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This eBook was born of a course that I took as a student within the 

Creative Writing program at Florida State University in the spring of 

2012 entitled, “The Bust! Literature and Culture of the Great 

Depression.” 

 

For the course, we read and examined several extraordinary works of 

literature published between 1929-1941. Each of the works moved me 

deeply, and awakened within new levels of understanding and compassion 

for those Americans who endured the grave practical and ideological 

challenges presented by the Great Depression. 

 

It also broke my heart to note (through various, self-initiated 

explorations) that the Depression years—a period forever distinguished 

by immeasurable socio-economic devastation and despair—oddly lay claim 

to the decade in which Americans were being seduced more and more into 

gauging their individual self-worth through external, material 

measures and less and less through the “old-fashioned” barometers of 

heart and soul. 

 

[insert emergence of print advertising power-mecca here] 

 

Unable to shake the biting angst I felt surrounding such a grand 

paradox, I composed this eBook as a slightly unorthodox, deeply 

inspired final “essay” for the course. For the assignment, each 

student was asked to develop a focused thesis which would put forth a 

specific claim relating to the various texts we studied, then find 

outside evidence to support it, drawing meaningful connections between 

the works, authors and themes explored throughout the semester. 

 

While I made several fevered attempts to capture and express in 

writing that thesis which I aim to put forth with this eBook, upon 

making every attempt, I came up short. However, said shortcoming in no 

way reflected a lack of focus on my part—in fact, it proved to be a 

vital beacon of this work. For with every attempt made to streamline 

my contentions onto the written page, my heart ardently took the reins 

and steered my soul back into the transcendent closing chapters of 

Thomas Wolfe’s preeminent novel, You Can’t Go Home Again, one of eight 

masterful texts we studied for the course. 

 

As such, and in light of how acutely and gloriously Wolfe communicates 

through those final pages of his book all that I aim to illuminate and 

impart with this modern-day musing, I shall at last step aside and let 

his “thesis statement” speak for mine. In doing so, it is my hope that 

you, dearest reader, might join me—us?...us!—in our fervent alliance 

to pursue not merely those certain inalienable rights we salute as 

Americans, but those rather unsung heroes—sympathetic selflessness and 

easy-breezy goodwill—which remain ever at hand to unite us as humans 

under one true, benevolent sun. 



 

“I think the life which we have fashioned in America, and which 

has fashioned us—the forms we made, the cells that grew, the 

honeycomb that was created...must be destroyed.   

 

I think the true discovery of America is before us. I think the 

true fulfillment of our spirit, of our people, of our mighty and 

immortal land, is yet to come. 

 

I think the enemy is here before us, too. But I think we know the 

forms and faces of the enemy, and in the knowledge that we know 

him, and shall meet him, and eventually must conquer him is also 

our living hope. I think the enemy is here before us with a 

thousand faces*, but I think we know that all his faces wear one 
mask.  

 

I think the enemy is single 

selfishness and compulsive 

greed.  
 
I think the enemy is blind, but has the brutal power of his blind 

grab.  

 

I do not think that the enemy was born yesterday, or that he grew 

to manhood forty years ago, or that he suffered sickness and 

collapse in 1929, or that we began without the enemy, and that 

our vision faltered, that we lost the way, and suddenly were in 

his camp. I think the enemy is old as Time, and evil as Hell, and 

that he has been here with us from the beginning.  

 

I think the enemy comes to us with the face of innocence and says 

to us: “I am your friend.” 

 

I think the enemy deceives us with false words and lying phrases, 

saying: 

 

‘See, I am one of you—I am one of your children, your son, your 

brother, and your friend. Behold how sleek and fat I have become—

and all because I am just one of you, and your friend. Behold how  



 

rich and powerful I am—and all because I am one of you—shaped in 

your way of life, of thinking, of accomplishment. What I am, I am 

because I am one of you, your humble brother and your friend. 

 

Behold the man I am, the man I have become, the thing I have 

accomplished—and reflect. Will you destroy this thing? I assure 

you that it is the most precious thing you have. It is 

yourselves, the projection of each of you, the triumph of your 

individual lives, the thing that is rooted in your blood, and 

native to your stock, and inherent in the traditions of America. 

It is the thing that all of you may hope to be,’ says Enemy, 

‘for...am I not just one of you? Am I not the living image of 

what each of you may hope to be, would wish to be, would desire 

for his own son? Would you destroy this glorious incarnation of 

your own heroic self? If you do, then,’ says Enemy, ‘you destroy 

yourselves—you kill the thing that is most gloriously American, 

and in so killing, kill yourselves.’ 

