
STRANGE 
PLAYS ON 

LYNCHING 
Pam 

AMERICAN 
WOMEN 

FRUIT 
edited by 

Kathy A. Perkins and Judith L. Stephens 

INDIANA UNIVERSITY PRESS BLOOMINGTON AND INDIANAPOLIS 



Production rights to the plays must be requested 
from the individual playwrights or copyright holders. 

© 1998 by Indiana University Press 

All rights reserved 

No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any 
form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including 

photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and 
retrieval system, without permission in writing from the pub- 
lisher. The Association of American University Presses' Reso- 

lution on Permissions constitutes the only exception to this 
prohibition. 

The paper used in this publication meets the minimum 
requirements of American National Standard for Information 
Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, 

ANSI Z39.48-1984. 

Manufactured in the United States of America 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Strange Fruit: plays on lynching by American women / 
edited by Kathy A. Perkins and Judith L. Stephens. 

p.  cm. 
Includes bibliographical references (p. ). 
ISBN 0-253-33356-3 (ci: alk paper). - 

ISBN 0-253-21163-8 (pa: alk, paper) 
1. Lynching—United States—Drama. 2. American drama— 

Women authors. 3. American drama—Afro-American authors. 
4. Afro-Americans—Drama. I. Perkins, Kathy A., date. 

II. Stephens, Judith L (Judith Louise), date. 
PS627.L95S73  1997 

812'.5080355—dc2l  97-29605 

1 2 3 4 5 02 01 00 99 98 97 



(goes to organ 

is are heard Fanny le 
Y on her face. Torn  ef 
'ing Jeff between them corgia Douglas Johnson was the most prolific of all playwrights who 
one nuthin at all. wrote dramas on lynching. Her six known lynching plays are Safe, 
dy! White folks lenis Blue-Eyed Black Boy, two versions of A Sunday Morning in the South, 

and two lost plays  —And Still They Paused, and A Bill to Be Passed 
'er is gwine ter find Unlike her plays on nod-lynching themes, none of her lynching 
i born fore ther nigh dramas was published or produced in her lifetime. This irony speaks 
ofyere I tel yer. (kicj oudly to the genre and its critical reception.1  
ne ter teach allyer blac When the American theatre is studied from the perspective of the anti- 
ii every every black ape ynching tradition, Johnson clearly emerges as a central figure. With A Sunday 

orning in the South (1925), she became the first playwright to deal truthfully 
tek) White folks, I hain  the issue of alleged interracial rape of white women and to dramatize 
ir of ther Lord. Please, white women's complicity in the lynching ritual. She was also a pioneer in 
&r Lord I haint done 1ting plays in the anti-lynching tradition in which a lynching incident occurs 
're (collapses) during the dramatic action. Understanding the nature of theatre and its power 
hack fer? to make offstage events as powerful as those occurring on stage, she paved the 

ay (with Blue-Eyed Black Boy and Safe) for the use of sound and lighting 
effects, vivid oral description, and audience imagination to convey the horrors 

aw sez she never se of lynching and its impact on families 
Winona Fletcher notes the economy ofJohnson s artistic technique in creat- 

ing "tightly structured dramas," which Margaret Wilkerson describes as 'taut 
and spare in dialogue and action based on the very real drama of terrorist  acts 

irecte  at  Southern black community."' Judith Barlow cites Johnson's 
evable characters that sharply differed from the comic, bumbling, black 

figures so often created by white dramatists' and, Joycelyn Donlon notes, 
Johnson's dialogue represented "authentic folk speech rather than the stereo- 
typical mutilated English."'  Drawing on the historical tradition of social pro- 
test drama and the contempo  fui5' déeloments of "stage realism and 'folk 
drama,' Johnson s plays reflect the universal human struggle for survival  fthin 
the s ecific context of black southern families resisting the brutality and Injus- 
tice of lynching 
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According to Winona Fletcher and Kathy Perkins, Johnson had alreadywo0  
recognition as a poet when she was encouraged by friends to try her talents as 
a dramatist in the early 1920s. Fletcher and Perkins establish important con-
nections between Johnson's contributions to the anti-lynching campaign of the 
period, her growing awareness of the impact drama could have on effecting  
social change, and her submission of four "plays on lynching" to the Federal 
Theatre Project (FTP), 1935-1939.1  Fletcher notes that none of Johnson's 
plays was produced by FTP and reveals the barriers faced by playwrights who 
write social protest drama from a black perspective. In examining the com-
ments of FTP readers on Johnson's plays, Fletcher reports that one reader  
noted, "It would appeal to many audiences composed of men and women who 
have feverish ideas about the lynching 'Down South.' Its rather unhealthful 
matter would interest and delight many loose thinking, race baiting persons 
both black and white."5  

