
smoses

[applause] 

Shelia Moses:  

Good evening.  How are you? I am honored to be at the National Book Festival.  And starting on Thursday night when I arrived, it has been an adventure; a journey I will never forget.  So thank you all for coming to listen to me tell “The Legend of Buddy Bush,” the journey to write “The Legend of Buddy Bush.  I am the ninth of 10 children, and one of my sisters is here; Loraine.  My husband [Eric Goins] is here ‑‑

[applause]

‑‑ my friends, and fourth‑generation Jones, my niece Melanie.  Stand, Mel [laughs].

[applause]

So as I’m reading to you today, remember that some of the characters that we’re talking about are actually in the audience.  The names have been changed to protect the innocent.

[laughter]

[Laughs] My nephews are here also -- Mack and T.J., my brother‑in‑law Ted, Beverly, my friend, and Rhonda, my sister‑in‑law.  So I just wanted to point them out, because they drove a long way to see me, and I’m very happy that they’re here.  

I’m happy that you’re all here.  And at one of my interviews earlier today, one of the journalists asked me why did I think that the festival was important.  And my first thought was that the people are here today ‑‑ it’s a free event, but the books aren’t free; it’s not basketball, it’s not football.  People are here to talk about books, and that’s important.  You’re here with the young, the old, the middle-aged, like me.  You’re here with your children, and that is very, very important.  And speaking of children, I started writing, like, 10 years ago when I was a kid.

[laughter]

I started writing books, and I would write on old newspapers.  My mother’s a very interesting woman.  She’s almost 81 years old now, and we couldn’t afford the newspaper.  And my mother would always get yesterday’s newspaper from the neighbor, and she would read the paper.  But she always encouraged us to read. So that was the first, I guess, the first time in my life I realized how important reading was; that my mother thought it was so important that she would actually read yesterday’s paper and pass it on to the 10 of us.

I started writing – I can’t, to be totally honest, I don’t ever remember not writing.  Do you remember me ever not writing, Lo?  I was always trying to write something.  I was a little crazy, I guess.  I used to write in the sand, and when it would rain I would be upset because my little poems were gone.  But I’ve been writing all my life.  And one of the stories when I started writing full-time about 10 years ago that I wanted to tell was the story of Buddy Bush.  And this story was told to me by my grandmother, Babe Jones.  And she couldn’t read nor write; she signed her name with an X.  But she told the story of Buddy Bush.

I would think all the time, “Who in the heck is Buddy Bush?”  And she would sit on the front porch at night and she would burn grass for the snakes to go away.  I mean, I’m really from the country.  “And old Buddy Bush got away from the Klan, and we didn’t never see him no more.”  And I was thinking, “Who is Buddy Bush?”  And as I got older, I learned that Buddy Bush was an African American man from my hometown, Rich Square, North Carolina.  I know you know where that is ‑‑

[laughter]

‑‑ and he was arrested.  He was accused of raping a white woman in 1947.  He was arrested.  He was put in jail, in the Northampton County jail ‑‑ we call it the “Jackson Jail.”  

He was thrown in jail, and after two nights the so‑called Klan -- they really weren’t the Klan; they were some locals who took some paper, some white towels, put them over their heads, punched holes in them and said that they were the Klan.  But they broke him out of the Jackson County jail, and their intentions were to hang Buddy Bush.  Well, Buddy Bush had another plan.  And I always thin, and when I think about this, I think it’s so funny.  They put him in the car on the left side, and he slid across the seat to the right side.  They didn’t bother to lock the door, and he got away.

[laughter]

And yeah, I thought that was funny, too.  He became legendary in my hometown.  The truth of the matter is there was a trial two months later, and of course he was found not guilty because they wanted the press to go away.  Well, my grandmother couldn’t read nor write, so that’s not the story she told.  She told the story that she wanted to tell: “Old Buddy Bush got away from the Klan.  We never see him no more.”  That was her story, and she stuck to it until the day she died.  In addition to Buddy Bush in this book, there’s a little girl named Pattie Mae Sheals, a.k.a. Shelia Patrice Moses, and she’s a combination of all the little girls on Rehobeth Road.  Mainly my sister Loraine, the one that was really bad ‑‑ 

[laughter]

‑‑ so it was really her character.  

But it’s all the little girls on Rehobeth Road.  And I wanted to tell our story, but I also wanted to tell Buddy Bush’s story.  So I thought I would tell a few tales, and I became Uncle Buddy’s niece.  So in the book, Pattie Mae Sheals is Uncle Buddy’s niece.  And I’m going to read to you the day Uncle Buddy arrived on Rehobeth Road [from chapter one, “Thursday Letters.”]