 

He lies! And now we know he 

lies! He is not gloriously, or 

in any other way, ourselves. He 

is not our friend, our son our 

brother, and he is not 

American! For, although he has 

a thousand familiar and 

convenient faces*, his own true 
face is old as Hell. 
 

Look about you and see what he 

has done.” 

 
 



 



 

**The ideas and opinions expressed through this musing belong 

to the author alone and do not in any way serve as critical 

commentary directed towards LIFE Magazine.  

*Each of the advertisements appearing in this eBook 

was originally published in      Magazine** in 1937. 
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F o r  i n  t h e 

immediate world, 

everything is to be 

discerned, for him 

who can discern it 

centrally and 

simply, without 

either dissection 

into science, or 

digestion into art, 

but with the whole 

of consciousness, 

seeking to perceive 

it as it stands: so  



 
17 

that the aspect of a 

street in sunlight 

can roar in the 

heart of itself as a 

symphony, perhaps as 

no symphony can: and 

all of consciousness 

is shifted from the 

i m a g i n e d ,  t h e 

revisive, to the 

effort to perceive 

simply the cruel 

radiance of what 

is. 
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 And the tenant men came 

walking back, hands in their 

pockets, hats pulled down.  
 
 

Some bought a pint and drank it fast to make the impact hard 

and stunning. But they didn’t laugh and they didn’t dance. 

They didn’t sing or pick the guitars. They walked back to the 

farms, hands in pockets and heads down, shoes kicking the red 

dust up. 

 Maybe we can start again, in the new rich land—in 

California, where the fruit grows. We’ll start over. 

 But you can’t start. Only a baby can start. You and me—

why, we’re all that’s been. The anger of a moment, the 

thousand pictures, that’s us. This land, this red land, is 

us; and the flood years and the dust years and the drought 

years are us. We can’t start again. The bitterness we sold to 

the junk man—he got it all right, but we have it still. And 

when the owner men told us to go, that’s us; and when the 

tractor hit the house, that’s us until we’re dead. 

 The tenant men scuffed home to the farms through the red 

dust. 

 When everything that could be sold was sold, stoves and 

bedsteads, chairs and tables, little corner cupboards, tubs 

and tanks, still there were piles of possessions; and the 

women sat among them, turning them over and looking off 

beyond and back, pictures, square glasses, and here’s a vase. 

 Now you know well what we can take and what we can’t. 

We’ll be camping out—a few pots to cook and wash in, and 

mattresses and comforts, lanterns and buckets, and a piece of 

canvas. Use that for a tent. This kerosene can. Know what 

this is? That’s the stove. And clothes—take all the clothes. 

And—the rifle? Wouldn’t go out naked of a rifle. When shoes 

and clothes and food, when even hope is gone, we’ll have the 

rifle. When grampa came—did I tell you?—he had pepper and 

salt and a rifle. Nothing else. That goes. And a bottle for 

water. That just about fills us. Right up the sides of the 

trailer, and the kids can set in the trailer, and granma on a 

mattress. Tools, a shovel and saw and wrench and pliers. An 

ax, too. We had that ax forty years. Look how she’s wore 

down. And ropes, of course. The rest? Leave it—or burn it up. 
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 And the children came. 

 If Mary takes that dirty rag doll, I got to take my 

Injun bow, I got to. An’ this roun’ stick—big as me. I might 

need this stick. I had this stick so long—a month, maybe or 

a year. I got to take it. And what’s it like in California? 

 The women sat among the doomed things, turning them 

over and looking past them and back. This book. My father 

had it. He liked a book. Pilgrim’s Progress. Used to read 

it. Got his name in it. And his pipe—still smells rank. And 

this picture—an angel. I looked at that before the fust 

three come—didn’t seem to do much too. Think we could get 

this china dog in? Aunt Sadie brought it from the St. Louis 

Fair. See? Wrote right on it. No, I guess not. Here’s a 

letter my brother wrote the day before he died. Here’s an 

old-time hat. These feathers—never got to use them. No, 

there isn’t room. 

 How can we live without 

our lives? How will we know 

it’s us without our past? No. 

Leave it. Burn it. 

