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From Frogbottom to a Bucket of Blood

I was born in 1951 in Vaiden, Mississippi, a small town about ten miles 
from Winona, Mississippi. Winona is about 190 miles northeast of 
a small town in Louisiana that bears my paternal family’s surname. 
Although Fluker is German, the convoluted history of Africans, Native 
Americans, Spanish, French, German, and English who were part of 
the settlement of this area runs through my veins and spills over into 
the waters of the great Mississippi.1 Our section of Vaiden was known 
affectionately as Frogbottom, a name that could have come from either 
the croaking of the frogs or the groaning of the black residents, whose 
existence was often lower than that of the frogs. Winona is the town 
where Fannie Lou Hamer, Annelle Ponder, and fourteen- year- old June 
Johnson were jailed and beaten mercilessly after attending a voters’ reg-
istration campaign sponsored by the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee in the summer of 1963. Hamer suffered permanent kidney 
damage and loss of sight in her left eye from the beatings. Two black 
male inmates were forced, while white officers looked on, to pummel 
her with a blackjack until they were exhausted. “I had been beat ’til I was 
real hard, just hard like a piece of wood or somethin’,” Hamer would later 
say. “A person don’t know what can happen to they body if they beat 
with something like I was beat with.”2

About thirty miles down the road from Vaiden is Kosciusko, the 
birthplace of Oprah Winfrey. The first time I met Ms. Winfrey and 
shared that I was born in Vaiden, she asked, “How did you get out?” I 
told her that Daddy left Frogbottom in 1956. He felt like a piece of wood 
or somethin’. Mr. Joe Hand, his boss- man, used to “make our figgers 
turn somersets” at the end of the cotton- picking season.3 My two oldest 
sisters, Rosetta and Helen, left first. Working in the cotton fields, daily 
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they would hear the City of New Orleans train coming through Winona 
to collect passengers who were leaving for points north in search of the 
Promised Land.4 Rosetta and Helen would prop themselves on their 
hoes in the middle of the hot fields and swear, “Lord, I’m going to ride 
that train one of these days!” They eventually left with new husbands, 
Curtis and Eddie, who had made the journey to Chicago and, like sav-
iors, returned for them.

My father, Clinton, followed. He later sent for my mother, Zettie; my 
older brother, Clinton; my sister Beatrice; and me. Another sister, Ceo-
nia, had died a few years before from a rheumatic heart. There were four 
other children who had died before I was born, most at birth. My uncle 
and namesake used to say to me, “Boy, your daddy and mama seen a 
hard time, a hard time.”

Daddy sent for Mama, Clinton, Bea, and me after locating several 
piecemeal jobs as a brick cleaner, car wash attendant, and dishwasher. 
He didn’t have the skills necessary to compete in a city like Chicago— 
social skills, professional skills, and survival skills. His was a journey to 
a “new world” nearly five hundred years after Columbus sailed, but he 
simply was not prepared for what he discovered in a compassionless 
urban society. In fact, I am convinced he never really left Mississippi. He 
traded Frogbottom for a Bucket of Blood.

In the Northern Diaspora, Mama and Daddy missed “home.”5 In a 
strange, almost ironic twist, Frogbottom became a mythical abode of 
innocence, a means of return to sanity, a remembering that offered a 
basis for hope in an alien urban context to which my parents never truly 
adjusted. Mama found “home” in the church. It was a little storefront 
located between a barbershop and two houses on Forty- Third Street, 
infamously known as the “Bucket of Blood” because of the vicious knife 
fights and shootings in the area. A pool hall and Princess’s Restaurant 
were located farther down the street. Across the street were a rib joint 
and a tavern. The church was a sanctuary and social center that pro-
tected my youth from madness like an old package used to transport 
fragile cargo to safe quarters. The building originally served as a church, 
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then an animal hospital, and was later refashioned to accommodate 
black saints: mostly women, mostly migrants from Mississippi.6 I, too, 
found a home in dat’ rock, as the old spiritual goes— in fact, the church 
saved me.

