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For my father, Warren Eubanks, who taught me to love the Mississippi Delta and whose presence I still feel while traveling its roads





Thus the very existence of the blues tradition is irrefutable evidence that those who evolved it respond to the vicissitudes of the human condition not with hysterics and desperation, but through the wisdom of poetry informed by pragmatic insight.

—ALBERT MURRAY, The Blue Devils of Nada
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PROLOGUE

PALIMPSEST


Here are no hills, no rocks, no thin earth barely hiding the stones beneath, but pure soil endlessly deep, dark and sweet, dripping fatness.

—DAVID L. COHN, Where I Was Born and Raised

Despite its expansiveness, beauty, and the lush loamy richness of the soil, suffering and injustice permeate visions of the Mississippi Delta landscape as much as the wail of the blues, a musical form inspired by the pain and inequities this land has inflicted on its people. But near the dimming of the day a warm light envelops this Southern plain. At dusk, the skies above Mississippi Delta fields glow with red and orange as if the sky were a fireplace. Maybe it is the expansiveness of the land that creates this light. Whatever it is, for a brief part of the day beauty soothes the ghostlike silence that seems to howl across this wide and often empty place.

The Delta is two hundred miles long and flat as far as the eye can see. At sunset it seems as if the sky consumes the land and gives texture to the fields below it. The glow of the Delta at dusk has always cast a spell over me, a soothing incantation that beckons me each time I return. Yet over time, I have come to realize that the Delta is a palimpsest, a place where what the land means and how it and its people are seen has been erased and written over time and time again. Looking back, I realize that during my boyhood I witnessed this land’s waning days as a cotton kingdom. By the time I left Mississippi in the late 1970s, the common belief was catfish farming would succeed cotton farming, but those days have now faded as well. By the 1990s, casinos began to dot former cotton fields on the landscape of impoverished Tunica County. Now those casinos employ less than a third of the people they did when gambling in the Delta was at its peak.

Today they are selling the Delta as a place tourists can visit to gamble in a casino and see the land that gave birth to the blues. Yet the question remains as to whether selling the Delta blues to tourists imposes a new mythology on this land, one that overshadows harsher realities that have yet to be confronted. Blues tourism focuses more on the personas of those who created the music and often glances over how the music was created out of pain and as a means to protest the circumstances that created that pain. What often gets overlooked or pushed to the margins when attracting tourist dollars is the relationship between the blues and the labor of the Black bodies who cleared the Delta, built the levees to protect the land, and cultivated and picked the crops. Generational pain and trauma cannot be packaged into something attractive to vacationers. Does turning the blues into a commodity create a new economic foundation for the Delta or is it simply another form of cultural erasure? Should the pain of the past captured in the blues be commodified in the present?

The Delta’s history and the questions it raises stand as part of a multilayered record, which means the past and the present often collide in this place of overlaid stories. That also means the past is erased as much as its traces linger on in the landscape of the present. But for someone who has spent time in the Mississippi Delta his entire life, the presence of the past can feel quite sudden and forceful. When I happen to encounter memory and history crashing together, I tend to pay attention.

That is exactly what happened one afternoon when I encountered two dusty white shotgun houses at the corner of my field of vision as I was driving. Immediately, I pulled to the side of the road and stopped. They stood haloed by the glow of the late afternoon sun, reminding me of a collection of photographs taken by Marion Post Wolcott as she drove down these very same roads as a Farm Security Administration (FSA) photographer during the Great Depression. Faintly whitewashed, the buildings appeared unoccupied, but from my recollection of Wolcott’s sepia-toned photographs, I could imagine a whole family gathered outside on the visibly absent front porch, with the dark loamy Delta soil beneath their feet as they dangled above the ground.

Entire families who worked under the feudal system of sharecropping once lived in houses like these, because one-room shanties were deemed sufficient for them by the lords of the land who held them in bondage despite the end of slavery. Sharecropping was slavery’s successor system, and the circumstances of these tenant farmers bore a profound similarity to the peculiar institution: white planters owned the land in the vast cotton fields and Black laborers were given what was deemed their share when the crops were harvested. The sharecroppers owned nothing, and at the end of farming season they were sometimes left with nothing. In the 1930s, the average sharecropper earned between $250 and $500 each year, the equivalent of a net income of less than $10,000 today. Fast forward to today and the economic legacy of sharecropping is reflected in educational outcomes, employment, and poverty, all of which fall below the levels measured in parts of Mississippi that were never part of the Delta’s plantation economy.

It has been more than half a century since automated cotton-picking machines ended sharecropping and its exploitation. Houses like the one I saw off in the distance were abandoned as people left for Chicago and other points north and west. Consequently, few visible footprints of that old system appear on the horizon. When they do, they cast a haunting shadow as a vivid reminder of a not-so-distant unenlightened past. As someone who sometimes thinks in photographs, seeing a former tenant farmer’s residence provides evidence of what once was. Encountering in living color the black-and-white world of the past also makes me want to know the story behind the photographs these structures suggest.

