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CHAPTER ONE:

THE AWARDS CEREMONY
It was a warm evening in Manhattan.  Hundreds of people had already gone into the restaurant in one of the richest neighborhoods of New York City.  Men were dressed in black jackets and ties.  Women wore beautiful dresses and floppy hats.  The dinner audience included some of the most famous writers and musicians in America.

Unlike other evenings and public meetings in the high-class restaurant, this crowd was different.  Breaking down the racial barriers of the day, people talked and laughed at the tables, as white and black artists and citizens mixed freely.  It was 1925, and this was a special dinner.

Sponsored by Opportunity, a magazine for African-American literature and culture, the dinner was part of the First Annual Opportunity Awards Ceremony, recognizing the winners of a writing contest.  Out of over 700 entries, 15 prizes would be awarded.

An older man walked to the podium in the front of the room.  The people in the crowd got quiet.  Holding a piece of paper before him, the older man cleared his throat and then looked back into the audience.

There was a certain look about the group.  They were sure, sophisticated and filled with energy.  Looking around, the older man could spot some of the key figures in a new literary movement.  Based in the black community of Harlem, led by African-American writers, poets and musicians, a new chapter of American literature was being written in that very moment.  There was so much excitement and activity in the community.  Some people called this period the “Harlem Renaissance.”
Rustling the paper, the older man caught everyone’s attention.  His eyes singled out a young African-American woman sitting in the corner.  A big smile stretched across her face.  She was not just a regular dinner guest.  She was a young writer.  Her name was Zora Neale Hurston.  She had won four of the 15 prizes, including second place for a play, and second place for her short story, “Spunky.”

Looking at all the famous people in the room, Zora could not believe the dinner was really happening.  It was like a dream to her.  Only days before, she had arrived in New York with less than $2.00 in her pocket.  She was still amazed by the skyscrapers and the energy and action on the city streets, and she knew her future still would be hard.

“And the winner is Zora Neale Hurston,” she suddenly heard, as the older man called out her name.
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With the pep and energy of the main character in her story, Zora rose from her table and walked across the room.  The older man handed her a special award.  The crowd applauded.  Cameras flashed.  Turning back to face the crowd, all of the eyes and faces and clapping hands blurred into one.  Zora knew that her journey to New York City had been a long and hard one.  Like many of the characters in her stories, she, too, had risen from a trying childhood.
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CHAPTER TWO:

EATONVILLE

In the 1890s, the people of the United States were still trying to understand the importance of the Civil War.  Although African-Americans were now full citizens, and black men were given equal voting rights, discrimination continued to be a major problem.  Literacy tests and special taxes prevented many people from voting.  Blacks were unable to go to certain schools or find well-paying jobs.  Neighborhoods and towns were divided by race.  Especially in the South, lynching was still common, as groups of whites, often using violence and murder to keep down the black communities, took the law into their own hands.
A special law was passed in the 1890s that further divided the people.  This law said that government programs and other public services could be “separate but equal.”  The law was not fair.  Services for people of color were second-rate and rare.  The law also meant that African-Americans, Native-Americans and other people of color could be stopped from using the same schools, hospitals, restrooms – even drinking fountains – as the whites.  Some restaurants also were off-limits to minorities.
In this period of history, a few towns in the South were created as independent African-American townships.  Many African-Americans wanted to be truly free.  Blacks ran the towns, holding the positions of mayor and councilmen.  One of the first free towns was Eatonville, Florida, where Zora Neale Hurston was born in the 1890s.

Eatonville was part of a series of townships in a rural county of Florida.  It was small enough for everyone to know everyone else.  There was no racial tension.  Most of the people worked in the fields of the rich property owner or tried to raise crops on their own small farms.

In the evenings, many people in the town liked to meet at the general store of Joe Clarke, who was one of the leaders of Eatonville.  The store was a kind of community social center where people would hang out and talk, tell stories and sing songs.