 They sat and looked at it and burned it into their 

memories. How’ll it be not to know what land’s outside the 

door? How if you wake up in the night and know—and know the 

willow tree’s not there? Can you live without the willow 

tree? Well, no you can’t. The willow tree is you. The pain 

on that mattress there—that dreadful pain—that’s you. 

 And the children—if Sam takes his Injun bow an’ his 

long roun’ stick, I get to take two things. I choose the 

fluffy pilla. That’s mine. 

 Suddenly they were nervous. Got to get out quick now. 

Can’t wait. We can’t wait. And they piled up the goods in 

the yards and set fire to them. They stood and watched them 

burning, and then frantically they loaded up the cars and 

drove away, drove in the dust. The dust hung in the air for 

a long time after the loaded cars had passed. 
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 All that summer of 1929, 

in the broad window of the 

warehouse, a man sat at a 

desk and looked out into 

the street, in a posture 

that never changed.  
 

George saw him there whenever he glanced across, yet he never 

saw him do anything but look out of the window with a fixed, 

abstracted stare.  

 That man’s face became for him the face of Darkness and 

of Time. It never spoke, and yet it had a voice—a voice that 

seemed to have the whole earth in  it.  

 ”Child, child,” it said, “have patience and belief, for 

life is many days, and each present hour will pass away. Son, 

son, you have been mad and drunken, furious and wild, filled 

with hatred and despair, and all the dark confusions of the 

soul—but so have we. And now, because you have known madness 

and despair, and because you will grow desperate again before 

you come to evening, we who have stormed the ramparts of the 

furious earth and been hurled back, we who have been maddened 

by the unknowable and bitter mystery of love, we who have 

hungered after fame and savored all of life, the tumult, the 

pain, and frenzy, and now sit quietly by our windows watching 

all that henceforth never more shall touch us—we call upon 

you to take heart, for we can swear to you that these things 

pass. 

 Some things will never change.  Some things will always 

be the same. Lean down your ear upon the earth, and listen. 

 The voice of forest water in the night, a woman’s 

laughter in the dark, the clean, hard rattle of raked gravel, 

the cricketing stitch of midday in hot meadows, the delicate 

web of children’s voices in bright air—these things will 

never change. 

 The glitter of sunlight on roughened water, the glory of  
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the stars, the innocence of morning, the smell of the sea 

in harbors, the feathery blur of smoky buildings of young 

boughs, and something that comes and goes and never can be 

captured, the thorn of spring, the sharp and tongueless cry—

these things will always be the same. 

 All things belonging to earth will never change—the 

leaf, the blade, the flower, the wind that cries and sleeps 

and wakes again, the trees whose stiff arms clash and 

tremble in the dark, and the dust of lovers long since 

buried in the earth—all things proceeding from the earth to 

seasons, all things that lapse and change and come again 

upon the earth—these things will always be the same, for 

they come up from the earth that never changes, they go back 

into the earth that lasts forever. Only the earth endures, 

but it endures forever. 

 The tarantula, the adder, and 

the asp will also never change. 

Pain and death will always be the 

same. But under the pavements and 

trembling like a pulse, under the 

buildings trembling like a cry, 

under the waste of time, under 

the hoof of the beast above the 

broken bones of cities, there 

will be something growing like a 

flower, something bursting from 

the earth again, forever 

deathless, faithful, coming into 

life again like April. 
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 After five years in the 

Semlin car-shop, John 

Dravic had been laid off. 

For a very short time after 

that he had had a job 

minding the furnace in a 

New York theater, but the 

play went off and the 

theater closed, and since 

then he had had nothing. 
 He walked all over New York and Passaic and 

everywhere within walking distance (he no longer had any 

money for carfare), but he couldn’t find anything to do. 

 The Dravics were quiet people and they kept very much 

to themselves. But Mrs. Berelli liked them, and they were 

nice to her. Every morning she would talk to John Dravic 

when he was starting out to look for work. He had become 

very gloomy about it. He would say, “You’re the only one 

workin’ in the house, and now you’re not workin’!” She 

would try to cheer him up by saying: “Well, now that 

we’re not workin’, we might just as well not worry and go 

out in the backyard and take a sun bath!” That was what 

she used to do, though she didn’t know which way to turn. 

 Mr. Dravic, when he was home, used to work very hard 

over a little vegetable garden and a little strip of lawn 

beside the house. He had planted some sweet william, a 

lily-of-the-valley bed and a pinkish high honeysuckle. He 

always kept himself busy. Another thing he liked to do 

was teach his two older boys music. He loved music and 

had two violins, a cello and a guitar. They would play   
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 trios almost every evening. 

