Eatonville, the city of five lakes, three croquet courts, three hundred brown skins, three hundred good swimmers, plenty guavas, two schools, and no jail-house.


Before I enter the township, I wish to make acknowledgments to Mrs. R. Osgood Mason of New York City. She backed my falling in a hearty way, in a spiritual way, and in addition, financed the whole expedition in the manner of the Great Soul that she is. The worlds most gallant woman.













PART I


FOLK TALES















ONE





As I crossed the Maitland-Eatonville township line I could see a group on the store porch. I was delighted. The town had not changed. Same love of talk and song. So I drove on down there before I stopped. Yes, there was George Thomas, Calvin Daniels, Jack and Charlie Jones, Gene Brazzle, B. Moseley and Seaboard. Deep in a game of Florida-flip. All of those who were not actually playing were giving advicebet straightening they call it.


Hello, boys, I hailed them as I went into neutral.


They looked up from the game and for a moment it looked as if they had forgotten me. Then B. Moseley said, Well, if it aint Zora Hurston! Then everybody crowded around the car to help greet me.


You gointer stay awhile, Zora?


Yep. Several months.


Where you gointer stay, Zora?


With Mett and Ellis, I reckon.


Mett was Mrs. Armetta Jones, an intimate friend of mine since childhood and Ellis was her husband. Their house stands under the huge camphor tree on the front street.


Hello, heart-string, Mayor Hiram Lester yelled as he hurried up the street. We heard all about you up North. You back home for good, I hope.



Nope, Ah come to collect some old stories and tales and Ah know yall know a plenty of em and thats why Ah headed straight for home.


What you mean, Zora, them big old lies we tell when were jus sittin around here on the store porch doin nothin? asked B. Moseley.


Yeah, those same ones about Ole Massa, and colored folks in heaven, andoh, yall know the kind I mean.


Aw shucks, exclaimed George Thomas doubtfully. Zora, dont you come here and tell de biggest lie first thing. Who you reckon want to read all them old-time tales about Brer Rabbit and Brer Bear?


Plenty of people, George. They are a lot more valuable than you might think. We want to set them down before its too late.


Too late for what?


Before everybody forgets all of em.


No danger of that. Thats all some people is good forset round and lie and murder groceries.


Ah know one right now, Calvin Daniels announced cheerfully. Its a tale bout John and de frog.


Wait till she get out her car, Calvin. Let her get settled at Mets and cook a pan of ginger bread then well all go down and tell lies and eat ginger bread. Dats de way to do. Shes tired now from all dat drivin.


All right, boys, I agreed. But Ahll be rested by night. Be lookin for everybody.


So I unloaded the car and crowded it into Ellis garage and got settled. Armetta made me lie down and rest while she cooked a big pan of ginger bread for the company we expected.


Calvin Daniels and James Moseley were the first to show up.


Calvin, Ah sure am glad that you got here. Ahm crazy to hear about John and dat frog, I said.


Thats why Ah come so early so Ah could tell it to you and go. Ah got to go over to Wood Bridge a little later on.


Ahm glad you remembered me first, Calvin.



Ah always like to be good as my word, and Ah just heard about a toe-party over to Wood Bridge tonight and Ah decided to make it.


A toe-party! What on earth is that?


Come go with me and James and youll see!


But, everybody will be here lookin for me. Theyll think Ahm crazytellin them to come and then gettin out and goin to Wood Bridge myself. But Ah certainly would like to go to that toe-party.


Aw, come on. They kin come back another night. You gointer like this party.


Well, you tell me the story first, and by that time, Ahll know what to do.


Ah, come on, Zora, James urged. Git de car out. Calvin kin tell you dat one while were on de way. Come on, lets go to de toe-party.


No, let im tell me this one first, then, if Ah go he can tell me some more on de way over.


James motioned to his friend. Hurry up and tell it, Calvin, so we kin go before somebody else come.


Aw, most of em aint comin nohow. They all bout goin to Wood Bridge, too. Lemme tell you bout John and dis frog:



It was night and Ole Massa sent John,1 his favorite slave, down to the spring to get him a cool drink of water. He called John to him.



