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wise ancestors who once lived in their log cabin, surrounded by cotton fields, 

dirt roads, ponds, and nearby woods. They sat on the porch and imagined a 

brighter day for themselves, and their progeny. They may have been enslaved 

workers who built America; but they were never fully respected, nor 

appreciated for their contributions. This anthology honors the legacy and 

historic work of those people. This effort is to thank them and to share their 

vision. This is a deliberate effort to give them the dignity of proper research, 

respectful analysis, truthful documentation, and scholarship about the things 

that made them  

HOLLER! 
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Preface 

Southern identity in America grounded its beliefs in the notion that 

Whites/Europeans are inherently superior to Blacks/Africans and Indigenous 

Americans. Plantation owners and white supremists’ legalized the terror of 

Africans and others in America through “Black Codes” and Jim Crow policies. 

The victims were those who dared to claim their rights to freedom, justice, 

and equality; and, thereby, imposed violent tactics on melanated people 

throughout the world. 

The contents of this anthology include essays, articles, lyric poetry, 

proverbs, speeches, slave narratives and proposals that reveal a tortured 

“cotton-pickin’ spirit” embedded deep in America’s soul … “it makes you want 

to holler!” That spirit rendered in chants, yodels, and field hollers is also 

known as the Blues, Spirituals, Gospels, Jazz, Country, Soul, Hip-Hop music, 

and Freedom Songs. While the “soul of America” was born in the Antebellum 

South through the tearful occupation of planting, chopping, picking, and 

ginning cotton; rice, indigo, sugar cane, and tobacco too was brined within a 

system of enslavement, sharecropping, day labor, and international trade that 

provided America its foundational “greatness.” 

This collection of writings is selected from the 6th and 7th edition of the 

Sweat Equity Investment in the Cotton Kingdom Symposium that takes place 

annually within the revered chambers of one of America’s youngest 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU), The Mississippi Valley 

State University (MVSU). These Symposia became a platform for the old and 

new progressive, and dare I say “woke,” voices in the American South. This 

book represents new voices, old screams, and the persistent hollers of people 

who once tilled, planted, picked, and spun cotton in the American South … 

We heard you! 
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Introduction 

Carroll Van West, PhD 

Middle Tennessee State University, Center for Historic Preservation 

Throughout the second decade of the twenty-first century, a group of 

scholars, community activists, government officials, musicians, storytellers, 

and heritage leaders gathered at Mississippi Valley State University, Itta Bena, 

Mississippi to hold the annual “Sweat Equity Investment in the Cotton 

Kingdom Symposium.” Originally organized by the non-profit Khafre, Inc., 

and the university, the symposium addresses both contemporary and historic 

issues facing residents of the Mississippi Delta. Preserving and celebrating 

culture is always at the forefront along with the recognition that culture and 

heritage are not only central to the region’s identity, but they are also central 

to the region’s future opportunity. 

The annual gatherings are truly multi-disciplinary with historians, 

anthropologists, musicians, artists, writers, truth seekers, sociologists, 

geographers, and residents, long-term and recent, earnestly debating and 

exploring in open, creative forums. Be prepared to have your assumptions 

challenged, for the participants ask questions about what matters now, just 

not what happened in the past. What I have heard—and what you may gain 

from reading the different essays of this fascinating volume—is both simple, 

and profound: we have survived; we will decide. Control over what the Delta 

means, and can be, is now in the hands of those who built it, who lived it, and 

not just who owned it. The time of outsiders imposing meaning, history, and 

significance on the Delta is over. As a land owned most often by those who did 

little of the labor, the dominant narrative ignored, or at least demeaned, the 

value put into the land by the enslaved and the later sharecroppers and 

tenants. No more. Those with sweat equity in the land and its stories have 

stepped forth to reframe historical and cultural narratives. Foremost among 

these efforts is the public-private partnership to build a Cotton Pickers’ 

National Memorial in the heart of the Delta on the campus of Mississippi 

Valley State University. Here, finally, the labor, pain, and sacrifice of planting, 

keeping, and picking the crop that made the South profitable can be 

recognized, interpreted, and, most importantly, remembered. As Dr. Cassie 

Sade Turnipseed of Mississippi Valley State University asserts, “While the ‘soul 
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of America’ was born in the Antebellum South through the tearful occupation 

of planting, chopping, picking and ginning cotton, rice, sugar, indigo and 

tobacco, it was brined within a system of enslavement, sharecropping and 

international trade that provided America its foundational ‘greatness.’” 

Exploring this legacy and reality--be it through carefully crafted history, or 

the recorded words of the slave narratives, or poetry, or songs, or sermons, or 

this collection a particular strength, a grounding in the messy truths of our 

region, and nation. Throughout these essays, the contributors insist: stop the 

lies, half-truths, and convenient tales, and tell the truth, finally, and for once. 

Such determination and frankness provide hope for all of us. 
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she co-founded the Rites of Passage Program, an excellence in education, life 

skills, and leadership gang intervention and prevention program that still 

operates today. She has also served as the Chief of Interpretation at Brown v. 

Board of Education and as Education Specialist and Chief of Interpretation at 

New Orleans Jazz National Historical Park. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Turnipseed, 

You picked several extra rows on the behalf of our shared history. 

I congratulate you for catching the truck on early mornings when others 

were asleep. 

You are at the weigh-station for all of them and all of us. 

Sincere Congratulations, 

Clifton Taulbert  





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HOTEP! 

 


