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      “Well, that is the way things stand up to now. I can look back and see sharp shadows, highlights, and smudgy in-betweens. 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.”




      —Dust Tracks on a Road





      


    


  




  




  

    




    

      





      





      Foreword




      Zora Neale Hurston once said, “Sometimes, I feel discriminated against, but it does not make me angry. It merely astonishes me. How can any deny themselves the pleasure of my company?”




        These were strange words from an African-American woman living in America in the early 1900s, when many men and women of her race were angry about the way they were treated. But Zora Neale Hurston was different. She was proud and happy to be alive and to be African-American! She wrote four novels, two books of folklore, her autobiography, short stories, plays, and articles, many of them celebrating life and the African-American culture.




        When she died in 1960, her books were out of print and hard to find. Today they can be found in many schools and libraries, and her life has been honored in many ways. In 1990 Zora was included in the Florida Artists Hall of Fame, and an annual celebration of her life was begun in the Florida cities of Eatonville and Fort Pierce.




        Zora Neale Hurston, author from the small town of Eatonville, Florida, has been called “one of the greatest writers of the twentieth century” and has inspired writers of all races around the world.





      


    


  




  




  

    




    

      





      





      Chapter 1





      A Very Special Town




      Zora was born on January 7, 1891, the fifth in a family of eight children. At the time of her birth, many changes were happening in the lives of African-Americans. 





        Zora’s grandparents had been slaves. Freed by the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863, that generation had not been allowed to go to school. Zora’s parents, John and Lucy Hurston, did learn to read and write, but they were working on a cotton plantation in Notasulga, Alabama, when she was born.




        John Hurston traveled south, hoping to find a better place to raise his children. In most places, he found black and white families living together within a city but separated in different areas. Then John heard about Eatonville, an entire town in Florida that had been founded as an all–African-American community. He decided to see it for himself. He liked what he saw, and it would be their home.


    




    

        Nearby Maitland, a white community in central Florida, had been built by black laborers. The African-Americans, however, lived in a town that was built about a mile away. It was called Eatonville to honor the white businessman, Josiah Eaton, who helped them obtain the land.




        Maitland became an official city in 1885, and Eatonville was formed just two years later, in 1887. Both Maitland and Eatonville elected a mayor and a marshal. The big difference was that in Eatonville, all of the elected officials were African-American men. Eatonville became the first incorporated, self-governing African-American town in America. 





        Zora’s family moved to Eatonville when she was three years old. In the new town, she had African-American friends and neighbors, and the color of her skin was the same as theirs. She knew for sure that she could do anything at all with her life. She did not have to conform to what others wanted her to do. She said later in her autobiography, “I am so put together that I do not have much of a herd instinct. Or if I must be connected with the flock, let me be the shepherd my ownself. That is just the way I am made.”
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          City seal of Eatonville, Florida, 1999 (State Archives of Florida, Florida Memory, http://floridamemory.com/items/show/124216, photographed by Tina Bucuvalas)


        


      




      





        Zora’s family had a respected place in town. John Hurston was a fine carpenter who had saved enough money to buy five acres of land right in the heart of Eatonville. He built a large, eight-room house close to Macedonia Baptist Church, where he preached, and the Hungerford School, which his children attended. He was elected mayor of Eatonville three times.
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          Zora’s father, John Hurston (State Archives of Florida, Florida Memory, http://floridamemory.com/items/show/35828)


        


      




      



    




    

        The family’s large garden provided good food. Fruit trees in their yard supplied them with grapefruit, oranges, tangerines, and guava. Fish filled the clear, clean lakes in town. If the children were hungry, they would collect eggs from the chickens roaming the yard and hard-boil them. Whatever they didn’t eat, they’d have fun throwing at each other!




        Their home was along a dirt road that took travelers into Maitland or Orlando. Rich white people driving by in their fancy cars would notice the lovely gardens, with sweet-smelling Cape Jasmine bushes lining the walkway to the house and the two large chinaberry trees in the yard.




        Zora loved her large family, but she and her father were never close. He would ask Zora why she couldn’t be more like her sister Sarah, who was quiet and respectful. Zora was polite, but she was always her own individual, outgoing self. Instead of taking her father’s advice, Zora listened to her mother and did her best to live life to the fullest.
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