 At last, a few weeks ago, John Dravic decided to go 

into business. He bought a little corner store which 

sold soft drinks, cigars and candies. Somebody persuaded 

him it was a good investment, and he borrowed $300 to 

buy it. But it turned out that it wasn’t a good 

investment, because there was a much bigger and better 

store, also selling cigars and candy, only a few blocks 

away; and John Dravic knew nothing about storekeeping. 

He began to get discouraged when he came to realize how 

meager the stock he had was, that he had no money to buy 

any more and that he was $300 in debt. He got so that he 

hated to get up in the morning and go there.  

 Early in the morning of the 

first of May, sometime between 

one and two, Mrs. Berelli’s 

daughter came in and waked her 

up. She had just been waked up 

herself by an awful bang on the floor 

above. The next minute, Mrs. Dravic came running 

downstairs and said that her husband had shot himself. 

They rushed up and found John Dravic on the floor of the 

boys bedroom; he was reaching out with his hands and 

straining the upper part of his body as if he were 

trying to grab something to pull himself up from the 

floor. Mrs. Dravic turned on the light, and Mrs. Berelli 

looked at the boys in bed, and there she saw one of them 

with his head all bloody and the bedclothes soaking in 

blood. She ran over and pulled down the covers, and 

there were the other two boys with blood running out of 

their heads. 

 Their father had shot them all in their sleep. 
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 And so I took Anse...and 

when I knew that I had Cash, 

I knew that living was 

terrible and that this was 

the answer to that. That was 

when I learned that words 

are no good; that words 

don’t ever fit even what 

they are trying to say at.  

 Then I found out that I 

had Darl. At first I would 

not believe it. then I 

believed that I would kill 

Anse. 
 Then it was over. Over in the sense that he was 

gone and I knew that, see him again though I would, I 

would never again see him coming swift and secret to me 

in the woods dressed in sin like a gallant garment 

already blowing aside with the speed of his secret 

coming. 

 But for me it was not over. I mean, over in the sense 

of beginning and ending, because to me there was no 

beginning or ending to anything then. My children were of 

me alone, of the wild blood boiling along the earth, of 

me and of all that lived; of none and of all. Then I  
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 found out that I had Jewel. 

 My father said that the reason for living is 

getting ready to stay dead. I knew at last what he 

meant and that he could not have known what he meant 

himself, because a man cannot know anything about 

cleaning up the house afterward. And so I have cleaned 

my house. With Jewel—I lay by the lamp, holding up my 

own head, watching him cap and suture it before he 

breathed—the wild blood boiled away and the sound of it 

ceased. Then there was only the milk, warm and calm, 

and I lying calm in the slow silence, getting ready to 

clean my house. 

 I gave Anse Dewey Dell 

to negative Jewel. Then 

I gave him Vardaman to 

replace the child I had 

robbed him of. And now 

he has three children 

that are his and not 

mine. And then I could 

get ready to die.  
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 Behind the salesroom was a 

little partitioned space 

which served Randy as an 

office. As George waited, he 
 

became aware of mysterious sounds emanating from beyond the 

partition. First there was the rustle of heavy paper, as if 

the pages of a ledger were being turned, and occasionally...a 

murmur of hushed voices, confidential, ominous, interspersed 

with grunts and half-suppressed exclamations. Then all at once 

there were two loud bangs, as of a large ledger being slammed 

shut and thrown upon a desk. After a moment’s silence the 

voices rose louder. Instantly he recognized Randy’s voice—low, 

hesitant, deeply troubled. The other voice he had never heard 

before. 

 As he listened to that voice he began to tremble and grow 

white about the lips. For its very tone was a foul insult to 

human life, an ugly sneer whipped across the face of decent 

humanity, and as he realized that that voice, these words, 

were being used against his friend, he had a sudden blind 

feeling of murder in his heart. What was so perplexing and 

troubling was that this devil’s voice had in it as well a 

curiously familiar note, as of someone he had known. 

 Then it came to him in a flash—it was Merrit speaking! 

The owner of that voice none other than that plump, well-kept, 

jolly-looking man who had always been so full of hearty 

cheerfulness and good spirits. 

 As George listened he grew sick, as one does in some 

awful nightmare when he visions someone he knows doing some 

perverse and abominable act. But what was most dreadful of all 

was Randy’s voice, humble, low, submissive. 

