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Praise for Wrapped in Rainbows


“After finishing Wrapped in Rainbows: The Life of Zora Neale Hurston I wondered which of three words best described it: magnificent, extraordinary or masterpiece. The research and interpretation of events is breathtaking, the writing precise and beautiful. The book takes such a warm, honest, all encompassing and wise view of its subject, that I read it from start to finish as though reading an adventure tale, which of course it is. Zora’s life was a mammoth adventure, and it is on this journey that Boyd, as if born to do so, takes us. However, as I was sifting through superlatives I was visited by a voice that sounded very much like Zora’s. That voice dismissed all concern about the praise-song I was planning and seemed content (profoundly content) with just one thought: My name is in my daughters’ hands, it said.


“This daughter, Valerie Boyd, has written a biography of Zora Neale Hurston that will be the standard for years to come. Offering vivid splashes of Zora’s colorful humor, daring individualism and refreshing insouciance, Boyd has done justice to a dauntless spirit and a heroic life.”


—Alice Walker, author of The Color Purple


“This important and long-awaited biography is a clear-eyed and affectionate tribute to Hurston’s luminous talent, elevating this daughter of the South to her rightful place among the giants of American literature and the pioneers of twentieth-century anthropology.


“With impressive scholarship and sisterly empathy, Boyd captures Hurston’s fierce spirit as she navigates life’s high and low moments, always slaying heartache, sorrow, and betrayal with laughter and a triumphant sense of irony.”


—A’Lelia Bundles, author of On Her Own Ground:
The Life and Times of Madam C. J. Walker


“Valerie Boyd has paid to Zora Neale Hurston the tribute and service that any writer—any human being—might dream of getting: the enormous and patient care that, alone, produce both a truthful record and final understanding. Sad as much of its story is, Wrapped in Rainbows is finally exultant.”


—Reynolds Price, author of Kate Vaiden


“[Hurston’s] life has been lovingly and carefully retold in … a felicitously readable format that will bring the general reader, and give those who have never heard of Hurston, a clear sense of her fascinating life and necessary work.”


—Chicago Tribune


“[Boyd] not only reveals much of the carefully concealed facts of Hurston’s life but comes to original conclusions through not only persistent research but acute critical insight … and in consequence we are in her debt.”


—The Washington Times


“[T]he most accurate portrait of Zora Neale Hurston’s colorful life to date.”


—Essence


“[A] gripping tale … Boyd tells Hurston’s life story with a detective’s determination to uncover the truth.”


—The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)


“[A] significant new biography … [that] resurrects Hurston in all her color and vitality and zaniness—as well as in her failures and sorrows. … a rich, rich read.”


—The Denver Post


“Hurston comes through vividly. … [Valerie Boyd] does a great service.”


—The Seattle Times


“Boyd captures the writer’s joyful essence … her effort honors the author’s spirit.”


—The Miami Herald


“[Boyd] brings one of the most pivotal figures in 20th-century literature brilliantly to life.”


—Kirkus Reviews, starred


“[An] engrossing cornerstone biography. … As Boyd adeptly and passionately analyzes Hurston’s revolutionary books, intense spirituality, and myriad adventures, Hurston emerges in all her splendor.”


—Booklist, starred




[image: Images]




[image: Images]
A LISA DREW BOOK / SCRIBNER
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


Copyright © 2003 by Valerie Boyd
Letters of Zora Neale Hurston © Estate of Zora Neale Hurston


All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


First Lisa Drew / Scribner trade paperback edition 2004


SCRIBNER and design are trademarks of
Macmillan Library Reference USA, Inc., used under license
by Simon & Schuster, the publisher of this work.


A LISA DREW BOOK is a trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


Designed by Colin Joh
Text set in Janson


Manufactured in the United States of America


1   3   5   7   9   10   8   6   4   2


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Boyd, Valerie.
Wrapped in rainbows : the life of Zora Neale Hurston / Valerie Boyd.
p. cm.
“A Lisa Drew book.”
Includes bibliographical references (p. ) and index.
1. Hurston, Zora Neale. 2. Novelists, American—20th century—Biography.
3. African American women—Southern States—Biography.
4. Women folklorists—United States—Biography.
5. African American women novelists—Biography.
6. Folklorists—United States—Biography.
7. African American novelists—Biography. 8. Southern States—Biography.
I. Title.
PS3515.U789 Z63 2002
813′.52—dc21
[B] 2002017011


ISBN 0-684-84230-0
ISBN 978-1-4391-2541-0 (ebook)
0-7432-5329-9 (Pbk)


Permissions acknowledgments appear on page 528




To Zora Neale Hurston, for choosing me.


And


To Gurumayi Chidvilasananda, my spiritual teacher,
for illuminating every step like the rays of the sun.




I have been in Sorrow’s kitchen and licked out all the pots. Then I have stood on the peaky mountain wrapped in rainbows, with a harp and a sword in my hands.


—Zora Neale Hurston, 1891–1960





CHAPTER 1



Sky Blue Bottoms
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There was never quite enough for Zora Neale Hurston in the world she grew up in, so she made up whatever she needed.


In her father’s house, on five acres of land in central Florida, young Zora lacked no material comforts. She had eight rooms to roam; a large yard carpeted with Bermuda grass; plenty of playmates; seven siblings; ample amounts of yellow Octagon laundry soap for bathing; two big china-berry trees for climbing; enough leftover boiled eggs to use as hand grenades on other children; and all the home-cured meat, garden-fresh collard greens, and Mama-made cornbread she could eat.


But Zora had other needs. She needed to know, for instance, what the end of the world was like—“whether it was sort of tucked under like the hem of a dress,” as she once wrote, or if it was just “a sharp drop-off into nothingness.” One summer day around 1900, when she was about nine years old, Zora decided she ought to walk out to the horizon and see.


She asked a friend, a schoolmate named Carrie Roberts, to go with her. The next morning, bright and soon, Zora and Carrie were to meet by the palmettos near Zora’s house to begin their journey to the edge of the world. Daunted by the daring of the thing, Carrie came to tell Zora she couldn’t go. That perhaps they should wait until they were big enough to wear long dresses and old enough to stay out past sundown without earning a spanking. Zora pleaded with her friend, but she refused to go. They fought, and Zora went home, she wrote decades later, “and hid under the house with my heartbreak.” Still, she recalled, “I did not give up the idea of my journey. I was merely lonesome for someone brave enough to undertake it with me.”


Zora decided to put off her trip until she had something to ride on. Then, she reasoned, she could go alone. “So for weeks I saw myself sitting astride of a fine horse,” she would remember. “My shoes had sky-blue bottoms to them, and I was riding off to look at the belly-band of the world.”


The summer, lush with the fragrance of Florida oranges and the cries of the mockingbirds, surrendered to fall. Then Christmas-time came.


A few days before Christmas that year, Zora’s father—John Hurston, a preacher and carpenter—did something unusual. After dinner, he pushed back from the table and asked his children a question. What did they want Santa Claus to bring them? Zora’s oldest brothers wanted baseball outfits, she recalled in her autobiography years later. Her younger brothers wanted air rifles. Her big sister wanted patent leather pumps and a belt. Then it was Zora’s turn.


“I want a fine black riding horse with white leather saddle and bridles,” I told Papa happily.


“You, what?” Papa gasped. “What was dat you said?”


“I said, I want a black saddle horse with …”


“A saddle horse!” Papa exploded. “It’s a sin and a shame! Lemme tell you something right now, my young lady; you ain’t white. Riding horse!! Always trying to wear de big hat! I don’t know how you got in this family nohow. You ain’t like none of de rest of my young’uns.”


“If I can’t have no riding horse, I don’t want nothing at all,” I said stubbornly with my mouth, but inside I was sucking sorrow. My longed-for journey looked impossible.


“I’ll riding-horse you, Madam!” Papa shouted and jumped to his feet.


For sassing her father, Zora was bound for a spanking. But she beat her father to the kitchen door and outran him.


Zora got a doll for Christmas. “Since Papa would not buy me a saddle horse,” she remembered, “I made me one up.”


Within the elastic bounds of her imagination, Zora became an adventurer, taking frequent jaunts on her fictitious saddle horse. “No one around me knew how often I rode my prancing horse,” she recalled, “nor the things I saw in far places.”


This was a harbinger of events to come.


Zora’s mother, Lucy Potts Hurston, understood her daughter’s singular needs—or at least her need to make up the things she did not, could not, have. So Lucy tried to give her baby girl plenty of dreamtime. Zora often found refuge—a place to read and think and listen to her “inside urges”—in her mother’s room. There, she also found a welcome retreat from her father, who seemed to believe it was his job to break Zora’s impudent spirit, before it was broken—inevitably, he felt, and much more harshly—by the lurking white world.


So Lucy and John Hurston saw Zora’s prodigious imagination differently. In fact, they saw a lot of things differently. It hadn’t always been that way.


When Lucy Ann Potts and John Hurston started courting, in the early 1880s, they only had eyes for each other. The way Zora Hurston told the story, the way it was always told to her, the first time John saw Lucy was on a Sunday morning in Notasulga, Alabama.


Notasulga is a blink of a town, just six miles north of the more famous Tuskegee, located in eastern Alabama not far from the Georgia border. Despite its diminutiveness (fourteen square miles), Notasulga straddles two counties, Macon and Lee. It is a town surrounded by creeks—creeks with names like Red, Wolf, Chinquapin, Chowocle, and Uphapee.


John grew up “over the creek,” Hurston once wrote. If she knew which one, she didn’t say. What she did say, though, was that being an over-the-creek Negro was the same, in any other town, as being from the wrong side of the railroad tracks. Over-the-creek Negroes were notoriously poor: they lived from hand to mouth and from one white man’s plantation to another. But what made others regard them with such disdain was that they also seemed poor in pride, living in rundown conditions with no apparent ambition to better themselves.


John Hurston, however, ached with ambition. So he found his way to Macedonia Baptist Church, on the right side of the creek, and his eyes lighted on Lucy Potts, who sang treble in the choir. Pecan brown and all of ninety pounds, Lucy must have seemed to John the perfect complement to his two hundred pounds of high-yellow muscle. John’s golden skin, gray-green eyes, powerful build, and handsome features weren’t lost on Lucy, either. By the time John started sneaking her love notes hidden in the pages of the Baptist hymnal, Lucy had already asked her neighbors about him, already knew his name and his over-the-creek pedigree.


John’s parents, Alfred and Amy Hurston, both had known slavery. Alfred had been born in Georgia and Amy in Alabama. By 1880, just seventeen years after Emancipation, they’d made a home for themselves and their nine children—ranging from six-month-old Alfred Jr. to eighteen-year-old John—on the Lee County side of Notasulga. That year, Alfred and Amy reported their ages as forty-six and thirty-eight. A census taker identified Alfred as a mulatto, which might explain why John’s skin was “bee-stung yaller,” as Lucy put it. (The Notasulga rumor mill provided another explanation: that John himself was a mulatto, the bastard son of a certain white man.)


Lucy’s parents, Richard and Sarah Potts, also had been born into slavery, both in Georgia. After freedom came, they settled in the neighboring state of Alabama. Richard Potts had managed to become a landowner in Notasulga, and in 1880 the sixty-five-year-old farmer’s household included his fifty-year-old wife, their four children, and two grandchildren. Lucy was the Potts’s youngest child. So, perhaps understandably, the relatively well-to-do Potts family was not pleased when Lucy announced she was marrying John—an over-the-creek Negro five years her senior.


Despite her parents’ opposition, on the second day of February in 1882, Lucy left the Potts’s farm and set out for her wedding—alone. Convinced that Lucy was throwing herself away and disgracing the family by marrying John, Sarah Potts refused to attend the wedding. Most of the family followed suit, declining to witness Lucy’s “great come-down in the world.” Seeing his daughter’s determination, though, Richard Potts decided he didn’t want Lucy walking the two miles by herself. So he hitched up his wagon and carried her to the small ceremony, where Lucy and John were married by the Rev. J. Pollard. The bride had just turned sixteen a little more than a month earlier, on December 31. On New Year’s Day, the groom had turned twenty-one.


On their wedding night, the young couple basked in the beguiling glimmer of first love. In her novel Jonah’s Gourd Vine, Hurston evoked the evening this way:


When [Lucy] rode off beside John at last she said, “John Buddy, look lak de moon is givin’ sunshine.”


He toted her inside the house and held her in his arms infant-wise for a long time. “Lucy, don’t you worry ’bout yo’ folks, hear? Ahm gointer be uh father and uh mother tuh you. You jes’ look tuh me, girl chile. Jes’ you put yo’ ’pendence in me. Ah means tuh prop you up on eve’y leanin’ side.”


John took Lucy to the only home he could provide at that time—a small cabin on a white man’s plantation in Notasulga, where the young couple worked as sharecroppers. Lucy and John were not invited to settle on her parents’ five acres. Richard Potts might have been more welcoming to the couple, but it wasn’t solely up to him. Sarah Potts would have none of John Hurston. She never got over losing Lucy to “dat yaller bastard”—her way of referring to her son-in-law for many years to come.


Once, a few years after her wedding night, Lucy had a craving for some of the clingstone peaches on her parents’ farm. Her yearning was so intense, she walked for miles to get a few. Creating a makeshift basket, Lucy was holding the corners of her apron with one hand and picking peaches with the other when her mother saw her and ordered her off the place.


Her mother’s persistent opposition aside, Lucy soon settled into her new life with John and immediately got down to the business of making babies. In November 1882, just nine months after John and Lucy said their vows, Lucy gave birth to their first child—a boy they named Hezekiah Robert, a mouthful of a name that his siblings would soon reduce to “Bob.” A second son, Isaac, was born ten months later, but he didn’t survive early childhood. Two more healthy sons followed—John Cornelius and Richard William.


When, in December 1889, Lucy finally gave birth to a girl, Sarah Emmeline—named for Lucy’s mother and older sister—John was delighted. For several years, he had wished for a daughter. So when Sarah finally arrived, a bit underweight but healthy, John was joyous. He doted on his daughter, changing her, washing her diapers, and coochie-cooing her every move. When Sarah was old enough to express her wishes, they didn’t go unheeded. “What was it Papa’s girl-baby wanted to eat? She wanted two dolls instead of one? Bless her little heart!”


If John’s first-born daughter was his favorite child, his second daughter was to be his least favorite. “It seems that one daughter was all that he figured he could stand,” Zora Hurston once wrote. Apparently John wanted “plenty more sons, but no more girl babies to wear out shoes and bring in nothing.”


Nature, however, gave John little say in the matter. When Lucy’s water broke on January 7, 1891, John was out of town.


