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THE SOUTHERN TENANT FARMER'S UNION
o et s Do s

I started to work on a farm at the age of eight working
in cottonfields, chopping and picking mainly. ‘We also pro-
duced some strawberries and tomatoes. There was a lot of
work involved in all. I have worked for as little as 50€ a
day for ten hours' work. That sort of experience was pretty
typical. During the fall months I picked cotton. I always
stayed out of school until the cotton picking season was
over after Christmas.

We lived in Ruleville, Mississippi, in the Delta coun-
try, for a“time, 'and T got my flrst experierice there Inanak-
ing a sharecrop of my own. I was about fifteen years old
and there was some land around the house. I arranged to
make a sharecrop with the landlord. I made a crop on these
several acres of land, raised some cotton. That was in 1920.
I recall I wasn't too successful. We had expected a good
price, but it went down so low that we got less than ten
cents a pound. All I got out of my year's work was a suilt
of clothes, and I didn't have anything else to go with it
after I paid what I owed.

I got married in 1926. My wife and I made a sharecrop.
We worked all year and made $385 for all that year's work.
Then we moved to Arkansas in 1927, to the town of Tyronza.
It is thirty-five miles west of Memphis. The land was much
richer over there, but when I got there, I didn't like the
conditions. People lived and worked on very large planta-
tions, and the conditions were much different from what they
were in Tennessee on smaller farms. I decided not to make
sharecrop on an Arkansas plantation so I went into the
cleaning business. Most of my customers were people who lived
on nearby plantations. I travelled around through the plan-
tation country getting business.

Socialism in Tyronza

In 1932, during the political campaign, we heard Norman
Thomas. It was the first time we'd ever really heard any-
body speak on Socilalism. We decided that if we were going
to do anything, we should organize. We probably had as many
members in our Tyronza local as the entire Socialist Party
- has in the whole country now. The vast majority were share-
croppers. We must have had a thousand members down in that
area of Arkansas alone.
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Thomas said that he would raise some money to make a
survey among sharecroppers in Arkansas and nearby states.
A‘college professor at the medical college of the University
of Tennessee in Memphis was selected to direct this survey.
We found that the average family income was less than $250
a year. This gave us a basis for organization of the union.
We had facts about the conditions of the people, and we could
talk with knowledge about what we were trying to do.

Black and White Together

The first Union meeting was held on the Fairview plan-
tation some two or three miles south of Tyronza. That was
the place where the seven Negroes and eleven whites met to
form.the .organization. . We didn't Kooy what fo.call 1t &t
this time. We just called it "the union." Probably.because
of some of the educational work the Socialists did prelimi-
nary to forming a union, the sharecroppers were willing to
forget their race prejudices or set them aside, and to unite
and form one union. There was discussion as to whether there
should be a union for Negroes and a union for whites. I re-
member one old white man who got up and said that he'd once
been a member of the Ku Klux Klan but that everybody was in
the same boat in this fight /here. Negroes were on the plan-
tations and John lived next door to him, and the union should
include both white :and.colored ;and .f£lght ,for the rights of

everyone.

On July 13,1934, the name Southern Tenant Farmers"
Union was selected.: There was no intention at this time
of spreading the union any further than just Arkansas. We
thought in terms of eastern Arkansas, where the large plan-
tations existed, and that we'd help these fellows get
their share of the government benefits. That was just about
the extent of our thinking. There were social economic and
race -problems that needed solution, but none of us were
capable of thinking them through at that time.

We reallized that one of qur.chief.problems 1n organizing
was that most of the people didn't know how to read or write.
We set up education classes in connection with the union
and taught members of the union to read and write and also
to "figure," as they called arithmetic. We were all doing
the organizing. We'd send word out that we were going to be
there at a certain time, and the sharecroppers would gather
at the nearest church or school, or whatever might be con-
venient. They came voluntarily. Nobody even had to per-
suade them. You'd just announce that there was going to be
a meeting there, and they'd all be there. We'd have meet-
ings with five hundred or a thousand in attendance. Prac-
tically all of them would join the union. Our membership
dues were a dollar a year, and if they had the money,they
were asked to pay, but if they didn't, they'd just promise
to pay and they would still be counted as members.
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Violence and Night Riders

In 1935, we had the first really violent outbreak
against the union, its members, and leaders, by organized
groups of night riders. A newspaper reporter asked a plan-
tation owner if this violence against the union was not a
revival off thet KuiKlux Klan,.and. the. owner, sald.ho, the Ku
Klux Klan had a bad reputation, so they just called it the
Nightriders. The home of E.B. McKinney was shot into late
one night. Two of his boys were in the house at the time.
A similar attack occurred when a group of the Nightriders
appeared at the home of A.B. Brookins and his daughter was
struck by a bullet. Brookins was a cotton patch preacher
who had the ability to get people to sing, and they would
sing songs like '"We Shall Not Be Moved." The union members
sang that song particularly in connection with the eviction
notices. At some places we had eviction demonstrations.
When the officers moved people's possessions out from the
house, we put them back in after the officers had left.
There were a lot of other union songs that were developed
during' the first three, or. four years.

