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The Negro Speaks of Rivers 

I've known rivers:

                                I've known rivers ancient as the world and older than the

                                     flow of human blood in human veins.

                                My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

                                I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young.

                                I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep.

                                I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it.

                                I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln 

                                     went down to New Orleans, and I've seen its muddy 

                                     bosom turn all golden in the sunset.

                                I've known rivers:

                                Ancient, dusky rivers.

                                My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

I, Too, Sing America 

                                I, too, sing America.

                                I am the darker brother.

                                They send me to eat in the kitchen

                                When company comes,

                                But I laugh,

                                And eat well,

                                And grow strong.

                                Tomorrow,

                                I'll be at the table

                                When company comes.

                                Nobody'll dare

                                Say to me,

                                "Eat in the kitchen,"

                                Then.

                                Besides, 

                                They'll see how beautiful I am

                                And be ashamed--

                                I, too, am America.

Theme for English B 

The instructor said,

Go home and write

                                    a page tonight.

                                    And let that page come out of you--

                                    Then, it will be true.

                                I wonder if it's that simple?

                                I am twenty-two, colored, born in Winston-Salem.

                                I went to school there, then Durham, then here

                                to this college on the hill above Harlem.

                                I am the only colored student in my class.

                                The steps from the hill lead down into Harlem,

                                through a park, then I cross St. Nicholas,

                                Eighth Avenue, Seventh, and I come to the Y,

                                the Harlem Branch Y, where I take the elevator

                                up to my room, sit down, and write this page:

                                It's not easy to know what is true for you or me 

                                at twenty-two, my age. But I guess I'm what 

                                I feel and see and hear, Harlem, I hear you:

                                hear you, hear me--we two--you, me, talk on this page.

                                (I hear New York, too.) Me--who?

                                Well, I like to eat, sleep, drink, and be in love.

                                I like to work, read, learn, and understand life.

                                I like a pipe for a Christmas present,

                                or records--Bessie, bop, or Bach.

                                I guess being colored doesn't make me not like

                                the same things other folks like who are other races.

                                So will my page be colored that I write?

                                Being me, it will not be white. 

                                But it will be

                                a part of you, instructor. 

                                You are white-- 

                                yet a part of me, as I am a part of you. 

                                That's American.

                                Sometimes perhaps you don't want to be a part of me. 

                                Nor do I often want to be a part of you.

                                But we are, that's true! 

                                As I learn from you, 

                                I guess you learn from me-- 

                                although you're older--and white-- 

                                and somewhat more free.

                                This is my page for English B.

Po' Boy Blues 

       When I was home de

                                Sunshine seemed like gold.

                                When I was home de

                                Sunshine seemed like gold.

                                Since I come up North de

                                Whole damn world's turned cold.

                                I was a good boy,

                                Never done no wrong.

                                Yes, I was a good boy,

                                Never done no wrong,

                                But this world is weary

                                An' de road is hard an' long.

                                I fell in love with

                                A gal I thought was kind.

                                Fell in love with

                                A gal I thought was kind.

                                She made me lose ma money

                                An' almost lose ma mind.

                                Weary, weary,

                                Weary early in de morn.

                                Weary, weary,

                                Early, early in de morn.

                                I's so weary

                                I wish I'd never been born.

                                 Dream Variations 

                                To fling my arms wide

                                In some place of the sun,

                                To whirl and to dance

                                Till the white day is done.

                                Then rest at cool evening

                                Beneath a tall tree

                                While night comes on gently,

                                    Dark like me--

                                That is my dream!

                                To fling my arms wide

                                In the face of the sun,

                                Dance!  Whirl!  Whirl!

                                Till the quick day is done.

                                Rest at pale evening . . .

                                A tall, slim tree . . .

                                Night coming tenderly

                                    Black like me.

Night Funeral in Harlem 

                                     Night funeral

                                     In Harlem:

                                     Where did they get

                                     Them two fine cars?

                                Insurance man, he did not pay--

                                His insurance lapsed the other day--

                                Yet they got a satin box

                                for his head to lay.

                                     Night funeral

                                     In Harlem:

                                     Who was it sent

                                     That wreath of flowers?

                                Them flowers came

                                from that poor boy's friends--

                                They'll want flowers, too,

                                When they meet their ends.

                                     Night funeral 

                                     in Harlem:

                                     Who preached that

                                     Black boy to his grave?

                                Old preacher man

                                Preached that boy away--

                                Charged Five Dollars

                                His girl friend had to pay.

