Henry Louis Gates Jr.
In the Kitchen

The critic, educator, writer, and activist Henry Louis Gates Jr. (b. 1950) is
perbaps the most recent in a long line of African American intellectuals who are
also public figures. In 1979 he became the first African American to earn a PhD
from Cambridge University in its eight-bundred-year history. He has been the
recipient of countless honors, including a Carnegie Foundation Fellowship, a
Mellon Fellowship, a MacArthur “genius” grant for his work in literary theory,
and the 1998 National Medal for the Humanities. Gates is the Alpbonse Fletcher
University Professor and the director of the W. E. B. Du Bois Institute for African
and African American Research at Harvard University. He has been at the fore-
front of the movement to expand the literary canon that is studied in American
schools to include the works of non-European authors. He is also known for bis
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work as a “literary archaeologist,” uncovering literally thousands of previously
unknown stoties, poems, and reviews written by African American authors be-
tween 1829 and 1940 and making those texts available to modern readers. He
is co-editor with Kwame Anthony Appiab of Encarta Africana, an encyclopedia
of the African diaspora published on CD-ROM, and in print as Africana: The En-
cyclopedia of the African and African American Experience {1999); the expanded
five-volume edition was published in 2005. Gates has written and produced a
number of documentaries aired on public television, including African American
Lives in 2006, and Oprah’s Roots: An African American Lives Special in 2007,
which further examined the genealogical and genetic beritage of African Ameri-
cans. His latest documentary work is the four-bour sequel to African American
Lives, which aired on PBS in February 2008.

Among Gates’s most recent books are America Behind the Color Line: Dia-
logues with African Americans (2004), The Annotated Uncle Tom’s Cabin (2006},
and Finding Oprah’s Roots, Finding Your Own (2007), a companion book to the
PBS documentary.

“In the Kitchen” is taken from Gates’s 1995 book Colored People, a memoir
of his early life as part of the middle-class “colored” community of Piedmont,
West Virginia. About Colored People, Gates says, “I'm trying to recollect a lost
era, what I can call a sepia time, a whole world that simply no longer exists.”

We always had a gas stove in the kitchen, though electric cooking be-
came fashionable in Piedmont, like using Crest toothpaste rather than
Colgate, or wartching Huntley and Brinkley rather than Walter Cronkite.
But for us it was gas, Colgate, and good ole Walter Cronkite, come what
may. We used gas partly out of loyalty to Big Mom, Mama’s mama, be-
cause she was mostly blind and still loved to cook, and she could feel her
way better with gas than with electric.

But the most important thing about our gas-equipped kitchen was
that Mama used to do hair there. She had a “hot comb” —a fine-tooth
iron instrument with a long wooden handle—and a pair of iron curlers
that opened and closed like scissors: Mama would put them into the gas
fire until they glowed. You could smeli those prongs heating up.

I liked what that smell meant for the shape of my day. There was an
mtimate warmth in the women’s tones as they ralked with my mama
while she did their hair. I knew what the women had been through to get
their hair ready to be “done,” because I would watch Mama do it herself.
How that scorched kink could be transformed through grease and fire
into a magnificent head of wavy hair was a miracle to me. Still is.

Mama would wash her hair over the sink, a towel wrapped round
her shoulders, wearing just her half-slip and her white bra. (We had no
shower until we moved down Rat Tail Road into Doc Wolverton’s house,
in 1954.) After she had dried it, she would grease her scalp thoroughly
with blue Bergamot hair grease, which came in a short, fat jar with a pic-
ture of a beautiful colored lady on it. It’s important o grease your scalp
real good, my mama would explain, to keep from burning yourself.

Of course, her hair would return to its natural kink almost as soon
as the hot water and shampoo hit it. To me, it was another miraclie how
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hair so “straight” would so quickly become kinky again once it even ap-
proached some water.

