
Mudbound by Hillary Jordan — our March choice 
 
Mudbound won the Bellwether Fiction Prize, an award founded by Barbara Kingsolver for 
novels dealing with social issues.  
 
Mudbound is a gripping, exciting but disturbing read. A few of us found it over the top – 
packing in too many topics. Was the passage about the liberation of Dachau really 
necessary? Hillary Jordan was criticised for being historically inaccurate. It is disputed to 
this day which battalion liberated the camp. And it was pointed out that SS officers had all 
left by the time the Americans arrived. A sub plot involving a white father raping his 
daughters was also viewed by some as too much to take. (Really? I wondered – when we 
are coming to terms with the current horrific case of Joseph Fritzl ) 
 
I don´t want to give too negative an impression of our response to Mudbound  because we 
were generally very complimentary.. 
 
“This was one of my favourite books that we have read in the groups. Each character was 
clearly and sensitively introduced . I  had insight into each one’s actions and thoughts.” 
 
“ It was thrilling and exciting – I was drawn right in and couldn´t put it down.” 
 
“ I was pleased to be reminded of how bad the situation was for black people not so long 
ago.” 
 
And most of our critics still enjoyed reading it – although there were one or two less than 
keen readers.  
 
“I don`t like novels with a social message. I don`t like being lectured.” was one comment.  
 
“ I`m only too aware of racism, I don´t want to read about it” was another . 
 
It`s impossible to please everyone. Without some disagreement our discussions would be 
very dull. 
 
Early in the second chapter one of the leading characters, Laura, says, "I suppose the 
beginning depends on who's telling the story. No doubt the others would start somewhere 
different, but they'd still wind up at the same place in the end."  
 
And this is the key to the book's whole structure. We are given the end  at the beginning.. 
In Chapter One we saw Laura's husband and his younger brother digging a grave on their 
farm, a grave seven feet deep in what seems to have been total mud. They were burying 
their father, who did not, it is hinted, die from natural causes. How this end came about we 
are told in the following chapters, each of which is narrated by one of the others. 
 
Mudbound is set in 1946 in the American South. World War II has just ended, bringing war 
heroes Jamie McAllan and Ronsel Jackson back to their farming families in the Mississippi 
Delta. They are both heroes but one is white and one is black. Because of the colour of their 
skin, their reception is very different. 
 



McAllan, who is white, joins his elder brother Henry, himself a veteran of World War I, 
Henry’s bride Laura, and Pappy, their racist, bigoted father, on Henry’s recently purchased 
farm. Henry loves the land and is overjoyed to be growing cotton in the rural Delta mud.  
Laura, uprooted from genteel city life and her family, is unhappy and resentful, reduced to 
living in a shack lacking plumbing or electricity, tending to Pappy’s endless demands. At first 
Jamie is welcomed by his family and by the community. 
 
For Ronsel Jackson, who was part of the  highly respected 761st Black Panther Battalion, 
life with his family, sharecroppers on Henry McAllan’s land, is a crushing return to the 
racism permeating Delta life. In Europe he has been treated as an equal. Not in Mississippi. 
There is no hero’s welcome for Ronsel. He is expected to toe the line and settle back into 
being a second class citizen.  His father, Hap, advises him to lay low.  His inability to do 
so establishes a plot that kept us reading to the bittersweet end. 
 
Jordan writes Mudbound from various viewpoints: Laura, Henry, and Jamie all take turns for 
the white McAllans.  Hap, Hap’s wife, Florence, and Ronsel speak for the black Jacksons.  
Jordan successfully contrasts two sets of brothers, farmers, wives and mothers, and 
soldiers.  
 
