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Introduction

I’m going to sit right here on this porch chair and prophesy that these are the last days of the know-nothing writers on Negro subjects. Both editors and readers are clamoring for something that makes their side meat taste like ham, for to tell the truth, Negro reality is a hundred times more imaginative and entertaining than anything that has ever been hatched up over a typewriter. From now on, the writers must back their rubbish with something more substantial than the lay-figure of the past decade. Go hard or go home. Instead of coloring up coconut grease in the kitchen, go buy a cow and treat the public to some butter.

Zora Neale Hurston, from “You Don’t Know Us Negroes”

The witty rhyme with which Zora Neale Hurston ends the title essay of this collection—“Biddy, biddy, bend, my story is end,/ Turn loose the rooster and hold the hen”—can be taken as a sort of epitaph for her, certainly, but also as the naming of a key theme to which she returns again and again throughout the essays she wrote over almost four decades—monumental decades that saw the birth of the Harlem Renaissance and the launch of the classic period of the civil rights movement with the Montgomery Bus Boycott; the desegregation of the US military and the integration of Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas. Through these essays, collected in one volume for the first time, Hurston takes her place as a major essayist of the twentieth century.

Hurston’s words in the epigraph above would prove prophetic. The renowned Black psychiatrist from Martinique, Frantz Fanon, brilliantly observed that the West could never “understand the being of the black man, since it ignores [Black people’s] lived experience.”1 Hurston dedicated her writings, especially her novels, to addressing this very shortcoming, which braids its way through so many of her political and aesthetic essays. Essentially, Hurston argues that “the Negro in fiction,” as she said, was too often an artificial, two-dimensional construct. Both white and Black authors were guilty of creating a fictional Negro, the former to demean or exoticize, the latter as one more propaganda weapon in the war against white supremacy. What she wanted instead was a revelation of the richness and complexity of Black life behind “the Veil,” as W. E. B. Du Bois famously put it in 1903 in The Souls of Black Folk.2 “And so,” she argues, “the writings that made out they were holding a looking-glass to the Negro had everything in them except Negroness. Some of the authors meant well. The favor was in them. They had a willing mind, but too light behind.” Slavery, Jim Crow, white supremacy, and anti-Black racism, she explains, “intensified our inner life instead of destroying it.” And rather than using literature to deflect the white gaze, Hurston maintained that the purpose of the Black writer was both to lift the Veil and to allow the Black experience to speak in its own voice, in all of its sublime resonance—good and bad, positive and negative.

Reading Hurston’s reflections on the inner logic of Black cultural forms, social institutions, and behavior is a bit like overhearing an internal monologue in the same way that soliloquies function in Shakespeare. This is one of the innovations she makes in the history of the African American essay form. And throughout these essays, she argues that the full richness of the African American experience could only be realized in print if writers allowed the tradition to speak for itself, thus revealing “a genuine bit of Negroness” in the same way blues and jazz artists had done in the secular tradition; Black preachers and the “unknown bards” had done in their compositions of sermons, spirituals, and gospel music; and as she herself had done, much to the annoyance of Black male contemporaries such as Richard Wright and Alain Locke, in Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937). Her lesser-known essays “Race Cannot Become Great Until It Recognizes Its Talent,” “You Don’t Know Us Negroes,” and “The Chick with One Hen” capture these lifelong aesthetic commitments to lift the Veil.

One of the delightful aspects of Hurston’s nonfiction is the subtle way in which it serves as commentary on her practice of fiction writing in a relationship of theory to practice. Her foundational essay “Characteristics of Negro Expression,” for example, is an attempt to define systematically, like a linguist would, the unique ways in which African Americans speak, the ways in which “the American Negro has done wonders to the English language.” This essay is one of the first attempts to arrive at a typology of Black English, helping us to understand the principles behind her representation of Black speech in her novels. Hurston identifies “the Negro’s greatest contribution to the language” as these three original usages: metaphor and simile (“You sho is propaganda”); the double-descriptive (“chop-axe”); and verbal nouns (“I wouldn’t scorn my name all up on you”). These she groups under the larger Black aesthetic principle of “the will to adorn.” Then she traces examples of this originality in traditional Black artistic forms, such as folklore, prayers, and sermons. These religious forms, she says, “are tooled and polished until they are true works of art,” forged “in the frenzy of creation,” a theme to which she returns several times in these essays. “The beauty of the Old Testament does not exceed that of a Negro prayer,” she asserts. As rendered in print, “dialect,” which Hurston distinguishes from “idiom,” was the often racist representation of Black spoken English, widely dismissed as a sign of Black people’s lack of intelligence, in minstrelsy, dialect poetry, and vaudeville. But when flowing from Hurston’s pen to page, her use of idiom underscores the beauty and range of what is actually a poetic diction, a language within a language. She highlights the manner in which African Americans have fashioned, and continue to refashion, the English language in their own resplendent voices, investing in English new power, poetry, neologisms (colorful coinings of words and expressions), and originality of expression, a thing at which to marvel and not to mock.

For Hurston, Black Vernacular English and folk cultural forms are two of the African American people’s most original contributions to American culture. Most importantly, she argues, the cultural artifacts produced by the enslaved community and their heirs are proof that the “will to adorn,” in spoken English and storytelling, in the composition of sacred forms such as sermons, prayers, and the spirituals, in the blues and jazz, was one of the most salient signs of cultural vitality and survival and adaptation in the face of the horrors of enslavement and Jim Crow. These forms are parts or manifestations of what we might think of as a larger, organic “culture of themselves,” one that Black people formulated behind the Veil. And in these essays, Hurston is determined, detail by detail, to lift that Veil for the world to see, and just as importantly, to hear the sounds of African American cultural formations. She mounts a defense of what we might think of as traditional Black culture against those who would disparage it, be they white or members of the Black middle class.

Hurston can be quite bold in her taxonomies of what she terms “Negro Folklore.” For instance, she characterizes Jack or John and Brer Rabbit, Black culture’s ultimate heroes, both with the wit and power to defeat the Master and, in John’s case, even the Devil, as he is “often smarter than God.” She also, in several asides, characterizes the Black Church as something of its own, a sui generis belief system: in the essay’s “Culture Heroes” section, she daringly writes, “The Negro is not a Christian really,” because of the vestiges of African religions still very much alive and patently manifest in traditional forms of worship, especially in the South. “We are not Christians really, but pagans,” she repeats in “Full of Mud, Sweat and Blood,” her review of David Cohn’s novel God Shakes Creation. “It is true that we employ all of the outward symbols of Christianity, but it is a beating of drums before new altars and calling old gods by new names.”3

The church, to Hurston’s mind, is also the ultimate source of the most sublime Black poetry:


The finest poetry that has come out of the Negro race so far has come out of the church, out of the mouths of preachers. If a man announces that he is called to preach and cannot get up in the pulpit and call God by all His praise-giving names; cannot gild the sunrise; heighten the glory of the rainbow, he will soon find himself back at his plowing and digging. Like others we have that consciousness of the inexpressible and a hunger for beauty, and the preacher must fill that want.