Safe received more favorable comments, but FTP readers were "aghast at the 
notion that a lynching could take place for no obvious 'good reason" and 
criticized Johnson for suggesting so in the play.' The response of one FTP 
reader was that "In fact the crime that produces lynching is vastly fouler," 
prompting Fletcher to observe, "Clearly, this reader has fallen victim to the 
myth that 'only rape produced lynching down South' and expects the play-
wright to protect this myth by ignoring the truth."' Fletcher's valuable study 
provides insight into how racial attitudes and myths surrounding the atrocity of 
lynching became barriers to the production of lynching dramas. A Sunday 
Morning in the South was judged as "not offensive" to either blacks or whites and 
accepted by FTP readers but, as mentioned earlier, there is no record of either 
its publication or production in Johnson's lifetime. 

Gloria T. Hull notes that most ofJohjps focus pjrnie_chzxcers, 
a trait seen in her lynching dramas, which serve as  —an expression of the unique 
horror black wom  &o enfeit-au-t lynching. Elizabeth Brown-Guiliory sees the 

Sunday Morning in the South, Blue-Eyed 
Black Boy, and Safe as an indication that Johnson was "preoccupied with 
pointing to the atrocities faced by many blacks at the hands of the lynch mob."' 
The two lost plays, A Bill to Be Passed and And Still They Paused, apparently 
expressed support for the passage of the Dyer anti-lynching bill in the 1920s. 

Plays by Johnson that did not deal with lynching were more likely to win 
recognition through production or publication. Blue Blood, in which a young 
mulatto couple about to marry discover that they have the same white father, 
won honorable mention in the 1926 Opportunity play contest. The play was 
produced by the W. E. B. Du Bois Krigwa Players and published in Frank 
Shay's Fifty More Contemporary One-Act Plays, 1928. Plumes, which treats the 
struggle of a black mother to deal with poverty and her daughter's illness, was 
awarded Opportunity's first place in 1927 and was produced the same year 
by the Harlem Experimental Theatre. Johnson's historical dramas, Frederick 
Douglass and William and Ellen Craft, were published and produced in her 
lifetime." 



A Sunday Morning in the South 

sofl had  already 0  rough0Ut her life Johnson worked as a file clerk, teacher, and librarian. 
Is  to try her talents  jfter the death of her husband, Lincoln, in 1925, she worked for the Depart- 
blish important CON, 

nent of Labor as Commissioner of Conciliation. She saw that her two sons 

ing campaign  of th received quality educations while she continued to work and write." Known as 
d have on effeet "an individual with a big heart," Johnson took in stray dogs and cats and ran a 

;hing" to the Feder corresponde  club "for lonely people all over the world."" Her home on S 

at none of Johns0' Street in Washington, D.C., became a regular meeting place for writers, artists, 
by playwrights wh0 gnd public figures, as well as for former prison inmates with whom she had 

examining the coj..  rresponded, Donlon writes: 
arts that one reader Johnson named her house "Half Way Home" in part because she 
nen and women wh0 saw herself as halfway between everybody and everything and trying 
s rather unhealth to bring them together, and also because she wanted to make her 
race baiting persons home a place where anyone who would fight halfway to survive could 

rs were "aghast at the 
do so.13  

'good reason" and Although Brown-Guillory reports that many of Johnson's non-lynching 
sponse of one FTp plays were produced in church halls, lofts, and schools in the Washington, 
ng is vastly fouler ,11  D.C., area, this multitalented artist ultimately found more success as a poet 
fallen victim to the .  

