Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry

Mildred D. Taylor

SETTING 

The story is set in Mississippi during the Great Depression around 1933-1934. It is an area where former plantation owners and their descendants have been forced to resort to sharecropping their land in order to continue some semblance of their pre-Civil War way of life. The Black families who had been freed by the war have had nowhere to go and no means of survival off the plantations. Thus they became the tenant farmers or sharecroppers, planting acres of cotton or other crops. The landowner took a percentage of the crop as his share, and the tenant farmer tried to survive on what remained. A major problem with the system was that there was no standard for what was a fair share of the farmer’s work. 

In this type of environment, a Black family who owned their own land was unique and would have been seen as a threat to the whites. There were also no banking regulations. If a bank owner wanted to recall a loan and demand that it be paid immediately, there was nothing to prevent him from doing so. 

In Mississippi, not even the American legal system worked for the blacks. A white person could even go so far as to kill a Black without fear of prosecution, but a Black person could be executed for very minor offenses-or even on entirely false charges, which frequently happened. It is in this environment of fear and subjugation that we find the Logan family. 

LITERARY / HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

The story takes place in Mississippi in the early part of the Great Depression. It is long after the Civil War, but long before integration. The southern states had been permitted to practice a “separate but equal” policy which really had nothing equal about it. Whites and blacks were separated in every way-separate schools, separate churches, designated water fountains, specific places to stand or sit in a market place, and so forth. Blacks had been freed by the Civil War but many had no place to go accept back to the plantations they had left where they worked as tenant farmers. There they were at the mercy of the landlord who could take whatever percentage he wanted along with other fees. 

The “night riders” of the story seem like echoes of the Ku Klux Klan in that they attacked without warning and with little or no provocation. Furthermore, Blacks had very few who would take up their cause, and those who did-like Mr. Jamison-were ridiculed and threatened by others in the community. White men could attack and kill Blacks and were never so much as questioned on it while a Black man could expect severe sentences for even being accused of something a white person did not like. 

The Logan family is unusual in this context, for they own their land and thus are not dependent on the white landowners in the area. The land itself, however, is not sufficient to provide their living and the price of their primary crop, cotton, is controlled by those to whom they have to sell it. Thus Mr. Logan stays away from home for weeks at a time in order to work on the railroad. 
Chapter 1

Summary

Cassie and her brothers, Stacey, Christopher-John, and Little Man, are walking to school on the first day of the school year, dressed in their Sunday best. T.J. joins them, and tells them about how a man named Berry was nearly burned to death by white men the previous night. T.J. also tells how he avoided trouble by blaming it on his little brother, Claude. For this, the Logan children grow angry with him. A school bus filled with taunting white children speeds by, showering the children with red dust as it passes. Jeremy, a white boy who is often beaten for walking to school with and associating with the Logans, soon joins them. But as a group of white children including his sister runs past, he has to leave them, and head towards the Jefferson Davis County School, the white school, where the Mississippi state flag, with its confederate emblem, flies above the American flag.

The Logan children soon arrive at Great Faith Elementary and Secondary School. Cassie, a fourth grader, is not eager to please her teacher, Miss Crocker. She is assigned a seat in the first row. She and the other students are surprised to learn that this year they will have books. However, the books are very old and dirty; they are books no longer needed at the white school. This infuriates Little Man and Cassie, and they are both whipped for trying to refuse the books. After school, Cassie runs to tell the trouble to her Mama, who is a teacher in the seventh grade. But Miss Crocker is already there. Eavesdropping, Cassie hears her Mama agree with Miss Crocker that she should have punished her children for disobeying their teacher. At the same time, she takes white paper and glues it over the inside cover of the children's books, hiding the table that showed that the books used to be used by white students and were now issued to "nigras."

Commentary

This first chapter introduces many of the primary characters of Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry. Cassie and Little Man are two of the most important characters, and in this chapter we see their proud spirit. It is clear that the Logan parents have raised their children to have self-respect, regardless of their race. When Miss Crocker is about to whip Little Man, Cassie goes to his defense, showing the way the family sticks together. Cassie shows the teacher that the county school board has written "nigra" in the book, a term she finds offensive. But Miss Crocker replies that that is what Cassie is. Miss Crocker is complacent, but the Logan children are proud of their color and will not tolerate insults. This kind of behavior, in which you have to break school rules in order to stand up for a higher good, is often known as "civil disobedience." It is similar to what took place thirty years after the conclusion of the novel, in the civil rights movement.

