

1.

Smelling the Wind

Signs of water wear creep at the edges. Dustings of mold find their own stability and shape. I touch them carefully, these copies of Audre Lorde’s books that survived the hurricanes, shipped from St. Croix into my hands. Audre’s own copies of the books she wrote. These are treasures. The guidebooks say I should wipe them with denatured alcohol, but first I breathe them in. I sit in a clinically clean temporary office in Minnesota, but my tongue remembers how salt air in the Caribbean rots the engines out of new cars. My skin remembers how the sun sometimes takes as much as it gives. I spread the books out across my office floor gingerly, so as not to disturb the microorganic skin cells and sand particles that made it through the shipping process. I long for a microscope to find the fingerprints, the pressure and release, the evidence of survival.

Instead, I choose a high-contrast filter and send Dr. Gloria Joseph a selfie of me lying on the floor with the books surrounding my head. I’m crowned for a moment by this slightly distressed rainbow: the threadbare maroon cloth of a once-soaked hardback Chosen Poems, Old and New; the bold red of the second edition of Zami, faded across the spine; the blood words of Our Dead Behind Us over the black-and-white image of three elder Amazon warriors; Coal, silver like the moon through soot; the washed-out yellow of the first German translation of A Burst of Light that must have been sitting in a window, and the blue clouds of the American edition of the same book; the black of H.U.G.O. (Hell Under God’s Orders), flecked with a light-show spiral of dashes; the beige of an uncorrected proof of Undersong that has known both floodwater and sun; the creased sky blue—or is that Caribbean sea blue?—of Sister Outsider; the gray scale of three copies of Cables to Rage, with Audre’s face on the cover, folded into staples now sienna with rust. From the best angle my wrist can manage, it looks like Audre is looking back at me, skeptical in triplicate through her black thick-framed glasses.

“How did you do it?” I whisper, reluctant to get up off the floor. “How did you survive?”

~
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and signed her own name. And so that message becomes part of the matter of these particular copies of these particular books. A clue that I might have something to do with their renewal, their next life.

If not for the date in identical pen, I might have wondered if these books were once meant for a different Alexis—Alexis De Veaux, Gloria Joseph’s former student, my mentor, and Lorde’s first biographer. Who am I to help these books return to themselves? I thought. I sent the picture and a promise to steward these books along with other artifacts Doc Joseph mailed over the years so that future generations could hold the fragile and eternal life of Audre Lorde.

~

By the time Gloria Joseph sent me this package in 2018, the books had collectively been through more than one storm. In September 2011, when I arrived from the airport in St. Croix to live and work in the home where Audre wrote her last books and took her last breaths, Doc Joseph and Helga Emde rushed around barricading their windows for yet another hurricane. None of the storms between 1989 and 2011 were as powerful as Hugo, but like our bodies, books respond to changes in pressure, humid air. They swell, exhale, and dry again. Become more textured versions of themselves.

I don’t know what the house looked like seven years later when, in her process of moving out, Doc Joseph decided to mail me these books. I do know that others who have visited the house since say it is in disarray, with scattered items left behind. I consider it a miracle that at almost ninety years old, struggling with moving out of a house we all hoped would become a museum-shrine to our Lorde, Doc Joseph thought to post me these creased, folded, annotated books. And then, when they were returned to her due to some shipping error, she put the box inside another box and mailed it again.

Doc Joseph never corrected the people in the streets of St. Croix who assumed I was her granddaughter. She just stood her full six feet tall and laughed out loud. She didn’t correct the people in St. Croix who assumed that Audre was her sister and not her lover. When she got my selfie, Doc Joseph emailed back quickly. “Receiving your email this morning brought joy to my soul, body and psyche.” A few months later, Doc Joseph knocked on the door of death, and then miraculously recovered after we all said goodbye. A year later, she departed for good, at the age of ninety-one. During hurricane season.




2.

The Winds of the Orisha

At her first funeral, Audre sat in the front row with tears in her eyes, while her daughter, Elizabeth, testified: “Audre Lorde has taught me that we don’t need to be afraid of our own power. And the other thing that she taught me is that we don’t need to be afraid of our love.” Audre pursed her lips and whispered the words “I shall be forever” when her close friend Yolanda Rios-Butts read them aloud from the poem “Solstice.”

Audre threw back her head and squealed when Blanche Wiesen Cook told jokes about when they first met at Hunter College.1 She nodded not quite humbly listening to the words about her life and legacy from colleagues and students, the letters from dignitaries who couldn’t attend, including the president of Hunter College and the president of John Jay College of Criminal Justice, who said, “She has touched us all—unsettling, probing, loving and real, and always to leave us thinking and more aware of our humanity and, sometimes, our inhumanity,” emphasizing that Lorde’s work “lives on—to survive her and me and all of you.” Everyone could feel her presence, hear her laughter. They could feel her touching them, not only with her words but with her hands. She squeezed her longtime partner Frances’s elbow, her sister Helen’s shoulder, her mentee asha’s face, the wrist of her future biographer Alexis De Veaux. She made her colleague Johnnetta Cole laugh out loud. Whispered in Gloria Joseph’s ear. Members of the press detected “currents of love.”2 Multiple witnesses glimpsed Audre shaking her shoulders to the solidarity rhythms of the Kuumba Women’s Drum Circle, which had gathered in her honor. It was a beautiful service. And Audre was there.