No other adults were around, either. It was hog-killing time, and most folks were off helping neighbors butcher and pack away meat for the rest of the year. As every farmer knew, the optimal time for the slaughter was between December and February, but the coldest days were the best ones. Since they had no refrigerators, farmers had to rely on frigid temperatures to keep their freshly butchered meat from spoiling before they could pack it with preserving salt. A crisp, cold day like this one was perfect for the ritual. That Tuesday morning, whole families had bundled up and trudged off to assist their neighbors. There was enough work for everyone: the men would kill and cut, the children would fetch buckets of water to clean the meat, and the women would salt it down and pack it away. They would withhold a bit from storage, though, and cook it right then, repaying their neighbors’ kindness with dinner and a mess of meat to take home.


As her Notasulga neighbors relished one another’s company and savored their freshly killed feast, Lucy struggled with the eager-for-life child demanding release from her womb.


From the beginning, Zora was ahead of her time. Lucy knew she was due soon, but she didn’t expect the baby to come so suddenly. The way Zora told the story—“this is all hear-say,” she warned—Lucy sent one of her older children to find Aunt Judy, the midwife, who had gone to a hog-killing in a neighboring town. But Lucy’s ready-for-the-world baby girl could not wait. She rushed out on her own, and all Lucy could do was lie there, too weak to reach down for the newborn. Lucy’s only consolation was the child’s cacophonous cries, which let her know the baby at least had healthy lungs.


A neighbor, a white man, was passing through, perhaps to drop off some fresh meat to Lucy and her children, as Hurston later speculated, or perhaps in search of Negroes to help with his hogs. The baby’s plentiful lung-power compelled the man to push the door open to see what all the fuss was about. Once he saw what the situation was, “he took out his Barlow knife and cut the navel cord,” Zora was to write, “then he did the best he could about other things.” When the midwife arrived, the baby had been sponged off and was resting quietly in her mother’s arms.


The white man got no thanks from Aunt Judy for his act of heroism. The midwife “grumbled for years about it,” Zora once said. “She complained that the cord had not been cut just right, and the belly-band had not been put on tight enough. She was mighty scared I was going to have a weak back, and that I would have trouble holding my water until I reached puberty. I did.”


Within a few days, the baby had been named Zora Neal Lee Hurston, according to the family record page of the Bible that Lucy and John passed down to future Hurstons. Exactly where the name came from is a minor mystery. “Lee” might have been a nod to the county in which the child was born; “Neal” and “Zora” are harder to figure. Perhaps, as Hurston later wrote, a friend of Lucy’s, a Mrs. Neal, contributed her name to the mix and chose the newborn’s unusual first name. “Perhaps she had read it somewhere,” Hurston once mused, “or somebody back in those woods was smoking Turkish cigarettes.” In any case, Zora never used the name “Lee.” And, if the family Bible is accepted as gospel, somewhere down the line, she must have added the final “e” to “Neal,” having found the name in need of some embellishment.


For the birth and naming of his second daughter, John Hurston was absent. He had become a fairly successful carpenter by now and was often away on business. Then, too, John had begun to want more than the Notasulga life could offer him. So he occasionally left his wife and children at home while he explored life beyond eastern Alabama’s cramping borders. At the time of Zora’s birth, he had been away for months.


The way the story goes, the way Zora always heard it, when John got the news that he was the papa of a new baby girl, he threatened to cut his own throat.


The threat was never a serious one, of course, just John’s histrionic way of responding to what he considered bad news. Still, when she was a full-grown woman, Zora Hurston said of her father: “I don’t think he ever got over the trick he felt that I played on him by getting born a girl, and while he was off from home at that.”





CHAPTER 2



A Pure Negro Town
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While Zora was being born, her father was off contemplating perhaps the single most important and most auspicious decision he would ever make. For his fifth surviving child—the one who’d just bellowed her arrival—the decision John was about to make would be crucial to her development as a woman and as a writer.


But John did not know that then. All he knew was that life in Notasulga was “crushing to his ambition,” that he needed to go someplace where he could rise to the occasion of his own life.


Eatonville, Florida, was such a place. When John happened upon the town, just four miles east of Orlando, he must have sensed that it was fertile with possibility. Oranges, tangerines, and grapefruits hung invitingly from tree after tree, shameless in their ripeness. Spanish moss hugged the town like a warm gray quilt. And slews of Florida sunshine kissed John’s face with a tan and beckoned him to stay a while.


Eatonville was—and is—an all-black town. Not “the black back-side of an average town,” Hurston once wrote, but “a pure Negro town—charter, mayor, council, town marshal and all.”


John’s discovery of Eatonville was purely accidental, as Hurston told it in Jonah’s Gourd Vine. He was ambling about, looking for an appealing place to move his family, when he met another traveler. The man was bound for Sanford, Florida, and invited John to come along. Once there, he told John about a nearby Negro town.


John was astonished. “You mean uh whole town uh nothin’ but colored folks?” he asked his friend. “Who bosses it, den?”


“Dey bosses it deyself.”


“You mean dey runnin’ de town ’thout de white folks?”


“Sho is. Eben got uh mayor and corporation.”


“Ah sho wants tuh see dat sight.”


When John first walked into Eatonville, it was not only a pure Negro town, but also a new Negro town, having been formed only a few years before, in 1887. That year, on August 15, twenty-seven black men had met and voted to incorporate Eatonville—making it one of the first incorporated all-black municipalities in the country.


At least two of these men, Joe Clarke and Tony Taylor, had already gained some experience in government. Curiously, the city that gave these men their early political training had as many white citizens as black. That town was Maitland, Florida, just a mile from Eatonville. It’s fair to say that Eatonville was a spin-off from Maitland. So, for a true understanding of Eatonville’s beginnings, Maitland must have its say.


Maitland’s history began about twenty years before Eatonville’s. Just after the Civil War, a few white men who had been officers in the Union Army decided to stake their futures in the unsettled country of central Florida. The shores of Lake Maitland were lovely and seemed as good a place to settle as any. “The terrain was as flat as a table” and free from troublesome rocks. Roads could be made simply by driving wagons back and forth over the walking trail, which ran for several miles between Maitland and Orlando. The roadmakers didn’t even bother to cut down the numerous pine trees and oaks; they just curved their roads around the formidable trees, making the paths look as if they had been laid out by prankish rattlesnakes—of which Maitland had no shortage. The town’s early settlers persuaded friends from the North to join them in this potential paradise, and soon, affluent, educated whites were coming from as far away as Michigan and Minnesota.


The area was attracting other settlers, as well: Newly freed slaves from as far west as Mississippi and as far north as the Carolinas also flocked to Maitland. The Negroes were needed to clear the land and build houses, so they found profitable employment and good relations with Maitland’s whites.


While white settlers erected large estates on the shores of Lake Maitland, the black settlers built shacks around St. John’s Hole, soon to be renamed Lake Lily. Only a half mile wide, St. John’s Hole was perfectly round and a perfect place for black women to wash clothes and catch fish for dinner, while their men earned a living by cutting new ground, building houses for white settlers, and planting the groves that would give Orange County its name.


There was plenty for any able-bodied worker to do. As former slaves in neighboring states heard about the boom in central Florida, the black population swelled. “No more backbending over rows of cotton; no more fear of the fury of Reconstruction. Good pay, sympathetic white folks and cheap land, soft to the touch of a plow. Relatives and friends were sent for.”


In 1884, the people of Maitland—black and white together—began to consider a formal city government. Maitland was incorporated that year, and when it was time to hold an election, the Negroes had just as many votes as the whites. Tony Taylor, a black man, became the first mayor of Maitland, and Joe Clarke, once described as “a 200-pound, dark-complexioned Georgia Negro,” won out as town marshal. This may have been an unexpected turn of events for the white citizens of Maitland, but no one voiced any formal objections, so the Negro mayor and town marshal, along with the white city council, took office peacefully and served a yearlong term without incident.


By 1887, though, the black settlers of Maitland, under the outspoken leadership of Joe Clarke, had become eager to start their own town. The crumbling, yellowed records of the period don’t reveal why the freedmen suddenly wanted to break away from an economically stable and racially harmonious town to begin their own municipal venture. Perhaps a racial fissure was erupting just under the surface of the historical record. Or perhaps the Negroes’ motherwit made them suspect that the white Maitlanders, sympathetic though they were, eventually might seek to put a cap on black ambition—a glass ceiling of sorts. Enterprising men like Tony Taylor and Joe Clarke clearly wanted to have a big voice not just for a one-year term, but for a lifetime. Given the realities of racism, an all-black town was more likely to provide them with a consistent and level playing field for their dreams.


Immediately after the Civil War, Clarke, then a young man in his twenties, had tried to establish a town for freedmen in another part of Florida. But no whites would sell him any land.


Yet when Clarke broached the idea of an all-black town with Lewis Lawrence, a white New York philanthropist who’d settled in Maitland, he found a receptive audience. Several years before, in 1881, Lawrence had purchased twenty-two acres from Josiah Eaton, another white Maitlander. Lawrence then donated ten of those acres to the black community for a place of worship. To distinguish it from the white church, they called it “the African Methodist Church.” Later, they added Lawrence’s name to the title, canonizing him in the process, and the church became the St. Lawrence African Methodist Episcopal Church.


As for the other land acquired in his 1881 transaction with Eaton, Lawrence sold the remaining twelve acres to Joe Clarke. Those acres formed the foundation for Eatonville. In short order, Clarke and other black leaders bought more than one hundred acres from Lewis Lawrence, Josiah Eaton (for whom the town was named, at Lawrence’s suggestion), and other whites in Maitland. Clarke then resold the land in small parcels to black settlers, who paid for their chunks of America in manageable installments. Most families bought forty-by-one-hundred-foot lots for their homes, and those who could afford to do so bought additional acres for vegetable gardens or orange groves. In this way—lot by lot, acre by acre—Eatonville was born, just three and a half years before the child who would become its most famous daughter.


At Eatonville’s incorporation meeting on August 15, 1887, Joe Clarke was made an alderman. Columbus H. Boger, a minister who’d moved to the area from Jacksonville, was elected Eatonville’s first mayor. Under Boger’s leadership, Eatonville developed all the essential elements of a thriving community: a post office and a general store (both owned by Clarke), a school, a library, and even a town newspaper, The Eatonville Speaker.


By the time John Hurston strode into this promised land, around 1890, Eatonville had established a second church—one with a name that must have struck a responsive chord in him. It was called Macedonia Baptist, the same as the church in Notasulga where John had first met Lucy. Both Macedonia and St. Lawrence had strong Sunday schools that provided a spiritual foundation for the children of Eatonville. The town also had a school—the only one for Negroes in central Florida—that offered plenty of book learning as well as useful trades.


Many of Eatonville’s women worked in the orange groves or hired out as cooks or maids for white families in Maitland. Men found year-round employment as citrus workers, yardmen, or construction helpers. Eatonville and Maitland were still being built from the ground up, so John expected he’d find an abundance of carpentry work in the area.


Then, too, Eatonville seemed to be the kind of place where a man like John could stretch out his limbs without the irritation of some plantation boss’s foot on his neck. Booker T. Washington, perhaps the era’s greatest advocate of black enterprise, observed that in black-governed towns like Eatonville, “Negroes are made to feel the responsibilities of citizenship in ways they cannot be made to feel them elsewhere. If they make mistakes, they, at least, have an opportunity to profit by them. In such a town individuals who have executive ability and initiative have an opportunity to discover themselves and find out what they can do.”


In an all-black town like Eatonville, racism was no excuse for failure. Here, individuals could sink or swim on their own merits. If you were cream, you’d rise to the top. If you were a bottom-dweller, you’d find your place. If you were a skunk, you’d stink up the place—and be rapidly run out of town, as all lawbreakers were.


So John decided to settle in Eatonville, “the city of five lakes, three croquet courts, three hundred brown skins, three hundred good swimmers, plenty guavas, two schools, and no jail-house,” as Zora Hurston would later describe it. John was there for about a year before he sent money for Lucy and the children to join him.


John met Lucy at the train depot in Maitland with a wagon and a team of horses he’d borrowed from a prosperous neighbor. “He wouldn’t let her walk down the coach steps, but held wide his arms and made her jump into his bosom,” as Hurston later told it. The meager possessions Lucy brought from Notasulga—her feather bed, a battered tin trunk, and some hand-sewn quilts—didn’t fill up the wagon. But, as John proudly drove the mile to Eatonville, the buggy brimmed with love and laughter.


That night John went to the woods and filled several burlap bags with Spanish moss for the older children to sleep on. John and Lucy put the baby on the feather mattress with them. They didn’t have much in their small cabin that night, but the family was together, and Lucy was happy. “Lucy sniffed sweet air laden with night-blooming jasmine and wished that she had been born in this climate,” Zora Hurston wrote of her mother. “She seemed to herself to be coming home. This was where she was meant to be.”





CHAPTER 3



Mama’s Child
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At Lucy’s urging, John soon went to Joe Clarke’s general store to purchase a plot of land. He had become so successful at his carpentry business that he could afford five acres, on which he built an eight-room house. Two chinaberry trees guarded the front gate of the Hurston home, and Cape jasmine bushes lined the walks, intoxicating passersby with their fragrant white blooms.


The two-story house stood in the heart of Eatonville, within easy walking distance of Macedonia Baptist and the Hungerford School, where the oldest children, Bob and John Cornelius, were promptly enrolled. The younger ones learned their ABCs and other fundamentals at home from Lucy, who believed education was an indispensable stepping-stone for her children.


Lucy’s youngest child, meanwhile, had no interest in stepping-stones. Zora was a reluctant walker, refusing to even try until she was more than a year old. Even then, she had to be roused by an overbearing farm animal. The way Zora told the story, Lucy was preparing collard greens for the family’s supper. When she went to the nearby spring to give the greens a thorough washing, Lucy left Zora sitting on the floor with a piece of cornbread to keep her quiet.


A few minutes later, Lucy heard her baby screaming. She rushed back and saw that a hog had entered the house. She must have been terrified, since hogs are notorious for eating anything, including human flesh. The hog, however, had no interest in Lucy’s child; it was busily nuzzling at the crumbs of cornbread Zora had dropped on the floor. “But I was not taking this thing sitting down,” Zora was to write. “I had been placed by a chair, and when my mother got inside the door, I had pulled myself up by that chair and was getting around it right smart.”


After that incident, “with no more suggestions from the sow or anybody else,” Zora had no further reticence about walking. “The strangest thing about it was that once I found the use of my feet, they took to wandering,” she wrote decades later. “I always wanted to go. I would wander off in the woods all alone, following some inside urge to go places. This alarmed my mother a great deal. She used to say that she believed a woman who was an enemy of hers had sprinkled ‘travel dust’ around the doorstep the day I was born. That was the only explanation she could find.”


