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 The Mississippi Delta has a certain agreeability to it. The people are humble here, 
acquainted with patterns of patience as seasons of planting and harvest and the give and take 
of drought and flood continue to shape their lives. Maybe they are humble because they 
know they are dependent. They depend on the land, the river, the harvest, the planter, the 
Lord.  
 
 Like many charming places and charming people, you get a sense that you understand 
the Delta before you do. It invites you in, but it does not rush to show its cards. The quest 
for empire and glory in the heart of its historic characters is reminiscent of a Steinbeck 
novel. The sheer flatness of the land, though, 
pauses the parallel to life in the desert valleys of 
central California. Cotton in the fields of the 
Delta did not shine with the same opportunity 
for a new life as gold did in rivers of the West. 
There has always been an arrangement of things 
here, a set social order, a clear understanding as 
to whose the opportunity was. 
 
 In the late 19th century, the Delta was still 
uncharted wilderness at the heart of a country 
already explored—swamp and jungle in the early 
era of iron horses and skyscrapers. Roaming panthers and bears haunted the cypress trees. 
The fear these beasts inspired can still be heard in the melodies of the oldest surviving Delta 
blues players. The Delta ceded this ancient landscape as it was reimagined by planters as a 
crescent of unprecedented fertility, stretching from Memphis to Vicksburg. 
 
 The soil of the Delta remembers still the ancient blessings of the Mississippi, and it has 
returned those blessings to those who choose to farm here. The benevolent soil has been 
deposited for thousands of years by the waters of the Mississippi River as they would swell 
and rise and flood. These floods are the reason the land is some of the flattest in all of the 
earth, and some of the most fertile. Floods created the region, but they are no longer 
welcome. They are protected against, they are accounted for, yet they are feared. “The 
people of the Delta,” writes David Cohn, “fear God and the Mississippi River.” The river 
controls this place, like guilt in the heart of man. But man grows numb to even his guilt if he 
can keep it from his purview, and the river hides behind the levees.  
 
 The central question of American history may be: who will do the work and who will 
make the profit? It has been asked in steel factories in Pennsylvania, in immigrant-filled-
tenements in New York City, and in the fields of Southern plantations. Another question, 
kin to the first and equally American, asks if liberty and equality are conditional, attached to 



the mandates of economic production. If there’s a need for labor for the ruling classes, must 
the laborers’ freedom necessarily dissipate? The Delta asks these questions still today. 
 
 Though for the short stretches Chinese or Italian laborers filled the fields, plantation 
owners like Will Dockery and LeRoy Percy have answered the question this way: the black 
man and woman and child will pick the cotton and the white man and woman and child will 
gain the profit. The world of the Delta was created after the 13th amendment and the 
ostensible end of slavery, but what is freedom if experienced only within the confines of an 
exploitative economy? 

 
 As we drive through small Delta 
towns the difference of status and 
quality of life between rich and poor 
jumps from the fields up to my 
window on the bus. If you’re born 
black and poor in the Delta today, do 
you even have a chance? Few good 
public schools. Few decent-paying 
jobs. No land to your name. Do you 
even have a chance?  
 
 Locals, white locals, often boast that 
the Klan never had a foothold in the 
Delta—these are people with a clear 
stake in the local economy of cultural 

tourism, and (from a less cynical perspective) people who want to see the Delta become 
something better than it has been. LeRoy Percy, great uncle of Walker Percy, knew when the 
Klan was reborn in the 1920s that their presence would mean terror for the black people of 
the Delta. He fought the Klan, but his concern was not rooted in respect for black humanity. 
He was a plantation owner who depended upon cheap black labor, and he could not afford 
to see his labor force leave. He publicly fought them nonetheless, and successfully kept the 
Klan from gaining traction in the Delta. The Klan was largely absent in the Delta, but the 
social hierarchy it sought to reinforce remained present. Men feared the river because it had 
the power to bless or destroy. Destruction was just part of its nature, and no one would try 
to hold it responsible. The white people of Mississippi were feared for the same reason. 
Theirs was a supremacy and a hatred rooted in a “natural order” that no court would hold 
responsible for years to come. 
 