Since that afternoon, I’ve learned that soon after taking her photographs of the Delta, Marion Post Wolcott’s notoriously flinty boss, Roy Stryker, wrote to her while she was in the nearby town of Greenville. Before complaining that she had not provided a telegraph address—FSA photographers were required to report on the condition of the film they had shot so that photographs could be processed quickly—Stryker commented about her Mississippi Delta photographs, “They are going to be an extremely valuable collection.” Stryker added, “I would say you have made some very accurate observations.”1 Indeed she had.

While Dorothea Lange’s famous photograph of a plantation overseer—featuring a proud-looking corpulent man holding his foot on a car bumper with four expressionless Black men behind him—captured a sense of permanence regarding the sharecropping system, some of Wolcott’s Delta photographs also captured a sign of a change that was chipping away at the plantation system, a shift that also led people to abandon those same shotgun houses she photographed. “We were very much delighted with your discovery of the prosperous Negro community,” Roy Stryker wrote to Wolcott in the same letter in 1939. That community was Mileston, a Farm Security Administration resettlement project on the southeastern edge of the Delta and just twenty miles to the east of the shotgun houses I spotted. In the late 1930s, the FSA Resettlement Administration made 110 former sharecropping families landowners in this part of Mississippi’s Holmes County. Rather than being subjected to the paternalism of working for a plantation owner and overseer, families at Mileston owned their land. Over a hundred houses were also built for these families, as well as a school and a community center. What Wolcott captured with her camera was a community in transition from tenant farming to landowning.

In addition to her photograph of the plantation overseer, Lange also took photographs of a radical and visionary experiment in American agriculture that was happening in the heart of the Delta. The Delta Cooperative Farm, like Mileston, was run by former sharecroppers and included nineteen Black families and twelve white families. These families shared in the profits and produce of the farm. So, in addition to the overseer and sharecroppers Lange memorialized in her photographs, both she and Marion Post Wolcott encountered change on the Delta landscape. The place Wolcott photographed was so different from the rest of the Delta that it was considered a prosperous community.

What the camera did not capture was the independent spirit that flourished among the people in Mileston, as well as at the Delta Cooperative Farm and its successor, the Providence Cooperative Farm. It was that independent and radical spirit that attracted my father to Mileston in 1949 and my mother in 1951 when they married. Unlike a sharecropping system in which the tenants owned nothing, landowning bred a radical sense of possibility. When they arrived, my parents were proud to be a part of a community that pushed against the norms that were set for Black rural life at the time. Mileston existed in a space that felt free from the Delta of plantations and plantation owners. But that did not last. By the mid-1950s, the entire Delta became a dangerous place for Black people who yearned for independence and pushed against the cultural and social norms of the time. In 1956, my family left the Delta. Even though I did not grow up in this rich, flat expanse of land, my father brought me here regularly. Had he not feared for his young family’s life, he would never have left. Sadly, it was the tensions that sprang out of the changes rendered by Mileston and Providence Farm that led them to leave.

Depression-era photographs often spring to mind when I see something evocative of the Delta’s past on the landscape. They are a tool to help me see the truth in a place that is often shrouded in myth. If a photograph captures a past reality and freezes it in time, mythology can shield the actuality of the past from the light of day and obscure what is real. It often overwhelms reality, as it does in a song from 1932 that has become the unofficial anthem of the Delta:

When it’s darkness on the Delta

That’s the time my heart is light

When it’s darkness on the Delta

Let me linger in the shelter of the night.

The lyrics continue with descriptions of “lounging on the levee” and “cotton all around me,” evoking a romantic idea of the Delta as a place of leisure, with “darkies singing sweet and low” thrown in, perpetuating the lie that the people picking that cotton all around them were happy. Of course, the three Tin Pan Alley songwriters who wrote “(When It’s) Darkness on the Delta” never set foot on a levee or ever saw a field of cotton. But “Darkness on the Delta” is an anthem that was always popular with the white planter class and was played at cotillions and other dances. In the very same year that “Darkness on the Delta” was released, Cab Calloway and the Boswell Sisters separately recorded two Fats Waller songs about life in the Delta, “Old Yazoo” and “Down on the Delta.”2 Both songs are free of romantic ideas about the Delta landscape and its people, so they have disappeared from memory.

The songs that originated in those vast fields of cotton are grittier than those written about the Delta from the West Side of Manhattan. On cotton plantations in Mississippi, African Americans like Son House were singing, “The blues ain’t nothing but a low-down shakin’ chill.” There was a lot more worry about the weight of life in the Delta than there were ever people lounging on the levee. As anyone who has listened to a blues song knows, there are more songs about trouble brewing and people finding some way to leave that trouble behind. More bad luck and trouble rose out of those vast fields of cotton than anyone will ever know.

When Robert F. Kennedy visited the Delta in 1967, he got a sense of the poverty and anguish that led the people to transform their troubles into music. Visiting a Delta sharecropper’s home, Kennedy saw none of the romance of the Delta. What he encountered led him to whisper to his aide Peter Edelman, “I’ve been to third-world countries, and I’ve never seen anything like this.” John Stennis, the segregation senator of Mississippi, was so embarrassed by the impoverished circumstances Kennedy encountered among his constituents that Stennis suggested $10 million in emergency aid. At the same time, he denied that Kennedy found any evidence of hunger or malnutrition, calling the findings “a gross libel and slander against Mississippi.” Many of the problems Robert Kennedy witnessed have persisted—today nearly 21 percent of the Delta’s population lacks adequate access to food—but it is unimaginable that a member of the US Senate today would appropriate or even suggest appropriating money to help cure any of the ills of the Delta.

