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to my best “girl”

with hope for the boy I held in my arms.

when you say “I would die for you” to those you love, the truth of those words may be not that you give your physical life but that you are willing to die to the past and be born again in the present where you can live fully and freely—where you can give us the love we need.




Introduction

by Yomi Adegoke

As renowned academic and activist bell hooks asserts in this very book, ‘not enough is known about the experience of black girls in our society’. Ours is a perspective that has long been missing, if not wilfully misrepresented. For the Black women these Black girls eventually become, much time is spent searching for accurate depictions of our experiences and then, when left wanting, writing ourselves into the canon. Speaking our truths in a world that not only renders our stories secondary but often erases them altogether. It is unsurprising then that many Black female writers are drawn to autobiography as a means of filling these gaps in historical record. A huge part of understanding ourselves often consists of looking into other Black women’s mirrors. Seeing fragments of our journey reflected in theirs. Reading hooks’s groundbreaking work Bone Black: Memories of Girlhood is a privilege as young Black women are able to witness her ‘becoming’ a woman; in turn, hooks’s work has aided innumerable Black women on their own road to self-actualisation.

It is well known that in life bell hooks utilised the lower-case spelling of her name, taken from her great-grandmother, with the aim of decentring herself and drawing attention to the content of her writing. It is fascinating how even in memoir she manages this, its focus being Black women’s shared story as well as her own. The life lessons and personal insights she gleans along the way to womanhood provide a searing and probing analysis of Black girlhood more broadly. As she notes, ‘to understand the complexity of black girlhood, we need more work that documents that reality in all its variations and diversity’. Bone Black depicts just one such reality that bears universal markers of our shared experience. Within its pages, we meet the bookish, spirited African American girl whose words would go on to raise a generation of women. The dream-like, transportive vignettes show us the ways in which young Gloria Jean was forced to grow up fast, navigating sexism, racism and colourism though she remained ‘so confused by this thing we call Race’. We watch her learn the arbitrary, usually unfair ways of the world, deciphering the codes of adulthood as she develops consciousness around the intersections of race and gender. We are introduced to her parents and their often-turbulent marriage. We feel the warm embrace of her extended family, the omniscient influence of her grandmother and aunts that both nourish her imagination and, in some ways, clip her wings. We are faced with episodes that feel both like commonplace coming-of-age rites of passage and hyper specific. A young hooks’s first crush, her sexual discovery, the shaming that comes with her first period. We hear the colourist remarks from her family members and see the gendered expectations of herself and her brother, all of it through the eyes and ears of a child. It is a deeply poignant, oftentimes painful glimpse into hooks’s formative years, brimming with her survival and strength as much as her hopes and dreams. Hers is a narrative that is instantly recognisable to any young Black woman who the world has made feel small, but has dared to dream big despite it. hooks finds her power in raising her voice, as the misfit among seven children, growing up Black in rural Kentucky. The ways in which she advocates for herself affirm any young Black girl who has felt misunderstood, devalued and silenced, whether by wider society or within the confines of a household’s restrictive cultural norms.

In Bone Black, hooks writes of her childhood struggle to create an ‘identity distinct from and yet inclusive of the world around [her]’. In my mind, readers can draw a direct line from these experiences and her coinage of the pioneering term ‘the oppositional gaze’ in her 1992 essay ‘Black Female Spectators’. Though initially used in relation to the representation of Black women in cinema, the phrase can be applied in literature too, as well as any other form of media. With this concept, hooks argued that through both misrepresentation and lack of representation, Black women are robbed of narrative agency. The oppositional gaze creates the space for Black spectators to critically engage with these flawed depictions and turn the gaze back on the content, challenging images that were not created with us in mind. This idea encourages us to be active participants in the telling of our own stories, but also more: engaging with these works critically hinders the internalisation of negative stereotypes, and instead affirms the agency of the viewer. As a Black child, we see the oppositional gaze in its primordial form in hooks’s contempt for the ‘pink and white-flesh coloured’ dolls she was given to play with and her continued requests for a brown doll that reflects her image. We see it in her later refusal to perm her hair and her secret desire that the hot comb would transform her ‘thin, good hair, into thick, nappy hair’.

