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The Great Migration Converges 
with Poetry and the Blues 

Objectives: The students will learn and explore the connections between the oppressive conditions of the Jim 
Crow South, the Great Migration, and the music and literature which grew out of the movement from the South 
to the North.

The Great Migration Converges with Poetry and the Blues lesson plan is adaptable for grades 8-12. 

“No matter how much we think we know, there is 
always room for humans to be open to new ideas and 

new ways to embrace our humanity.”

Ina Neal Watson teaches in the International Baccalaureate Program at Jim Hill High School in Jackson, Mississippi. 
Her major achievements are that she is still enjoying her life and the profession of teaching. Ina joined the MDAH 

Teachers Advisory Group after she participated in the first annual Summer Teachers School of 2015.
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Grade 8 RL 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; RI 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9; W 2, 4, 5, 8, 
9; SL 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; L 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; RH 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, 
9; WHST 2, 4, 5, 8, 9

Grades 9-10 RL  1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7; RI 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8; W 2, 4, 5, 8, 
9; SL 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; L 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; RH 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 8 
,9; WHST 2, 4, 5, 8, 9

Grades 11-12 RL 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; RI 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7; W 2, 4, 5, 8, 9; 
SL 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; L 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; RH 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 
8, 9; WHST 2, 4, 5, 8, 9
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Mississippi Studies 6a
U.S. History from 
Post-Reconstruction to the Present

4a; 5c; 7a

Minority Studies 1a
African American Studies 1c; 2b; 6b; 7a; 7b
Problems in American Democracy 5d
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Materials: “The South;” “One-Way Ticket;” Percy Family Papers (23 documents); The Great Migration 
and the Harlem Renaissance; Internet; The Most Southern Place on Earth Excerpt; Four Squares Writing 
Graphic Organizer; From the Cotton Fields to the Blues; “Times Is Getting Harder;” “Back Water Blues;” Venn 
Diagram.

Procedures:

Activity One: The Great Migration and the Harlem Renaissance
1.	 Distribute Langston Hughes’ poem “The South” to students.
2.	 Have students read individually or popcorn read (students take turns reading aloud to the class). 
3.	 Then lead the class in a discussion based on the following questions: 

•	 What does the poem reveal about life in the South?
•	 What does the poem suggest is the solution to life in the South?
•	 What does the poem reveal about life in the North?

4.	 Distribute Hughes’ poem “One-Way Ticket” to students.
5.	 Have students verbally compare and contrast the two poems in style, rhetoric, and content. 
6.	 Propose the following discussion questions to the class: 

•	 What do these poems suggest about conditions in the South?
•	 What solution is offered for the problems that African Americans must deal with in the South?
•	 What places does Hughes suggest African Americans will go?

7.	 Distribute copies of the Percy Family Papers to students.
8.	 Have students read individually or in small groups.
9.	 After reading, distribute The Great Migration and the Harlem Renaissance for students to complete.
 
Activity Two: Jim Crow in the Delta
1.	 At this time, allow students to conduct individual research on the Internet to gain a general understanding of 

Jim Crow laws, the Ku Klux Klan, and the Great Migration.
2.	 Distribute The Most Southern Place on Earth Excerpt and the Four Squares Writing Graphic Organizer.
3.	 Have students read the excerpt and complete the Four Squares Writing Graphic Organizer, which will 

require students to develop a topic sentence, opening supportive sentence, supportive sentences and a 
summary sentence.

4.	 Have students write and present their resulting essays to the class.

Activity Three: From the Cotton Fields to the Blues
1.	 Distribute From the Cotton Fields to the Blues, “Times Is Getting Harder,” “Back Water Blues,” and the 

Venn Diagram to students.
2.	 Have students read the handout and read through the lyrics of both blues pieces.
3.	 If time allows, listen to “Times Is Getting Harder” available at http:historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5333/. 
4.	 Have students complete the Venn Diagram to compare the two songs and explain how bluesmen used a 

historical event like the Great Migration to highlight the lives of the common people who left the South.

Extension Activities:
1.	 Students can learn further information on the Great Migration by reading “Seven Letters from the Great 

Migration” available at http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5332. These letters reflect the feelings and desires 
of thousands of African Americans, who were anxious to leave the South during this time period. The Venn 
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Diagram can be used to compare and contrast the letters on the website.
2.	 To explore and listen to more Mississippi blues, log onto http://www.pbs.org/theblues or access The 

Mississippi Blues Trail and Beyond, a classroom curricular guide from the Mississippi Arts Commission, 
available at http://www.arts.ms.gov/special-projects/blues-trail.php.

3.	 Learn more about the Great Migration through primary and secondary sources, images, and short stories 
in the lesson plan The Great Migration and Its Effects on the African American Population of Mississippi 
available at http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/classroom-materials/lesson-plans-and-teaching-units/.
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“The South” by Langston Hughes

The lazy, laughing South
With blood on its mouth.
The sunny-faced South,

Beast-strong,
Idiot-brained.

