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SELECTIONS FROM
THE QUEST OF THE SILVER FLEECE

W. E. B. DU BOIS

CHAPTER IV

TOWN

The Veil hung thick, sombre, impenetrable. Well, she [Miss Taylor, a school
teacher] had done her duty, and slowly she nestled back and watched the far-off
green and golden radiance of the cotton.

“Bles,” she said impulsively, “shall I tell you of the Golden Fleece?”
He glanced at her again.
“Yes’m, please,” he said.
She settled herself almost luxuriously, and began the story of Jason and the

Argonauts.
The boy remained silent. And when she had finished, he still sat silent, elbow on

knee, absently flicking the jogging horse and staring ahead at the horizon. She
looked at him doubtfully with some disappointment that his hearing had apparently
shared so little of the joy of her telling; and, too, there was mingled a vague sense of
having lowered herself to too familiar fellowship with this—this boy. She straight-
ened herself instinctively and thought of some remark that would restore proper
relations. She had not found it before he said, slowly:

“All yon is Jason’s.”
“What?” she asked, puzzled.
He pointed with one sweep of his long arm to the quivering mass of green-gold

foliage that swept from swamp to horizon.
“All yon golden fleece is Jason’s now,” he repeated.
“I thought it was—Cresswell’s,” she said.
“That’s what I mean.”
She suddenly understood that the story had sunk deeply.
“I am glad to hear you say that,” she said methodically, “for Jason was a brave

adventurer—”
“I thought he was a thief.”
“Oh, well—those were other times.”
“The Cresswells are thieves now.”
Miss Taylor answered sharply.
“Bles, I am ashamed to hear you talk so of your neighbors simply because they

are white.”
But Bles continued.
“This is the Black Sea,” he said, pointing to the dull cabins that crouched here

and there upon the earth, with the dark twinkling of their black folk darting out to
see the strangers ride by.
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Despite herself Miss Taylor caught the allegory and half whispered, “Lo! the
King himself!”

CHAPTER XXXIII

THE BUYING OF THE SWAMP

“It’s a shame,” asserted John Taylor [a businessman from the North] with some-
thing like real feeling. He was spending Sunday with his father-in-law, and both,
over their after-dinner cigars, were gazing thoughtfully at the swamp.

“What’s a shame?” asked Colonel Cresswell.
“To see all that timber and prime cotton-land going to waste. Don’t you remem-

ber those fine bales of cotton that came out of there several seasons ago?”
The Colonel smoked placidly. “You can’t get it cleared,” he said.
“But could n’t you hire some good workers?”
“Niggers won’t work. Now if we had Italians we might do it.”
“Yes, and in a few years they’d own the country.”
“That’s right; so there we are. There’s only one way to get that swamp cleared.”
“How?”
“Sell it to some fool darkey.”
“Sell it? It’s too valuable to sell.”
“That’s just it. You don’t understand. The only way to get decent work out of

some niggers is to let them believe they’re buying land. In nine cases out of ten he
works hard a while and then throws up the job. We get back our land and he makes
good wages for his work.”

“But in the tenth case—suppose he should stick to it?”
“Oh,” —easily, “we could get rid of him when we want to. White people rule

here.”
John Taylor frowned and looked a little puzzled. He was no moralist, but he had

his code and he did not understand Colonel Cresswell. As a matter of fact, Colonel
Cresswell was an honest man. In most matters of commerce between men he was
punctilious to a degree almost annoying to Taylor. But there was one part of the
world which his code of honor did not cover, and he saw no incongruity in the omis-
sion. The uninitiated cannot easily picture to himself the mental attitude of a former
slave-holder toward property in the hands of a Negro. Such property belonged of
right to the master, if the master needed it; and since ridiculous laws safeguarded
the property, it was perfectly permissible to circumvent such laws. No Negro
starved on the Cresswell place, neither did any accumulate property. Colonel
Cresswell saw to both matters.

As the Colonel and John Taylor were thus conferring, Zora appeared, coming
up the walk.

“Who’s that?” asked the Colonel shading his eyes.
“It’s Zora—the girl who went North with Mrs. Vanderpool,” Taylor enlightened

him.
“Back, is she? Too trifling to stick to a job, and full of Northern nonsense,”

growled the Colonel. “Even got a Northern walk—I thought for a moment she was
a lady.”

