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 Well, finally we get to Zora Neale Hurston.  Please.  Quite a story.  She wrote an 

autobiography called Dust Tracks on a Road which is a pretty good book.  I’ll tell you 

about one of the things in it that — today.  But her novel, Their Eyes Were Watching 

God, which came out in 1937, apparently is much closer to her life than her 

autobiography is.  She concealed a lot of things and changed some things and just flat 

out didn’t tell the truth about some things in the autobiography. 

 She wasn’t born in Eatonville, Florida.  She was born in Alabama, but that 

doesn’t really matter.  They moved there pretty quickly and it was an all-black town.  Her 

autobiography talks about how she would stand by the roadside and wave at the cars 

with the white people driving by, but she didn’t have any other encounters — didn’t have 

any encounters with them until they left there. 

 At any rate, she went to Howard University in Washington, D.C., still a great 

African American school.  But she went to Harlem to get in on the Harlem Renaissance, 

to pursue a literary career.  She became the secretary to Fannie Hurst who was a 

popular novelist of the day.  I mentioned my mother’s library to you.  My mother has five 

or six — or had five or six volumes of Fannie Hurst fiction.  But more important, she 

became connected with Mrs. Osgood Mason who’d been a patron — or was a patron of 

Langston Hughes.  An elderly white patron of the arts is one way to put it. 

 She — Mrs. Osgood Mason was a patron, all right.  She patronized.  She 

condescended to her African American clients and she wanted to control their lives as 

much as she could.  She made them sign over a lot of their literary rights and just really 

was kind of a — I don’t know that much about her except I’ve seen some of the letters 
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that Zora wrote her.  Zora was probably egging her on, but she signed some of her 

letters “Your Little Pickininny” and she’d talk about “I’m scratching my nappy head,” and 

things like that.  Just kind of encouraging this old lady, it seems to me, or making fun of 

her without her knowing it. 

 She went to school at Barnard College which is the women’s college at Columbia 

University where she endured all kinds of persecution from some of the rich white girls 

around there who made fun of her southern speech.  But at the same time, she became 

a pupil of Franz Boas, B-o-a-s, who was one of America’s leading anthropologists.  His 

daughter, by the way, Francesca Boas, was one of America’s leading dancers — 

modern dance.  The — oh, I can’t think of her name.  Born in San Francisco, died when 

she got her — Isadora Duncan.  She was a pupil of Isadora Duncan’s, I believe. 

 She was serious about her studies.  In fact, in the 1930's, she got a couple of 

Guggenheim’s to study folklore.  And she went to Jamaica and she went to Haiti and 

studied zombies, and to read what she says she actually for a time there thought she 

may have come across a couple of zombies.  She also traveled the back roads of 

Florida and Georgia and Alabama alone, an African American woman driving these 

back roads, but she carried a chrome plated pistol.  I mean, that’s the kind of woman 

Zora Neale Hurston was.  She didn’t take much from anybody.  She was pretty much 

her own person as you can tell from what she wrote. 

 As it says, her work “was not entirely popular with the male intellectual leaders of 

the Harlem community.  She quarreled especially with Langston Hughes.”  She and 

Langston Hughes had a falling-out over a play that they co-wrote, actually.  But also she 
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didn’t have much truck with those people who said that you have to present the race in 

an extraordinarily positive light.  She said she just wrote to present people as they are.  

Black or white, it didn’t matter to her.  I think you can tell that, too, from the writing. At 

any rate, I recommend Their Eyes Were Watching God and Dust Tracks on a Road, 

either one. 

 Her life was tragic.  She was ill off and on and often in poverty.  In fact, she died 

penniless in ‘69.  In 1968, living in a welfare home, I believe, in Florida.  She made a lot 

of things possible.  They describe Their Eyes Were Watching God as a novel about an 

African American woman’s quest for selfhood.  Does that make you think of maybe 

Alice Walker’s The Color Purple or Toni Morrison’s Sula, or a whole genre of literature 

that followed. 

 My favorite story about Zora Neale Hurston — and I hope this is true — is that 

one time she was rushing to get on the subway in New York and she didn’t have any 

change or a token.  And there was a blind beggar there with a little cup and she said, “I 

need this more than you do.  I’ll pay you back,” and got her change.  So an interesting 

woman in many, many, many ways. 

 The Eatonville Anthology  from 1927, this is an example of her folklore collection.  

I’m going fast today because I promise you we’re gonna do F. Scott Fitzgerald, too.  I 

don’t know when we’re gonna do him, but we probably will get him pretty much done.  