 “What’s the matter? Don’t you want the job?” 

 “Why—why, yes, you know I do, Dave—” 

 “What’s the matter that you’re not getting the business?” 

 “Why—I thought I was—” 

 “Well, you’re not!. You deliver or you go right out on 

your can! The Company doesn’t give a damn about you! You’ve 

been around a long time, but you don’t mean a damn bit more to 

the Company than anybody else. I’ve given you fair warning! 

You get the business or out you go!” 
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 The glazed doors burst open violently and Merrit came 

striding out of the partitioned office. When he saw George, he 

looked startled. Then he was instantly transformed. His plump 

and ruddy face became wreathed in smiles: 

 “Well, well, well! Look who’s here!” 

 Randy had followed him out, and Merrit now turned and 

winked humorously at him. He gave George a hearty slap on the 

back and turned away with an air of jaunty readiness, picked 

up his hat, and said cheerfully: 

 “Well, what d’ya say folks? What about one of Margaret’s 

famous meals, out at the old homestead” 

 And smiling, ruddy, plump, a perverted picture of amiable 

good will to all the world, he sauntered through the door. 

 For a moment the two old friends stood there looking at 

each other, white and haggard, bewildered expression in their 

eyes. In Randy’s eyes there was also a look of shame. With 

that instinct for loyalty which was one of the roots of his 

soul, he said:  

 “Dave’s a good fellow. You—you see, he’s got do to these 

things. He—he’s with the Company.” 

 George didn’t say anything. For as Randy spoke, a terrific 

picture flashed through his mind. It was a picture he had seen 

in a gallery somewhere, portraying a long line of men 

stretching from the Great Pyramid to the very portals of great 

Pharoah’s house, and great Pharoah stood 

with thronged whip in his hand and applied 

it unmercifully to the bare back and shoulders of the man in 

front of him, who was great Pharoah’s chief overseer, and in 

the hand of the overseer was a whip of many tails which he 

unstintedly applied to the quivering back of the wretch before 

him, who was the chief overseer’s chief lieutenant, and in the 

lieutenant’s hand a whip of rawhide which he laid vigorously 

on the quailing body of his head sergeant, and in the 

sergeant’s hand a wicked flail with which he belabored a whole 

company of groaning corporals, and in the hands of every 

corporal a knotted lash with which to whack a whole regiment 

of slaves, who pulled and hauled and bore burdens and toiled 

and sweated and built the towering structure of the pyramid. 
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 On one of the largest 

yachts, a handsome, black, 

barkentine rigged three-

master, a sixty year old 

grain broker lay awake 

worrying about the report 
 

he had received from his office of the activities of the 

investigators from the Internal Revenue Bureau. 

Ordinarily, at this time of night, he would have quieted 

his worry with Scotch high balls and have reached the 

state where he felt as though regardless of consequences 

as any of the old brothers of the coast with whom, in 

character and standards of conduct, he had, truly, much 

in common. But his doctor had forbidden him all liquor 

for a month, for three months really, that is they had 

said it would kill him in a year if he did not give up 

alcohol for at least three months, so he was going to lay 

off it for a month; and now he worried about the call he 

had received from the Bureau before he left town asking 

him exactly where he was going and whether he planned to 

leave the United States and coastal waters. 

 He lay, now, in his pyjamas, on his wide bed, two 

pillows under his head, the reading light on, but he 

could not keep his mind on the book, which was an account 

of a trip to Galapagos. In the old days he had never 

brought them to this bed. He’d had them in their cabins 

and he came to this bed afterwards. This was his own 

stateroom, as private to him as his office. He never 

wanted a woman in his room. When he wanted one he went to 

hers, and when he was through he was through, and now 

that he was through for good his brain had the same clear 

coldness always that had, in the old days, been an after 

effect. And he lay now, with no kindly blurring, denied 

all that chemical courage that had soothed his mind and 
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warmed his heart for so many years, and wondered what 

the department had, what they had found and what  

they would insist was evasion… 

 He did not think in abstractions, but in deals, in 

sales, in transfers and in gifts. He thought in shares, 

in bales, in thousands of bushels, in options, holding 

companies, trusts, and subsidiary corporations, and as 

he went over it he knew they had plenty, enough so he 

would have no peace for years. If they would not 

compromise it would be very bad. In the old days he 

would not have worried, but the fighting part of him 

was tired now, along with the other part, and he was 

alone in all of this now and he lay on the big, wide, old 

bed and could neither read nor sleep.  