As a little girl, Zora always made it a point to arrive at the store in time to hear the people telling their stories.  They called their storytelling “lying lessons” since people would try to invent funny and original stories.  Some people would use the daily problems of local characters, while others invented new characters with unusual abilities and lives.  Part of the sessions included jokes and riddles.  If someone showed up with a guitar or harmonica, a few of the musicians would sing and play the “blues,” a style of music that told about the hardships of everyday life.
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Like most people in town, Zora loved the storytelling and music.  It was funny and interesting, capturing her attention with the strong feelings and descriptions.  The storytellers tried their best to come up with original expressions, rhymes and sketches.  Even though many of the characters and stories stretched the truth, there was always a bit of truth in them.  Zora could pick out the special qualities of her community, and she could see how some stories passed down from parents to children, only to be changed a little along the way.
Set among the trees and green land around Eatonville, the tales also gave Zora a feel for her natural surroundings.  For the young girl, nature was not just something she walked through and looked at.  She could see the trees, crops and plants in her own stories.  Animals could think and talk.  After hearing the older people speak, Zora would often run home and make up her own stories.  Sometimes in the evenings, Zora liked to play hide-and-seek with the moon, trying to dodge its beams.

Eatonville was a world in itself to Zora.  As a free black community, it kept her from the discrimination and problems of other townships in the South, and as a lively community of storytellers and musicians, it provided her with a rich background that she would use in the future.

Everything seemed sure and wonderful tin Zora’s world as a child.  Her family had enough to eat, a large house and plenty of land to grow crops.  She could not imagine anything would ever go wrong.
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CHAPTER THREE:

FALLING OFF THE GATEPOST

Zora’s father was a laborer during the week and the town preacher on the weekends.  At one point, he also became the town mayor.  He was a very strong and opinionated man, not afraid to tell people what he thought.
Although she was a tiny woman, Zora’s mother was a former schoolteacher with a strong personality.  She wanted her eight children to become educated, confident, free and strong, independent enough to make their own decisions.

Zora always had a difficult relationship with her father.  She loved to play around and do crazy things that often bothered him.  He thought she was silly, even reckless.  He treated her older sister in a more loving way, since she usually did what she was told to do.  As a religious man, he did not want Zora to read certain books or listen to some of the stories at Joe Clarke’s store.  For Zora’s father, girls needed to obey and keep quiet.

Eatonville had too many things going on for Zora to stay quiet.  She was too busy learning about the people and history of the area, making up stories along the way.  Recognizing Zora’s interests, her mother encourage her to follow her dreams, and that created a special bond between mother and daughter.  Zora felt like her mother was the only one who understood her.

One of Zora’s favorite activities was to sit on a gatepost in front of her house and wave to cars as they passed along the main road.  Zora spent much of her time wondering where the roads led.  She made up stories about the outside world.  Sometimes she even stopped the drivers and asked them if they would like her to go with them up the road.

Then a problem arose.  Zora’s mother became very ill.  She started to lose weight and had to stay in bed.  Zora tried to do all she could, but her mother was getting weaker.  Within a short time, Zora’s mother died.

Zora not only lost her mother and close friend, but she was sent with her sister and brother to a boarding school in another town called Jacksonville.  Her father felt like he would not be able to take care of the children.
As she was taken away from her home, Zora turned and looked back at the gatepost and her home.  For the first time, she felt as if she had fallen from the gatepost, and her world had crashed around her.

The boarding school did not start too badly.  Zora met many new friends and did well in her classes.  She even won a writing contest.  When her sister became too homesick and returned home, however, Zora received some terrible news.  Only two months after her mother had died, her father had married another woman.
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The confusion started to build for Zora.  Her home began to seem like a distant place, as strange and uninviting as some of the stories she had heard about other towns in the South.  When the principal of the school called her into his office, she knew things were only getting worse.
Since her new stepmother did not want to bother with the children, her father had asked the school to adopt Zora and her brother.  The words struck Zora like a fist to her stomach.  Her father wanted to abandon her.  He even failed to send money to pay for her stay at school.  The principal was nice but strict.  Within a few months, he sent home, kicking her out of the school for lack of money.

Her arrival in Eatonville was full of tension.  Refused by her father and stepmother, she was sent off again, this time to with live relatives.

Instead of being a magic carpet to the outside world, the road suddenly became a barren desert for Zora.  She no longer had her family, home or gatepost.  The relatives tired of her extra needs.  The living situations were unsure and troubled, making her feel unwanted and unloved.