It is even questionable whether those in political power in Mississippi even care about the plight of the Delta. The best indicator of that is spending for K–12 education, which across Mississippi is underfunded by $176 million, according to the state’s own public school funding formula.3 In the Delta town of Greenville, education was underfunded by $1.4 million for 2023–24 and by $38 million cumulatively since 2008. This is a town in which poverty is among the worst in the nation: 32.2 percent of Greenville’s residents live below the poverty line. The median income is $35,148. As the town has lost population and its school system has become more segregated, the city has been on a steady decline despite its label as “Queen of the Delta.” But Greenville is only a queen from the past who has now been dethroned.

By seeking to ignore or diminish the significance of the Delta’s history, the past becomes obscured by mythology and influences how the powerful see the place. I once had a Mississippi politician announce to me with a hint of pride in his voice that without the Delta, the economic ranking of the state of Mississippi would be significantly higher, perhaps close to twenty-fifth in the nation. Time and time again, I heard others make the same proclamation. When I did some fact-checking and learned that the Delta is less than 20 percent of the state’s population, I began to wonder whether this statement was only a way of saying that Mississippi needs to rid itself of the Black and the poor. Whether the Delta is counted or not, Mississippi is still a poor state. Probe even deeper, and the same politician will blame the people of the Delta for their plight, despite glaring evidence in the public record over the past half-century of Mississippi’s systematic efforts to keep economic and political power out of the hands of Black Delta residents. The willful blindness to the poverty and pain of the people of the Delta is part of the story of the Delta.

While many turn a blind eye to the Delta, others have looked at the place seeking to discern some form of truth. Mississippi Freedom Summer leader Bob Moses was one of them. “In probably five years … the automation of the plantation will be completed,” Moses noted in a speech at Stanford University in 1964, noticing exactly what Mississippi’s white political class chose to ignore at the time.

The labor market on the plantation will be very well stabilized and at a very low point. And the people who come off those plantations will be unemployed and unemployable in our society. They will be permanently unemployed because, first, they don’t have the skills. And there isn’t anywhere, in our whole country, a system for teaching them how to read and write. Because that was nobody’s problem who had power, who had resources, who had money, who could tackle that problem.4

If you look at the Delta today, you see how prescient Bob Moses’s observations were. Not only are the poorest counties in the Mississippi Delta also the ones with the highest concentration of the slave population in 1860, they are also the ones in which sharecropping and farm labor were the predominant means of employment more than a century later at the end of the 1960s. The ghosts of slavery, sharecropping, and Jim Crow haunt the Delta.

When my family arrived in the Delta, no one counted on the transformational role automation and mechanization would come to play in farming—that they would eliminate the need for people to work in the fields and leave unskilled farmworkers jobless. Small farmers had not yet been pushed out by agribusiness. Complicating today’s Mississippi Delta is access to education, which continues to be a civil rights issue in this part of the state. In the Delta’s poorest counties, in which nearly half the student population lives at poverty level, there is not only insufficient school funding but in many schools, there are not enough teachers. The beginning of the school year is no longer delayed for cotton-picking season, as it was during my childhood, but the gaps in funding and staffing mean the educational outcomes are not much better than they were fifty years ago. During the COVID-19 pandemic, when school moved online rather than in person, many students could not attend school since the Delta ranks last in the state in high-speed household internet access. Much of the Delta lacks access to fast wired broadband at home. Students were given shiny new tablets to continue their learning during the pandemic, which is of little use when many of them had no internet service.

Even before the pandemic, a Mississippi judge ruled that the legislature is not obliged to fully fund schools in the state, a ruling that hit poor districts across the Delta with a wallop. So, education has not become the great equalizer for opportunity many hoped it would become after the end of segregation. And when students graduate, one of the largest employers in the area today is a network of local prisons, both public and private, whose population—both inmates and guards—is largely African American and drawn from the Delta’s native sons and daughters.

My father thought Black farmers owning their own land and profiting from it was what would lift the Delta out of poverty. With only a few exceptions, that has not happened. Sharecropper shacks from my father’s time, like those I stumbled across, pop up occasionally on the landscape, but many of them have only been abandoned, destroyed, or replaced by rusting trailer homes. As I drive through the Delta, I wonder what, if anything, could change the fortunes of this place. And I am overcome with pangs of survivor’s guilt that my family escaped. What draws me back is both the connection I feel to this land and a sense that my family committed a breach by leaving it behind.

The long flat expanses of dark loamy soil of the Delta were created when, not long before the Civil War, the land was partially cleared of jungle-thick stands of trees, mostly hardwood and pine, through the toil of enslaved people. Later, more land was cleared by the descendants of those slaves. The land was cleared to exploit its rich soil and turn this land into a cotton kingdom. Now that the wealthy people who cleared the Delta have extracted riches from this created space, it is being abandoned and the poor can take what little is left.