My Mama took me to church. Every Sunday she would dress up in 
her white usher’s uniform with a black handkerchief delicately placed 
over a badge that read, “Centennial M. B. Church.” I never knew why 
the founders chose the name “Centennial,” but my best guess is that the 
church is still less than a hundred years old. Black storefront churches 
are known for their quixotic names, misplaced metaphors echoing the 
journey from downsouth to upsouth— names with sounds often more 
prominent than their signification. I’ve always felt that these sounds 
represent the primordial search for black identity in the midst of the 
dissonant sirens of late modernity, where literacy is the agency for salva-
tion. I have heard those sounds many times and in many places, like the 
time I saw a woman shout across the bar in a blues joint to a saxophone 
bellowing, “I can’t stop loving you”; or whenever I hear Sam Cooke’s 
melancholy hymn of hope, “I was born by the river in a little tent / Oh 
and just like the river I’ve been running ever since / It’s been a long, a 
long time coming / but I know a change gone come.” But the best were 
the sounds streaming every Sunday morning from that little storefront 
church challenging all the cultural caricatures of blackness and protect-
ing us from the wiles of the many devils that sought access to our souls; 
sounds like the choir singing, “Oh, it’s a highway to heaven / None can 
walk up there / but the pure in heart. / Oh, it’s a highway to heaven / I’m 
walking up the King’s Highway!”

I remember how Sylvia Thornton’s petite body with its elfin features 
rocked back and forth as her tiny feet hardly touched the pedals while 
she crouched over the Hammond organ, getting all fired up and playing 
like it was Judgment Day. We were as clean as the board of health in our 
double- toned light and dark blue robes, with all of us in the choir belting 
out the lines as Sylvia, in her chic, elegant outfits, brought a style to the 
moment that convinced me that God meant for everything we wore to 
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be as beautiful as whatever they were wearing in heaven. “Christ walks 
beside us, angels to guide us / Walking up the King’s Highway!” We did 
not want to be outdone by the angels while we were walking up the 
King’s Highway! Heaven was a place for styling, laughing, and playing! 
No sad faces— just pure joy and light!

We needed Christ to walk beside us! Forty- Third Street was a high-
way to heaven or hell— it all depended on with whom you were walk-
ing. Once I was walking with a high school classmate, a block down the 
street from the church, when Thunder, the leader of the Black Stone 
Four Corners Rangers, threatened my friend’s life if he ever repeated to 
the authorities details about an assassination that he had witnessed. Or 
the time on the highway when Richard, the itinerant preacher, whose 
right arm and leg were lost in a prankish teenage accident while playing 
on the “L” tracks, met me in one of my frequent states of inebriation and 
laid his remaining hand on my head in prayer for my future. I remember 
best the last stanza of the song, “If you’re not walking, start while I’m 
talking / Walking up the King’s Highway!”

My memory is a chamber of sounds— black sounds, rich with life, 
pregnant with hope and possibility rallying against the damning, de-
pressing nihilistic dirge of machine culture and progress Western- style; 
the rhapsodic rhythm of congo and bongo drums on hot summer nights 
in the Chicago of my youth calling upon ancient spirits for deliverance 
from cultural asylums and redlined urban concentration camps; sounds 
of young black boys “doo- wopping” to the tunes of the Temptations: 
“I’ve got sunshine on a cloudy day / and when it’s cold outside, I’ve got 
the month of May”; sounds like the pistol shot that left a bullet in Rome-
ro’s neck; sounds like the late- night heavy breathing “up on the roof,” 
rushing and pushing hard, shooting babies that would never know their 
fathers; sounds of broken windows from home runs off Tony Kelley’s 
bat in the vacant lot across the street from Mrs. Grant’s house; sounds 
like the “epistemologically opposed and existentially tense”7 moaning I 
heard on late Saturday night and early Sunday morning at the Centen-
nial Missionary Baptist Church, sounds of lament and rejoicing; gos-
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pel choirs and the musical wizardry of the Reverend Hosie Robinson 
reaching his sermonic climax in the sensual cadence and incantations of 
horns blowing kisses— In the beginning was the Sound and the Sound was 
with God and God was the Sound— “Somebody, say ‘Amen!’”