Travel dust or not, Lucy needn’t have worried about Zora. As she made her way through girlhood and beyond, Zora always remembered a choice piece of folk wisdom that black women have whispered in their children’s ears, or sung out loud, for generations: “Wherever you go, you must never forget your way home.”


For Zora Hurston, Eatonville was always home. Throughout her life, she would claim Eatonville as her birthplace and refer to it as her “native village.” Because she was so young when her family moved to Eatonville, perhaps her parents never told her she was actually born in Notasulga, Alabama. Or perhaps she was told, but considered it an insignificant detail not worth repeating. In any case, she never mentioned Notasulga as part of her personal geography. When, as a successful writer in New York, Hurston would speak of going “down home” for a visit, Notasulga never crossed her mind. Always, she meant Eatonville.


Essentially everything that Zora Hurston would grow up to write, and to believe, had its genesis in Eatonville. The setting of her earliest childhood memories and the site of her coming of age, Eatonville was where Hurston received her first lessons in individualism and her first immersion in community.


Here, she saw black folks in all their folly and all their glory. She witnessed silly fights between neighbors that left them mute with one another for months. Then, too, she once watched her father load his rifle and stalk off into the dark woods, along with the other men of the village, prepared to defend a neighbor against racist violence, or die in the attempt.


Anywhere Zora looked, she could see the evidence of black achievement. She could look toward town hall and see black men, including her father, formulating the laws that governed Eatonville. She could look to the Sunday schools of both the town’s churches and see black women, including her mother, directing the Christian curricula. She could look to the porch of Joe Clarke’s store and see black men and women passing worlds through their mouths in the form of colorful, engaging stories.


Yet Zora Hurston quickly came to reject the idea of “race achievement.” “Races have never done anything,” she would write well into her adulthood. “What seems race achievement is the work of individuals.” And, as her Eatonville experience taught her, “all clumps of people turn out to be individuals on close inspection.”


For individuals to admire, young Zora didn’t have to look any farther than her own home.


Lucy Hurston was a talented seamstress who sewed for the community and taught in Macedonia’s Sunday school. She also became the driving force behind her husband’s growing success.


John Hurston had always been a man of ambition, but Lucy urged him to action. Describing her parents’ differing temperaments, Hurston once wrote: “He could put his potentialities to sleep and be happy in the laugh of the day. He could do next year, or never, what Mama would have insisted must be done today.”


Soon after settling in Eatonville, Lucy encouraged John to answer an inner calling to become a minister. It had all started the first time John prayed aloud in a quiet church, according to Hurston. When the “empty house threw back his resonant tones like a guitar box,” John was enchanted by the sound of his own voice calling God’s name. “Dat sho sound good,” John exulted. “If mah voice sound dat good de first time Ah ever prayed in de church house, it sho won’t be de las’.”


Others, too, were impressed by the sound of John’s voice when he lifted it up in prayer. So when he announced that God had called him to preach, Macedonia Baptist and Eatonville at large roared their approval. “His trial sermon had to be preached in a larger church—so many people wanted to hear him. He had a church to pastor before the hands had been laid on his head.”


In 1893, John became the pastor of Zion Hope Baptist Church in Sanford, about twenty miles east of Eatonville. As the church’s membership swelled monthly, John acquired a nickname that honored his powerful pulpit presence: He was called “God’s Battle-Axe.” The Reverend Hurston would stretch wide his arms in a dramatic gesture and boom his favorite greeting: “Welcome ye lovers of Jesus. Our doors are open. Come!”


That same year, in March, Lucy gave birth to another child, Clifford Joel. Two more sons soon followed: Benjamin Franklin, born in December 1895, and Everett Edward, in October 1898.


For his six sons and two daughters, John was an excellent provider. A large vegetable garden ensured the Hurston children were never hungry. The town’s lakes furnished them with their fill of fish, and the dining room pantry was crowded with jars of guava jelly and peach and pear preserves. Homegrown chickens found their way to the dinner table often, and the children had all the eggs they wanted. “It was a common thing for us smaller children to fill the iron tea-kettle full of eggs and boil them,” Zora would recall, “and lay around in the yard and eat them until we were full. Any leftover boiled eggs could always be used for missiles.”


The Hurston children had plenty of playmates for target practice. On any given summer evening, dozens of Eatonville children came to play hide-and-seek and other boisterous games with Zora and her siblings, who, by the end of the century, ranged in age from toddlers to teens.


Lucy and John also entertained frequent visitors—preachers, Sunday school workers, and friends. Overnight guests were given John’s bedroom, fresh water from the pump, sweet soap and store-bought towels from the round-topped trunk in Lucy’s room—rather than the bleached-out meal sacks the family usually used for bath towels.


For her children, Lucy’s room was the center of the world. After supper, they would pile in to do their homework. Lucy helped them all past long division and parsing sentences, but that was as far as her own education allowed her to go. Then she turned over the younger children to their big brother, Bob. Lucy would sit in her rocking chair during these tutoring sessions, her disciplining gaze ensuring that the little ones obeyed Bob and remained focused on their lessons.


“Jump at de sun,” Lucy dared her children. “We might not land on the sun,” Zora remembered her mother saying, “but at least we would get off the ground.”


John was less optimistic. Though he shared Lucy’s commitment to educating the children, he objected to filling their heads with lofty, unattainable dreams. “It did not do for Negroes to have too much spirit,” he believed.


Given this criterion, Zora continued to disappoint her father. Having inherited her mother’s spunky temperament, Zora was too spirited and too mouthy for her own good, John felt. He predicted a dire future for her, as Zora recalled: “The white folks were not going to stand for it. I was going to be hung before I got grown. Somebody was going to blow me down for my sassy tongue. Mama was going to suck sorrow for not beating my temper out of me before it was too late.”


Lucy acknowledged that Zora was “impudent and given to talking back,” but she refused to “squinch” her daughter’s spirit, as Zora wrote, “for fear that I would turn out to be a mealy-mouthed rag doll by the time I got grown.”


From all indications, John himself was not a meek, mealy-mouthed Negro, yet he wanted his children to be schooled in humility. He wanted them to know when and how to defer to whites because he knew that just beyond the borders of Eatonville loomed a large white world—one that he expected would be hostile to a Negro girl as saucy as Zora.


Zora’s sister, Sarah, had a milder disposition. “She would always get along,” John believed. Why couldn’t Zora be more like her? When John would put this question to Lucy, she would answer: “Zora is my young’un, and Sarah is yours. … You leave her alone. I’ll tend to her when I figger she needs it.”


So, with Lucy’s tacit permission, John continued to dote on his older daughter—and to largely ignore his younger one, except to chastise her. For Zora, Lucy’s loving attention appeared to fill any void created by the absence of John’s gaze. And Zora never seemed to blame her sister for their father’s favoritism—particularly after she found a way to take advantage of the situation: “If the rest of us wanted to sneak jelly or preserves and get off without a licking, the thing to do was to get Sarah in on it,” she recalled. “Papa might ignore the whipping-purge that Mama was organizing until he found that Sarah was mixed up in it.” Then he would hastily put down the newspaper he might be reading and say to Lucy, “Dat’ll do! Dat’ll do, Lulu! I can’t stand all dat racket around de place.”


Zora added: “I have seen Papa actually snatch the switch out of Mama’s hand when she got to Sarah.”


For Lucy and John, spanking was a common method of discipline—a deeply ingrained practice not just in the Hurston household but in many black households in Eatonville and beyond. Though spanking was simply a fact of life for her as a child, Zora later came to view corporal punishment as an unfortunate legacy of slavery: Black parents had learned to keep their children in line the same way white slavers kept slaves in their place—through violence, or the threat of it. In her novel Jonah’s Gourd Vine, Hurston has one of her characters, a former slave, delivering an impassioned speech about honoring black children: “We black folks don’t love our chillun. We couldn’t do it when we wuz in slavery. We borned ’em but dat didn’t make ’em ourn. Dey b’longed tuh old Massa. ’Twan’t no use in treasurin’ other folkses property. It wuz liable tuh be took away any day. But we’s free folks now. De big bell done rung! Us chillun is ourn. Ah doan know, mebbe hit’ll take some of us generations, but us got tuh ’gin tuh practise on treasurin’ our younguns. … Ah don’t want ’em knocked and ’buked.”


John expressed no such reservations about whipping his children, but he would never strike Sarah. If Lucy spanked John’s favorite child, Zora noted, “Sarah was certain to get some sort of a present on Monday when Papa came back from Sanford,” where he spent weekends as pastor of Zion Hope.


“Papa delighted in putting the finest and the softest shoes on her dainty feet,” Zora wrote of her sister, “the fluffiest white organdy dresses with the stiffest ribbon sashes.”


As Sarah sashayed in her frilly dresses—fitting well into the delicate image John had constructed for his girl children—Zora became an acceptable playmate among the neighborhood boys. The reason was simple, she recalled: “I was the one girl who could take a good pummeling without running home to tell.” Zora had discovered, by playing with Sarah and other girls, that she was unusually strong. “I had no way of judging the force of my playful blows, and so I was always hurting somebody,” she remembered. “Then they would say I meant to hurt, and go home and leave me. Everything was all right, however, when I played with boys.”


Yet Zora’s parents disapproved of this cross-gender play. “It was not ladylike for girls to play with boys,” Zora was told. “No matter how young you were, no good could come of the thing. … What was wrong with my doll-babies? Why couldn’t I sit still and make my dolls some clothes?”


For a roughhousing child like Zora, dolls were a bore. “Dolls caught the devil around me,” she remembered. Christmas dolls “got into fights and leaked sawdust before New Year’s. They jumped off the barn and tried to drown themselves in the lake,” she wrote. “Perhaps the dolls bought for me looked too different from the ones I made up myself. The dolls I made up in my mind did everything. Those store-bought things had to be toted and helped around. Without knowing it, I wanted action.”


Too rough for sustained play with other girls, and prohibited from playing with boys, Zora became a bit of a loner, comfortable with her own company. “I was driven inward,” she would recall. “I lived an exciting life unseen.”


With no more than a discarded shuck of corn, a cake of soap found in Lucy’s dresser drawer, and a corn cob rescued from the kitchen waste pile, Zora would amuse herself for months. In her favorite play spot, under the house, she imagined the elaborate lives of Miss Corn-Shuck, Mr. Sweet Smell, and the conniving Miss Corn-Cob, directing them through dramatic plot twists—and beginning her own life as a storyteller.


Though only thirteen months older than Zora, Sarah was given much more sophisticated toys. For her tenth birthday, John surprised Sarah with a parlor organ shipped from Jacksonville, and he saw to it that she had music lessons. “It did not matter that she was not interested in music, it was part of his pride,” Zora wrote. “When I begged for music lessons, I was told to dry up before he bust the hide on my back.”


Zora’s father often threatened her with such harsh words. “Behind Mama’s rocking chair was a good place to be in times like that,” Zora recalled. “Papa was not going to hit Mama. … When people teased him about Mama being the boss, he would say he could break her of her headstrong ways if he wanted to, but she was so little that he couldn’t find any place to hit her.”


As the twentieth century dawned, black women were becoming leaders in the national women’s suffrage movement and making unprecedented progress in business. Booker T. Washington’s National Negro Business League, for instance, reported that in 1900 there were “160 black female physicians, seven dentists, ten lawyers, 164 ministers,” and numerous black women journalists, writers, and artists.


In Eatonville, however, the blossoming women’s movement was barely a bud. It wasn’t uncommon, in those days, for men to sit on the porch of Joe Clarke’s store and brag about beating their wives. Lucy’s brother Jim, for instance, “maintained that if a woman had anything big enough to sit on, she had something big enough to hit on,” Hurston would recall. Zora’s Uncle Jim scoffed at men like John, who preferred not to strong-arm women.


John defended his choice with an odd blend of gallantry and bigotry: “What’s de use of me taking my fist to a poor weakly thing like a woman? Anyhow, you got to submit yourself to ’em, so there ain’t no use in beating on ’em and then have to go back and beg ’em pardon.”


John never hit Lucy, as far as Zora remembered. But he did threaten her. “On two occasions,” Hurston would write, “I heard my father threaten to kill my mother if she ever started towards the gate to leave him.”


In the first incident, John had become outraged when he heard Lucy say, rather casually, that if he wasn’t willing to provide for her and her children, “there was another man over the fence waiting for his job.” That expression was a common folk saying, as Hurston recounted, and John undoubtedly had heard other women say it. But he was incensed at hearing it from Lucy. “She definitely understood, before he got through carrying on,” Hurston wrote elliptically, “that the saying was not for her lips.”


On the occasion of the second threat, John and Lucy were headed for a party with another couple. John suggested they exchange partners for the evening: John would escort his friend’s wife, and his friend would be Lucy’s escort. Lucy reluctantly agreed, but then she seemed to enjoy the experiment more than John thought she should. The night ended with John leaving the other woman at the party to follow Lucy and her escort home. He marched Lucy into the house, Hurston remembered, “with the muzzle of his Winchester rifle in her back.”


John’s apparent insecurity about losing Lucy’s fidelity was likely a projection, rooted in guilt over his own unfaithfulness.


The Rev. John Hurston was a man of the spirit, but he also was a man of the flesh. And, despite his Bible’s admonitions against adultery, he was often attracted to the flesh of women other than his wife. As pastor of Zion Hope Baptist, John usually spent weekends in Sanford, twenty miles from home. With eight children to care for, Lucy rarely had the mobility to travel with him. In addition to his regular ministry, John was often called to conduct revival meetings throughout Florida. A handsome, charismatic preacher, he also was frequently invited to minister to the physical needs of the state’s women.


Lucy knew about John’s amours. Here’s how Zora Hurston imagined her mother’s conflicted feelings the first time she recognized John’s betrayal: “She was glad to see him in his new suits that his congregation proudly bestowed upon him without his asking. She loved to see him the center of admiring groups. She loved to hear him spoken of as ‘The Battle-Axe.’ She even loved his primitive poetry and his magnificent pulpit gestures, but, even so, a little cold feeling impinged upon her antennae. There was another woman.”


John’s current affair would end after a short while, usually with no intervention on Lucy’s part, and husband and wife would grow closer for a time. Then Lucy would feel the familiar coldness in the pit of her stomach again, alerting her that John was involved with yet another woman. As Hurston put it, “There came other times of cold feelings and times of triumphs. Only the coldnesses grew numerous.”