This land is filled with stories, which for some reason people feel compelled to tell me on dusty roads and sagging front porches with the wind blowing beneath my feet. These stories unfurl like the terse lines of a blues song sketching an epic tale. But they are wrapped up in the long-term impact of neglect and the human cruelty undergirding the social and economic stagnation that seems to have been willed on this place. Each time I think nothing brighter than the deep pitch of night exists in the Delta, I find some source of light that guides me to my next destination, shows me my next story. Yes, trauma is imprinted on the landscape of this expansive alluvial plain, across time and generations. You can see it and feel it in the abandoned towns, buildings, shotgun shacks, and the vast fields that surround them. Confronting and easing that trauma in some way is what brought my family to the Delta. In the end, the continuous presence of racial violence forced my family to leave. It is my need to confront this long bright line of pain that draws me back and urges me to tell the story of this place.

But this story is not just my story to tell. It is the story of the people of the Delta who never left, who continue to embrace and practice that radical spirit of progress that attracted my family here. These are the people who have been working to transform the Delta because long ago they realized that no one is coming to save them.

The land called the Mississippi Delta was shaped by the great river that runs alongside its western edge. To begin to reckon with the forces that shaped the Delta, we must confront the poverty and strife over time that shaped the land and its people as much as the river itself. The journey through the Delta in these pages is personal and historical, and the voices that narrate this story come from the past and the present. Only by looking at both the forces of history and the way we live now can we begin to understand not only the Mississippi Delta, but also the forces of inequality that have shaped America itself.

That means the story of the people of the Delta is not just a Mississippi story. Nor is it just a Southern story. At its very core, the Delta’s story is an American story. The idea of American exceptionalism has rendered the Delta and other places like it invisible since the story of the Delta is exceptional in only disturbing ways. By reckoning with the story of the Delta, we as Americans can also begin to confront the other disadvantaged places like it that dot the American landscape, from sea to shining sea.





CHAPTER 1

THE DIMMING MYSTIQUE OF MILESTON


I’m goin’ away, to a world unknown I’m goin’ away, to a world unknown I’m worried now, but I won’t be worried long

—CHARLEY PATTON, “Down the Dirt Road Blues”

If a place as rich and tortured as the Mississippi Delta did not exist, some raconteur south of the Mason–Dixon line would have to make it up. The American South is a place filled with stories and storytellers, and a fertile imagination nurtured in this deeply haunted region would surely invent a tale of a swampy, seemingly untamable wilderness of dark, rich soil that men and women conquered just to make it their own. For some the Delta is a place that magically rose out of a tangled wilderness, much like the mansion Sutpen’s Hundred did in the William Faulkner novel Absalom, Absalom! The tragic character Quentin Compson observes that the mansion’s owner, Thomas Sutpen, would “watch his mansion rise, carried plank by plank and brick by brick out of the swamp where the clay and timber waited.” It’s almost as if the slaves who labored to clear the land of the Delta were mere passive observers of the place’s creation. One day it was cleared, and overnight the cotton crop became king.

The mansion known as Sutpen’s Hundred that sprang from Faulkner’s imagination may have been built on the soil of his fictional Yoknapatawpha County, but its inspiration came from the Mississippi Delta and the people who chose to tame that land. Faulkner knew that within the story of the Mississippi Delta lies the story of the American South, one that largely lives in legend, with a wrinkle of truth thrown in. In the Delta’s haunted ground, you can also find the roots of the South’s relationship with a system of patriarchy, racism, and social stratification. Without the influence of slavery, white supremacy, and social class, the Delta as we know it would have never existed. Indeed, the Delta was built on those very forces.

But the Delta’s story is not just about the sins of the South; it is also a story of America and this country’s thirst and ambition for transformation and reinvention. It was first settled by planters who—after taming the land—would remake the Delta in their own vision and image. When Mississippi became a state in 1817, the Delta was firmly in the hands of the Choctaw Nation. Of course, the Choctaw were removed from the land and white settlers subsequently arrived between 1825 and 1827. Moving into what was once called the “Yazoo Bottoms” to farm its rich soil offered the chance to make a fortune, but given the labor entailed in clearing the land, it required a lot of money and a lot of slaves. This was not a place for a thrifty farmer with a strong work ethic and a dream.

Though the Delta is a Southern space, it’s also an ancient one. Formally known as the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta—named for the rivers that made and shaped it—the region was formed long before national political and racial divisions were projected onto our borders and our consciousness. If you go back fifteen thousand years, when glaciers were melting and what’s now the Mississippi River flooded often, the lower Mississippi valleys were buried under a thick coating of alluvium. Dark, fertile soil was deposited here, creating some of the richest agricultural land in the world.

The eastern side of the Delta is defined by a line of bluffs, some rising two hundred feet—hence my childhood memory of a dramatic drop upon entering the Delta—and the western boundary is the Mississippi River itself. The result is a huge, flat plain that extends roughly from Memphis, Tennessee, to Vicksburg, Mississippi. The Delta is the most photographed part of the state, making some people think it’s bigger than it really is. But it’s still quite large: it totals 7,110 square miles, about one-seventh of Mississippi’s area.

