Strange Fruit Hanging

The scene was New York City, 1939. The popular new integrated cabaret club, Café Society, had a hot new performer on stage three nights a week. Her name was Billie Holiday. 

The club's founder had heard a powerful new protest song written by Lewis Allan, the pen name of Jewish high school teacher and left-wing activist named Abel Meeropol. The song was "Strange Fruit," a haunting critique of lynching and race terrorism in the American South. 

With some hesitation, perhaps because of the gravity of the song's content, Billie agreed to close her set with it. As she prepared to sing this final number, service in the club stopped completely and the room went black except for a single spotlight trained on the singer. When she was done, Holiday walked off the stage without even performing an encore, leaving the audience with the strained, gaping and unresolved line, "Here is a strange and bitter crop." 

In her autobiography, Holiday later recalled the audience's stunned reaction: "There wasn't even a patter of applause when I finished. Then a lone person began clapping nervously. Then suddenly everyone was clapping." 

Though no one at the time knew it, when Billie Holiday first sang "Strange Fruit" at Café Society, she was singing America into the beginning of the Civil Rights Era. As New York Post columnist Samuel Grafton wrote, her performance, full of subtle contempt and rage, "reversed the usual relationship between a black entertainer and her white audience: 'I have been entertaining you,' she seem[ed] to say, 'now you just listen to me.' The polite conventions between race and race are gone. It is as if [they] heard what was spoken in the cabins, after the night riders had clattered by." "Strange Fruit" transformed the usual relationship between black performer and white audience, forcing them both to confront the grim realities of racism in America in the pre-Civil Rights Era. 

"Strange Fruit" was an early cry for civil rights—some might even say it was the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement. Record producer Ahmet Ertegun called the song "a declaration of war," and jazz writer Leonard Feather said it was "the first significant protest in words and music, the first unmuted cry against racism."

This is not to say that "Strange Fruit" stood alone. Though it was recorded in 1939, sixteen years before Rosa Parks, it was also recorded seventeen years after the first anti-lynching bill was filibustered by Southern senators. The song was an early cry for civil rights, but one that ultimately rested on an existing anger shared by progressives, blacks, and artists about the state of race in America. Billie Holiday's haunting song, though, broke through. 

Strange Fruit

Poem by Abel Meeropol

Recorded by Billie Holiday

Southern trees bear strange fruit 

Blood on the leaves Blood at the root 

Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze 

Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees

Pastoral scene of the gallant south 

The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth 

The scent of magnolia sweet and fresh 

Then the sudden smell of burning flesh

Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck 

for the rain to gather for the wind to suck 

for the sun to rot for the tree to drop 

Here is a strange and bitter crop