The child-minded South
Scratching in the dead fire’s ashes
For a Negro’s bones.

Cotton and the moon,
Warmth, earth, warmth,
The sky, the sun, the stars,
The magnolia-scented South.

Beautiful, like a woman,
Seductive as a dark-eyed whore,

Passionate, cruel,
Honey-lipped, syphilitic —
That is the South.

And I, who am black, would love her
But she spits in my face.
And I, who am black,
Would give her many rare gifts
But she turns her back upon me.

So now I seek the North —
The cold-faced North,
For she, they say,
Is a kinder mistress,

And in her house my children
May escape the spell of the South.

Langston Hughes, Selected Poems by Langston Hughes (New York: Random House, 1959), 173.
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“One-Way Ticket” by Langston Hughes

I pick up my life
And take it with me
And I put it down in
Chicago, Detroit,
Buffalo, Scranton,
Any place that is 
North and East —
And not Dixie.

I pick up my life
And take it on the train
To Los Angles, Bakersfield,
Seattle, Oakland, Salt Lake,
Any place that is
North and West —
And not South.

I am fed up
With Jim Crow laws,
People who are cruel
And afraid,
Who lynch and run,
Who are scared of me
And me of them.

I pick up my life 
And take it away
On a one-way ticket —
Gone up North,
Gone out West,
Gone!

Langston Hughes, Selected Poems by Langston Hughes (New York: Random House, 1959), 177.
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Percy Family Papers
(23 documents)
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NAME _________________________________________________________ DATE ____________________

The Great Migration and the Harlem Renaissance

Directions: After reading the two poems by Langston Hughes and the Percy Family Papers, answer the 
following questions.

1.	 Explain the general social, political, and economic conditions in the Mississippi Delta during the early 1900s. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 Describe the relationship between the southern white landowner and the African American tenant farmers. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

3.	 Give two or three possible solutions for tenant farmers who have become part of the sharecroppers’ system. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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The Most Southern Place on Earth Excerpt 

By the 1930s the Mississippi Delta’s distinctive economic and cultural identity had attracted the attention of 
observers well beyond the boundaries of Mississippi. In 1935, for example, Rupert Vance identified the “cotton 
obsessed, Negro obsessed” Delta as “the deepest South,” a region where one found “the highest economic 
range the South, with its peculiar social organization of black and white, may be expected to attain without 
industrialization.” To Vance, however, the Delta was above all a land of contrasts. He was struck by both 
the “mansions” and the manners of the region’s planter aristocracy — “affable and courteous with equals, 
commanding and forceful with inferiors” — but he noted as well that in the Delta the “Negro” was “to be found 
at his lowest level in America.”

The Delta Vance described was indeed a region where extremes of white affluence and privilege were sustained 
by equally striking levels of black deprivation and powerlessness. The ability of the Delta’s white minority 
to subjugate and exploit its black majority depended in large part on a system of caste-based social control 
that was rigid, pervasive, and self-perpetuating. Only if members of both races played their well-defined caste 
roles with inerrant consistency and an almost exaggerated vigor could white dominance of such a racially and 
economically imbalanced society be maintained.

James C. Cobb, The Most Southern Place on Earth: The Mississippi Delta and the Roots of Regional Identity (New York: Oxford 
Universtiy Press, 1992), 153.
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Four Squares Writing Graphic Organizer

Directions: Follow the instructions in the chart below to complete individual research on Jim Crow laws, the 
Ku Klux Klan, and the Great Migration via the Internet or other teacher approved resources. Then, on the blank 
chart, explain the peculiar social organization of African Americans and whites in the Mississippi Delta and the 
caste system that defined the Delta’s plantation-based economy using the chart below. 

Chart from Freeology.com.
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From the Cotton Fields to the Blues

The North was viewed as the promised land, an idea perpetuated by the need for factory workers and the 
fact that pay in such factories was typically as much as three times more than what African Americans made 
working the land in the South. While segregation was not legalized in the North as it was in the South, African 
Americans experienced prejudice and racism in the North, commonly known as “de facto segregation.” Life in 
the North presented its own challenges for African Americans, including poor living conditions and harsh, often 
dangerous, work environments. The blues represents a concrete study of the Great Migration, both in terms of 
blues musicians who made the move from South to North and with respect to the music these musicians created.  
The connection between the blues and the Great Migration is illustrated by the blues songs “Times Is Getting 
Harder” written by Lucious Curtis and “Back Water Blues” written by Big Bill Broonzy.

