HIGH JOHN DE CONQUER

was Old Massa’s fun, so what was
Old Cufty laughing for?

Old Massa couldn’t know, of
course, but High John de Conquer
was there walking his plantation
like a natural man. He was treading
the sweat-flavored clods of the
plantation, crushing out his drum
tunes, and giving out secret laugh-
ter. He walked on the winds and
moved fast. Maybe he was in Texas
when the lash fell on a slave in
Alabama, but before the blood was
dry on the back he was there. A
faint pulsing of a drum like a goat-
skin stretched over a heart, that
came nearer and closer, then some-
body in the saddened quarters
would feel like laughing, and say,
“Now, High John de Conquer, Old
Massa couldn’t get the best of Aim.
‘That old John was a case!” Then
everybody sat up and began to
smile. Yes, yes, that was right. Old
John, High John could beat-the un-
beatable. He was top-superior to
the whole mess of sorrow. He could
beat it all, and what made it so cool,
finish it off with a laugh. So they
pulled the covers up over their
souls and kept them from all hurt,
harm and danger and made them a
laugh and a song. Night time was a
joke, because daybreak was on the
‘way. Distance and the impossible
had no power over High John de
Conquer.
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He had come from Africa. He
came walking on the waves of
sound. Then he took on flesh after
he got here. The sea captains of
ships knew that they brought slaves
in their ships. They knew about
those black bodies huddled down
there in the middle passage, being
hauled across the waters to help-
lessness. John de Conquer was walk-
ing the very winds that filled the
sails of the ships. He followed over
them like the albatross.

It is no accident that High John
de Conquer has evaded the ears of
white people. They were not sup-
posed to know. You can’t know
what folks won’t tell you. If they,
the white people, heard some
scraps, they could not understand
because they had nothing to hear
things like that with. They were
not looking for any hope in those
days, and it was not much of a
strain for them to find something
to laugh over. Old John would
have been out of place for them.

Old Massa met our hope-bringer
all right, but when Old Massa met
him, he was not going by his right
name. He was traveling, and tout-
isting around the plantations as the
laugh-provoking Brer Rabbit. So
Old Massa and Old Miss and their
young ones laughed with and at
Brer Rabbit and wished him well.
And all the time, there was High