My mama had only a “few” clients whose heads she “did” —and did,
I think, because she enjoyed it, rather than for the few dollars it brought
in. They would sit on one of our red plastic kitchen chairs, the kind with
the shiny metal legs, and brace themselves for the process. Mama would
stroke that red-hot iron, which by this time had been in the gas fire for a
half hour or more, slowly but firmly through their hair, from scalp to
strand’s end. It made a scorching, crinkly sound, the hot iron did, as it
burned its way through the damp kink, leaving in its wake the straightest
of hair strands, each of them standing up long and tall but drooping at the
end, like the top of a heavy willow tree. Slowly, steadily, with deftness and
grace, Mama’s hands would transform a round mound of Odetta kink’
into a darkened swamp of everglades. The Bergamot made the hair shiny;
the heat of the hot iron gave it a brownish-red cast. Once all the hair was
as straight as God allows kink to get, Mama would take the well-heated
curling iron and twirl the straightened strands into more or less loosely
wrapped cutls. She claimed that she owed her strength and skill as a hair-
dresser to her wrists, and her little finger would poke out the way it did
when she sipped tea. Mama was a southpaw, who wrote upside down and
backwards to produce the cleanest, roundest letters you’ve ever seen.

The “kitchen” she would all but remove from sight with a pair of
shears bought for this purpose. Now, the kitchen was the room in which
we were sitting, the room where Mama did hair and washed clothes, and

Odetta Holmes Felious Gorden

1Odetta kink: A reference to Oderra Holmes Felious Gorden, a popular African Amer-
ican folk singer of the 1960s who helped popularize the hairstyle known zs the “afro.”
—EDs,
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where each of us bathed in a galvanized tub. But the word has another
meaning, and the “kitchen” I'm speaking of now is the very kinky bit of
hair at the back of the head, where our neck meets the shirt collar. If
there ever was one part of our African past that resisted assimilation, it
was the kitchen. No matter how hot the iron, no matter how powerfu]
the chemical, no matter how stringent the mashed-potatoes-and-lye for-
mula of a man’s “process,” neither God nor woman nor Sammy Davis,
Jr., could straighten the kitchen, The kitchen was permanent, irredeem-
able, invincible kink. Unassimilably African. No matter what you did, no
matter how hard you tried, nothing could dekink a person’s kitchen. So
you trimmed it off as best you could.

When hair had begun to “turn,” as they’d say, or return to its natural
kinky glory, it was the kitchen that turned first. When the kitchen started
creeping up the back of the neck, it was time to get your hair done again.
The kitchen around the back, and nappy edges at the temples.

Sometimes, after dark, Mr. Charlie Carroll would come to have his
hair done. Mr. Charlie Carroll was very light-complected and had a
ruddy nose, the kind of nose that made me think of Edmund Gwenn play-
ing Kris Kringle in Miracle on 34th Strees. At the beginning, they did it
after Rocky and 1 had gone to sleep. It was only later that we found out
he had come to our house so Mama could iron his hair—not with a
comb and curling iron but with our very own Proctor-Silex steam iron.
For some reason, Mr. Charlie would conceal his Frederick Douglass
mane® under a big white Stetson hat, which I never saw him take off. Ex-
cept when he came to our house, late at night, to have his hair pressed.

[ = R i ';;-
Frederick Douglass

IErederick Douglass mane: Frederick Douglass (18172-1895), an escaped slave who
became a prominent African American writer, abolitionist, and orator (see page 125),—EDs.
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(Later, Daddy would tell us about Mr. Charlie’s most prized piece of
knowledge, which the man would confide only after his hair had been
pressed, as a token of intimacy. “Not many people know this,” he’d say
in a tone of circumspection, “but George Washington was Abraham Lin-
coln’s daddy.” Nodding solemnly, he’d add the clincher: “A white man
told me.” Though he was in dead earnest, this became a humorous re-
frain around the house— “a white man told me” — used to punctuate es-
pecially preposterous assertions.)

