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GOD’S LITTLE ACRE : ON WILL
THOMPSON’S WAY OF LIFE

ICHIROH YOSHIOKA

God’s Little Acre, published in 1933, is Caldwell’s fourth long story,
which comes after his Tobbaco Road. They are his important works in his
early days as a writer and also his masterpieces.

Erskine Caldwell was thirty when God’s Little Acre was published. He
was working over the plot of this novel in 1931 and began to write it in
1932, finishing it in three months.

This is one of the greatest best-sellers of this century in the States and
9,500,000 copies have been sold since its publication.

It is true that the novel was widely read because its publisher was ac-
cused for the crime of distribution of an obscene book. But it is chiefly
because God’s Little Acre is a great literary work that it is still popular
about thirty years after its publication. In the States the serious problems
of the world presented in it have remained unsolved though they have been
changed a lot.

The story is about Ty Ty Walden, an old farmer, his sons and daugh-
ters in Marion, Georgia. Poor people in the South after World War I, in
a farm village and a mill town, are described in a vivid way. Ignorance,
poverty, and sad humor are found in every page of this book and the real
life in the South those days is to be thoroughly realized. Under such cir-
cumstances those poor peole are almost always full of enmergy, which is
characteristic of the story.

Ty Ty is the hero of the story who had been frantically digging up
his farm for gold over fifteen years with his sons, Buck and Shaw.

The most interesting character, however, is Will, Ty Ty’s son-in-law.
He was working in a cotton-mill at Scottsville near Marion, but it has been
shut down with the workers locked out a year and a half. Will’s candid
behaviors, a little instinctive, are depicted with Southern social problems for
their background.

A great panic was brought on in 1929 and the times were at their
worst all over the country. More than 14,000,000 workers were thrown
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out of employment in early thirties, and jobless people demonstrated every-
where in the U. S. big cities, demanding, "Job or Wage!” Farmers united
themselves as well as workers and tried to prevent their land-mortage from
being forfeited. In 1932 the people elected Franklin D. Roosevelt as Pres-
ident, not Hoover who was first making much of taking proper measures
for the relief of big businesses.

God's Little Acre was written just about this time when American
people were almost in the depths of poverty.

Now back to Will he is a typical mill worker in the South. He is
a good-natured worker and does not hesitate to make advances to some
women but his wife. Troubles over a female and violence resulted from
poverty, ignorance, and corruption are daily occurences. Although he is
poisoned by them just like other people he will not lose his stout mind of
a worker. He is in this point quite different from the other characters.

Here is required the further examination of Will’s way of life.

(1) Will and Cotton-mill
The mill where he was working has been shut down eighteen months.
When he knew that the loom-weavers were beaten because of starving in the
other mills and that they were operating regularly he stiffened, thinking that
he had to help his friends find some means of living. The management was
carrying a lock-out. The others might break open its steel-barred doors and
wreck the machinery. But he said resolutely to the others.

"We can’t let anybody go in there and wreck the machinery. . .”

"What we want to do is to go in there and turn the power on.”

“I've always been in favor of turning it on and never shutting it off.
And that’s what I've tried to tell the local.”

Will even talked about turning on the power in his sleep at night. His
father Ty Ty persuaded him in vain to be away from the mill and to help
him dig a hole for gold on his farm before he got his head shot off.

The next passage will give an exact explanation of Will’s mind.

"He knew he could never get away from the blue-lighted mills at
night and the bloody-lipped men on the street and the unrest of the
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company towns. Nothing could drag him away from there now. He
might go away and stay a while, but he would be restless and unhappy
until he could return.”

According to his wife, Rosamond, he is a loom-weaver through and
through, and talks about a loom just like it was a baby. He could not be
content on a farm.

What is interesting is that Will won't rely on AFL at all and abuse
them.

“What can you tell that son-of-a-bitch AFL? Nothing! They're
drawing pay to keep us tfrom working.”

It can be easily understood that AFL could not always give a right lead
to those workers as a trade union worthy of the name was not to be formed
in 1920’s. As for AFL, they were only satisfied with national prosperity
of twenties and did not take up a positive attitude toward getting higher
wages. It is clear that they were disposed to avoid any strike, which is
shown in Will’s bitter complaint.

“The local draws pay for sitting on their tails on the platform and
shaking their heads when somebody says something about turning the
power on. The sons-of-bitches.”

The workers and their families were starving as they were driven out
of the mill. The state was giving out yeast because everybody in the Valley
got pellagra from too much starving.

Besides the company was eager to employ girls because they would
never rebel against the harder work, the longer hours or the cutting of pay.
And rent for the company houses were still charged.

Will could not hold his anger.