John!


What you want, Massa?


John, Im thirsty. Ah wants a cool drink of water, and Ah wants you to go down to de spring and dip me up a nice cool pitcher of water.


John didnt like to be sent nowhere at night, but he always tried to do everything Ole Massa told him to do, so he said, Yessuh, Massa, Ahll go git you some!


Ole Massa said: Hurry up, John. Ahm mighty thirsty.


John took de pitcher and went on down to de spring.






There was a great big ole bull frog settin right on de edge of de spring, and when John dipped up de water de noise skeered de frog and he hollered and jumped over in de spring.


John dropped de water pitcher and tore out for de big house, hollerin Massa! Massa! A big ole booger2 done got after me!




Ole Massa told him, Why, John, theres no such thing as a booger.


Oh, yes it is, Massa. He down at dat Spring.


Dont tell me, John. Youse just excited. Furthermore, you go git me dat water Ah sent you after.


No, indeed, Massa, you and nobody else cant send me back there so dat booger kin git me.


Ole Massa begin to figger dat John musta seen somethin sho nuff because John never had disobeyed him before, so he ast: John, you say you seen a booger. What did it look like?


John tole him, Massa, he had two great big eyes lak balls of fire, and when he was standin up he was sittin down and when he moved, he moved by jerks, and he had most no tail.



Long before Calvin had ended his story James had lost his air of impatience.


Now, Ahll tell one, he said. That is, if you so desire.


Sure, Ah want to hear you tell em till daybreak if you will, I said eagerly.


But wheres the ginger bread? James stopped to ask.


Its out in the kitchen, I said. Ahm waiting for de others to come.


Aw, naw, give us ours now. Them others may not get here before forty oclock and Ahll be done et mine and be in Wood Bridge. Anyhow Ah want a corner piece and some of them others will beat me to it.


So I served them with ginger bread and buttermilk.



You sure going to Wood Bridge with us after Ah git thru tellin this one? James asked.


Yeah, if the others dont show up by then, I conceded.


So James told the story about the man who went to Heaven from Johnstown.



You know, when it lightnings, de angels is peepin in de lookin glass; when it thunders, theys rollin out de rain-barrels; and when it rains, somebody done dropped a barrel or two and bust it.


One time, you know, there was going to be big doins in Glory and all de angels had brand new clothes to wear and so they was all peepin in the lookin glasses, and therefore it got to lightning all over de sky. God tole some of de angels to roll in all de full rain barrels and they was in such a hurry that it was thunderin from the east to the west and the zig-zag lightning went to join the mutterin thunder and, next thing you know, some of them angels got careless and dropped a whole heap of them rain barrels, and didnt it rain!


In one place they call Johnstown they had a great flood. And so many folks got drownded that it looked jus like Judgment day.


So some of de folks that got drownded in that flood went one place and some went another. You know, everything that happen, they got to be a nigger in itand so one of de brothers in black went up to Heben from de flood.


When he got to the gate, Ole Peter let im in and made im welcome. De colored man was named John, so John ast Peter, says, Is it dry in dere?


Ole Peter tole im, Why, yes its dry in here. How come you ast that?


Well, you know Ah jus come out of one flood, and Ah dont want to run into no mo. Ooh, man! You aint seen no water. You just oughter seen dat flood we had at Johnstown.


Peter says, Yeah, we know all about it. Jus go wid Gabriel and let him give you some new clothes.



So John went on off wid Gabriel and come back all dressed up in brand new clothes and all de time he was changin his clothes he was tellin Ole Gabriel all about dat flood, jus like he didnt know already.


So when he come back from changin his clothes, they give him a brand new gold harp and handed him to a gold bench and made him welcome. They was so tired of hearing about dat flood they was glad to see him wid his harp cause they figgered hed get to playin and forget all about it. So Peter tole him, Now you jus make yoself at home and play all de music you please.


John went and took a seat on de bench and commenced to tune up his harp. By dat time, two angels come walkin by where John was settin so he throwed down his harp and tackled em.