than a playwright. Johnson was awarded an honorary doctorate from Atlanta 
d expects the play- University in 1965 and continued to publish poetry until her death at the age 
:her's valuable study her  lynch- of eighty. Documentation of barriers to the production of  plays on 
nding the atrocity of  ing, coupled with the fact that much of what she wrote is lost, serves to 
dramas. A Sunday emphasize her position as a leading figure in a largely unrecognized and 

blacks or whites and  unexamined dramatic genre. Her position as the most prolific (but unproduced) 
inn record of either  playwright of lynching drama testifies to her vision of theatre as "art for life's 

sake" and her struggle to help bring such a theatre into being. 

ii-uuiuory sees the 
,be South, Blue-Eyed 

NOTES preoccupied with 
of the lynch mob."9  1. Fannie E. Hidden credits Johnson with ten lynching plays in her 1965 
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CHARACTERS 

LIZA PETTIGREW, the wfr 
JOHN PETTIGREW, the husband 
MANDY GRIMES, Liza's mother 
DR. JENKINS, physician 
HANNAH WIGGINS, neighbor 

SETTING 

Place: Southern town 
Time: 1893 
Scene. Front room of a three-room cottage. Back door leading to kitchen. Door to 

left leading to Liza's room. Afront door anda cot along the wall. A table and oillamp, 
three chairs, baby garments, a basket of socks, newspapers, etc. 

Scene Opens: LIZA is discovered sewing on some small white garments. JOHN is 
reading the evening paper by an oil lamp on the table. 
LIZA: (lifting her voice) Ma, come on outer that kitchen—jest stack up them 

supper dishes and come on and set down and rest, you hear? 
MANDY: (from kitchen) All right, Liza, I'm coming out in a minute now. 
LIzA: (to John) Ma's been on her feet all day long. She don't know how to rest 

herself. 
JOHN: (absently) Eughhu. She sho don't, (continues reading) 
LIZA: (calling again) Come on, Ma. 
MANDY: (appearing in the kitchen doorway) I hate to leave them dishes all dirty 

overnight, but if I must, I must. (She looks about the room for something to do.) 
I reckon I will jest mend John's socks while I'm setting here. (She brings a 
basket with socks, needle and thread in it over near the table light with a chair.) 

LIZA: No, Ma, you lay down on your cot and stretch out a while and rest. First 
thing you know I'll be down and then you got to be up and around waiting 
on me—so rest while you kin. 



I'MANDY: (obediently  .  

Safe  

putting up the sewing basket) All right, honey. I'll stretch out 

11tt a minute or SO if you wants me to. (She goes over to her cot against the wall and 

tII  falls down heavily with a sigh upon it,) My, this feels good to my old bones. 
itiic 11zA:Of course, it do—you're plum wore out; you done a sight of washing 

MANDY (yawning) Yes, I been going pretty steady today. What you making on 

LIzA: Just hemming some little flannel belly bands. (She holds up one for her 
Ison mother to see.) I got all the night gowns ready now. My time's pretty nigh near. 

.-,.,
ANDY: Yes, it's jest about time  months I count it. 

JOHN: (lowering the paper) Well, well, well. I see they done caught Sam Hosea 
and put him in jail. 

MANDY When they ketch him? 
JoHN: Paper says this morning. I reckon his ma is plum crazy if she's heered they 

got him. 
LIZA: I knows her. She's a little skinny brown-skinned woman. Belong to our 

church. She use to bring Sam along pretty regular all the time. He was a nice 
motherly sort of boy, not mor'n seventeen I'd say. Lemme see. 'Twant no 
woman mixed up in it, was it? 

JOHN: No, seems like he and his boss had some sort of dispute about wages— 
the boss slapped him and Sam up and hit him back they says. 

MANDY: Eugh eugh  —that's mighty unhealthy sounding business for this part 
of the country. Hittin a white man, he better hadder made tracks far away 
from here I'm er thinking. 

• (Just then there'sasoft knock at the door.) 
ding to kitchen. Door to 
all.A table andoillamp, JOHN: II wonder who that is. 
Ic. LIZA: Go see! 
bite garments. JOHN is (John goes to the door. HANNAH WIGGINS enters.) 

