
from Dust Tracks on a Road
by Tora Neale Hurston

LITtRARY FO(US: AUT0BIOGRAPHY
An autobiography is the life story of a person that is written by that same
person. (The word is made up of the prefix auto-, meaning "self ," and the
word biography, meaning "story of a life.") Since Dust Tracks on a Road
is an autobiography of a writer, you can expect to learn about Hurston's lit-
erary roots. Because this is a personal piece of writing, you will also find
subjective details that describe how Hurston felt about her experiences.

READING SKI[[S: IDENTIFYING HIST0RICAI ISSUES
Most fiction and nonfiction writing is set in a specific historical period. ln
one way or anothel the writing of a particular era reflects concerns and
convictions and even prejudices of that era. As you read this excerpt from
Zora Neale Hurston's autobiography, notice the issues that were important
in the historical time and place she is writing about:the early 1900s in the
South. What themes-or revelations about human experience-would you

. expect to find in literature written during that time and place?
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Lihrary Skills
Understand the

characteristics of
autobiography.

Reading
Skills

ldentify
historical issues.

Zora Neale Hurston.
Library of Congress.
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Zora Neale Hurston

I used to take a seat on top of the gatepost and watch the world
go by. One way to Orlando ran past my house, so the carriages
and cars would pass before me. The movement made me glad to
see it. Often the white travelers would hail me, but more often I
hailed them, and asked, "Don't you want me to go a piece of the
way rvith you?"

They always did. I know now that I must have caused a great
deal of amusement among them, but my self-assurance must
have carried the point, for I was always invited to come along. I'd
ride up the road for perhaps a half-mile, then walk back. I did not
do this with the permission of my parents, nor with their fore-
knowledge. When they found out about it later, I usually got a

whipping. My grandmother worried about my forward ways a
great deal. She had known slavery and to her my brazenness
was unthinkable.

"Git down offa dat gatepost! You li'l sow, you! Git downl
Setting up dere looking dem white folks right in de face! They's
gowinel to lynch you, yet. And don't stand in dat doorway gazing
out at'em neither. Youse too brazen to live.long."

Nevertheless, I kept right on gazing at them, and "going a

piece of the way" whenever I could make it. The village seemed
dull to me most of the time. If the village rvas singing a chorus, I
must have missed the tune.

Perhaps a year before the old man2 died, I came to know two
other white people for myself. They were women.

gowine: dialect for "going."
old man: white farmer who knew Hurston's family, took her fishing,
and gave her advice.

From Dust Tracks on a Road by zora Neale Hurston. copyright 1942by zora Neale Hurston; copyright renewed
O '1970 by John C. Hurston. Reprinted by permission of Harpercollins publishers, lnc.

An autobiography is the
story of a person's life writ-
ten by that person. Circle the
pronoun in the first line that
indicates who is telling the
story.

l0

hail (hel) v..'greet.

brazenness (br5'zen .nis) n.;
boldness.

Circle the figurative
language in lines 22-23. How
did the writer feet about ihe
village where she lived?

This autobiography takes
place in the segregated
South of the early 1900s.
What historical issue can you
identify in the grandmother's
speech in lines 16-19? (Lynch
means "murder without a
trial.')
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