These are based on real people and also folk stories and urban legends.  But “The 

Pleading Woman,” for instance.  Mrs. Tony Roberts is the pleading woman.  Second 

paragraph: 
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She starts at the store.  “Mist’ Clarke,” [I can just hear her] she sing-songs 

in a high keening voice, “gimme lil’ piece uh meat tuh boil a pot uh greens 

wid.  Lawd knows me an’ mah chillen is so hongry!  Hits uh SHAME!  Tony 

don’t fee-ee-eee-ed me!: 

Hurston used to break ‘em up all the time in New York with her stories and her 

characterizations of the people that she knew.  She apparently was a real good mimic. 

 “Turpentine Love.”  Well, this is what you get for fits.  Give somebody some 

turpentine in the eye and that’ll do it. 

 Or Part III.  

Becky Moore [speaks for itself] has eleven children of assorted colors and 

sizes.  She has never been married, but that is not her fault.  She has 

never stopped any of the fathers of her children from proposing, so if she 

has no father for her children it’s not her fault.  The men round about are 

entirely to blame. 

The other mothers of the town are afraid that it is catching.  They won’t let 

their children play with hers. 

That last sentence is sad. 

 “Tippy” the dog who sucks eggs.  I’ve always heard of egg-sucking dogs so here 

is one.  “For these offenses he has been sentenced to death dozens of times, and the 

sentences executed upon him, only they didn’t work.” 

 The story about that old man with a train?  She wrote about rural people, black 

and white.  Can you believe that it’s possible that he could live that long and never see 
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a train?  It’s possible.  There are people in some parts of the South who’ve never been 

out of the county that they were born in.  I knew a — I met a 90-year-old woman who 

lived 26 miles from Atlanta and had never been there, you know.  Isn’t that incredible?  

Anyway, the grownups kept telling him he ought to go see a train.  Well, he still doesn’t 

know what one looks like ‘cause it scared the horses. 

 “Coon Taylor.”  “Coon Taylor never did any real stealing.  Of course, if he saw a 

chicken or a watermelon he’d take it.”  Remember what Pap Finn, Huckleberry’s dad, 

called that? Borrowing.  Remember?  I’m gonna borrow a chicken or a watermelon.  So 

Joe Clarke — you notice that Joe Clarke is the whole town.  He’s the mayor, the 

postmaster, the store owner.  He sets up one night in his melon patch with a shotgun 

loaded with rock-salt, but he can’t resist the soft green cane.  This is something else 

about the South.  Have any of you ever experienced that?  A couple of you, it seems to 

me, have some southern connections?  Louisiana and Georgia you can get this stuff.  

Sugar cane.  It’s green sugar cane.  It’ll rot your teeth.  But they suck the raw sugar out 

of it.  And peanuts, boiled peanuts.  Have you ever boiled peanuts? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Anybody like them? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Oh, he must’ve boiled them himself.  The only boiled peanuts I’ve ever had came 

in a can. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Oh, they’d sell ‘em on the street?  I’ve never come across that.  Like tamales?  
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Yeah?  Oh, yeah.  I’ve had some good Brunswick stew from places on the roadside in 

the South.  No, I knew a woman who would ship crates of canned boiled peanuts ‘cause 

she couldn’t get ‘em where she was living and she had to have ‘em.  They really are 

pretty disgusting, you know.  I’ve never had cane.  I’ve seen people chew it.  It’s bitter 

really. 

 Number VII, what they call “Village Fiction,” I would call an urban legend. 

He claims that while he was in Orlando one day he saw a doctor cut open 

a woman, remove everything--liver, lights and heart included--clean each 

of them separately; the doctor then washed out the empty woman, dried 

her out neatly with a towel and replaced the organs so expertly that she 

was up and about her work in a couple of weeks. 

 I would rather something like Number VIII — I think is more enjoyable — which is 

really in the so-called tall tale tradition.  This guy 

Sewell is a man who lives all to himself.  He moves a great deal.  So often, 

that ‘Lige Mosely says his chickens are so used to moving that every time 

he comes out into his backyard the chickens lie down and cross their legs, 

ready to be tied up again. 

Yeah.  Well, these tall tales. 

 Mrs. Joe Clarke is, of course, Joe Clarke’s wife.  “She is a soft-looking, middle-

aged woman, whose bust and stomach are always holding a get-together.”  Can’t you 

see that?  “They say he used to beat her in the store when he was a young man, but he 

is not so impatient now.  He can wait until he goes home.”  Lot of wife-beating going on 
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here.  You can see how this might offend some people’s sensibilities but I think it’s 

wonderful.  It’s folklore. 