Precisely when her contemporaries either wanted to render Black vernacular forms in standard English infused with the African American idiom (for example, James Weldon Johnson) or see them as reflections of economic exploitation and desperate cries for salvation (for example, Richard Wright), Hurston not only defends their sublimity, but subtly makes the case for an aesthetics based on these traditional forms themselves, a true “Black Aesthetic.” This was a most radical act, a spirited declaration of the need to recover the essence of Black creativity in the sublime artifacts of the Southern, unreconstructed slave past.

Hurston returns to this idea repeatedly, particularly in “Mother Catherine” and “Ritualistic Expression,” her perceptive analysis of the sacred cultural forms that define the Black Church, far too many to enumerate here.4 But her keen observation is that Black religious practice really was what we might think of as a “cultural laboratory,” because, as Hurston puts it, “the religious service is a conscious art expression,” reflecting both strikingly original musical forms and neologisms. In “Spirituals and Neo-Spirituals,” she explains that “[i]n the mouth of the Negro the English language loses its stiffness, yet conveys its meaning accurately.” She offers marvelous examples: “‘The booming bounderries of this whirling wind,’ conveys just as accurate a picture as mere ‘boundaries,’ and a little music is gained besides. ‘The rim bones of nothing’ is just as truthful as ‘limitless space.’” Here she summarizes the relation between art and the religious service in action:


[A]ll religious expression among Negroes is regarded as art, an ability recognised as definitely as in any other art. The beautiful prayer receives the accolade as well as the beautiful song. It is merely a form of expression which people generally are not accustomed to think of as art. Nothing outside of the Old Testament is as rich in figure as a Negro prayer. Some instances are unsurpassed anywhere in literature.



This practice by Black people of reshaping Christian forms of worship in their own image is just one example of a cultural characteristic shared throughout African American culture. Hurston argues:


So if we look at it squarely, the Negro is a very original being. While he lives and moves in the midst of a white civilisation, everything that he touches is re-interpreted for his own use. He has modified the language, mode of food preparation, practice of medicine, and most certainly the religion of his new country, just as he adapted to suit himself the Sheik hair-cut made famous by Rudolph Valentino.



Creativity and originality, Hurston argues, infuse every aspect of Black life.

Hurston valorizes traditional Black culture as a defense against the social insecurities of a rising Black middle class, whom she chastises for their “self-despisement,” refusing “to do or be anything Negro. ‘That’s just like a Nigger’ is the most terrible rebuke one can lay upon this kind.” Her list of what psychologists would call cultural “self-loathing” among the Black middle class includes their mocking of traditional Black preaching, the blues, the spirituals, and essentially any of the other cultural forms created by enslaved people. Hurston’s critique of this social class predated by decades E. Franklin Frazier’s classic work, Black Bourgeoisie (1957), in which he would severely chastise the emergent middle class for these same cultural practices.5 A special target for critique in “Spirituals and Neo-Spirituals” is anyone who tries to rearrange the traditional forms of Black sacred music, “some daughter or son [who] has been off to college and returns with one of the old songs with its face lifted, so to speak.” “But I say again,” she continues, “that not one concert singer in the world is singing the songs as the Negro song-makers sing them. If anyone wishes to prove the truth of this let him step into some unfashionable Negro church and hear for himself.”

In short, we might think of Hurston as a Black cultural nationalist, in contemporary Black political parlance, or as a Black cultural “conservative” or a “traditionalist,” in the sense of valuing traditional forms of cultural expression in the forms in which we received them, as it were. She defends these traditional Black cultural forms against those who think they are too much echoes of the slave past to be “presentable” in an era defined by the primitive modernism of the Harlem Renaissance or its predecessor, turn-of-the-century “politics of respectability,” to use the historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham’s resonant term.

Let us be blunt: Hurston is engaged in a war of representation, defending “the race” against detractors both white and Black, on the one hand—against those who had long parodied and mocked Black speech, song, and sermons and other traditional cultural forms—and on the other hand, against the modernists who thought these forms needed to be “tidied up,” given a “face lift,” as Hurston put it, to be fit to be seated at the proverbial welcome table of American and, indeed, world civilization. Nor did “dialect” need to be abandoned and the traditional Black cultural forms transformed into standard English, as James Weldon Johnson had argued in his preface to The Book of American Negro Poetry (1922), and as he did in his monumental standard-English renditions of canonical Black sermons, God’s Trombones (1927).6 The spirituals were sublime as they were created; there was no need for them to be “concertized,” a scornful word Hurston seems to have coined. The stakes in this battle over the face and voice of Black cultural representation were enormous. Hurston was one of the most articulate defenders of the tradition in its unadulterated purity, and the essays in the first two sections of this book prove that. There was, she argues again and again, absolutely nothing produced by the ancestors of which to be ashamed. To the contrary, these secular and sacred forms contained the heart and soul of the race. As she says of the spirituals, their “truth dies under training like flowers under hot water.”

Hurston—the critic, the linguist, the cultural anthropologist—is at all points very much Hurston the novelist, implicitly outlining her theory of the novel as she practiced it, as well as perhaps the very first comprehensive theory of African American culture itself. She articulates an aesthetic theory “based on Negro idioms,” as she puts it in her review essay “Jazz Regarded as Social Achievement.” In her pioneering observations about the nature of Black culture, Hurston always insists that African Americans are a people, concerned by the full range of human emotions from love to death, just like every other people on the planet. As she writes in “Art and Such,” published just a year after her masterpiece, Their Eyes Were Watching God, had been roundly criticized by a Richard Wright in the grip of social realist aesthetics:


So the same old theme, the same old phrases get done again [in representations of African American characters in literature] to the detriment of art. To [writers such as these] no Negro exists as an individual—he exists only as another tragic unit of the Race. This in spite of the obvious fact that Negroes love and hate and fight and play and strive and travel and have a thousand and one interests in life like other humans. When his baby cuts a new tooth he brags as shamelessly as anyone else without once weeping over the prospect of some Klansman knocking it out when and if the child ever gets grown. The Negro artist knows all this but he conceives that a Negro can do nothing but weave something in his particular art form about the Race problem. . . . Anyway, the effect of the whole period has been to fix activities in a mold that precluded originality and denied creation in the arts.