The Black Lesbian Feminist Warrior Poet Mother Audre Lorde was there, breathing, laughing, talking, and flirting. She even gave an impromptu speech. At this event, her first funeral, the dedication of the Audre Lorde Women’s Poetry Center at Hunter College, on December 13, 1985, Audre lived. Two days away from radical alternative cancer treatment in Switzerland, she graced a multigenerational gathering celebrating her legacy. It is fitting that the ceremony took place at Hunter College, where Audre had studied in high school and college and taught at that moment as an endowed professor. The Audre Lorde Women’s Poetry Center, named in her honor as the result of student and faculty organizing, would be housed in the same location as the reception: Roosevelt House on the Hunter College campus.3 Roosevelt House also happened to be the place where Audre had married Ed Rollins in 1962, under arguably somewhat funereal circumstances, if not for Audre and Ed then for some of their friends, family members, and lovers.

On the night the students activated their hub of feminist dreaming, each attendee pitched their spirit high. But they also knew Audre’s cancer was back. The event was one of a series created by a community that valued Audre’s work, dreaded her terminal illness, and saw the need for celebration and ceremony in her honor.4 As Gloria Steinem would say years later, “Because she was honest about her struggle with cancer … Each time we read new words and poems of hers, there was that added weight and poignancy of their limits.”5 This celebration at Hunter, as well as the book release of Our Dead Behind Us (also at Hunter) and almost every event Audre attended from the mideighties on, was about life, legacy, and afterlife. Black women around the world celebrated the choice to hang Audre’s name on the door as part of a collective victory. The poet Toi Derricotte, who would go on to cofound Cave Canem, the most enduring US initiative for Black poets, wrote a congratulatory card on the occasion: “What a happy proud thing this center is for all of us black women—women you have loved into being.”6 The poet Cheryl Clarke sent a letter to be read aloud at the event: “I can think of no teacher, writer, hardworking Black woman who deserves to have a poetry center named after her more, except for those nameless Black women workers who’ve gone before in whose name I know you accept this honor.”7 Clarke did not speak directly to Audre’s health, but she adds, “I wish the students dedicating this center to you many many more years of learning from you.” Clarke continues, “Thank you for everything you’ve given me and all Black lesbians.”8

Naming and claiming a room for women’s poetry affirmed poetry itself, and challenged the norms of the institution. Audre’s students and the student government members and literary organizations on campus came together to achieve what student leader Gina Rhodes said “was the first time in the history of Hunter College that the college paid student poets.”9 Audre’s students called her by her first name and read their own brave poems about child sexual abuse, Palestinian children who lost their hands to American-made bombs in Lebanon and who then had to come to the United States to get medical treatment, grandmothers on stoops, women who killed their rapists and raised the daughters born out of that rape. Precise and raw poetry, from the students who had learned from Audre that, in their own words: “Poetry is like a light beam” and “never to be silent” and “I don’t have to be afraid to share my feelings.”10

Blanche Wiesen Cook wore a tuxedo. She had the job of reading the letters from the president and vice president of John Jay College of Criminal Justice, and she added her own aside, “But I do want to say that being friends with Audre from those days to this has been a continuous learning experience. One cannot be friends with Audre without learning a great deal. A great deal about politics and power and words. A great deal about yourself and your own community. A great deal not only about survival but success and triumph in a world where we are not supposed to survive.”11

Colleague Louise DeSalvo cried as she recounted coming to a reading of Audre’s students on the day that her mother was placed in a mental institution. One of the students read a poem about a woman locked in an asylum and “in that moment I knew that I was exactly where I had to be. Because there was a woman who was a poet who taught another woman who was a poet to write a poem that healed me, and Audre, that’s what you’ve done for us and I love you.”12

Yolanda Rios-Butts, hoarse from teaching kindergarten, told the story of meeting Audre when she was twenty-one years old “with no consciousness of my value” and learning that she was, in Audre’s estimation, “very bright but poorly educated.”13 It was Audre who retaught her to read. “My primers for learning to read were Audre’s words. I am a full-fledged graduate of the Audre Lorde school of language.”14 Before reading six of her favorite poems aloud, she said, “Audre, you are my sister, you are my mother.”15

Audre witnessed the power of her poetry, even in the mouths of others, to touch people and move them to action. She saw evidence that her poetry and her approach to poetry could create and transform institutions. Gina Rhodes credited Audre with helping the students move the proposal for the Women’s Poetry Center from an idea in a file cabinet to a real physical place.

“We are able to meet her vision with our own vision, we are able to meet her courage with courage of our own, we are able to meet her love with our own love. And tonight that love takes the shape of a room on the fifth floor of the Roosevelt House on which we will place a sign with the new name of a Women’s Poetry Center. The Audre Lorde Women’s Poetry Center!” Rhodes crowed. The multitude cheered.

“Just think,” Rhodes said, “that this night is happening despite the fact that there is a world that doesn’t care to hear the voices of poets, of women, of blacks, and of lesbians within academia and outside. What else can this night be but a victory?”16

~

“I wish I could just stretch my arms around this room and hug all of you!” Audre shouted, holding the two plaques in her arms, one for the door of the center and one for her to take home. “That’s really having your name in print isn’t it?” she said, laughing. She played with the gleeful crowd: “This night brings together three of my favorite interests, which are beautiful women, beautiful words, and myself.”17

But Audre took the vision of a space dedicated to possible poems quite seriously. She saw it as an energetic meeting point for the young poet she had been in the halls of Hunter and for the current young poets enrolled in the college, and as a possible “nexus” for women’s poetry in general. She took the three words “women’s poetry center” literally. “Every time I look at them they give me chills.” She felt that the women’s poetry center was a transformer for the divine and renewable energy of poetry in women’s lives.