 “Mrs. McDuffy goes to Church every Sunday and always shouts and tells her 

‘determination’  [her testimony].   Her husband always sits in the back row and beats her 

as soon as they get home.”  Anyway, he says — they say, “She’s gonna do it anyway 

so why do you keep beating her?”  “He answered that she just did it for spite and that 

his fist was just as hard as her head.  So the village let the matter rest.” 

 This “Double-Shuffle” is interesting.  A breakdown is a dance party.  There’s a 

great scene in The Color Purple based 

on this kind of thing.  You know what a 

grand march is?  You know, you work 

the grand march?  Women line up on 

one side of the room and the men line 

up on the other, and then the music 

starts and you come down and get your 

partner that way.  You have to kind of try 

to count if you possibly can.  These 

lyrics are great.  “Some love cabbage, 

some love kale / But I love a gal wid a 

short skirt tail.”  I’m ready to hear Little 

Richard there — you know, “Good Golly 

Miss Molly” — to come right in after that.  
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It’s an early rock ‘n roll type of lyric.  I 

like this, too.  “The men would stick their 

arms out with a flourish and ask their 

ladies: ‘You lak chicken?  Well, then, 

take a wing.’”   The ladies 

would take the proferred “wings” and 

parade up to the long table and be 

served.  Of course most of them had 

brought baskets in which were heaps of 

jointed and fried chicken, two or three 

kinds of pies, cakes, potato pone and 

chicken purlo.  The hall would separate 

into happy groups about the baskets 

until time for more dancing. 

 Zora Neale Hurston was apparently quite a cook and she would fix up huge 

batches of gumbo for her Yankee friends in New York.  I could just imagine, if they’d 

never had that before, how wonderful that would be.  Have we talked about gumbo?  I 

thought we — I don’t know how gumbo came up.  What were we talking about?  In “The 

Awakening.”  Okay. 

 By the way, there’s a relatively new — I think 2002 — biography called Wrapped 

in Rainbows about Zora Neale Hurston by Valerie Boyd, and her letters were published 

in 2001.  I haven’t looked at the letters, but I read some reviews and apparently the 
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letters to that old lady in New York are in there among other things.  But they’re kind of 

interesting. 

 Well, my favorite tale, I believe, has to be “The Head of the Nail.” 

Daisy Taylor was the town vamp. . . . She was quite dark, with little bushy 

patches of hair squatting over her head.  These were held down by 

shingle-nails often.  No one knows whether she did this for artistic effect or 

for lack of hairpins. 

You know what a shingle-nail looks like?  Got a real wide head on top.  I can see how 

she might be able to stick that in there, but just imagine having your hair full of shingle-

nails when somebody comes after you with an ax-handle. 

Daisy flirted with married men.  There were only two single men in town. 

Lum Boger, who was engaged to the assistant school-teacher, and Hiram 

Lester, who had been off to school at Tuskegee and wouldn’t look at a 

person like Daisy. 

Of course, he would be from the Booker T. Washington school of thought and would not 

at all have anything to do with a woman like that. 

 But she has this affair with Crooms.  “He was even known to have bought her a 

pair of shoes.”  Apparently, buying shoes for women was a pretty important thing.  Don’t 

you like the way this scene goes?  She just flaunts it.  “The more Daisy played the game 

of getting Mrs. Crooms’ goat, the better she liked it.” 

 Well, 

There was a box of ax-handles on display on the porch, propped up 
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against the door jamb.  As Daisy stepped upon the porch, Mrs. Crooms 

leaned the heavy end of one of those handles heavily upon her head. 

Don’t you like that, “leaned it heavily”?  It’s a good way of saying “whacked her.” 

She staggered from the porch to the ground and the timid Laura, fearful of 

a counter-attack, struck again . . . 

She’s hitting her again because she’s afraid she’ll fight back. 

. . . and Daisy toppled into the town ditch.  There was not enough water in 

there to do more than muss her up.  Every time she tried to rise, down 

would come that ax-handle again.   

Well, finally one of the men looks down.  “Is she hurt much?”  

 “I don’t know,” Elijah answered.  “I was just looking to see if Laura had 

been lucky enough to hit one of those nails on the head and drive it in.” 

Before a week was up, Daisy moved to Orlando.  There in a wider sphere, 

perhaps, her talents as a vamp were appreciated. 

 “Sister Cal’line Potts was a silent woman.”  This story is also in her 

autobiography in an extended version about Caroline and Mitchell Potts who had a 

weakness for women. 

