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In Potters Field 
No rich man lies. 
No marble tombs 
Point to the skies. 
No prayers were made 
Their lives to save 
Before they met 
The pauper's grave. 

In Potters Field 
The rag-weeds grow 
With red-nosed briars 

the row 
Of hedge and thorn 
That circle in 
The rotted dust 
Of working men. 

sleep there now 
Soft dust to dust 
In earth's cold breast 
As all men must. 
Six feet of dirt 
Is life's whole yield 
To those who lie 
In Potters Field. 

Memory 
For His Wife 

Claude Teague 

The dog-wood and the honey-suckles blossom 
In when the blue is in the sky. 
The new sod the farmer's plow is broken, 
'Tis not the time a man would choose to die! 

Oh death may wear a coat of many colors, 
Striding down the fall-time or the Spring 
When all the earth is waking from its slumber, 
When robins build their nests and thrushes sing. 

Now that I'm gone away life will seem harder
You'll miss me and you cannot be at rest, 
For you will see the sorrow of our children, 
You'll have an empty feeling in your breast. 

But you will go ahead with all the planting, 
You'll measure out the seed into the row. 
And you will tramp the trails around the bottoms 
Where we have trod togethe to and fro. 

When comes again and dog-woods blossom 
I wonder if my fields win take to weeds, 
Or will my faithful plow again be busy 
Tearing up the earth to put in seeds? 

And when the crops are ripening in the Autumn, 
The fodder rustling gently as you pass, 
Oh will you feel my laughter in the corn-blades, 
Will you hear my footsteps on the grass? 

These old red hins are stubborn as they're silent, 
It's hard to dig a living from their dirt. 
But you and I have fought and loved and plowed 
We've felt the joy of living and its hurt. 

Oh April brings its winds so fun of blossoms 
To blow the clouds across a sunny sky-
A time for life and work and love and laughter, 
But not the time a man would choose to die. 
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on a 

Dark scrambles down between ridges 
And the village 
To her bosom ... 
Around the edges 
Sounds squeeze out 
And float for a while ... 

Then listen to a Southern 
Listen to old ballads 
Fun of misery 

"U.'UIJIU"A.n~ on the dusk
"Twenty-one years 
Is a long time." 
"Win you miss me?" 
"Left my home in Georgia" 
And "That lonesome valley." 

Songs pour out the sorrows 
From the lives 
Of Southern 
And songs wake up new hope ... 

The mill lies slumbering 
the creek bank, 

Furnace half · ... .,...I£"...T_ 

Like the u .............. JlJl;;, 

Ofa 
to tear the limbs 

Off its prey .... 

I love the lonely mountain home 
The garden fenced with rails, 
The up in Lonesome Cove 
And ridges streaked with trails. 

I love the spring, the apple trees, 
My mountain-mother's way 
Of tucking over me 
The end of every 

But things I love I cannot have, 
There's harder stuff for me-
Just now and then my thoughts go back 
To how it used to be. 

Now mother's back is bent with toil, 
My father's steps are slow. 
He totters weak behind the plow 
Along the cotton row. 

They said I didn't pray, 
The people in the church ... 
I saw a silver spray 
Bathing a slender birch. 
Saw sycamore trees 
With white leaves caressing 
Pools colored like the sea, 
Deep blue and blushing. 
I saw cows quiet feeding 
On the green pasture grass, 
Saw birds at the mating 
And a lad and a lass, 
An old farmer working, 
Digging weeds from his corn, 
Heard a child singing 
At the break of a morn .... 

Feeling these, I bowed and stayed, 
But they say I never prayedl 
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We didn't say much. 
table had a few scraps 

And an old bone 
On it. .. 
The landlord came 
A-cussing for rent... 

We didn't say much. 
was all down in the mouth 

And I was too. ' 
Jim had a nickel. 
I had cents. 
We say 
There wasn't much 
To say ... ! 

Tom Wilson is a 
He stole money 
To corn-bread 
For his children 
When the wolf stalked the door. 

Tom Wilson rots in prison ... 
Tom's go ragged 
And h .. 'n..,.. .. ·u 

For Tom Wilson is a 
He stole bread for his six children 
When he was laid off. 

anaelrmeuhn is a gentleman. 

He owns the factory 
That Tom worked in ... 
He works men 

On death-colored wages 
And spends his winters 
Where warm breezes 
Blow on a sunny coast... 
Men curse and fear Cornelius, 
Working men with a tiger light 
In their eyes ... 
Tom Wilson was one. 

Tom had six mouths to feed 
The winter 
When he was laid off... 

But Cornelius Vandenneulin 
Is a gentleman-
Tom Wilson is a thief.. .. 