“It was a Sunday when my Uncle Buddy arrived.  Ma let me stay home from church.  My big sister and brother had to usher, so off they went.  Me, I stayed home to lay eyes on him for the first time. 

 His car was blue, 

sky blue.  

A Cadillac.  

His suit was blue, too. 

Dark blue.

 With pinstripes.  

Pinstripes just like Grandpa’s Sunday go‑ o meeting suit. 

 I remember standing there, holding my breath

 And my pee.”

Can I say “pee” next to the White House?  No?

[laughter]

Okay [laughs].

“The outhouse would just have to wait.  

Lord, I wouldn’t have missed the first sight at 

my Uncle Buddy for nothing on Rehobeth Road.  

A city man.  

He pulled that Cadillac right up to Grandpa’s front door.  

I looked at his shiny shoes first.  I could see my face in them.  

I smiled.  

My eyes went slowly up his legs.  

They looked so long.  

His jacket had 

one

two

 three 

let’s see

six buttons.  

His shirt was white.  

His tie was a pinstripe just like his suit.  

Then I saw his hat. 

I’ll never forget that hat.  

Yes, it was blue with a feather to the right.  

Only a city man could own a hat like that.  

Grandpa stood beside me.  

He never moved.  

I stepped to the right.  

Grandpa waited for Uncle Buddy to walk up to him.  

He did.

‘Come on in this house, son.

Welcome home.’  

‘It’s good to be home, Daddy Braxton.’  

They hugged.  

Grandpa looked over his shoulder at the Cadillac.  

‘Nice car, boy.’ 

 ‘Oh, it ain’t much.’  

Ma runs onto the front porch.  

‘Ain’t much!  Bro, I ain’t never seen a car this fancy, never.’  

‘Hey, sister.’  He smiled a big smile at Ma as she

ran around his car.  

She rubbed it like it was a genie bottle.  Then 

she ran over to Uncle Buddy and jumped in his 

arms just like she was a rag doll.  

‘Hey, Bro.’  

That only left Grandma to welcome Uncle Buddy home.  

‘Come on in this house, boy.  I’ve been keeping 

your breakfast warm all mornin’.’  

We all followed Uncle Buddy inside.  

I saw Grandma cry for the very first time when she 

hugged her only boy. The one that ain’t blood kin.  

We ate.  

We laughed.  

We had a time.  

We were a family.” 

Very Young Child Speaker:  

Me.

Shelia Moses:  

Me too!  [Laughs].  You like it?  I think he likes it.  Thank you [laughs].

[applause]

And that is the day that Uncle Buddy arrived on Rehobeth Road.  How many of you are from the South, and you remember when that uncle came home in this sharp car and you wanted to go back with him?  And he left, and you cried a week?  Me!  [Laughs].  Well, I talk about the book and I laugh, but there’s a lot of sadness when you talk about Buddy Bush, because there are a lot of men like Buddy Bush who didn’t get away.  And when the real historians tell the real history, they’re going to have to talk about all those men, black and white, who are in the bottom of the Mississippi River now.

We don’t know their names.  But we know Uncle Buddy’s name.  And I would like to read ‑‑ I always think about the families in the book, and this is a fiction based on a true story.  I always think about what happened to the families of all those men and women who fought for us.  And a lot of them suffered long and hard for many, many years.  And I’m going to read another short passage before we have a Q & A, just to talk about what happened in the book to Uncle Buddy’s family; my Grandpa -- which, you know, again, is fiction -- Braxton Jones, and Grandma, and how they suffered.

This is -- Grandpa is very ill.  The colored doctor said, “If they don’t find Buddy soon, Braxton Jones will be dead before the cotton blooms.”  Surely from -- he had a tumor, so, surely he would not live until the fall.  And this is the scene when Grandpa is really sick, and he’s talking to his wife, Babe Jones, my real Grandma.

“‘Babe,’ he says, ‘I’m so tired.  You take care of 

yourself.  Mer, you take care of Jones property, take 

care of your mama and my grandbaby,’ 

Still managing to smile as he walked through the valley 

of the shadow of death, just like Reverend Wiggins 

said folks do when they die.  ‘Pattie Mae, you in 

charge now.’  

Then he closed his eyes and heads on to heaven.  

Grandpa’s last breath feels like forever before, right

 In Ma’s arms, he dies. If I live to be one hundred

years old, I’ll never forget her scream. 

 I can’t cry, because I have cried every day since 

The colored doctor, Dr. Grant, left.  So I just stand there and watch the 

only daddy  I ever had slip away.  

Grandma’s strong. She ain’t shedding any tears.  