We noted that the black family are portrayed very positively – more so than their white 
counterparts.  Florence and Hap´s marriage is more equal and more loving than Henry and 
Laura`s. Henry is stiff and unemotional and rigid in his traditional beliefs about marriage. 
Laura is not even consulted when he chooses to uproot their family and move them to the 
farm. Laura has married Henry mostly out of desperation at being left on the shelf. There is 
little passion between them. Although Florence,  like Laura, is no oil painting, we can sense 
the love and passion between Hap and Florence. Hap respects Florence´s strength as a 
woman. Florence also works as a midwife – whereas Laura is expected to be satisfied with 
her role as mother and housewife.  
 
Gradually, from various viewpoints, a touching story emerges of the damage wrought by 
war and racism.We agreed Jordan has a gift to inhabit such disparate characters very well, 
using distinctive language to convey their differences. Jordan is brave enough to use a 
black conversational American style for her black characters. Our Nigerian member of the 
group congratulated her on doing this very well.  
  
When Florence first meets Laura, she observes: 
 
“First time I laid eyes on Laura McAllan she was out of her head with mama worry. (Laura’s 
daughters had whooping cough.) When that mama worry takes ahold of a woman you can’t 
expect no sense from her.  She’ll do or say anything at all and you just better hope you 
ain’t in her way.” 
 
Hap, just after taking a bad fall, informs us “Pride goeth before destruction, and a haughty 
spirit before a fall.” Hap is a preacher and uses a biblical style. 
 
Racism is as much a part of life as the endless, worrisome rain and the ensuing mud. Even 
Laura, a gentle, musical woman who relies on Florence for household help, remarks: 
 



“Anyone who believes that Negroes are not God’s children never heard Lilly Mae Jackson 
sing to him.  This is not to say I thought of Florence and her family as equal to me and 
mine.”  
 
Laura, although a kind and sensitive woman, is not without prejudice. Indeed, Florence and 
Lilly Mae are not permitted to use the McAllan outhouse or to eat at their table.  
 
It is Jamie’s return to the McAllan household that brings an already simmering pot to the boil.  
Outwardly charismatic, flirtatious, and charming, Jamie is suffering from post traumatic 
stress syndrome and increasingly severe alcoholism.  He is soon in trouble with the law. 
Both Jamie and Ronsel  are unable to share their horrific war experiences with their 
families and find comfort in each other’s company. His burgeoning friendship with Ronsel is 
disapproved of and ignites the anger of the townspeople when Jamie is seen to be travelling 
with Ronsel beside him in his truck. As a black man Ronsel is not allowed to sit beside a 
white man- in a truck or train or bus. The Jim Crow laws  (1877-mid 1960´s)  were 
introduced  to the Southern States after the Civil war to limit the rights of black people in a 
host of ways. One of the famous signs displayed everywhere read “ NO DOGS, NO 
NEGROES, NO MEXICANS.” 
 
Both men ignore warnings to avoid one another, leading to the gruesome climax. Ronsel`s 
tongue is cut out by the local branch of the Klu Klux Klan as punishment for having slept 
with a white girl. The local Doctor Turpin and Pappy are involved in this cruel act. Even his 
friend Jamie believes Ronsel to be in the wrong- even though he wants to save him from 
death. The injustice of the appalling injury to Ronsel, especially when he has been prepared 
to die for his country, is very distressing indeed.  
 
We were reminded of the inherent racism in our culture. We discussed the influence of the 
eugenics movement and the belief that the white race was superior to other races. It is very 
sad that there are still some movements in existence today with similar beliefs. The Ku Klux 
Klan has not completely disappeared. Indeed racism in the States is still a problem- one or 
two of us have lived in the States recently and encountered some shocking examples.. One 
German student was told not to talk to black students. “Mixed race marriages” are very often 
still frowned upon- also here in Europe. To quote one of us “ I was seen as an object of pity 
to be married to an Asian man.”  
 
We noted that marrying a German in post war Britain elicited a different kind of  racism. 
Unfortunately some Germans visiting Britain still encounter ingrained prejudice against them 
fuelled by lingering resentment of the second world war. Also there is a milder form of 
prejudice that Brits display on  holiday- accusing Germans of staking their claim to the best 
sunbeds by placing their towels on them ! 
 