River 

The little ripples of the River 
Purred gentle and smooth 
Like a house cat, 
Or the soft feet of a jungle beast 
Stalking the forest edge. 
Summer's moon glittered 
From the waters 
Like little diamonds 
Speckled out 
Across a velvet bosom .... 

"I shall never forget that night 
On the River," 
A man said. 

Hunkered in the shadows 
Toes on the hank 
The people waited 
And watched. 
The great warm Heart 
Of the people 
Bled 
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And sorrow dripped down 
To be licked up 
By the forked little tongues 
Of the sparkling waters .... 

Out there-
Beneath those flickering diamonds 
On the velvet bosom, 
One of the people was caught 
And the hungry old River 
Guarded his prey 
With ,jealous jaws, 
While the big warm Heart 
Of the people 
Bled .... 

"I shall never forget that night 
On the River," 
A man said .... 

I wasn't lonely then, little One. 
1 could feel you there, 
Felt you kick and claw inside 
And your kicks filled me 
So full I thought my heart 
Would burst 
And ,joy 
Drip down 
Like rain -drops 
In April.. .. 

So I made a song 
To sing-
A song of creation. 
The song was full of you, too, 
As April was full of violets 
Breaking ........ ...., .... , ... &&. 

And 1 ".LAV'U"" •• &<. 

Was pregnant, 
Bursting out. 
It throbbed 
Like 1 throbbed, 
Full of you .... 

But you are still, little One, 
And I am empty 
And my song is gone
The song I made to sing 
So fun of you .... 

Tenant 

Gripping a pick 
A shovel, a mattock, a hoe
He drove steel for bread 
Where the railroads go 
And mixed his sweat 
With Georgia clay 
Digging the bed 
Of the new highway .... 

And now he walks 
With blistering toes 
On the concrete road 
Where the traffic goes. 
And his old stiff bones 
Are warped and bent
He starves himself 
To pay the rent 
On a tenan t farm 
In Georgia .... 
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Lula Moore, say you leave us, 
you rob us of yore smiles, 

Leave our mountains drooped with sorrow
Go so many lonesome miles ... ? 

Springtimes now don't show that gladness 
In that 01' time singin' way 
When yore rang an' sparkled 
By the banks of Cartecay .... 

Lula you left us lonely, 
An' the river doesn't 
Like when on its 
You crossed to the laurel spring. 

Ever' mornin' now you'd find me 
Nigh the mossy ki vered 
Whur the heart-leaf an' arbutus 
Make a carpet on the hilL .. 

Fer with ever' sprig an' blossom 
Bloomin' from thur leafy floor 
Comes the memories of past mornin's 
And of you, my Lula Moore. 

Here's the I Mulkey, 
I loved the river 

I thought hoein' corn was worser 
Than a-workin' in the mills. 

I was young and all a-hanker 
Fer soft silk and fancy lace 
And the stuff them furren ladies 
Has to puny up thur face. 

But now, you see, Mulkey, 
How the factory is a kill-
Thought I'd cotched up with my hoein', 
Went to workin' in a milL.! 

Look, at them wrinklesl 
All the blood's gone from my face
Shet away from sun an' daylight, 
What's the use of fancy lace? 

Hit shore was painful 
The way Bill Dalton's wife 
Lay up thar on Bull Creek 
An' suffered out her life. 

The granny women from 
Over on Wolf Creek's head 
Come to tend the labor 
An' thar found dead. 

The babe was crossed, Bill said. 
The doctor wouldn't come
Bill was powerfully in debt 
An' couldn't pay the sum. 

Unity an 

Old Kim Mulkey 
Lean and stooped 
Heaves and sweats 
On a Georgia farm-

Say, wipe your eyes, old manl 
Forget your skin 
Is black or white. 
Pull back the scales 
That hide you 
From the future! 

You read your Bible, Kim, 
And you know a farmer 
Lays ax to a fruitless 
Apple tree .... 

Unity is an ax, Kim-
The ax of wisdom
Sharpened in the University 
Of Toil and Hunger. 
It's a mighty weapon 
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In the hands of croppers 
And workers. 
It chops down fruitless trees. 
It is like a keen scythe 
Mowing down greed 
And exploitation. 
It's a sledge hammer 
Battering at the shackles 
That bind men. 
It is poetry and song 
On the lips of those 
Who have long been silent. 

Wipe your eyes, Kim. Lookl 
She waits to greet you. 
Shake her hand. 
Don't mind the dung on your own
She likes them oil-smeared. 
Look up, greet the Future, 
Give her your hand! 

And I've come back to you, 
Mountain Earth-
Come to laugh 
And sorrow 
And 
To dig my songs up 
From your soil 
And spin a melody 
Of corn blades, 
Top-fodder, 
Crab-grass, 
And a dean-plowed furrow. 

I've come to sing and grope
With a people who know 

songs, 
Who stumble up 
A long crooked road .... 