At the end of this stunningly insightful essay, in which she writes about herself in third person, Hurston gives scholars and critics of her fiction a gift—her own theory of the novel—the proverbial “figure in the carpet” that shaped Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934) and reached its summit three years later in Their Eyes Were Watching God. The latter would be rediscovered by Alice Walker, and its aesthetic principles, if not its forms, refashioned and echoed by a generation of Black authors, especially Black female authors, for the last fifty years. Her explicit lining out of her own sense of the import and originality of her very own practice of the art of fiction writing, remarkably, stands the test of time.

The Black novel, she argues, will only rise to the sublime levels of Black vernacular cultural forms if writers create “a Negro story without bias,” stories in which the “characters live and move,” stories “about Negroes,” certainly, “but [characters] that could be anybody.” In other words, stories about the human condition, cast in the world that Black people live and breathe behind the Veil; stories, as it were, that Black authors allow readers, white and Black, to “overhear” in the same way that traditional Black storytellers, in the church, on the porch, in the juke joint, around the fireplace, told their stories as works of art without worrying about the political implications of their stories under the white gaze. We see this same thing in the same way that blues and jazz compositions emerged in a Black-on-Black world.

Writers, she argued, needed to mimic that mode of self-revelation, of voice expression, without self-censorship and without concern about someone else’s politics of race and representation, without apology or shame, “without special pleading,” and—quite boldly—with characters “seen in relation to themselves and not in relation to the whites as has been the rule.” To watch characters in novels such as these unfold in their fictional worlds, as we do in Their Eyes Were Watching God, for instance, “one would conclude that there were no white people in the world.” And just as important is how the story is told, in what language the story is rendered. “[T]he telling of the story [must be] in the idiom—not the dialect—of the Negro. The Negro’s poetical flow of language, his thinking in images and figures,” she argues in “Art and Such,” are the hallmarks of her own novelistic practice of which she was most proud. She brilliantly labels her approach as “stewing the subject in its own juice.” Only then, she prophesies, out of this intraracial “stewing,” will the African American novelist find her or his own voice.

History has borne out Hurston’s prediction in the works of so many of her literary heirs, male as well as female, who, taken together, since Hurston’s literary recovery, have produced perhaps the richest field of fiction in the history of the African American literary tradition, all indebted, in one way or another, to the poetics and practices of Zora Neale Hurston. And in large part because of the boldness of her aesthetic theory and the novelty of her political critique of novels that centered white racism, readers white and Black have been “overhearing” the resplendent voices of the Black experience, within the Veil, in a rich variety of ways of which Hurston no doubt would have approved.

This implicit and explicit political approach to Hurston’s art makes discussions of race and gender central to understanding her larger body of work. Her willingness to argue for Black vernacular artistic culture and her concomitant creation of strong female characters often made her a lightning rod for those who would have preferred to see depictions of unambiguously centered, barefaced white racism, or of predictably noble and praiseworthy Black characters striving for the middle class. Long before second-wave feminism proclaimed that the personal was political, Hurston created resilient female characters who dared speak their pieces, often in the faces of their male antagonists and partners. Courtship and marriage lie at the heart of most of her fiction, and in her nonfiction, we are similarly offered a glimpse at Hurston’s views on whether romance and self-regard can coexist for women in their relationships with men. She wrote the essays “The Ten Commandments of Charm” and “The Lost Keys of Glory” nearly twenty years apart, the former about a year before her first marriage, the latter after the dissolution of her third. Her portraits of men are unflattering: they are childish, shallow, easily manipulated. The mock biblical verse of the first is humorous to be sure, but also biting—and shockingly resonant, still today. The first commandment—“Be cheerful. Let not thy smile come off”—will make any woman who has ever been “encouraged” to smile by a stranger grimace. The second essay contains elements that have come to be associated with Hurston—a folklore adaptation followed by an incisive, insightful analysis—but its tone and intent are difficult to nail down, particularly since its claims contradict today’s feminist constructions of Hurston’s identity as a strong, independent woman.

Hurston was herself married three times (to younger men), but she never stayed married for long. From a distance—in her letters and her other writings—she seems to have been happiest pounding away at her typewriter, puttering in her garden, or collecting folklore, but—“The Lost Keys of Glory” suggests—she wanted both, a long-lasting romantic relationship and an active intellectual life as a writer and anthropologist. She certainly resisted giving up her career as a writer, as she explains in her autobiography, Dust Tracks on a Road (1942), for traditional married life. Given the gendered norms of her own time, modern readers often see Hurston as a feminist who resisted pressures to marry and keep a home for her husband, but this essay certainly complicates those arguments. Contradictions between Hurston’s own life and the essay’s musings abound.

The central metaphor of “The Lost Keys of Glory” comes from a Black folktale in which Woman—with advice from the Devil—requests from God the keys to the kitchen, the bedroom, and Man’s generations. With those in hand, she is able to rely on Man to work for her, but his physical strength, enhanced by God following Man’s own request, can quite literally beat her into submission. Man and Woman have something the other needs. The examples Hurston offers seem to suggest that the happiest women are those who maintain a career but keep a husband at the center of their worlds, providing “steak and potatoes and apple pie on demand” and offering slippers “wherever he might choose to flop down and wallow in the house.” Given Hurston’s own biography, it is surprising to see her advising women that the path to happiness requires catering to men who “wallow,” piglike. She even describes feminism as a “mirage,” “the light that failed” to deliver what it promised. But let us be clear: none of this means that the essay endorses traditional gender roles as equitable or fair. Instead, it highlights the dishonesty of cultural norms that ostensibly permits women to pursue professional careers and then penalizes them for doing so. Women who “tear out after the free life of the males” find themselves alone or neurotic, damaged by the way others—especially men—see them: as “too mannish,” echoing the well-known and phenomenally popular sermon of the Reverend J. M. Gates, “Manish Women,” which he released on vinyl in 1930. She corrected the spelling, but the sentiment was the same.

Throughout Hurston’s life, her aesthetic philosophy staunchly resisted the white gaze and distortions or “modernizations” of traditional Black culture and art, but this essay reveals a psychological fatigue in dealing with the male gaze. Was it disappointment that led Hurston to suggest that women accept the status quo? “No female careerist can avoid looking at the picture from time to time,” she argues. “And the inevitable question arises inside her, how much is a career worth to a woman anyway? Are not the unknown women, bossing the man of her choice really happier than the career-woman, however famous outside her natural sphere?” As a career woman herself, Hurston certainly invites speculation that she, too, had “from time to time” regrets about having pursued a career, despite the demands of men in her life who assumed she would relinquish her professional ambitions when they wed. We might prefer to think of Hurston—our literary and cultural icon—as fiercely independent, happily waging her way in the world, committed to her art and research, but the essay here suggests she paid a steep price for that choice. It is an important perspective on Hurston, as a person, and on midcentury challenges facing career-minded women after World War II, when Rosie the Riveter was expected to return to her home. Remembering the context in which Hurston lived and wrote is critical to appreciating the complexity and subtlety of her argument here. It is not that she believes things should be the way that she describes. Rather, her approach accepts that they just are.