Worst of all, she had to drop out of school.  Right in the middle of her education, Zora found she had to work for a living.  Many of the people who had offered her a place to stay wanted some money in return.  For the first time in her life, Zora understood what being poor was like.  She could no longer count on a roof over her head or the food in front of her.  She now gave up the extra things for food.  Zora only had one dress and an old pair of shoes.  Instead of a full plate of food, she got by with what was available, often going to bed hungry.

Zora found work as a maid in the homes of rich families, but the jobs often ended or she drifted away because they were boring or unpleasant.  For years, she worked on, with no place to call her own, feeling trapped and very lonely.

One day, Zora’s older brother made her an offer.  If she could help his new wife and baby, he would pay her enough money to go back to school.  Zora jumped at the chance, moving to his town.  Within days, though, she realized that her brother was not going to let her go to school.  He just wanted her to be his private maid.

Lying in her bed at night, tired from the long day’s work, Zora had the horrible thought that she would be stuck in this world of hopelessness for the rest of her life.  Her dream of getting an education now seemed like a nightmare without an end.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
ON THE ROAD

One day, Zora met a white woman, who soon became a close friend.  The woman invited Zora to meet her daughter, who was Zora’s age, and the two young girls liked each other right away.  Hearing about Zora’s situation, the girl and her mother came up with an idea.  A traveling theater group was in town, and one of the actresses needed a special assistant.
The opportunity seemed like the only way out for Zora.  She did not even say anything about it to her brother.  Arriving at the theater, she introduced herself to the actress, whose name was Madame M, and asked for the job.

Luck had finally come Zora’s way.  Madame M gave Zora the job and told her to be ready to leave the next night.

Formed in the North, traveling around to cities in the South and on the East Coast, the theater group treated Zora like a member of the troupe.  They pushed her to read and made her a part of their daily activities.  The traveling introduced Zora to the larger cities, as well as to a circle of artists more interested in their performances and art than the racial conflicts of the day.  Zora felt a kinship with the actors and artists.  She enjoyed the drama and laughter.  She liked the freedom of expression.  Zora saw that life could be more than the hard work and pain of struggles, and the theater members urged Zora to keep her goals high.

For over a year, Zora stayed with the troupe and enjoyed her chance to see other parts of the United States.

Zora was not completely satisfied with the comfortable life of the theater group.  She wanted to return to school and make something of herself.  As her mother had hoped, education now returned to her dream.  The experience with Madame M was an open door to a second chance, and Zora made up her mind to take the next step.

Arriving in Baltimore, Maryland, with almost no money in her pocket, wanting to return to school, Zora said good-bye to her job with the theater troupe, and the new world of Baltimore became her entrance exam to the world of learning.

Zora was not alone in the northeastern industrial city.  African-Americans from the South were beginning to move to the North in great numbers before World War I in 1917.  Seeking to fill the labor shortage during the war in the northern factories and hoping to escape the discrimination of a southern economy that still depended on cheap labor and poverty, over one million black men, women and children moved to the North by the end of the 1920s.
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Some people refer to this large movement of people as the “The Great Migration,” and thousands of black people fled to the North after the war.  Besides the economic problems of the South, African-Americans believed that a better life awaited them in the large northern cities.
Like Zora, the African-American community was coming alive with hope and faith in the future.
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CHAPTER FIVE:

BACK TO SCHOOL

To be an unmarried black woman in a large city in those days was rare.  With no friend, little money and a dream of education to depend on, Zora had to jump into the task of finding a place to live and a job.  Her plan was quite risky and daring.
Soon working as a waitress, Zora’s plans to return to school suddenly were put off when she became very ill.  Fighting for her life, she was raced to the hospital.  She had to have an operation.  More than anything, the scare of death and uncertainty pushed Zora to keep on and to enroll in school.

Zora lived two lives.  She worked all day as either a waitress or maid, and then went to school in the evening, only to study late into the night.  Having missed so many years of school, as well as falling out of the habit of studying, she had to work twice as hard just to catch up.  She was much older than many of the other students.  Some of them even made fun of Zora’s one dress and one pair of shoes, but this did not bother Zora.  She knew how to laugh at herself, and before long, she was one of the most popular students in the night school and assisted the teachers.