This book is full of details that indicate the racism that the black citizens of Spokane County, Mississippi must endure. The bus incident not only shows that the White children enjoy seeing the black children covered with dust, it also emphasizes the fact that the black children have to walk to school. In fact, Cassie says, some children have to walk so far that they drop out of school. These children do not get an education because they do not have buses to take them to school. Another such detail is Cassie's description of Jefferson Davis County School. First, Jefferson Davis is the name of the President of the Confederacy during the Civil War. Furthermore, the Mississippi state flag carries the "stars and bars" in its upper left corner, symbolizing regret that the Civil War was lost and that slavery was made illegal. Clearly, the government of Mississippi is at least partly racist. This fact is underlined by the poor quality of the textbooks given to the black school.

Chapters 2-3

Summary

Mama, Big Ma, and the children are picking cotton. They have to climb up on poles to reach the highest parts of the cotton stalks. While high up on a pole, Cassie looks over the cotton and recognizes her Papa approaching. He has just come home for the weekend. He has brought home Mr. L. T. Morrison to be a hired hand on the farm. L. T. was fired from the railroad for getting in a fight with some white men who were abusing him. The children suspect that L. T.'s presence has something to do with the burnings that have been going on.

At church the next day, it is announced that John Henry Berry died of his burns. After church, people gather to talk. They are frustrated and sad. Afterwards, Papa warns the children not to ever go to the Wallace store, which has dances and sells cigarettes and liquor.

In late October, the rainy season starts. The children are furious that the white children's school bus continues to splash them with mud. Fastidious Little Man is especially frustrated. Stacey comes up with a plan. At recess, they go out to the road with shovels, and dig out a hole that is soon filled with rain. That afternoon, the bus is stuck in the washout that results. Repairs will take weeks. The children are deliciously happy.

That evening, trouble comes. T. J.'s father stops by the Logan home to warn them that the White men are "riding" again. Harlan Granger's maid overheard him talking about it with the bus driver. The children are terrified that they have caused trouble. That night, Cassie spies a caravan of cars coming up to the house. A man gets out, shakes his head, and motions for the caravan to go the other way. She also sees L. T., hiding in the shadows with a shotgun.

Commentary

The main plot line begins to take shape in Chapter Two. The burning of John Henry Berry by white men is a kind of lynching, in which white men take the life of a black man and are not punished for it. The police look the other way. As usual, the killers find some excuse; in this case it is rumored that John Henry Berry was "flirting" with a white woman--probably all he did was smile in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Naturally, this sort of unpunished violence troubles the black community. As the book progresses, specific events involving the Logans will occur. Obviously, Mama and Papa suspect something of this nature. L. T. needs work, but he also seems to have come in order to protect the family while Papa is away. Also, Papa warns the children not to go to the Wallace store, because he knows that if they are around drinking and dancing, they may end up as the target of a lynching someday.

The episode in which the children sabotage the bus is a kind of comic relief--until it almost results in a lynching, that is. It is a break from the main progress of the plot, and it illustrates the character of the children. Little Man is easily angered, especially when it comes to neatness. Stacey is strong and clever, and ready to bend the rules in order to satisfy his siblings. The way all of the children work together to have their little revenge shows how close they are to one another.
CHAPTER 4 


Summary 

After the Logan children have moped for a week, expecting any moment to have their secret revealed, T.J. Avery pays a visit to the boys. T.J. wants them to sneak down to the Wallace store and learn how to do the new dances, but Stacey reminds him that they are not permitted to go there. Failing to bait them with forbidden adventure, 
T.J. announces that he has the “latest” about the night men. They had gone to the Tatum place where they had tarred and feathered Mr. Tatum for calling Mr. Barnett a liar. Mr. Barnett (who ran the Mercantile in Strawberry) had charged Tatum for a number of items that were never ordered. Relieved that it had nothing to do with the bus, the children leave the room to run an errand for Mama-but T.J. does not immediately follow as he says he has to get his hat. A few minutes later they find him in Mama’s room looking at her school materials. He denies looking for answers to an upcoming test, but the implication is that he was doing exactly that. 

A few days later, T.J. shows them a paper on the way to school. Stacey takes it from him and tears it into little pieces. At lunch time, T.J. makes a new cheat list. When he sees Mrs. Logan coming toward him during the test, he slips the notes to Stacey who doesn’t see his mother coming. Consequently, Stacey gets the whipping for cheating. 