My mother furtively examined my daughters’ kitchens whenever we
went home for a visit in the early eighties. It became a game between us. I
had told her not to do it, because I didn’t like the politics it suggested of
“good” and “bad” hair. “Good” hair was straight. “Bad” hair was kinky.
Even in the late sixties, at the height of Black Power, most people could
not bring themselves to say “bad” for “good” and “good” for “bad.”
They still said thar hair like white hair was “good,” even if they encapsu-
lated it in a disclaimer like “what we used to cail ‘good.’”

Maggie would be seated in her high chair, throwing food this way
and that, and Mama would be cooing about how cute it all was, remem-
bering how [ used to do the same thing, and wondering whether Maggie’s
flinging her food with her left hand meant that she was going to be a
southpaw too. When my daughter was just about covered with Franco-
American SpaghettiOs, Mama would seize the opportunity and wipe her
clean, dipping her head, tilted to one side, down under the back of Mag-
gie’s neck. Sometimes, if she could get away with it, she’d even rub a curl
between her fingers, just to make sure that her bifocals had not deceived
her. Then she’d sigh with satisfaction and relief, thankful that her prayers
had been answered. No kink . . . yet. “Mama!” I’d shout, pretending to
be angry. (Every once in a while, if no one was looking, I'd peek too.)

I say “yet” because most black babies are born with soft, silken hair.
Then, sooner or later, it begins to “turn,” as inevitably as do the seasons
or the leaves turn on a tree. And if it’s meant to turn, it turzs, no matter
how hard you try to stop it. People once thought baby oil would stop it.
They were wrong.

Everybody I knew as a child wanted to have good hair. You could be
as ugly as homemade sin dipped in misery and still be thought artractive
if you had good hair. Jesus Moss was what the girls at Camp Lee, Vir-
ginia, had called Daddy’s hair during World War IL I know he played
that thick head of hair for all it was worth, too. Still would, if he could.

My own hair was “not a bad grade,” as barbers would tell me when
they cut my head for the first time. It’s like a doctor reporting the overall
results of the first full physical that he had given you. “You’re in good
shape™ or “Blood pressure’s kind of high; better cut down on salt.”

I spent much of my childhood and adolescence messing with my hair.
I definitely wanted straight hair. Like Pop’s.

When I was about three, I tried to stick a wad of Bazooka bubble
gum to that straight hair of his. I suppose what fixed that memory for me
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is the spanking I got for doing so: he turned me upside down, holding me
by the feet, the better to paddle my behind. Little nigger, he shouted, wal-
loping away. I started to laugh about it two days later, when my behind
stopped hurting.

When black people say “straight,” of course, they don’t usually mean
“straight” literally, like, say, the hair of Peggy Lipton (the whire girl on
The Mod Squad) or Mary of Peter, Paul and Mary fame; black people call
that “stringy” hair, No, “straight” just means not kinky, no matter what
contours the cur] might take. Because Daddy had straight hair, I would
have done anything to have straight hair—and I used to try everything to
make it straight, short of getting a process, which only riffraff were dumb
enough to do.

Of the wide variety of techniques and methods I came to master in
the great and challenging follicle prestidigitation, almost all had two
things in common: a heavy, oil-based grease and evenly applied pressure,
I’s no accident that many of the biggest black companies in the fifties
and sixties made hair products. Indeed, we do have a vast array of hair
grease. And I have tried it all, in search of that certain silky touch, one
that leaves neither the hand nor the pillow sullied by grease.

I'always wondered what Frederick Douglass put on his hair, or Phillis
Wheatley.? Or why Wheatley has that rag on her head in the little engrav-
ing in the frontispiece of her book, One thing is for sure: you can bet that
when Wheatley went to England to see the Countess of Huntington, she
did not stop by the Queen’s Coiffeur on the way. So many black people
still get their hair straightened that it’s a wonder we don’t have a national
holiday for Madame C. J. Walker, who invented the process for straight-
ening kinky hair, rather than for Dr. King. Jheri-curled or “relaxed” —
it’s still fried hair,