Sometimes Lucy challenged John about his philandering. Young Zora watched these confrontations with some bewilderment and tried to stay out of the path of John’s embarrassed anger—which could easily turn on her. “Every time Mama cornered him about some of his doings, he used to threaten to wring a chair over her head. She never even took notice of the threat to answer. She just went right on asking questions about his doings and then answering them herself until Papa slammed out of the house looking like he had been whipped all over with peach hickories,” Hurston would recall. “But I had better not let out a giggle at such times, or it would be just too bad.”


Part of the reason John’s anger could so easily turn on his baby daughter was that he saw in Zora’s face a clear reflection of his own. “I looked more like him than any child in the house,” Zora once said. Looking at Zora was like looking in a mirror, and John did not like what he saw. So he often struck out at the mirror—his ire for Zora largely a reflection of his own self-contempt, perhaps left over from his days and years as an over-the-creek Negro.


By almost any measure, John had become a success. Yet somehow he couldn’t seem to shake his lingering feelings of unworthiness. The men on the porch of Joe Clarke’s store teasingly called John “a wife-made man”—one whose prosperity was largely the result of his wife’s efforts. He knew there was some truth to this label, and he seemed simultaneously to love and resent Lucy for it. John fled from his disconcerting feelings into the validating arms of various women—women who idolized him in ways that Lucy no longer could.


As Hurston put it, “My mother took her over-the-creek man and bareknuckled him from brogans to broadcloth, and I am certain that he was proud of the change, in public. But in the house, he might have always felt over-the-creek, and because that was not the statue he had made for himself to look at, he resented it. But then, you cannot blame my mother too much if she did not see him as his entranced congregations did. The one who makes the idols never worships them, however tenderly he might have molded the clay.”


Conjecture on the reasons for John’s infidelity could run as wild as John himself did. Surely, Lucy had her theories. Zora Hurston, as an adult, even offered her own sarcastic speculations: “Maybe he was just born before his time. There was nothing then to hinder impulses. They didn’t have these zippers on pants in those days, guaranteed to stay locked no matter what the strain. From what I can learn, those button-up flies were mighty tricky and betraying.”


Hurston’s biting humor barely masks the pain she must have felt in witnessing her father repeatedly betray the mother she adored.


Still, despite John’s obvious weaknesses—including his tenacious inability to fully embrace her—Zora found much to appreciate about her father. “I know that I did love him in a way, and that I admired many things about him,” she would write. “He had a poetry about him that I loved. That had made him a successful preacher. He could hit ninety-seven out of a hundred with a gun. He could swim Lake Maitland from Maitland to Winter Park, and no man in the village could put my father’s shoulders to the ground.”


Zora and her siblings were awed by John’s sheer physical prowess. In some ways, their father seemed invincible. “We had seen him bring down bears and panthers with his gun, and chin the bar more times than any man in competing distance. He had to our knowledge licked two men who Mama told him needed to be licked,” Zora Hurston wrote. “All that part was just fine with me. But I was Mama’s child.”





CHAPTER 4



Glints and Gleams
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The relationship between Lucy and John Hurston was as complex and inexplicable as love itself. Certainly, it was too complicated to be grasped by a child—even one as precocious as Zora.


Zora Hurston never fully understood her mother’s allegiance to her father, and she certainly would grow up to make very different choices in her own relationships. Even in retrospect, as a rather worldly woman, Hurston seemed to have only a feeble understanding of what kept her parents together. “I know that my mother was very unhappy at times, but neither of them ever made any move to call the thing off,” she wrote in her autobiography. “So, looking back, I take it that Papa and Mama, in spite of his meanderings, were really in love.”


As a child, Zora had little choice but to throw up her hands at her parents’ sometimes puzzling relationship. She found refuge from the confusions of her childhood—an irascible, unfaithful father, an inscrutably loyal mother—by retreating into the controllable surety of her own imagination.


Zora imagined, for instance, that she was the moon’s favorite child. “For a long time I gloated over the happy secret that when I played outdoors in the moonlight, the moon followed me, whichever way I ran,” she would recall. “The moon was so happy when I came out to play that it ran shining and shouting after me like a pretty puppy dog. The other children didn’t count.”


Yet, just as Lucy Hurston faced the reality of her husband’s infidelity, Zora soon came to know the unfaithfulness of the moon. Her friend Carrie Roberts broke the news to her: The moon—the same one that Zora claimed as her own—followed only her, Carrie insisted. “We disputed the matter with hot jealousy,” Zora remembered, “and nothing would do but we must run a race to prove which one the moon was loving.”


The girls counted to three in unison, then tore out in opposite directions—but each alleged the moon followed her alone. Since the results of the race were inconclusive, Zora and Carrie temporarily parted company, angered by each other’s claims on the moon’s affections. “When the other children found out what the quarrel was about, they laughed it off. They told me the moon always followed them,” Zora recalled.


“The unfaithfulness of the moon hurt me deeply. … But after a while, I ceased to ache over the moon’s many loves. I found comfort in the fact that though I was not the moon’s exclusive friend, I was still among those who showed the moon which way to go,” Hurston mused many years later. Then she added more pointedly: “That was my earliest conscious hint that the world didn’t tilt under my footfalls, nor careen over one-sided just to make me glad.”


Still, there were many glad moments—idyllic days of adventure and discovery. Zora’s favorite place for viewing the distant, beckoning horizon—“the most interesting thing that I saw,” as she put it—was atop one of the chinaberry trees in her front yard. For a less pastoral view, she perched herself on top of the gatepost. The road to Orlando ran past the Hurstons’ front gate and Zora eagerly observed the parade of carriages the route hosted. “The movement made me glad to see it,” she would recall.


Having spent virtually her entire life in an all-black town, Zora was especially curious about the whites who passed through Eatonville, and naive about the boundaries that were supposed to divide the races. Often, she flagged down white travelers and invited herself on their trips, asking: “Don’t you want me to go a piece of the way with you?”


Usually the travelers welcomed her wide-eyed company. “I know now that I must have caused a great deal of amusement among them,” Hurston wrote in her autobiography, “but my self-assurance must have carried the point, for I was always invited to come along.” She would ride up the road for a half mile or so, then walk back home. When her parents would find out about her unauthorized adventures, Zora would be disciplined sharply, as she recalled.


Zora’s maternal grandmother, Sarah Potts, had reconciled with Lucy, for the most part, and visited the Hurston home often after her husband’s death in the late 1880s. Having experienced slavery—a time when white brutality toward black people was commonplace—Grandma Potts found Zora’s conduct inconceivable, and dangerous. “Git down offa dat gate post!” she would order Zora. “Setting up dere looking dem white folks right in de face! They’s gowine to lynch you, yet. And don’t stand in dat doorway gazing out at ’em neither. Youse too brazen to live long.”


Despite spankings and reprimands, Zora continued to take her occasional trips beyond the borders—both actual and racial—of Eatonville. “I felt no fear of white faces,” she would recall. “The Southern whites in the neighborhood were very friendly and kind, and so I failed to realize that I was any different from them, in spite of the fact that my own village had done its best to impress upon me that white faces were something to fear and be awed by.”


Zora and her classmates were accustomed to the periodic presence of white faces in their classrooms at the Robert Hungerford Normal and Industrial School, which was named for the deceased son of its benefactors, Edward and Anna Hungerford. The Hungerford School frequently hosted visits by white northerners, who seemed to find the idea of a Negro school curious and compelling.


The school’s founders, Russell and Mary Calhoun, both had attended the famous Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, not far from John and Lucy’s hometown of Notasulga. The Calhouns had used Tuskegee as a model when they founded the Hungerford School, in 1889, to provide academic and vocational training for Negro children in central Florida. They even named the school’s first building, housing classrooms and administrative offices, for their Tuskegee mentor: It was called Booker T. Washington Hall. (Washington himself was an active supporter of the school, responsible for a $400 gift during Hungerford’s fledgling years.)


The Calhouns welcomed all visitors, hoping the Hungerford School might elicit the same kind of acclaim—and financial support—that Tuskegee enjoyed. Usually, visitors gave the Calhouns a day’s notice, and Eatonville’s children “would be cautioned to put on shoes, comb our heads, and see to ears and fingernails,” as Zora recalled. The next day, the children would be lined up in the corridors of Washington Hall for inspection. Any child who showed up with uncombed hair, waxy ears, or dirty fingernails was spanked and sent home.


To welcome visitors, the children usually sang a hastily rehearsed Negro spiritual—just what patronizing guests would want to hear from the mouths of colored babes. Mr. Calhoun himself would lead the song, Zora remembered, and “Mrs. Calhoun always stood in the back, with a palmetto switch in her hand as a squelcher. We were all little angels for the duration, because we’d better be.”


One afternoon in the early 1900s, though, two white visitors arrived unannounced. Mr. Calhoun called upon Zora’s fifth-grade class to read for the ladies. Zora was barefoot that day, and she and her classmates stood to read for the visitors on feet and legs that were dusty from outdoor play. Here’s how she remembered it:


We stood up in the usual line, and opened to the lesson. It was the story of Pluto and Persephone. It was new and hard to the class in general, and Mr. Calhoun was very uncomfortable as the readers stumbled along, spelling out words with their lips, and in mumbling undertones before they exposed them experimentally to the teacher’s ears.


Then it came to me. I was fifth or sixth down the line. The story was not new to me, because I had read my reader through from lid to lid, the first week that Papa had bought it for me. … Some of the stories, I had reread several times, and this Greco-Roman myth was one of my favorites. I was exalted by it, and that is the way I read my paragraph.


Mr. Calhoun smiled his approval at Zora’s reading and nodded for her to continue. She read the story to the end and was invited to meet the visitors after class. Based on Hurston’s recollection of the event, it’s likely the white visitors were Episcopalian educators or missionaries from Minnesota. In any case, the women shook Zora’s hand and patted her head appreciatively, if condescendingly.


“They asked me if I loved school, and I lied that I did. There was some truth in it, because I liked geography and reading, and I liked to play at recess time,” Zora recalled. “Whoever it was invented writing and arithmetic got no thanks from me. Neither did I like the arrangement where the teacher could sit up there with a palmetto stem and lick me whenever he saw fit. I hated things I couldn’t do anything about. But I knew better than to bring that up right there, so I said yes, I loved school.”


Duly delighted, the women invited Zora to visit them at the Park House Hotel in Maitland. Mr. Calhoun sent a note to Zora’s parents detailing the invitation. On the appointed afternoon, Zora left school an hour early and went home to a tub of Octagon soap suds Lucy had prepared for her. Lucy made sure her daughter’s ears were scrubbed and that her shoes were on the right feet, Zora recalled. “My sandy hair sported a red ribbon to match my red and white checked gingham dress, starched until it could stand alone.”


Zora’s big brother John Cornelius walked the mile with her to Maitland and waited for her at the hotel gate. Zora went in to see the women alone.


This was a milestone in young Zora’s life. It was a school-sanctioned, Mama-supported opportunity to do what she had secretly sought to do in hitching rides with strangers: to travel beyond Eatonville’s borders, yes, but also to assert herself in the world as an individual—independent of her family.


Inside the hotel, in the affable eyes of the visiting educators, Zora was not standing in her older sister’s shadow. She was not the Reverend Hurston’s least favorite child. She was not even Lucy’s baby girl. She was just Zora, free to be as inventive and impressive as she dared to be.


Zora succeeded in impressing the white women and was roundly rewarded for her intellectual aptitude. The women offered her exotic snacks, like stuffed dates and candied ginger. They asked her to read for them once more, and invited her outside to take her photograph. They then sent her on her way with approving smiles and a mysterious present—a cylinder wrapped in colorful paper and tied with ribbon.


Zora’s big brother insisted on carrying the heavy package for her, and when they got home with the gift, Lucy let Zora open it. “Perhaps I shall never experience such joy again. The nearest thing to that moment was the telegram accepting my first book,” Hurston wrote decades later. “One hundred goldy-new pennies rolled out of the cylinder. Their gleam lit up the world. It was not avarice that moved me. It was the beauty of the thing. I stood on the mountain. Mama let me play with my pennies for a while, then put them away for me to keep.”


The gifts kept coming. The next day, the women sent Zora an Episcopal hymnbook, a copy of The Swiss Family Robinson, and a book of fairy tales. A month or so later, Zora received a large box stuffed with books and clothes.


Of the clothes, she found a red coat and its matching red tam most appealing. “The clothes were not new,” Zora noted, “but they were very good. I shone like the morning sun.”


The books were an even greater illuminator. By then, Zora’s hungry mind had already consumed everything in her family’s small library—including “the Doctor Book, which my mother thought she had hidden securely from my eyes,” Zora recalled, and as much of the Bible as she was interested in. She preferred rugged Old Testament figures like David, yet she was drawn to the lovely New Testament language of Luke and Paul. Zora and her playmate Carrie Roberts also “spent long afternoons reading what Moses told the Hebrews not to do in Leviticus,” Zora remembered. “In that way I found out a number of things the old folks would not have told me. Not knowing what we were actually reading, we got a lot of praise from our elders for our devotion to the Bible.”


The box from Minnesota, however, introduced Zora to a whole new world of books worthy of devotion. “In that box,” she recalled, “was Gulliver’s Travels, Grimm’s Fairy Tales, Dick Whittington, Greek and Roman Myths, and best of all, Norse Tales.”


The box contained other books that Zora found less compelling—“thin books about this and that sweet and gentle little girl who gave up her heart to Christ and good works.” Zora was indifferent to these docile heroines. Instead, she was enamored of characters who exhibited strength and who thirsted for knowledge. She particularly loved “the great and good Odin, who went down to the well of knowledge to drink, and was told that the price of a drink from that fountain was an eye. Odin drank deeply, then plucked out one eye without a murmur and handed it to the grizzly keeper, and walked away. That held majesty for me,” Hurston would remember.


“Of the Greeks, Hercules moved me most,” she recalled. “I followed him eagerly on his tasks. The story of the choice of Hercules as a boy when he met Pleasure and Duty, and put his hand in that of Duty and followed her steep way to the blue hills of fame and glory, which she pointed out at the end, moved me profoundly. I resolved to be like him.”


Zora’s vow to emulate Hercules and her other literary heroes did not release her from her household chores, nor from the mundaneness of her own life, as she saw it. “Stew beef, fried fatback and morning grits were no ambrosia from Valhalla. Raking back yards and carrying out chamber pots were not the tasks of Hercules. I wanted to be away from drabness and to stretch my limbs in some mighty struggle,” she recounted.


Zora’s early exposure to literature, then, intensified her childhood angst and made her chafe at the confines of her own limited life. “In a way this early reading gave me great anguish through all my childhood and adolescence,” she later acknowledged. “My soul was with the gods and my body in the village.”