One of hooks’s most famous works is her 1999 book All About Love, and Bone Black is, in many ways, also about the transformative power of love. Primarily, self-love. She is affirming the ability to love Blackness in spite of a world that does not as well as the ability to love yourself in a world that does not. In All About Love, hooks explains that ‘when we love rightly we know that the healthy, loving response to cruelty and abuse is putting ourselves out of harm’s way’. In Bone Black, amid her father’s violence and her siblings’ rejection, hooks learns to find solace in solitude and succour in books. Ultimately, we see her find freedom within herself, which is a recurring theme in her work. To quote her book Feminism is for Everybody: Passionate Politics, ‘If any female feels she need anything beyond herself to legitimate and validate her existence, she is already giving away her power to be self-defining, her agency.’ Her memoir honours what she had to overcome in order to become ‘bell hooks’. But it is also an ode to hooks’s young self, and the infinite young versions of herself who are still out there, still navigating a world that has changed in as many ways as it has remained the same. hooks was born in 1952 in the rural south, which she describes in her seminal work Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom as the ‘apartheid South’. I was born on the same day, exactly thirty-nine years later in an East London borough where the National Front terrorised Black and brown locals. In this book’s foreword, hooks speaks of how Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye shook her to ‘the very roots of her being’ as a teen reader, just as hooks’s own writing created a similar stirring in me during my formative feminist years at university. Like countless Black feminist writers, I was buoyed by her writing on racism, feminism, class, masculinity, children’s rights, spirituality – all themes that are in some way explored in the story of her genesis. I found comfort and wisdom in her books that seamlessly married rage and resistance with love and hope. ‘Books are a new world,’ hooks writes in her memoir, ‘I am even less alone.’ Through the sharing of her own world in Bone Black and other works, so many of us realised we too, are not alone.




Foreword

Bone Black: memories of girlhood is not an ordinary tale. It is the story of girlhood rebellion, of my struggle to create self and identity distinct from and yet inclusive of the world around me. Writing imagistically, I seek to conjure a rich magical world of southern black culture that was sometimes paradisical and at other times terrifying. While the narratives of family life I share can be easily labeled dysfunctional, significantly that fact will never alter the magic and mystery that was present—all that was deeply life sustaining and life affirming. The beauty lies in the way it all comes together exposing and revealing the inner life of a girl inventing herself—creating the foundation of selfhood and identity that will ultimately lead to the fulfillment of her true destiny—becoming a writer.

Nowadays, more than ever before, feminist thinkers are writing about the significance of girlhood as a time when females feel free and powerful. Our bodies do not yet distinguish themselves as definitively from those of boys. And our energies are just as intense if not more so. Not enough is known about the experience of black girls in our society. Indeed, one of my favorite novels in the whole world is Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye. When the book was first published she explained that it was her desire to write about “the people who in all literature were always peripheral—little black girls who were props, background; those people were never center stage and those people were me.” I was still in my teens when I read this book. It shook me to the very roots of my being. There in this fictional narrative were fragments of my story—my girlhood. Always an obsessive reader, I had felt this lack. To see this period of our life given serious recognition was awesomely affirming. My life was never going to be the same after reading this book. It wasn’t simply that Morrison focused on black girls but that she gave us girls confronting issues of class, race, identity, girls who were struggling to confront and cope with pain. And most of all she gave us black girls who were critical thinkers, theorizing their lives, telling the story, and by so doing making themselves subjects of history.