I used all the greases, from sea-blue Bergamot, to creamy vanilla
Duke (in its orange-and-white jar), to the godfather of grease, the formi-
dable Murray’s. Now, Murray's was some serious grease. Whereas Berg-
amot was like oily Jell-O and Duke was viscous and sickly sweet, Mur-
ray’s was light brown and bard. Hard as lard and twice as greasy, Daddy
used to say whenever the subject of Murray’s came up. Murray’s came in
an orange can with a screw-on top. It was so hard that some people
would put a match to the can, just to soften it and make it more manage-
able. In the late sixties, when Afros came into style, 'd use Afro-Sheen.
From Murray’s to Duke to Afro-Sheen: that was my progression in black
consciousness,

We started putting hot towels or washrags over our greased-down
Murray’s-coated heads, in order to melt the wax into the scalp and folli-
cles. Unfortunately, the wax had a curious habit of running down your
neck, ears, and forehead. Not to mention your pillowcase.

3Philtis Wheatley (17532~1784); An African-born slave who became America’s first
major black poet.—EDs.
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Another problem was that if you put two palmfuls of Murray’s on
your head, your hair turned white. Duke did the same thing. It was a
challenge: if you got rid of the white stuff, you had a magnificent head
of wavy hair. Murray’s turned kink into waves. Lots of waves. Frozen
waves. A hurricane couldn’t have blown those waves around.

That was the beauty of it. Murray’s was so hard thar it froze your hair
into the wavy style you brushed it into. It looked really good if you wore a
part. A lot of guys had parts cut into their hair by a barber, with clippers or
a straight-edge razor. Especially if you had kinky hair—in which case
you'd generally wear a short razor cut, or what we called a Quo Vadis.

Being obsessed with our hair, we tried to be as innovative as possible,
Everyone knew about using a stocking cap, because your father or your
uncle or the older guys wore them whenever something really big was
about to happen, secular or sacred, a funeral or a dance, a wedding or a
trip in which you confronted official white people, or when you were trying
to look really sharp. When it was time to be clean, you wore a stocking cap.
If the event was really a big one, you made a new cap for the occasion.

A stocking cap was made by asking your mother for one of her hose,
cutting it with a pair of scissors about six inches or so from the open end,
where the elastic goes to the top of the thigh. Then you’d knot the cut end,
and behold—a conical-shaped har or cap, with an elastic band that you
pulled down low on your forehead and down around your neck in the
back. A good stocking cap, to work well, had o fit tight and snug, like a
press. And it had to fit that tightly because it was a press: it pressed your
hair with the force of the hose’s elastic, If you greased your hair down real
good and left the stocking cap on long enough-—wvoili: you got a head of
pressed-against-the-scalp waves. If you used Murray’s, and if you wore a
stocking cap to sleep, you got a whole lot of waves. (You also got a ring
around your forehead when you woke up, but eventually that disappeared.)

And then you could enjoy your concrete ’do. Swore we were bad,
too, with all that grease and those flat heads. My brother and I would
brush it out a bit in the morning so it would look—ahem — “natural.”

Grown men still wear stocking caps, especially older men, who gener-
ally keep their caps in their top drawer, along with their cuff links and
their see-through silk socks, their Maverick tie, their silk handkerchief,
and whatever else they prize most.

A Murrayed-down stocking cap was the respectable version of the
process, which, by contrast, was most definitely not a cool thing to have,
at least if you weren’t an entertainer by trade.

Zeke and Keith and Poochie and a few other stars of the basketball
team all used to get a process once or twice a year. It was expensive, and
to get one you had to go to Pittsburgh or D.C. or Uniontown, someplace
where there were enough colored people to support a business. They’d
disappear, then reappear a day or two later, strutting like peacocks, their
hair burned slightly red from the chemical lye base. They'd also wear
“rags” or cloths or handkerchiefs around jt when they slept or played

25
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basketball. Do-rags, they were called. But the result was straight hair with
a hint of wave. No curl. Do-it-yourselfers took their chances at home
with a concoction of mashed potatoes and lye.