Ronsel`s wartime love affair with Resl, a German woman, is sensitively drawn. Resl’s letter 
to him , revealing that he has a son, is well crafted in stumbling Germanic English. Another 
good example of Jordan´s accuracy. We feel deeply for Ronsel and wish that he could 
return to Germany to be with his child. Maybe he will. The ending is left for the reader to 
imagine. In the final chapter Ronsel addresses us directly- posing the question – will he be 
able to overcome all of the disadvantages of being a black, mute , oppressed male. We are 
left to wonder how he will cope in the future.  
 



To soften some of the more harrowing parts of the book, Jordan slips bits of humorous 
social commentary in around the edges, as well.  When Hap becomes seriously ill after a 
visit from the hateful Doc Turpin, Laura finds Doc Pearlman, who speaks with a funny 
accent and wears “a little knitted cap...like a doily...”. Hap and Florence know that he is 
Austrian but have no idea that he is Jewish and of what this means.  
 
When Hap nervously informs him that Ronsel has fought the Austrians, Pearlman replies “I 
hope he killed a great many of them, a remark that leaves the Jacksons shaking their heads 
over crazy white people.” 
 
A woman’s duty to her husband is woven through the novel. Henry is well aware of Laura’s 
unhappiness on the farm, even afraid of it, but it never occurs to him to ask her what she 
wants. He stands by as his father verbally abuses Laura and frightens their small daughters.  
He endures —even accepts — Pappy’s appallingly racist remarks.He is, as Florence notes, 
“landsick”, his urge to tame the farm verging on the pathological. Henry is the only character 
doing exactly what he wants. His is the cold masterful and privileged white male voice. He 
has all the power. Yet, being mainly female, we found him the most boring of all of the 
characters. We are not surprised when Laura has an affair with her brother-in-law Jamie. 
Jamie notices her and gives her lots of attention. One of his most endearing acts is to build 
her a shower. All of us women shared her joy at being able to wash the sticky mud out of 
her ears and eyes and hair.  
 
Jordan’s other great skill is making her characters likeable despite their failings, so we 
understand Laura’s narrow- mindedness, Henry’s chauvinism, Jamie’s weaknesses. Only 
Pappy and his buddies are thoroughly despicable. But Jordan deliberately doesn`t give 
them a voice. Maybe it would have been more balanced to see inside Pappy´s head. Maybe 
not. His actions speak louder than his words. 
 
One of the other  main characters is the land and the  relentless tide of mud. We could 
smell it and taste it and feel it squelching at our feet. Henry `s face and hands are so caked 
with mud while he is digging his father´s grave that Laura says “ a passerby may have 
mistaken him for a Negro.”  
 
The greatest irony is that the racist Pappy is buried in a slave’s grave. A storm is 
approaching so fast that Henry has no choice other than to place his father in the ground 
above a buried slave. At this point, at the beginning of the novel, we cannot understand the 
significance of this. But by the end we rejoice at this form of justice. 
 
Why the title Mudbound? The Mississippi mud is all consuming but the characters are just 
as bound by the law or by the land or tradition or by circumstance, as they are by the mud. 
How heartening it is to have read this novel since Obama has been elected President of the 
United States. Jordan would not have known this was going to happen when she completed 
the novel. She was working on Mudbound for seven long years. During that time attitudes 
have shifted enough to elect an African American. 
 
The ending Jordan wants for Ronsel- 
  
“to march with his head held high behind Dr King down the streets of Atlanta – to find 
happiness – if he worked and prayed hard enough. If he was stubborn as well as lucky. If he 
really had a shine.” 



 
Focusing on this last paragraph we were reminded of Obama’s ability to shine and of his 
great achievement. Yes, racism still exists but we have evidence today of more enlightened 
times. Jordan`s novel helps us to remember the horrors of the past, while celebrating the 
present. 
 
Highly recommended- but may give you nightmares! 