The fields of the modern-day Delta serve as a direct contrast to the primordial environment. When I drive up from the south into the Delta, I head north out of Yazoo City and then along the Delta’s eastern edge, with bluffs visible off in the distance. As I drive, I think about how these agricultural expanses are essentially a created environment. This land was not flat and largely treeless until it was cleared by slaves and the descendants of slaves, who farmed under a system of sharecropping that mirrored the inequities of bondage.

With the region’s labor and wealth tied up in the peculiar institution of slavery, Delta planters had a stake in maintaining an economy based on cheap labor. The migration of one-fourth to one-third of the Black workforce to Southern urban areas in the years immediately after emancipation confirmed the fears of cotton planters about the shift from slave to wage labor. In 1869, one proposed alternative to what planters saw as an overdependence on Black labor was to bring in Chinese immigrant labor. Cotton plantation owners saw two possible outcomes from pursuing this course of action: the Chinese immigrants would permanently replace the loss of the Black population, or they would create competition between the two groups that would compel former slaves to resume their submissive status on plantations. But when the Chinese arrived, they found the wages were low and lost interest in the work because they would not tolerate the exploitation by the planters. Though they came in small numbers, eventually most of the Chinese were operating small grocery stores that catered to a largely Black clientele.

The case was the same with Italian workers, mostly from Sicily, who also immigrated to the Delta in the 1900s. Delta planter William Alexander Percy deemed that Italians did not “fit in” with the Delta’s tenant farming system because they were too independent and aggressive, meaning they could not be controlled and intimidated like Black laborers could be. Other ethnic groups, like the Lebanese, also found their way to the Delta. Jewish merchants and planters were also part of the cultural landscape. While we often think of the Delta through the lens of a racial binary, it is a place with a complex ethnic, racial, and cultural milieu. Yet it is the Black-white divide that has dominated the way we look at the Delta, given the connection between Black labor and the institution of slavery. While other ethnic groups were also subject to forms of racial intimidation and discrimination, Black people were granted a status directly tied to their previous condition of servitude, which placed them below the status of recent immigrants.

After emancipation and the end of the Civil War, residents needed to find a way to exert white control over Black labor, given that immigrant labor failed to fill the void left by Black out-migration. Using the political weight of Delta politicians—as the state’s most prosperous region, the Delta wielded a great deal of political power in those days—in 1866 Mississippi enacted the Black Codes, which kept Blacks from leasing land and becoming independent farmers. After the Republican Party gained a majority in Congress in 1866, it passed the Reconstruction Act, placed the South under military rule, and repealed the Black Codes. At the time of the codes’ repeal in 1867, Delta planters were still in search of some way to procure labor for their farms as cheaply as possible. And the newly freed slaves wanted to have some autonomy. But these newly freed men and women had no means to rent land, buy farm supplies and seeds, or get credit to start a farm. At the same time, the white farmers were looking for a way to shift some of the risk of their cotton crop onto those who worked the land. So it was within the marketplace that a compromise was reached, and a system called sharecropping was born.

Sharecropping allowed a tenant the use of the land for farming in exchange for a share in the profits of the crop. The system grew because of the expanding labor requirements of the Delta’s then-booming plantation economy. Although sharecroppers were both Black and white, those in the Delta were largely Black. In addition to Delta freedmen, by the 1890s planters even recruited Black refugees fleeing the failing farm economy of Mississippi’s Hill Country.

Virtually every Black farmer hoped the system of sharecropping would be a first step toward landownership. Delta Blacks, much to the concern of whites, registered to vote in large numbers and elected Republican office holders they thought would eventually deliver on the promise made after slavery of “40 acres and a mule.” But by 1880, with the demise of Reconstruction and the disenfranchisement of Blacks that came with that demise, there was no governmental intervention on behalf of Black farmers that led to their owning a piece of land.

From the people who lived the pain of hard work and marginalization, the art form of the blues came into being. It’s a music whose origins and history are as primeval as the land that gave it birth. Howard Odum, a sociologist, collected songs in the Delta between 1905 and 1908, but he didn’t call them “the blues.” What Odum failed to realize at the time is that the blues is music that tells the story of the lives its practitioners lived and was sung to ease the pain of their daily survival. Later, folklorist Alan Lomax noticed that the singing of what we would today call “field hollers”—a form of call and response—was another musical art form shaped by the labor of Black people in the Delta. These field hollers are now considered a direct precursor to the blues. The Delta’s greatest export, the blues is a light that comes from the darkest part of this region’s soul.

The prospect of moving from sharecropping to being a landowner is not material for the blues, something sung after crying out the proclamation “Woke up this morning …” That’s why when talk began of an experiment that would lead to Black farmers owning their own land, it was hard for people in the Delta to believe it. This un-blues-like twist of fate would not take place until the wake of the Great Depression and the New Deal, and it occurred through a resettlement program developed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Farm Security Administration that came to several Delta communities, including a community in Holmes County called Mileston.


The names of tiny hamlets collide with each other as I drive along Highway 49 through the Mississippi Delta. A town named Eden hints that a section of this flat expansive terrain once felt more like a paradise than it may seem at the current moment, looking more abandoned than idyllic. The sign pointing toward the town of Egypt conjures up the voice of Burl Ives as Big Daddy in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, growling in his famous baritone that you are driving through some of the richest land this side of the valley Nile.

