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Split Chérry Tree

by Jesse Stuart

“I don’t mind staying after school,” 1 says' to

. Professor Herbert, “but I'd rather you’d whip me"

with a switch? and let me go homé early., Pa -will
whip me anyway for getting home two hours late,”
“You are too big to whip,” says Professor
Herbert, “and I have to punish you for climbing ixp
in that cherry tree. You boys knew better than that®
The other five boys have ﬁaid their dollar_each. You
have been the only one who has not helped pay for

the tree. Can’t you borrow a dollar?”

“I can’t,” 1 says. “I'll have to take the pun-

ishment. I wish it would be quicker punishment. I

- wouldn’t mind.”

Préfessor Herbert stood and looked at me. He
- was a big man. He wore a gray suit of clothes. The
suit matched his gray hair. ’
“You don’t know my father,” I says to Professor
Herbert. “He might be called a little old-fashioned.

He makes us mind him* until we’re twenty-one years




old. He believes if you spare the rod you spoil the
child®. P’Il never be able to make him understand
about the cherry tree. I'm the first of my people® to
go to high school.”

“You must take the punishment,” says Professor
Herbert. “You must stay two hours after schopl today
and two hours after school tomorrow. I am allowing
you twenty-five cents an hour. That is good money
for a high schooi student. You can sweep the school-
house floor, wash the blackboards, and clean windows.
I'll pay the dollar for you.”

I couldn’t ask Professor Herbert to loan me a
dollar. He never offered to loan it to me. I had to
stay and help the janitor and work out my fine” at a
quarter an hour®. | .

I thought as I swept the floor, “What will Pa do
t6 me? What lie can I tell him when I go home?
Why did we ever climb that cherry tree and break it
down for anyway? Why did we run crazy over the
hills away from the crowd? Why did we do "all of
this? Six of us climbed up in a little cherfy tree after
one little lizard! Why did the tree split and fall with

us? It should have been a stronger tree! Why did Eif"

Crabtree just happen to be below us plowing and
catch us in his cherry tree? Why wasn’t he a better
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man than to charge us six dollars fo;' the tree?”

It was six o’clock when I left the schoolhouse. 1
had six. miles to walk home. It would be after seven
when I got home. I had all my work to do when I
got home. It took Pa and me both to do the work.
Seven cows to milk. Nineteen head of cattle® to feed,
four mules, twenty-five hogs, firewood and stovewood

to cut, and water to draw from the well. He would

be doing it when I got home. He would be mad and

wond'ering what was keeping me!

I hurried home. I would run under the dark,
leafless trees. I would walk fast wuphill I would
run down the hill. The ground was freezing.
I had to hurry. I had to run. I reached the Ilong

ridge that led to our cow pasture. I ran along this

ridge. The wind dried the sweat on my face. I ran
across the pasture to the house.

I threw down my books in the chipyard. I ran to

the barn to spread fodder on the ground for the~
cattle. I didn’t take time to change my clean schooly

" clothes _flor my old work clothes. 1 ra'n out to the

barn. I saw Pa spreading fodder on the ground to

~ the éattle. That was my job. I ran up to the fence.

I says, “Leave that for me, Pa, I'll do it, I'm just a
little late,” |
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“] see you are,” says Pa. He turned and looked
at me. His eyes danced fire'®. “What in th’ world has
kept you so? Why ain’t you been here'' to help me
with this work? Make a genileman out’n'? one boy in
th’ family and this is what you get! Send you to high
school and you get too onery fer th’ buzzards to
smelll”!? |

I never said anything. I didn’t want to tell why
I was late from school. Pa stopped scattering the
bundles of fodder. He locked at me. He says, “Why
are you gettin’ in here this time o’ .night?' You “tell
me or I’ll take a hickory withe to you'! right here
“on th’ spot!”'® |
I says, ‘I had to stay after school.” I couldn’t
_lie to Pa. He'd go to school and find out why I had

to stay. If I lied to him it would be too bad for me.

“Why did you haf to stay atter school?”'® says
Pa.

I says, “Our biology class went on a field trip'?

today. Six of us boys broke down a cherry tree. We

had to give a dollar apiece to pay for the 'tree. .
didn’t have the dollar. Professor Herbert is making
me work out my dollar. He gives me twent);—five
cents an hour. I had to stay in this afternoon. P}
have to stay in tomorrow afternoon!”

0'4 .
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“Are you telling me th’ truth?” sa;;s Pa.

“m telling you the truth,” 1 says. “Go and see
for yOurself. 7

“That’s jist'®* what I'll do in th® mornin’,” says
Pa. “Jist whose cherry tree did you break down?”

“Eif Crabtree’s cherry tree!”

“What was you doin’ clear out!® in Eif Crabtree’s
place?” says Pa. “He lives four miles from th’ county
high school. Don’t they teach you no books?® at that
high school? Do they jist let you get out and gad
over th’ hillsides?'? If that’s all they do I’ll keep you
at home, Dave. I’ve got work here fer you to do!”