After school, T.J. takes off toward the Wallace store. Stacey follows him after trying to tell the other children to go home. They refuse and go with him. Stacey catches up to T.J. outside the store and a fist fight ensues which is stopped by Mr. Morrison who puts the kids in his wagon and takes them home. He promises not to tell, but only because he is leaving it up to Stacey to tell on himself. 

The next evening, Stacey having already told his mother about the incident, Mary takes the kids for a ride to the Berry home. There they meet Mr. Berry who spends his days in the dark and lives in constant pain as a result of the burns inflicted on him. Mary tells the children that the Wallaces did that-which is the reason they no longer go to the Wallace store. On the way home she stops at the Turner home in an attempt to get them to stop shopping at the Wallace store as well. 


Notes 

Taylor uses a pacing device to create the passage of time of the ride home from the store and to tell the story of the Logan land. They are the only black family in the area who owns their own land; Grandpa Logan had bought 200 acres from a Yankee who had purchased all the Granger land after the war. The elder Jamison had also bought about 2000 acres. Later the Grangers wanted to buy it all back, but the elder Jamison and Logan wouldn’t sell. When Mr. Jamison died, his son Wade sold another 200 acres to the Logans and the rest of it back to the Grangers. Mr. Granger is at the Logan house when Mr. Morrison gets the kids home. Mama tells them that he has been after them to sell their land “again.” 

Chapters 5-6

Summary

T. J. and Stacey are soon buddies again. Big Ma takes T. J., Stacey, and Cassie to the market in the town of Strawberry one day. While Big Ma is visiting the office of Mr. Jamison, trouble-making T. J. convinces the other children to go ahead and do some shopping. In a general store, the clerk waits on white customers and ignores them. Cassie assumes the man has forgotten about them, and so she tugs at his sleeve and reminds him. He yells at her and tells her to get out. Crushed, she walks out onto the street and stumbles into Lillian Jean, Jeremy's sister. She and her father push Cassie out in the street, trying to force her to apologize. Cassie is furious when Big Ma makes her apologize.

The children are silent on the way home. When they arrive, they are surprised to see a car that looks like Harlan Granger's sitting in the barn. Running inside, they find that it belongs to Uncle Hammer who has come for his winter visit. When Hammer hears about the abuse Cassie received, he runs off with a gun to find Lillian Jean's father. L. T. goes with him and manages to talk him out of doing anything foolish.

The next day, Uncle Hammer drives the family to church. He has brought a new coat for Stacey, who is very proud, although T. J. teases him, saying the oversized coat makes him look like the preacher. After church, they all go for a drive. When they near a bridge, a buggy that is crossing backs up to let them by, thinking the car is Harlan Granger's. As the family passes, they see it is the Wallace family that has let them by--they see shocked looks on the faces of the Wallace's.

Commentary

Increasingly, the problem faced by the Logan family is racism. Different characters have different reactions to racism. Uncle Hammer flies into a rage, and gets into his car to go beat up or shoot the man who knocked Cassie into the street. He also threatens to burn down the Wallace store, referring to the fact that he fought in World War I with the Berrys, the men that were burned by the Wallaces. For Hammer, a sense of the past, of the sacrifices he has made for his country, does not allow toleration of racism.

Big Ma has a more complicated way of dealing with racism. In Strawberry, she makes Cassie apologize to Lillian Jean. Cassie blames Big Ma for the incident, thinking that her Papa would have stood up to Lillian Jean's father. However, Big Ma is an old woman, and she had little choice, as Mama hints when trying to explain the situation to Cassie. Also, Big Ma is very defiant in some ways. Her entire life, for example, has been a struggle to keep the Logan land away from Harlan Granger.

Stacey and Cassie are learning about racism. Cassie does not fully understand the situation in Spokane, Mississippi--she does not understand why Blacks have to back down. Stacey, on the other hand, understands that this is necessary in the short-term in order to survive.

 CHAPTER 7 

Summary 

A few days later, Mama tells Stacey to get his new coat so she can take up the sleeves. He doesn’t have it because he “loaned” it to T.J. who first teased him about its appearance and then offered to wear it until Stacey would grow into it. Mama tells him to go get it, but Hammer interrupts and says that T.J. can keep the coat permanently because at least he “knows a good thing when he sees it.” Stacey tries to explain about being teased, but Hammer calls him a fool for letting T.J. trick him out of something that he should have kept. He gives Stacey a severe tongue lashing, telling him that if he goes around caring what a lot of useless people say about him, he will never get anywhere. For the last few days before Christmas, T.J. flaunts the coat at school, and Lillian Jean manages to give her superior smirks twice in one week. 