Say, he hollered, Yall want to hear bout de big flood Ah was in down on earth? Lawd, Lawd! It sho rained, and talkin bout water!


Dem two angels hurried on off from im jus as quick as they could. He started to tellin another one and he took to flyin. Gabull went over to im and tried to get im to take it easy, but John kept right on stoppin every angel dat he could find to tell im about dat flood of water.


Way after while he went over to Ole Peter and said: Thought you said everybody would be nice and polite?


Peter said, Yeah, Ah said it. Aint everybody treatin you right?


John said, Naw. Ah jus walked up to a man as nice and friendly as Ah could be and started to tell im bout all dat water Ah left back there in Johnstown and instead of him turnin me a friendly answer he said, Shucks! You aint seen no water! and walked off and left me standin by myself.


Was he a ole man wid a crooked walkin stick? Peter ast John.


Yeah.


Did he have whiskers down to here? Peter measured down to his waist.



He sho did, John tol im.


Aw shucks, Peter tol im. Dat was Ole Nora.3 You cant tell him nothin bout no flood.



There was a lot of horn-honking outside and I went to the door. The crowd drew up under the mothering camphor tree in four old cars. Everybody in boisterous spirits.


Come on, Zora! Les go to Wood Bridge. Great toe-party goin on. All kinds of freshments. We kin tell you some lies most any ole time. We never run outer lies and lovin. Tell em tomorrow night. Come on if you cominles go if you gwine.


So I loaded up my car with neighbors and we all went to Wood Bridge. It is a Negro community joining Maitland on the north as Eatonville does on the west, but no enterprising souls have ever organized it. They have no schoolhouse, no post office, no mayor. It is lacking in Eatonvilles feeling of unity. In fact, a white woman lives there.


While we rolled along Florida No. 3, I asked Armetta where was the shindig going to be in Wood Bridge. At Edna Pitts house, she told me. But she aint givin it by herself; its for the lodge.


Think its gointer be lively?


Oh, yeah. Ah heard that a lot of folks from Altamonte and Longwood is comin. Maybe from Winter Park too.


We were the tail end of the line and as we turned off the highway we could hear the boys in the first car doing what Ellis Jones called bookooing4 before they even hit the ground. Charlie Jones was woofing5 louder than anybody else. Dont yall sell off all dem pretty lil pink toes befo Ah git dere.


Peter Stagg: Save me de best one!


Soddy Sewell: Hey, you mullet heads! Get out de way there and let a real man smoke them toes over.


Gene Brazzle: Come to my pick, gimme a vaseline brown!


Big Willie Sewell: Gimme any kind so long as you gimme moren one.


Babe Brown, riding a running-board, guitar in hand, said, Ah want a toe, but if it aint got a good looking face on to it, dont bring de mess up.


When we got there the party was young. The house was swept and garnished, the refreshments on display, several people sitting around; but the spot needed some social juices to mix the ingredients. In other words, they had the carcass of a party lying around up until the minute Eatonville burst in on it. Then it woke up.


Yall done sold off any toes yet? George Brown wanted to know.


Willie Mae Clarke gave him a certain look and asked him, Whats dat got to do with you, George Brown? And he shut up. Everybody knows that Willie Maes got the business with George Brown.


Nope. We aint had enough crowd, but I reckon we kin start now, Edna said. Edna and a sort of committee went inside and hung up a sheet across one end of the room. Then she came outside and called all of the young women inside. She had to coax and drag some of the girls.


Oh, Ahm shame-face-ted! some of them said.


Nobody dont want to buy mah ole rusty toe. Others fished around for denials from the male side.


I went on in with the rest and was herded behind the curtain.


Say, what is this toe-party business? I asked one of the girls.


Good gracious, Zora! Aint you never been to a toe-party before?


Nope. They dont have em up North where Ah been and Ah just got back today.


