The Help, by Kathryn Stockton


I found this book to be unusually interesting, even shocking in parts. In the voices

 of  three women, it tries to answer the question: What is it like to be black in the summer

of 1962 in Jackson, Miss.? What were you doing in the summer of 1962? My husband

 and I had just graduated from college, gotten married, and were living in Chicago

 planning on entering graduate school. In Jackson, white women were playing bridge and

 entertaining their friends, while black women (the “help”) were providing all the

 childcare and housekeeping chores six days a week.


These fascinating stories are told by one white women, Skeeter, and two black 

women, Abilene and Minny. Skeeter has just graduated from Ole Miss and

returned home, with the hope of becoming a writer. While working at the local

 newspaper, she surreptitiously send samples of her writing to a prestigious

New York publishing house, whose editor encourages her to write about “what disturbs

 you, particularly if it bothers no one else.” Meanwhile the Civil Rights Movement is

 gathering strength: James Meredith is admitted to Ole Miss, Medgar Evers is

  assassinated, and four little girls are killed in a church bombing.


Against this revolutionary background, the 3 women describe the shocking 

conditions under which all the African American maids and their families live and

work. Two black woman, Abilene and Minny, who work as maids for white families,

 agree to help Skeeter write a book about what it is like to be black in Jackson in the early

 60’s. When this proposal is accepted by an editor in New York, Skeeter has to work

 quickly, but always undercover. She discovers that the maids are suffocating within the

 racial lines that define their work opportunities and social behavior. By crossing this line, 

Skeeter learns about the depth of relationships between the white families and “the help”

 upon whom they depend for daily housecleaning, childcare and cooking. She also learns

 of the love and loyalty between some white and black families.


The author, born and raised in Jackson, Miss. writes with sensitivity, hope, and 

humor of  black women’s determination to be heard. She also illuminates the cultural

 backlash which Skeeter faces when her book is published. Both Skeeter and the

 author ultimately leave Jackson for New York City to become successful writers.

 I found this book to be particularly interesting due to my social work

 background counseling black families in Chicago from 1962-1966. Many had come to

 Chicago from Mississippi hoping to find opportunities and a better life for

 themselves. Most of the clients I saw were living in poverty while struggling to gain

 more education and work experience, which were unavailable to them in Mississippi.

The Civil Rights Movement inspired many of these people to register to vote, continue

their education, find employment, and ensure a better future for themselves and their

families.


This book may be found at the James Library in Norwell Center. For a complete

listing of current musical and literary events at the James, visit www.jameslibrary.org.  
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