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My old mule,

He’s got a grin on his face.
He’s been a mule so long
He’s forgot about his face.

I’'m like that old mule—
Black—and don’t give a dammn!
You got to take me

Like I am. 1)

“Me and the Mule” from L., Hughes
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The galmor of Barnard College was still upon me. I dwelt in marble
halls. T knew where the material was all right. But, I went about
asking, in carefully accented Barnardese, “Pardon me, but do you know
any folk-tales or folk-songs?” . . . No, they had never heard of anything
like that around there ... Considering the mood of my going south, I
went back to New York with my heart beneath my knees and my knees

in some lonesome valley. I stood before Papa Franz and cried salty
tears.” )
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I was glad when somebody told me, “You may go and collect Negro
folklore.” . . . Dr. Boas asked me where I wanted to work and I said,
“Florida, and gave, as my big reason, that “Florida is a place that
draws people — white people from all over the world, and Negroes from
every Southern state surely and some from the North and West,”3)

WLDFEXRTHBEEOENL T, EHADHFMITIHEIX 272, FEF 9 R,
Mrs. Rufus Osgood Mason & @M=V, Robert E. Hemenway DHFFEIC & Ui,
F#E12H 8 H, A AV YyERAEN—ZA P XICH20FN VAR 245/, 351213, BE
HWEINED/-DOBEHEIEMELEH L, €1 Mules and Men D7ERIIKE S
bhofelZEZ bbb, PMHOFEICE L TlX, Jonah’s Gourd Vine 4%, Bp{LAYIC
FATLTCwE b 00, To/NEIZE, Ko7y ¥ CORFEREDRRS, &b
Hh LR D,

(5)

N—A MO ANEFE, RENEROME & /NFHEROMNREORRRE 2O 5 KaER
/NEE Mules and Men 121, T0ORORE L, LA LA Voodoo B\
Hoodoo D ERDIND LN TW5B, /S— M1 Tld, "—AbroEENF-7270
) ¥ @ Eatonville #°$.:T, John & Ole Massa, AR &%, B, Ik,
Possum, ’Gator, Brer Dog, Rabbit, Hawk, Bear, Buzzard, Gopher, Lion,
Owl, The Talking Mule, HRICEEN L OYFE, L EREOHEVID LT
Wb,

K#AETE S o TAMEZE 20, INFTTERAFEIIE-T-bDDEANT
Wik o/ods, EALTEAPHRELIEZRDL S IZ5EL, BL Lo TEDOTH
HE B &b B7-DIZ, Rayfield & Gab’ull % Angel ZFENIZR 54T, HEH <



BAshTwb,

So Rayfield[Raphael] woke em up and tole ’em God wanred em. They
all jumped‘ up and run on up to de th’ one and they was so skeered
they might miss sumpin’ they begin to push and shove one 'nother,
bunmpin’ against all de angels and turnin’ over foot-stools . . . So-God
hollered, “Git back! Git back!” And they misunderstood Him and
thought “Git black,” and they been black ever since. )
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When de nigger opened up his bunndle he found a pick and shovel and
a hoe and a plow and chop-axe and then de white man opned up his
bunndle and found a writin’-pen and ink. So ever since then de nigger
been out in the hot sun, usin’ his toels and de white man been sittin’
up figgerin’, ought’s a ought, figger’s a figger; all for the white man,
none for de nigger. 5’
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Well, Ole John started on down de road. Well, Ole Massa said, “John,
de children love yuh,”

“Yassuh.”

“Ji ohn,‘ I love yuh.”

“Yassuh.”

“And Missy like yuh!”

“Yassuh.”

“But ‘member, John, youse a nigger.”

“Yassuh.”

Ole Massa kept callin’ ’im and his voice was pitiful. But John kept
right on steppin’ to Canada. He answered Ole Massa every time he
called ’im, but he consumed on wid his bag. %’
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-John tole him, “Massa, he had two great big eyes lak balls of fire, and
when he was standin’ up he was sittin’ down and when he moved, he
moved by jerks, and he had most no tail.”*?
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Ah ain’t got no claws to fight with, and Ah ain’t got no feets to git me
out de way. All Ah kin see is feets comin’ to tromple me. Ah can’t tell
who my enemis is and who is my friend. You gimme dis protection in
my mouf and Ah uses it.1¥
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friend, he’ll be keerful. If it’s yo’ enemy, it’s you and him.”!% & OfFHREZ/ED
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But Brer Dog kept right on cuttin’ till he ruint Brer ‘Gator’s face.
Brer ‘Gator was a very handsome gent’man befo’ Brer Dog done him
that a way, and everytime he look in de lookin’ glass he cry like a baby
over de disfiggerment of his face. And dat’s how come de *gator hate de
dog.16)
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He stopped and commenced blowin’ and says, “Ahm so tired. Ah don’t
know whut tuh do.” Lil dog run and set down in front of ’im and went

to hasslin (panting) and Says, “me too.” Dat man is runin’ yet.'®
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Nobody knows for sure how many thousands in America are warmed
by the fire of hoodoo, because the worship is bound in secrecy. It is not
the accepted theology of the Nation and so believes conceal their faith.
Brother from sister, husband from wife.Nobody can say where it begins
or ends. Mouths don’t empty themselves unless the ears are
sympathetic and knowing. That is why these voodoo ritualistic orgies
of Broadway and popular fiction are so laughable. The profound silence
of initiated remains what it is. Hoodoo is not drum beating and
dancing. There are no moon-worshippers among Negroes in America.!?
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But Miss Hurston did more than record these tales. Alert and keenly
observant, she studied the mores, folkways, and superstition, the social
and economic life of those people as an essential background for her
baok. As a result Mules and Men is more than a collection of folklore. It
is valuable picture of the life of the unsophisticated Negro in the small
townsg and backwoods of Florida. To this Miss Hurston has added a
revealing section on hoodoo as practiced in New Orleans, where she



was initiated into the mysteries of cult . . . The value of Mules and Men
is enhanced by the Covarrubias illustrations and by an appendix
containing a glossary, work song, formulas of hoodoo doctors and

paraphernalia of conjure.2?
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The publication of Mules and Men in the fall of 1935 marked the start
of an extended controversy over the nature and value of her work.
Critics argued that a pastoral conception in Mules and Men distorted
the reality of black life in America, . . .22
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Unfortunately, Mules and Mer does not uncover so much that white
collectors have been unable to get. The tales ring genuine, but there
seem to be omissions. The picture is too pastoral, with only a bit of
grumbling about hard work, or a few slave anecdotes that turn the
tables on old master. The bitterness that E.C.L.. Adams recorded in
Nigger to Nigger is not to be found in Mules and Men 2
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Although Mules and Men is interesting, it is disappointingly

superficial for the reader who desires more than entertainment. Miss



Hurston repeatedly identified herself as an anthoropologist, but there
is no evidence of the scholarly procedures which would be expected
from a formally trained anthoropologist or researcher in folklore . . .
Nevertheless, despite the superficiality which limits its scholarly
importance, Mules and Men is an enjoyable work of competent
journalism, which offers valuable insight into a class of people and a

way of life.?¥
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Folk-lore is not as easy to collect as it sounds. The best source is where
there are the least outside influences and those people, being usually
under-privileged, are the shyest. They are most reluctant at times to
reveal that which the soul lives by .2
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Before 1 enter the township, I wish to make acknowledgements to Mrs.
R. Osgood Mason of New York City. She backed my falling in hearty
way, in a spiritual way, and in addition, financed the whole expedition

in the manner of the Great Soul that she is. The world’s most gallant

woman.2®
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