 His wife had divorced him ten years before after 

twenty years of keeping up appearances, and he had 

never missed her nor had he ever loved her. 

 He had been admirably endowed for a speculative 

career because he had possessed extraordinary sexual 

vitality which gave him the confidence to gamble well; 

common sense, an excellent mathematical brain. These, 

coupled with a lack of morals, an ability to make 

people like him without liking or trusting them in 

return, while at the same time convincing them warmly 

and heartily of his friendship, had carried him to 

where he was now: lying in a pair of striped pyjamas 

that covered his old man’s chest, his bloated little 

belly, his now use-less and disproportionately large 

equipment that had once been his pride, and his small 

flabby legs, lying on a bed unable to sleep because 

he finally had remorse. 
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 Just a half-inch beyond the 

surface of this wall I face 

lie sleeping, on two iron 

beds and on pallets on the 

floor, a man and his wife and 

her sister, and four 

children, a girl, and three 

harmed boys. Their lamp is 

out, their light is done 

this long while, and not in 

a long while has any of 

them made a sound. I know 

the profundity of their 

tiredness, as if I were in 

each one of these seven 

bodies whose sleeping I can 

almost touch through this 

wall, and which in the 

darkness I so clearly see, 
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with the whole touch and 

weight of my body: 

George’s  red body, already 

a little squat with the 

burden of thirty years, 

knotted like oakwood, in 

its clean white cotton 

summer union suit that it 

sleeps in; and his wife’s 

beside him, Annie Mae’s, 

slender, and sharpened 

through with bone, that ten 

years past must have had 

such beauty, and now is 

veined at the breast, and 

the skin of the breast 

t r a n s l u c e n t , 

delicately shriveled, 

and blue. 
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 It was now the full height 

of steaming summer, and one 

day early in August George 

came home to find the movers 

in the house again. This 

time it was obvious that a 

work of more than usual 

magnitude was in transit. 

Mr. Katamoto, spattered with 

plaster, was of course 

hovering about in the hall, 

grinning nervously and 

fluttering prayerfully 

around the husky truckmen.   
 

As George came in, two of the men were backing slowly 

down the hall, carrying between them an immense head, 

monstrously jowled and set in an expression of far-seeing 

statesmanship. A moment later three more men backed out 

of the studio, panting and cursing as they grunted 

painfully around the flowing fragment of a long frock 

coat and the vested splendor of a bulging belly. The 

first pair had now gone back in the studio, and when they 

came out again they were staggering beneath the trousered 

shank of a mighty leg and a booted Atlantean hoof, and as 

they passed, one of the other men, now returning for more 

of the statesman’s parts, pressed himself against the  
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wall to let them by and said: “Jesus! If the son-of-a-

bitch stepped on you with that foot, he wouldn’t leave 

a grease spot.” 

 The last piece of all was an immense fragment of 

the Solon’s arm and fist, with one huge forefinger 

pointed upward in an attitude of solemn objurgation and 

avowal. 

 That figure was 

Katamoto’s masterpiece; 

and George felt as he 

saw it pass that the 

enormous upraised finger 

was the summit of his 

art and the consummation 

of his life. Certainly it was the 

apple of his eye. George had never seen him before in 

such a state of extreme agitation. He fairly prayed 

above the sweating men. It was obvious that the coarse 

indelicacy of their touch made him shudder. The grin 

was frozen on his face in an expression of congealed 

terror. He writhed, wriggled, he wrung his little 

hands, he crooned to them. And if anything happened to 

that fat, pointed finger, George felt sure 

that he would have dropped dead on the 

spot.   



 

Previous pages: Thomas Wolfe, You Can’t Go Home Again 
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 He thought of Gus and G.H. 

and Jack. should he go to 

the poolroom and talk with 

them? But there was no use 

in going unless they were 

ready to do what they had 

been planning to do. If they could, 

it would mean som sure and quick money. From three 

o’clock to four o’clock in the afternoon there was no 

policeman on duty in the block where Blum’s Delicatessen 

was and it would be safe. One of them could hold a gun on 

Blum and keep him from yelling; one could watch the front 

door; one could watch the back; and one could get the 

money from the box under the counter. Then all four of 

them could lock Blum in the store and run out through the 

back and duck down the alley and meet an hour later, 

either at Doc’s poolroom or at the South Side Boy’s Club, 

and split the money. 