Neither of the gentlemen ever dreamed how long, how hard, how heart-wringing
was that walk from the gate up the winding way beneath their careless gaze. It was
not the coming of the thoughtless, careless girl of five years ago who had marched a
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dozen times unthinking before the faces of white men. It was the approach of a
woman who knew how the world treated women whom it respected; who knew that
no such treatment would be thought of in her case: neither the bow, the lifted hat,
nor even the conventional title of decency. Yet she must go on naturally and easily,
boldly but circumspectly, and play a daring game with two powerful men.

“Can I speak with you a moment, Colonel?” she asked.
The Colonel did not stir or remove his cigar; he even injected a little gruffness

into his tone.
“Well, what is it?”
Of course, she was not asked to sit, but she stood with her hands clasped loosely

before her and her eyes half veiled.
“Colonel, I’ve got a thousand dollars.” She did not mention the other nine.
The Colonel sat up.
“Where did you get it?” he asked.
“Mrs. Vanderpool gave it to me to use in helping the colored people.”
“What are you going to do with it?”
“Well, that’s just what I came to see you about. You see, I might give it to the

school, but I’ve been thinking that I’d like to buy some land for some of the ten-
ants.”

“I’ve got no land to sell,” said the Colonel.
“I was thinking you might sell a bit of the swamp.”
Cresswell and Taylor glanced at each other and the Colonel re-lit his cigar.
“How much of it?” he asked finally.
“I don’t know; I thought perhaps two hundred acres.”
“Two hundred acres? Do you expect to buy that land for five dollars an acre?”
“Oh, no, sir. I thought it might cost as much as twenty-five dollars.”
“But you’ve only got a thousand dollars.”
“Yes, sir; I thought I might pay that down and then pay the rest from the crops.”
“Who’s going to work on the place?”
Zora named a number of the steadiest tenants to whom she had spoken.
“They owe me a lot of money,” said the Colonel.
“We’d try to pay that, too.”
Colonel Cresswell considered. There was absolutely no risk. The cost of the

land, the back debts of the tenants—no possible crops could pay for them. Then
there was the chance of getting the swamp cleared for almost nothing.

“How’s the school getting on?” he asked suddenly.
“Very poorly,” answered Zora sadly. “You know it’s mortgaged, and Miss Smith

has had to use the mortgage money for yearly expenses.”
The Colonel smiled grimly.
“It will cost you fifty dollars an acre,” he said finally. Zora looked disappointed

and figured out the matter slowly.
“That would be one thousand down and nine thousand to pay—”
“With interest,” said Cresswell.
Zora shook her head doubtfully.
“What would the interest be?” she asked.
“Ten per cent.”
She stood silent a moment and Colonel Cresswell spoke up:
“It’s the best land about here and about the only land you can buy—I would n’t

sell it to anybody else.”
She still hesitated.
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“The trouble is, you see, Colonel Cresswell, the price is high and the interest
heavy. And after all I may not be able to get as many tenants as I’d need. I think
though, I’d try it if—if I could be sure you’d treat me fairly, and that I’d get the land
if I paid for it.”

Colonel Cresswell reddened a little, and John Taylor looked away.
“Well, if you don’t want to undertake it, all right.”
Zora looked thoughtfully across the field—
“Mr. Maxwell has a bit of land,” she began meditatively.
“Worked out, and not worth five dollars an acre!” snapped the Colonel. But he

did not propose to hand Maxwell a thousand dollars. “Now, see here, I’ll treat you
as well as anybody, and you know it.”

“I believe so, sir,” acknowledged Zora in a tone that brought a sudden keen
glance from Taylor; but her face was a mask. “I reckon I’ll make the bargain.”

“All right. Bring the money and we’ll fix the thing up.”
“The money is here,” said Zora, taking an envelope out of her bosom.
“Well, leave it here, and I’ll see to it.”
“But you see, sir, Miss Smith is so methodical; she expects some papers or

receipts.”
“Well, it’s too late to-night.”
“Possibly you could sign a sort of receipt and later—”
Cresswell laughed. “Well, write one,” he indulgently assented. And Zora wrote.
When Zora left Colonel Cresswell’s about noon that Sunday she knew her work

had just begun, and she walked swiftly along the country roads, calling here and
there. Would Uncle Isaac help her build a log home? Would the boys help her some
time to clear some swamp land? Would Rob become a tenant when she asked? For
this was the idle time of the year. Crops were laid by and planting had not yet begun.

CHAPTER XXXVI

THE LAND

In less than a week the storehouse was full, and tenants were at work. The
twenty acres of cleared swamp land, attended to by the voluntary labor of all the
tenants, was soon bearing a magnificent crop. Colonel Cresswell inspected all the
crops daily with a proprietary air that would have been natural had these folk been
simply tenants, and as such he persisted in regarding them.