Well, they hides all de girls behind a curtain and you stick out yo toe. Some places you take off yo shoes and some places you keep em on, but most all de time you keep em on. When all de toes is in a line, sticking out from behind de sheet they let de men folks in and they looks over all de toes and buys de ones they want for a dime. Then they got to treat de lady dat owns dat toe to everything she want. Sometime they play it sos you keep de same partner for de whole thing and sometime they fix it so they put de girls back every hour or so and sell de toes agin.


Well, my toe went on the line with the rest and it was sold five times during the party. Everytime a toe was sold there was a great flurry before the curtain. Each man eager to see what he had got, and whether the other men would envy him or ridicule him. One or two fellows ungallantly ran out of the door rather than treat the girls whose toe they had bought sight unseen.


Babe Brown got off on his guitar and the dancing was hilarious. There was plenty of chicken perleau and baked chicken and fried chicken and rabbit. Pig feet and chitterlings6 and hot peanuts and drinkables. Everybody was treating wildly.


Come on, Zora, and have a treat on me! Charlie Jones insisted. You done et chicken-ham and chicken-bosom wid every shag-leg in Orange County but me. Come on and spend some of my money.


Thanks, Charlie, but Ah got five helpins of chicken inside already. Ah either got to get another stomach or quit eatin.


Quit eatin then and go to thinking. Quit thinkin and start to drinkin. What you want?


Coca-Cola right off de ice, Charlie, and put some salt in it. Ah got a slight headache.


Aw naw, my money dont buy no sweet slop. Choose some coon dick.


What is coon dick?


Aw, Zora, jus somethin to make de drunk come. Made out uh grape fruit juice, corn meal mash, beef bones and a few mo things. Come on les git some together. It might make our love come down.


As soon as we started over into the next yard where coon dick was to be had, Charlie yelled to the barkeep, Hey, Seymore! fix up another quart of dat low winehere come de boom!


It was handed to us in a quart fruit jar and we went outside to try it.


The raw likker known locally as coon dick was too much. The minute it touched my lips, the top of my head flew off. I spat it out and choosed some peanuts. Big Willie Sewell said, Come on, heart-string, and have some gospel-bird7 on me. My money spends too. His Honor, Hiram Lester, the Mayor, heard him and said, Theres no mo chicken left, Willie. Why dont you offer her something she can get?


Well there was some chicken there when Ah passed the table a little while ago.


Oh, so you offerin her some chicken was. She cant eat that. What she want is some chicken is.


Aw shut up, Hiram. Come on, Zora, les go inside and make out we dancin. We went on inside but it wasnt a party any more. Just some people herded together. The high spirits were simmering down and nobody had a dime left to cry so the toe-business suffered a slump. The heaped-up tables of refreshments had become shambles of chicken bones and empty platters anyway so that there was no longer any point in getting your toe sold, so when Columbus Montgomery said, Les go to Eatonville, Soddy Sewell jumped up and grabbed his hat and said, I heard you, buddy.


Eatonville began to move back home right then. Nearly everybody was packed in one of the five cars when the delegation from Altamonte arrived. Johnny Barton and Georgia Burke. Everybody piled out again.


Got yo guitar wid you, Johnnie?



Man, you know Ah dont go nowhere unless Ah take my box wid me, said Johnnie in his starched blue shirt, collar pin with heart bangles hanging on each end and his cream pants with the black stripe. And what make it so cool, Ah dont go nowhere unless I play it.


And when you git to strowin yo mess and Georgy gits to singin her alto, man its hot as seven hells. Man, play dat Palm Beach.


Babe Brown took the guitar and Johnnie Barton grabbed the piano stool. He sung. Georgia Burke and George Thomas singing about Polk County where the water taste like wine.




My heart struck sorrow, tears come running down.




At about the thirty-seventh verse, something about:



Ahd ruther be in Tampa with the Whip-poor-will,


Ruther be in Tampa with the Whip-poor-will


Than to be round here


Honey with a hundred dollar bill,



I staggered sleepily forth to the little Chevrolet for Eatonville. The car was overflowing with passengers but I was so dull from lack of sleep that I didnt know who they were. All I knew is they belonged in Eatonville.