Mama was the proudest person alive as she greeted the congregants 
with an extended arm and a swift turn and escorted them to their seats. 
Those simple movements— the extended arm and swift turn— were what 
Milan Kundera called “gestures of immortality.”8 I was my mother’s 
caretaker. This was not my duty alone. I was privileged to share this 
responsibility with other family members, but since I was the youngest 
sibling, during my brother Clinton’s military tour of duty in Vietnam, 
the weight of my mother’s daytime care fell to my sister Bea and me. 
Mama’s epilepsy and fiery temperament did not make this task easy. The 
seizures would leave her confused and with loss of memory. She would 
forget where she was and often not recognize us for some time. In public 
places, we learned to protect and comfort her while onlookers stared. 
Under guarded breath, they called her “crazy.”

I really don’t know much about my mother’s childhood except that 
her father was an abusive man, prone to fits of rage. He died the year be-
fore my birth. My grandmother, whom we affectionately called Maugh, 
was the backbone of the family of four boys and four girls. She was a 
medicine woman upon whom the community relied for healing and 
counsel. She was born with a veil over her face, which meant that she 
could see. Maugh was strong, rugged, and free. She rode a horse well 
into old age. The white folks called her a “crazy nigger,” but she wasn’t 
crazy— she was fearless!

My mother inherited Maugh’s fearlessness. I remember once when 
I was eleven years old, Mr. B. C., who lived in the basement apartment 
in the building where we rented the first- floor, four- room flat, got into 
an argument with my mother. My mother and I were home alone. In a 
drunken stupor, he came upstairs, broke the window of our apartment 
door with a pistol and pointed it in my mother’s face. I was crying and 
pleading with Mr. B. C. not to shoot my mother. My mother stood there 
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in defiance and told him, “You can shoot me, B. C., but you can’t eat me.” 
Madness.

Early I witnessed the tragic violence that dogs the footsteps of the op-
pressed: gangs, crimes, drugs, murder— it was all there. Society had al-
ready written a nighttime script for the young black men and women of 
my neighborhood. But my little Mama knew something about the other 
side of madness— she possessed a subversive quality of hope. Constantly 
in poor health, functionally illiterate, misplaced in a hostile urban en-
vironment, Mama still found a place called “hope.” Every Tuesday eve-
ning, no matter what activity demanded my youthful attention, Mama 
required that I go to prayer meeting at our little storefront church on 
Forty- Third Street. It was there that I would witness the source of this 
“hope.” During testimony time, Mama would rise and give her testi-
mony. “I just rose to tell my determination,” she began her memorized 
litany. “My determination is for heaven. Sometimes it’s hard living in 
this place. Trials are on every hand. Raising children is hard, but I keep 
on keeping on, ’cause I know that the Lord is able to keep them from 
falling. I’ve put my children in the hands of the Lord. Sometimes I want 
to give up, but I can’t. ’Cause this joy that I have, the world didn’t give it 
to me and the world can’t take it away.”

O dear mother of mine! How did she know that sometimes when 
daybreak would seem a million nighttimes away, when I could not see 
my way for the tears in my eyes, when lonely nights would come way 
down in the valley where I couldn’t hear nobody pray, that her words 
would find a place in my heart that rings even now: “This joy that I have, 
the world didn’t give it to me and the world can’t take it away!”

Once I saw my mother in a vision, seated at a campfire and wrapped 
in animal skins, and around her were other elders making preparation 
for ritual cleansing. She rose from a crouched posture with a staff in her 
hand and walked to the huge pot in the midst of the fire. I shall never 
forget the regal beauty and rustic elegance with which she rose— like a 
goddess, ancient and holy. She uttered incantations and began to spit 
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into the flame. As she spat, I felt the roar of the flames in my belly, burn-
ing my deep inward parts. I screamed with the voice of a soul possessed, 
receiving a deep inner healing. I knew instantly that she was making 
preparation for my becoming— a foretaste of the future that I could not 
see, a baptism in the Fire that prophesies in many languages to many 
nations. “See,” she says, “I have refined you, though not as silver; I have 
tested you in the furnace of affliction.”9 She is like the refiner’s fire.

