
HIGH JOHN

You give me some of that in the
pot, or I mean to have the hide off
of your back tomorrow morning,
Give it to me!"

So John got up and went and got
a plate and a fork and went to the
pot. He lifted the lid and looked at
Massa and told him, "Well, Massa,
I put this thing in here a possum,
but if it comes out a pig, it ain’t
no fault of mine."

Old Massa didn’t want to laugh,
but he did before he caught him-
self. He took the plate of brownded-
down pig and ate it up. He never
said nothing, but he gave John
and all the other house servants
roast pig at the big house after
that.

III

John had numerous scrapes and
tight squeezes, but he usually came
out like Brer Rabbit. Pretty occa-
sionally, though, Old Massa won
the hand. The curious thing about
this is, that there are no bitter
tragic tales at all. When Old Massa
won, the thing ended up in a laugh
just the same. Laughter at the ex-
pense of the slave, but laughter
right on. A sort of recognition that
life is not one-sided. A sense of
humor that said, "We are just as
ridiculous as anybody else. We can
be wrong, too."
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There are many tales, and va-
riants of each, of how the Negro got
his freedom through High John de
Conquer. The best one deals with a
plantation where the work was
hard, and Old Massa mean. Even
Old Miss used to pull her maids’
ears with hot firetongs when they
got her riled. So, naturally, Old
John de Conquer was around that
plantation a lot.

"What we need is a song," he
told the people after he had figured
the whole thing out. "It ain’t here,
and it ain’t no place I knows of as
yet. Us better go hunt around.
This has got to be a particular piece
of singing."

But the slaves were scared to
leave. They knew what Old Massa
did for any slave caught running
off.

"Oh, Old Massa don’t need to
know you gone from here. How?
Just leave your old work-tired
bodies around for him to look at,
and he’ll never realize youse way
off somewhere, going about your
business."

At first they wouldn’t hear to
John, that is, some of them. But,
finally, the weak gave .in to the
strong, and John told them to get
ready to go while he went off to
get something for them to ride on.
They were all gathered up under
a big hickory nut tree. It was noon
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