OF IOVE AND DUST

I suppose every writer has been asked, sometime or
another, how did he come to write that novel or that story?
If he were a playwright-~how did he come to write that play?
The poet, how did he come to write that poem? The musician,
how did he come to write that song? What wss its origin-=-
what started ﬁha artist on his way? 1Is it autobiographical?
Did he hear someone else tell the story first? Did he reead.:
it somewhere?

I don't know when the idea of the nbvel, "Of Love and
Dust" come into my mind--T really don't know, But here are
a couple of things which led up to my writing it, My hobby

ékp IO .
is collecting records=-when I have the money. collect jazz

records, kkukiiiikikkk the spirituals, folks music--and blues--

" especially the rursl blues of the Negro, I was listening to
one of Lightnin' Hopkins records one day, titled, "Mr, Tim
Moore's farm", (Lightnin' Hopking is one of the great folk
and_ blues singer of this country--snd someone whom I consider
8 great poet.,) I was listening to his "Mr, Tim Moore's Farm'
one day, and I remembered one of the verses going something
like this: "The worse thing this black man ever done, when

I moved my wife and femily to Mr, Tim Moore's farm; Mr, Tim

Moore's man never stands and grin; say if you keep out the
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graveyard, nigger, I'11 keep you out the pen.," (Lighthin!'
Hopkins is from Texas, and he was singing about a farm he

knew in Texas.)] Now, a period of about ten years passed
between the time I first heard that record and the time I
started writing my novel, "Of Love and Dust". Here is another
thing that happened to me around that time, give or take a
year or two, I was visiting some relatives in Baton Rouge,
Iouisiana, I think sbout 1958, and a friend of mine and I

went to a bar out in the country. (This is the same Parish

in Iouisiang that Rap Brown comes from, this is the same
Parish in Louisiana that James Farmer, in 1963, escaped from

a lynch mob by riding in the back of a hearse as a dead man,)
My friend and I went to this bar, and in this bar I saw a fight
betwoen two young men, This bar is surrounded by sugar cane
fields, and most of the people who come here are from the
country or from small towns not very far away. They come

to dfigi, tﬂ:§ ?;me to dence, they come to gamble, they come
to fight, they come to steal your woman, they come to steal
your man, Some of them come, knowing they'll probably end up
in jail .that night; They come, knowing they might get cut or
even shot at-~but they come, They come to forget the hard
work in the field all week; they come to forget the menial

Job they've work at.in town all week, They come.to forget

to forget, and to forget, And they will accept whatever

fate is waiting them. If nothing terrible happens, then the
night has been somewhet of a.success; if éomething bad hgppens,
then these things are expected in a bar such es this one. So

it was here that I saw the knife fight between the two young
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men., Fortunately for both, the fight was stopped before
either was fat:lly wounded,

Now, when I saw this fight, juat as when T heard the
record by Lightnin' Hopkins, T had no idea that either event
would eventually lead me into writing "Of Love and Dust" or
writing anything else, As I said, it was a period of about
ten yeears between those events and the time I wrote one word
of the book, During, that time, I wrote at least four other
novels--kkkk only one, "Catherine Carmier"--was published.

I wrote twelve or fifteen stories--of which,only_gix.were
published. Now, it was early Spring, 1966, I had very |
little money, T had practically no money at ell., I had been
spunging off BR my friends and my brothers for drinks, and I
had not bought one drink for them in over a year, I had not
given my poor mother a birthday present, a Christmas present,
or a mother's Day present in over two years, ,(MY girl had
dropped my quite a while back--a normal Ekkhuthins I think
when her man is unable to bqy ke her a Qamburgar‘at a place
like Fosters.) I needeé money, Ineeded money badly--but I didn't
want go go out on an eight-hour-a-day job that would takg ne
from my writiné; I wented the money, but I wanted to earn it
by my.wriging. Now, if that was the case, I had to get
something done., There had to be another novel in me womewhere
that a publisher would accept,

I don't know how the kikk tune, "Mr, Tim Moore's Farm"
got back into my mind, Maybe I heard it played again--I
really don't know, Or maybe Ekkkhishklekklkitkikkhkkiihk when T

went back to Baton Rouge in '65 and visited that same bar in

the countfy that I had visited in '58 begin to stir up my
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imagination. Anyhow, in early Spring of '66 I got started on
the novel, I started with these two ideas--"Mr, Tim Moore's
men never stands and grin; say if you keep out the graveyard,
nigger,I'11 keep you out the pen'"; that, and with the fight
between the two youngz men in the bar, So, all right, I had
two ideas=--but where did T go from there? Where? Where?
Where? I kept asking myéelf.