It’s easy to overlook these communities that dot the Delta landscape or to write them off as merely the slowly decaying detritus of King Cotton. They feel a bit like footnotes that can be scanned and skimmed, their details of interest only to an elect few and of marginal significance to the masses. But if you begin to wipe the dust off the names of places in the Mississippi Delta, different stories begin to emerge. And like most Mississippi stories, they hold their surprises tightly.

One of those places is the tiny community of Mileston, named for the plantation that once encompassed the land where the town now sits. It rests on the western edge of Holmes County, south of the muddy and slow-moving Big Black River and just north of Bee Lake. It was this place that Marion Post Wolcott documented in more than one hundred Farm Security Administration photographs in the 1930s. Eventually, the land of the Mileston Plantation that she captured with her camera was purchased by the federal government and sold in pieces to some of the same sharecroppers she froze in time with her camera as they chopped cotton.

Mileston is a place I, too, would probably ignore without looking back had my family not once lived on this land. Two of my sisters were born here. Before I was born, my parents lived right next door to what was once the Mileston store and post office, on the same spot immortalized in Wolcott’s photographs. It was nothing special, just a standard two-bedroom house built by the government for the resettlement project that made sharecroppers on this land independent farmers. Both of these buildings are gone now, but I can imagine them on the seemingly deserted stretch of Delta land in the same way that I can sense the youthful spirit of my parents whenever I am here. To be honest, I visit Mileston more than I do my parents’ graves; it is here in the Delta that I can again imagine them as vibrant people.

My father arrived in Mileston young and idealistic in 1949, with a newly minted agronomy degree from Tuskegee Institute. He worked at the tail end of the transition of this land from sharecropping to landowning. At night he taught GED classes and farming techniques to World War II veterans like himself, and by day vocational agriculture at the local school. When my parents married, my mother joined my father in Mileston in 1951—they met while at Tuskegee—and she became a teacher in this community as well as the girls’ basketball coach for the high school.

I’d always wondered what brought my parents to the Delta from their own now-deserted south Alabama towns of Edna and Prestwick. When I asked, my normally loquacious father would just say one word: opportunity. Ten years ago, I began investigating, learning of the connection between the opportunity my father was seeking and the remnants of a dream initiated by Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal.

To understand this connection between my father’s opportunity and the New Deal, I had to go back to the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927. Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover was placed in charge of all flood relief efforts by then president Calvin Coolidge. During the flood, 330,000 Black Delta residents were moved to 154 relief camps. Over 13,000 “refugees” near Greenville, Mississippi, were evacuated to an unbroken levee—and stranded there for days without food or clean water—while boats arrived to evacuate white women and children. As conditions deteriorated for Black residents in the aftermath of the flood, word slowly filtered north, and the scandal threatened to derail Hoover’s presidential ambitions.

Hoover in turn appointed Tuskegee Institute president Robert Moton to oversee a “colored advisory commission” to investigate the treatment of Black Delta residents during the flood. A protégé of Booker T. Washington, Moton was a believer in accommodation, not confrontation. Hoover promised Moton that he intended to divide the land of bankrupt planters into small Black-owned farms if he won the presidency. In turn, Moton did Hoover’s bidding and encouraged Black refugees to stay in their relief camps. In his appeal, Moton insisted that “whatever might be said to the contrary, the white man of the South loves the Negro. Many who have gone north have not found conditions as they had expected… . There is less reason now for Negroes to leave the South than ever before.”1

With the help of Moton, Hoover avoided scandal and won the presidency. But he did not keep his promise to Moton. When Franklin Delano Roosevelt challenged Hoover’s reelection, Moton and his Tuskegee machine backed Roosevelt. It was Roosevelt’s New Deal that kept its promise to Moton. In the late 1930s, the Farm Security Administration, an agency of FDR’s New Deal, established a series of model farming and industrial communities, thirteen of which were reserved for Blacks. Given the connection between the Mississippi Delta and Tuskegee Institute forged by Moton, it would follow that a young Tuskegee graduate would be encouraged to move there to work with Black farmers. Mileston was a place very much aligned with Tuskegee’s particular idea of racial uplift.

The land that was once the Mileston Plantation became the only Black resettlement community in Mississippi. With the purchase of ten thousand acres of rich Delta farmland and a capital investment of $886,436, the federal government hoped to transform the lives of 110 families of former Black sharecroppers who would live there as landowners. The Great Depression made the land affordable.

The Depression hit the Delta cotton industry hard, with cotton prices dropping from a high of 12 cents per pound to a rock-bottom price of 5.5 cents per pound, making the sizable crop grown on the ten thousand acres of the Mileston Plantation worth a lot less than it was before. After paying its patchwork of day laborers to pick the crop, as well as tenant farmers and sharecroppers, there was not much profit left to sustain all the hands involved. By the 1930s, Mileston no longer had the resources to pay its white plantation manager, Mel Blake. Before his death in 2017, his son, also named Mel, a former State Department diplomat then in his nineties, remembered when his family left Mileston for nearby Lexington. Since he was only seven at the time, his father explained their move in the simplest terms he could. “He told me that there was a big difference between a planter and a farmer,” Blake recalled to me one summer afternoon in Washington, DC, that seemed as hot and sticky as the Delta. “A farmer could survive a bad season without too much risk. A planter was taking a much bigger financial risk than a farmer, and now Mileston would be a place for farmers rather than planters.” Blake remembered no discussion of its purchase by the government, which would be something he would not understand until he became an adult.