The village, however, also had its instructions to impart. While Zora nurtured her longing for adventure through her reading and through her geography lessons at the Hungerford School, she received an equally important education on the porch of Joe Clarke’s store—“the heart and spring of the town,” as she called it.


Children, of course, were not allowed to sit around the porch and listen to grown folks talk. But whenever Zora was sent to the store, just down the road from her house, she managed to drag her feet enough to catch an earful of the “adult double talk” she gradually came to understand.


She would hear, for instance, veiled references to young women who’d been “ruint”; flirtatious banter between the sexes; brags about male potency; and plentiful gossip about supposedly clandestine love affairs. “There were no discreet nuances of life on Joe Clarke’s porch,” Hurston would recall. “There was open kindnesses, anger, hate, love, envy and its kinfolks, but all emotions were naked, and nakedly arrived at.”


As Zora ambled toward adolescence, the occasional risqué porch story piqued her curiosity. Yet what she really loved to hear were the folktales. When Eatonville’s men—and, sometimes, women—held their “lying sessions,” Zora recalled, “God, Devil, Brer Rabbit, Brer Fox, Sis Cat, Brer Bear, Lion, Tiger, Buzzard, and all the wood folk walked and talked like natural men.”


On the porch owned and presided over by Joe Clarke—who had become Eatonville’s second mayor, in 1900—Zora was first exposed to the storytelling genius of the people of her community. There, she heard tales about how black folks got their color, learned why there were Methodists and Baptists, and heard poetic theories on why God gave men and women different strengths. There, Zora absorbed phrases that would later find their way into her own stories—triumphant phrases, such as “I got a rainbow wrapped and tied around my shoulder,” as well as those expressing defeat: “My heart was beneath my knees, and my knees in some lonesome valley.”


There, on the store porch, Zora learned what would become the primary language of her own literature, the vital force of her life as a storyteller. She learned this language—these phrases and stories and nuances—by heart. Which is to say she learned them irrevocably—not as memorized information to be recounted by rote, but as an essential part of who she was, and who she was to become.


As much as she could, Zora lingered near the porch and listened, she explained years later, “while Mama waited on me for sugar or coffee to finish off dinner, until she lifted her voice over the tree tops in a way to let me know that her patience was gone: ‘You Zora-a-a! If you don’t come here, you better!’ That had a promise of peach hickories in it, and I would have to leave.”


The stories followed Zora home. In 1902, when she was eleven years old, her father became pastor of Macedonia Baptist in Eatonville, while still maintaining his ministry at Zion Hope in Sanford. John Hurston also was moderator of the South Florida Baptist Association, and scores of preachers would visit the Hurston home just before the association’s periodic meetings. After they’d conducted their business, Zora recalled, the ministers would hold a big storytelling session on the Hurstons’ front porch, poking good-natured fun at preachers, congregations, and sinners alike.


Eatonville’s air was refreshed by these stories, and Zora inhaled deeply, imbibing this living text until it became no different from who she was.


To many of Eatonville’s children, this proliferation of stories—or “lies,” as some folks called them—might have seemed ordinary, or even tiring. But these tales of God, the Devil, the animals, and the elements fueled Zora’s own inventiveness. “Life took on a bigger perimeter by expanding on these things,” she recalled. “I picked up glints and gleams out of what I heard and stored it away to turn it to my own uses.”


The earliest stories Zora remembered creating were, like many of the porch stories, inspired by nature. One afternoon, for example, Zora rushed in from outdoor play to tell her mother that the lake had invited her for a walk. “Well, I stepped out on the lake and walked all over it,” Zora told Lucy. “It didn’t even wet my feet. I could see all the fish and things swimming around under me, and they all said hello, but none of them bothered me. Wasn’t that nice?”


Lucy agreed that it was. But Lucy’s visiting mother, Sarah Potts, glared at her granddaughter “like open-faced hell,” as Zora recalled, and lit into Lucy: “You hear dat young’un stand up here and lie like dat? And you ain’t doing nothing to break her of it? Grab her! Wring her coat tails over her head and wear out a handful of peach hickories on her back-side!”


Lucy indulgently defended her daughter. “Oh, she’s just playing.”


“Playing! Why dat lil’ heifer is lying just as fast as a horse can trot. Stop her! Wear her back-side out. I bet if I lay my hands on her she’ll stop it. …”


Sarah Potts blamed John Hurston for what she perceived as Zora’s wayward ways: Zora was “the spitting image of dat good-for-nothing yaller bastard,” Hurston recalled her grandmother saying, “the punishment God put on Mama for marrying Papa. I ought to be thrown in the hogslops, that’s what.”


Yet, ironically, in their shared abhorrence for Zora’s flights of fancy, Sarah Potts and John Hurston had finally found common ground. John, too, wanted to take a switch to Zora and break her of her fanciful spirit. But, Zora recalled, “my mother was always standing between us.”


Lucy never tried to break Zora of the storytelling habit. “She’d listen sometimes,” Zora recalled, “and sometimes she wouldn’t. But she never seemed displeased.”


Since Lucy largely ignored Sarah Potts’s child-rearing advice, Zora was able to disregard her grandmother’s curses as well and cling to the covertness of her rich inner life. “How was she going to tell what I was doing inside? I could keep my inventions to myself,” Zora reasoned, “which was what I did most of the time.”


Keeping her stories to herself, though, carried its own price. Having no one with whom to revel in her own inventiveness, Zora developed a lonesomeness that would become her lifelong companion. This was especially true after the visions began.


Sometime during her childhood—she never specified when—Zora Hurston began to have visions of events to come. One day, while hiding out from a spanking, she fell into a strange and unfamiliar sleep. In this state, she saw moments from her future flash before her, “just disconnected scene after scene with blank spaces in between,” as she would recall. “I knew they were all true, a preview of things to come, and my soul writhed in agony and shrunk away,” Hurston wrote. “But I knew there was no shrinking. These things had to be.”


After the last image flickered and fled, Zora walked away from this prescient dream shaken and changed:


I had knowledge before its time. I knew my fate. I knew that I would be an orphan and homeless, I knew that while I was still helpless, that the comforting circle of my family would be broken, and that I would have to wander cold and friendless until I had served my time. I would stand beside a dark pool of water and see a huge fish move slowly away at a time when I would be somehow in the depth of despair. I would hurry to catch a train, with doubts and fears driving me and seek solace in a place and fail to find it when I arrived, then cross many tracks to board the train again. I knew that a house, a shot-gun built house that needed a new coat of white paint, held torture for me, but I must go. I saw deep love betrayed, but I must feel and know it. There was no turning back. And last of all, I would come to a big house. Two women waited there for me. I could not see their faces, but I knew one to be young and one to be old. One of them was arranging some queer-shaped flowers such as I had never seen. When I had come to these women, then I would be at the end of my pilgrimage, but not the end of my life. Then I would know peace and love and what goes with those things, and not before.


These ominous visions would return periodically, without warning. Zora would go to bed, and the scenes—always the same—would flash before her, sometimes for two or three consecutive nights, sometimes separated by weeks or months.


Afraid of being dismissed as a liar or shunned for her strangeness, Zora never told anyone about the prophetic visions—not even her mother. Instinctively, Zora knew there was nothing anyone could do to fend the visions off, or to spare her from the fate they promised. “I consider that my real childhood ended with the coming of the pronouncements,” Hurston wrote years later. “True, I played, fought and studied with other children, but always I stood apart within. … A cosmic loneliness was my shadow.”


This shadow grew larger and more menacing with each sunset, as the first of the visions hurried to deliver on its promise of unwanted things.





CHAPTER 5



Sundown
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On days when the Florida sky was the right shade of blue and the wind breathed softly on the nape of her neck, Zora would retreat into the woods near her house for a bit of solitude. Embraced by the forest, she’d nibble on sweet oat stalks and listen to the lofty, long-leaf pine trees whispering among themselves.


Over the years, she became especially friendly with one tall tree. “I named it ‘the loving pine,’” Zora Hurston would remember. “Finally all of my playmates called it that too. I used to take a seat at the foot of that tree and play for hours without any other toys. We talked about everything in my world.”


Zora might have been sitting at the foot of the loving pine on September 18, 1904, when she noticed a buzz of activity at her house. “I noted a number of women going inside Mama’s room and staying. It looked strange,” Zora recalled. “So I went on in.”


Even before she made her way to the door, Zora, at age thirteen, could sense that the buzz was not one of excitement, but of melancholy and fear. Something else was in the air that day, too—something unfamiliar, elusive, and hard to identify.


When Zora pushed her way into Lucy’s room, she was able to call this elusive something by its name: Death.


On this day, Hurston wrote many years later, “Death stirred from his platform in his secret place in our yard, and came inside the house.”


Zora knew her mother had been sick. “She kept getting thinner and thinner and her chest cold never got any better,” Hurston would recall. “I knew she was ailing, but she was always frail, so I did not take it too much to heart. … Finally, she took to bed.”


Lucy Hurston’s persistent sickness had followed her home from a recent visit to Alabama. She had gone there, according to Zora’s memory, to be with her dying sister during her sister’s last days. Lucy only had one sister, as far as records show. She was a year older than Lucy. Census takers called her Emeline; Zora called her Aunt Dinky.


“Aunt Dinky had lasted on for two months after Mama got there,” Zora remembered, “and so Mama had stayed on till the last.”


Losing her sister took its toll on Lucy, but other matters seemed to trouble her as well. During her trip to Alabama, Lucy apparently had become depressed about the mysterious murder, years earlier, of her nephew Jimmie. From Hurston’s account, it’s not clear whether Jimmie was Aunt Dinky’s son or the son of one of Lucy’s brothers. What is clear, though, is that Jimmie had met a violent death under circumstances that may have had racial undertones.


“He went to a party and started home,” Hurston would later recollect. “The next morning his headless body was found beside the railroad track. There was no blood, so the train couldn’t have killed him. This had happened before I was born. … He was my mother’s favorite nephew and she took it hard. She had probably numbed over her misery, but going back there seemed to freshen up her grief.”


Some Negroes in Alabama whispered that Jimmie had been shot by a white man accidentally, and then beheaded to hide the wound. Rumor had it that the shooter had been waiting to ambush his enemy—another white man he expected to pass by. It was dark, and the attacker shot at the first footsteps he heard. When he discovered he’d killed Jimmie instead of his intended victim, Hurston explained, the white man “forced a certain Negro to help him move the body to the railroad track without the head, so that it would look as if he had been run over by the train. Anyway, that is what the Negro wrote back after he had moved to Texas years later.”


Aware of the racism in Alabama at the time, Hurston concluded: “There was never any move to prove the charge, for obvious reasons. Mama took the whole thing very hard.”


Other worries gnawed at Lucy, too. Though she and her mother had long been on speaking terms again, just below the surface, it seemed that Sarah Potts had never quite forgiven Lucy for marrying John more than twenty years before.


This lingering resentment became evident after Aunt Dinky’s death, when Lucy suggested that the Potts farm in Notasulga be sold and the profits divided among the remaining family members. Although Sarah Potts no longer lived on the old place, she refused to sell it. She was not going to let Lucy take any money from the Pottses’ Alabama acres back to John Hurston in Florida. “Mama could just go on back to that yaller rascal she had married like she came,” Zora understood her grandmother to say.


Meanwhile, Lucy’s “yaller rascal” of a husband persisted in his extramarital affairs, apparently with no less relish and with no more remorse. John’s ongoing infidelity must have weighed heavily on Lucy’s heart, and on her health.


Then, too, Lucy had undergone the physical demands of birthing nine children, another factor that likely contributed to her declining health. She also had shouldered the primary responsibility of raising the eight surviving children, who, in September 1904, ranged from twenty-one-year-old Bob to five-year-old Everett.


Though Lucy was a relatively young woman—just a few months shy of her thirty-ninth birthday—she had begun to speak of death often. Still, Zora would recall, “I could not conceive of Mama actually dying.” So on that Sunday, September 18, when Lucy called Zora to her bedside to give her certain instructions, Zora indulged her mother, agreeing without question to everything she asked of her.


In the South of Zora’s youth, several superstitions about death held sway. It was customary, for example, to remove the pillow from beneath a dying person’s head to ensure an easier demise. Folk wisdom demanded that mourners cover the face of a clock in the death room because it would never run again if the dying person glanced at it. The looking glass was also to be covered, folks said, because if the dying person looked into it, the mirror would never cast any more reflections. And if anyone else saw his reflection in the mirror at the moment of death, he would be death’s next victim. Church members were turned to die with their feet facing east—they also were buried that way—so that they would arise in the afterlife with their faces to the rising sun.


Lucy did not want these superstitions to have any say in her final moments. So she asked her baby girl to see to it that these death rites were not performed. “I was not to let them take the pillow from under her head until she was dead. The clock was not to be covered, nor the looking-glass,” Zora Hurston would recall. “She trusted me to see to it that these things were not done.”


Zora promised—never questioning why Lucy wanted to defy her community’s accepted ceremonies for greeting death; never imagining that she would have to fight her father and much of Eatonville to try to keep her vow to her mother; never fathoming that death would come so soon.


But on that same day, near sundown, Zora joined the procession of women entering, and not exiting, Lucy’s room. “Papa was standing at the foot of the bed looking down on my mother, who was breathing hard,” Hurston would remember. “As I crowded in, they lifted up the bed and turned it around so that Mama’s eyes would face the east. I thought that she looked to me as the head of the bed was reversed. Her mouth was slightly open, but her breathing took up so much of her strength that she could not talk. But she looked at me, or so I felt, to speak for her. She depended on me for a voice.”


Hurston recounted what happened next in crushing detail:


Somebody reached for the clock, while Mrs. Mattie Clarke put her hand to the pillow to take it away.


“Don’t!” I cried out. “Don’t take the pillow from under Mama’s head! She said she didn’t want it moved!”


I made to stop Mrs. Mattie, but Papa pulled me away. Others were trying to silence me. I could see the huge drop of sweat collected in the hollow at Mama’s elbow and it hurt me so. They were covering the clock and the mirror.


“Don’t cover up that clock! Leave that looking-glass like it is! Lemme put Mama’s pillow back where it was!”


But Papa held me tight and the others frowned me down. Mama was still rasping out the last morsel of her life. I think she was trying to say something, and I think she was trying to speak to me. What was she trying to tell me? What wouldn’t I give to know! Perhaps she was telling me that it was better for the pillow to be moved so that she could die easy, as they said. Perhaps she was accusing me of weakness and failure in carrying out her last wish. I do not know. I shall never know.


Just then, Death finished his prowling through the house on his padded feet and entered the room. He bowed to Mama in his way, and she made her manners and left us to act out our ceremonies over unimportant things.