Once he took up with Delphine--called Mis’ Pheeny by the town.  She lived 

on the outskirts on the edge of the piney woods.  The town winked and 

talked.  People don’t make secrets of such things in villages. 

How many of you have read Sula?  Anybody read Sula?  And that’s set in Ohio.  But 

you know how the village is close-knit and everybody knows everybody else’s business, 
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and there’s usually a woman like Miss Caroline — turns out to be Sula in the book.  “So 

the town waited and the longer it waited, the odds changed slowly from the wife to the 

husband.”  But then “He ducked around the corner of the house quickly, but even so, his 

wife glimpsed the package.  Very much like a shoe box.  So!” 

 Well, it ends after she slips on her shoes and they see him going down the road, 

and then they see her coming after him, wearing one of his old Stetson hats, with an 

axe slung over her shoulder, following in his wake.  Well, in the autobiography, she 

beats him up with that axe-handle and comes back with a pair of shoes.  Everybody 

watches her coming back and then he’s coming up the road like this with his head all 

bloody.  So she got the shoes as well. 

 The thing about the dog and the rabbits is just an old folktale, a classic folktale.  

Joel Chandler Harris.  What did he write?  The Brer Rabbit stories, the Uncle Remus 

stories.  Joel Chandler Harris was from — not Eatonville — Eatonton, Georgia.  He was 

born in 1848 and didn’t die until 1908, and the Uncle Remus stories started coming out 

in 1881.  These were simply stories that he had been told by laborers on the plantation.  

In Georgia, if you’ve got more than three acres it’s a plantation.  You know, it’s just a 

farm, but it’s a plantation.  You can visit his birthplace — and I did once back in 1968 

and it was segregated.  This was the home of the Uncle Remus stories and black 

schoolchildren were not allowed to visit. 

 Well, aren’t you worried about dogs’ tongues that split?  You ever see that split 

down the middle of a dog’s tongue?  I didn’t make that up.  Well, this is how it comes.  

You remember Brer Rabbit and all that “Don’t throw me in the briar patch”? 
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Finally one night Mr. Dog popped the question right out.  “Miss Coon,” he 

says, “Ma’am, also Ma’am which would you rather be--a lark flyin’ or a 

dove a settin’?” 

Now, we have to be told later that that’s a proposal.  Because Mr. Rabbit does the same 

thing. 

“Oh, Miss Nancy,” he says.  “Ma’am, also Ma’am, if you’d see me settin’ 

straddle of a mud-cat leadin’ a minnow, what would you think?  Ma’am 

also Ma’am?”  Which is an out and out proposal as everybody knows. 

At any rate, the rabbit tricks the dog. 

“Thass all right, Brer Dog.  But if I had a sweet voice like you got, I’d have 

it worked on and make it sweeter.” 

No sooner did Mr. Dog poke out his tongue than Mr. Rabbit split it with a 

knife and ran for all he was worth to a hollow stump and hid hisself. 

This is why dogs chase rabbits and this is why dogs have split tongues.  It all goes back 

to this courtship.  Well, I think it’s amazing. 

 It’s also amazing that “How it Feels to Be Colored Me” is the selection that they 

put in here rather than an excerpt from the autobiography or the novel.  This was a very 

controversial piece of writing when it appeared in 1928 and it got her in some trouble.  It 

continues to trouble people.  The review I read of her — of the new autobiography 

points out that they don’t even mention one of the most famous statements that she 

ever made in her writing in the autobiography.  They gloss right over it and go past it.  

And that is this quote in the middle of the long paragraph on the second page. “Slavery 
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is the price I paid for civilization, and the choice was not with me.”  And she has — she 

came in for criticism when she said it the first time, or when she said it, and she’s been 

criticized for it subsequently. 

 I like the way she’s so offhand about this.  The audience of this — who’s the 

audience?  This is 1928.  “How It Feels to Be Colored Me.”  A white audience, I think 

she’s writing for primarily.   

I am colored but I offer nothing in the way of extenuating circumstances 

except the fact that I am the only Negro in the United States whose 

grandfather on the mother’s side was not an Indian chief. 

Some of you aren’t gonna get that.  But I can see how that might offend some people, 

too. 

 She just — she didn’t go along with a lot of the — well, for instance, she wasn’t a 

segregationist but she also said that she didn’t like the idea of abandoning black 

schools.  She said, “I don’t think we should abandon Negro school teachers” and that 

we should abandon what she called self-association that such schools afforded.  Of 

course, she went to an all black college for a time.  She said that it contradicts racial 

pride, that striving for integration contradicted racial pride.  And, in a way, you can see 

how that was sort of the Booker T. Washington attitude and definitely now the W. D. 