“It is a vision that we have siphoned through ourselves, giving it energy out of our bodies, out of our love and passing it on. And it needs each one of you. It needs women who are not even sitting here now whose mouths are stuffed with words but they have no place to lay them, they have no place to be heard. Well, that is what the Audre Lorde Women’s Poetry Center has got to be about. So I ask you to lend some of the energy that you have here tonight, lend it next week, next month, next year, remember that this is a jewel that we are building together. And we need to pour our own juices, our own substance so that it will flourish and in turn give us strength too. I am so happy that this is here. That this is starting.

“It is never separate from of course myself, from the women with whom I share, it’s never separate from the consciousness of me as a Black woman in a space and time, all of the women that I have been, all of the women I hope to be, I hope to become.”18

She ended her impromptu remarks with her poem “Call,” an invocation of the Rainbow Serpent goddess, Aido Wedo. She explained: “Aido Wedo is the personification of all the deities, all the divinities of the past, whose faces have been forgotten, whose names we no longer know who must therefore, of course, be worshiped in each other, in ourselves. And this is a prayer that I share with you.” Less than ten years later, on January 18, 1993, the same poem would close Audre’s real memorial service at St. John the Divine, the unfinished cathedral in Harlem.

~

Audre didn’t mention her mortality at the event, but later that night after crossing the river home with Frances, she wrote in her journal: “Whatever happens to me, there has been a coming together in time and space of some of my best efforts, hopes and desires.”19 As she had written after Elizabeth’s graduation earlier that year, “Whatever happens with my health now, and no matter how short my life may be, she is essentially on her way in the world.”20 Repeating the word “whatever” in her journal, Audre surrendered to her mortality and released what she could not control. But as her daughter prepared for medical school, Audre was taking control of her health in radical ways that the US cancer industrial complex did not want her to imagine. She took action to protect her quality of life in order to prioritize these types of legacy-affirming encounters with the communities she loved. She faced the reality that death was imminent but also continued to recruit more people into her legacy, her eternal life.




3.

Prologue


Last week I was dying. But now I’m not.

—AUDRE LORDE1



When Audre Lorde began her afterlife on November 17, 1992, a broad community of readers who credited her with saving their lives wondered what her death would mean and how or if her legacy would live on. In Gainesville, Florida, Linda Cue stayed up all night after she heard about Lorde’s death looking for some mention of it on CNN. There was none, though Cue noted there had been for James Baldwin. “Maybe someone will even write a biography,” she mused and then corrected herself: “No. Maybe they won’t I think …”2 But the loved ones, students, and strangers influenced by Audre Lorde have not left it up to an amorphous “they” to honor her legacy. Cue herself became a youth librarian in Gainesville, a job Audre once held in Mount Vernon, New York. Now Cue introduces Lorde’s work to teenagers in her community every week.

Like Linda Cue, I cannot leave this legacy to chance. I want Audre Lorde’s legacy to reach the waiting hands of generations. Because my life cannot be my life without honoring her life. Lorde’s writing, her impact on our movements, her fierce offering of love, are elemental in my life. The universe from which my every breath is made. And I am not the only one.

This biography, twenty years after the first official textual biography of Audre Lorde, multiple biographical films, and a bio-anthology, needs not wrestle with the fear that the world will not remember the name Audre Lorde. Her students and loved ones have been vigilant and they have prevailed. The question for us is whether we ourselves, the generations Audre made possible, will survive the multiple crises we face as a species largely detached from our only planet and ignorant about the universe that connects us. And this is why we need the depth of her life now as much as we ever have. We need her survival poetics beyond the iconic version of her that has become useful for diversity-center walls and grant applications. We need the center of her life, the poetry that society at large has mostly ignored, preferring to recycle the most quotable lines of her most quotable essays (necessary as those essays are!).

My task is to follow Audre, who studied the earth and the universe closely from childhood through the end of her life, and to honor the fact that the scale of the life of the poet is the scale of the universe. My understanding is that the way the earth shows up in Audre Lorde’s poems is not merely as a metaphor or a setting for her examination of human relations. Therefore, this biography will consider what Audre considered and what organized her life: weather patterns, supernovas, geological scales of transformation, radioactive dust. Audre referenced the natural world in her poems, not as a metaphor for human relations but as a map for how to understand our lives as part of every manifestation of Earth. As Audre wrote in an open letter to the Black lesbian feminist journal Aché: “The earth is telling us something about our conduct of living as well as our abuse of the covenant we live upon.”3 We live upon the covenant. The planet is the covenant. Earth is a relationship.

This understanding, crucial to our survival as interrelated living beings, is the only way we can understand Audre on her own terms, as a survivor of childhood disability injustice, a survivor of her best friend’s suicide, a high school theorist of what it meant to survive the atomic age, a college activist against nuclear irresponsibility, a mother who knew poetry could help teach her children to survive in a racist world, and ultimately a cancer survivor who understood the war going on within her cells as connected to every struggle against oppression on the planet.

