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Leon’s Story






Leon

My name is Leon Walter Tillage. I was
born on January 19, 1936. I have eight broth-
ers and sisters, and I am second to the oldest.
When we were growing up, we lived near
Fuquay, a small Jim Crow town right outside
Raleigh, the capital of North Carolina.

I remember that as a young boy I used to
look in the mirror and I would curse my color,
my blackness. But in those days they didn’t
call you “black.” They didn’t say “minority.”
They called us “colored” or “nigger.”
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Sharecropping

We lived on a farm owned by Mr. Johnson.
He had lots of acres and grew lots of dif-
ferent crops—corn, tobacco, cotton, alfalfa,
wheat, and sometimes sugarcane. It was
mostly cotton and tobacco, though, because
in those days those were the number one
crops.

My father was a sharecropper, which
means he had to share half of everything he
had with Mr. Johnson. So, let’s say Mr. John-
son gave my father ten acres of tobacco, ten
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acres of alfalfa, ten acres of corn—whatever—
to work. Then, at the end of the year, when it
came time to sell the crops and settle up, Mr.
Johnson would get five acres of each crop and
my father would get the other five.

Maybe it sounds good, but the problem
was my father had to pay Mr. Johnson for
supplies and such, and he had purchased the
food we’'d needed to live on for the past year
on credit from the corner store. So out of his
half he needed to pay off those debts.

You see, Mr. Johnson had arranged it with
the man at the corner store that we could
buy there. He’d gone to the store and said
this man or boy works for me, and I want him
to be able to get whatever he wants to eat.
You couldn’t get beer or something like that,
just food. Anyway, this made Mr. Johnson re-
sponsible, so when it was time for him to give
you your money, he would first take you past
the store and you'd pay that bill. And if the
debt at the store was bigger than the money
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we got from our share of the crops, Mr. John-
son would pay off the rest of the debt and
you’d owe him even more.

At the end of the year, when settle-up
time came, Mr. Johnson would take our crops
to market. We'd settle our debts. Then Mr.
Johnson would say to my father, “Well, Ivory,
you almost got out of debt that time. I think
next year you'll make it.” And because my fa-
ther had no education and couldn’t read, he’d
take Mr. Johnson’s word for it. And because
he didn’t have anything but the two things he
was, religious and honest, he didn’t question
it or try to cheat.

And that’s why my grandfather also lived
with us on Mr. Johnson’s farm. Because once
you got on a farm you could work a lifetime
and never get out of debt. It wasn’t usually a
lot of money you owed, because when you're
sharecropping like that, they just take the
money off the top. It could maybe be a hun-
dred dollars or so, but that hundred dollars
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seemed like a thousand—it was enough to
keep you on the farm.

So that’s why in those days they stayed on
the farm. And when something happened to
you, your children would stay on the farm be-
cause they needed to pay off their parents’
debt. It was a traditional thing.

My father and grandfather and relatives,
uncles and aunts, most of them, worked on
those farms because they didn’t have any ed-
ucation. They didn’t see the need to have an
education because even if they had an edu-
cation, what kind of job could they get? They
couldn’t work in a bank, they couldn’t work
in a store. All because of their color. So they
didn’t see the need for education. And that
was one of the ways that white men kept
black men down: by not educating them. If
they kept you uneducated, you weren’t qual-
ified to do anything but work on the farm.
That was the only thing that my father and
them were qualified to do.
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