Hurston’s writings on race and politics are no less complex, and despite the risks of offending powerful people or organizations, she never shrank from tackling both intraracial as well as interracial politics. She took on the intraracial dissention at Howard in “The Hue and Cry About Howard University,” just as she does in “The Rise of the Begging Joints.” In “The ‘Pet Negro’ System” she explores “the web of feelings and mutual dependencies” between Blacks and whites in the South, that “a lot of black folk . . . find . . . mighty cosy.” The system, she suggests, benefits individuals and complicates blanket claims about race relations in the region. She notably even occasionally approaches such fraught topics with humor as in “Noses” and “Now Take Noses” where differences in Black and white noses reflect the races’ different characters:


The Roman nose, like all Gaul, is divided into three parts—the start, the bend, and the drop. It starts forthwith to rule the world, bends sharply to seek its means, and proceeds sharply after that to achieve its ends. This leads to conquest and law.

The nose of Africa sits in the shade of its cheek bones and dreams. It points not upward, not downward, not anywhere. It sits and dreams and dreams.



Her satire on Marcus Garvey, “The Emperor Effaces Himself,” takes a tongue-in-cheek approach to the man—to his uniforms and parades and contradictions—but never to the man’s politics, which is an important distinction. “Crazy for This Democracy” centers the failings of American democracy by connecting racism at home to colonialism abroad. Even when, as she irreverently writes, she has “promised God and some other responsible characters, including a bench of bishops,” to remain silent on Brown v. Board of Education, nevertheless, she voiced her deep reservations about abandoning all-Black institutions in the unreflecting frenzy of embracing—after systematically being excluded from them for so long—integrated ones.

Hurston’s race pride permeates everything she writes. She exults in a “timeless” but feminine self even as she sharpens her oyster knife in “How It Feels to Be Colored Me.” She takes a more serious look at racism in “My Most Humiliating Jim Crow Experience,” but she refuses to give up even a scintilla of pride or sense of self to a racist physician who has the gall to request payment after seeing her in his laundry closet, as if she were so much dirty linen to keep out of view. Absolutely certain of her worth as Lucy Hurston’s daughter, she recalls,


I got up, set my hat at a reckless angle and walked out, telling him that I would send him a check, which I never did. I went away feeling the pathos of Anglo-Saxon civilization.

And I still mean pathos, for I know that anything with such a false foundation cannot last. Whom the gods would destroy, they first make mad.



Her pride in Florida’s Black cattle rancher whose hard work, expertise, and unimpeachable character made him a community pillar permeates “Lawrence of the River.” It also surfaces in “Race Cannot Become Great Until It Recognizes Its Talent,” a neglected but important work, reprinted here for the first time. In Hurston’s earliest explicit statement of her aesthetics, she draws parallels between her own commitments to folk culture and Black idiomatic expression and the works of Shakespeare and Chaucer. Hurston recognized that she was pushing boundaries in depicting folk or working-class characters, and, in doing so, sometimes made middle-class, New Negroes uncomfortable, but her pride in her culture assured her that what others found shameful or reduced to stereotype held tremendous promise for the arts—and for Black culture as a whole.

What, then, explains Hurston’s well-known opposition to Brown v. Board of Education? Her letter to the editor bears careful reading—both for what it says and for what it does not. The inclusion of “Which Way the NAACP?,” which appears here in print for the first time, also sheds light on her thinking. Hurston recoiled at the unintended message she saw lurking beneath the court case—that integrated schools with integrated teachers were without question somehow better than all-Black schools with all-Black teachers; that white teachers and students were “inherently” better than Black ones. Her “white mule” critique of the decision reflects her immense pride in Black educators and her knowledge that Black teachers in Black schools teach more than merely academic subjects. They serve as role models and shepherd students through a racist culture. At the same time, Hurston points out inequities in the way the schools are administered:


The Supreme Court would have pleased me more if they had concerned themselves about enforcing the compulsory education provisions for Negroes in the South as is done for white children. The next 10 years would be better spent in appointing truant officers and looking after conditions in the homes from which the children come.



So why did she oppose the landmark Supreme Court decision?

Hurston saw the efforts to integrate schools—primary, secondary, and post-secondary—as a declaration that African Americans were not independent and needed the approval of, and social mingling with, whites. She wanted instead to see “[g]rowth from within.” Hurston argues that it was conceding too much to declare that all-Black institutions, inherently, were unequal. Underfunded schools were inherently unequal, not Black schools. What she believed in was willing separation versus enforced segregation. She points out, quite rightly, that “[i]t is a contradiction in terms to scream race pride and equality while at the same time spurning Negro teachers and self-association.” And, she could sometimes be naive, a trait we also see in the Ruby McCollum case below.

Along with her belief in the benefits of Black schooling for Black children by Black educators—by extension for and by the Black community—Hurston stakes out a controversial position that separate could be, practically speaking, equal. She argues,


If there are not adequate Negro schools in Florida, and there is some residual, some inherent and unchangeable quality in white schools, impossible to duplicate anywhere else, then I am the first to insist that Negro children of Florida be allowed to share this boon. But if there are adequate Negro schools and prepared instructors and instructions, then there is nothing different except the presence of white people.



Her claim is conditional, based on an if. One of the foundational premises of “Which Way the NAACP?” is that “in every state in the South the identical text-books are issued to White and Negro schools.” History has not borne out this assumption by Hurston—which is at the foundation of her reasoning. Hurston’s assertion that white is not necessarily better is true, but so is the reality that Black students and white students almost never used the same textbooks at the same time. The Black schools would get the used, outdated textbooks discarded from white schools. And new lab facilities were often reserved for white students only. Despite this flaw in her thinking, in many ways, what Hurston imagined came to pass. Even as schools desegregated, structural racism persisted and created new problems. Black teachers were fired so white teachers could remain, and truancy laws that existed prior to 1954 continued to be enforced selectively. Integrating schools did not necessarily improve the education of Black students.

“Which Way the NAACP?” also conveys anxieties about communism and government overreach, as well as her growing conservatism. Hurston abhorred communism and similar ideologies, because they cast African Americans in the role of objects, as a people doomed to react to forces beyond their control, as a race without agency. Hurston repeatedly returns to the theme of Black agency throughout her essays. To see Black people as victims, she deeply believes, is to succumb to the ultimate form of anti-Black racism. She was increasingly distrustful of outsiders—whether Communists influenced by Russia or white and NAACP leaders from the North. While white outsiders undermine the agency of Black people, so, too, she argues, do Black people aligned with the NAACP. She still sees an elitism in the organization’s leadership, one she traces back to its founding, and she wonders why the organization has not “found a home” in the “hearts” of the larger Black population. She fails to see the “advancement” gained when Black students are assaulted by white students in integrated bathrooms. And she correctly points out that integrated schools in the North had not led to equality or social mingling.