Audre talks explicitly in interviews about how deeply the atomic age impacted her thinking.4 She was a young science-fiction reader who grew up in Harlem blocks away from the Columbia University tunnels where government-funded researchers invented the atom bomb. The question of survival on the scale of an entire species stayed with her throughout her life. The students of those atom-splitting researchers would invent particle physics and theorize a quantum reality where the relation between time and space becomes queerly multidirectional, nonlinear, and profoundly impacted by our noticing. For me, Audre has always been quantum, not only because she died before I met her, not only because she shows up in the lives and actions of countless devotees across space and time, but also because her theory of energy and the way she used her lifeforce exceed a normative understanding of life. So this is not a normative biography linearly dragging you from a cradle to a grave. This is a book shaped by what Audre Lorde did as a reader and a writer and a mentor to change what a book can be, what a book can do. This is a quantum biography where life in full emerges in the field of relations in each particle. This is a cosmic biography where the dynamic of the planet and the universe are never separate from the life of any being. This profound connection is true for all of us, and we get to study the queer life of a being who knew it. As a poet, even in her prose, Audre sought to recode language toward a more life-giving set of relations on Earth. Identifying less as an individual than as a possibility, Audre offered multiple versions of her life as a map. In this biography, I work as closely with Audre’s reading as I do with her writing, honoring her as a writer who held the work of other writers close, like I am doing now. I also read even the discrepancies between the historical Audre and the literary version of herself she offered the world as a cartography of longing, a rigorous commitment to bequeath future generations the possibilities we deserve. And following Audre’s lead I care more about offering well-researched wonder than I do about closing down possibilities through expertise. May this book, which centers Audre Lorde as a wonder of the world, increase your questioning active wonder. Read this book as a survival guide, a point of connection through Audre’s life to the most pressing questions about your own and our collective relationship to our shifting ecosystem. Read this book in any order you want, knowing it will reach you on a personal and a cosmic scale. Read these chapters like a collection of poems that speak in chorus in all directions. Understand each word as an opportunity for Audre’s fierce love, which is the same love that birthed the volcanoes and split the continents, to reach you. Wherever you are.

~

In early 1992, Audre gave instructions for her ashes to be divided into eight packets prepared for ceremonial distribution all over the planet. Over the following years her loved ones would deposit her ashes in underground caves near where the Atlantic Ocean and the Caribbean Sea meet in St. Croix; in two different sacred volcanic sites in Hawaii; in Krumme Lanke, her favorite lake in Germany, among other places. And so the tiniest carbon remnants of Audre’s being rejoined the swirling churning engines of the molten, or salted, or cracked-open depths ready to remake life on a geological scale.

According to the director of the Thomas/Hyll Memorial Chapel in St. Croix, Audre’s cremated ashes would not even remain contained in their box. Doctor Joseph remembers the director telling her “in soft tones” that “although the container with the ashes was sealed with tape, it kept opening—three times she reclosed it and each time it popped open.”5

“I will never be gone,” Lorde warned us. “I am a scar, a report from the frontlines, a talisman, a resurrection.”6 Or as the writer Ayofemi Folayan imagined: “Long after all of us now alive are atoms in the universal void, some magnificent reminder of the greatness she represented will inspire awe in future generations.”7




4.

Oya


what I come wrapped in 
should be familiar to you 
as hate is 
what I come wrapped in 
is close to you 
as love is 
close 
to death

—AUDRE LORDE, “Dream/Songs from the Moon of Beulah Land I–V”1



There was no precipitation in Harlem on February 18, 1934, when Audre Lorde took her first breath and opened her eyes. No wind. Stillness in the midst of the coldest February on record in New York City. And yet, Audre emerged in the middle of a perfect storm. That day in Sloane Maternity Hospital, baby Lorde, as the nurses would have referred to her, did not know that her life would be shaped by the external factors of the world wars, the Great Depression, and so much blatant racism that her Harlem community would erupt into a rebellion right after her first birthday. But before she had words for any of that, she felt the close pressure, the fierce coping strategies that her family of West Indian immigrants cultivated to survive those external conditions. She was breathing and listening in the eye of the storm, perfectly positioned to learn the danger of silence.

~

In her study of the six-thousand-year-old Ifa spiritual practice of the Yoruba people, Audre learned that she was a daughter of Oya, the goddess of the winds of change. In the Ifa tradition, there are personified deities called orishas who represent the divinity of each force of nature. The stories about the interactions among these deities as lovers, siblings, enemies, and collaborators teach us about the interconnection of these forces, the connection between wind and electricity, the ocean and the river, depth and height, storms and marketplaces. In this way, every practitioner of the Ifa religion is a scientist. And a social scientist. Oya’s stories teach us about change and circulation, and therefore she is the goddess of the wind itself, but also the marketplace, and the cemetery. Oya is the curve of the double helix in our DNA that connects generations to each other across death. And when a particular student of Ifa acknowledges that they are the “child” of a particular orisha, they are accepting the fact that the major lessons of their life and the attributes of their role in their community are connected to that particular element. In Audre Lorde’s case, her role as a daughter of Oya means that she embodied the whirlwind, prioritized intergenerational relationships and ancestral connection, and embraced the destruction of anything that needed to be changed in order to return the elements to balance and flow.

As a daughter of Oya, Audre believed she had a cosmic assignment to embody the elemental force of change in her society. But, in the story of patriarchy, a daughter is also a worker, a subordinated heir. Audre is also a daughter of Oya because of who her birth parents were, the relationship to conflict she learned in her family of origin, and the storm of political conditions she inherited from the generations that came before her.