Papa arrives home the night before Christmas. The family sits around the fire sharing stories and memories. Mr. Morrison tells the children about his own childhood. He was orphaned when night men attacked his home after his father had taken in two fugitives who had been falsely accused of molesting a white woman. His sisters as well as his parents had been killed in the blaze of their house, but his mother had thrown him as hard as she could to get him away from the fight and the danger. 

After the children have gone to bed, the adults sit up discussing the land. Cassie wakes up to hear voices and listens at the door. Big Ma is talking about doing something with the land, and her parents are talking about getting people to shop in Vicksburg rather than patronizing Wallace’s store. Papa spots Cassie lurking in the shadow; she asks him if they are going to lose the land and Papa assures her that they will never lose the land. 

On Christmas morning each Logan child receives a new book and a sock full of candy. They attend church service, and the Averys join them for dinner. During dinner, little Jeremy Simms pays a visit. He has a bag of nuts for Mama and a handmade flute for Stacey. T.J. goads Stacey about whether he is going to keep the flute, but Stacey doesn’t allow himself to be tricked out of the gift. He doesn’t understand why Jeremy brought them the gifts. Papa has no problem with Stacey and Jeremy being friends, but he warns him that when Jeremy grows up, he will think of himself as a man, and Stacey will still be a “boy” to him. 

The day after Christmas, Mr. Jamison visits Big Ma and arranges a transfer of land ownership from her to David and Hammer. Before leaving, Jamison tells that he has heard of attempts to get credit in Vicksburg and offers to back the credit himself for those who wish to shop there. He does this to prevent David from putting his land up as collateral and ultimately losing it. In the following days, Hammer, Papa and Mama visit the houses of the families who said they would consider shopping in Vicksburg. Hammer and David make a two day trip to Vicksburg and return with a wagon-load of store bought goods. 

Mr. Granger shows up shortly after the men return from Vicksburg. He makes a lot of thinly veiled threats about having to charge people more of their crops to make up for the lower price of cotton and of getting the Logan land. He says that the bank may call up the mortgage any day, implying that he has a lot of pull in that area as well. He also questions Hammer about his ability to get the fancy car, indirectly accusing him of selling drugs for it. Hammer tells him that he has a man’s job for a man’s wages, and that he doesn’t consider 50 cents a day (the price paid to anyone who works in the Granger fields) worthy of a child’s labor, never mind a man’s. 


Notes 

Big Ma catches Granger off guard when she tells him that the land now belongs to David and Hammer. With Granger regularly harassing her to get her to sell it, the only way she could protect it was to transfer ownership. Granger has already spoken to the bank owner about refusing to honor the loan to “folks who go around stirring up trouble.” The Logan independence is a threat to the Grangers who don’t want to see any real change in the subservient positions in which Blacks are held. . The end of the chapter is a foreshadowing of trouble Mr. Granger has already planned for the Logans. 

CHAPTER 8 

Summary 

Having been encouraged by Papa to choose her battles and take a stand for herself-so long as he does not have to get involved-Cassie thinks of a way to get even with Lillian Jean. In front of her astonished siblings, she catches up to her on the way to school and offers to carry her books, speaking to her with deference. For an entire month, Cassie acts as Lillian Jean’s slave, waiting on her and calling her “Miz.” Lillian Jean confides secrets to her about a boy she loves, games she has played to get his attention, secrets of other girls she hates and tales of her brothers’ romances. 

After priming Lillian Jean for a month, Cassie tells her that she has a surprise in the woods that she wants to show her. Once she has Lillian Jean out of sight of the road, Cassie throws her books on the ground. When Lillian Jean slaps her across the face, Cassie lights into her, pulling her hair and punching her, but being careful not to touch her face. She forces Lillian Jean to apologize for the incident in Strawberry and for all the name calling. When Lillian threatens to tell her father, Cassie tells her that if she lets out one word of it, the entire community will know all the secrets she has divulged about herself and her friends. 