* * *

My father was a handsome, gentle man who rested in a place that I 
sometimes call “peace by a waterfall.” But long after he left Mississippi 
for the Promised Land, the ghosts of Mississippi haunted my father. 
Those ha’nts, as he called them, were ever present, working sometimes 
for evil and sometimes for good. Hoodoo was real strong in those parts 
of the country where he grew up, and people still practice this invis-
ible religion alongside their Christian beliefs.10 A family story that I 
heard from my father was about the time he was poisoned close to death 
and he went to a conjure doctor. The conjure man placed a dime in his 
mouth and the dime turned greenish black, which was a sign that he 
had been poisoned. The roots worker gave him a potion and he was 
healed in several days. It took me a while to realize just how powerfully 
my father’s beliefs in ghosts and ha’nts impacted my own journey into 
the world of shape- shifting spirits and taught me to observe their dif-
ferent guises, animating mundane things and returning to the silence of 
memory in old songs.

My best times with Daddy were those kitchen moments before the 
others rose, watching him bake biscuits.11 Daddy made the best biscuits. 
Not those store-bought, spongy Pillsbury doughcakes, but big, thick, 
Mississippi, hand-sized, mouthwatering, long-lasting, Heavy D biscuits 
that sat awkwardly on the side of the plate to save space for the sausage, 
eggs, and Alaga (Alabama-Georgia) syrup. Even as a small child I had a 
sixth sense for great cuisine, but I saved the seventh for Daddy.
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Sometimes he would sing a song while brewing his coffee in one of 
the small tin pots. He said he first heard it from a white woman evange-
list in the Delta.

Me and the Devil had a tussle, but I won.
Me and the Devil had a tussle, but I won.
I hate the Devil, he hates me.
Me and the Devil cannot agree.
Me and the Devil had a tussle, but I won.

Daddy struggled with many devils: devils from Mississippi, devils in 
Chicago, devils of fear, devils of hopelessness, and devils he could not 
name. The greatest of these devils was hopelessness. It is only in retro-
spect, looking back at the horror of those early years in Chicago, that I 
remember how difficult it was for him to make sense of the deep alien-
ation and harrowing fear of transitioning from downsouth to upsouth. 
Tussling constantly without jobs, being too old, too unskilled, and too 
black to make a living for his family, was a veritable hell with many 
fiendish imps mocking his every effort to remain sane and whole.

In The Inferno, Dante placed a sign over the entrance into hell. It 
read, Abandon hope all ye who enter here. Hopelessness reigned on the 
Southside of Chicago and played itself out in razor fights, shootings, 
bad whiskey, and fantastic visions of hell that street-corner prophets 
used with great facility and reward. Daddy didn’t have much use for 
any of these sedatives or for churchgoing. Although he attended church 
in Mississippi, he started going to church in Chicago only after he was 
diagnosed with cancer. He would sing to himself— those old songs. Yes, 
how I remember those old songs that come when hope has exhausted 
itself and like angelic guides they lead us into misty wanderings and 
quiet ways.

Early in the morning, there in the kitchen, between the stove and 
the table, transitioning back and forth between time and song, between 
downsouth and upsouth, between devils he left behind and devils that 
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greeted him in the Promised Land, Daddy established his rhythm, the 
rhythm that would carry him through the day:

Me and the Devil had a tussle, but I won.
Me and the Devil had a tussle, but I won.
I hate the Devil, he hates me.
Me and the Devil cannot agree.
Me and the Devil had a tussle, but I won.

In hell, hope comes with small steps. There are no great eschato-
logical leaps into a heaven where the streets are paved with gold— no, 
there are only small, calculated, carefully maneuvered steps. I under-
stand those old songs better, now. Sometimes as he limped through tight, 
crooked spaces, those old songs were melodic walking sticks that helped 
Daddy to stand and delicately identify safe places in the dark— he was 
negotiating tragedy and transcendence. He had another song that would 
follow the first:

Do you know Him?
Do you know Him?
Jesus Christ, God’s Son?