~

Audre and her entire generation emerged during the precarious period between two world wars on a planet reeling from the largest-scale man-made death event recorded up to that point. Twenty million people died in World War I. New technologies of killing, like trench warfare and the use of poisonous gases, imprinted themselves on the collective imagination. The media depicted gruesome images of total war: miles of corpses all over Europe, barricades built from dead soldiers behind which other soldiers sprayed and dodged machine-gun fire. The traumatized survivors of this war would be the decision-makers in the lives of Audre and everyone else born in and around 1934. Many of the African American veterans of World War I from southern towns relocated to Harlem, seeking a cosmopolitanism they did not believe they could find back “home,” where Jim Crow and lynchings contradicted the so-called democracy they had fought for overseas.

World War II, which clouded the majority of Audre’s school years, would see even greater destruction and mass death. Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy targeted Jewish, Roma, Black, disabled, and other so-called non-Aryan people in Europe with industrial-scale murder in death camps. Approximately sixty million died during the war. Audre remembered her father crying the only tears she ever saw stream down his face as the family listened to the news of the US bombing of Hiroshima on their home radio. “Humanity can now destroy itself,” he whispered.2

Audre was by no means the only person in her generation to have a consciousness shaped by total war. The space “between wars” during which Audre came into the world was not peace. The Austrian Civil War broke out (and ended) the same week she was born. Eastern and Central Europe continued to be ravaged by violence: mass expulsions, civil war, revolutions, pogroms. Even the idea of the warrior was not as distant or professional as it might have seemed in earlier generations. Not only was Audre born after the first national conscription through which US citizens were “transformed into expendable components of the national war machine,” but within her lifetime the ratio of military to civilian deaths flipped from nine military deaths per one civilian death during war to one military death for every nine civilian deaths at war.3 The idea of world wars among national armies transformed after the Vietnam War into an ongoing world of war by remote technology, mostly not on US soil. Some historians call the fallout of this form of war “the deaths of others.”4 Audre was primed to identify with those “others” and the world itself as a site of constant war. In 1990, at the “I Am Your Sister” celebration of her life, in one of her last speeches, Audre spoke of war to an auditorium of a thousand people who had just declared themselves to be activist soldiers in the loving, silence-breaking army of the Lorde: “We must become all of who we are, because we need our energy for the battle. And war it is,” she emphasized on Columbus Day, two months into the Gulf War and four hundred years into the deadly project of US settler colonialism.5 War was more than a disruptive metaphor. She saw it as a basic condition of her existence.

Born in Harlem in a Black immigrant family in a community that understood itself as targeted by an occupying force of white police waging war on Black civilians, Audre did not have the luxury of imagining war as a far-off place.6 As a child she did not know that during her lifetime US troops would invade the island from which her parents migrated or that the militarized police in nearby Philadelphia would bomb an entire city block in a Black community, but the impact of war as an ever-present context shaped not only her rhetoric but her decisions from a very young age. “Warrior,” she said when she introduced herself.

~

The storm started long before World War I. It started before Audre’s grandmother, Ma-Liz, also known as Elizabeth Noel of Noel’s Hill in Carriacou of the Grenadines, lost her Portuguese husband, Peter Belmar, at sea. It started before the day in 1899 when Audre’s mother, the baby girl formerly known as Linda Belmar, someday to be known as Linda Belmar Lorde, became a fatherless toddler dependent on a crew of older sisters with no money, but with Caribbean light-skinned privilege to maintain. When her husband disappeared, Ma-Liz had to rotate through domestic jobs, leaving her oldest daughter, Lou, to care for her younger children. While little Linda was a schoolgirl, the winds of migration from Grenada to Panama, Trinidad, and the United States picked up. A new phase of the old weather of colonialism: the ongoing displacement of peoples, the extraction of resources.

When Byron Lorde, a darker-skinned fatherless and motherless runaway from Barbados, came into McNeely’s general store and took Linda’s hand amid the imported tins of sweetened milk and the dusty crates of dry goods, the Belmars and Noels must have had many opinions. But Linda was reading magazines all day, working in her brother-in-law’s store. Byron had a respectable job as a constable. In her midtwenties, Linda was close to being considered an old maid by her community. A few years earlier, when she struggled with malaria for months, the family thought she would surely die without ever marrying or having children. When Byron asked for Linda’s hand in marriage, the Belmars and the Noels decided to celebrate. They say that in her fine gown stitched with orange blossom lace, Linda was the most beautiful bride.7

Linda’s older sisters Henrietta and Lila were in New York City by then. World War I had destabilized the supply of necessary goods in Grenada, raising prices beyond what was previously imaginable for the purveyors of those goods, including the general store where Linda had worked. Prices for goods went up, but wages did not, and the bottom fell out of the Grenadian cocoa market, causing widespread unemployment.

Linda and Byron stepped into the wind, among the many to leave Grenada for the United States after World War I. Maybe they hoped to benefit from the economic boom of the 1920s in the United States and then go home. Maybe between themselves the newlywed Lordes had different ideas about what home meant. Linda Belmar wanted to return to the Caribbean Sea. The ocean may have taken her father, but it also gave her back her health. When she fought off death from malaria, it was daily immersion in the ocean, along with traditional remedies, that she believed saved her life.8

But starting in 1921, the US put a quota on immigrants. The same year the Lordes arrived in Harlem, the US Immigration Act of 1924 passed, seriously restricting immigration and also limiting the ability of migrants to travel between their countries of origin and the United States. Grenada did recover from the economic impact of war on importation and the overdependence on cocoa as a cash crop, but not until 1925, the year after the Lordes left. For many years Linda Belmar had no access to the healing water of the Caribbean Sea. She would take elaborate day trips to beaches in New York City with her sisters instead.