The end of the school quarter has come and gone, and T.J. failed Mrs. Logan’s class again after being caught cheating. He takes off for the Wallace store and complains to Mr. Wallace about Mary Logan. Kaleb Wallace, Mr. Wellever the principal, Mr. Granger and an unnamed board member visit her classroom on a day shortly after exams. They sit through class for part of the lesson, which happens to be her lesson on slavery. She talks about the cruelty of it, the rich economic cycle it generated and how the country profited from it-and continued to prosper from labor of a people who are still not truly free. Partway through the lesson, Mr. Granger picks up one of the books, noticing the pasted over front covers. He accuses her of teaching things that are not in the book, telling her that she is expected to teach what is in the book that has been approved by the Board of Education. He then tells her that she is fired. Mama tells the kids that although they claimed to have fired her for teaching things they didn’t like, the real reason was the Vicksburg business and her teaching was just an excuse they were using. 

At recess the next day, Little Willie Wiggins tells the Logans that he heard T.J. tell Mr. Wallace that Mrs. Logan had failed him on purpose and that she had been destroying school property and was not a good teacher. After school, they follow Stacey to the Avery house. T.J. at first denies having said anything that would cause her to be fired. Stacey does not beat him up, but tells him that he has something worse than a beating coming to him. When he returns to school, the other children ostracize him. At first he tries to apologize, but when that doesn’t work, 
T.J. claims that he was tired of hanging around with a bunch of children anyway. The white boys give him “things” and treat him “like a man.” 


Notes 

Mary Logan is an example both to her own children and to those of the sharecroppers. She is characterized in this chapter as a woman who does not make a big display of her disagreement, but quietly teaches the children what she feels is right. The school board is entirely white; thus even her own principal is intimated against defending her. While she wanders in the field trying to come to terms with her loss, Papa explains to Cassie that Mary was born to teach. Her own parents had saved every nickle they could manage to lay aside even at great personal sacrifice so Mary could attend a teacher training school. 

The Wallaces and Grangers really couldn’t care less about Mary’s teaching. They don’t really care if the Black children even attend school; it is just one more step in the process of depriving the Logans of the means to pay their mortgage and the taxes on their land. 

T.J. is a tragic figure. He wants the things the white boys have and wants to be treated “like a man.” He is sucked in by a game the boys are playing. They are using him, but because they give him “things,” he thinks they are his friends. He does not understand the meaning of friendship, nor of integrity. His own willingness to cheat for a passing grade makes him vulnerable to worse things and marks his weakness of character. 

CHAPTER 9 


Summary 

During the last week of school for the Logans, Jeremy Simms confides that his brothers R.W. and Melvin don’t treat T.J. very nicely. They bring him home and act friendly, but then talk about him and call him names when he leaves. Mama tells Cassie that maybe they keep T.J. around just so they can laugh at him and thus feel good themselves. 

Money is getting shorter in the Logan home. Mama cuts back on the flour and baking powder for the corn bread. Mr. Jamison pays a brief visit just to let David know that the Wallaces have been talking about how they’re “not going to let a few smart colored folks” ruin their business. They are threatening to put an end to the trips to Vicksburg. David should have already returned to his railroad job by now, but seems to be waiting for something. 

One evening, Mr. Avery shows up to tell them that he will not be wanting them to fill the shopping list he had given them for the next trip to Vicksburg. Mr. Granger has raised the percentage of the cotton crop that he will be taking from them, and some of the other landowners are doing the same thing. The Grangers have also made threats about kicking the tenant farmers off the land if they continue shopping in Vicksburg, or even sending a sheriff after them and getting them assigned to a chain gang. 

When Mr. Avery is gone, Stacey explodes over the men pulling out. He calls them a bunch of scared jackrabbits until Papa grabs him by the shirt and tells him to stop talking about things he knows nothing about. Papa understands the danger the tenant farmers brought on themselves by shopping in Vicksburg in the first place. His own children were born blessed because they have land of their own. Nevertheless, he vows that he will keep doing what he has to and will never give up. 

The next day after finding out that seven families are still in the Vicksburg arrangement, Papa and Mr. Morrison make one more trip, this time taking Stacey with them. On the way home they discover that someone had loosened the bolts on the wagon wheels and both back wheels fall off at once. Papa in engaged in putting them back on when a truck pulls up behind them and stops. Because of the rain and thunder, they don’t notice the truck at first, but then headlights come on. David grabs his gun, and the men fire on him, spooking the mule. The mule dashes off, pulling the wagon over David’s leg. Mr. Morrison takes on all three men single handed, breaking bones and effectively convincing them to leave. David will now be unable to return to the railroad until his leg mends. 