Then things began to fall into place,

I was born on a Louisiana plantation in 1933, and left
from there in 1948, (The novel takes place the Summer of
1,8,) But during those fifteen years, I had learned a lot
about plantation life and about the people who lived in that
part of Louisiana. I knew that Mr. Tim Moore's man who
Lightnin' Hopkins sang about didn't necessarily have to be an
overseer on a farm in Texas, he could be é Cajun overseer on
a Louisiena plantation. I knew that my young man in the bar
éould have landed on that plantation if he had killed that
other boy in the knife fight, 3o I had him kill the boy, and
I had the owner of the plantation bond him out of jail.(I
won't tell you why he did this, I want you to buy the book
sand find out,) But bonding a Negro out of jail after he had
killed another Negro and puttinglhim to work in jyour field
ekkiylk was a normal thing in the [,0s. Some of. our best
Southern gentlemen gid itse This was still going on in the
508-=-and as late as 163 when I was in Louisiaena, a friend of
mine pointed out a black youth who had killed another black

youth, and who had been bonded out only a few days later, The

only cateh here, when the prisocner, the convict, found himself
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bonded out of jail, was that he ususlly spent almost twice as
much time on the plantation than he would have spent in the'
penitentiary.‘ Many times he found himself working just as hard,
and maybe even harder. And there was nothing he could do about
it--because the day he decided to run the White men was going
to put the sheriff on his treil again.

So, I brought my young killer to the plantation. I knew
the kind of house he would have to lime in--I had lived there
fifteén yéérs myself; I knew the kind of food he would est,

I knew the kind of clothes he would wear in the field, the
work he would have to do, the people he would come in contact
with day in and day out. So, I had & good starting poinf--
but was that enough? Vhere would things go from there? What
am I going to do with my young killer? He's nho plantation
worker, he's not even a country boy--he's from the city--Baton
Rouge. He's'a‘playboy5 he's a lover, and he hates authority--
especially when this authority is given out by 'a Cajun--whom
he considers White Trash., So what am I going to do with these
two kkklk people? T have tW6 people on my hand who will
nefer; can't ever get glong with each other=--what am I going
to do with them? Well, let me see now: my young_killer'iq'
going to he here five, seven, maybe ten years of his lirfe,

‘He will need a womsn--yes, yes-~he will need a woman--and she
will be my third character. Now, he must start looking for
that wogan--but he doesn't 'want just sny woman, not he, he
wants the most beautiful womsan on the plantation, ''But when

he finds  her, he finds that he can't have her, 4And why?

Because she's the overseer's mistress,
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"0h, God,™ my boy moans deep down in him, "There's
something rotten.in the State of Louisiana. How can this be?
What are they trying to do to me? I was born in--no, not borm,
never say born--I was invented by this rotten society--the _
fethers of this society knowing all the time that when I grew
up, I would end up in that bar among those cane fields,
knowing all the time once 1 ﬁas there I was going to kill
that other black boy, knowing once I did I would be slammed
into & jail cell for a night, knowing that one or the other
of them would bond me out, knowing that I would be put on one
of their plantations to work out my time, knowing thst I'm a
man of passion and will need a woman--and here, the only woman
I want, the only woman that appesls to me at all, is owned by
the man who dogs my treil day in and day out. What is a man
of my passion to do~--KhkkkkikhiskWhbhEkjukkkkikikkbkhiekblitk
EE¥R gzive her up just because he owns her? Say in my RJerat
that becasuse you're white you have that privilege? I can't
make myself believe k this, I can't even say it. Kill him
for her--like T killed the black boy over the other woman? I
cen't do that either. That black boy was just a nigger. This
man is White, All rules are changed now=-and to kill him
would mesn my instant death., What to do now, what to do? Become
8 freak of nature., No, not T, If T can't have her, T will
have my revenge in some wWay., But how? How? To kill him would
mean death to me on the spot. So how do I get revenge for all
these insults every day of my life,

‘Wait! I have it, I have it. He has a wife, hasn't he?
Yes, he has a wife--and what I've seen of hér, she is lonely.