The most famous process, outside of what Malcolm X describes in
his Autobiography and maybe that of Sammy Davis, Jr., was Nat King
Cole’s. Nat King Cole had patent-leather hair.

“That man’s got the finest process money can buy.” That’s what
Daddy said the night Cole’s TV show aired on NBC, November 5, 1956.
I remember the date because everyone came to our house to watch it and
to celebrate one of Daddy’s buddies’ birthdays. Yeah, Uncle Joe chimed
in, they can do shit to his hair that the average Negro can’t even think
about—secret shit.

Nat King Cole was clean. I've had an ongoing argument with a
Nigerian friend about Nat King Cole for twenty years now. Not whether
or not he could sing; any fool knows that he could sing. But whether or
not he was a handkerchief-head for wearing that patent-leather process.

Sammy Davis’s process I detested. It didn’t look good on him. Worse
still, he liked to have a fried strand dangling down the middle of his fore-
head, shaking it out from the crown when he sang. Bur Nat King Cole’s
hair was a thing unto itself, a beautifully sculpted work of art that he and
he alone should have had the right to wear.

The only difference between a process and a stocking cap, really, was 3
taste; yet Nat King Cole—unlike, say, Michael Jackson—looked good in
his process. His head looked like Rudolph Valentine‘s in the twenties, and

Nat King Cole

e ——————
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some say it was Valentine that the process imitated. But Nat King Cole
wore a process because it suited his face, his demeanor, his name, his
style. He was as clean as he wanted to be.

I had forgotten all abour Nat King Cole and that patent-leather look
until the day in 1971 when I was sitting in an Arab restaurant on the js-
land of Zanzibar, surrounded by men in fezzes and white caftans, trying
to learn how to eat curried goat and rice with the fingers of my right
hand, feeling two million miles from home, when all of a sudden the old
transistor radio sitting on top of a china cupboard stopped blaring out its
Swahili music to play “Fly Me to the Moon” by Nat King Cole. The
restaurant’s din was not affected at all, not even by half 2 decibel. But in
my mind’s eye, I saw it: the King’s sleek black magnificent tiara. I man-
aged, barely, to blink back the tears,

The Reader’s Presence

1. At what point in the essay do you, as a reader, begin to become
aware of the social or political significance of the hair-straightening
process? At what point in his own development does Gates begin
to ascribe a political significance to hair? How would you describe
his attitude toward the “kitchen”? roward the “process”? toward
the prominent black Americans whom he names in the essay?

2. How would you characterize the author’s voice in this essay?
Which words and phrases hark back to the language of his home
and family? How does Gates integrate these words and phrases
mto the text? What difference, if any, does it make to you as a
reader when he puts certain words, such as kitchen or good, in
quotation marks, as opposed to the passages in which phrases
{such as “ugly as homemade sin dipped in misery” [paragraph
14]} are not set off in the text in this way?

3. Gates makes explicit reference to Malcolm X’s description of his
own first home hair-straightening process (paragraph 31). Reread
that description in “Homeboy” (page 168, paragraph 69 to end).
How do the two descriptions compare in terms of detai] and tone?
Are both essays staging an argument? If so, what are their main
assertions, and what do they use as evidence? Might Gates’s essay
be read as a response to Malcolm X’s admission of shame? If s0,
what sort of response is it?
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THE WRITER AT WORK

Henry Louis Gates Jr. on the Writer’s Voice

Skilled at critical and academic writing, Henry Louis Gates Jr. boped to find
ways to tell stories about bis growing up in a small West Virginia community. In
writing his memoir, Colored People, Gates found the voice he wanted. The fol-
lowing comments appeared in a 1995 collection, Swing Low: Black Men Writing,
edited by Rebecca Carroll,

My father told stories all the time when I was growing up. My
mother used to call them “lies.” I didn’t know that “lies” was the name
for stories in the black vernacular, I just thought it was her own word
that she had made up. I was inspired by those “lies,” though, and knew
that I wanted to tell some too one day.

