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The land we till is beautiful, with red and black and brown clay, with 

fresh and hungry smells, with pine trees and palm trees, with rolling hills 

and swampy delta-an unbelievably fertile land, bounded on the north by 

the states of Pennsylvania, Ohio, Illinois, and Indiana, on the south by the 

Gulf of Mexico, on the west by the Mississippi River, and on the east by 

the Atlantic Ocean. 

Our southern springs are filled with quiet noises and scenes of growth. 

Apple buds laugh into blossom. Honeysuckles creep up the sides of houses. 

Sunflowers nod in the hot fields. From mossy tree to mossy tree-oak, elm, 

willow, aspen, sycamore, dogwood, cedar, walnut, ash, and hickory-bright 

green leaves jut from a million branches to form an awning that tries to 

shield and shade the earth. Blue and pink kites of small boys sail in the 

windy air. 

In summer the magnolia trees fill the countryside with sweet scent for 

long miles. Days are slumberous, and the skies are high and thronged with 

clouds that ride fast. At midday the sun blazes and bleaches the soil. Butter

flies flit through the heat; wasps sing their sharp, straight lines; birds fluff 

and flounce, piping in querulous joy. Nights are covered with canopies 

sometimes blue and sometimes black, canopies that sag low with ripe and 

nervous stars. The throaty boast of frogs momentarily drowns out the call 

and counter-call of crickets. 

In autumn the land is afire with color. Red and brown leaves lift and 

flutter dryly, becoming entangled in the stiff grass and cornstalks. Cotton 

is picked and ginned; cane is crushed and its juice is simmered down into 

molasses; yams are grubbed out of the clay; hogs are slaughtered and cured 

in lingering smoke; corn is husked and ground into meal. At twilight the 

sky is full of wild geese winging ever southward, and bats jerk through the 

air. At night the winds blow free. 

In winter the forests resound with the bite of steel axes eating into tall 

trees as men gather wood for the leaden days of cold. The guns of hunters 

snap and crack. Long days of rain come, and our swollen creeks rush to 
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join a hundred rivers that wash across the land and make great harbors 

where they feed the gulf or the sea. Occasionally the rivers leap their banks 

and leave new thick layers of silt to enrich the earth, and then the look of 

the land is garish, bleak, suffused with a first-day stillness, strangeness, 

and awe. 

But whether in spring or summer or autumn or winter, time slips past 

us remorselessly, and it is hard to tell of the iron that lies beneath the sur

face of our quiet, dull days. 



To paint the picture of how we live on the tobacco, cane, rice, and cotton 

plantations is to compete with mighty artists: the movies, the radio, the 

newspapers, the magazines, and even the Church. They have painted one 

picture: charming, idyllic, romantic; but we live another: full of the fear 

of the Lords of the Land, bowing and grinning when we meet white faces, 

toiling from sun to sun, living in unpainted wooden shacks that sit casually 

and insecurely upon the red clay. 

In the main we are different from other folk in that, when an impulse 

moves us, when we are caught in the throes of inspiration, when we are 

moved to better our lot, we do not ask ourselves: "Can we do it?" but: 

"Will they let us do it?" Before we black folk can move, we must first look 

into the white man's mind to see what is there, to see what he is thinking, 

and the white man's mind is a mind that is always changing. 

In general there are three classes of men above us: the Lords of the Land 

-operators of the plantations; the Bosses of the Buildings-the owners of 

industry; and the vast numbers of poor white workers-our immediate 

competitors in the daily struggle for bread. The Lords of the Land hold 

sway over the plantations and over us; the Bosses of the Buildings lend 

money and issue orders to the Lords of the Land. The Bosses of the Build

ings feed upon the Lords of the Land, and the Lords of the Land feed 

upon the 5,000,000 landless poor whites and upon us, throwing to the poor 

whites the scant solace of filching from us 4,000,000 landless blacks what 

the poor whites themselves are cheated of in this elaborate game. 

Back of this tangled process is a long history. When the Emancipation 

Proclamation was signed, there were some 4,.000,000 of us black folk strand

ed and bewildered upon the land which we had tilled under compulsion for 

two and a half centuries. Sundered suddenly from the only relationship 

with Western civilization we had been allowed to form since our cap

tivity, our personalities blighted by two hundred and fifty years of servi

tude, and eager to hold our wives and husbands and children together in 
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family units, some of us turned back to the same Lords of the Land who 

had held us as slaves and begged for work, resorted to their advice; and 

there began for us a new kind of bondage: sharecropping. 