Many feminist thinkers writing and talking about girlhood right now like to suggest that black girls have better self-esteem than their white counterparts. The measurement of this difference is often that black girls are more assertive, speak more, appear more confident. Yet in traditional southern-based black life, it was and is expected of girls to be articulate, to hold ourselves with dignity. Our parents and teachers were always urging us to stand up right and speak clearly. These traits were meant to uplift the race. They were not necessarily traits associated with building female self-esteem. An outspoken girl might still feel that she was worthless because her skin was not light enough or her hair the right texture. These are the variables that white researchers often do not consider when they measure the self-esteem of black females with a yardstick that was designed based on values emerging from white experience. White girls of all classes are often encouraged to be silent. But to see the opposite in different ethnic groups as a sign of female empowerment is to miss the reality that the cultural codes of that group may dictate a quite different standard by which female self-esteem is measured. To understand the complexity of black girlhood we need more work that documents that reality in all its variations and diversity. Certainly, class shapes the nature of our childhood experiences. Undoubtedly, black girls raised in materially privileged families have different notions of self-esteem from peers growing up poor and/or destitute. It’s vital then that we hear about our diverse experience. There is no one story of black girlhood.

As a girl growing up in a family that includes five sisters, I am amazed that our experiences were often incredibly different even though we were in the same household. Our memories reflect those differences. Bone Black: memories of girlhood is my story. An unconventional memoir, it draws together the experiences, dreams, and fantasies that most preoccupied me as a girl. I share my secret world—the various names I created, for example (calling my grandmother Saru in my imagination because it was better than her real name, Sarah). This is autobiography as truth and myth—as poetic witness. That rebellious writer of the Beat generation Jack Kerouac always declared “memories are inseparable from dreams.” In Bone Black I gather together the dreams, fantasies, experiences that preoccupied me as a girl, that stay with me and appear and reappear in different shapes and forms in all my work. Without telling everything that happened, they document all that remains most vivid. They are the foundation on which I have built a life in writing, a life committed to intellectual pursuits.

Laying out the groundwork of my early life like a crazy quilt, Bone Black brings together fragments to make a whole. Bits and pieces connect in a random and playfully irrational way. And there is always the persistence of repetition, for that is what the mind does—goes over and over the same things looking at them in different ways. The prevailing perspective is always that of the intuitive and critically thinking child mind. Sometimes memories are presented in the third person, indirectly, just as all of us sometimes talk about things that way. We look back as if we are standing at a distance. Examining life retrospectively we are there and not there, watching and watched. Evoking the mood and sensibility of moments, this is an autobiography of perceptions and ideas. The events described are always less significant than the impressions they leave on the mind and heart.




The child I was has been left behind.

Those who first loved me have gone on without me.

Where they were a door has been left open upon a solitude.

—ROBERT DUNCAN, Ground Work

Our lives may be determined less by our childhood than by the way we have learned to imagine our childhoods.

—JAMES HILLMAN, The Soul’s Code
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MAMA HAS GIVEN ME A QUILT FROM HER HOPE chest. It is one her mother’s mother made. It is a quilt of stars—each piece taken from faded-cotton summer dresses—each piece stitched by hand. She has given me a beaded purse that belonged to my father’s mother Sister Ray. They want to know why she has given it to me since I was not Sister Ray’s favorite. They say she is probably turning over in her grave angry that I have something of hers.

Mama tells us—her daughters—that the girls in her family started gathering things for their hope chest when they were very young, gathering all the things that they would carry with them into marriage. The first time she opens hers for us I feel I am witnessing yet another opening of Pandora’s box, that the secrets of her youth, the bittersweet memories, will come rushing out like a waterfall and push us back in time. Instead the scent of cedar fills the air. It reminds me of Christmas, of abandoned trees, standing naked in the snow after the celebrations are over. Usually we are not invited to share in the opening of the chest. Even though we stand near her watching, she acts as if we are not there. I see her remembering, clutching tightly in her hand some object, some bit of herself that she has had to part with in order to live in the present.