JOHN: Howdy, Miss Wiggins, come in and take a cheer. 
—jest stack up them HANNAH: (still standing and excited-like) Howdy! I jest thought I'd drop over 
hear? here, being as Liza was so near her time and, and— 
a minute now. MANDY: (sitting up on the cot) Go on Hannah; what's the matter, you look all 
it know how to rest flusterated—what's up? 

LIZA: Set down, Miss Hannah, there's a cheer. 
) HANNAH: (sitting down on the edge ofthe chair uneasily) I,I come over here to see 

how Liza was most special  —then I wanted to see ifyaw'll knowed about the 
em dishes all dirty trouble' 
or something to do.) MANDY: Liza's fine. But what trouble is it you're talking 'bout? We ain't heered 

ere. (She brings a • nothing 'tall! 
ight with a chair.) JOHN: I saw in the papers they done caught Sam Hosea—we all thought he'd 

e and rest. First got out of town. I jest read 'bout it. 
around waiting HANNAH: Yes, but that ain't all. (shakes her head) 

LIZA: What else is it? Tell us! 
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HANNAH: (looks around the room again,floundering) You see I heered they do 1  
formed a mob downtown and it moist be there'll be hell to pay tonight! 

JOHN (excitedly) Who told you that? 
HANNAH Jim Brown told me 'bout it He dropped in our house jest now and 

said as how things didn't look good at all downtown So I thought I better run  
over and tell yaw'll 

JOHN Ain't they gointer call out the soldiers, did he say? 
HANNAH No, he jest said the crowds was gathering and it didn't look  good in  

town 
LIZA: (in awed tones) You don't reckon they'll take Sam out of the jail, do y 

John? 
JOHN I don't know. (begets up and goes to the door) I think I'll step down the 

streets and see what they knows by Briggze s store 
MANDY (to John) You think you oughter go out? 
LIZA: Be keerful and—don't stay long. 
JOHN: I'll be right back. Don't yaw'll worry. (goes out) 
LIZA I been setting here thinking bout that poor boy Sam—him working hard 

to take kere of his widder mother, doing the best he kin, trying to be a man 
and stan up for hissef, and what do he git? A slap in the face. 

HANNAH: Chile, that ain't nothing—if he gits off with a slap. These white folks 
is mad—mad--he done hit a white man back 

MANDY: They ain't gointer stan for it. I done seen it happen before. 
LIZA: What's little nigger boys born for anyhow? I sho hopes mine wflbe a girl. 

I don't want no boy baby to be hounded down nd kicked 'round. No, I don't 
want to ever have no boy chile! 

MANDY: Hush, honey, that's a sin. God sends what he wants us to have—we 
can't pick and choose. 

HANNAH: No, we sho can't. We got to swaller the bitter with the sweet. (jest 
then a shot is heard) 

MANDY: (jumping up) What's that? 
HANNAH: Sho sounded like a shot to me. I b'lieve them white folks is up to 

something this night 
LIZA: Listen, ain't that noise coming this a way? 
HANNAH It sho sounds like it (goes over to the door,  cracks it peeps out and listens) 

They's coming—big crowd headed this way.  
MANDY (excitedly) We better put out the light and pull that curtain way down 
HANNAH Yes, that's right, you cant tell what them devils might git it in they 

heads to do 

(There is an increasing sound) 

LIZA (in awed tones) They wouldn t come in here? Would they? 
MANDY (consolingly) No, they wouldn't, but then we better keep it dark 

(Another shot rings out The women jump and look at each other infrar) 
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floundering) You see I heered they d0  J,,jjA: (plaintively) I wonder where John s— 
iut be there'll  be hell  to pay tOnighti  ANDY: He oughter been back here before now. (she goes to the window and 

He dropped in our house jest no  
peeps cautiously outfrom behind [the] shade. Hannahfollows and then Liza.) 

Wa  HANNAH:  YOU stay back, Liza. You oughtenter see sich things—not in your 
all downtown, So I thought I bett  ' -delicate state. 

LIZA But what they doing? Where they goin to? 
)ldiers, did he say?  Yes, go back, Liza, and set down. Let us watch. (a confusion of many 
vas gathering and it didn't look goo  footsteps and tramping horses as the roar becomes louder) 

LizA: (beginning to walk up and down the room restlessly) Ma, Ma, do you think 
they'll take Sam out of the jail, do yo  they got him—do you think they'll hang him...? 