“Pa,” I says, “spring is just getting here. We take
a subject in school where we have to have bugs,
snakes, flowers, lizards, frogs, and plants. It is

biology. It was a pretty day today. We went out to

find a few of these. Six of us boys saw a lizard at

the same time sunning on a cherry tree. We all went

up t‘he tree to get it. We broke the tree down. It

split at the forks®’. Eif Crabtree was plowing down
below us. He ran up the hill and got our names.
The other boys gave their dollarﬁapiece.'l didn’t have
mine. Professor Herbert put mine in for me*®. [ have
to work it out at school.”

“Poor man’s son, huh,” says Pa. “I'll' attend to
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that myself in th’ mornin’. I'll take keer o’ ’im*. He

ain’t from this county nohow?. TI'll go down there in
th> mornin’ and see ’im. Lettin’> you leave your books
and gallivant®® all over th’ hills. What kind of a
school is it nohow! Didn’t do that, my son, when I's
a little shaver?” in school. All fared alike®®, too.” .

“Pa, please don’t go down there,” I says, “just let
me have fifty cents and pay the rest of my fine! I
don’t want you to go down there! I don’t want you
to startlanything with Professor Herbert!”

“Ashamed of your old Pap, are you, Dave,” says

Pa, “atter th’ way I’ve worked to raise you! Tryin’ to

send you to school so you can make a better livin’

than 1’ve made.
“I’ll straighten this thing out3? myself! I'll take
keer o’ Professor Herbert myéelf? He ain’t got no

right® to keep you in and let th: other boys off jist

because they’ve got th’ money! ’'m a poor man. A

bullet will go in a professor same as it will any man.
It will go in a rich mém same as it will a poor man.
Now you get into this work before I take one
o’ these withes and cut the shirt off*n your back®!*

~ I thought once I'd run through the woods above
the barn just as hard as I could go. I thought I'd

leave high school and home forever! “Pa could not
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catch me! I'd get away! I couldn’t go back to school
with him. He’d have a gun and maybe he’d shoot
Professor Herbert. It was hard to tell what he would
do. I could tell Pa that school had changed in the
hills from the way it was when he was a boy, but he
wouldn’t understand. 1 could tell him we studied
frogs, birds, snakes, lizards, flowers, insects. But Pa
wouldn’t understand. If I did run away from home it
wouldn’t matter to Pa. He would see Professor Herbert
anyway. He would think that high school and . Profes-
sor Herbert had run me away** from home. There
‘was no need to run away. I'd just have to stay,
finish foddering the cattle, and go to school with Pa
the next morning.

I would take a bundle of fodder®®, remove the
hickory-withe band from around it, and scatter it on
rocks, clumps of green briers, and brush®, so the
cattle wouldn’t tramp it under their feet. I would lean
it up against the oak trees and the rocks in the pasture
just above our pigpen on the hill. The fodder was

cold and frosty where it had set out in the stacks. I
4would‘carry bundles of the fodder from the stack
until I had spread out a bundle for each steer. Pa
went to the barn to feed the mules and throw corn in

the pen to the hogs.




The moon shone bright in the cold March sky. I
finished my work by moonlight. Professor Herbert
really didn’t know how much work I had to do at
home. If he had known he would not have kept me
after school. He would\have loaned me a dollar to
have paid my part on the cherry tree. He had never
lived in the hills. He didn’t know the way the hill
boys had to work so that they could go to school.
Now he was teaching in a county high school where
all the boys who attended were from hill farms.

After I'd finished doing my work 1 went to the
house and ate my supper. Pa and Mom had eaten.
My supper was getting cold. I heard Pa and Mom
talking in the front room. Pa was telling Mom about
me staying in after school. _

“I had to do all th’ milkin’ tonight, chop th’

wood myself. It's too hard on me® atter I’ve turned

ground® all day. Pm goin’ to take a day off"

tomorrow and see if I can’t remedy things a little. I'll
go down to that high school tomorrow. I won’t be a

very good scholar®® fer Professor Herbert nohow. He

- won’t keep me in atter school. I'll take a different

kind of lesson down there and make ’im acquainted
with it.”

“Now, Luster,” says Mcm, “you jist stay awa
| y ] away
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from there. Don’t cause a lot o’ trouble. You can be
jailed fer a trick like that. You’ll get th® Law atter
you®®. You’ll just go down there and show off*" and
plague your own boy Dave to death!' in front o’ all
th’ scholars!”

“Plague or no plague,” says Pa, “he don’t take
into consideration what all I haf to do here, does he?
- I’ll show ’im it ain’t right’ to keep one boy in and let
the rest go scot-free*’, My boy is good as th’ rest,
ain’t he? A bullet will make a hole in a schoolteacher
same as it will anybody else. He can’t do me that
way and get by with it*®. I'll plug ’im first**. I aim

to go down there bright and early in the mornin™ and

get all this straight! I aim to see -about bug larnin*® .

and this runnin’ all over God’s creation huntin’ sxakes,
lizards, and frogs. Ransackin th’ country and goin’
through cherry orchards and breakin’ th’ trees down
atter lizards! OId Eif Crabtree ought to a-poured th’
hot lead to ’em*® instead o’ chargin’ six dollars fer
th’ tree! He ought to a-got old Herbert th’ first one!”

I ate my supper. I slipped upstairs and lit the
lamp. I tried to forget the whole thing. I studied
plane geometry. Then I studied my biology lesson. I
could hardly study for thinking about Pa. “He’ll go

to school with me in the morning. He’ll take a gun
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