~

Every hurricane is layered. Held together by pressure and heat. The vapor uprising organizes itself into bands of rain and wind that hold each other so close that the thick air lifts up solid dreams like houses and trees, hurls them into each other, drops them where she may.

~

Audre’s father, Frederick Byron Lorde, was born in Barbados in 1898. When baby Byron was five months old, the 110-mile-per-hour winds of the great Windward Islands hurricane swept much of Barbados into the sea. The devastating storm killed hundreds of people across the region. It maintained hurricane-level winds for thirteen days and hit Barbados the hardest of any island. Eighty-three people died, 150 people were seriously injured, and forty-five thousand people were left homeless in Barbados alone. The storm destroyed the entire economic engine of the colony: the sugar cane crop. Ninety-one years later, Audre Lorde would survive Hurricane Hugo and write a first-person account of the devastating impact of the colonial lack of response on the Black survivors, but back in 1898, her infant father may have been among the one in four Barbadians left without housing due to hurricane damage. Experiencing the storm as a single mother may have contributed to Amanda Field’s decision to leave Byron with his father, Fitzgerald Lord, and disappear when he was a young child. We don’t know what influence the hurricane and its disruptions might have had on Byron’s own decision to run away to work in Panama and eventually to migrate to Grenada.

The winds that bring hurricanes to the Caribbean and the United States every year are the same winds that propelled enslaving ships across the Atlantic. It could be that the hurricane of 1898 marked just one more disruption in the lives of descendants of enslaved Africans living in a British colony, a disruption less formative than all that came before. By the time Byron met Linda he had migrated at least twice without looking back. While Linda longed for the Caribbean Sea, Byron was fleeing a complicated past that included two daughters whom he left in Grenada with their mother, Daisy Jones. Audre wouldn’t learn about her lost siblings until after both her parents died.9

Audre was born to parents who lived in the currents of racial global capitalism, focused on survival, afraid to lose and constantly losing. As Audre would write in her poem “Diaspora”:


Afraid is a country with no exit visas.10



~

Despite the postwar economic boom in the United States, no one in New York City wanted to hire Black people. Linda actively passed for white just to do menial work, while Byron’s slightly darker hue fulfilled the nightmares of his in-laws and threatened his ability to provide for his family. They never saved enough to move back to Grenada. They focused instead on the steep climb against racist limitations on employment while paying inflated prices for housing and goods. Linda moved from a majority-Black island where she lived as part of the elite because of her skin privilege to an environment where being outed as a Black person meant she lost her livelihood. Byron moved from a community where he was a respected constable to a city where police officers routinely brutalized Black adults and children. The Lordes found themselves in a country that sanctioned economic and physical violence on the basis of racial status, in a city where unpredictable obstacles might crash into you at any moment.

~

By the time Audre was born in 1934, her parents already had two daughters, Phyllis and Helen, and had survived a decade in the US. Five years after they arrived in New York City, and five years before Audre was born, the stock market crashed in a storm of speculation, setting off the Great Depression. Maybe the Lordes thought the Great Depression was just one more storm they would weather before taking the whole family home. Maybe Byron had no such intention. In the 1920s, the Lordes had been part of a wave of Caribbean migration to New York City. That wave converged with a larger movement of people in the United States. The Great Migration was underway. Black former agricultural workers were migrating from the rural South to northern, midwestern, and western cities. At the same time, following World War I, the children of white rural farmers from all over the United States migrated to urban centers. If racism had blocked the Lordes from job prospects amid the relative plenty of 1924, after the stock market crashed in 1929 it seemed that all jobs were white jobs.

While the Lordes learned the particular contours of American racism in New York City, they also witnessed the creative cultural renaissance of the Black writers, musicians, and visual artists of Harlem in their first decade as New Yorkers. It may have been the acclaim of other Caribbean immigrants, like Claude McKay, or internal migrant muses Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston, or Harlem-born Countee Cullen, that encouraged the Lordes to nurture their daughters’ relationship to books.

But just as the Great Depression deflated much of the funding that fueled the renaissance in Harlem, it put severe stress on Black families like the Lordes. Echoing the colonial logic of the Caribbean territories, in Harlem, white people owned the businesses and utilities that provided the basic necessities of life, and they prevented Black employment through official policies and unofficial practices. The majority of Black-owned businesses, even in Harlem, were in the service industry—such as barbershops and restaurants—and suffered the most during the Great Depression when their usual clients were struggling to fulfill their basic needs. As conditions grew more and more desperate, the police played an actively suppressive role and arrested family members seeking to survive in alternative ways, like shining shoes in the street and selling newspapers after hours.

~

Just weeks before Audre was born, the Apollo Theater opened its doors. Black storytellers, musicians in particular, filled the space with narrative energy and the transmutation of rage into expressive creativity, and forged a collective language of song. That same year, a different kind of storyteller, the US Congress, created the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), a narrative about financial and economic security designed to restore faith in the stock market even though the public was still dealing with the disastrous effects of the 1929 crash. While Black people bore the brunt of the economic calamity, the US government struggled to restore an economic narrative in which speculative capitalism could claim an aura of sensibility and fairness despite the collective experience of the Great Depression. When the New Deal economic relief funding finally came through, the Home Relief Bureau discriminated against Black communities in disbursement of funds and in hiring.