The moment of Lucy’s death would haunt Zora for decades to come. “In the midst of play, in wakeful moments after midnight, on the way home from parties, and even in the classroom during lectures. My thoughts would escape occasionally from their confines and stare me down,” she would write.


As an adult, Hurston certainly understood that the promise she’d made her mother was impossible to keep under the circumstances. John Hurston and most of Eatonville’s citizens comported themselves according to a common code of moral principles and folkways, which included certain rituals for the dying. The adults of Eatonville would not—could not—allow an adolescent to upset the community’s mores. Still, Zora was deeply scarred by this incident—particularly by her own voicelessness, her own powerlessness to honor her last vow to her beloved mother.


“That moment was the end of a phase in my life. I was old before my time with grief of loss, of failure, of remorse of failure,” Hurston would write. “No matter what the others did, my mother had put her trust in me. She had felt that I could and would carry out her wishes, and I had not. And then in that sunset time, I failed her. It seemed as she died that the sun went down on purpose to flee away from me.”


As the sun slipped below the horizon, the women of Eatonville washed Lucy’s body and dressed it for her funeral, which would take place the next day at Macedonia Baptist Church. The warm climate and the absence of embalming methods necessitated a swift burial. The women stretched Lucy’s body out on the smooth, wooden slab the family used as an ironing board. This night, it would serve as a cooling board, the place where the body—no longer home to a warm, living spirit—grew cold as it awaited burial. Lucy’s body, laid out in the parlor, was draped with a white sheet that rustled gently in the breeze from the open windows.


This is how her oldest son found her when he arrived home, too tardy to say good-bye. Bob was away at school in Jacksonville, 135 miles away, and he had been sent for when Lucy’s illness worsened. By the time he got home, though, his mama was already dead. “Bob’s grief was awful when he realized he was too late,” Zora recalled. “He could not conceive at first that nothing could be done to straighten things out.”


Lucy’s other children also did their weeping. As Zora put it, “We were all grubby bales of misery, huddled about lamps.”


John Hurston cried, too. Pacing through the house, “from the kitchen to the front porch and back again,” as Zora recalled, “he kept saying, ‘Poor thing! She suffered so much.’” For Zora, this was an odd statement to hear her father make. “I do not know what he meant by that. It could have been love and pity for her suffering ending at last,” Zora later wrote. Then, more cynically, she added: “It could have been remorse mixed with relief.”


Zora wanted to know exactly what her father was feeling. “I have often wished I had been old enough at the time to look into Papa’s heart that night,” she would write. “If I could know what that moment meant to him, I could have set my compass towards him and been sure.”


If there was ever a moment to rescue and recover the love lost between John Hurston and his younger girl, this was it. If John could have somehow let Zora know that his heart was as broken by Lucy’s death as hers was, he might have changed the course of his family’s history. But John failed to seize the moment, failed to embrace Zora, failed to express his emotions in a way that let her know, unequivocally, that he had loved Lucy and that he was sorry she was gone.


Grappling with his own grief, John no doubt did the best he could. But it wasn’t enough for Zora. In his failure to comfort her, and to express his own pain, John alienated his daughter even further.


Lucy Potts Hurston had been Zora’s anchor, her protector, her confidante. Lucy was the one who’d been guiding Zora through adolescence and preparing to usher her into adulthood. Lucy was the one who’d been teaching her all the things every colored girl ought to know, as the novelist Toni Morrison has put it, the one who had recited Zora’s growing-up litany: “Pull up your socks. … Your slip is showin. Your hem is out. Come back in here and iron that collar. Hush your mouth. Comb your head. Get up from there and make that bed. Put on the meat. Take out the trash. Vaseline get rid of that ash.”


Lucy died at precisely the time when Zora needed a mama to teach her how to be a woman. Losing Lucy this way hurtled Zora into an emotional autonomy that, though reluctant at first, helped to make her into the fiercely independent woman she was fast becoming.


Looking back, Zora Hurston would remember her mother’s death as the moment her own girlhood ended. “That hour began my wanderings,” she would write. “Not so much in geography, but in time. Then not so much in time as in spirit.”





CHAPTER 6



Aftermath
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The day after Lucy died, a neighbor, Sam Moseley, hitched his two finest horses to the wagon that would carry her to Macedonia Baptist Church for the last time. John Hurston and his eight sobbing children walked after the wagon, Zora would remember. “The village came behind and filled the little church with weeping and wildflowers.”


The community also filled the church with song: “There is rest for the weary,” the people of Eatonville sang through their tears. The death of Lucy Potts Hurston—the pastor’s wife, a woman so young and vital—moved them, and it reminded them of their own vulnerability to Old Death’s prowl. So they brought colorful bouquets of flowers gathered in the woods, they lifted their voices in melodious entreaties to God, and they let their tears flow freely and fully.


Zora wept, too, for her mother, for her own remorse, for her unknown future. But Zora’s tears tumbled out of her eyes through a veil of stubborn disbelief. Perhaps some mistake had been made. Perhaps Old Death had taken the wrong girl’s mama. At last, Zora would recall, “the finality of the thing came to me fully when the earth began to thud on the coffin.”


The uncontestable finality of death—its insistence on having the last word—pained Zora deeply. Mute with grief, Zora and Sarah and their brothers did not talk that night about their pain. Instead, they all sat in Lucy’s parlor, the older ones singing hymns, the younger ones whimpering in their misery. None of them, however, had any way of knowing it might be their last opportunity to discuss their feelings, no way of anticipating the dispersing effect Lucy’s death would have on her family. “That night, all of Mama’s children were assembled together for the last time on earth,” Hurston wrote decades later.


“Mama died at sundown and changed a world. That is, the world which had been built out of her body and her heart. Even the physical aspects fell apart with a suddenness that was startling.”


The day after the funeral, Bob went back to school in Jacksonville, and Sarah, who was almost fifteen, went with him. It’s impossible to know what the ensuing days were like for Zora, how alone and small she must have felt standing in the doorway of her mama’s room, the feather bed mocking her with its emptiness, the rocking chair stunned into stillness.


With Lucy gone forever, and Sarah on her way to a new life in Jacksonville, Zora was the only female presence in her father’s house, and she soon realized she’d have to manage her grief alone. Modern-day psychologists might say this was as tragic as the mother loss itself. In her well-respected book, Motherless Daughters, Hope Edelman notes: “The loss of a parent during childhood is one of the most stressful life-cycle events an individual can face, but without a forum for discussing her feelings, the motherless daughter finds little validation for the magnitude of her loss. And without this recognition, she feels like a feminine pariah, apart and alone.”


Further, Edelman reports: “Researchers have found that children who lose a parent need two conditions to continue to thrive: a stable surviving parent or other caregiver to meet their emotional needs and the opportunity to release their feelings.”


Zora had neither. John Hurston had not been able, or willing, to meet Zora’s emotional needs even with Lucy as a partner. There was little he could do now, beyond being the good provider he’d always been. But for suddenly motherless daughters, Edelman stresses, “sheer physical care isn’t enough.”


With Lucy no longer there to stand between them, Zora and John Hurston’s relationship further deteriorated. Theirs was “a love-hurt relationship,” one Hurston scholar has suggested, “a matter of unrequited love.” Even in this moment of shared loss, John was not capable of returning his daughter’s now-unmoored love. Or, if he was, she was not capable of feeling it, too hurt by all that had gone on before. In Zora’s memory of this lonely aftermath, her father was absent, both emotionally and physically: “Papa was away from home a great deal,” she wrote vaguely, “so two weeks later, I was on my way to Jacksonville, too.”


Perhaps overwhelmed by the prospect of taking care of a girl-child, particularly one he’d never gotten along with, John enrolled Zora at Florida Baptist Academy, the school that Bob, and now Sarah, attended. The academy had been founded about a dozen years before, in 1892, at Bethel Baptist Institutional Church. Through his work with the South Florida Baptist Association, John likely knew the school’s founders and early presidents, the Rev. M. W. Gilbert and the Rev. J. T. Brown. The objectives of the school—among them, to help the student “choose goals realistically in the light of his noblest motives, abilities, and limitations”—complemented John’s own ambitions for his children. The school’s president, N. W. Collier, was widely known as a disciplinarian who commanded respect from his students even while inspiring them to achieve. The academy would be good for Zora, her father believed.


To arrive in Jacksonville by morning, Zora had to travel to Maitland to catch the midnight train. All the possessions she’d accumulated in her thirteen years, and all the necessary things for school, fit easily into what she remembered as “a little, humped-up, shabby-backed trunk,” loaded into the open carriage by her third-oldest brother, Richard William, whom everyone called Dick. With a lantern illuminating the way, Dick settled in to drive the buckboard for the mile to Maitland.


About halfway there, as they approached a certain curve in the road near a lake, Zora realized that the first of her ominous visions had come true. “I had seen myself upon that curve at night leaving the village home, bowed with grief that was more than common,” she recalled. “As it all flashed back to me, I started violently for a minute, then I moved closer beside Dick as if he could shield me from the others that were to come.”


When Dick asked what was wrong, Zora, still afraid to reveal her secret visions to anyone, told him she thought she’d heard some rustling near the lake. Four years her senior, Dick laughed at his little sister’s skittishness and soon safely deposited her on the train bound for Jacksonville.


The morning she arrived, Hurston would remember, was “the very day that I became colored.” Up until then, she had just been Zora. In all-black Eatonville, and even in the surrounding white neighborhoods, Zora had learned to revel in her individuality, her me-ness, while still being part of a larger community, one that valued her singularity, her Zora-ness, yet considered her no more or less valuable than anyone else. She was “their Zora,” as she put it. “I belonged to them, to the nearby hotels, to the county—everybody’s Zora.”


In Jacksonville, however, she was anonymous, belonging to no one. And certain things in the city seemed to conspire against her: segregated streetcars, unfriendly stores, and white people who exhibited what Zora called “funny ways.” In Jacksonville, she was not rewarded with a piece of candy or a bag of crackers just for walking into a store, as she was at Joe Clarke’s.


Eatonville and its neighboring white communities were too tiny to need streetcars, segregated or otherwise. And Zora apparently had taken no notice of discriminatory practices among whites in the area. Her parents’ experiences may have been different, but from Zora’s child’s-eye view, her corner of the world was a bastion of racial health and harmony. Jacksonville was only 135 miles from her homeplace, but to young Zora, it was a distant land. “Jacksonville,” she wrote cryptically, “made me know that I was a little colored girl.”


More specifically, Jacksonville’s privations sought to teach Zora, and others like her, that she was neither white nor male—and therefore certain experiences, privileges, and triumphs were beyond her grasp. In other words, the goal of this powerful system of dispossession and segregation was to make sure she knew her place.


But that was part of the problem: Zora had no place. Her home as she knew it, so centered as it was on Lucy, was gone. Even at her new school, she felt displaced and alone. “School in Jacksonville was one of those twilight things,” she later wrote. “It was not dark, but it lacked the bold sunlight that I craved. I worshipped two of my teachers and loved gingersnaps with cheese, and sour pickles. But I was deprived of the loving pine, the lakes, the wild violets in the woods and the animals I used to know. No more holding down first base on the team with my brothers and their friends. Just a jagged hole where my home used to be.”


At Florida Baptist Academy, Zora’s academic aptitude far outpaced her social skills. She welcomed the opportunity to focus on her lessons rather than on her loss. “Lessons had never worried me,” she said, “though arithmetic still seemed an unnecessary evil.”


As in Eatonville, however, Zora’s habit of talking back to authority figures landed her in trouble. Though her immediate teachers were pleased with her work, those who ran study hour and prayer meetings labeled Zora as sassy—a word her father had often used for her—and asked big brother Bob to speak with her a few times. Occasional spankings were also part of the school’s disciplinary strategy.


The “lickings,” as she called them, didn’t bother Zora as much as her outcast status among the other girls, many of whom were slightly older than she was, between the ages of fifteen and eighteen. (Sarah turned fifteen in December 1904, during their first school term, and Zora reached fourteen the following January.)


Though academically advanced, Zora was socially inept in this new environment. To her classmates, she was a bother—a kid sister with no sophistication about boys, conversation, or fashion. “My underskirt was hanging, for instance. Why didn’t I go some place and fix it? My head looked like a hoo-raw’s nest. Why didn’t I go comb it? If I took time enough to match my stockings, I wouldn’t have time to be trying to listen in on grown folk’s business,” the older girls advised.


Sarah was having adjustment problems, too. She not only missed her mother, but she also missed her beloved father and her baby brother Everett, who’d become her primary responsibility during Lucy’s illness. So a few months after Zora’s arrival in Jacksonville, Sarah said she was sick and wanted to go home. Though Sarah surely was only suffering from a bout of homesickness, John Hurston indulged his older daughter, as he’d always done, and arranged for her to leave Florida Baptist Academy and return to Eatonville.


“In a week or two after she left me in Jacksonville,” Zora remembered, “she wrote back that Papa had married again. That hurt us all, somehow.”


John Hurston’s second wedding took place on February 12, 1905, less than five full months after Lucy’s death. If Lucy had lived, she and John would have been celebrating their twenty-third anniversary that same month. The woman John married, Mattie Moge, hadn’t yet lived twenty-three years. At age twenty, she was just six years older than Zora—and younger than John’s oldest son.


John, now forty-four, hadn’t traveled far to find his new bride: Mattie was from Oviedo, just fourteen miles from Eatonville. Her nearby origins and the swiftness of the marriage led Zora and her older siblings—as well as Eatonville’s gossips—to suspect that Mattie had been John’s lover even while Lucy was alive. This added to the Hurston children’s resentment of Mattie, a reaction that was rather predictable to everyone except, evidently, Mattie and John. “No warning bell inside of her caused her to question the wisdom of an arrangement made over so many fundamental stumbling stones,” Zora Hurston wrote of her stepmother. “My father certainly could not see the consequences, for he had never had to consider them too seriously. Mama had always been there to do that.”


If Eatonville, and particularly the members of Macedonia Baptist, disparaged the Reverend Hurston’s new marriage, as Zora would later dramatize in her first novel, John used his houseful of children to defend himself against wagging tongues: “Ah got dese li’l chillun and somebody got tuh see after ’em,” he bargained.


Accepting John’s new marriage was hardest for Sarah, Zora believed, because of her closeness to her father. Shortly after she moved back home, Sarah commented disapprovingly of the marriage happening so soon after Lucy’s death. The new Mrs. Hurston, perhaps resenting John’s obvious soft spot for Sarah, became outraged by Sarah’s newfound insolence—so furious, in fact, that she insisted John put Sarah out of the house. Mattie also demanded that John whip Sarah, as Zora recalled.