I see her examining each hope to see if it has been fulfilled, if the promises have been kept. I pretend I do not see the tears in her eyes. I am glad she shares the opening of the chest this time with all of us. I am clutching the gifts she hands to me, the quilt, the beaded purse. She knows that I am often hopeless. She stores no treasures for my coming marriage. I do not want to be given away. I cannot contain my dreams until tomorrow. I cannot wait for someone else, a stranger, to take my hand.

That night in my sleep I dream of going away. I am taking the bus. Mama is standing waving good-bye. Later when I return from my journey I come home only to find there has been a fire, nothing remains of our house and I can see no one. There is only the dark and the thick smell of smoke. I stand alone weeping. The sound of my sobbing is like the cry of the peacock. Suddenly they appear with candles, mama and everyone. They say they have heard my sorrow pierce the air like the cry of the peacock, that they have come to comfort me. They give me a candle. Together we search the ashes for bits and pieces, any fragment of our lives that may have survived. We find that the hope chest has not burned through and through. We open it, taking out the charred remains. Someone finds a photo, one face has turned to ash, another is there. We pass around the fragments like bread and wine at communion. The chorus of weeping is our testimony that we are moved.

Louder than our weeping is a voice commanding us to stop our tears. We cannot see who is speaking but we are reminded of the stern sound of our mother’s mother’s voice. We listen. She tells us to sit close in the night, to make a circle of our bodies, to place the candles at the center of the circle. The candles burn like another fire only this time she says the fire burns to warm our hearts. She says Listen, let me tell you a story. She begins to put together in words all that has been destroyed in the fire. We are all rejoicing when the dream ends.

The next day I want to know what the dream means, who she is, this storyteller who comes in the night. Saru, mama’s mother, is the interpreter of dreams. She tells me that I should know the storyteller, that I and she are one, that they are my sisters, family. She says that a part of me is making the story, making the words, making the new fire, that it is my heart burning in the center of the flames.
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WE LIVE IN THE COUNTRY. WE CHILDREN DO NOT understand that that means we are among the poor. We do not understand that the outhouses behind many of the houses are still there because running water came here long after they had it in the city. We do not understand that our playmates who are eating laundry starch do so not because the white powder tastes so good but because they are sometimes without necessary food. We do not understand that we wash with the heavy, unsmelling, oddly shaped pieces of homemade lye soap because real soap costs money. We never think about where lye soap comes from. We only know we want to make our skin itch less—that we do not want our mouths to be washed out with it. Because we are poor, because we live in the country, we go to the country school—the little white wood-frame budding where all the country kids come. They come from miles and miles away. They come so far because they are black. As they are riding the school buses they pass school after school where children who are white can attend without being bused, without getting up in the wee hours of the morning, sometimes leaving home in the dark.

We are not bused. The school is only a mile or two away from our house. We get to walk. We get to wander aimlessly in the road—until a car comes by. We get to wave at the buses. They are not allowed to stop and give us a ride. We do not understand why. Daddy says the walk to school will be good for us. He tells us again and again in a harsh voice of the miles he walked to school through fields in the snow, without boots or gloves to keep him warm. We are not comforted by the image of the small boy trudging along many miles to school so he can learn to read and be somebody. When we close our eyes he becomes real to us. He looks very sad. Sometimes he cries. We are not at all comforted. And there are still days when we complain about the walk, especially when it is wet and stormy.

School begins with chapel. There we recite the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag. We have no feeling for the flag but we like the words; said in unison, they sound like a chant. We then listen to a morning prayer. We say the Lord’s Prayer. It is the singing that makes morning chapel the happiest moment of the day. It is there I learn to sing “Red River Valley.” It is a song about missing and longing. I do not understand all the words, only the feeling—warm wet sorrow, like playing games in spring rain. After chapel we go to classrooms.

In the first grade the teacher gives tasting parties. She brings us different foods to taste so that we can
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