The cotton now growing was perhaps not so uniformly fine as the first acre of
Silver Fleece, but it was of unusual height and thickness.

“At least a bale to the acre,” [Bles] Alwyn estimated, and the Colonel mentally
determined to take two-thirds of the crop. After that he decided that he would evict
Zora immediately; since sufficient land was cleared already for his purposes and
moreover, he had seen with consternation a herd of cattle grazing in one field on
some early green stuff, and heard a drove of hogs in the swamp. Such an example
before the tenants of the Black Belt would be fatal. He must wait a few weeks for
them to pick the cotton—then, the end. He was fighting the battle of his color and
caste.

The children sang merrily in the brown-white field. The wide baskets, poised
aloft, foamed on the erect and swaying bodies of the dark carriers. The crop
throughout the land was short that year, for prices had ruled low last season in
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accordance with the policy of the Combine. This year they started high again.
Would they fall? Many thought so and hastened to sell.

Zora and Alwyn gathered their tenants’ crops, ginned them at the Cresswells’
gin, and carried their cotton to town, where it was deposited in the warehouse of the
Farmers’ League.

“Now,” said Alwyn, “we would best sell while prices are high.”
Zora laughed at him frankly.
“We can’t,” she said. “Do n’t you know that Colonel Cresswell will attach our

cotton for rent as soon as it touches the warehouse?”
“But it’s ours.”
“Nothing is ours. No black man ordinarily can sell his crop without a white

creditor’s consent.”
Alwyn fumed.
“The best way,” he declared, “is to go to Montgomery and get a first-class law-

yer and just fight the thing through. The land is legally ours, and he has no right to
our cotton.”

“Yes, but you must remember that no man like Colonel Cresswell regards a
business bargain with a colored man as binding. No white man under ordinary cir-
cumstances will help enforce such a bargain against prevailing public opinion.”

“But if we cannot trust to the justice of the case, and if you knew we could n’t,
why did you try?”

“Because I had to try; and moreover the circumstances are not altogether ordi-
nary: the men in power in Toomsville now are not the landlords of this county; they
are poor whites. The Judge and sheriff were both elected by mill-hands who hate
Cresswell and Taylor. Then there’s a new young lawyer who wants Harry
Cresswell’s seat in Congress; he don’t know much law, I’m afraid; but what he
don’t know of this case I think I do. I’ll get his advice and then—I mean to conduct
the case myself,” Zora calmly concluded.

“Without a lawyer!” Bles Alwyn stared his amazement.
“Without a lawyer in court.”
“Zora! That would be foolish!”
“Is it? Let’s think. For over a year now I’ve been studying the law of the case,”

and she pointed to her law books; “I know the law and most of the decisions. More-
over, as a black woman fighting a hopeless battle with landlords, I’ll gain the one
thing lacking.”

“What’s that?”
“The sympathy of the court and the bystanders.”
“Pshaw! From these Southerners?”
“Yes, from them. They are very human, these men, especially the laborers.

Their prejudices are cruel enough, but there are joints in their armor. They are used
to seeing us either scared or blindly angry, and they understand how to handle us
then, but at other times it is hard for them to do anything but meet us in a human
way.”

“But, Zora, think of the contact of the court, the humiliation, the coarse talk—”
Zora put up her hand and lightly touched his arm. Looking at him, she said:
“Mud does n’t hurt much. This is my duty. Let me do it.”
His eyes fell before the shadow of a deeper rebuke. He arose heavily.
“Very well,” he acquiesced as he passed slowly out.
The young lawyer started to refuse to touch the case until he saw—or did Zora

adroitly make him see? —a chance for eventual political capital. They went over
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the matter carefully, and the lawyer acquired a respect for the young woman’s
knowledge.

“First,” he said, “get an injunction on the cotton—then go to court.” And to
insure the matter he slipped over and saw the Judge.

Colonel Cresswell next day stalked angrily into his lawyers’ office.
“See here,” he thundered, handing the lawyer the notice of the injunction.
“See the Judge,” began the lawyer, and then remembered, as he was often forced

to do these days, who was Judge.
He inquired carefully into the case and examined the papers. Then he said:
“Colonel Cresswell, who drew this contract of sale?”
“The black girl did.”
“Impossible!”
“She certainly did—wrote it in my presence.”
“Well, it’s mighty well done.”
“You mean it will stand in law?”
“It certainly will. There’s but one way to break it, and that’s to allege misunder-

standing on your part.”
Cresswell winced. It was not pleasant to go into open court and acknowledge

himself over-reached by a Negro; but several thousand dollars in cotton and land
were at stake.