Underlying the move to desegregate, she fears, is self-loathing, a failure among rising middle-class African Americans to love themselves, their traditions, their culture regardless of what whites think. The fight for desegregation, she believes, flies in the face of all she has argued for in her fiction and nonfiction alike. She explains:


In close to a century of education and progress by the American Negro, self-consciousness of race and an inferiority complex stemming out of the past, we should have come to the place where notice by the Whites and the bolstering of proximity as a sign of tolerance would be utterly unnecessary. Not what counts with the majority in the nation, but what counts within ourselves should have arrived by now.



Pride in self and in traditional Black culture permeates her argument, much as it does in her all-Black novels, short stories, plays, and ethnographies. What white people think does not and should not matter. In this sense, remarkably, Hurston was a proto-Black cultural nationalist, a forerunner of an artistic and political philosophy that would become central tenets of the Black Arts Movement, born circa 1966. And rarely is Hurston credited with voicing these attitudes well before that movement commenced. In her fictional worlds, Hurston pointed people in this direction by demonstrating that Black people lived full, complex lives without white people. It was a depiction that countered the oversimplified two-dimensional Black-white opposition found in so much writing by both Black and white writers from the period. Here, in her opposition to court-ordered desegregation, she argues explicitly for the cultural pride and the cultural politics imbued in her fiction.

In essence, we recognize in Hurston’s position a consistency in the whole, self-sufficient Black world she portrays in her fiction and the whole, self-sufficient Black world for which she advocates in her argument opposing Brown v. Board. It stemmed from a complicated blend of mourning for something being lost or undermined—Black agency—and umbrage at the insult the court decision implied. Black people wanted to end segregation, but they didn’t want to admit, or cede to, the notion that anything all Black was inherently inferior, substandard, or downright bad. Hurston supported integration for Black people as equals, not as second-class citizens. In this, once again, she was making an argument that Black Nationalist political and aesthetic proponents would draw upon and elaborate upon a decade or so later. Integration had its place, and was a noble social goal, but meaningful integration could only take place between cultural equals.

Hurston was an intrepid observer and tireless reporter. Her fiction, nonfiction, and ethnographic work bears witness to this. In 1952, she essentially became a beat reporter for the Pittsburgh Courier, turning her formidable powers of observation to Ruby McCollum’s murder trial and the community of Live Oak, Florida. On Sunday morning, August 3, 1952, Ruby McCollum, a wealthy, married African American mother of four, walked into Dr. C. LeRoy Adams’s office and shot him dead. Adams was white, a medical doctor, and a recently elected state senator. McCollum admitted to the crime, but the question of motive and the disputed nature of their relationship made the trial a powder keg that attracted national and international headlines. While many questions remain unanswered, what seems clear is that McCollum and the physician had engaged in a yearslong sexual relationship. He fathered one of her children, and at the time of the murder she had become pregnant with a second. Hurston describes the notion that white men were entitled to use Black women for sexual gratification as “Paramour Rights,” which dated back to enslavement. Whether their relationship was entirely consensual remains uncertain. Ruby’s husband was an important local figure, but his illegal, lucrative gambling business depended upon bribes of powerful white men, like Adams, and Ruby’s mental health was in decline.

At trial, the prosecution contended—and the community publicly concurred—that the murder resulted from a dispute over a $100 medical bill, but Hurston’s writings make it clear that that was unlikely. She argues the community’s response “amounted to a mass delusion of mass illusion. A point of approach to the motive for the slaying of the popular medico and politician had been agreed upon, and however bizarre and unlikely it might appear to the outside public, it was going to be maintained and fought for.” It was a white narrative to which African Americans acquiesced, understandably, rather than put their own lives at risk. McCollum’s attorney hoped for a second-degree murder conviction rather than a determination of premeditated murder, which required the death penalty. With strenuous objections from the prosecution to Ruby’s testimony, only bits of her story were admitted into evidence. McCollum’s trial by an all-white, all-male jury of her “peers” and subsequent sentence to the electric chair was a national travesty rooted in America’s racist (and sexist) past that made it impossible for the accused to face a fair trial. McCollum’s conviction was later overturned, but after being declared incompetent to stand trial a second time, she was committed to the Florida State Hospital, where she remained until 1974, at which time she was released on the grounds that she posed no threat. She died in 1992, claiming that she had retained no memory of the shooting.

Hurston describes the trial as unfolding beneath “a smothering blanket of silence.” That silence may have been the consequence of Live Oak’s Black community holding its collective breath. Less than a decade earlier, in 1944, Willie James Howard, a Black fifteen-year-old, had been lynched in Live Oak for the outrage of sending all of his coworkers, including a white girl, Christmas cards. When Ruby’s husband, Sam McCollum, learned what she had done, he reportedly said, “Ruby’s as good as dead . . . and so am I. They’ll have to kill us now.”7 He immediately took his children and fled in hopes of escaping that violence.

Those in Live Oak who had been closest to the McCollum family were the most vocal in their condemnations of Ruby. It was a defensive pose, Hurston surmised, that would help safeguard those close associates from racial violence. Hurston, like other members of the press, was unable to speak directly with the accused. Who had the courage to talk to Hurston about Ruby and Sam? We don’t know. Much of what Hurston relates about McCollum’s early life had to have come from family and friends who clearly spoke on the condition of anonymity. At times Hurston even quotes people without attribution, concealing her sources, a protective decision for a reporter. In a more literary sense, these anonymous voices take on a communal choral quality, echoing the role of the chorus in a Greek tragedy similar to the store porch we see in her Eatonville fiction.

Hurston’s reporting on McCollum’s trial is restrained by the politics of race and gender in the South, so what boils under the surface, submerged out of view, is essential. Hurston was, after all, a Black woman reporting from a community she describes as “hostile.”8 She knew about Howard’s lynching, too. Even she, as a reporter, was limited in what she could safely articulate, so she creates gaps—silences—to illustrate the racialized power dynamics at play. As with the questions about Ruby’s motive, it is never clear why the prosecuting attorney and the judge (both of whom knew the victim well) wanted her silenced. Was it the implication that Adams had been manipulating (and even drugging) McCollum for years to preserve his sexualized power over her? Or did the drive to silence stem from Sam McCollum’s illegal dealings? Ruby McCollum’s husband had died of a heart attack the day after Ruby’s arrest, so limiting her testimony protected everyone involved with Sam’s illegal dealings—except Ruby.