MANDY: (patting Liza on the shoulder) I don't know. You try and kep quiet. You 
ito the door) I think I'll step down tile  hadn't ought to hear all this screeching hell—God help you! (goes back to 
Briggze's store.  window) 

go out?  HANNAH: She sho oughten. It's a sin and a shame! Coming right by here, 11M _
too... 

7es out) ' 

r boy Sam—him world  L  (Then a voice rises above the menoutside shouting, "Don't hang me, don't hang me! 

best he kin, trying to be  M 
I don't want to die! Mother! Mother!")  

slap in the face, LIZA: (jumping up) That's him! That's Sam! They got him. (she runs to the door 
ff with a slap. These white f0jj and looks out. Hannah andMandyfollow her quickly and drag her back, shutting 
k. the door quickly) 
een it happen before. MANDY: They'll shoot you! YOU can't do that! They're mad—mad! 
I sho hopes mine will be a girl LIZA: (crumpling up on the chair shivering, her teeth chattering) Oh my God, did 
nd kicked 'round. No, I don't yo'u hear that poor boy crying for his mother? He's jest a boy—jest a boy— 

jest a little boy! (the roar oziitside continues) 
at he wants us to have—we HANNAH: (to Mandy) This is mighty bad for her, mighty bad— 

MANDY: (looking atLiza critically) Yes, it sho is. (she thinks a minute) I hates to 
itter with the sweet. (just ast you, but John ain't got back and we ought to git a doctor. Could you steal 

out the back and git him? 
HANNAH: Yes, I'll go, I kin steal out the back ways. 

em white folks is up to MANDY: Better hurry, Hannah. I don't like the looks of her. (Hannah goes out 
through back) 

LIzA: (continues to shivE'r andshake) Oh, where is John? Where is John? What 
Peeps out and listens) you reckon has happened? Oh, that poor boy—poor little nigger boy!. 

MANDY: Try not to worry so, honey. We's in the Lord's hands. (shaking her head) 
eurtain way  down.  My poor, poor chile. IT heat akettle of water, then I'm gointer fix your bed 
'ht git it in they so you can lay down when you feel like it. 

(Hoarse laughter is heard outside as the noise grows less and less. Mandy goes into 
small bedroom adjoining kitchen/or a moment, then comes back, looks atLiza, shakes 
her head. Then Liza begins walking up and down thefloor all doubled over as f in 

It dark pain. She goes to the window occasionally and looks outfrom behind the shade. The 
noise ofcountlesspassingfeet is heard and an occasional curse or laugh. She trembles 

fear.) slightly every time she looks and begins pacing up and down again.) 
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MANDY: (coming overfrom the bedroom) Come on and lay down now, chile; the 
doctor'll be here to reckly. I'll git all your little things together for you. (goes 
over and begins to gather up the little white garments Liza had been sewing on) 

LIzA: (stands stooped over in the ening ofher bedroom door) Did you hear him 
cry for his mother? Did you? 

MANDY: Yes, honey chile, I heard him, but you musn't think about that now.  
Fergit it. Remember your own little baby—you got him-to think about. You 
got to born him safe! 

LIzA: (looks at Mandy wild-eyed) What you say? 
MANDY: Born him safe! Born him safe! That's what you got to do. 
LIzA: (turning her headfrom side to side as she stands halfstooped in the doorway, 

she repeats) Born him safe . . . Safe . . . (she hysterically disappears into the next 
room) 

MANDY: (sighs and continues picking up the little garments, smoothing them out 
nervously. Just then the door opens andJh'n enters) Oh, where you been, John? 
Why didn't you come back before now? 

JOHN: I tried to but I got headed off—they come right by here too. It was 
terrible, terrible . , . Where's she? 

MANDY: In the room. I done sent fur the doctor; he'll be here any minute. 
JOHN: (nervously going toward Liza's bedroom) I'll go in and,see her. Poor little 

Liza. (enters room) 
MANDY: (goes to the window andpeers out and listens as scatteringfootsteps sound 

outside on the sidewalk. Then she busies he rself about the room, turns down her 
bed, lights the lamp and turns it down low.Just then there is a knock at the kitchen 
door. Calling) John! John! (John comes to the door.) See if that ain't Hannah at 
the back door with the doctor. 