 Holding up Blum ought not take more than two minutes, 

at the most. And it would be their last job. But it would 

be the toughest one they had ever pulled. All the other 

times they had raided newsstands, fruit stands, and 

apartments. And, too, they had never held up a white man 

before. They had always robbed Negroes. They felt that it 

was much easier and safer to rob their own people, for 

they knew that white policemen never really searched 

diligently for Negroes who committed crimes against other 

Negroes. For months they had talked of robbing Blum’s, 

but had not been able to bring themselves to do it. They 

had the feeling that the robbing of Blum’s would be a 

violation of ultimate taboo; it would be a trespassing 

into territory where the full wrath of an alien white 

world would be turned loose upon them; in short, it would 

be a symbolic challenge of the white world’s rule over  
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them; a challenge which they yearned to make, but were 

afraid to. Yes; if they could 

rob Blum’s, it would be a 

real hold-up, in more 

senses than one. In 

comparison, all of their 

other jobs had been play.  

 Bigger took out his pack and gave Gus a cigarette; 

he lit his and held the match for Gus. They leaned their 

backs against the red-brick wall of a building, smoking 

their cigarettes slanting white across their black 

chins. To the east Bigger saw the sun burning a dazzling 

yellow. In the sky above him a few big white clouds 

drifted. He sighed, scratched his chin and mumbled, 

 “Kinda warm today.” 

 “Yeah,” Gus said. 

 “You get more heat from this sun than from them old 

radiators at home.” 

 “Yeah; them old white landlords sure don’t give 

much heat.” 

 “And they always knocking at your door for money.” 

 “I’ll be glad when 

summer comes.” 

 “Me too,” Bigger said.  
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 Dewey Dell said we’ll 

get some bananas. The 

train is behind the 

glass, red on the track. 

When it runs the track 

shines on and of. Pa 

said flour and sugar and 

coffee costs so much. 

Because I am a country 

boy because boys in 

town. Bicycles. Why do 

flour and sugar and 

coffee cost so much when 

he is a country boy. 

“Wouldn’t you ruther 

have some bananas  
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instead?” Bananas are 

gone, eaten. Gone. When 

it runs on the track 

shines again. “Why aint 

I a town boy, pa?” I 

said God made me. I 

did not said to God to 

made me in the country. 

If he can make the 

train, why cant He make 

them all in the town 

because flour and sugar 

and coffee. “Wouldn’t 

you ruther have 

bananas?” 
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 Gudger has no home, no 

land, no mule; none of the 

more important farming 

implements. He must get all 

these of his landlord. Boles, 

for his share of the corn and 

cotton, advances him rations  

money during four months of 

the year. Gudger pays him 

back with his labor and the 

labor of his family. At the 

end of the season he pays him 

back further: with half his 
 

corn; with half his cotton; with half his cottonseed. Out 

of his own half of these crops he also pays him back the 

rations money, plus interest, and his share of the 

fertilizer, plus interest, and such other debts, plus 

interest. 

 What is left, once doctors’ bills and other debts 

have been deducted, is his year’s earnings. 

 Woods and Ricketts own no home and no land, but Woods 

owns one mule and Ricketts owns two, and they own their 

framing implements. Since they do not have to rent these 

tools and animals, they work under a different 

arrangement. They give over to the landlord only a third 

of their cotton and a fourth of their corn. Out of their 

own parts of the crop, however, they owe him the price of 

two thirds of their cotton fertilizer and three fourths  
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of their corn fertilizer, plus interest; and, plus 

interest, the same debts on ration money. 

 Woods and Ricketts are tenants. 

 Gudger — a family of six — lives on ten dollars a month 

rations money during four months of the year. Woods — a 

family of six — until this year was unable to get better 

than eight a month. Ricketts — a family of nine — lives on 

ten dollars a month. 
 The best that Woods has ever cleared was $1300 during a 

war year. 

 The best that Gudger has ever cleared is $125. That was 

in the plow-under year. 