DuBois. 

 She considered Richard Wright, one of our greatest novelists , demeaning, 

thought his writing was demeaning, because he seemed to be always whining and 

complaining about his state.  Anybody ever read Black Boy?  Well, in a chapter of that 
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he killed a rat in a house and, you know, it’s a bad situation.  I don’t call that whining 

exactly, but she thought it was.  She says she’s never, you know, blamed or tried to 

extenuate her circumstances because of her race. 

 As she says — bottom of the first page, 

But I am not tragically colored.  There is no great sorrow dammed up in 

my soul, nor lurking behind my eyes.  I do not mind at all.  I do not belong 

to the sobbing school of Negrohood who hold that nature somehow has 

given them a lowdown dirty deal and whose feelings are all hurt about it. 

I think her attitude is — of course, her attitude now is a contemporary attitude, but in 

1928 it wasn’t.  

 She talks about how, when she was sent to school in Jacksonville and left 

Eatonville, that was when she found that she was now a little colored girl.  She also 

found that out at Columbia.  And she mentions that, right in the middle of the next page: 

“I feel most colored when I am thrown against a sharp white background.  For instance 

at Bernard.  ‘Besides the waters of the Hudson’ I feel my race.”  Of the Hudson because 

it’s in New York.  Well, Columbia is right next to Harlem anyway. 

Sometimes it is the other way around.  A white person is set down in our 

midst, but the contrast is just as sharp for me.  For instance, when I sit in 

the drafty basement that is The New World Cabaret with a white person, 

my color comes.  

That’s a Harlem nightclub.  And the jazz orchestra plays and they grow rambunctious, 

and I don’t know.  I’ve always felt kind of odd about this whole scene.  After she 
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describes the music and her pulse throbbing and so forth, at the end she says when 

they finish playing she finds “the white friend sitting motionless in his seat smoking 

calmly.” 

“Good music they have here,” he remarks, drumming the table with his 

fingertips.” 

Music.  The great blobs of purple and red emotion have not touched him.  

He has only heard what I felt.  He is far away and I see him but dimly 

across the ocean and the continent that have fallen between us.  He is so 

pale with his whiteness then and I am so colored. 

I guess he has no rhythm.  You know, it just seems almost like cliche. 

 But have you ever seen Eddie Murphy do white-face — Eddie Murphy do white-

face?  You know who he looks like?  Next time you see him do it, you look at it — me.  

It’s the darndest thing you’ve — he always puts a little mustache on and he can do it.  

He can do it so well.  It’s fair for Eddie Murphy to do that, I guess.  I don’t know.  I don’t 

mind it.  But you notice how you really talk when you hear Eddie Murphy do it.  You 

know, I didn’t realize we talked that way. 

At certain times [she says] I have no race, I am me.  When I set my hat at 

a certain angle and saunter down Seventh Avenue, Harlem City, feeling 

as snooty as the lions in front of the Forty-Second Street Library, for 

instance. 

And that’s just her.  And those lions do look a little snooty. 

 She calls herself the cosmic Zora.  “I belong to no race nor time.  I am the eternal 
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feminine with its string of beads.”  Then she says, “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?  It’s beyond me.”  And then she winds up with 

this bag metaphor which I think is kind of nice. 

 Well, the thing to do with Zora Neale Hurston is to read something else.  Read 

the novel or read the autobiography because they’re good. 

 F. Scott Fitzgerald in 11 minutes.  1896 to 1940.  Notice the dates.  He died at 

44.  Think of Edna St. Vincent Millay’s “My candle burns at both ends.”  Well, his burned 

at both ends and it didn’t last long.  1920s and ‘30s.  The 1920s, of course, the Jazz 

Age.  Prohibition and the music and all that went with it.  In fact, Jazz Age — Fitzgerald 

was somehow credited with giving the time the term because of his short story 

collection, Tales of the Jazz Age, that came out in 1922. 

 His titles are great.  Look at some of these.  Flappers and Philosophers, 1921.  

The Beautiful and Damned, 1922.  This Side of Paradise — I really like that.  Tender is 

the Night.  He was really good.  He was from St. Paul, Minnesota.  There’s some 

parallels between his life and the hero of Winter Dreams — a few.  For instance, the 

hero in that book goes for a time to a college back East which he can ill afford and takes 

on some of the mannerisms there, and that’s where he meets these young men in these 

prep schools and — who have extraordinarily nice clothes and the offhand demeanor of 

knowing how to live and how to so when he didn’t because he’s from St. Paul in the 

Midwest. 