JOHN: (hurrying) All right. (he goes through the kitchen and returns with DR. 
JENKINS) 

MANDY: I'm sho glad you come, Doctor; she's right in there. Please hurry. 
DR. JENKINS: (to Mandy) Get me some hot water. 
MANDY: I got it ready for you. John, git the kettle! (John goes in kitchen) She's 

terrible upset, Doctor, terrible 
DR. JENKINS: I know—Hannah tod me all about it; she stopped at her house 

a minute or two, but said tell you she'd be here to help. 
JOHN: (returning with kettle) Here 'tis. 
MANDY: Set it in the room. 

(The doctor goes into the room with his bag andJohn comes out.) 

MANDY: How is she? 
J0HN:Mighty upset. 
MANDY: She ain't never seen no lynching, not before, and it was terrible—her 

being so nigh her time too. 
JOHN: Do' you think she'll git through all right? 
MANDY: I pray God she do. But she's shook to pieces. 

in 
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ome on and lay down now,  chile;  
)ur little things together for you. 
5ite garments Liza had been sewing  
,fher bedroom door) Did you hear I 

you musn't think about that 
—you got him-,to think about. 

it's what you got to do. 
stands half stooped in the door 
hysterically disappears into the 

little garments smoothing them 
enters) Oh, where you been, Jo  

me right by here too. It 

e'll be here any minute. 
D in and see her. Poor little 

as scatteringfootsteps sound 
ut the room, turns down her 
there is a knock at the kitchen 

I  See if that ain't Hannah at  

j oughter been here myself, but I didn't know I was gointer be cut 

y:  Course you didn't. We's all ii the hands of the Lawd. 
(drops his hands helplessly on his knees) What a terrible night. 

DY: I wish Hannah would come on back I'm that nervish. 
She was right brave to go for the doctor. 

DY: Want she? 
Uust then a baby's cry is heardfrom the next room and both ofthem jump up and 

rook toward the closed door. They take a step forward and wait) 

IonN: You reckon she's all right? 
VIANDY I hope so, but 
rOHN: But what? 

ANDY: I don't know zactly; I never did see her look like she looked tonight. 
of-IN: (groaning) I wish the Lord this night was over. 
VIANDY God knows I do too—my poor, poor chile 

(They waitfor what seems like an eternity listening to the muffled sounds in the 
iext room Then the doctor appears at the door,  closing it behind him Hisface looks 
tistressed.) 
4ANDY: (nervously) How is she? Can I go in? 
orrN: (agitatedly) How is she, Doc? 
)R. JENKINS (holding up one hand) Wait- a minute, calm yourselves. I've got 
something to tell you, and I don't hardly know how... 

I4ANDY: (bursting into lears) She ain't dead, is she? Doc, my poor chile ain't 

ni  JOHN: (biting his lips) Tell us, Doc, tell us!, What is it? 
and returns with DR.  DR.JENKINS: She's all right and the baby was born all right—big and fine. You 

heard him cry . 
here. Please hurry.  JOHN: Yes... 

MANDY: Yes, we heard. 
'1 goes in kitchen) Shes  DR. JENKINS: And she asked me right away, "Is it a girl?" 

JOHN, MANDY: (stretching their necks outfarther to listen) Yes, yes, Doc! Go on! 
stopped at her house  DR. JENKINS: And I said, "No, child, it's a fine boy," and then I turned my back 

P.  a minute to wash in the basin. When I looked around again she had her 
hands about the baby's throat choking it. I tried to stop her, but its little 
tong was already hanging from its mouth. It was dead! Then she began, 

les out)  -  she kept muttering over and over again: "Now he's safe—safe from the 
lynchers! Safe!"  - 

(Jdhnfalls down on a chair sobbing, hisface in his hands, asMandy, stooped with 
misery, drags herfeet heavily toward the closed door. She opens it softly and goes in. 

It Was terrible—her  The doctor stands, apicture of helplessness as he looks at them in their grief) 

CURTAIN - 