 The story of the Delta is not all subjugation and exploitation, though it seems foolish 
to listen to the Delta blues, visit the old plantations, and stand on the levees without 
knowing that this place has been formed by struggle and oppression and violence. Who will 
do the work and who will make the profit? When the great flood came in 1927, free black 
men were forced into labor camps along the river to fortify the levee, their true status in the 
eyes of the state and of their fellow man exposed. There was no true freedom for black 

Dockery Plantation, birthplace of the blues? 
Photo by Will Jacks 



people, only freedom insofar as the white man deemed it acceptable—a conditional 
freedom. When the water continued to rise, black men were stacked on top of each other at 
gunpoint to function as a human levee.  
 
 In spite of all the sins of Mississippi, or rather, largely because of oppressed peoples’ 
response and resistance to all these sins, there is great beauty in the culture here. The music 
of this region has its origins in the fields. Before the blues, spirituals were sung by the people 
as they picked cotton. B.B. King, a product of cotton picking in the Delta himself, would 
say, “Black folks were singing spirituals so they 
wouldn’t drift into nothingness.” Music was their 
way of guarding against the nihilism of the social 
order. When you know yourself to be fully 
expendable to those in power, when your humanity 
is reduced to a means to an economic end, when 
you have no right to redress any wrong perpetrated 
against you, your fight must be to subvert this. 
Song was central to this fight, beginning in the 
fields but going also into the courthouses and 
voting booths. 
 
 When Fannie Lou Hamer was first denied her 
franchise at the Indianola courthouse, she came 
back singing “Just A Little Talk With Jesus.” She 
continued to draw on her belief in God and song 
throughout her life of activism, singing her way 
into somebodiness for the rest of her days in 
Ruleville. In the Delta, SNCC made freedom songs a 
staple of their rallies, carrying forward the mantle of 
resistance through the melodies of songs like “We Shall Overcome.” These songs carried 
their singers further into the struggle for civil rights. It is strange to listen to these songs 

now, outside of the context that birthed them, 
in a world where racism can be hidden in its 
more acceptable machinations. Why do I get to 
enjoy the songs that emerged from a struggle 
that I will never experience? Why do I get to 
profit from another’s pain, another’s work? 
 
 Cultural tourism, a large piece of my week 
down here in the Delta, is a strange thing. It 
seems in one way to be the essence of 
appropriation. I gain all the experience and 
culture and art and beauty that came from the 
cruel lives of its creators—beauty brought out 
of agony, made ready for my consumption as I 
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sit on my cushioned seat on a charter bus, listening to our tour guide.  
 
 Still there is a redemptive question that arises—what will I do with these stories? The 
answer determines the worth of the knowledge I’ve gained. When we learn, we are able to 
speak. And these men and women who share with us their stories, though brutalized and 
silenced in their time, can use us as mouthpieces in our time. In the coming years, the great 
American vocation may be to learn our country’s true history, to listen to the people from 
the “underside” of our history tell of the bloody and brutal beginnings of our institutions 
and profits and generational wealth. The great American vocation will be one of paying 
attention, and acting— not just consuming the stories, but giving the stories the authority to 
shape us and our calling. 
 
 From the periphery of the Delta’s borders, Ida B. Wells put it to America this way, 
“The way to right wrongs is to shine the light of truth upon them.” And so we must begin to 
speak about our collective past in the light of the truth. Not cloaked in euphemisms or 
dodged through talk of social class alone. Not telling only the positive sides of the Delta’s 
stories with fleeting references to the horrors. Not speaking only of the Delta blues, but also 
of the conditions in which it was born. We must speak about the effects that white 
supremacy has had in our nation, and we must speak of it especially in places like the Delta. 
 

We must no longer be content to profit from another’s pain or another’s work. We 
must take up the mantle ourselves of undoing the legacy of plunder and exploitation. We 
must ally ourselves with those already at work. This struggle may take our whole selves, as it 
has many before us, and that should make us afraid. But maybe in the fear, we can learn to 
sing a new song, a song that has already been sung, but not by us. A song that we no longer 
appropriate for cultural consumption, but one that is sung as it takes on flesh in the fight 
against white supremacy and its enduring legacy in our nation. One that is sung as we fight 
against there ever again being such rich soil with such poor people. 
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