 Years ago the Ricketts were, relatively speaking, 

almost prosperous. Besides their cotton farming they had 

ten cows and sold the milk, and they lived near a good 

stream and had all the fish they wanted. Ricketts went $400 

into debt on a fine young pair of mules. One of the mules 

died before it had made its first crop; the other died the 

year after, against his fear, amounting to full horror, of 

sinking to the half-crop level where nothing is owned, 

Ricketts went into debt for other, inferior mules; his 

cows went one by one into 

d e b t s  a n d  d e s p e r a t e 

exchanges and by sickness; 

he got congestive chills; 

his wife got pellagra; a 

number of his children died; 
he got appendicitis and lay for days on end under the ice 

cap; his wife’s pellagra got into her brain; for ten 

consecutive years now, though they have lived 

on so little ration money, and have turned 

nearly all their cottonseed money toward their 

debts, they have not cleared or had any hope 

of clearing a cent at the end of the year.  
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 “Look! In the corner.” 

 Ma looked. there were two 

figures in the gloom; a man 

who lay on his back, and a 

boy sitting beside him, his 

eyes wide staring at the 

newcomers. As she looked, the 

boy got slowly to his feet 

and came toward her. His 

voice croaked. “You own this 

here?” 
 

 “No,” Ma said. “Jus’ come in outa the wet. We got a 

sick girl. You got a dry blanket we could use an’ get her 

wet clothes off?” 

 The boy went back to the corner and brought a dirty 

comfort and held it out to Ma.  

 “Thank ya,” she said. “What’s the matter’th that 

fella?” 

 The boy spoke in a croaking monotone. “Fust he was 

sick—but now he’s starvin’.” 

 “What?” 

 “Starvin’. Got sick in the cotton. He ain’t et for 

six days.” 

 Ma walked to the corner and looked down at the man. 

He was about fifty, his whiskery face gaunt, and his open 

eyes were vague and staring. The boy stood beside her. 

“Your pa?” Ma asked. 

 “Yeah! Says he wasn’t hungry, or he jus’ et. Give me 

the food. Now he’s too weak. Can’t hardly move.” 
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The pounding of the rain decreased to a soothing swish on 

the roof. The gaunt man moved his lips. Ma knelt beside him 

and put her ear close. His lips moved again. 

 “Sure,” Ma said. “You jus’ be easy. He’ll be awright. 

You jus’ wait’ll I get them wet clo’es off’n my girl.” 

 Ma went back to the girl. “Now slip ‘em off,” she said. 

She held the comfort up to screen her from view. And when 

she was naked, Ma folded the comfort about her. 

 The boy was at her side again explaining, “I didn’t 

know. He said he et, or he wasn’ hungry. Las’ night I went 

an’ bust a winda an’ stoled some bread. Made ‘im chew ‘er 

down. But he puked it all up, an’ then he was weaker. Got 

to have soup or milk. You folks got money to git milk?” 

 Ma said, “Hush. Don’ worry. We’ll figger somepin out.” 

 Suddenly the boy cried, 

“he’s dyin’, I tell you! 

He’s starvin’ to death, I 

tell you.” 
 “Hush,” said Ma. She looked at Pa and Uncle John 

standing helplessly gazing at the sick man. She looked at 

Rose of Sharon hudled in the comfort. Ma’s eyes passed Rose 

of Sharon’s eyes, and then came back to them. And the two 

women looked deep into each other. The girl’s breath came 

short and gasping. 

 She said, “Yes.” 

 Ma smiled. “I knowed you would. I knowed!” She looked 

down at her hands, tight-locked in her lap. 

 Rose of Sharon whispered, “Will—will you all—go out?” 

The rain whisked lightly on the roof. 

 Ma leanded forward and with her palm she brushed the 

tousled hair back from her daughter’s forehead, and she 

kissed her on the forehead. Ma got up quickly. “Come on, 

you fellas,” she called. “You come out in the tool shed.” 

 Ruthie opened her mouth to speak. “Hush,” Ma said. 

“Hush and git.” She herded them through the door, drew the 

boy with her, and she closed the squeaking door. 
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 “For a minute Rose of 

Sharon sat still in the 

whispering barn. Then 

she hoisted her tired 

body up and drew the 

comfort about her. She 

moved slowly to the 

corner and stood looking 

down at the wasted face, 

i n t o  t h e  w i d e , 

frightened eyes. Then 

slowly she lay down 

beside him. He shook his 

head slowly from side to 

side. Rose of Sharon 

loosened one side of the  
 

  

  



 
67 

 

blanket and bared her 

breast. “You got to,” she 

said. She squirmed closer 

and pulled his head 

close. “There!” she said. 

“There.” Her hand moved 

behind his head and 

supported it. Her fingers 

moved gently in his hair. 

She looked up and across 

the barn, and her lips 

came together and smiled 

mysteriously. 
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