The government’s plan, as outlined in a 1941 Department of Agriculture memo, was that these former sharecroppers “would develop an exemplary pattern of rural life for the Delta Negro. He has been given the security of tenure and a chance to take hold for himself on the right soil of the plantation county.” Plans called for a school and community center, which served to anchor the Mileston Plantation’s residents in spite of what might potentially go on around it: that is, white racists using intimidation to oppress the minds and bodies of African American men and women. Low-interest loans were provided to these farmers for the purchase of the land as well as housing and farm equipment. The Farm Security Administration (FSA) also established a farm cooperative so that these families, rather than being sharecroppers, would be shareholders in their own farming operation in addition to becoming landowners.

But there were elements of the old plantation structure left in place. The way the bureaucrats at the FSA saw things, it was best to maintain a system that mirrored the old: small farms operated by individual families and centrally managed by the cooperative. In the new system there were no white overseers, and the feeling was that if Black residents had a proprietary interest in the operation, they could become self-sustaining farmers.

Of course, there was some resistance to the Mileston plan from the descendants of the Delta’s wealthy white settlers, those people Mississippi writer David Cohn tagged as “pioneers with means.”2 Many were opposed to a communal—some might argue socialist—farming culture populated with poor people. FDR’s Resettlement Administration got its share of resistance from Mississippi politicians and residents. First, local governments worried that they would not be getting their fair share of tax receipts from resettlement communities like Mileston and appealed to Mississippi’s segregationist members of Congress, especially Senator Theodore G. Bilbo and Congressman William Whittington. In response to queries from these politicians, in December 1936 the Resettlement Administration stated to local officials in Mississippi that “land bought by the Federal government for resettlement purposes will pay its pro rata share of all taxes.” But once the issue of taxes was settled, Congressman Whittington, speaking of another resettlement project that same year, voiced what was the real concern: independent farming communities run by Black farmers would disrupt the longtime system of white paternalism in the Delta. Writing on behalf of “the citizens of the Delta” to the regional director of the Resettlement Administration, Whittington expressed alarm at “all aspects and the theory and practice of this project,” noting that “thoughtful citizens now regard it as a hot-bed of radicalism and as a breeding place for agitation of discord between landlords and tenants,” which might be “productive of trouble.”

The worries of the political class in Mississippi began to filter down to ordinary people. Two years before my father’s arrival in Mileston, a 1947 newspaper editorial warned, “At this time there is great talk about the Negroes getting power in this section. If anything hurries the day when the Negro takes a big hand in our financial and political affairs, it will be through the Co-op movement.” The politics of intimidation would not be set in motion directly by the co-op movement, but instead by the US Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision mandating the desegregation of public schools, which bred discontent among whites in the Delta and across Mississippi.

It was in the mid-1950s that my father, employed at the time as Holmes County’s Negro County Agent—an adviser to Black farmers through the county cooperative extension program—realized that it was time to leave. During this post-Brown stage of massive resistance—not just to integrated school education but to Black progress in general—the Delta no longer felt like a safe place for his growing family. The murder of Emmett Till served as one sign of looming hostility, but there were also others. In March 1955, Circuit Judge Tom Brady—who would later be appointed to Mississippi’s Supreme Court at the height of the Civil Rights Movement—spoke to a packed high school auditorium in the town of Tchula, roughly six miles up the road from Mileston, calling the attack on segregation an “all-out war.” “The question of segregation today is only a small segment in the plan to destroy Christianity and the world,” Brady told the white citizens of Tchula, which at the time had a population of less than two thousand people, two-thirds of whom were Black. Men like Brady and Mississippi senator James O. Eastland incited scared whites to make life difficult for Black people in Holmes County, particularly the Black independent farmers in Mileston. Amid this environment of white hostility, my father believed that the work he came to do in the Delta would be diminished and his goals might never be accomplished. By 1956, he chose to be transferred to south Mississippi, which had a larger network of Black landowning farmers stretching back to right after the Civil War. It was there that my father thought his work could make a difference.

In spite of the dangers that existed in the Delta, my mother stayed behind until my father could find a place for the family to land. Then one day she received an unexpected phone call from her doctor over in the town of Lexington. He urged her to leave as soon as she could, never explaining why. “Trust me, please just go,” the doctor later cautioned her while giving my sisters vaccinations. My mother took her children and left, never fully understanding the urgency, but eternally grateful for his insistence. In the last months of my mother’s life, she told me that story over and over like a mantra. Until she died, she believed the doctor’s push for her to leave may have saved her life and her family.

A year after moving south, my family bought a farm outside the town of Mount Olive, just two years after my birth in 1957. It was eighty acres, a parcel of land that was larger than anything we could have purchased in Mileston or anywhere in the Delta. In this region, Black landowning was rare and suspect. Rather than working to build a network of Black farmers—an effort that in the Delta, my parents realized, might cost my father his life—my family opted to leave. But I know leaving was something my father never wanted to do. And that is why I keep coming back to Mileston: I want to understand why.