When I was ten or twelve, 1 had a baseball column in the local news-
paper. 1 was the scorekeeper for the minor-league games in my town—I
would compile all of the facts, and then the editor and I would put to-
gether a narrative. I did that every week during the summer. The best part
was seeing my name in print. After that, I was hooked —hooked to seeing
my name in black and white on paper.

At fourteen or fifteen, I read James Baldwin’s work and became fasci-
nated with the idea of writing. When [ started reading about black people
through the writings of black people, suddenly I was seized by the desire
to write. I was in awe of how writers were able to take words and create
an illusion of the world that people could step into—a world where peo-
ple opened doors and shut doors, fell in love and out of love, where peo-
ple lived and died. I wanted to be able to create those worlds too. I knew
I had a voice even before I knew what a “writer’s voice” meant. | didn’t
know what it was, but I could hear it, and I knew when my rhythm was
on—it was almost as if I could hear myself write. I thought 1 had a
unique take on the world and trusted my sensibility. It struck me that per-
haps it would be a good thing to share it with other people. . ..

I don’t think that the prime reason for writing is to save the world, or
to save black people. I do it because it makes me feel good. I want to
record my vision and to entertain people, When I was writing reviews, al-
though it was an intriguing way to discuss literature, I would have a lot
of black people say to me, “I’'m having a hard time understanding you,
brother.” I’ve always had two conflicting voices within me, one that
wants to be outrageous and on the edge, always breaking new ground,
and another that wants to be loved by the community for that outra-
geousness. It is very difficult to expect that people will let you have it
both ways like that. Those who really care about a community are the
ones who push the boundaries and create new definitions, but generally
they get killed for doing that, which is what I mean when 1 refer to myself
as a griot in the black community —the one who makes the wake-up call,
who loves his people enough to truly examine the status quo.
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The wonderful thing about Colored People is that everybody gets it
and can appreciate it because it is a universal story. It is my segue from
nonfiction to fiction. I wrote it to preserve a world that has passed away,
and to reveal some secrets—not for the shock value, but because I want
to re-create a voice that black people use when there are no white people
around. Oftentimes in black literature, black authors get ail lockjawed in
their writing because they are doing it for a white audience, and not for
themselves. You don’t hear the voice of black people when it’s just us in
the kitchen, talking out the door and down the road, and that is the voice
that I am trying to capture in Colored People. Integration may have cost
us that voice. We cannot take it for granted and must preserve it when-
ever possible. I don’t know what kind of positive language and linguistic
rituals are being passed down in the fragmented, dispossessed black un-
derclass. I think it’s very different from when and where I was raised,
when there was a stronger sense of community, and that language was
everywhere I turned.

Michihiko Hachiya

From Hiroshima Diary

On August 6, 1945, the United States dropped an atomic bomb on the
Japanese city of Hiroshima and introduced a new, devastating weapon into mod-
ern war. Two days later, the military dropped anotber bomb on Nagasaki, forec-
ing the Japanese govermment into an unconditional surrender. For years, the
Japanese survivors of the blasts suffered from unbealing burns, radiation poison-
ing, cancers, and a score of other illnesses, At first, the Japanese bad no idea what
bad hit them, though rumors of a new secret weapon circulated rapidly. Most
Americans today know of the bombing mainly through repeated images of the
mushroom cloud itself; rarely do they see photographs or footage of the destruc-
tion and casualties. One of the most vivid accounts of the bombing and its imme-
diate aftermath can be found in a diary kept by a Hiroshima physician, Michibiko
Hachiya, who, though severely injured himself, miraculously found the time to
record both his professional observations of a medical nightmare and bis buman
impressions of an utterly destroyed community. Published on the tenth anniver-
sary of the bombing of Hiroshima, Hiroshima Diary (1955) gained widespread
attention. The diary runs only for some two months, from the moment of the
blast on the sunny morning of August 6 to the end of September, when the Amer-
ican occupation was well under way.