Somebody was woofing in my car about love and I asked him about his buddyI dont know why now. He said, Ah aint got no buddy. They kilt my buddy so they could raise me. Jus so Ah be yo man Ah dont want no damn buddy. Ah hope they kill every man dat ever cried, titty-mamma but me. Lemme be yo kid.


Some voice from somewhere else in the car commented, You sho Lawd is gointer have a lot of hindrance.


Then somehow I got home and to bed and Armetta had Georgia syrup and waffles for breakfast.













TWO





The very next afternoon, as usual, the gregarious part of the towns population gathered on the store porch. All the Florida-flip players, all the eleven-card layers.1 But they yelled over to me theyd be over that night in full. And they were.


Zora, George Thomas informed me, you come to de right place if lies is what you want. Ahm gointer lie up a nation.


Charlie Jones said, Yeah, man. Me and my sworn buddy Gene Brazzle is here. Big Moose done come down from de mountain.2


Now, you gointer hear lies above suspicion, Gene added.


It was a hilarious night with a pinch of everything social mixed with the story-telling. Everybody ate ginger bread; some drank the buttermilk provided and some provided coon dick for themselves. Nobody guzzled itjust took it in social sips.


But they told stories enough for a volume by itself. Some of the stories were the familiar drummer-type of tale about two Irishmen, Pat and Mike, or two Jews as the case might be. Some were the European folk-tales undiluted, like Jack and the Beanstalk. Others had slight local variations, but Negro imagination is so facile that there was little need for outside help. Ant Hagars son, like Joseph, put on his many-colored coat an paraded before his brethren and every man there was a Joseph.


Steve Nixon was holding class meeting across the way at St. Lawrence Church and we could hear the testimony and the songs.3So we began to talk about church and preachers.


Aw, Ah dont pay all dese ole preachers no rabbit-foot,4 said Ellis Jones. Some of em is all right but everybody dats up in de pulpit whoopin and hollerin aint called to preach.


They aint no different from nobody else, added B. Moseley. They mouth is cut cross ways, aint it? Well, long as you dont see no man wid they mouth cut up and down, you know theyll all lie jus like de rest of us.


Yeah; and hard work in de hot sun done called a many a man to preach, said a woman called Gold, for no evident reason. Ah heard about one man out clearin off some new ground. De sun was so hot till a grindstone melted and run off in de shade to cool off. De man was so tired till he went and sit down on a log. Work, work, work! Everywhere Ah go de boss say hurry, de cap say run. Ah got a durn good notion not to do nary one. Wisht Ah was one of dese preachers wid a whole lot of folks makin my support for me. He looked back over his shoulder and seen a narrer lil strip of shade along side of de log, so he got over dere and laid down right close up to de log in de shade and said, Now, Lawd, if you dont pick me up and chunk me on de other side of dis log, Ah know you done called me to preach.


You know God never picked im up, so he went off and tol everybody dat he was called to preach.


Theres many a one been called just lak dat, Ellis corroborated. Ah knowed a man dat was called by a mule.



A mule, Ellis? All dem blieve dat, stand on they head, said Little Ida.


Yeah, a mule did call a man to preach. Ahll show you how it was done, if youll stand a straightenin.


Now, Ellis, dont mislay de truth. Sense us into dis mule-callin business.



Ellis: These was two brothers and one of em was a big preacher and had good collections every Sunday. He didnt pastor nothin but big charges. De other brother decided he wanted to preach so he went way down in de swamp behind a big plantation to de place they call de prayin ground, and got down on his knees.


O Lawd, Ah wants to preach. Ah feel lak Ah got a message. If you done called me to preach, gimme a sign.


Just bout dat time he heard a voice, Wanh, uh wanh! Go preach, go preach, go preach!


He went and tol everybody, but look lak he never could git no big charge. All he ever got called was on some sawmill, half-pint church or some turpentine still. He knocked around lak dat for ten years and then he seen his brother. De big preacher says, Brother, you dont look like you gittin holt of much.


You tellin dat right, brother. Groceries is scarce. Ah aint dirtied a plate today.


Whuts de matter? Dont you git no support from your church?