Zora loved literature the most.  When the teachers would read aloud or quote famous literary texts, she felt like they were speaking right to her.  Late at night, she began to write herself, often remembering her experiences as a child in Florida.  The details of the region remained in her memory as if she had only left the day before.

Zora’s hard work and double life paid off.  Encouraged by her teachers and fellow students, Zora enrolled in the regular high school.  Her willpower, quick learning and energy impressed everyone.  One literature teacher was especially surprised by her writing.  Several people even thought she should move to Washington, DC, where should could attend Howard University.

Zora did not look back.  Howard University was the best black university in America.  Moving to another city was tough, forcing her to find another job and living situation, but by now, Zora was sure that education was going to be her way into a new and better life.

Her busy life never slowed down.  Working full-time, Zora enrolled at Howard University as a freshman.  The coursework was much more difficult this time, and Zora found herself studying late at night, with very few hours of sleep.  She often felt a certain discrimination against women at the all-black university.  Their opinions and ideas were not always valued or sought out.  One of the professors even said that he would give all women students a “C” if they would just leave the class.
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The challenge motivated Zora, and the professor, Dr. Alain Locke, who made the rude comment about women, soon began to notice Zora’s abilities.  Some of Zora’s English professors noticed her writing talent, and they pushed her to enter the literary club’s writing contest.  Once again looking back on her experiences as a child in the rural South, Zora wrote a story that the book club selected, and Dr. Locke felt her work was so good that he published it in the school literary magazine.

It was 1921.  Reading her name in print, and then the familiar words and characters that followed in the published story, Zora felt like she was watching another theater performance.  Sitting in the nation’s capital, reading about a young girl in Eatonville, Zora realized that she had come a long way since her days of being abandoned and left to the problems of poverty.

Life still was not easy.  Forced to work more than ever to keep up with her living expenses, Zora had to lessen her class work.  Over a period of seven years, she still had a long way to go to finish her university degree.  Another illness hit Zora, leaving her broke again.

When a notice came in the mail in 1924, Zora suddenly saw a bright light in the distance.  Her entries in the writing contest of the Opportunity magazine had won four prizes.  A letter from the publisher followed, praising her writing and asking her to come to New York City for the awards ceremony.

Zora had reached another stage in her life.  Once again packing up her few belongings, she took the train to New York City.  She arrived with less than $2.00 in her pockets and few clothes, but she was not alone.  She brought her hope and determination with her, and she planned to stay in the city, finish her education and launch her career as a writer.
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CHAPTER SIX:

THE HARLEM RENAISSANCE

With the Great Migration, many thousands of African-Americans went to New York City in search of a new life, and with them came hundreds of aspiring writers and artists.  The action of so many people exploded in the center of Manhattan; in an area know as Harlem.  By the beginning of the 1920s, Harlem had become the center of both the black community and many artistic movements.
The 1920s, called “The Roaring Twenties,” were full of vigor and excitement.  With World War I now over and the economy running at full steam, the nation was bursting with a renewed energy and search for art, music and literature.  The radio was introduced, jazz was popular, and with its huge pool of Africa-American writers, poets and musicians, Harlem started one of the most exciting movements in American literature.

People began to call this period the “Harlem Renaissance,” or time of revival or rebirth.  Black artists themselves spoke about looking for a “new soul” for the African-American community.

For Zora, the city was exploding with new ideas.  Never shy or wary, she jumped into the new literary movement with her usual energy.  When she arrived in New York City, Zora went straight to the apartment of the publisher of the Opportunity magazine.  She knew no one else.  Through her contacts, though, she quickly met several of the notable writers and artists of the time and made many new friends.

Zora soon became a key figure in the literary movement, writing many stories, poems and plays.  One of her well-known stories was the “Eatonville Anthology,” which fictionalized many of the people and events of her hometown.
The Opportunity awards ceremony provided Zora two key contacts for her future.  Realizing that Zora needed a job, a famous writer offered her the chance to be her personal secretary.  Even when the writer learned that Zora was not a good typist, she continued to support Zora.