She reached down and separated his body from Ma’s, 

and lays Grandpa back on the bed.  His eyes are 

still open until Grandma closed them.  Then she 

pulls the sheet over his head.  

‘Call Joe Gordon,’ she said.  

I ran to the phone and called  the black undertaker.  

Didn’t nobody tell me, but I’m calling my big sister Bar.  

‘Hey sister.’

‘Hey. Is he gone?’

‘Yes, he’s gone.’

She let out a scream louder than Ma did. 

‘I’ll be home soon 

as y’all know the funeral day.’  

I hang up the phone and don’t call nobody else.  That’s 

BarJean’s duty to call all the kinfolks up North

when something goes wrong on Rehobeth Road.  

 Without Grandma telling me, I run as fast as I 

can to get Grandpa’s best friend,  Mr. Charlie.  I can see him from the road. 

 He is sitting on the front porch, carving a piece of wood. 

 ‘Mr. Charlie, Mr. Charlie, come quick!’  

He stops carving and stands up.  

He knows his best friend in the world is gone.  I

 look down at the wood and it is a doorplate with the word ‘Jones’ on it. 

 I am still looking at the wood when Mr. Charlie says, ‘Did you call Joe Gordan?’  ‘Yes, sir, I did.’  

‘Rest on, Braxton Jones, rest on,’ he says it like he’s 

giving my Grandpa permission to die.  

His wife, Miss Doleebuck comes on the front porch. 

 ‘Is he gone, child?’ she asks in between tears.  

‘Yes, ma’am, he gone.’  

Mr. Charlie lays his wood and his knife down and 

gets his walking stick.  Miss Doleebuck hugs me 

and takes my hand.  

Together we walk across Mr. Charlie’s 

yard, across Rehobeth Road onto Jones property.”

The end.  Thank you.

[applause]

Thank you.

So that is my grandma’s version of what happened to Buddy Bush.

One of the things they asked us to talk about today, in addition to reading, is why we, as writers, why we decided to write.  At this point, my answer is I just could not, cannot, imagine doing anything else.  Sonia Sanchez always tells me, “Stop saying this,” but I say it anyway.  The great poet Sonia Sanchez  ‑‑ during the [civil rights] movement after Malcolm [X] died -- she said, “I write so I won‘t kill nobody.”  Well, that was in the ’60s ‑‑

[laughter]

‑‑ you know?  She’d say, “You’re gonna get me killed.  Stop saying that!”  But I know exactly what she was saying; that there’s freedom in writing.  And there’s freedom in writing about my grandmother and my grandmother’s grandmother. And I write to tell their stories.  And a part of being invited to the festival is you have dinner with the president and his wife, and you have breakfast at the White House.  And my intention was to bring my grandmother’s handkerchief -- mother’s handkerchief and something that belonged to my grandmother with me.  And I told Eric, I said, “I forgot to bring things that belonged to the family so they could go to the White House with me.”  And then I realized that everything I needed I had right here, and that they had given me all that I needed to go out into the world.

You know, it’s an amazing thing.  The White House is really open to the public, but it’s an amazing thing to be invited there; to write about people who could not read nor write.  So my grandma  is laughing wherever she is today, because her grandbaby told her story and got invited to the White House.  [Laughs].

[laughter]

[applause]

So I think we’re going to have a few questions.  I know my nephews T.J. and Malcolm have a question.  [Laughs]  No?  No questions?  Anyone have questions?  Yes?  Back here in the pink top.  What’s your name?

Female Child Speaker:  

Amber. 

Shelia Moses:  

Amber.  Hi, Amber.  What’s your question?

Female Speaker:  

When you write, do you have any inspiration?

Female Speaker:  

Come on, honey.  Come on over.

Shelia Moses:  

Come to the mic, honey.

Female Speaker:  

Okay.

Female Speaker:  

When you write, do you have any inspiration?

Shelia Moses:  

Do I have ‑‑ you mean, people?

Female Speaker:  

Yes.  Yeah, people who inspire you to write.

Shelia Moses:  

Who inspire me… I think most of those people are gone now.  My favorite people in the world, teachers -- my mother is definitely my greatest inspiration, and my grandmother and their stories, but my teachers inspired me to write.  And I think about Langston Hughes, the great poet, and Mark Twain and all those people who were writing longhand on paper before I was born.  But I would say my greatest inspiration, my parents and schoolteachers.  You like your schoolteachers?

Female Speaker:  

Yeah, I ‑‑

Shelia Moses:  

Good for you.  They’re wonderful.  They are wonderful.  Thank you.  Next question?

[applause]

Female Speaker:  

Thank you.

Shelia Moses:  

Yes, dear.  Your name?