Yeah, Ah gits it such as it is, but Ah aint never pastored no big church. Ah dont git called to nothin but sawmill camps and turpentine stills.


De big preacher reared back and thought a while, then he ast de other one, Is you sure you was called to preach? Maybe you aint cut out for no preacher.


Oh, yeah, he told him. Ah know Ah been called to de ministry. A voice spoke and tol me so.


Well, seem lak if God called you He is mighty slow in puttin yo foot on de ladder. If Ah was you Ahd go back and ast im agin.



So de po man went on back to de prayin ground agin and got down on his knees. But there wasnt no big woods like it used to be. It has been all cleared off. He prayed and said, Oh, Lawd, right here on dis spot ten years ago Ah ast you if Ah was called to preach and a voice tole me to go preach. Since dat time Ah been strugglin in Yo moral vineyard, but Ah aint gathered no grapes. Now, if you really called me to preach Christ and Him crucified, please gimme another sign.


Sho nuff, jus as soon as he said dat, de voice said Wanh-uh! Go preach! Go preach! Go preach!


De man jumped up and says, Ah knowed Ah been called. Dats de same voice. Dis time Ahm goin ter ast Him where must Ah go preach.


By dat time de voice come agin and he looked way off and seen a mule in de plantation lot wid his head all stuck out to bray agin, and he said, Unh hunh, youse de very son of a gun dat called me to preach befo.


So he went on off and got a job plowin. Dats whut he was called to do in de first place.



Armetta said, A many one been called to de plough and they run off and got up in de pulpit. Ah wish dese mules knowed how to take a pair of plow-lines and go to de church and ketch some of em like they go to de lot with a bridle and ketch mules.



Ellis: Ah knowed one preacher dat was called to preach at one of dese split-off churches. De members had done split off from a big church because they was all mean and couldnt git along wid nobody.


Dis preacher was a good man, but de congregation was so tough he couldnt make a convert in a whole year. So he sent and invited another preacher to come and conduct a revival meeting for him. De man he ast to come was a powerful hard preacher wid a good strainin voice. He was known to get converts.


Well, he come and preached at dis split-off for two whole weeks. De people would all turn out to church and jus set dere and look at de man up dere strainin his lungs out and nobody would give de man no encouragement by sayin Amen, and not a soul bowed down.


It was a narrer church wid one winder and dat was in de pulpit and de door was in de front end. Dey had a mean ole sexton wid a wooden leg. So de last night of de protracted meetin de preacher come to church wid his gripsack in his hand and went on up in de pulpit. When he got up to preach he says, Brother Sexton, dis bein de last night of de meetin Ah wants you to lock de do and bring me de key. Ah want everybody to stay and hear whut Ah got to say.


De sexton brought him de key and he took his tex and went to preachin. He preached and he reared and pitched, but nobody said Amen and nobody bowed down. So way after while he stooped down and opened his suit-satchel and out wid his .44 Special. Now, he said, you rounders and brick-batsyeah, you women, Ahm talkin to you. If you aint a whole brick, den you must be a batand gamblers and leven-card layers. Ah done preached to you for two whole weeks and not one of you has said Amen, and nobody has bowed down.


He thowed de gun on em. And now Ah say bow down! And they beginned to bow all over dat church.


De sexton looked at his wooden leg and figgered he couldnt bow because his leg was cut off above de knee. So he ast, Me too, Elder?


Yeah, you too, you peg-leg son of a gun. You bow down too.


Therefo dat sexton bent dat wooden leg and bowed down. De preacher fired a couple of shots over they heads and stepped out de window and went on bout his business. But he skeered dem people so bad till they all rushed to one side of de church tryin to git out and carried dat church buildin twenty-eight miles befo they thought to turn it loose.



Now Ellis, chided Gold when she was thru her laughter, You know dats a lie. Folks over there in St. Lawrence holdin class meetin and you over here lyin like de crossties from Jacksonville to Key West.


Naw, dat aint no lie! Ellis contended, still laughing himself.