Notes 

Stacey grows up a little more during this incident as he has to observe close up just how vulnerable his family and people really. When they fight back, they have to be careful to do so in a way that will leave the whites too embarrassed to tell people about it. Stacey feels partly to blame for his father’s broken leg as he was holding the reins and was unable to restrain the mule. Mr. Morrison demonstrates his physical strength; his ability to act as a protector without acting rashly makes him a valuable part of the household-unlike Hammer who is likely to act without thinking of the consequences. 

CHAPTER 10 

Summary 

David and Mary are discussing their finances and other family business. The money is nearly gone, but they have enough for the taxes and will sell some cows in order to make the July and August bank notes. After that, the cotton will be in. Mary wonders if Mr. Morrison-who is out looking for work-should leave. She doesn’t want him to, but fears for him due to the way he beat the Wallaces. 

Mr. Morrison enters to tell David that he is going to help Mr. Wiggins plant some late corn. The children decide to ride along so they can play with little Willie. On the way there, the Wallaces appear coming from the opposite direction. They block the road with their truck, and Kaleb Wallace gets out and makes threats to Mr. Morrison. When Wallace refuses to move his truck, Mr. Morrison moves it himself, lifting first the front and then the back and simply walking the truck to the side of the road. Kaleb Wallace is too stunned to respond. They are far down the road when they hear him shouting additional threats. 

David’s recuperation stretches into the month of August. One day Jeremy Simms visits Cassie and Stacey. He has news about T.J. and the Simms brothers. Objects such as watches and lockets have been missed. Mr. Lanier blames T.J. for the thefts, calling him a “thief running around with white boys.” The children are trying to escape the heat under the shelter of the trees when Jeremy tells them that he has a tree house and that he even sleeps in it. He invites Stacey to come and see it, but Stacey refuses. 

In the evening Mr. Morrison returns from Strawberry where he had gone to make the August mortgage payment. He has bad news from the bank-the loan has been called and is to be paid immediately. David prepares to go back to town to try to argue about it, but Mary convinces him to wait until morning as the bank will be closed by the time they get there. The next morning he goes into town, but soon returns to tell them that he has called Hammer who has promised to get the money. 

On the third Sunday of August, the Great Faith Church starts their annual revival services. While all are feasting and chatting after church, Stacey spots a man coming up the road. It is Hammer, and he has sold his new car to get the money for the land. He brought the money in person because he didn’t dare trust the mail or wire service. He only stays one night because of the family’s fear of the enemies he may bring upon them with his presence. 

On the last night of the revival meetings, T.J. and the Simms boys show up. T.J. is loud and obnoxious, makes rude comments and tries to put a hand on Cassie. When his former companions turn away from him, he taunts them by introducing them to R.W. and Melvin. He brags about a suit coat they gave him and says that they will give him anything he wants because he is their best friend. He goes so far as to volunteer that they will even get him the pearl handled pistol that he wants. R.W. agrees, then Melvin tells him that since they came with him to the revival meeting, he has to go with them to Strawberry like “he promised.” T.J. doesn’t follow the Simms boys immediately. The last glimpse Cassie has of him before entering the church is the image of a desolately lonely person. 

Notes 

Mr. Morrison’s complete self control in moving the truck is more of a weapon than his fists. When Mary expresses fear of retaliation, Mr. Morrison explains that Kaleb Wallace is the type of person who can only carry out his threats when he has a group of his own kind to support him. By himself he is a blustering coward. 

Hammer does not at first tell them that he has sold the car, but when he is finally pinned down about it, he is nonchalant. You can’t grow cotton in a car, is his explanation. He cannot stay because his success is a threat to the white people of the area. They don’t want the tenant farmers to start thinking that they could have things better for themselves. 

T.J.’s manner is typical of someone who wants to believe a lie. He doesn’t appear to notice when Melvin smirks at him behind his back, but his loud rude behavior suggests that he is trying to prove something to the Logans and his other school friends. The Simms had not actually promised to get him the pistol, but once T.J. thinks of it, it gives the Simms boys ideas. They apparently already had some deviltry planned in Strawberry and only used the visit to the Black revival meeting to get a return favor from T.J.. 

CHAPTER 11 


Summary 

From the night of David’s injury, Mr. Morrison has appointed himself to nightlong vigils around the Logan house. He would sit on the porch for awhile, then stand at the rear of the house, and eventually return to the porch. Everyone knows that he is guarding against some unexpected surprise by the Wallaces. One night Cassie hears strange sounds that are not Mr. Morrison. She opens her outside door to find T.J. who is in serious trouble. He has been badly injured by the Simms brothers who used him to help rob the mercantile in Strawberry. 