As the prosecution tried to convince the all-white male jury that the dispute between McCollum and Adams was over a bill, Hurston tells us the prosecuting state’s attorney said, “‘You all know that a good way to get them (Negroes) mad is to try to collect. You’ve seen ’em mull’ (sullen). Black [the prosecuting attorney] cautioned the jury not to be deceived by Ruby’s behavior on the stand. He warned that she was highly intelligent, wealthy, but full of sly cunning.” A representative of the state legal system, the prosecuting attorney, blatantly invoked racist stereotypes of African Americans without rebuke. No wonder Hurston, as she says in “Crazy for This Democracy,” wanted to sample true American democracy for herself. Like women’s gender equality, it was still just a mirage.

Hurston took the judge at his word when he impaneled the jury—that McCollum deserved a fair trial. And yet Hurston watched, horrified, as events unfolded. She explains her changed thinking about Judge Hal W. Adams (of no relation to the doctor) this way: “He will never consent for any human being to be sent to their death without permitting the jury to hear their side of the story. He won’t! Judge Adams won’t! It was only when he exhibited anger and threatened Cannon [McCollum’s attorney] with contempt of Court if he persisted, that I wilted back, first in my soul and then in my seat. My disillusionment was terrible. My faith had been so strong.” Her naiveté—despite her lived experience—allowed her to believe that Ruby’s story would eventually come out. Tragically, it did not.

Hurston reached conclusions about the shooting that did not make it into newspapers. She came to believe that the doctor was trying to end his affair with Ruby at the time of the shooting, but she was, in Hurston’s words, “refus[ing] to fade out of the picture.”9 With LeRoy Adams’s election to the State Senate and his eye on the governor’s mansion, the physician may have needed to end things. There were other theories as well. Adams had ordered a pistol that fired bird shot rather than a conventional bullet that could be forensically tied back to the weapon.10 The implication is that Adams may have been planning to use the gun to kill McCollum. At the same time, Ruby said she was caught between two guns. Whose guns? Is it possible she shot Adams in self-defense? Or was she a woman scorned? It is impossible to know. While Hurston’s reporting made much of Black America an eyewitness to the trial, her writings tell us more about the cultural moment, the politics of race and gender, in northern Florida than they do about Ruby McCollum’s motives. An all-white, all-male jury sat on the case of a Black woman who admitted to murdering one of the community’s leading white citizens. Never was she able to tell her story in court. Her confession, it seems, was story enough. In today’s era of the “#MeToo” and “Black Lives Matter” movements, Hurston’s dispatches on the Ruby McCollum case serve as a blunt reminder of the long history of the intersection of race, gender, and violence in America and the steep price that Black Americans have paid—and continue to pay—in an unjust criminal justice system.

Zora Neale Hurston’s politics have been criticized over the years. Her contemporaries Richard Wright, Sterling Brown, and Ralph Ellison accused her of pandering to racist stereotypes in her writings, but the volume you hold in your hands demonstrates that was simply not the case. In fact, it brings to the fore Hurston’s lifelong attempt to reclaim traditional Black folk culture from racist and classist degradations, to share with her readers the “race pride” she felt, to build the race from within. She was often constrained—by her patron, by her publishers, by the limits of what white publishers would print. To acknowledge that material reality doesn’t make her one of those “handkerchief-head[s],” as she put it in 1955. Rather, it grounds her writings in a particular cultural and historical moment, one full of closed doors for a Black woman who wanted to do more than clean homes. It makes her remarkable contributions to American arts and letters, her place in American culture as an icon of African American, modern, and women’s literature, all the more inspiring. She wrote in her visually inspired vernacular that “every tub must sit on its own bottom.” With a long-overdue collection of her best essays finally in the hands of readers, Hurston can now do just that.

HENRY LOUIS GATES JR. AND GENEVIEVE WEST




Part One

On the Folk




Bits of Our Harlem

We looked up from our desk and he was standing before us, tall, gaunt and middle-aged. In his hand was one of those tin receptacles for charity-begging. Like all other long-suffering Harlemites we shuddered. Beggars with tin cups are so numerous. He smiled and stood there. We tried to look austere—some money-seekers may be easily intimidated—but not so our hero.

“Well, what can I do for you?” we asked, looking the visitor in the face for the first time.

“A few pennies for homeless children,” he answered.

We felt that it was useless to struggle so we donated a dime. No sooner had the coin rattled to the bottom of the cup than we received a hearty “Thank yuh. God will shorely bless yuh.”

We looked closely at his face this time and saw fanatic fires burning in the small eyes set in a thin freckled face. But our eyes rested longest on the mouth and environs.

The short, thin upper-lip showed his Caucasian admixture, but a full drooping under-lip spoke for the Negro blood in him. A fringe of scrubby rusty-red hair completely encircled the whole. When he spoke, four teeth showed forlornly in the bottom jaw. We are still wondering if there were any others scattered about in his aging gums.

“You don’t know me, do you?” he asked.

“I am afraid I haven’t had the pleasure,” we answered.

“Well, they calls me th’ black Longfellow.”1

We brightened. “These be gray days, and a sweet singer in Israel is to be highly honored. Would you favor us with a selection or two?”

“Shorely, shorely; but drop in a few mo’ pennies, please.”

What are a few pennies against the songs of an immortal bard? We dropped in six cents.

The poet cleared his throat and sang:

“God Shall Without a Doubt Heal Every Nation”

“There shall be no sickness, no sorrow after while,

There shall be no sickness, no sorrow, after while,

There wil’ be no more horror,

Watch for joy and not for sorrow,

God shall heal up every nation tomorrow, after while.

God will bring good things to view after while,

God shall make all things new,

Every child of God will without a doubt be called a Jew,

God will make us all one nation, after while.”

“Ain’t that beautiful, now?” the poet asked. I’ll recite yuh another one.”

Before we could protest he was in the midst of

“The Automobiles”

“Once horses and camels was the style,

Now they fly ’round in automobile,

They don’t look at a policeman’s sign,

Sometimes they run over chillun,

Sometimes over a divine,

When they are drunk with devils’ wine,

They scoots—”

But we had fled into the inner office with our fingers in our ears.

* * *

The hurly-burly of Lenox Avenue fretted our soul.2 The dirty corpses of yesterday’s newspapers, flapping upon the pavement or lying supine in the gutter, together with the host of the unwashed and washed but glaringly painted, was too unlovely and we fled up 181st Street.3 We were not really hungry but we longed for rest.

A little sign caught our eyes. “Odds and Ends,” it read. A yellowish teapot was depicted in the midst of the inscription. A little hunger, a great weariness of spirit, and a sufficient amount of curiosity drew us into the basement dining room.

A raucous bell rang when we opened the door and a soft-footed attendant instantly appeared to take charge of our wraps.