Aw, yes it tis, Gold said. Dats all you men is good forsettin round and lyin. Some of you done quit lyin and gone to flyin.


Gene Brazzle said, Get off of us mens now. We is some good. Plenty good too if you git de right one. De trouble is you women aint good for nothin exceptin readin Sears and Roebucks bible and hollerin bout, gimme dis and gimme dat as soon as we draw our pay.


Shug5 said, Well, we dont git it by astin you mens for it. If we work for it we kin git it. You mens dont draw no pay. You dont do nothin but stand around and draw lightnin.


Ah dont say Ahm detrimental, Gene said dryly, but if Gold and Shug dont stop crackin us, Ahm gointer get em to go.


Gold: Man, if you want me any, some or none, do whut you gointer do and stop cryin.


Gene: You aint seen me cryin. See me cryin, its sign of a funeral. If Ah even look cross somebody gointer bleed.


Gold: Aw, shut up, Gene, you aint no big hens biddy if you do lay gobbler eggs. You tryin to talk like big wood when you aint nothin but brush.


Armetta sensed a hard anger creepin into the teasing so she laughed to make Gene and Gold laugh and asked, Did yall have any words before you fell out?


We aint mad wid one nother, Gene defended. We jus jokin.


Well, stop blowin it and let de lyin go on, said Charlie Jones. Zoras gittin restless. She think she aint gointer hear no more.


Oh, no Ah aint, I lied. After a short spell of quiet, good humor was restored to the porch. In the pause we could hear Pa Henry over in the church house sending up a prayer:

[image: image]




You have been with me from the earliest rocking of my cradle up until this present moment.


You know our hearts, our Father,


And all de range of our deceitful minds,


And if you find anything like sin lurking


In and around our hearts,


Ah ast you, My Father, and my Wonder-workin God


To pluck it out


And cast it into de sea of Fuhgitfulness


Where it will never rise to harm us in dis world


Nor condemn us in de judgment.


You heard me when Ah laid at hells dark door


With no weapon in my hand


And no God in my heart,


And cried for three long days and nights.


You heard me, Lawd,


And stooped so low


And snatched me from the hell


Of eternal death and damnation.


You cut loose my stammerin tongue;



You established my feet on de rock of Salvation


And yo voice was heard in rumblin judgment.


I thank Thee that my last nights sleepin couch


Was not my coolin board


And my cover


Was not my windin sheet.


Speak to de sinner-man and bless im.


Touch all those


Who have been down to de doors of degradation.


Ketch de man dats layin in danger of consumin fire;


And Lawd,


When Ah kin pray no mo;


When Ah done drunk down de last cup of sorrow


Look on me, yo weak servant who feels de least of all;


Point my soul a restin place


Where Ah kin set down and praise yo name forever


Is my prayer for Jesus sake


Amen and thank God.



As the prayer ended the bell of Macedonia, the Baptist church, began to ring.


Prayer meetin night at Macedony, George Thomas said.


Its too bad that it must be two churches in Eatonville, I commented. De towns too little. Everybody ought to go to one.


Dey wouldnt do dat, Zora, and you know better. Fack is, de Christian churches nowhere dont stick together, this from Charlie.


Everybody agreed that this was true. So Charlie went on. Look at all de kind of denominations we got. But de people cant help dat cause de church wasnt built on no solid foundation to start wid.


Oh yes, it twas! Johnnie Mae disputed him. It was built on solid rock. Didnt Jesus say On dis rock Ah build my church?


Yeah, chimed in Antie Hoyt. And de songs says, On Christ de solid rock I stand and Rock of Ages.


Charlie was calm and patient. Yeah, he built it on a rock, but it wasnt solid. It was a pieced-up rock and thats how come de church split up now. Heres de very way it was:



Christ was walkin long one day wid all his disciples and he said, Were goin for a walk today. Everybody pick up a rock and come along. So everybody got their selves a nice big rock ceptin Peter. He was lazy so he picked up a lil bit of a pebble and dropped it in his side pocket and come along.


Well, they walked all day long and de other leven disciples changed them rocks from one arm to
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