The Simms had gone from the revival meeting to the mercantile to get the pearl handled pistol for T.J., but the store was already closed. T.J. was afraid of the idea of just going in and taking it, but the Simms boys assured him that it was no problem, they would just say they had borrowed it until Monday and would pay for it then. They slip T.J. in through a storeroom window and he unlocks the doors so they can get in. They break the gun case with an axe and give T.J. the pistol, then try to break the lock off of a wall cabinet. The noise wakens Mr. Barnett who lives in an apartment over the store. He appears on the stairs, then tries wrestle his metal box from Melvin. R.W. hits Mr. Barnett on the back of the head with the flat of the axe and then shoves Mrs. Barnett aside. She falls, hitting her head against a stove. 

T.J. wants to go home, but the Simms have other plans. When T.J. threatens to tell everybody who actually hurt the Barnetts, the Simms beat him until he cannot stand and toss him in the back of a truck. Eventually T.J. crawls from the truck, gets a ride to his own neighborhood with a local farmer, then takes a round about way to get to the Logans. He is afraid the Barnetts may be dead. 

T.J. talks Stacey and Cassie into helping him get home where he will just tell his own mother that white boys beat him up for no good reason. All of the talking wakes up the other children who won’t be left behind. They all trudge through the forest to the Avery yard where they help T.J. slip into his room through an open window. 

Just as the Logans get out of sight into the forest, a row of cars appears on the road-all headed for the Avery house. Kaleb Wallace and his brother Thurston jump from the cars along with other men who surround the house. Kaleb bangs on the door demanding that they bring out the “thieving, murdering nigger.” The Logans watch helplessly as R.W. smashes a window allowing several men to climb through. The Avery parents are dragged from the house, the girls thrown through open windows, slapped and spat upon. Claude is hauled out, knocked to the ground and kicked. Then T.J. is dragged out on his knees, his face already bloody. The men find the pearl handled pistol, and when T.J. tries to say something about it, Kaleb kicks him in the stomach. 

Mr Jamison appears and tries to tell the men that they ought to let the law decide whether or not T.J. is guilty. Then the sheriff show up and warns them that Granger has vowed to hold everyone of them responsible if any hanging takes place on HIS land. Jamison tries to shield T.J.’s body with his own as the men discuss taking him someplace else and whether or not to use a new rope. Stacey orders Cassie to take the younger children home and get Papa and Mr. Morrison before the Wallaces can hurt the Averys any more. 


Notes 

It is fairly obvious that the Simms brothers have anticipated repercussions as a result of their actions and have already put the blame on T.J.. They seem to have planned to have T.J. take the fall as they were wearing stocking masks and 
T.J. was not. T.J. does not ask why they don’t have a mask for him, but the dark stockings make it easy to claim that all of the thieves were black. While the story is fiction, a reader has the galling realization that many crimes were probably perpetrated by whites and blamed on helpless blacks who had no way of proving themselves innocent in a society that wanted to believe they were guilty. 

CHAPTER 12 


Summary 

As Cassie and the boys approach the house, they can see that their parents have already discovered that the children are not in their beds. Discarding any attempts at secrecy, they enter boldly at the front door and blurt out the Avery situation in bits and pieces as Papa prepares to whip them for leaving. Then Cassie gets his attention and tells him the whole story, including the fact the Stacey is still there, hidden in the woods. Papa grabs his gun, and he and Mr. Morrison head into the woods with Mary’s words, “don’t use the gun,” hardly giving him pause. He stops just long enough to tell her that this thing has been coming for a long time and T.J. just happened to be the one stupid enough to trigger it. He will do what he has to do, but at the last minute it seems like another idea has occurred to him. 

The women and children wait as time passes slowly and a rainless thunder/lightning storm rages. Suddenly Mama smells smoke on the wind. Deep in the field where the land slopes toward the Granger fields, the cotton is on fire. Big Ma and Mary gather burlap sacks, soak them in water and head for the fields to fight the fire, ordering the children to stay in the house. 