I've come because 
Your great silent agony 
Echoed everywhere 
And the weary foot-steps 
Of myoId Dad 
Still sound upon the mountain 
Where his sweat dripped down 
To water your dirt.. .. 

I 

I have loved
The bigness 
Of everywhere ... 
Of living, 
And the little things
The soft beauty 
Of a flower in bloom, 
And a blood-red sun 
Caressing the swollen breasts 
Of a pregnant spring earth .... 

I have loved the mystery 
Of dark, somber rivers 
With little ripples gnawing 
At the red earth, 
And a splashing mountain stream 
Splitting its heart 
On .jagged stones 
As it slips to the bosom 
Of the deep green river .... 

And I have loved 
The calloused hands 
Of a Kentucky coal miner, 
The sad, solemn eyes 
Of a hungry 
The bent shoulders of a 
Georgia sharecropper 
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Digging crabgrass from 
His new=ground corn patch; 
The of Mississippi 
Against a tow of straining barges, 
The strong words of river boatmen 
And the way hard men can 
Love each other; 
The dash of steel on steel, 
And the sizzle 
When men pour steel 
Into puddling troughs .... 

And I have loved 
The trusting grip 
Of a little child's fingers, 
And the soft, yielding feel 
Of a lovely woman, 
Body dose to mine, 
Eyes deep and warm .... 

Home ... a box .. . 
on four pegs .. . 
Oozy, drippy shoes ... 
Acrid odors 

1934 

From under the cat=scorcher. ... 

Gummy dothes ... aching body ... 
A little whiskey ... warms up 
the spots ... soothes ... 
makes hurt places aching ... 
Makes you feel good .. .forget. .. 
laugh .. .laugh in the face of a 

black pit...laugh at ragged kids ... 
hunger ... ugliness ... love ... the smell 
of a woman .... 

December 25, 1934 ... 

Church bells ringing ... 
Jesus, born 
in a stable with mule 
manure ... J esus ... died for us all ... 

laugh ... 
Sweet land of freedom ... watch out for 
company gun thugs .. .if you're a. 
union man .. .if you are not a unIon man .. . 
you ought to be ... Charlie Lewallen shot .. . 

at night... 
thru the back ... 
Charlie's wife has nine kids .... 

It takes unity ... 
to build the union strong .... 

Watch out! 
It could happen here! 
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I hear the deep groan 
Of abiding pain 
Scourging the hills 
With a crimson stain 
Of mountain blood .... 

A cunning power, 
o Highlander Youth, 
Now grips your throat 
To kill the truth 
I'd have you see! 

Up, you Highlander, 
And hear what I tell, 
A world of plenty 
Is a world of 
While you sleep on I 

You Highlander Youth, 
There's yet the right way 
To dream your dreams 
Of the coming new day 
And hills of peace! 

Up, up, you sluggards, 
You mountain men, 
Who fear no devil, 
N or snare of sin
Shake off this hell! 

Between the plow handles
Dawn-break, 
Soon in the 

Stooped shoulders-
Eyes full of hope, 
Furrow on furrow 

Around a stubble field. 
sweat streaks the belly, 

Drips from overalls, 
Mixes with dust-
All day, all day .... 

Dusk time-
Tired bodies, 
Smell of mule sweat 
And stable manure .... 

Supper
Corn-bread 
Sow-belly 
Pot-Hcker .... 

Sleep-
Scent of rye-straw 
From a bed tick 
And dreams: 

Between the plow handles 
Soon in the morning. 
A deep plowed furrow, 
Little cotton plants 
Seed still on, 
Bursting up ... 
Sweat oozing. 
Corn-blades streaking 
A new-ground hill-side. 

And 
Two eyes full of hope .... 

Cracker 

You are more than a dirty kid 
In patched overalls, 
You Cracker boy ... 
The hills are yours-
Fragrant forests, 
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Silver rivers, 
And an enduring people 
Are your heritage. 

Dreamers. Thinkers-
Tom .'-.... '-"V~&&, 
Abe .II.....> .. ,' .. "-'-' .. ""l 

Fred Douglass ... 
Builders! 
Builders of a new world. 

Rise up, you Cracker boy. 
Sing your ballads, 
Dream your 
Exult as you plow the dirt 
Or weave the doth. 
Yours is the useful life. 
And 
Only the useful 
Endure .... 

a 

I've been a poet, 
A maker of songs. 
I've sung of the toilers I know
Of hate, sorrow, love, and joy ... 
I've flung my arms wide 
And staggered through a Georgia 
Corn-field at midnight 
Where a slow Southern wind, 
Like the kind fingers of a mother, 
Caressed my aching body 
To soothe a numb yearning 
For something I'd lost. 
I've tasted the emptiness 
Of unrequited dreams 
And days when I forgot 
How to 

brain is an old 
Of scrap iron tonight. 
My music is the jangle 
Of rusty plows banged together 
On a Georgia farm-
My songs are twisted pieces 
Of old cast-off iron 
And steel corroding .... 

