Don’t Kill My Baby and My Son

Rationale
This lesson can be used to introduce students to a famous song by Woody Guthrie and the story behind it, as well as introduce students to the idea of Guthrie as a proponent of civil
rights.




Materials
A copy of the attached reading for each student
Hear Joel Rafael’s version of “Don’t Kill my Baby and My Son” here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LyMC6E-6YlI




[bookmark: _GoBack]








Lynching of Laura Nelson
Photograph by:  George Henry Farnum
Wikipedia.com
August 12, 2013









Don’t Kill My Baby and My Son
Words and Music by Woody Guthrie

As I walked down that old dark town
In the town where I was born,
I heard the saddest lonesome moan
I ever heard before.

My hair it trembled at the roots Cold chills run down my spine, As I drew near that jail house
I heard this deathly cry:

O, don't kill my baby and my son, O , don't kill my baby and my son.
You can stretch my neck on that old river bridge, But don't kill my baby and my son.

Now, I've heard the cries of a panther, Now, I've heard the coyotes yell,
But that long, lonesome cry shook the whole wide world
And it come from the cell of the jail.

Yes, I’ve heard the screech owls screeching, And the hoot owls that hoot in the night, But the graveyard itself is happy compared To the voice in that jailhouse that night.

Then I saw a picture on a postcard
It showed the Canadian River Bridge,
Three bodies hanging to swing in the wind, A mother and two sons they'd lynched.

There's a wild wind blows down the river, There's a wild wind blows through the trees,
There's a wild wind that blows 'round this wide wide world, And here's what the wild winds say:
1.    In what ways might the town be “dark”?




2.   What things are being personified in the second stanza?






3.   Note the actions the objects being personified perform.  What mood is created?






4.   In the fourth stanza, Guthrie compares the cries of the mother to those of animals.  What might the mother and those animals have in common?




5.   Who does the speaker want to be saved?




6.   What is the tone of this song?




7.   What words contribute to the tone?
Read the following newspaper articles written about the abduction and lynching of the Nelsons.  Discuss how the articles and the song are different in focus, tone, etc.

The Independent May 25, 1911                                                                Okemah Ledger May 25, 1911
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| Mob Enters the Coanty Jail Last Night an
Taka-two Negra Prisonars Whom Thoy
Basg From 3 Bri

A ™ob entered the county jail
ast night-and taking poseession

woman, Nelson, and her 13-year-
old.son,  confined'on a charge of
having shot snd’ killed Deputy
SHeriff ‘Loney, near Paden, &
few webks ago, conveyed them
withe bridge across the North!

ing: soven-miles--west .and-one
. FpA I
them from the middie sp#n of
the bridge. : 3

The mob reached the jail short- |
Iy before the eleciric lights Here
turned off, which was just before
imidnight. They found the offics;s
door-ol-1he —jailuniveked;—ad:

the jailer, Lawrence Payne, and
at the-puint-of arevolver forced
him to deliver up the kly!-ndi
Jesd them 1o the cell in which!

the boy was confined. i
—THe elecuic hights T

4 off and the telephone wire was | fol
cut. The mob then forced the|Wwi
&r to lead them to the cage in | &
ibe court house where the negr | 2o
woman wae confined. Returning|cr,
with the jailer o the roffice, thie| ar
o caged apd Bouad Rim se< nj
ourely, tyiog him toa_staple in [
“the dffice opening in ﬂ

_knownese the
The mdb then took its d
ure taking with it the two vie-
e T R PR N
During all this time very Jittle |5,
noise had been made, in fact 30
silently had the work of the mob |
been carried un that those sleep- | ¥
ing jn the immediate vicinicy of
the jail were not disturbed, and |,
the tuwn had no inkling of the
grim, tragedy being enscted in
its midst. 5
Some two hours alter the det Lo

managed to work the gag-oub of pec
his mouth snd et Toose from tha |
siaple, and going back into_thelT
jail; sorae of the prisoners unti

his " hands. He then went to
Moon’s restairarit and fold what
had ccourred. There was no clue f
to the direction the. mobhadi

to follow it.
Early this morniog a negro|,
boy who lives near the bridge |
atthe Yarbough crossing, dis-
_covered the dead--bodies of the
woman and boy dangling~trom
the-middle span. of the bridge, &t
—gire-end-of sbout—tw:
rone. =
John Earnest, who lives in that |y,
viginity, telephoned the  sheciff’s
office informing them of the-find:
ing of:the bodies,” Sheriff Duna-
_gan-went out and brought in thi
bodies thismoraing.: = ;

—The victims of—the—mob_were]
o ave been arraigned todsy |y

ihd thero Is avery rsason to bo- ¢

Jieve that they would have been|;
ht to n 8 dal, T

* The ach Of the_ i

ogrected By >

There is not a shadow of _excuse|y

for the crime, and it7is hoped||

_that the -officers_will misks svery

%o justice and uphold the majes- |
—fyofthelaw. - < = . Iy

i Thursday night four. stores in

Wetumke were burgiarized  snd
small sums f motiey. were: taken
. from esch. . The stores. entered
—F. Vaughn; Shabsc store.—The|
efitrance: wad effested 1y opening
windows in the rear of the huild-
' jogs. Nothing but -money hss
~ ‘been ihissed from any 'of the,
Jtores As the Tobbery becamo
~“knowa ouly_#n -ho fore we
go to prees,. we La been.
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- The Nelson ‘Woman and ‘Her Boy. are _Tal;én f;o'ui the
~ County Jail by Unknown.Parties and Swung.