For the first two years of the union's existence, I
did not get any pay, other than the expenses I got for my
gas and oil. Now and then someone would send $5 or $10
and say, "This is for your own use." It wasn't until 1937,
that the union convention passed a resolution that I should
be paid a salary of $25 a week. Most of the time, though,
we didn't have that, so I wasn't paid.

First Picket in Washington

In 1935, we made up a delegation to go to Washington.
There were nine men. We went to Washington, had some signs
printed and we picketed the Secretary of Agriculture's
office. This was the first time such a thing had happened
in Washington.

Then, in the fall of 1935, we decided something must
be done about the wages of cotton pickers. We called a
meeting before the cotton picking season started and each
union local sent a delegate to the meeting. We decided
‘tnat the union would raise a demand for $1 per 100 pounds.
The average picker would pick about 150 pounds in a day's
time. It was my idea that nobody would go to work after
the meeting. The committee decided differently and they
represented all of our locals -- we must have had 25 or
30. They decided that the thing to do was for everybody to
go to the fields three weeks and save money until they
had enough to buy groceries, and then call the strike.
That plan prevailed.
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Our system, used for the first time, was to have hand-
bills printed and the delegates would take back several
hundred copies of this handbill and then on a specified
night, these handbills were distributed all over the plan-
tations at the same time. The handbills were put on fence
posts and telephone poles, barn doors, everywhere -- saying
that a strike was on and to stay out of the fields. It was
the most effective demonstration that could be imagined. In
three counties where we had just a few members, practically
all work stopped. The results of the strike was that the
planters raised wages to 75£4 per 100 pounds, and in some
places to $1. There weren't any negotiations. There never
have been.

Growing Membership

OQur membership leaped skyward. I think our 1935 report
showed that we had 30,000 members enrolled. We held what
we called a wage conference early in the spring of 1936 and
decided that we would set wages for the planting and cultivat-
ing of cotton. We decided that, unless by May 18th the wages
were raised, we would strike again. No one offered to pay
the wage and we again called a strike. All sorts of things
began happening. The plantation owners had, by that time,
formed informal organizations in each area to arrest union
members. Near the town of Earle, Arkansas, a group of
workers started what was equivalent to a picket line, and
this picketing was forcibly broken up by a deputy sheriff
named Paul Preacher. The men picketing were arrested,
most of them were Negroes, and were sentenced to work on a
privately owned plantation owned by Paul Preacher.

The Marches

A group of people who lived on the edge of the delta
plantation area took the lead in the strike. They organized
a demonstration which they called the "Marches." They
lined people up, with each man about 6 or 8 feet apart,
forming a long thin picket line, and they marched down the
roads from one plantation to another. This sharecropper
kind of picketing was very effective. Our members told
about how they began with possibly a hundred men, to start
the day's march of 25 or 30 miles through the plantations.
And when they came to a plantation where people were out in
the cotton fields, the marchers would call out to the people
at work, saying, "Come and join us." The marches were
quite effective. There was no violence -- just people lined
up, walking down the roads singing and calling on others
to join them.
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Labor Support

In the beginning, we never received any actual support
from organized labor. The local labor people, for instance,
in Memphis, said the union could only lead to uprisings
among the Negroes and that no one could organize a union
of people as poor as the sharecroppers. It depends upon
what one's own approach to the labor movement is. If
labor 1s just a business operation, then the attitude of
the trade union leaders toward sharecroppers and agricultural
workers is correct because it will take a lot of money to
organize and establish a strong union, and returns on the
investment made will be slow in coming. I know that agri-
cultural workers can be organized, but actually it has never
been tried in the U.S.A. Even today the attitude of the
typical labor leader is that these people are too low on
the economic scale to be organized. They can't be counted
on to pay dues immediately, so why should the labor movement
invest its money?

Organizing the Unorganized

If the leadership really wanted to organize the unor-
ganized, 1t could be done. It would also help if we managed
to bring agricultural workers within the scopée of the N.L.R.B.
However, I don't expect that will be done, nor will there be
a minimum wage in agriculture, until there is an effective
organization of workers. That has been the history of most
of our social legislation. Until there is organization of
the workers on the farms, we cannot affect the processes
of government to any great extent.

One of the old Southern Tenant Farmers' Union slogans
we used 25 years ago was, "To the disinheiried belongs the
future." Perhaps it dces. The past years have been rewarding.
While I might do many things differently if they were to be
done again, I would not trade my experiences for all the
millions in the treasuries of all the big unions in America.

H.L. Mitchell was co-founder and executive secretary of the
Southern Tenant Farmer's Union. He 1is now Agricultural and
Allied Industries representative for the Amalgamated Meat
Cutters, working in Louisiana. This article appeared in the
April, 1968, issue of The New South Student. = -

Southern Student Organizing Committee.