I've wanted to heat them 
In a white-hot forge 
And hammer them 
Into long keen blades 
The color of steel 
Dipped in blood .... 

But tonight my songs 
Are rusty pieces of iron 
With edges snarled 
And twisted 
To bruise and lacerate 
Sensitive fingers .... 

Soon in the morning I shall rise 
To hammer a new song 
Out of these old pieces! 

Seeker 

I've always been a seeker, 
Restless and wary. 
I've sought beauty 
In a morning fog 
Sleeping on the bosom 
Of a sluggish Southern river, 
In the mists of a rainbow 
Climbing up from plowed dirt 
After a summer's shower, 
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And in the silence 
Of mountain stillness 
Before a storm .... 

I have also sought love 
And found it-
In a tenement house, 
A lonely mountain cabin. 
I have found love, 
Joy 
Sorrow 
Fear-
Leaning on the bowed shoulders 
Of a toiling mother, 
A Southern field hand 
Grabbing the white locks 
That speck the red hills 
Like a spotted hound's back .... 

Yesterday I found dreams 
In a ditch digger's 
And poetry on the lips 
Of a cook ... 
I looked again 
And found music 
And the thro b 
Of millions-
Feet beating the earth in unison
And I thought 
It is like the pregnant feel 
Of a highland evening 
Before a storm 
Breaks on the mountains .... 

for Claude Williams 

He could not live just for himself 
And mutter of his doubts and fear; 
He chose to challenge men to strive 
To bring a fuller kingdom near. 

He could not stop to make a prayer 
Amid disheveled tenant shacks. 
He saw the hungry children there 
With mothers stooped and bent of back. 

Cracker 
To Charlie Gilman 

I'm the voice of 
The Southern Cracker, 
Once silent, inarticulate. 
But I'm learning to look 
And talk straight now, 
Listen to me ... 
For you've listened to others
Unfriendly voices. 
Because I was quiet, 
Laboring with arm 
And back muscles 
Beside the silent slave, 
My voice was not heard .... 

I'm learning that 
The blood of my fathers 
Made revolution 
And hammered beauty 
Out of a wilderness, 
That America's dirt 
Has sucked up my sweat 
To keep soft hands soft 
And make pot-guts potted, 
While hunger and rags 
Disease and illiteracy 
Shri veled the souls 
Of my own children ... 
Oh, I'm the Cracker
The Red-neck 
Clod-hopper 
Mountain hooger "'A.I.JLA-~PJl..U 

The "white-trash" nobody. 

And you've heard 
That I'm the lyncher 
Of Negroes, 
The man with the hood and night shirt! 
But I tell you 
You've heard falsely! 
For the pattern was set 
From the big houses 
By those who now point 
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The finger at me, 
Who taught me to hate 
And say 
And the Negro to hate 
And say "white trash" 
And both of us 
To despise the 

I'm the Cracker, 
And I'm learning
Of 
Not hate, 
To look 
And talk straight...1 

1946 
News item: Twenty-four miners killed by explosion. Company had sent 
men to work in mine after it was condemned by federal inspectors; twenty 
bodies sealed in mine. 

Twenty-four miners, 
A blast and a boom 
Twenty-four bodies 
In a drift-mine room. 

Some of them Negro, 
All of them brave
No segregation 
In this common grave! 

Twenty dead miners 
In a common tomb
Shake yourself, mountain, 
To give them room. 

Twenty together 
Is no lonesome road, 
Each helps to carry 
The other one's load. 

The great sorrow 
For those who died 
Cannot be buried 
In a mountain side. 

Go, America, 
And bow your head 
Where Four Mile Hollow 
Has sealed her dead! 

No Lonesome 
for Byron Reece 

Once I too said that all men walk 
A solitary road 
And that each one must grope alone 
And drag his little load. 

I thought that I must walk forlorn 
Upon that lonesome street 
All hedged about with granite walls 
Of pride and self-conceit. 

But now I've learned that all can trudge 
Upon a common way 
Thru moonlit night and stumbling dark 
Or in the flaming day. 

And men cry out in word and name 
As they are passing 
To those whose faith and fortitude 
Have shoved them near the sky 

Like Galileo at the stake, 
Jesus nailed to a tree. 
Cold bleeding feet at Valley Forge 
Are on that road with me. 
And I would not forget the men 
Who dig and plow the soil 
And those who fight that all shall live 
With simple lives of toil. 

It is no lonesome road we tread 
Though so the cynics say. 
The poet, farmer, working man 
Must walk a common way. 
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