Well, overmeer, we'll both play the game: you with my black
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women; I with your waite one. Becasuse T know that yo#'d rather
T slapped your face than to/izgﬂ at her, Well, I won't just
look at her; someway, somelow, I'm going to have her, Yoge=
T'11 clown for her, stand on my head for her, walk on my hands
for her-=then take her; take her with all the viclousness
thas you and men like you have forced into me'alI of my life.
Yes, overseers; yes, my country--yes, yes, yes,

What my younz.killar'doesn't,know is that this White woman

; : get Black

wents him to teke her, Have been trying to/kkkle men take her
for the past ten years, because it has been that long since
she found out that her husband was sleeping with this black
woman in the negro quarters, She doesn't want herselfl a
Balek lover--no, that's not it at all: she wants trouble
hetween the two men, and maybe her husband will be killed,.
(I ought to interject here that once Gaﬁnas's.imaginatiém :
starts ﬁovinx, it really travels fast,) But why does this
particular white~woman wants a Black man to help her destroy
her husband? There are other White women of the South who
know that their husbands have in the past and who are now
sleeping with Black women, and they aren't seeking revenge:
why does this woman want revenge? ‘

Thet will bake us back to a little bit of history. When
the first shipload of Africans were brought here 319 ‘years ago,
they were not looked upon as human beings, but as animals to
work the field, The White overseer in the Southerm fields had
the right to do whatever he wanted to do to the Black man or

with the Black woman, Tf he beat the Black man, cpippled him,

or even killed him, little or nothing was done about it, If

he raped the Black womany=the conclusion was this: it wes not
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he raping her, but she seducing him, Not he having an interest
in her, but, she, kkhhkhkkhkkkkkkﬁkkhkkkkkr‘the animal that
she is, u?abla to control her passion, found ways to seduot
him, Because, you see, once they admitted to themselfes that
the White man did find interest in the Black woman as a human
being, then they had to admit that slavery was wrong, and the
subhuman positiop that they hadf;;;eger and her race into was
also wrong. :

Now, let us say that one little White woman of the South
felt differently. I'm not saying two or.three, I'm saying
one, Now, maybe she feels differently because she does not
have 8l1] up here-~but still she feels differently. She knows
for a certain that her husband not only looks at that Black
womsn as a humen being, but he l.oks upon the Black woman as
someone far superior to her, (Ladies and gentleman; i'm
speaking of individuals here; not as a race of people.) Now,
what does my little white woman do? She can't go out and
tell White society that she's jealous of A Black woman, They
would laugh her out of the community., They might.even commit
her to the insane asyluﬁ for even suggesting such a thing could
possibly happen, So what does my little wman do. According
to my(Gaines's) imagination, she tries to run away, She tries.
one, two, three times, But‘each time she does, her husband
brings her back, (Not because he loves her, mind you, and
she knows this; be brings her back bacsuse he needs her in
that house., He needs her there because he cangot bring that
Black woman thgre, because‘society does not allow it, Society
has tqld this man he has the privilege fé rape this_woman, but
not to let his heart lose control, which, obviously, his heart
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has done, My liffle woman knows that his heart has flipped,
because of the way he lies in bed with hkkkkkkhkkkklkk his
back toward her and fal}ing sound asleep a minute after his
head—touchea the pillow, No, not from the exertion of field
work, but from the exdrtion of bed work in the quabers. Kik
hkk;kﬁ@kkkhhkhkkkkkkhhkkkhkkhhkkhkbkkkhkkhhkﬁhhkkhbkhkkkkkh?kkk
kekhkik One time, three years bgfore kkk our story begins,
kkkk she did get him to touch her, but his heart kkkkhkbkkkh
kiskRelkln could not have been in it when you consider the production
of kkik those few moments, A little thing, so pathetic and
so sickly that they call her Teete day in and day out, VWhen
the little thing was born no one expected it to live, and now¥
three years old, and can play and talk, noone who knows it still
expects it to live for much longer. » » But still my little
White woman cannot go away. She cannot go away, and she
canoot even talk sbout it. So she begin to watch blaek
men, For ten years, she watches Black men. There must be
one--one on thaﬁ plantation who Wk will have the courage to
free her,

So she and my young killer comes together, No love for
each other--khlk and not hatred either, They come.together
to destroy a man whom this society has forced to hurt both
of them, .

The story is told by Jim, a tractor driver on the plantation.
The reason Jim.tells the stofy is because vwhen Marcus is brought
to the plantation, he is put in the same house with Jim=--in
ajoining sides, Marcus godmother hkk also has asked Jim to

look after Marcus on the plantation., Jim has promised to do
his best, but he knows the task will be hard, Other characters
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will become familiar to the listemer as I read from the book.