John Hurston had never raised his hand to Sarah. Yet, according to Zora’s account, John complied with Mattie’s command and struck his favorite child. Heartbroken, “Sarah just married and went down on the Manatee River to live. She took Everett with her,” Zora reported.


Sarah’s new husband, John Robert Mack, was nearly ten years her senior, in his midtwenties. Having grown up in virtually landlocked Gainesville, he was eager to take his bride to the state’s western shore, where the Gulf of Mexico kisses the Tampa Bay. There, in the small town of Palmetto, just below St. Petersburg and the invitingly named Sun City, he found steady work as a longshoreman. John Mack also was, like John Hurston, a Baptist minister.


Zora hardly had time to react to her sister’s surprising news. Perhaps feeling a little grateful to be geographically removed from the chaos at home, Zora immersed herself in her studies in Jacksonville and persisted with her uncertain efforts at negotiating her new social terrain. “I had gotten used to the grits and gravy for breakfast, had found out how not to be bored at prayer-meeting—you could always write notes if you didn’t go to sleep—and how to poke fun at acidulated disciplinarians,” she would recall. “I had generally made a sort of adjustment.”


Then the turmoil at home reached out and touched her. One day, a school administrator called Zora into her office to tell her that her room and board had not been paid. Zora was asked what she was going to do about it. Dumbstruck, young Zora had no idea. The administrator went on to berate the Rev. John Hurston and to call the befuddled teenager into her office every few days and ask her what she was going to do. “After a while she did not call me in,” Zora remembered, “she would just yell out of the window to where I might be playing in the yard. That used to keep me shrunk up inside.”


Zora finished the school year at Florida Baptist Academy by scrubbing the stairs every Saturday, cleaning the pantry, and helping in the kitchen after classes. She also managed to win a citywide spelling bee, beating out students at all the other Negro schools in Jacksonville. “I received an atlas of the world and a Bible as prizes,” she recalled, “besides so much lemonade and cake that I told President Collier that I could feel it coming through my skin. He had such a big laugh that I made up my mind to hurry up and get grown and marry him.”


Decades later, Zora Hurston would devote a page and a half of her autobiography to her girlhood crush on President Collier. If not for this, it would be easy to dismiss Zora’s girlish musings about Collier, but they are significant because they seem to represent her first romantic longings.


Her infatuation with Collier was innocent and safe enough because he took no notice of her. “He acted like he was satisfied with some stale, old, decrepit woman of twenty-five or so. It used to drive me mad,” Zora recollected with self-mocking humor. “I comforted myself with the thought that he would cry his eyes out when I would suddenly appear before him, tall and beautiful and disdainful and make him beg me for a whole week before I would give in and marry him, and of course fire all of those old half-dead teachers who were hanging around him.”


Hers was an elaborate romantic fantasy: Zora even wrote letters to herself from Collier, and then answered those letters with her own love missives.


This passionate love affair, all in Zora’s head, came to an abrupt end when Collier spanked her for an ill-advised practical joke—placing a cold, rain-soaked brick at the foot of the bed of a teacher, one of the overseers of study hour. “I made up my mind to get even. I wouldn’t marry him now, no matter how hard he begged me,” Zora recalled with mock indignation. “Insult me, would he? Turning up my dress like I was some child!”


Hurston was lighthearted and good-humored when she recounted this story. Yet it’s likely that her feelings ran deeper than she revealed, or even admitted to herself. It’s not unusual after the death of a beloved parent for a child to turn to another adult for comfort and love. Transference is what psychologists call this coping mechanism. Edelman explains: “A child who loses a parent can’t exist alone emotionally without significant cost. She’d be left in what Anna Freud called the ‘no-man’s land of affection,’ isolated and withdrawn from everyone and with an impaired ability to attach to other people in the future. So instead of detaching from her lost mother, a daughter may try to quickly and directly transfer her feelings of dependency, her needs, and her expectations onto the nearest available adult.”


During adolescence, that time of galloping hormones, a mourning daughter might seek a romantic target for her love: a boyfriend or, in Sarah’s case, a young groom. For Zora, President Collier seems to have unwittingly played this role, at least for a time.


Still, Zora longed for her mother. Once, when she and the other girls of the school were lined up two by two and taken for a walk, Zora saw a woman sitting on a porch who looked like Lucy. Her thoughts went wild: “Maybe it was Mama! Maybe she was not dead at all. They had made some mistake. Mama had gone off to Jacksonville and they thought she was dead. The woman was sitting in a rocking chair just like Mama always did. It must be Mama! But before I came abreast of the porch in my rigid place in line, the woman got up and went inside,” Zora remembered. “I wanted to stop and go in. But I didn’t even breathe my hope to anyone. I made up my mind to run away someday and find the house and let Mama know where I was. But before I did, the hope that the woman really was my mother passed. I accepted my bereavement.”


Just as Zora began to accept that she was a motherless child, she became, for all practical purposes, a fatherless one as well. The school year ended “in a blaze of programs, cantatas and speeches,” she recalled, “and trunks went bumping downstairs.” Bob left hurriedly to take a job. Zora was instructed to stay at school until her father sent for her.


“I kept looking out of the window so that I could see Papa when he came up the walk to the office. But nobody came for me,” Zora would write. “Weeks passed, and then a letter came. Papa said that the school could adopt me. … It was crumbling news for me.”


The school had no place for Zora, she was told by the second in command, the same sharp-tongued administrator who’d yelled Zora’s financial distresses out the window for all her classmates to hear. On this day, though, “she seemed to speak a little softer than usual, and in half-finished sentences, as if she had her tender parts to hide,” Zora would recall. “She took out her purse and handed me some money. She was going to pay my way home by the boat, and I must tell my father to send her her dollar and a half.”


Zora enjoyed the trip down the St. Johns River on a side-wheeler dubbed City of Jacksonville. When she stood on deck, she found that the thick green curtain of trees along the river shut out the sights and sounds of the city, making her feel as if the river, the chugging boat, and her own roiling thoughts were all that was left of the world.


Inside the steamboat, she happily experienced sensory overload: plush red carpet, white-clad waiters bustling about, the incessant rattle of dishes, shiny lights overhead, and all kinds of people, including a group of turpentine workers eating out of shoe boxes and singing between sips from a common bottle. Zora didn’t have a shoe-box meal, but a mulatto waiter noticed the teenager was traveling alone. He made sure Zora was well fed, furtively sending her to the back of the steamboat with chicken and steak sandwiches and slabs of pie and cake.


The next day, the boat docked at Sanford, where Zora got off to take the train to Maitland. The porter, a member of Zion Hope, the church that John Hurston pastored in Sanford, recognized the preacher’s daughter and sat beside her when he wasn’t busy.


Yet Zora didn’t receive such a warm welcome at her father’s house, “which was no longer home,” as she put it. “The very walls were gummy with gloom. Too much went on to take the task of telling it.” Though Zora was tight-lipped about all that occurred during her homecoming, she did report finding her younger brothers in “ragged, dirty clothes,” living off “hit-and-miss meals.” She concluded: “Papa’s children were in his way, because they were too much trouble to his wife.”


The worst affront came when Zora discovered her stepmother sleeping in Lucy’s feather bed, which Lucy had verbally bequeathed to Zora. This bed was “the one thing which Mama had brought from her father’s house,” Zora noted. “To see this interloper piled up in my mother’s bed was too much for me to bear. I had to do something.”


With help from her brothers, Zora took the mattress off the bed. At this, a showdown ensued. The new Mrs. Hurston, faced with surliness from yet another Hurston girl, called upon her husband to discipline his daughter. Zora wasn’t too old for a good whipping, Mattie believed, and that might be just what she needed to settle the question of the bed’s ownership. But Zora stood her ground, and her brothers, particularly John Cornelius, backed her up. “Actual bloodshed seemed inevitable for a moment,” Zora recalled. “John and Papa stood face to face, and Papa had an open knife in his hand. Then he looked his defiant son in the eyes and dropped his hand. He just told John to leave home.”


Zora had won the bed, but she’d lost a good deal of respect for her father. “His well-cut broadcloth, Stetson hats, hand-made alligator-skin shoes and walking stick had earned him the title of Big Nigger with his children. Behind his back, of course,” Zora once wrote. Now, John Hurston seemed to shrink before his daughter’s eyes: “Papa’s shoulders began to get tired. He didn’t rear back and strut like he used to. … He just walked along. It didn’t take him near so long to put on his hat.”


After John Hurston demanded that his second-oldest son, his namesake, leave his house, Zora’s esteem for her father—what little remained—plummeted. Zora soon left home, too.


Lucy Potts Hurston had always been strong enough, and farsighted enough, to push Zora out into the world. And with her final act—the dying itself—she had done just that.


When Lucy’s daughter left home this time, it began a long period of “vagrancy,” as she called it—a haunted time that Zora Neale Hurston would later attempt to expunge from the record of her life.





CHAPTER 7



The Wander Years


[image: Images]


Dark shadows cloak this part of Hurston’s history, making facts and dates difficult to decipher. What she publicly recounted about this period was vague and confusing, and, in fact, seemed contrived to conceal rather than to reveal. No other witnesses to this era of her life have emerged, so we only have Hurston’s account—and a few taciturn public records—with which to reconstruct these crucial years.


Here’s what we know: When Zora Hurston walked out of her father’s house sometime in late 1905, she realized that the wresting of her mama’s bed from her stepmother’s grasp was what folks called a hollow victory. When the kitchen door slammed behind her, echoing her exit, she didn’t feel particularly defiant or triumphant. Instead she felt orphaned and lonesome, even dispossessed.


Though her earlier prescient visions seemed to indicate that she had the gift (or burden) of foreknowledge, Zora’s powers were limited. She could not predict what the next few years would bring: the discovery that an internal ache could be just as chronic and painful as any external hardships.


“So my second vision picture came to be. I had seen myself homeless and uncared for,” she would later write. “There was a chill about that picture which used to wake me up shivering. I had always thought I would be in some lone, arctic wasteland with no one under the sound of my voice.” But Zora soon came to know that the rugged terrain she was destined to traverse was within: “I found the cold, and desolate solitude, and earless silences, but I discovered all that geography was within me. It only needed time to reveal it.”


During the next five years, 1906 to 1911, all this inner geography would make itself plain.


According to her own account, Zora went to live with relatives and friends of the family, most likely in Eatonville or nearby Sanford. John Hurston probably made these arrangements himself, believing that the only way to keep peace in his home was to have only one woman in it. And that woman, clearly, had to be his wife. He considered sending Zora back to school in Jacksonville, no doubt, understanding as he did the importance of education. But education—particularly at a good private school like Florida Baptist Academy—was expensive, and, naturally, it was more crucial for his six sons than for his two daughters. Sarah had eschewed education and stepped into womanhood rather briskly; maybe Zora would follow her example. But until she found someone to marry, her father reasoned, Zora could take a room with a good family, church members perhaps, not too far from home.


In the black community at that time, particularly in a place like Eatonville, there were few true orphans. If, for example, a child suddenly lost her parents to that early-twentieth-century scourge, tuberculosis, or to some other plague of nature, the women and men of the community would rally to help provide that child with food and shelter.


Of course, no natural disaster had left Zora looking for a place to live, but folks also understood domestic disasters. They recalled how close Zora had been to her mama, and they could only imagine what her papa’s expeditious marriage to Mattie Moge had cost her. They weren’t sure what, exactly, had made the girl walk away from her father’s five acres, but they sensed that what she needed now was a little tenderness. So some good neighbors agreed to let the teenager stay with them for a while. They knew Lucy Hurston, God rest her soul, would have done the same for any one of their children, had the situation been reversed.


Still, despite this active kindness, Zora felt “bare and bony of comfort and love.” Steeped in grief, she could only focus on absence—the absence of her mother’s guiding hand, the absence of her siblings’ laughter, the absence of books to read and time to read them. “I was miserable,” she recalled, “and no doubt made others miserable around me, because they could not see what was the matter with me, and I had no part in what interested them.”


What interested Zora was school, but since she was lacking money of her own as well as her father’s support, school became an intermittent indulgence. Public school was an option, but just barely. In the early 1900s, few black public schools in the South provided anything beyond basic agricultural and industrial training, particularly at the high school level. And conditions were often poor: 64 percent of black schools in the South were staffed by only one teacher, 19 percent by two teachers. The average public expenditure for education for a white child was $10.82; for a black child, it was $4.01.


Even if Zora could have seen past these obstacles, she still would have needed money for books and school supplies. Yet the people she lived with didn’t share her passion for book learning. Of course, education had its place, but “people who had no parents could not afford to sit around on school benches wearing out what clothes they had.”


By her own admission, Zora was not comfortable to have around. She was disconsolate—and none too humble. Thus, she often clashed with her hosts and was then shifted to another home. Zora recognized her poor attitude was contributing to her nomadic existence, but she felt powerless to change it. “A child in my place ought to realize I was lucky to have a roof over my head and anything to eat at all,” adults told Zora. “And from their point of view, they were right,” she conceded. “From mine, my stomach pains were the least of my sufferings. I wanted what they could not conceive of. I could not reveal myself for lack of expression, and then for lack of hope of understanding, even if I could have found the words.”


What Zora wanted, but could not yet express, was what she’d always wanted, from the first moment she’d picked up a book and been transported to another time and place. She wanted not only books to read, but the kind of life that could fill a book. She wanted to stride beyond the perimeters of small-town Florida and beyond the parameters of a small black life. She wanted education and excitement and adventure. She wanted a big life.


What she needed was a job. By this time, Zora was fifteen years old, considered, in those days, a young woman, not a little girl. As such, she was expected to contribute to the coffers of whatever household she occupied. After all, more than 40 percent of all black females over age ten were at work in the early 1900s (compared with 16 percent of white girls). Given this rough reality, Zora gradually began to attempt to support herself. But her youth—and her particularly youthful appearance—made even menial work hard to come by.


Standing on a potential employer’s doorstep with her arms locked behind her back in that classic pose of self-effacement, insecurity, and supplication, Zora must have looked interesting, at the very least: She was big-boned but lean from a recent dearth of second helpings. Her sandy hair tamed into a couple of thick braids, she appeared intelligent around the mouth, melancholy around the eyes. Or was it the other way around? In any case, white southerners generally were not inclined to hire a black housekeeper because she looked like she had an interesting story to tell. “Housewives would open the door at my ring and look me over,” Zora would recall. “No, they wanted some one old enough to be responsible. No, they wanted some one strong enough to do the work, and so on like that. Did my mother know I was out looking for work? Sometimes in bed at night I would ask myself that very question and wonder.”