“The mill can’t get us back until they shorten the hours, or cut out
the stretchout, or go back to the old pay. I’ll be damned if I work nine
hours a day for a dollar-ten, when these rich sons-of-bitches who own the
mil! ride up and down the Valley in five-thousand dollar automobiles.”
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Will was afraid for fear the company might run the mill with another
operators and get out Will and his fellows. He wisely knew that “if the
mill ever once got started without them they wouldn’t have a chance in the
world”.

So Will resolved that they would take the mill away from the company
and turn on the power and run it themselves. He was prepared for death.
He could not sit still and see the company starve them with a dollar-ten.

On the day Will was going to enter the mill, the management called
together three cars of plain-clothes guards from the Piedmont. Not only
men but women and girls were gathering around the company fence. After
eighteen months of waiting, they thought that there would again be work in
the mill.

The mass of men were excitedly pouring through the opened doors and
soon they occupied the whole mill. But the moment Will turned on the
power and they ran back to their accustomed positions, he was shot by
a guard,

Suddenly there was a silence and the machinery stopped running again.
His friends confessed that they didn’t know what to do now Will wasn’t any
more. Men were walking slowly homeward up the hill discouraged and
injured too, women and girls beginning to leave with tears in their eyes.

Will Thompson indeed was a man of decision and had iron nerves, but
he made two big errors, for which he lost his life and only could get his
fellows to play a part of a mob.

First, no matter how week-kneed AFL were and no matter what antip-
athy he had to them, it was not quite right of him to disregard the decision
of the local. They had voted to arbitrate. Secondly, he did not realize
what it meant that the workers were going to occupy the mill at all. He
did not even think if there was any chance for occupying it. There was no
clear prospect. He only wished to turn the power on.

Although Will Thompson, a good worker, realized that they workers
need rise themselves against the owners of the company, he could not have
a deep view of organized labor or class struggle. He over-estimated one
man’s ability. He had to rely upon the strength of a mass.

He talked his wife about himself on the night before he was killed with

a pistol.



“"But over here in the Valley, 'm Will Thompson. You come over
here and look at me in this yellow company house and think that I'm
nothing but a piece of company property. And you’re wrong about that,
too. I'm Will Thompson. I'm as strong as God Almighty Himself now,...”

(2) Will and Rosamond

Rosamond, Will’'s wife, is Ty Ty’s daughter. She is kind to Will and
a good wife, while he does not show himself worthy of the trust.

He will have his own way in woman hunting. Once he was in bed
with Darling Jill, Rosamond’s sister and Rosamond fired a pistol at him in
anger. The scene is described with much humor. He was also loud in his
praise of Griselda just before his wife. Griselda is Ty Ty’s daughter-in-law
and Will sometimes even declares that he had promised himself to get
beautiful Griselda, Buck’s wife, after he saw first, until he ventured to put
it in practice.

It is strange that those young women should be willing to lie naked by
Will. One reason he was so attractive to them was that he knew what they
really wanted and that he could give a straightforward answer, of which the
conversation between Ty Ty and Griselda after Will's death will give a vivid

account.

"Of course you know — these things about what a man would want to
do when he saw me.”

"I reckon 1 do. Maybe I do know what you mean.”

“"You and Will were the only men who ever said that to me, Pa. All
the other men I’ve known were too—1 don’t know what to say — they
didn’t seem to be men enough to have that feeling — they were just like
all the rest. But you and Will weren’t like that. A woman can never

really love a man unless he's like that.”

Will was a "real man” anyway to those young women though he was
not so big or strong. The way he looked that made him different from the
others was "how he was made inside” according to Ty Ty. “"Will could
feel things.”

Rosamond loved this "real man” with all her heart. She was very often

worried by his positive attitude toward Darling Jill and Griselda, and it so
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happened that he ripped Griselda’s clothes from her before his wife, and did
what he had been wanting to do. And yet on the night before Will entered
the mill she feared if he was all right as she felt something that sounded
strange in his voice. On the next morning she knelt on the floor at his feet,
putting his shoes and socks on his feet and saw him to the door.

Rosamond, with Griselda and Darling Jill, was among the crowd of
women and children wildly excited outside the company fence. If the
machinery started running, they would have something beside fat-back and
Red Cross flour. She was seeking after the figure of her husband among
a surge of closely pressed bodies. When she heard the other women crying,
“Let’s hear the machinery, Will Thompson. Turn the power on.”, she was
very much proud of Will.

"She wished to climb up high above the mass of crying women and
shout that Will Thompson was her husband. She wished to have all the
people there know that Will Thompson was her Will.”

But to her great sorrow the report of a shot put an end to his life and
in a moment she found herself Will Thompson’s widow.

She still could not possibly believe that he would not come to life any
more even when she saw his limp body. Rosamond thought to herself while
she was watching her husband being put into the ambulance. “He was
Will Thompson now. He belonged to those bare-backed men with bloody
lips. He belonged to Horse Creek Valley now.”
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