“Go ahead,” he concurred.
“You can depend on Taylor, of course?” added the lawyer.
“Of course,” answered Cresswell. “But why prolong the thing?”
“You see, she’s got your cotton tied by injunction.”
“I don’t see how she did it.”
“Easy enough: this Judge is the poor white you opposed in the last primary.”
Within a week the case was called, and they filed into the court-room.

Cresswell’s lawyer saw only this black woman—no other lawyer or sign of one
appeared to represent her. The place soon filled with a lazy, tobacco-chewing
throng of white men. A few blacks whispered in one corner. The dirty stove was
glowing with pine-wood and the Judge sat at a desk.

“Where’s your lawyer?” he asked sharply of Zora.
“I have none,” returned Zora, rising.
There came a silence in the court. Her voice was low, and the men leaned for-

ward to listen. The Judge felt impelled to be over-gruff.
“Get a lawyer,” he ordered.
“Your honor, my case is simple, and with your honor’s permission I wish to con-

duct it myself. I cannot afford a lawyer, and I do not think I need one.”
Cresswell’s lawyer smiled and leaned back. It was going to be easier than he

supposed. Evidently the woman believed she had no case, and was weakening.
The trial proceeded, and Zora stated her contention. She told how long her

mother and grandmother had served the Cresswells and showed her receipt for rent
paid.

“A friend sent me some money. I went to Mr. Cresswell and asked him to sell me
two hundred acres of land. He consented to do so and signed this contract in the
presence of his son-in-law.”

Just then John Taylor came into the court, and Cresswell beckoned to him.
“I want you to help me out, John.”
“All right,” whispered Taylor. “What can I do?”
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“Swear that Cresswell did n’t mean to sign this,” said the lawyer quickly, as he
arose to address the court.

Taylor looked at the paper blankly and then at Cresswell and some inkling of the
irreconcilable difference in the two natures leapt in both their hearts. Cresswell
might gamble and drink and lie “like a gentleman,” but he would never willingly
cheat or take advantage of a white man’s financial necessities. Taylor, on the other
hand, had a horror of a lie, never drank nor played games of chance, but his whole
life was speculation and in the business game he was utterly ruthless and respected
no one. Such men could never thoroughly understand each other. To Cresswell a
man who had cheated the whole South out of millions by a series of misrepresenta-
tions ought to regard this little falsehood as nothing.

Meantime Colonel Cresswell’s lawyer was on his feet, and he adopted his most
irritating and contemptuous manner.

“This nigger wench wrote out some illegible stuff and Colonel Cresswell signed
it to get rid of her. We are not going to question the legality of the form—that’s nei-
ther here nor there. The point is, Mr. Cresswell never intended—never dreamed of
selling this wench land right in front of his door. He meant to rent her the land and
sign a receipt for rent paid in advance. I will not worry your honor by a long argu-
ment to prove this, but just call one of the witnesses well known to you—Mr. John
Taylor of the Toomsville mills.”

Taylor looked toward the door and then slowly took the stand.
“Mr. Taylor,” said the lawyer carelessly, “were you present at this transaction?”
“Yes.”
“Did you see Colonel Cresswell sign this paper?”
“Yes.”
“Well, did he intend so far as you know to sign such a paper?”
“I do not know his intentions.”
“Did he say he meant to sign such a contract?”
Taylor hesitated.
“Yes,” he finally answered. Colonel Cresswell looked up in amazement and the

lawyer dropped his glasses.
“I—I don’t think you perhaps understood me, Mr. Taylor,” he gasped. “I—er—

meant to ask if Colonel Cresswell, in signing this paper, meant to sign a contract to
sell this wench two hundred acres of land?”

“He said he did,” reiterated Taylor. “Although I ought to add that he did not think
the girl would ever be able to pay. If he had thought she would pay, I don’t think he
would have signed the paper.”

Colonel Cresswell went red, then pale, and leaning forward before the whole
court, he hurled:

“You damned scoundrel!”
The Judge rapped for order and fidgeted in his seat. There was some confusion

and snickering in the courtroom. Finally the Judge plucked up courage:
“The defendant is ordered to deliver this cotton to Zora Cresswell,” he directed.
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