One response to these racist conditions was the “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” campaign through which Black Harlem consumers collectively put pressure on companies with discriminatory hiring practices. Another was the Harlem Riot of 1935. Sparked by a rumor about a police officer murdering a child, the riot ultimately led to a mayoral commission detailing the volatile consequences of the extreme discrimination Harlem residents suffered during the Depression. Audre was one year old.

~

Byron and Linda responded to workplace discrimination by creating their own business in an arena of basic necessity: housing. In the twenty-five years leading up to Audre’s birth, the Black population in Harlem increased by 600 percent (according to the riot commission’s report) and housing discrimination was rampant.11 In 1930, after the Lordes’ first daughter, Phyllis, was born, Byron went to night school and got his real estate license. By starting their own business, the Lordes met a growing need for a community both in search of affordable housing and sick and tired of the abuse of racist landlords. They started out by subleasing homes that were in buildings owned by white landlords and eventually rented out homes in buildings they owned or leased, including a rooming house on Lenox between 127th and 128th Streets. “Dwell in a House of Lorde’s,” they suggested on their marketing materials, riffing on the 23rd Psalm’s testimony of the Lord as a shepherd: “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life. And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” The Lorde family may not have felt that goodness and mercy had followed them to the United States, but their marketing strategy was made salient by the deep desire for home they shared with the other exploited and underserved Black residents of Harlem.

~

In the structure of a hurricane, the eyewall is the tightest ring of wind and rain closest to the center of the storm. These are the most forceful gusts of wind, capable of the most destruction. But the compression in the eyewall also creates a space of stillness and sometimes even sunlight right at the eye of the storm. The eyewall protects the storm’s integrity. It is the storm’s coherence. Without it, the storm would scatter and destroy itself.

~

Linda and Byron’s home provided a stronghold against the wrecking forces that shaped their and their children’s lives in the outside world. They raised their children in a way they felt was appropriate in response to the racism and economic injustice they faced. The words Audre used to describe the precarious situation of her own daughter and son in the 1970s applied to the situation Audre and her sisters faced in the 1930s: “They are Black in the mouth of a dragon which defines them as nothing.”12

According to Audre and her sisters, their parents created an illusion of total power.13 When people spat at them on the street, Linda convinced her daughters it was just the wind moving the saliva of passersby away from its intended target on the ground. When their parents sent them to bed with no dinner, the girls thought it was a punishment for their never-good-enough behavior, not an unavoidable result of their financial situation.14 The Lordes used every tool they had to mitigate the impact the racism in their environment would have on their children.

Byron and Linda made their decisions behind their closed bedroom door and presented them as law to their children. Nothing was open for debate. Their strict rules meant that Audre and her sisters were not allowed to play in the street or with other children. This possibly served to shield them from the police in Harlem who often arrested children for dubious reasons.

As the mayor’s commission on the causes of the Harlem Riot pointed out, Harlem Hospital, near their home, was a mess of mismanagement, poor care, and internal segregation in the years leading up to Audre’s birth, but Audre was not born there.15 She was born at Sloane Maternity Hospital, funded by the Vanderbilts, at Columbia University.16 The report also noted that in the decade leading up to Audre’s birth no new public elementary schools were built or renovated in their area. The authors of the report recommended that the school that was in their neighborhood be condemned and torn down immediately. But the Lorde children did not go to the neighborhood public school; they went to Catholic schools for their elementary education. And Byron ensured that when the time came Audre could take the placement test to go to the prestigious Hunter College High School for Girls on the Upper East Side.

Linda and Byron’s most consistent offerings were work and care. Byron left for work before his daughters woke up and often got home long after they had already eaten dinner, but on Sundays he cooked them his special breakfast of eggs and liver.17 Audre didn’t speak of much tenderness in her childhood home, but she does remember her father would let her pick the white hairs from his head. Byron also brought home books in bulk to ensure that his daughters would have ample reading material.

Linda Belmar worked long hours at home and assisted Byron at the real estate office, but she made sure to regularly take her daughters to the library, to the river, and to a small neighborhood park. She warmed cold days with her constant stories about growing up in Grenada and Carriacou and taught the girls to cook dishes from the islands they began to imagine as their true home, beyond the harshness of New York City. Audre’s first poems were tributes to her mother. She would pick grass and weeds to make “bouquets” for Linda on their early trips to Harlem’s few accessible green spaces.18

~

When World War II arrived, Byron was still young enough for the draft by a year and a half, but he shielded his family and himself from the direct impact of war conscription in at least three concrete ways. Two were tactical. First, he filled out his draft card and was added to the rolls of the National Guard, but he never reported for drills. They eventually marked him as “dropped.” Second, instead of doing direct military service, this strong former constable completed his service obligation by working the third shift at a munitions plant after working all day at his real estate office. The third way that Byron protected his family from the impact of the war is revealed on his draft registration card. When asked to provide a name and location for someone who will “always know your address,” he wrote “Mrs. Frederick B Lorde” and repeated the same address he had entered above. He technically answered the question, but he also gave the government no new information except the fact that he was married. He didn’t offer his wife’s given name, possibly because Linda was in the midst of her naturalization process to become a US citizen. He may have wanted to decrease the chance for cross-referencing. Or maybe this was one of many ways he stood between the white man’s world and his wife and children.