Glad to be free, some of us drifted and gave way to every vagary of 

impulse that swept through us, being held in the line of life only by the 

necessity to work and eat. Confined for centuries to the life of the cotton 

field, many of us possessed no feelings of family, home, community, race, 

church, or progress. We could scarcely believe that_ we were free, and our 

restlessness and incessant mobility were our naive way of testing that free

dom. Just as a kitten stretches and yawns after a long sleep, so thousands 

of us tramped from place to place for the sheer sake of moving, looking, 

wondering, landless upon the land. Arkansas, Missouri, Tennessee, Ken

tucky, North Carolina, South Carolina, Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, 

Georgia, Virginia, and West Virginia became the home states of us freed 

blacks. 

In 1890 many white people predicted that we black folk would perish 

in a competitive world; but in spite of this we left the land and kept afloat, 

wandering from Natchez to New Orleans, from Mobile to Montgomery, 

from Macon to Jacksonville, from Birmingham to Chattanooga, from 

Nashville to Louisville, from Memphis to Little Rock-laboring in the 

sawmilJs, in the turpentine camps, on the road jobs; working for men who 

did not care if we lived or died, but who did not want their business enter

prises to suffer for lack of labor. During the first decade of the twentieth 

century, more than one and three-quarter millions of us abandoned the 

plantations upon which we had been born; more than a million of us 

roamed the states of the South and the remainder of us drifted north. 

Our women fared easier than we men during the early days of freedom; 

on the whole their relationship to the world was more stable than ours. 

Their authority was supreme in most of our families inasmuch as many of 

them had worked in the "Big Houses" of the Lords of the Land and had 

learned manners, had been taught to cook, sew, and nurse. During slave 



days they did not always belong to us, for the Lords of the Land often 

took them for their pleasure. When a gang of us was sold from one plan

tation to another, our wives would sometimes be kept by the Lords of the 

Land and we men would have to mate with whatever slave girl we chanced 

upon. Because of their enforced intimacy with the Lords of the Land, many 

of our women, after they were too old to work, were allowed to remain 

in the slave cabins to tend generations of black children. They enjoyed a 

status denied us men, being called "Mammy"; and through the years they 

became symbols of motherhood, retaining in their withered bodies the 

burden of our folk wisdom, reigning as arbiters in our domestic affairs 

until we men were freed and had moved to cities where cash-paying jobs 

enabled us to become the heads of our own families. 
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The economic and political power of th uth is not held in our hands; 

we do not own banks, iron and steel mills railroads, office buildings, ships, 

wharves, or power plants. There are some f e · of us who operate small 

grocery stores, barber shops, rooming houses, burial societies, and under

taking establishments. But none of us owns any of the basic industries that 

shape the course of the South, such as mining, lumber, textiles, oil, trans

portation, or electric power. So, in the early spring, when the rains have 

ceased and the ground is ready for plowing, we present ourselves to the 

Lords of the Land and ask to make a crop. We sign a contract-usually our 

contracts are oral-which allows us to keep one-half of the harvest after 

all debts are paid. If we have worked upon these plantations before, we 

are legally bound to plant, tend, and harvest another crop. If we should 

escape to the city to avoid paying our mounting debts, white policemen 

track us down and ship us back to the plantation. 

The Lords of the Land assign us ten or fifteen acres of soil already bled 

of its fertility through generations of abuse. They advance us one mule, 

one plow, seed, tools, fertilizer, clothing, and food, the main staples of 

which are fat hog meat, coarsely ground corn meal, and sorghum molasses. 

If we have been lucky the year before, maybe we have saved a few dollars 

to tide us through the fall months, but spring finds us begging an "advance" 

-credit-from the Lords of the Land. 

From now on the laws of Queen Cotton rule our lives. ( Contrary to popu

lar assumption, cotton is a queen, not a king. Kings are dictatorial; cotton 

is not only dictatorial but self-destructive, an imperious woman in the 

throes of constant childbirth, a woman who is driven by her greedy pas

sion to bear endless bales of cotton, though she well knows that she will 

die if she continues to give birth to her fleecy children!) If we black folk 

had only to work to feed the Lords of the Land, to supply delicacies for 

their tables-as did the slaves of old for their masters-our degradation 

upon the plantations would not have been the harshest form of human 

servitude the world has ever known. But we had to raise cotton to clothe 



the world; cotton meant money, and money meant power and authority 

and prestige. To plant vegetables for our tables was often forbidden, for 

raising a garden narrowed the area to be planted in cotton. The world 

demanded cotton, and the Lords of the Land ordered more acres to be 

planted-planted right up to our doorsteps !-and the ritual of Queen 

Cotton became brutal and bloody. 

The laws of Queen Cotton rule our lives 
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