
"Strange Fruit": the story of a song 
Billie Holliday (as performed by Nina Simone) (song written by Abe Meerpool - a high school history teacher) 

 

Southern trees bear a strange fruit, 

Blood on the leaves and blood at the root, 

Black body 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, 

Scent of magnolia sweet and fresh, 

And 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 a tree to drop, 

Here is a strange and bitter crop. 

 

 “Strange Fruit,” the haunting song about lynching in America that was written more than 60 years ago, was 

first recorded by the famed jazz singer Billie Holiday in 1939. 

  “Strange Fruit” has been called the original protest song.  

 the song depicted lynching in all of its brutality. The three short verses are all the more powerful for their 

understated and ironic language. The juxtaposition of a beautiful landscape with the scene of lynching, the 

smell of magnolias with that of burning flesh, the blossoms more typically associated with the Southern 

climate with the “strange fruit” produced by racial oppression—this imagery conjures up the essence of racist 

reaction. Racism in America stands indicted and exposed by these lines, with no need at all for a more 

didactic or agitational message. 

 “Strange Fruit” was released on record in 1939, and quickly became famous. It had a particular impact on the 

politically aware and it articulated the growing awareness and anger that was to find expression in the rise of 

the mass civil rights movement of the 1950s and 60s. 

 It was written in the mid-1930s by a New York City public school teacher, Abel Meeropol, who was at that 

time a member of the American Communist Party, and who later became better known as the adoptive 

father of the two sons of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, the Jewish couple who were executed in 1953 for the 

alleged crime of giving the secret of the atomic bomb to the Soviet Union. 

 The poem was written in the 1930s, after Meeropol saw a gruesome photo of a Southern lynching, and long 

before he met Holiday. At the time he was teaching at De Witt Clinton High School in the Bronx. “Strange 

Fruit” was first printed as “Bitter Fruit” in the January 1937 issue of The New York Teacher. 
 