Occasionally, one of the housewives would like Zora’s looks—the determined set of her mouth perhaps—and give her a chance at a job. Her employers were not often pleased, however, because Zora was more interested in perusing their books than in dusting and dishwashing.


Still, she managed to make a meager living out of a string of such jobs, mostly cleaning and looking after children for an average wage of about two dollars a week—the equivalent of only about thirty-seven dollars today. As the years rushed by, Zora, renting rooms from various landladies, likely moved farther away from Eatonville, back up the St. Johns River toward Jacksonville, where she still pinned her hopes for returning to school.


She also was drawn to Jacksonville because her two oldest brothers, Bob and John Cornelius, lived there. Following his ejection from his father’s home, John Cornelius had moved to Jacksonville, rented a room at a boardinghouse, and quickly advanced to foreman in a fish house. Bob had moved to the same lodging house and become a nurse at the local Negro hospital.


In her autobiography, written decades later, Hurston failed to detail specific events of this period—her “five haunted years”—but she did suggest it was a time of significant internal development. These were the years when Lucy’s baby girl became a woman. If this maturation process involved a sexual coming of age, Zora didn’t say. She did, however, recall a story that revealed her maturing capacity to behave wisely in adult situations, including sexual ones.


In one of her many jobs as a maid, Zora worked in a frowning house of unsmiling people in a town she didn’t name. The woman of the house, Mrs. Moncrief, was sick, and her husband was sick and tired of his wife and his life. He urged Zora to become his concubine and run away with him to Canada. She later admitted: “It did sound grand if he would just pay my way up there and he go some place else. … But he didn’t seem to have but one ear, and it couldn’t hear a thing but ‘yes.’ So every morning, I hated to go back to that house, but I hated more to go home at night.”


At dusk Zora would find Mr. Moncrief waiting by her door, as if he were entitled to her as he was to all the privileges of being a white man in a country run by people like him. Zora was mum about whether or not she gave in to her predator’s sexual advances, but she implied she had little choice: “Finally, I got over being timid of his being the boss and just told him not to bother me. He laughed at that. Then I said that I would tell his wife, and he laughed again. The very next night he was waiting for me.”


Mr. Moncrief’s behavior, onerous as it was, was completely commonplace. No white man had to fear prosecution for sexually attacking a black woman in the South. And for any black woman doing domestic work in a white home, the threat of sexual assault—from the man of the house or his sons—was a well-known hazard of the job.


Zora did tell Mrs. Moncrief about her husband’s behavior, but to no avail. “Right then,” Hurston would recall, “I learned a lesson to carry with me through life. I’ll never tell another wife.” Mrs. Moncrief cried and poured her heart out to Zora about the anguish of being an unwanted wife. Zora was sympathetic to the white woman’s pain, but she had her own problems. The whole experience left her feeling shamed and somehow at fault (“I wanted to run out of there and hide and never let anybody see me again,” she later said), not to mention afraid for her future.


The next day Mr. Moncrief confronted her about going to his wife, but he wasn’t especially angry, just insistent that Zora accompany him northward in a few days. “He went on down the steps and I ran inside to pack up my few things,” she remembered. “In an hour I had moved. He came for me the next night, I was told, and tried to search the house to see if the landlady had tried to block him by telling a lie. He could not conceive of my not wanting to go with him.”


A few weeks later, Zora heard that Mr. Moncrief had skipped town accompanied by another young black woman, who apparently was more eager than Zora to flee the South, regardless of the cost.


Zora never went back to the house to see the wife, nor to collect her pay. She was out of a job again. She would get into and out of many more. She just wasn’t suited, it seemed, for this line of work.


During these years of “aimless wandering,” as she saw them, Zora Hurston became familiar with the blessings and burdens of solitude, intimate with every shade of loneliness, and well acquainted with the oppressive odor of poverty. “There is something about poverty that smells like death,” she would write. “Dead dreams dropping off the heart like leaves in a dry season and rotting around the feet; impulses smothered too long in the fetid air of underground caves. The soul lives in a sickly air. People can be slave-ships in shoes.”


Zora surely went hungry many days, a new experience for someone who had grown up in the abundant embrace of Eatonville. But a different kind of hunger was enslaving and consuming her: “I wanted family love and peace and a resting place. I wanted books and school,” she would remember. “When I saw more fortunate people of my own age on their way to and from school, I would cry inside and be depressed for days, until I learned how to mash down on my feelings and numb them for a spell. I felt crowded in on, and hope was beginning to waver.”


Just as hopelessness poised itself to take a permanent seat in Zora’s heart, she heard from her brother Dick. He had married recently and invited Zora to come to Sanford to live with him and his wife. Zora was a bit reluctant to move back so close to Eatonville, but when Dick sent her a ticket, she became hopeful about returning to school and agreed to give Sanford a try.


Regardless of how Zora may have depicted it later, her father’s abandonment of her was not total. The Rev. John Hurston was, despite everything, a man of conscience and good will. He no doubt felt remorseful about the gaping chasm that separated him from his daughter. Then, too, he probably heard Lucy’s spirit whispering in his ear, urging him to right his relationship with Zora. So when he found out she was staying in Sanford with Dick, he insisted that Zora come home.


This was a mistake. Within a month after she moved back into her father’s house, Zora’s resentment toward her stepmother, having festered for several years, erupted.


Sigmund Freud—who had coined the term “psychoanalysis” about fifteen years before, in 1896—might have argued that Zora’s rage toward her stepmother had a deeper root: that she was actually angry with her mother for abandoning her, as orphaned children often are. Yet Zora found it inappropriate, sacrilege even, to express any outrage toward her deceased mother. In fact, in death, Lucy Hurston was elevated even more in Zora’s memory as the archetypal Good Mother. And any unreconciled anger Zora may have felt toward Lucy found a convenient target in Mattie Moge Hurston, who, in Zora’s mind, was the epitome of the Evil Stepmother.


This was the same evil stepmother who, six years before, had prompted John Hurston to strike his favorite child, Sarah, thus breaking her heart, Zora felt, and driving her into an early marriage. This was the same evil stepmother, in Zora’s view, who had encouraged cowardice to flourish in her father, causing him to drag around “like a stepped-on worm.”


All this history, this compounded fury, was lurking at the back of Zora’s throat like bile one Monday morning when she and her stepmother exchanged unpleasant words. As Zora remembered it, Mattie called her “a sassy, impudent heifer.” For Zora, this was a familiar and not altogether untrue charge, so it didn’t rankle her as much as what happened next. According to Zora’s account, Mattie then threw a bottle at her head. “The bottle came sailing slowly through the air and missed me easily,” Zora remembered. “She never should have missed.”


Zora, now twenty years old, had been practically fending for herself ever since her father had married Mattie. Given all that she’d experienced in the past few years, Zora considered herself a woman, not a child to be threatened or spanked, especially not by Mattie, who was just six years her senior. To Zora, Mattie’s misdirected bottle was the first blow in a fight between equals, between two young women with obviously irreconcilable differences.


“I didn’t have any thoughts to speak of,” Hurston would recall. “Just the fierce instinct of flesh on flesh. … Consequences be damned! If I died, let me die with my hands soaked in her blood. … That is the way I went into the fight, and that is the way I fought it.”


Zora pinned Mattie against a wall and pounded her face with unrelenting fists. Mattie fought back, but Zora’s unswerving hatred of her stepmother was an indefatigable opponent. “She scratched and clawed at me,” Zora remembered, “but I felt nothing at all. In a few seconds, she gave up. I could see her face when she realized that I meant to kill her. She spat on my dress, then, and did what she could to cover up from my renewed fury.”


John Hurston was stunned. He knew Zora had grown up fighting with boys, much to his dismay, but he was utterly incapacitated when he realized that the fight now taking place in his home was such an unequal pairing, that Mattie’s scratching and hair pulling seemed to have no effect on his maddened daughter. As Zora recalled, her father “wept and fiddled in the door and asked me to stop, while [Mattie’s] head was traveling between my fist and the wall, and I wished that my fist had weighed a ton.”


A neighbor, a friend of Mattie’s, was roused by the ruckus and tried to intervene. Zora greeted her with a hatchet flying through the air and striking a wall close to the woman’s head. This was enough to make the neighbor flee, alerting the community, in urgent yells, that Zora had gone crazy.


In a sense, Zora had gone crazy, willing to jeopardize her future by giving in to a savage smelting of outrage, desperation, and grief that she had never fully expressed. “I was so mad when I saw my adversary sagging to the floor I didn’t know what to do,” Zora recalled. “I began to scream with rage. I had not beaten more than two years out of her yet. I made up my mind to stomp her, but at last, Papa came to, and pulled me away.”


By pulling Zora away, John Hurston performed an act of heroism that would reverberate for generations. He not only saved Mattie’s life, but Zora’s as well, salvaging her for an eminent future that neither the father, the daughter, nor the battered stepmother could have fathomed in that hour of round despair.


Mattie was bruised and bloodied, as Zora had intended. Yet Zora emerged from the melee with no more than a few scratches on her arms and neck, she reported, and a wad of Mattie’s spit on her dress.


Zora had won the fight, obviously, but she had lost something, too—something like control. She had lost hold of herself in the heat of the moment, yes, but she had also lost hold of her life, such as it was. The actual loss had taken place years earlier, when Old Death had suddenly snatched away her mother. But the reality of how much her life had since spiraled out of control was no more evident than it was at that moment, as Zora’s heaving breath sought a resting place in the aftermath of this almost-fatal brawl.


In her attack on Mattie, Zora had exhibited a capacity for rage that was shocking, even to a man as world-wise as John Hurston. Certainly, there was no place for Zora in his house, and any hope of reconciliation between father and daughter had vanished.


Zora soon vanished as well, going not back to Dick’s home in Sanford, but to another unnamed town to find yet another servile job that insulted her intelligence and mocked her potential. Yet she felt compelled to get as far away from Eatonville as her scant resources would allow. “I could not bear the air for miles around,” she would recall. “It was too personal and pressing, and humid with memories of what used to be.”





CHAPTER 8



Lost and Found


[image: Images]


To say that Zora Neale Hurston vanished following her altercation with her stepmother isn’t merely metaphor. She not only vanished from Eatonville but also from the public record. Exhaustive searches of archives from this period have unearthed no census listing, no city directory entry, no school file, no marriage license and no hospital report. The only known record of Hurston from this time is a listing in a church directory, but that would come later.


In 1911, it was relatively easy for someone, particularly a black woman, to evade history’s recording gaze. If not legally linked to a man, as daughter or wife, black women did not count in some ways—at least to the people who did the official counting. Few black women owned property, for instance, and they were not allowed to vote, although black men had won that right in 1870, with the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment. In the early part of the twentieth century, however, women—black and white—were still fighting for this fundamental right.


Yet Hurston’s vanishing act wasn’t just a matter of poor record keeping or official indifference to black women’s lives. Her disappearance from the public record also seems symbolic of how removed from herself she must have felt at the time. In a sense, she was lost, and she would not reappear on the public record until she’d found herself again.


Years later, Hurston would use this dearth of documents to her advantage. But in 1911, when Zora again left the home that Lucy had built, and that, in her mind, Mattie had destroyed, she was not consciously trying to evade the record keepers. She was only in search of a home, a room, anything of her own.


To this end, Zora drifted to another Florida town looking for a job. She found something arguably more valuable: a battered edition of Milton’s complete works, including Paradise Lost, its title speaking directly to her own experience. This volume, yellowed and backless when Zora plucked it from a pile of garbage, was a much-needed respite from the dreariness of her life. When she was supposed to be job hunting, Zora would instead find a cool place to stretch out in the woods where she could read the book—slowly, so she could understand the words. Zora “luxuriated in Milton’s syllables and rhythms,” she later recalled, “without ever having heard that Milton was one of the greatest poets of the world. I read it because I liked it.”


Zora eventually also found a job—in a doctor’s office, where she answered the telephone and performed various other office duties. This was easy work compared with the chores of a maid. Zora became “so interested and useful,” as she put it, that the doctor encouraged her to consider training as a practical nurse.


After a short time working at the doctor’s office, however, Zora heard from her brother Bob, who was now studying to become a doctor himself at Meharry Medical College in Nashville, Tennessee. In the post-Reconstruction era, when health conditions among freed slaves had been utterly dismal, several medical schools had been founded to train black doctors. By 1912, only two remained open: Howard University Medical School in Washington, D.C., and Meharry, which had been founded in 1876. Bob was soon to graduate from this venerable institution, and he wanted Zora to come and help his wife with their three young children while he set up his medical practice. In exchange, Bob would send Zora to school.


Zora was ecstatic at the thought of having a home again, of being with family, of returning to the classroom. She packed hurriedly and was soon bound for Tennessee. “When I got on the train, I said goodbye—not to anybody in particular,” she would remember, “but to the town, to loneliness, to defeat and frustration, to shabby living, to sterile houses and numbed pangs, to the kind of people I had no wish to know; to an era.”


That evening’s sunset tattooed itself on Zora’s memory. “I shall never forget how the red ball of the sun hung on the horizon and raced along with the train for a short space,” she later wrote, “and then plunged below the belly-band of the earth. There have been other suns that set in significance for me, but that sun! It was a book-mark in the pages of a life.”


While Bob finished medical school, Zora lived with him and his wife, Wilhemina—along with their children, George, Wilhemina, and newborn Hezekiah Robert Jr.—in the Black Bottom neighborhood of Nashville. The area was so named because of its complexion and economic status. The soon-to-be-famous dance called the black bottom—which required dancers to slap their backsides while hopping forward and backward, stamping their feet and gyrating their hips—was born in jook joints not far from where the Hurstons lived. It’s likely that Zora, who would write about this dance’s origins years later, saw the black bottom performed at the jooks (and may have danced it herself a time or two)—that is, if Bob allowed her to visit any of the neighborhood’s pleasure houses.


At age twenty-one, Zora certainly was interested in such diversions, but Bob had always taken his role as big brother seriously and was a bit of a disciplinarian. A studio portrait taken in Nashville in 1912—the first known photo of Zora Neale Hurston—hints at the family’s dynamics. Wilhemina is seated and holding her infant son in her lap. Bob stands next to his wife, one hand resting protectively on her shoulder. On the other side, Zora stands next to and slightly behind her sister-in-law. Thick braids graze Zora’s shoulders, giving her a Native American look, and she wears a long white dress. Her hands are clasped behind her back, as if in servitude, and she is unsmiling.


Indeed, Zora was disappointed at how her move to Tennessee had turned out. Her brother had taken her for a walk one day soon after her arrival and explained that he couldn’t enroll her in school right away. She was needed to work around the house first, particularly since Wilhemina had just birthed a third child. But Bob vowed he would send her back to school soon.
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