Mileston survives today, but it seems just barely. Few of the tidy homes the resettlement commission built survive, replaced by now-rusting trailers. The town school sat empty for years, a victim of a declining population and consolidation. Now I find myself back on this spot of land frequently, confronting my memories and seeking to understand my family’s connection to this land.

My first memories of coming to Mileston are from late springtime trips there with my father when I was around seven years old. In what I suspect was a sentimental journey for him, we’d make the trip from our home in south Mississippi, deep in the hills of the Piney Woods, up Highway 49 to Clarksdale to visit one of my father’s college friends, stopping in Mileston along the way. Since it was just the two of us, rather than peering through the small backseat window of our Volkswagen Beetle, I was allowed the privilege of sitting in the front seat so that the road opened up in front of me. I always knew when the Delta was approaching, since it seemed as if everything changed when we reached Yazoo City. The kudzu-covered hills disappeared, and the land flattened out completely and became more expansive. By the time we arrived in Mileston, the horizon appeared so endless that it was as if my father and I had entered another world. As far as I was concerned, we had.

On our first trip in 1964, as dusk approached, a glow covered the two-lane blacktop and seemingly everything around us. I was mesmerized, as if under a spell. The light was a reddish yellow. It was the same color I witnessed in the sky on my south Mississippi farm, but the effect, the glow, was perhaps blocked by the contours of the landscape. In the Delta, the light covered everything like a canopy and the wide vista of the landscape made its luminance feel endless. Of course, night always approached before we arrived at our final destination of Clarksdale, but the memory of the light hovered around my dreams. Each year when my father asked me to make the trek with him again, I never hesitated.

The last trip I remember my father and I took together was right before I entered high school. By then, I was beginning to think about college and a way out of Mississippi. The wistful gaze that overcame my father’s face each time we got to Mileston is forever seared in my memory. It comes back to me each time I visit.

The post office is long gone, as is the store I would visit with my father, replaced by the West Holmes Community Mart and Farmers Market. It is run by Anthony Givins, a retired teacher from Florida who is hoping to make a go of it in the Delta by working with a new version of a farm cooperative that has sprung up here. He’s working with Calvin Head, who grew up in Mileston, to make the store a place where local people can buy fresh vegetables grown right in the fields of Mileston.

Despite nearly approaching the age of sixty, Calvin Head’s face lights up in a boyish grin whenever he speaks about Mileston’s history and its connection to his current project. He runs the West Holmes Community Development Organization, which seeks out high school students to plant and harvest vegetable crops on land donated by farmers in the area. Right now the land bears the bleak brown cast of winter, but when you look at the sprightly gleam in Head’s eyes you can tell he is already thinking about spring planting. Fresh from a day of rabbit hunting in the upper Delta, Head tells me that he is trying to keep the spirit of the old Mileston farm cooperative alive, although he is growing vegetables rather than cotton. Each year he finds fifteen to twenty young people who work with him to sell vegetables to a broad market: residents enrolled in the USDA’s Women, Infants, and Children program can redeem their vouchers for produce, plus the students sell at farmers’ markets as well as to corporate clients like Walmart and Sysco. During the harvest season students earn about $700 each month; while not a living wage, it helps to supplement their family incomes, which are close to the poverty line. Some are even saving money for college.

“I would like to see this place growing enough food to feed itself,” Head said, echoing the original goal of self-sufficiency outlined by the early resettlement community. He’s telling me all of this just outside the building that houses his cooperative, right next to what was once the local post office and town store. In the founding plans for the resettlement community, each house was set up with a barn, a smokehouse, a spot for a garden, and a small orchard of fruit trees. About a dozen of these houses remain. They all have a distinctive L-shape, even with modifications made over time.

Head’s challenge is finding available land, and he has met some resistance in his efforts to persuade growers to devote more of their acreage to his vegetable crops. Soil healthy enough to grow vegetables is in short supply, due to the land’s decades of growing cotton as well as its constant exposure to pesticides. Plus, pesticide drift from aerial spraying can obliterate vegetable crops. “We have land here from the old FSA project, but the people still making money in the Delta are white farmers,” Head said with a hint of regret. “They get to put pesticides wherever they want, which makes it hard for me to grow the vegetables that can sustain this co-op.”

Indeed, on several of my trips to Mileston I have seen crop-dusting planes flying overhead. On my visits here as a boy, fruit orchards—another victim of pesticides—used to be as much a part of the landscape as cotton fields. Because of the overwhelming presence of these chemicals on the landscape, Head can’t even do his rabbit hunting nearby and has to head north to Quitman County. The grasses that once sustained the rabbit population are all gone, all because of the use of pesticides.

After talking with Head, I go to visit the site of the community center and the Mileston School where my mother once taught. Just a few years after this visit, the school and community center were torn down since they were already decaying and collapsing.

A woman walking by sees me looking at the school’s abandoned set of steps and, with a bright smile, introduces herself as Lolvone Williams. I tell her of my connection to Mileston and explain that
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