With her finances covered, Zora met another person who would change the course of her writing.  She received a scholarship to finish her university studies at the acclaimed women’s divisions of Columbia University, Barnard College.  Zora was the only African-American in the school, and she did well in her studies.
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Studying under the direction of the famous anthropologist, Franz Boas, Zora entered the field of anthropology, the study of human cultures, races and traditions.  Although it was a new academic area for Zora, it perfectly fit into her interest of African-American folklore and folk traditions of the South.

While other writers attempted to produce new styles and expressions of writing, Zora found herself involved in rewriting the experiences and traditions of her past.  In her eyes, storytelling was an art, not a backward tradition, and she sought to both save and write stories that reflected this tradition.

Zora received much support and attention at the university.  Within a few years, already well known among the literary community in the city, she realized that she wanted to branch out into other literary areas.

As always, her roots in Eatonville returned.  Paid for by a special grant from the university, Zora was sent back to Florida with the assignment of finding and recording the storytellers of her past.
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CHAPTER SEVEN:

WRITER, STORYTELLER, ANTHROPOLOGIST
Over the next 30 years, Zora collected many stories and wrote books.  She was one of the most important women writers of her time.  She worked especially hard to record the vanishing traditions and stories of the rural African-American communities.  As an anthropologist, she traveled throughout the Deep South, into the Caribbean Islands of Haiti, Jamaica and even into Central America.
Her first trip as an anthropologist was hard.  Returning home as an educated person from the big city made many of her old friends and neighbors dubious of her interest.  Zora found that to record the stories of the past, she needed to return to the old storytellers.  Her journey home was a hard one, and once again, she learned to adapt to the experience.
After returning to New York City, Zora finished and received a degree in anthropology from Barnard College.  For the young girl who had watched from the gatepost, the journey and struggle for an education had been a great one.  Zora was now a well-respected scholar herself.
Going back and forth between writing fiction, collecting stories and researching older folk traditions, Zora continued to move around the world.  In the Deep South, she talked to and recorded one of the last surviving slaves.  She studied the mysterious practices of voodoo in Louisiana and Haiti.  She lived among the old cultures of the mountain people in Jamaica and South America.

As the years passed, and as many African-Americans moved from the small towns and communities in the South to the big cities in the North, many of the old songs and stories of the past began to disappear.  Thanks to Zora Neale Hurston, though, much of the African-American history of these times was not lost.

Zora saw the songs and stories as part of her history and the roots of the African-American experience in the United States.  They also made up a powerful part of history for all Americans.

Some stories and songs were about bad experiences like slavery and discrimination.  Others spoke of the good times and celebrations.  All of them serve to remind us of the important origins of African-American culture.

Zora Neale Hurston, sitting on the gatepost as a child, knew that the road before her was full of experiences, some bad and others good.   When the bad times came, she worked hard to defeat them.  You see, Zora had a dream.  Her dream was to get an education and become a writer; and no matter how hard she had to work to reach her dream, Zora gave it everything she had.  She did not quit.  She just dug in and tried harder.  That is how she rose above being poor and abandoned by her father, and that is what makes her a hero.
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VOCABULARY
abandon – leave behind, give up
acclaimed – famous

adapt – adjust, change, alter

anthology – collection

anthropology – the study of human cultures, races and traditions

chronicles – daily records and events

derogatory – mean, nasty

determination – fixed purpose

discrimination – prejudice, to look down on someone

dubious – suspicious, unsure

fictionalize – to turn reality into made-up situations

kinship – special feeling and connection

literacy – to be able to read and write

migration – to move

notable – important

opinionated – to have and express strong opinions

podium – platform, stage where the speaker stands

racial barriers – restrictions against people based on color

renaissance – rebirth or revival

rural – in the country, small towns

spunk – spirit, courage

troupe – performing arts group

vigor – energy

voodoo – witchcraft

wary – watchful, suspicious
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Describe the town of Eatonville.

2. How did Zora’s life change when her mother died?

3.  What kept Zora’s spirits going?

4.  How did Zora manage to return to school?
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5.  Describe Zora’s struggle to work and go to school at the same time.
6.  What was happening to the African-American community of Harlem in the 1920s?
7.  Why did Zora return to Eatonville from Barnard College?

8.  How did Zora reach her goals of getting an education and becoming a writer?
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9.  Why is Zora Neale Hurston a hero?

10.  What did you learn about the life of Zora Neale Hurston that might help you?
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