 That was what happened to Fitzgerald when he went to Princeton.  He didn’t 
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graduate, but he did meet Edmund Wilson, Edmund Bunting Wilson, there who became 

one of our most important literary critics and a friend of Fitzgerald all his life and who 

helped bring his reputation back after his death.  

 Fitzgerald joined the Army but the war ended before he was shipped out.  But 

this was extraordinarily important for him because he was stationed at an Army base in 

the South in Montgomery, Alabama, where he met Zelda Sayre.  Zelda Sayre.  I always 

think that name is wonderful.  And she was the most beautiful girl in that county.  To 

look at her picture, you wouldn’t really think so but I guess by the standards of the 

twenties, I guess she was.  She had kind of a sour look, it seems to me, and the little 

bow lips and wide eyes set apart, and those awful hats that they pulled down in the 

‘20s, if you know what I’m talking about. 

 She was the daughter of a judge, I believe.  She had a little money.  And just like 

our girl in the story, when she found out Fitzgerald was poor, that was it.  ‘Cause he told 

her he loved her and he wanted to marry her.  And as a soldier, you know, how could 

she tell what he was up to?  He had all these manners, he’d been to Princeton, and she 

found out he was poor.  She said, “Come back when you’re rich.”  So he did.  He wrote 

This Side of Paradise and it was a best-seller.  He was famous overnight and well-to-do 

overnight, and so she married him right away.  And they spent the rest of their time 

together, spending the money. 

 He wrote tons of short stories.  Some people said he wrote too many.  In fact, 

one figure here is 178.  Published in the Saturday Evening Post and the old Collier’s, 

and magazines like that.  I believe Esquire published him.  Arnold Gingrich, the editor of 
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that, was a friend of his.  But they spent it as soon as they made it.  They moved to 

Europe to save money.  In the ‘20s and ‘30s, that’s why Hemingway went there.  You 

could live on — he had an income of $5,000.  You could live in Paris in very high style 

with servants and taxis and restaurants, the whole thing, which of course they did.  

Many famous stories about them jumping into fountains at hotels and otherwise acting 

up.  Riding on the tops of taxicabs and in general being the flaming youth, but it caught 

up with them. 

 Rich and famous at 24.  They mention their only child, a daughter, born in 1921.  

Her name is Scottie.  And the remarkable thing about Scottie is when she went off to 

school, Scott Fitzgerald wrote his daughter letters, beautiful letters, wonderful letters.  

She didn’t read them, but she had enough sense to keep them.  And they came out, oh, 

several years ago, the publication of letters to his daughter.  They were really beautiful 

things, you know.  Truly he had no idea she wasn’t reading them.  I mean, I’ve seen that 

happen.  I remember watching a friend of mine in college get mail and it was a letter 

from his dad.  He opened it up, took the tickets to the racetrack out, and tossed the 

letter — which I thought somehow was a little — not nice, you know.  You ought to at 

least read the old man’s note if he’s sending you the tickets and some cash. 

 Well, The Great Gatsby came out in 1925 and it is a classic and a masterpiece.  

I’ve forgotten how good The Great Gatsby was until I read it a couple of years ago — 

reread it — and it really is good.  Do they still make you read that in high school?  I have 

never understood really quite why that would be a good high school book. 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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 Oh, Robert Redford and Mia Farrow.  Mia Farrow could not be Daisy Buchanan.  

No, I don’t think that’s right.  How many of you liked it when you read it in high school?  

Well, there’s some hands.  I didn’t have to read it in high school.  I had to read it in 

college and I — I was mainly taken by the narration of it, Nick Carraway, and that the 

story is told by the guy who lives next-door — or in that little house next-door.  You 

know, thinking back, it wasn’t such a bad film.  It was beautifully produced.  At least the 

scene when Gatsby — Robert Redford as Gatsby — gets those shirts out and starts 

throwing those beautiful shirts around.  However that may be. 

 As they say, Scott became alcoholic and Zelda broke down in 1930 and spent 

most of the rest of her life in mental institutions.  In fact, she died in a sanatorium in 

Asheville, North Carolina, the Highland Hospital, in 1948, eight years after Scott’s death 

when she was 47 years old.  There was a fire and the doors were locked, and nine 

women burned to death in the fire in that thing.  It was a terrible way for her to go. 

 She — oh, she claimed that he plagiarized her stories and that may be true.  

They were always at each other.  It was one of these love/hate, intense relationships.  

Hemingway, of course, in his opinion, Zelda’s whole goal in life was to put Scott out of 

business and that’s what he believed happened to him. 

