“I wish I was like you — easily

“amused.” — Kurt Cobain

This liie from “All Apolo-
gies” by Nirvana could easily be
used . to. describe anyone who
thought “The Help” was an accu-
rate depiction of what it was like
to be an African-American

“domestic” during the late 50s -

and early ’60s. For the most part,
the film was pure fiction. If you

want the real story, youll need’

‘to pick up a copy of “The Maid
Narratives: Black Domestics and
White Families in the Jim Crow
South” by Katherine
‘Wormer, David W. Jackson III
and Charletta Sudduth.’

“Aligning - themselves “with -

whites of the professional class,
black women often earned the
respect of members of the white
community and formed alliances

that could render them and their.

families a certain degree of pro-
tection,” the authors note.
“Black domestic workers moved

freely between the white and

van

black communities. Dressed in a

maid’s" uniform, they had a
mobility denied to others of their
race. Domestic workers often
fell into the role of go-betweens,
as interpreters of black life to

white people and of white life to '

black people.”
Katherine van Wormer is a
sociologist and professor of

social work at the University of
Northern Iowa. She has authored °
or co-authored 16 books, includ- .
ing “Death- by: Domestic Vio- "

lence™ - and . “Confronting

Oppression, Restoring Justice.” :

She grew up in. New Orleans.
David W. Jackson II1 is an assis-
tant . professor of African and
- African-American Studies -at
Metropohtan State College in
Denver. He is co-producer of the
oral

Cedar Valley.” Charletta Sud-
duth is an early-childhood con-
sultant for the Waterloo Commu-
nity School District in Jowa; she
has a doctorate in education, cur-
riculum and instruction from the
University of Northern Iowa. -
The Maid Narratives is based
on interviews with more. than- 50
people with intimate knowledge
of what it was like to live in the
_Jim Crow'South. “Part I: The
Background” consists of three
chapters that provide a'historical
and cultural context for what fol-
lows in the mext two sections.
““Part II: The Maid Narratives” is
made up of interviews and per-
sonal ' statements from women.
who served as domestics
African-American women Who
worked for white families ‘pri-
marily through the 1950s. “Part
II: The White Family Narra-
tives” gives the perspective of
those who .were served by the
- domestics.” :

One of the passages I found
especially -interesting was from
Pearline ‘Sisk Jones, who lived
.most of her life in Taylor and
Oxford, Miss. Ms. Jones was
born in 1918 and had the distinc-
tion -of working in the home of
William Faulkner for about six
months.

“I remember Mr. Faulkner
wearing brim hats, walking very
straight and leveled,” Ms. Jones
recounted in an interview with
Sudduth. “At- that time, maids

video history project,.
. '“Afncan—Amencan Voices of the -

“The Maid Narratives: Black Domestics-and White Families in the
Jim Crow South” by Katherine van Wormer, David W. Jackson 111,
and Charlenfa Sudduth. Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University
Press, 201, 384 pages, $36.95.

were being paid about two dol-
lars an hour, -but Mr. Faulkner
paid more — abeut three dollars
an_ hotir.. Some of the chores I

had to do were: I cleaned every- -

thing, had to go over them floors,
get some oil to make them floors
shine, wash the dishes, clean the
bathroom with Clorox and

-Comet, wipe them door knobs

Flora™ Templeton Stuart,
_example, offers the following
_recollection

and make them shine. I worked

so hard.

“The way I got through all this
was I made poems; I wrote poet-
1y out of them jobs,” she added.

“] am old now, but I have some

poems at the house.”

Many readers will no doubt be

fascinated by accounts provided
by members of the local commu-
nity. Bowling Green. attorney
for

of  Celestine
Holmes, who she remembers as
“Teen.” Teen was her nanny

when she was a young girl grow-_

ing up in New Oﬂeans in the

~1950s.

*Teen referred to me as Miss
Flora and my mother as Miss
Elise,” Stuart explained. “Even
when married, black nannies had
nicknames given to them by the

- white folks like Teen, Bea and

even ‘my grandmother s maid,
Nicey, who lived in Amlte As
strange as it seems now, I never
saw the home where Teen lived

.although it was close to our

neighborhood; nor do I know
which church Teen attended or
anything - about her family. I
asked my mother, now 89 years

old, to tell me about Teen’s fam- -

ily. She knew very little about
her background.”
By p10v1dmg nan'atwes from

bo.th sides of the equation — i.e.,
giving: the perspective of the
domestics followed by the per-
spective of those they served —
the book has an irrefutable qual-
ity of completeness to it. It is
very 'enlightening to reflect on
how the same activities' and
events were perceived different--

1y depending on what your role

was at the time.

“Common to the narratives of
the 27 white women and the two
white men who were willing to
share :their memories is the
expression of ambivalence,” the
authors conclude in the last
chapter of the book. “On the one
hand, there is a sense of love and
devotion to the women who

-helped raise them and/or mem-

bers of their family. On the other
hand, there is an indomitable
sense of regret punctuated by
grief, regret for words 'unspoken,
stories unshared and grief over
the maid’s death

Understandlng our past is
essential if we are to effectively
deal with the challenges we still
face as an increasingly diverse
and conflicted -$ociety. The cul-
tural differences so exquisitely

_articulated in this excellent vol-

ume continue to be a part of who
we are as a society. So if .you
saw “The Help” and thought you
bad a clue about what the Jim
Crow South was really like,
think -again. Pick up a copy of

“The Maid Narratives.” It is one

of those rare books ‘with the

Jpotential to-change your world-

view.
— Reviewed by Aaron W.

Hughey, Department of Counsel-

ing and Student Affairs, Western
Kentucky University.
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