Shortly before dawn, Jeremy shows up. He had been sleeping in his tree house when he smelled the smoke and told his pa. They assume the lightning had struck a fence post and sparked the cotton. They had gathered all the men, including R.W. and Melvin, Mr. Simms, the Wallaces, the sheriff, and all the other tenant farmers and landowners in the area. Mr. Granger and Pa had directed the men to dig a ditch and set the pasture grass afire as a fire break. At last, however, the storm breaks completely pouring rain onto the land and putting the fire out. With the fire nearly out, Cassie and Little Man run along the road to the burnt area where weary people are dumping shovels full of dirt on stubborn patches of fire. They soon discover that everyone is okay except T.J. who has been taken into Strawberry. Papa and Mr. Morrison didn’t have to fight for T.J.. Once everyone is back in the house, Cassie insists that Stacey tell her what happened at Averys. The Wallaces had tried to take T.J. away in one of their cars, but Jamison had swung his car in front to block the road and had run to get Mr. Granger who passed the buck to the sheriff. The Simms brothers had just finished pushing Jamison’s car off the road when Mr. Granger came running out shouting that smoke was coming from his forest. People raced around collecting shovels and then all headed for the woods. 

Mr. Jamison arrives to tell David and Mr. Morrison that Mr. Barnett died. Papa offers to go into town with T.J.’s parents, but Mr. Jamison tells him he better stay clear of the entire mess or someone might start wondering about the fire. Cassie tries to ask for an explanation, but Stacey tells her to hush. Then it dawns on Cassie that her father had done as Mama had asked and had found a way to stop the hanging without using the gun. He had started his own cotton on fire. This something, Cassie realizes, that belongs to the category of “known and unknown things, something never to be spoken, not even to each other.” 

Stacey wants to know what will happen to T.J. Papa cannot lie to them- or deny that T.J. will probably die, falsely accused of murder and robbery. All he can say is that it “shouldn’t” be. 

The story ends with Papa going into the woods after Stacey and Cassie crying for the land and for T.J. 


Notes 

David can make the sacrifice of setting his own land on fire because under normal circumstances, no one would expect him to do that. Without a means of stopping the hanging, T.J. would have been executed on the spot and no one would have even been questioned about it. Stacey knows from the start that his father had set the fire, but could not have told Cassie if she had not guessed. Cassie’s tears are full of mixed emotions. She knows their land has been saved even if a quarter of the year’s cotton is lost. She also cries for T.J., for although she had never liked him, he had always been a part of her life, and she had thought he always would be. She does not completely understand what has happened to T.J., but does know that it is something that will affect her and her family for the rest of her life. 
Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry

Mildred D. Taylor

Characters

Cassie Logan  -  The narrator and protagonist. Cassie is the second-oldest Logan child. She has a fiery temper like her Uncle Hammer. Also, she is very naive concerning the facts of racism. 

Little Man (Clayton Chester Logan)  -  A meticulously neat first-grader, Little Man is the youngest of the Logan children. 

Stacey Logan  -  A thirteen-year-old boy, Stacey is the oldest of the Logan children. He is part-adult, part-child. 

Christopher-John -  A cheerful seven-year-old, Christopher-John is the second youngest of the Logan children. He is timid. 

Papa (David Logan)  -  Cassie's father. He values his independence highly, leaving to work on the railroad in order not to lose ownership of Logan land. 

Mama (Mary Logan) -  Cassie's mother, a schoolteacher. 

Uncle Hammer -  Papa's brother, Hammer lives in Chicago. He has a short temper. 

Big Ma (Caroline Logan)  -  Papa's mother. A woman of sixty, she runs the Logan farm. 

T. J. Avery  -  A trouble-making friend of Stacey's. The Averys are sharecroppers on Granger land. T. J. has a younger brother named Claude. 

Jeremy Simms  -  A white boy who is often beaten for walking to school with and associating with the Logan children. His sister is Lillian Jean, who is often rude to Cassie. He has two big brothers, Melvin and R. W., who use T. J. pretending they are his friend. 

Lillian Jean Simms  -  A prissy seventh grader. 

Melvin and R. W. Simms  -  The older Simms brothers make trouble. They pretend to befriend T. J., but make fun of him behind his back. 

L. T. Morrison  -  A big, burly man with streaks of white hair who comes to work on the Logan farm. 

Mr. Jamison -  A local lawyer; a white man. His forefathers bought land from Harlan Granger during the reconstruction, and sold some of it to the Logan family. Mr. Jamison is very sympathetic to the plight of the black community. 

The Wallace Family (Kaleb, Dewberry, etc.)  -  The Wallace family runs a general store on Harlan Granger's land. They are violent, brutal people. 

Harlan Granger -  A rich plantation owner who is anxious to buy back the Logan's land. 
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