 For a time there, starting in 1937, he went to Hollywood and wrote screenplays.  

There he met Sheila Graham who was a Hollywood gossip columnist.  She helped him 

try to sober up, and this and that, and she wrote a book about their relationship called 

Beloved Infidel.  Of course, he died of a heart attack at 44 in 1940. 

 Edmund Wilson published posthumously The Crack-Up in 1945 and he also did a 
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strange thing.  Fitzgerald had not quite finished a book called The Last Tycoon which is 

set in Hollywood and has a movie background, but he had all but the last couple of 

chapters and Wilson published it —  he was his literary executor — with the outline of 

what he intended to do.  So it’s very strange to read.  Because here you’ve got the 

novel and all of a sudden you just had the outline of how it would go.  I know some 

people who would prefer to have all novels that way.  That you just have the outline and 

you don’t have to mess with all that stuff that goes in-between, all that dialogue and 

description. 

 Well, he was only 26 when he published Winter Dreams and he was already an 

established author.  But I think one reason they put it in here is it does have a few 

elements of autobiography.  One thing to notice about F. Scott Fitzgerald — he’s called 

the chronicler of the Jazz Age and that is because the culture, the surrounding details of 

the life of the time is in books.  You notice that this guy is driving a Pierce-Arrow 

automobile.  This one is not as specific as many of his stories are.  When they’re out on 

the raft and a band at the country club, I guess it is, is playing, he tells you the name of 

the songs.  They’re all from Broadway shows.  So that it gives you the atmosphere.  

When people buy dinner in Paris in one of his novels, he tells you what the dinner costs.  

He tells you what the tip was and what’s showing on the stage when you’re there.  Nice 

details like that.  Real settings like the Ritz Hotel in Paris. 

 I imagine Don Cheever for suburbia in the 1950s would be kind of in that 

tradition.  His real inheritor would be John Updike for middleness, at any rate — the 

middle class.  I mean, when you read a John Updike novel, you read Rabbit is Rich, I 
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think it’s about from 1988 or thereabouts, you’ll know exactly what’s going on.  Or — I 

mean, the political background and the music and the food and the bands, it’s all there. 

 Well, first meets her when she’s eleven.  You know what the golf teacher is?  

That’s for golf pro.  I like the scene when she hits the old man with the ball. 

“Do you mind if we go through?” 

  “You hit me in the stomach!” thundered Mr. Hedrick. 

“Did I?”  The girl approached the group of men.  “I’m sorry.  I yelled ‘Fore!’  

Did  Did I bounce off into the rough?” 

Then she tells her friend, 

“Here I am!  I’d have gone on the green except that I hit something.” 

I hit something.  Duh. 

 “She was arrestingly beautiful.”  There’s a good example of telling and not 

showing.  But did you get an idea what Judy looked like through this? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 It’s a weird mouth thing.  It really is a weird mouth thing.  It’s a smirk and then 

sometimes it’s not, but everybody wants to kiss her.  That’s part of it.  “‘Good-looking!’ 

cried Mr. Hedrick contemptuously.  ‘She always looks as if she wanted to be kissed!  

Turning those big cow-eyes on every young calf in town!’” 

 Well, they meet and she’s breaking up with this guy because he asked her if she 

had an ideal.  I like — page 1650.  He says, “I’m afraid I’m boring you.”  And she says, 

“You’re not.  I like you.  But I’ve just had rather an unpleasant afternoon.  

There was a--man I cared about.  He told me out of a clear sky that he 
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was poor as a church mouse.  He’d never even hinted it before.  Does this 

sound horribly mundane?” 

  “Perhaps he was afraid to tell you.” 

“I suppose he was,” she answered thoughtfully.  “He didn’t start right.  You 

see, if I’d thought of him as poor--well, I’ve been mad about loads of poor 

men, and fully intended to marry them all.  But in this case, I hadn’t 

thought of him that way and my interest in him wasn’t strong enough to 

survive the shock.” 

I have a feeling that that’s what Zelda Sayre said to Scott Fitzgerald when she found out 

that he wasn’t wealthy.  “He kissed her curious and lovely mouth and committed himself 

to the following of a grail.” 

 Well, she is quite the flirt and there’s always a dozen men around, and when a 

new guy comes to town the other guys just — “Well, I’ll find something else to do.”  That 

guy from New York didn’t last but a paragraph.  He visited for half of September. 

To Dexter’s agony, rumor engaged them.  The man was the son of the 

president of a great trust company.  But at the end of a month it was 

reported that Judy was yawning.  At a dance one night she sat all evening 

in a motor boat with an old beau, while the New Yorker searched the club 

for her frantically.  She told the old beau that she was bored with her 

visitor and two days later he left.  She was seen with him at the station 

and it was reported that he looked very mournful indeed. 

