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“Kansas Land”
Author: Gordon Parks

Published: 1968

I would miss this Kansas land.
Wide prairie fi lled with green and cornstalk;
the fl owering apple,
Tall elms and oaks beside the glittering streams,
Rivers rolling quiet in long summers of sleepy days
For fi shing, for swimming, for catching crawdad
beneath the rock.
Cloud tufts billowing across the round blue sky.
Butterfl ies to chase through grass as high as the chin.
June bugs, swallowtails, red robin and bobolink,
Nights fi lled with soft laughter, fi refl ies and restless stars,
The winding sound of crickets rubbing dampness from wings.
Silver September rain, orange-red-brown Octobers 
and white Decembers with hungry smells 
of hams and pork butts curing in the smokehouse.
Yes, all this I would miss—
along with the fear, hatred and violence
We blacks had suffered upon this beautiful land.
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Published: 1963

Like all other Kansas towns, Cherokee Flats wallowed in the social complexities of a borderline state. Here, for the 
black man, freedom loosed one hand while custom restrained the other.…

And though the white and black children were separated in the primary schools and the churches, they played 
together on the dusty streets, outlying hills and plains. The black boys and girls and the white boys and girls 
went to the same picture show—the whites downstairs and fi rst balcony, the blacks in the peanut gallery or 
buzzard’s roost. There was no written law against a black man’s eating in a white restaurant or drugstore, 
but there could be trouble, lots of it, if he tried. So seldom, if ever, did he try—especially if he wanted one of 
the odd jobs that meant his existence.

Ella Watson
Photographed by Gordon Parks, 1942

Washington, D.C.

Ella Watson, the woman in this photograph, was a cleaning woman 
in the Farm Security Administration building where Parks worked. 
Watson earned $1,080 a year. In 1942 the average annual salary 
was $2,400. Due to many tragedies in her life she was left alone
to raise her adopted daughter and two grandchildren. Cleaning jobs 
were among the few opportunities for African American women. 
Gordon Parks did not miss the irony of the fact that one of the offi ces 
cleaned by Watson belonged to a white woman. Both women had 
the same educational background and started work at the same time 
yet one could advance while one was kept in poverty due to the 
color of her skin.


