
PICK A BALE OF COTTON 

Gonna jump down, turn around 

Pick a bale a cotton 

Jump down, turn around 

Pick a bale a day    (sing verse twice) 

 

Chorus: Oh  Lord-ee,    

Pick a bale a cotton 

Oh  Lord-ee  

Pick a bale a day  (sing chorus twice) 

 

Me an' my partner can 

Pick a bale a cotton 

Me an' my partner can 

Pick a bale a day    (chorus) 

 

Went to Corsicana to 

Pick a bale a cotton 

Went to Corsicana to 

Pick a bale a day    (chorus) 

 

Gonna jump down, turn around 

Pick a bale a cotton 

Jump down, turn around 

Pick a bale a day    (chorus) 
 

 

 

Performance Notes: 

Starting Notes:   B above Middle C  

Count:   1-2-3-4 

1. Sung in unison with gusto! 

 



 

History: 

In the book, ‘American Ballads and Folk Songs’, John Lomax wrote that 

‘Pick A Bale of Cotton’ was a Negro work song that was sung in prison 

by “Clear Rock" [Moses Platt], who Lomax described as a 70 year old 

'water boy’ at Central State Farm, near Sugarland, Texas [state farm = 

prison]. Lomax wrote that the song survived the Civil War and slavery as 

per its references to “massa”.  Classed as a work song, it also was used 

frequently during slave times as a dance tune or reel. As a work song it 

has a "John Henry" twist in that the lyric speaks of picking a bale of 

cotton a day, an impossible task for one person. This version of the song 

is credited to the late Huddie "Lead Belly" Ledbetter and is more of a 

joyous dance interpretation than a work lament. 

During the time of slavery and beyond, work on the Southern plantation 

was often enlivened by the singing of work songs. Singing moved the 

work along faster and made the physical labour and drudgery a little 

easier to bear. A bale of cotton weighs 500 pounds, which is more than 

anyone could really pick in a single day. 

 
 
 