Back of a green screen was a snug room full of odds and ends. Chairs from Colonial New England, bits of pottery from France and Spain, candlesticks from China, bric-a-brac from Nippon, samplers from England—the ends of the world brought together in a basement. The effect was pleasing, very pleasing.

And the guests. At one table was a woman writer of some ability in company with a wealthy realtor. In a corner, dining alone, a lawyer of national fame slowly sipped his coffee behind a red candle and nodded to a world-famous baritone and composer. A widely discussed editor was dining with a young woman who hopes to be an editor some day.

But the atmosphere is the most attractive thing about “Odds and Ends.” We do not know whether it is the subtle lighting, the ingenious arrangement of the furnishings, or the spirit of the great number of celebrities that frequent the place. There IS a peace, a calm that falls like a benediction upon the guest who enters there. The food was delicious, but mere food does not create atmosphere. Perhaps it is the kindly spirit of the proprietor—we do not know him yet—that bids the weary rest.




High John de Conquer

Maybe, now, we used-to-be black African folks can be of some help to our brothers and sisters who have always been white. You will take another look at us and say that we are still black and, ethnologically speaking, you will be right. But nationally and culturally, we are as white as the next one. We have put our labor and our blood into the common causes for a long time. We have given the rest of the nation song and laughter. Maybe now, in this terrible struggle, we can give something else—the source and soul of our laughter and song.1 We offer you our hope-bringer, High John de Conquer.

High John de Conquer came to be a man, and a mighty man at that. But he was not a natural man in the beginning. First off, he was a whisper, a will to hope, a wish to find something worthy of laughter and song. Then the whisper put on flesh. His footsteps sounded across the world in a low but musical rhythm as if the world he walked on was a singing-drum. The black folks had an irresistible impulse to laugh. High John de Conquer was a man in full, and had come to live and work on the plantations, and all the slave folks knew him in the flesh.

The sign of this man was a laugh, and his singing-symbol was a drumbeat. No parading drum-shout like soldiers out for show. It did not call to the feet of those who were fixed to hear it. It was an inside thing to live by. It was sure to be heard when and where the work was the hardest, and the lot the most cruel. It helped the slaves endure. They knew that something better was coming. So they laughed in the face of things and sang, “I’m so glad! Trouble don’t last always.” And the white people who heard them were struck dumb that they could laugh. In an outside way, this was Old Massa’s fun, so what was Old Cuffy laughing for?2

Old Massa couldn’t know of course, but High John de Conquer was there walking his plantation like a natural man. He was treading the sweat-flavored clods of the plantation, crushing out his drum tunes, and giving out secret laughter. He walked on the winds and moved fast. Maybe he was in Texas when the lash fell on a slave in Alabama, but before the blood was dry on the back he was there. A faint pulsing of a drum like a goatskin stretched over a heart, that came nearer and closer, then somebody in the saddened quarters would feel like laughing and say, “Now, High John de Conquer, Old Massa couldn’t get the best of him. That old John was a case!” Then everybody sat up and began to smile. Yes, yes, that was right. Old John, High John could beat the unbeatable. He was top-superior to the whole mess of sorrow. He could beat it all, and what made it so cool, finish it off with a laugh. So they pulled the covers up over their souls and kept them from all hurt, harm and danger and made them a laugh and a song. Night time was a joke, because daybreak was on the way. Distance and the impossible had no power over High John de Conquer.

He had come from Africa. He came walking on the waves of sound. Then he took on flesh after he got here. The sea captains of ships knew that they brought slaves in their ships. They knew about those black bodies huddled down there in the middle passage, being hauled across the waters to helplessness.3 John de Conquer was walking the very winds that filled the sails of the ships. He followed over them like the albatross.4

It is no accident that High John de Conquer has evaded the ears of white people. They were not supposed to know. You can’t know what folks won’t tell you. If they, the white people, heard some scraps, they could not understand because they had nothing to hear things like that with. They were not looking for any hope in those days, and it was not much of a strain for them to find something to laugh over. Old John would have been out of place for them.

Old Massa met our hope-bringer all right, but when Old Massa met him, he was not going by his right name. He was traveling, and touristing around the plantations as the laugh-provoking Brer Rabbit. So Old Massa and Old Miss and their young ones laughed with and at Brer Rabbit and wished him well. And all the time, there was High John de Conquer playing his tricks of making a way out of no-way. Hitting a straight lick with a crooked stick. Winning the jack pot with no other stake but a laugh. Fighting a mighty battle without outside-showing force, and winning his war from within. Really winning in a permanent way, for he was winning with the soul of the black man whole and free. So he could use it afterwards. For what shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?5 You would have nothing but a cruel, vengeful, grasping monster come to power. John de Conquer was a bottom-fish. He was deep. He had the wisdom tooth of the East in his head. Way over there, where the sun rises a day ahead of time, they say that Heaven arms with love and laughter those it does not wish to see destroyed. He who carries his heart in his sword must perish. So says the ultimate law. High John de Conquer knew a lot of things like that. He who wins from within is in the “Be” class. Be here when the ruthless man comes, and be here when he is gone.

Moreover, John knew that it is written where it cannot be erased, that nothing shall live on human flesh and prosper.6 Old Maker said that before he made any more sayings. Even a man-eating tiger and lion can teach a person that much. His flabby muscles and mangy hide can teach an emperor right from wrong. If the emperor would only listen.

II

There is no established picture of what sort of looking-man this John de Conquer was. To some, he was a big, physical-looking man like John Henry.7 To others, he was a little, hammered-down, low-built man like the Devil’s doll-baby. Some said that they never heard what he looked like. Nobody told them, but he lived on the plantation where their old folks were slaves. He is not so well known to the present generation of colored people in the same way that he was in slavery time. Like King Arthur of England, he has served his people, and gone back into mystery again. And, like King Arthur, he is not dead. He waits to return when his people shall call again. Symbolic of English power, Arthur came out of the water, and with Excalibur, went back into the water again. High John de Conquer went back to Africa, but he left his power here, and placed his American dwelling in the root of a certain plant.8 Only possess that root, and he can be summoned at any time.

“Of course, High John de Conquer got plenty power!” Aunt Shady Anne Sutton bristled at me when I asked her about him. She took her pipe out of her mouth and stared at me out of her deeply wrinkled face. “I hope you ain’t one of these here smart colored folks that done got so they don’t believe nothing, and come here questionizing me so you can have something to poke fun at. Done got shamed of the things that brought us through. Make out ’tain’t no such thing no more.”

When I assured her that that was not the case, she went on.