                                     Night funeral

                                     In Harlem:

                                When it was all over

                                And the lid shut on his head

                                and the organ had done played 

                                and the last prayers been said 

                                and six pallbearers

                                Carried him out for dead

                                And off down Lenox Avenue

                                That long black hearse done sped,

                                     The street light 

                                     At his corner

                                     Shined just like a tear--

                                That boy that they was mournin'

                                Was so dear, so dear

                                To them folks that brought the flowers,

                                To that girl who paid the preacher man--

                                It was all their tears that made

                                     That poor boy's

                                     Funeral grand.

                                     Night funeral

                                     In Harlem.

Madam and Her Madam 

I worked for a woman,

                                She wasn't mean--

                                But she had a twelve-room

                                House to clean.

                                Had to get breakfast,

                                Dinner, and supper, too--

                                Then take care of her children

                                When I got through.

                                Wash, iron, and scrub,

                                Walk the dog around--

                                It was too much,

                                Nearly broke me down.

                                I said, Madam,

                                Can it be

                                You trying to make a

                                Pack-horse out of me?

                                She opened her mouth.

                                She cried, Oh, no!

                                You know, Alberta,

                                I love you so!

                                I said, Madam,

                                That may be true--

                                But I'll be dogged

                                If I love you!

Let America Be America Again 

Let America be America again.

                                Let it be the dream it used to be.

                                Let it be the pioneer on the plain

                                Seeking a home where he himself is free.

                                (America never was America to me.)

                                Let America be the dream the dreamers dreamed--

                                Let it be that great strong land of love

                                Where never kings connive nor tyrants scheme

                                That any man be crushed by one above.

                                (It never was America to me.)

                                O, let my land be a land where Liberty

                                Is crowned with no false patriotic wreath,

                                But opportunity is real, and life is free,

                                Equality is in the air we breathe.

                                (There's never been equality for me,

                                Nor freedom in this "homeland of the free.")

                                Say, who are you that mumbles in the dark? 

                                And who are you that draws your veil across the stars?

                                I am the poor white, fooled and pushed apart,

                                I am the Negro bearing slavery's scars.

                                I am the red man driven from the land,

                                I am the immigrant clutching the hope I seek--

                                And finding only the same old stupid plan

                                Of dog eat dog, of mighty crush the weak.

                                I am the young man, full of strength and hope,

                                Tangled in that ancient endless chain

                                Of profit, power, gain, of grab the land!

                                Of grab the gold! Of grab the ways of satisfying need!

                                Of work the men! Of take the pay!

                                Of owning everything for one's own greed!

                                I am the farmer, bondsman to the soil.

                                I am the worker sold to the machine.

                                I am the Negro, servant to you all.

                                I am the people, humble, hungry, mean--

                                Hungry yet today despite the dream.

                                Beaten yet today--O, Pioneers!

                                I am the man who never got ahead,

                                The poorest worker bartered through the years.

                                Yet I'm the one who dreamt our basic dream

                                In the Old World while still a serf of kings,

                                Who dreamt a dream so strong, so brave, so true,

                                That even yet its mighty daring sings

                                In every brick and stone, in every furrow turned

                                That's made America the land it has become.

                                O, I'm the man who sailed those early seas

                                In search of what I meant to be my home--

                                For I'm the one who left dark Ireland's shore,

                                And Poland's plain, and England's grassy lea,

                                And torn from Black Africa's strand I came

                                To build a "homeland of the free."

                                The free?

                                Who said the free?  Not me?

                                Surely not me?  The millions on relief today?

                                The millions shot down when we strike?

                                The millions who have nothing for our pay?

                                For all the dreams we've dreamed

                                And all the songs we've sung

                                And all the hopes we've held

                                And all the flags we've hung,

                                The millions who have nothing for our pay--

                                Except the dream that's almost dead today.

                                O, let America be America again--

                                The land that never has been yet--

                                And yet must be--the land where every man is free.

                                The land that's mine--the poor man's, Indian's, Negro's, ME--

                                Who made America,

                                Whose sweat and blood, whose faith and pain,

                                Whose hand at the foundry, whose plow in the rain,

                                Must bring back our mighty dream again.

                                Sure, call me any ugly name you choose--

                                The steel of freedom does not stain.

                                From those who live like leeches on the people's lives,

                                We must take back our land again,

                                America!

                                O, yes,

                                I say it plain,

                                America never was America to me,

                                And yet I swear this oath--

                                America will be!

                                Out of the rack and ruin of our gangster death,

                                The rape and rot of graft, and stealth, and lies,

                                We, the people, must redeem

                                The land, the mines, the plants, the rivers.

                                The mountains and the endless plain--

                                All, all the stretch of these great green states--

                                And make America again!

Madam and the Phone Bill 

You say I O.K.ed

                                LONG DISTANCE?