- Lau elson and ‘L. W.'Nelson,] with Bailey Wilson watching a

~~£wo _negroes charged iwith ‘the  houwse where  Anderton’s. wife is |/

“murder of Deputy Sheriff George staying:: within two blocks of the

Loney,-were taken from the county | jail and “was To stay the balance

Ja e Tght between11:30; of -the night: . - -

 ‘and 12300 by 2 guiet-body of hor Payyne was left lying-on his bed,
er] e

om a dozen toland .after. struggling about two

forty, and were hung to the new nours,

steel’ bridge across the Canadian){ree from his hi

river about six miles west of town. out-into the jai

as many |one _of_-the  white prisoners=to| g
o he by ot a kuife | |

probably the first woman and 5oy Out- of his- clothes ai p
to be Iynched: They. weremother ropes; Payne was nearly suffoca-
nd son, and.a chain- 6! circum-|ted by - hiu --gag ,-ng -sgverely.| ]
Stances seemed.to favor the hang-1sprained his back in his endeavors
men in_their obtaining the pris-|to free himself, He went, across
oners g e —~tthe-street-to-3oon’s restaurant.and |
‘About 11 o'clock Lawrence Payne;| had Mr. Moon:give the alarm. =
jailor, who was sleeping in the|  Sherifl Dunagan thought at [iFst
jail, was awakened by being seized ' that-negro meighbors of Nelson's
by’a party .of men. He- was se- had come and turned" them ‘loose
crely -bound and 2 pistol placed and msde a thorough search of the
on his temple and ordered to be town that night. Payne had been
and  nformed what was blindfolded and during the time he
While binding Pavne's|was-in the hands of the pncy.Jt;ut
one had spoken. to him, and that.
was-in-a low strained voice.~. | o
The.work of the lynching party.
was -executed with silent-precision
Fthat makes it-appear—as-i
search and forcing the ‘iece. of -planning, and its exect-
Jail desk. Payne told them |tion was so swift and silent that
e-negroes—were—not-in_thelthe _town knew nothing.of the
jail but was forced to.go back into |night work, and even people re-
€-ouE the negroes| siding close who heard the tramp
ell. B 3 of feet thought that a crowd of
Young Nelson’s- celi—door was| people Were going hbme from: a
unlocked and he was stifled ‘and | partyor-othér gathering. Not .z
gagged and never uttered a sound. | single clue was left as to the p
Negroes in. the-adioining cell-did| ticipants i the lynching” part
did--not” know that Nelson had{and from whence they came is only
‘been_takén  until informed later|a matter of surmise.
in themight. Two white boys were [~ In the jury room this morning
awake when-the party passed theirjust back of the room in which the
cells,. . and - one’s attention|woman was kept, was found a
being attracted by them olipping |fence post suspended on two
along he demande€ to know- who | chairs across a window and it is
was there. . He was ordered .to[thought .that it Was- intended to
keep his mouth shut, and go to|iHang ome’of the negroes out of
bed. He did. ~Next they went|that window, but an electric light
up to the female jail “and took jburning a few. feet away evidently
‘the woman -out. ~ . “firhanged this plan. - &
This went on while the ele The crime for which the negro
“lighte were burning and W. H.Dill| woman and boy were lynched was.
and others~ who. reside .near, but murder oi .Bepul Shexiff
had not. gone: to bed, heard horse=| + their~cabin:
men .riding-by- but the job was|seven milés northeast of "Padem
done so quietly that they thought|some two weeks ago, while Loney
of nothing unusual going on, and a- posse ' were searching the|
The two negroes were taken| cabin for stolen meat. The woman
west of town six-miles'to.the Can-| grabbed a winchester and handed
adian river bridge in a negro set-|it td her 8oa who shot-Loney
tlerent and were swung.irom the|through the right leg. Theboy’s
bridge. “Both. the woman and boy |father held _the posse off with
_were_gagged with sacl |the gun while Loney lay out of
Tope- was half inch hemp, the door bled—todeath—White |
1o0ps were. made in_thé regular|Loney - was- dying.-he-asked for .
hangman’s - krot. ~The woman’sfwater-and was-cursed-by.the
~arms—were —swinging.-at. her. side, ! man: Theelder Nelson plead guill
untied, while about twenty feet a<|to cattle stealing last “week and
way swung the boy with his clothes | was —taken— to—the -pen, which
partly torn_ off ‘and his hands tied ' probably: saved his life.
With~ a saddle string. The only| The woman wau very small of
marks on either- body were that |stature, very black, about thirty.
Tade by The TODeU UPON tire Tecks: ey Td; igious_ A few |
Gently swaying. in the wind the|days age she attempted to disarm
ghastly spectacle was -discovered | Jailor Payne and make her escape
this morning by a negro boy tak-{She had-to be choked into her cell
ing his cow to water. Hundreds|and then begged to be killed.
of people fromr Okemah. and the| .The boy ~Was abouf {ourteen
Western part of the county went|years old; slehder and tall. yellow
to view the scene. . i |and ignoramt... ., o
The hodies were cut down about| The lvnching tame as a com-
11200 by ‘order’of the county com-!plete surprise o the -
‘missioness and hatled to Okemah|ces and the people.” After the
for coifins. " | prisoners bad been.brought out of
The entrance was made into the|the country where the crime was
jail through the front doof of the | committed rt> further troudle was
Sheritl'a office. Jailor Payne had{anticipated and while thé general
fett the door unlocked to let in a|sentiment is adverse to the method,
detective from the state prison at|it is generally thought that the
Mealester, who was. here. looking [ negroes got what would have beend
or-Fom -Anderton - who- escaped fdue them under due proceis of
from the pen Saturday and was|law. 2 %
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