Lucious Curtis was a renowned guitar player and blues singer. He is famous for many of his Mississippi blues 
recordings and was a long-time collaborator with Willie Ford, another well known blues singer. Though Curtis 
is noted for his many talents, Big Bill Broonzy is more well known. He was born in the Mississippi Delta and 
became one of the most important Chicago blues artists in the 1930s and early 1940s (prior to the period of 
“Chicago Blues” represented by Muddy Waters, Willie Dixon, Little Walter, and Howlin’ Wolf). Not only did he 
record frequently under his own name, he also accompanied numerous other artists on their recordings, and he 
acted as a talent scout for record companies. In the 1950s, he was one of the first to bring the blues to European 
audiences. Several of his recordings reflected the push-pull factors that encouraged African Americans to leave 
the South. The song “Back Water Blues” related the story of the 1927 flood which served as a major reason for 
African Americans to leave the Delta.
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“Times Is Getting Harder” by Lucious Curtis

Times is gettin’ harder,

Money’s getting’ scarce.

Soon as I gather my cotton and corn,

I’m bound to leave this place.

White folks sittin’ in the parlor,

Eatin’ that cake and cream,

N*****’s way down in the kitchen,

Squabblin’ over turnip greens.

Times is gettin’ harder,

Money’s getting’ scarce.

Soon as I gather my cotton and corn,

I’m bound to leave this place.

Me and my brother was out.

Thought we’d have some fun.

He stole three chickens.

We began to run.

Times is gettin’ harder,

Money’s gettin scarce.

Soon as I gather my cotton and corn

I’m bound to leave this place.

Lucious Curtis, “Times Is Getting Harder” from Mississippi River Blues-Vol. I, Matchbox Label reissue (1940). http://historymatters.
gmu.edu/d/5333/ (accessed September 2, 2015).
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“Back Water Blues” by Big Bill Broonzy

It rained five days, Lord and the clouds turned as dark as night

It rained five days, and the clouds turned as dark as night

Lord, that was really enough trouble to make a poor man, wonder where in the world to go

I got up one mornin’, poor me I couldn’t get even get out of my door

I got up one mornin’, poor me I couldn’t get even get out of my door

Lord, that was really enough trouble to make a poor man, wonder where in the world to go

Now they rowed a little boat, just about five miles across the farm

Yeah, they rowed a little boat, down about five miles across the farm

Lord, I packed up all of my clothes and throwed them in,

And I declare they rowed poor old Bill along

Then I went and I stood up on a high, high old lonesome hill

Yes, I went and I stood up on a high, high old lonesome hill

Lord, and all I could do was look down on the house, baby where I used to live

Now it thundered and it lightnin’d, Lord and the wind, wind began to blow

Now it thundered and it lightnin’d, Lord and the wind, wind began to blow

Lord, there was thousands and thousands of poor people,

At that time didn’t have no place to go

Big Bill Broonzy, “Back Water Blues” https://www.flashlyrics.com/lyrics/big-bill-broonzy/back-water-blues-54 (accessed September 2, 
2015).
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Venn Diagram

Directions: After reading the lyrics to the two blues songs, use the diagram below to compare them and explain 
how bluesmen used a historical event like the Great Migration to highlight the lives of common people who left 
the South.
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MISSISSIPPI DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY LESSON PLANS
TEACHER EVALUATION

COMPLETE BOTH SIDES AND PLEASE MAIL OR FAX TO THE ADDRESS ON THE NEXT PAGE. THANK YOU!

TEACHER NAME  ___________________________________________________________________________

SCHOOL NAME & ADDRESS  _________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

EMAIL (OPTIONAL) _________________________________________________________________________

TOTAL NUMBER OF STUDENTS_____________           GRADE LEVEL _________________________________

LESSON TITLE The Great Migration Converges with Poetry and the Blues                                                                        

1.	 In your opinion, did this unit elicit better than average student response; if so, how?

2.	 Which segments of the unit exceeded your students’ attention span?

3.	 Will this unit be of assistance to you in developing future classroom activities; if so, how?

4.	 How did this unit add to your earlier teaching on the same subject?

5.	 Would this teaching unit be handier to use as a:
___multi-day unit		  ___multi-week unit 		 ___other

6.	 Were the activities and lessons appropriate for your students?  How?
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Please rate the following lesson materials and activities by circling the appropriate number.
4=excellent, 3=good, 2=average, 1=inadequate

Directions and Notes								        4	 3	 2	 1
Curricular Connections							       4	 3	 2	 1 
Student Worksheets								        4	 3	 2	 1
Interactive Activities								        4	 3	 2	 1
Historic Images 								        4	 3	 2	 1
References and Resources							       4	 3	 2	 1

Activity One: The Great Migration and the Harlem Renaissance		  4	 3	 2	 1
Activity Two: Jim Crow in the Delta						      4	 3	 2	 1
Activity Three: From the Cotton Fields to the Blues				    4	 3	 2	 1
Extension Activities								        4	 3	 2	 1

	 Overall Unit									         4	 3	 2	 1

We would appreciate any additional comments on this teaching unit and any suggestions for 
improvement. Comments may be entered in the space below. 

Museum Division
Mississippi Department of Archives and History

P.O. Box 571, Jackson, MS  39205
Phone: 601-576-6800    Fax:  601-576-6815

outreachprograms@mdah.ms.gov