“Sho John de Conquer means power. That’s bound to be so. He come to teach and tell us. God don’t leave nobody ignorant, you child. Don’t care where He drops you down, He puts you on a notice. He don’t want folks taken advantage of because they don’t know. Now, back there in slavery time, us didn’t have no power of protection, and God knowed it, and put us under watch-care. Rattlesnakes never bit no colored folks until four years after freedom was declared. That was to give us time to learn and to know. ’Course, I don’t know nothing about slavery personal like. I wasn’t born till two years after the Big Surrender. Then I wasn’t nothing but a infant baby when I was born, so I couldn’t know nothing but what they told me. My mama told me, and I know that she wouldn’t mislead me, how High John de Conquer helped us out. He had done teached the black folks so they knowed a hundred years ahead of time that freedom was coming. Long before the white folks knowed anything about it at all.

“These young Negroes reads they books and talk about the war freeing the Negroes, but Aye, Lord! A heap sees, but a few knows. ’Course, the war was a lot of help, but how come the war took place? They think they knows, but they don’t. John de Conquer had done put it into the white folks to give us our freedom, that’s what. Old Massa fought against it, but us could have told him that it wasn’t no use. Freedom just had to come. The time set aside for it was there. That war was just a sign and a symbol of the thing. That’s the truth! If I tell the truth about everything good as I do about that, I can go straight to Heaven without a prayer.”

Aunt Shady Anne was giving the inside feeling and meaning to the outside laughs around John de Conquer. He romps, he clowns, and looks ridiculous, but if you will, you can read something deeper behind it all. He is loping on off from the Tar Baby with a laugh.9

Take, for instance, those words he had with Old Massa about stealing pigs.

Old John was working in Old Massa’s house at that time, serving around the eating table. Old Massa loved roasted young pigs, and had them often for dinner. Old John loved them too, but Massa never allowed the slaves to eat any at all. Even put aside the left-over and ate it next time. John de Conquer got tired of that. He took to stopping by the pig pen when he had a strong taste for pig-meat, and getting himself one, and taking it on down to his cabin and cooking it.

Massa began to miss his pigs, and made up his mind to squat for who was taking them and give whoever it was a good hiding. So John kept on taking pigs, and one night Massa walked him down. He stood out there in the dark and saw John kill the pig and went on back to the “big house” and waited till he figured John had it dressed and cooking. Then he went on down to the quarters and knocked on John’s door.

“Who dat?” John called out big and bold, because he never dreamed that it was Massa rapping.

“It’s me, John,” Massa told him. “I want to come in.”

“What you want, Massa? I’m coming right out.”

“You needn’t to do that, John. I want to come in.”

“Naw, naw, Massa. You don’t want to come into no old slave cabin. Youse too fine a man for that. It would hurt my feelings to see you in a place like this here one.”

“I tell you I want to come in, John!”

So John had to open the door and let Massa in. John had seasoned that pig down, and it was stinking pretty! John knowed Old Massa couldn’t help but smell it. Massa talked on about the crops and hound dogs and one thing and another, and the pot with the pig in it was hanging over the fire in the chimney and kicking up. The smell got better and better.

Way after while, when that pig had done simbled down to a low gravy, Massa said, “John, what’s that you cooking in that pot?”

“Nothing but a little old weasly possum, Massa. Sickliest little old possum I ever did see. But I thought I’d cook him anyhow.”

“Get a plate and give me some of it, John. I’m hungry.”

“Aw, naw, Massa, you ain’t hongry.”

“Now, John, I don’t mean to argue with you another minute. You give me some of that in the pot, or I mean to have the hide off your back tomorrow morning. Give it to me!”

So John got up and went and got a plate and a fork and went to the pot. He lifted the lid and looked at Massa and told him, “Well, Massa, I put this thing in here a possum, but if it comes out a pig, it ain’t no fault of mine.”

Old Massa didn’t want to laugh, but he did before he caught himself. He took the plate of brownded-down pig and ate it up. He never said nothing, but he gave John and all the other house servants roast pig at the big house after that.10

III

John had numerous scrapes and tight squeezes, but he usually came out like Brer Rabbit. Pretty occasionally, though, Old Massa won the hand. The curious thing about this is, that there are no bitter tragic tales at all. When Old Massa won, the thing ended up in a laugh just the same. Laughter at the expense of the slave, but laughter right on. A sort of recognition that life is not one-sided. A sense of humor that said, “We are just as ridiculous as anybody else. We can be wrong, too.”

There are many tales, and variants of each, of how the Negro got his freedom through High John de Conquer. The best one deals with a plantation where the work was hard, and Old Massa mean. Even Old Miss used to pull her maids’ ears with hot firetongs when they got her riled. So, naturally, Old John de Conquer was around that plantation a lot.

“What we need is a song,” he told the people after he had figured the whole thing out. “It ain’t here, and it ain’t no place I knows of as yet. Us better go hunt around. This has got to be a particular piece of singing.”

But the slaves were scared to leave. They knew what Old Massa did for any slave caught running off.

“Oh, Old Massa don’t need to know you gone from here. How? Just leave your old work-tired bodies around for him to look at, and he’ll never realize youse way off somewhere, going about your business.”

At first they wouldn’t hear to John, that is, some of them. But, finally, the weak gave in to the strong, and John told them to get ready to go while he went off to get something for them to ride on. They were all gathered up under a big hickory nut tree. It was noon time and they were knocked off from chopping cotton to eat their dinner. And then that tree was right where Old Massa and Old Miss could see from the cool veranda of the big house. And both of them were sitting out there to watch.

“Wait a minute, John. Where we going to get something to wear off like that. We can’t go nowhere like you talking about dressed like we is.”

“Oh, you got plenty things to wear. Just reach inside yourselves and get out all those fine raiments you been toting around with you for the last longest. They is in there, all right. I know. Get ’em out, and put ’em on.”

So the people began to dress. And then John hollered back for them to get out their musical instruments so they could play music on the way. They were right inside where they got their fine raiments from. So they began to get them out. Nobody remembered that Massa and Miss were setting up there on the veranda looking things over. So John went off for a minute. After that they all heard a big sing of wings. It was John come back, riding on a great black crow. The crow was so big that one wing rested on the morning, while the other dusted off the evening star.

John lighted down and helped them, so they all mounted on, and the bird took out straight across the deep blue sea. But it was a pearly blue, like ten squillion big pearl jewels dissolved in running gold. The shore around it was all grainy gold itself.

Like Jason in search of the golden fleece, John and his party went to many places, and had numerous adventures.11 They stopped off in Hell where John, under the name of Jack, married the Devil’s youngest daughter and became a popular character. So much so, that when he and the Devil had some words because John turned the dampers down in old Original Hell and put some of the Devil’s hogs to barbecue over the coals, John ran for High Chief Devil and won the election. The rest of his party was overjoyed at the possession of power and wanted to stay there. But John said no. He reminded them that they had come in search of a
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