In her poetry Audre describes her childhood home as a war zone, a storm, a riot. She describes her father as “distant lightning,” her mother as “asleep on her thunders.”19 “My earliest memories are of war between Me and Them,” she says. “‘Them’ were my two sisters and my parents. It was their camp against mine, and since there were always more of them, I knew very early that I would have to be smarter than all of them put together.”20 Her mother could erupt at any moment. “My mother was an angelic and maniacal hysteric fueled by endless furies,” she told Christopher Street magazine. In the same breath she added, “And so am I.”21 Audre rioted against it all. “In my pre-adolescence and in my adolescence, it was a constant state of hypersensitivity in which I remember existing.”22

In interviews, home was a violent place. Audre told Gay Community News, “I was a battered kid.”23 In a published conversation with Adrienne Rich, Audre explained that confronting and even reveling in punishment was a way of life for her from infancy: “When I think of the way in which I courted punishment, the way in which I just swam into it … I’m talking about as an infant, as a very young child, over and over again throughout my life.”24 Later, when she republished the interview in Sister Outsider, she took out the part about being an infant. But in another interview she reaffirmed that she was always already a warrior: “I was a very bellicose little baby.”25

~

Audre describes the major conflicts at home as emotional. Throughout her career Audre would write about how her mother, Linda, expressed her internalized racism by castigating Audre, the darkest of her daughters. Audre’s sisters remember her throwing tantrums as a toddler and refusing to get dressed.26 And in the Lorde household, crying itself was an act of defiance. In a story about her childhood, she explained that crying was rare. “Our mother had raised us not to. It was, we thought, a sign of weakness.”27

~

When Audre’s father caught her stealing, he would put a loaded gun on the table and stare her down until she confessed. It was his way of invoking fear without physically beating her. The gun on the table held a message he never fully articulated about the gravity of her word. The seriousness of a spoken lie. Her father never spanked his daughters, and even her boy cousins imagined they would never have survived a beating from “Uncle Lorde.” The threat of his unexpressed rage frightened them into calling only him, of all their uncles, by his last name. Audre watched her father working eighty-hour weeks and “returning at midnight / out of tightening circles of anger.”28 In her understanding, chasing an American dream that did not include him ultimately destroyed him from the inside out. Later, when Audre was nineteen years old, she stood in the hospital hallway and listened to her father on his deathbed.29 He was repeating the last verse of the 23rd Psalm, the source text for his real estate business motto: “I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” Listening to her father struggle in the valley of the shadow of death in his early fifties, she felt that he didn’t get any of the goodness and mercy the psalm promised. Audre spoke and wrote about that moment until she faced death herself. She continued to believe that his inability to express his frustration and grief in a healthy way killed him long before his time.

~

But even Audre may not have understood the depth of her father’s sense of homelessness. Audre would repeat the phrase “a new spelling of my name” in her poetry and prose across her career, but it was Byron Lorde, born Frederick Byron Lord, who first changed the spelling of his name after he left Barbados, possibly to lessen the connection between himself and Fitzgerald Lord, the father he ran away from only to face rejection when he finally tracked down his mother. He refused to talk about these childhood experiences with his daughters. They never learned what he experienced growing up in the house of Lord. He silently built his own home and business into a fortress.

Byron and Linda may have thought of their home as the safest space they could provide under the circumstances they faced in Harlem, but for Audre their family dynamics were still part of a destructive cycle spinning out of control. She could sense the pain and oppression her parents tried to hide and she resented them for refusing to speak about it.

Audre protested. She was the only person in the household who had her own room. “I was so crazy that I couldn’t live with anybody,” she explained later.30 So at age thirteen, enraptured with her changing body, she decided to sleep nude. Her mother told her to keep her nightclothes on because her father had to come into the room she slept in before work to get his clothes out of the wardrobe. Refusing to surrender her bodily autonomy, she hung her pajamas outside the bedroom door like a flag so that her father and everyone else would know for sure that she was indeed naked in bed. “I really felt that if he was bothered by my body he should not come in, because it was my room,” she said.31

Recounting this as an adult, and emphasizing “my,” Audre seems to be pointing out her own teenage lack of consideration for the fact that “my room” was actually a shared family space. As a parent offering an interview she was more aware that her father needed to access that space in order to get clothes to wear to go to work before she woke up in the morning in order to pay for that room and all of the expenses of her life. But as a teenager she wasn’t thinking about the fact that the food that nourished her changing body was contingent on her father’s many hours of work. This is a space where we see Audre shaping the narrative of her life. Telling this story to another lesbian feminist for the audience of Christopher Street magazine, she created a through line between her adolescent rebellion and her adult lesbian feminist self. The space in question must be her room, a symbol of her bodily autonomy and not what it was for her father: a closet. Linda beat Audre for this act of protest. But Audre never stopped protesting.

Audre’s sisters responded to the strict West Indian household where they all grew up with utter obedience and did not seem able to express the same teenage rebellion that Audre did. But despite severe punishment Audre refused to be more like her sisters and obey. In her reflections as an adult she described the punishment in her home as constant and unpredictable. Maybe she calculated that there would be no decreased risk if she played by her parents’ rules.

Or maybe she rebelled because in addition to being a Caribbean immigrant daughter she was also a daughter
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The author’s favorite portrait of Audre Lorde. A print of it gifted by Dr. Gloria Joseph watched over the writing of this book. Audre Lorde, 1989. (Copyright © Dagmar Schultz)
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