                                O.K.ed it when?

                                My goodness, Central

                                That was then!

                                I'm mad and disgusted

                                With that Negro now.

                                I don't pay no REVERSED

                                CHARGES nohow.

                                You say, I will pay it--

                                Else you'll take out my phone?

                                You better let

                                My phone alone.

                                I didn't ask him

                                To telephone me.

                                Roscoe knows darn well

                                LONG DISTANCE

                                Ain't free.

                                If I ever catch him,

                                Lawd, have pity!

                                Calling me up

                                From Kansas City.

                                Just to say he loves me!

                                I knowed that was so.

                                Why didn't he tell me some'n

                                I don't know?

                                For instance, what can

                                Them other girls do

                                That Alberta K. Johnson

                                Can't do--and more, too?

                                What's that, Central?

                                You say you don't care

                                Nothing about my

                                Private affair?

                                Well, even less about your

                                PHONE BILL, does I care!

                                Un-humm-m! . . . Yes!

                                You say I gave my O.K.?

                                Well, that O.K. you may keep--

                                But I sure ain't gonna pay!

DEFERRED 

This year, maybe, do you think I can graduate?

I'm already two yearslate.

Droppedout six months when I wasseven,

a year when I was eleven,

then got put back when we come north.

To get through high at twenty's kind of late --

But maybe this year I can graduate.

Maybe now I can have that white enameled stove

I dreamed about when we first fell in love

eighteen yearsago.

But you knnow,

rooming and everything

then kids,

cold-water flatand all that,

But nowmy daughter's married

And my boy's most grown --

quit school to work --

and where we're moving

there ain't nostove --

Maybe I can buy that white enamel stove!

Me, I always did want to study French,

It don't make nosense --

I'll never go to France,

but night schools teach French.

Now at last I've got a job,

where I get off at five,

in time to wash and dress,

so,s'il vous plait, I'll study French!!
Someday,

I'm going to buy two new suits

at once.

All I want is

one more bottle of gin.

All I want is to see

my furniture paid for.

All I want is a wife who will

work with me and not against me. Say,

baby, could you see your way clear?

Heaven, heaven, is my home!

The world I'll leave behind.

When I see my feet inglory

I'll have a throne for mine.

I want to pass the civil service.

I want a television set.

You know, old asI am,

I ain't never

owned a decent radio yet?

I'd like to take up Bach.

Montage

of a dream

deferred.

Buddy, Have you heard?

TO CERTAIN INTELLECTUALS

You are no friend of mine

For I am poor,

Black,

Ignorant and slow, --

Not your kind.

You yourself have told me so, --

No friend of mine.

DRAMA FOR A WINTER NIGHT

You can't sleep here,

My good man.

You can't sleep here.

This is the house of God.

The usher opens the church door and he goes out.

you can't sleep in this car, old top,

Not here.

If Jones found you

He'd give you to the cops.

Get the hell out now,

This ain't home.

You can't stay here.

The chauffeur opens the door and he goes out.

Lord! You can't let a man lie

In the streets like this.

Find an officer quick.

Send for an ambulance.

Maybe he is sick but

He can't die on this corner,

Not here!

He can't die here.

Death opens a door.

Oh, God.

Lemme git by St. peter.

Lemme sit down on the steps of your throne.

Lemme rest somewhere.

What did yuh say, God?

What did yuh say?

You can't sleep here ....

Bums can't stay ....

The man's raving.

Get him to the hospital quick.

He's attracting a crowd.

He can't die on this corner.

No, no, not here.

God to Hungry Child

Hungry child,

I didn't make this world for you.

You didn't buy any stock in my railroad.

You didn't invest in my corporation.

Where are your shares in Standard Oil?

I made the world for the rich

And the will-be-rich

And the have-always been rich.

Not for you,

Hungry child.

America

Little dark baby,

Little Jew baby,

Little outcast,

America is seeking the stars,

America is seeking tomorrow.

You are America,

I am America.

America -- the dream.

America -- the vision.

America -- the star-seeking I.

Out of yesterday,

The chains of slavery;

Out of yesterday,

The ghettos of Europe.

Out of yesterday,

The poverty and pain of the old, old world,

The building and struggle of this new one.

We come,

You and I,

Seeking the stars.

You and I,

You of the blue eyes

And the blonde hair,

I of the dark eyes

And crinkly hair.

You and I

Offering hands

Being brothers,

Being one,

Being America.

you and I.

And I? 

Who am I?

You know me:

I am the Crispus Attucks of the Boston Tea Party;

Jimmy Jones in the ranks of the last black troops


marching for democracy.