 Another thing about this old-fashioned kind of story-telling is that the narrative 
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voice intrudes to say things like, “Remember this part” or “This is not the part I’m talking 

about” or “You have to understand this before you can understand what happened.”  

Does that bother you when he does that?  I kind of got a kick out of it.  It’s kind of like 

somebody telling you a story about somebody they know. 

 Well, she caused him untold inconvenience and not a little trouble.  She insults 

him.  She goes riding with other guys.  And the old puppy dog, he’s still there.  But then 

when he’s 25 years old, he gets engaged to Irene Scheerer.  And she’d been down in 

Florida and Hot Springs, Judy had, and pretends she doesn’t know about it.  But Irene 

has a headache.  Maybe it was a good idea that she had a headache because it saved 

her from Dexter.  So she goes for a ride in his car and leaves the dance.  Does she 

know about his engagement?  Is that the kind of woman she is? 

“You’re handsomer than you used to be.  Dexter, you have the most 

rememberable eyes.” 

He could have laughed at this [remember he’s like 25 years old], but he 

did not laugh.  It was the sort of thing that was said to sophomores.  Yet it 

stabbed at him. 

“I’m awfully tired of everything, kiddo.”  She called everyone kiddo. [He 

says] “I wish you’d marry me.” 

“I think we’d get along,” she continued, “unless probably you’ve forgotten 

me and fallen in love with another girl.” 

Well, that’s for sure.  She knows or she wouldn’t have said that. 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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 She just doesn’t want to share?  Can’t stand the idea of one of her men -- 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 When he’s not attainable.  That might be it.  But she says, 

“Oh, take me home.  I don’t want to go back to that idiotic dance--with 

those children.” 

 And then she says — is this moving?  Does this get you on her side? 

“I’m more beautiful than anybody else, why can’t I be happy?”  Her moist 

eyes tore at his stability--mouth turned slowly downward with an exquisite 

sadness.  “I’d like to marry you if you’ll have me, Dexter.  I suppose you 

think I’m not worth having but I’ll be so beautiful for you, Dexter.” 

A million phrases of anger, of pride, of passion, of hatred, of tenderness 

fought on his lips. 

You know, I guess this works both ways.  I guess women have experiences like this as 

well, do you suppose?  I don’t know.  It just seems to me that this is a man’s story. 

Then a perfect wave of emotion washed over him, carrying off with it a 

sediment of wisdom, of convention, of doubt, of honor.  This was his girl 

who was speaking, his own, his beautiful, his pride. 

Didn’t take much. 

“Won’t you come in?” he heard her draw in her breath sharply.  Waiting. 

“All right,” his voice was trembling.  “I’ll come in.” 

Well, that’s the end of the engagement with Miss Scheerer.  “It seems strange to say 

that neither when it was over nor a long time afterward did he regret that night.”  We get 
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from our narrator. 

 Were you surprised that we pick up 10 years later?  That’s really kind of an 

unusual thing to happen.  We’re so used to short fiction.  Short fiction pretty much has 

time, place and action in one spot.  You get the whole thing done right away.  Ten years 

later.  I started to ask you for a reading question, what he did for a living, because I 

thought that was bizarre, too.  Laundries.  Smart — apparently. 

 So I don’t know.  Are you gonna go to your high school reunion?  Let’s see.  Your 

first one will be coming up in about, oh, six years — five, six years?  Twentieth coming 

up?  In May?  Which one is it?  The tenth?  Oh, the tenth.  I missed by tenth but the 

twentieth was great.  All those girls you thought were so cute when they were 18 were 

lovely at 38.  It was just amazing.  You won’t believe it, but they really were.  They took 

care of themselves, you know. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Yeah.  My 40th is in July and I don’t think I’m gonna go because we’re all getting 

a little creaky. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Yeah, yeah.  I’ll have to rent a Mercedes.  But the end of it — look at the very 

end, the very end.  I know we’re out of time.  After this disillusionment when this guy 

tells him I know her and she’s married to a cad, and, you know, she must’ve been pretty 

at one time.  “What do you mean?  What do you mean?”  And then he knows the dream 

is gone, something had been taken from him. 

“Long ago,” he said, “long ago, there was something in me, but now that 
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thing is gone.  Now that thing is gone, that thing is gone. “ 

He was only in his early thirties but he already sees that youth is — youth is gone, youth 

is missing.  Oh, well. 

 

   

. . . 