Female Speaker:  

I’m Sarah Hudson [spelled phonetically].

Shelia Moses:  

Hi, Sarah.

Female Speaker:  

I wanted to know how your writings were received back home in North Carolina.

Shelia Moses:  

Are you from North Carolina?

Female Speaker:  

I lived there for a long time.

Shelia Moses:  

[Laughs] Okay.  Well, when “The Legend of Buddy Bush” was first released, in my hometown people didn’t talk about Buddy Bush.  Older people called it “the incident.”  My mother said, “Girl, you going to get all of us killed!”  [Laughs].

[laughter]

But over the years, I think that people have really grown accustomed to it, because “The Legend of Buddy Bush” has really had a life of its own, and been written about all over the world.  And I think people like ‑‑ wouldn’t you say, Lorraine?  I think that people really enjoy talking about Rehobeth Road and Occoneechee Neck and all those little places that they’ve never heard of.  I would say that people enjoy it.  Yes.  When I go home I feel like a rock star, so that’s fun, too [laughs].  It’s no place like home, really.  Any more questions or comments?  Yes.  Your name?

Female Speaker:  

Hi there.  My name is Darla Ellerson [spelled phonetically] ‑‑ 

Shelia Moses:  

Hi.

Female Speaker:  

‑‑ and this is strictly from just an inquisitive aspect with regard to the want, or the need, to write.  I mean how did you, I mean when you first started writing, how did that happen?  I mean, did you just know you needed to write?  You know, you alluded to it before, where “I had to write or else I’d die,” or, you know, “kill somebody.”  I mean is that, was it just something that just, like, flowed out of you?  I’m very curious about that.

Shelia Moses:  

Well, I’ve never had writer’s block.

Female Speaker:  

Okay.  [Laughs] There you go.

Shelia Moses:  

But I probably talk more than anybody in my family, also.  But, no.  No, for me ‑‑ well, I think that my habits are a little different than most writers.  A lot of my friends write late at night.  It’s a business for me.  It’s my first love, but I treat it very seriously.  When I get up in the morning I get dressed and I go to the office and I write all day.  So I take it very seriously.  But when I’m not writing I’m doing speaking engagements, but I’m always thinking about my ancestors and their stories, and I’m always thinking about the stories that I’m supposed to tell.  I met with my sisters in Charleston about a month ago, and we were on a bus tour, and I kept writing.  And my sister said, “Are you stealing names?  You’re going to write a book about Charleston, aren’t you?”  Every place I go now, I feel like I’m supposed to tell a story.  So it’s just a part of me.  Yes, it is.  Yes.  Yes, dear.  Yes? 

Female Speaker:  

I was wondering if you have any books that are written about contemporary characters?  African American teens, or ‑‑

Shelia Moses:  

Oh, good question.  Interesting.  My ‑‑ I have a book ‑‑ I believe it will be probably January of 2008.  It’s called “Joseph’s Journey,” and it’s about a 14‑year‑old boy that lives in Raleigh, North Carolina, and it’s contemporary.  And it’s my first, so I’m excited about that.  Yes.  Yes, sir?

Male Speaker:  

Hi, Shelia.

Shelia Moses:  

Hi.

Male Speaker:  

I’m curious.  As you were reading from your book and recounting some of the things according to your grandmother, I fell into kind of a rhythm that you had as you were reading it, saying some of the things that your grandmother would say, and it almost sounded like there was a rhythm to it, almost like a song.  And I wonder if you were conscious, as you were writing this, that it did get into kind of a rhythmic situation.

Shelia Moses:  

Well, most people tell me that I write the way I talk, so I guess I made my talk with a rhythm.  I don’t know.  But I was listening to ‑‑ my sister Lorraine left me a message the other day, and I was laughing.  I said, “God, this sounds just like me.”  I think it’s the rhythm of Rehobeth Road.  I think that’s the way the people there talk.  I think ‑‑ well, my grandmother, definitely my mother -- it’s almost like a song when they’re, when they’re talking.  And maybe that’s what it is, and I’m not even conscious of it.  I think it’s a part of just living on Rehobeth Road.  You ever been to Rehobeth Road?  You’ll get the rhythm when you do.

[laughter]

[Laughs] Thank you, dear.  Thank you.  Yes, sweetheart?

Female Child Speaker:  

Have you ever been to Southampton County?

Shelia Moses:  

That’s near Northampton County.  Is that where you live?  Can your mother cook?  Can she cook?  I’ll be there.

[laughter]

Okay.  [Laughs] Thank you.  Any more questions?  I think my time is up.  Thank you, all.  Oh, is that a question?  No?  Thank you.  I love you.  Thank you.

[applause]

[end of transcript] 