I am Sojourner Truth preaching and praying


for the goodness of this wide, wide land;

Today's Black mother bearing tomorrow's America.

Who am I?

You know me,

Dream of my dreams,

I am America.

I am America seeking the stars.

America --

Hoping, praying

Fighting, dreaming.

Knowing 

There are stains

On the beauty of my democracy,

I want to be clean.

I want to grovel

No longer in the mire.

I want to reach always

After stars.

Who am I?

I am the ghetto child,

I am the dark baby,

I am you

And the blonde tomorrow

And yet

I am my one sole self,

America seeking the stars.

To Midnight Nan at Leroy's

Strut and wiggle,

Shameless gal.

Wouldn't no good fellow

Be your pal.

Hear dat music ....

Jungle night.

Hear dat music ....

And the moon was white.

Sing your blues song,

Pretty baby.

You want lovin'

And you don't mean maybe.

Jungle lover ....

Night Black boy ....

Two against the moon

and the moon was joy.

Strut and wiggle,

Shameless gal.

Wouldn't no good fellow

Be your pal.

Langston Hughes from 

Selected Poems

Desire

Desire to us

Was like a double death,

Swift dying

Of our mingled breath,

Evaporation

Of an unknown strange perfume

Between us quickly

In a naked 

Room.

Crossing

It was that lonely day, folks,

When I walked all by myself.

My friends was all around me

But it was as if they’d left.

I went up on a mountain

In a high cold wind

And the coat that I was wearing 

Was mosquito-netting thin.

I went down in the valley 

And I crossed an icy stream

And the water I was crossing

Was no water in a dream

And the shoes I was wearing 

No protection for that stream.

Then I stood out on a prairie

And as far as I could see

Wasn’t nobody on that prairie 

Looked like me.

It was that lonely day, folks,

I walked all by myself:

My friends was right there with me

But was just as if they’d left.

Little Old Letter

It was yesterday morning

I looked in my box for mail.

The letter that I found there

Made me turn right pale.

Just a little old letter,

Wasn’t even one page long—

But it made me wish

I was in my grave and gone.

I turned it over,

Not a word writ on the back.

I never felt so lonesome

Since I was born black.

Just a pencil and paper,

You don’t need no gun or knife—

A little old letter

Can take a person’s life.

Mother to Son 

                Well, son, I'll tell you:

                Life for me ain't been no crystal stair.

                It's had tacks in it,

                And splinters,

                And boards torn up,

                And places with no carpet on the floor—

                Bare.

                But all the time 

                I'se been a-climbin' on,

                And reachin' landin's,

                And turnin' corners,

                And sometimes goin' in the dark

                Where there ain't been no light.

                So, boy, don't you turn back.

                Don't you set down on the steps.

                'Cause you finds it's kinder hard.

                Don't you fall now—

                For I'se still goin', honey,

                I'se still climbin',

                And life for me ain't been no crystal stair.


Harlem




Fulfilment

What happens to a dream deferred?


The earth-meaning

Does it dry up 




Like the sky-meaning

Like a raisin in the sun?



Was fulfilled.

Does it fester like a sore--





And then run?




We got up

Does it stink like rotten meat?


And went to the river,

Or crust and sugar over--



Touched the silver water,

Like a syrupy-sweet?



Laughed and bathed







In the sunshine.


Maybe it just sags






Like a heavy load.


Day







Became a bright ball of light

Or does it explode?



For us to play with.







Sunset







A yellow curtain,


As I Grew Older


Night








It was a long time ago.



A velvet screen.

I have almost forgotten my dream.




But it was there then,



The moon,

In front of me,




Like an old grandmother,

Bright like a sun--



Blessed us with a kiss

My dream.




And sleep







Took us both in

And then the wall rose,



Laughing.

Rose slowly,

Slowly,




Between me and my dream.



 Dream Variations

Rose slowly, slowly




To fling my arms wide

Dimming,





In some place of the sun,

Hiding,





To whirl and dance

The light of my dream.



Till the white day is done.

Rose until it touched the sky--


Then rest at cool evening

The wall.





Beneath a tall tree







While night comes on gently,

Shadow.





Dark like me--

I am black.





What is my dream!

I lie down in the shadow.



To fling my arms wide

No longer the light of my dream before me,

In the face of the sun,

Above me,




Dance! Whirl! Whirl!

Only the thick wall.



Till the quick day is done.

Only the shadow.




Rest at pale evening...








A tall, slim tree...

My hands!





Night coming tenderly

My dark hands!







Break through the wall!



Black like me.

Find my dream!

Help me shatter this darkness,

To smash this night,

To break this shadow

Into a thousand lights of sun,

Into a thousand whirling dreams

Of sun!