After the coffee was made and the biscuits were baked, he would sing 
that old song. Often it was during a morning when Daddy was making 
decisions about the day. I remember the times when there was no bus 
fare for my sister and me to go to school. Daddy would sing the song:

Do you know Him?
Do you know Him?
Jesus Christ, God’s Son?

He was pondering the next step: “Do you know Him? / Do you know 
Him? / Jesus Christ, God’s Son?” I dare not attempt a hermeneutical 

Fluker_i_313.indd   11 8/18/16   9:16 AM



12 | From Frogbottom to a Bucket of Blood

exploration of what was going on in Daddy’s soul while he pondered 
these things, but I imagine that Gethsemane would be an appropriate 
metaphor.

Do you know Him?
Do you know Him?
Jesus Christ, God’s Son?

Jesus, God, and the angels never show up when we beg and plead 
for deliverance. The sheer carnage of black bodies and the titanic loss 
of black mothers’ petitions should teach us this. But it is in remember-
ing, in transitioning, in making and baking fresh things that we make 
contact with the eternal within us. It is there that the answers are pro-
vided: God dons human garments, Jesus becomes a bosom friend, and 
the angels just show out in the mid-heavens. Somewhere between the 
stove and the table, between the pouring of the coffee and the sopping of 
the biscuits in Alaga syrup, Daddy received his answer and a new day of 
hope would spring forth.

Daddy died in 1984, but he still visits me in dreams and songs. In 
one dream I was in the backyard of my house in Nashville, Tennessee, 
fearfully approaching two terrible Dobermans chained to a tool shed. 
In the dream I was a child, innocently walking into the fangs of these 
vicious predators. Suddenly I felt a lift from two huge arms that gently 
transported me to safety. They were Daddy’s arms. Daddy’s arms still 
come to me at times of crisis when my way is lost and I am walking into 
dangerous territory without a map.

He also sings to me. Some years ago I was invited to speak at a church, 
but for some reason the “word” would not come. Nearly an hour before 
I was to present, an old song came to me in Daddy’s voice: I’m going to 
sit at the Welcome Table one of these days. The refrain called me back 
to memory. I remembered my father’s flight from Mississippi and his 
altercation with Mr. Hand and how he had to leave in a hurry and how 
he later sent for his wife and three children to join him in the Promised 
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Land. The rest of that story was written in the pain and travail of a dis-
placed black southerner in a hostile urban environment to which he was 
never reconciled. But his journey marked the meaning of black people 
in America in search of deliverance from the retribution of Crusoe and 
acceptance into a land flowing with milk and honey. But there was never 
enough milk and never enough honey for us; all we had were Daddy’s 
arms.

I sang my sermon that morning in the old way, long meters, dragging 
the melody until the words bled into one another and rested in the hol-
low caverns of our throats.

I’m going to sit at the Welcome Table,
I’m going to sit at the Welcome Table one of these days.

Far beyond the inherited and distorted Anglo creeds and evangelical 
formulas of a salvation American style, that melody shook up calcified 
memories. The Spirit walked the aisles and touched two other displaced 
southerners sitting in the congregation. They met me at the door at the 
close of the service and related to me their story of Frogbottom. They 
reported that only a week earlier, thirty years later, Daddy’s boss-man’s 
son had burned his wife in the fields that my family once worked. Daddy 
wanted me to remember; even the rising eerie smoke from the parched, 
bloody land that bore witness to his travail and the suffering of many 
broken black bodies cried out to me to remember.

How do you remember black fathers, their strong arms and old 
songs, without romanticization and nostalgic wanderings into places 
filled with the horror of going nameless up and down the streets of other 
minds where no salutation greets and where there is no place to call one’s 
own?12 I choose to remember my father as the one who never left but 
resides in secret places hidden from the master’s rage. Arna Bontemps 
in Black Thunder says of Bundy, the field hand killed by old Marse, that 
you can’t hurt a smoke man ’cause “Dying ain’t nothing. The smoke goes 
free. Can’t nobody hurt smoke. A smoke man— that’s you now, brother. 
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A real smoke man. Smoke what gets in yo’ eyes and makes you blink. 
Smoke what gets in yo’ throat and chokes you. Don’t let them cover you 
up in that hole, Bundy. Mm- mm- mm- mm.”13 Daddy is a real smoke 
man, now! And he is ghostly, free and dangerous because where there is 
smoke, there is fire!

When I am most myself, that is, mySelf, which has nothing to do 
with the illusory patterns of bondage that play out in the minds of lost 
boys who have never known their fathers— those mortgaged by society 
and sent to Never Never Land from the urban centers of America with-
out charming Peter Pans and sexy nymphs to defend them— when I am 
most mySelf, I can hear distant murmurings of the “black and angry 
dead”14 who visit in dreams and songs and testify to a day of reckoning 
in America and the world. They say (and I pause here, to affirm that it is 
true) that one day, The bottom rail will be on the top rail.

To remember black fathers is to reenter lost time, time-swept-un-
der-the-rug, and to play in broad open spaces far from the fear of preda-
tors who lurk behind the curtains of social fictions. It is to soar in flight 
above the madness in ever-widening concentric patterns of freedom 
heralding a new day when Million Man Marches and apocalyptic gang-
sta paradises are moving pictures set to the rhythm of old songs with 
fresh meanings for struggle and redemption in a land where our fathers’ 
and mothers’ bones await a new Breath of Pentecost. It is to remember 
that our names, our destinies, our soul journeys are in the valley of these 
bones and that only with the invocation of the Holy Ghost can we see a 
mighty army clothed in flesh.

I await this day— better, I run screaming through the valley of dry 
bones and challenge them to live again, to see again, to know again, to be 
again, to begin again. Dare we see this, we who believe in ghosts?

* * *

During a 1977 family reunion in Winona, my father, mother, older 
brother, and sisters took me back to Frogbottom. Twenty- one years 
had passed since my family had traded the croaking of frogs for the 
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Promised Land. I was anxious to see the place, the little house where 
I was born. I had warm and cheerful memories of the house and of 
my family living there. It was home. I remembered the animals, the 
smells, the sounds, and what Du Bois called “the sensuous spiritual-
ity of the southern environment.” Although I was raised in Chicago, 
my family remained essentially southern. The experiences, feelings, 
associations, jokes, stories, etiquette, behavior, laughter, language— 
indeed, the culture of the South— were so deeply embedded in my way 
of being in the world that someone in New England remarked once that 
I was “more Mississippian than Chicagoan,” a compliment I graciously 
acknowledged.15

I was eager to see the place, this “site of memory,”16 and to relive those 
time- swept days that my father rehearsed in stories about High John 
the Conqueror, Brer Rabbit, and h’ants in country churchyards. Ah, the 
magic of those ecstatic rituals that translated us from the madness of 
urban existence to sacred spheres of redemption as we sat at his feet for 
hours. I discovered, however, that these memories were perhaps more an 
amalgam of my father’s stories about the South that he loved and missed 
so much than factual recollections from my early childhood. “Memory 
(the deliberate act of remembering) is a form of willed creation,” writes 
Toni Morrison. “It is not an effort to find out the way it really was— that 
is research. The point is to dwell on the way it appeared and why it ap-
peared in that particular way.”17

After experiencing considerable difficulty in locating the place, we 
finally came upon the remains of what was once “our house,” the place 
we called home. In fact, it had been a little four- room, wooden struc-
ture nestled in the woods off a dirt road. But now, not even the simple 
elegance of a weatherworn shanty remained to give testimony to my 
family’s intimate and sacred history in this forsaken place. Even the 
ground where the house once stood had shifted. The earth had moved, the 
foundations had fallen. Only ruins remained. The little house in which 
we lived and “made do” was no longer there. Nothing remained except the 
memories— like wandering ghosts without habitation.
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