LITERATURE

LSy

SOUTHERN STUDENT ORGANIZING COMMITTEE

DOMESTIC 1SSUES

25 Youth as a Class
JOHN & MARGARET ROWNTREE.
.10 Poor Whites on the Move!
HARRY BOYTE & DICK LANDERMAN
10 Look Out Liberals: Wallace
Power Gonna Get You!
PAUL VALENTINE
.10 Medical Ghettos.
ANSELM L. STRAUSS.
10 Our Prisons are Criminal.
BRUCE JACKSON
.10 The Angry Children of Malcolm X,
JULIUS LESTER.
.10 Power and Racism.
STOKELY CARMICHAEL.
.10 An Analysis of American Racism.
FRANK H. JOYCE.
.10 The Legacy of Slavery & the Roots
of Black Nationalism.
e EUGENE GENOVESE.
.10 Farewell to Integration.
W. H. FERRY.
.10 BLACK POWER: Reprint of a Paper
by the SNCC Vine City Project.
.10 How to Commit Revolution.
WILLIAM DOMHOFF.
10 Decline of American Radicalism,
GABRIEL KOLKO.
% 9] The New Nonviolence.
DAVID DELLINGER.
.10 A Conversation: Jobs, Machines,
& People. ROBERT THEQBALD
GERARD PIEL & RALPH HELSTEIN.
.10 The Cybernation Revolution.
ROBERT THEOBALD.
+10 Mississippi's Economics and
Mississippi's ''New Image'.
MIKE BRULAND.
.10 Decay of American Cities,.
PERCIVAL GOODMAN.
.10 Power of the Dixiecrats.
TOM HAYDEN.
.10 This is War? (The Poverty
Program, ROBB BURLAGE.
.10 The Peace Called War: Lyndon
Johnson's Poverty Program.
DAVID NOLAN.
.10 The Survey & Community
Organizing. NICK EGLESON.
.10 Finding & Making Leaders.

NICHOLAS VON HOFFMAN.
.10°  Over 30:(0n Working With Adults)
EL1ZABETH TORNQUIST.

$50C'S HANDBOOK & SPEAKER'S GUIDE
SSOC's HANDBOOK. (2nd edition)
SSOC'S SPEAKER'S GUIDE.

L
o

UNTVERSITY REFORM

A Toward a Student Syndicalist
T Movement. CARL DAVIDSON
.10___ The Multiversity. CARL DAVID3ON.
.10 The Campus Protest Against ROTC
ALLAN BRICK.
10 University Reform: A Platform
Statement. ALAN OGDEN,
.10 Who Runs the Schools. BILL TOWE.
.100  Towards a Black University.
KEITH LOWE.
.10 The Future of Negro Colleges.
RICHARD ROBBINS.
10 What is Wrong With Negro Colleges,
: J. RAYMOND HODKINSON,
.10 An End to History. MARIO SAVIO
10 University of the Status Quo.
DAVID NOLAN.
i Student Social Action.
TOM HAYDEN,
% o] High School Reform. MARK KLEiMAN
.10 Academic Freedom in the
Secondary Schools. A.C.L.U.
.10 Freedom Schocl Notes.
JANE STEMBRIDGE.
POWER STRUCTURE RESEARCH
.10 Political Meddling & the Florida
Board of Regents. ALAN LEVIN.
10 The Duke Trustees & Labor.
MIKE SMEDBERG.
.10___ Suggestions for a Study of Your
Hometown. ROBERT K..,LAMB.
L) Care & Feeding of the Power
Structure. JACK MINNIS
.10 How to Research the Democratic
Party. LEE WEBB.
.10 How to Select Targets to Disrupt
the Empire.
EDIE BLACK & LOIS REIVICH.
.10 NASHVILLE: Preliminary Study of
the Power Structure.
DAVE & RONDA KOTELCHUCK.
APPALACHIA
.10 Southern Mountain Folk Tradition
& the Folksong,''Stars' Syndrome,
CALL!E CANTREL & LUKE LARMON,
Folk Heroes & Protest. D.T.
.10~ De'iberate Depopulation of Whole
Areas. (Appalachia)
.20 Poverty & Affluence in Appalachia,

HARRY M, CAUDILL

West Virginia Wonderland.
WILLIAM C. BLIZZARD.

Introduction to both papers -
DON WEST.



FOREIGN POLICY AND VIETNAM
.10 Chinese Agaression: Myth or
. T Menace. CHARLES S. BURCHILL.
.25 Declaration at His Court Martial.
REG!S DEBRAY.
.10 Message to the Tri-Continental
Congress. CHE GUEVARA.
.10 The Argument of Latin America.
CARLOS FUENTES,
.10 CUBA: The Revolution Not Seen.
DAVID DELLINGER.
.10 BLACK POWER & the Third World.
STOKELY CARMICHAEL.
.10 Vietnam: The Myth & Reality of
American Policy. DAVID NOLAN.
.05 Vietnam: (Paper prepared by
members of JOIN)
A0 Political Program of the N.L.F.
.10 Vietnam & Civil Rights.
B0B PARRIS & HOWARD ZINN.
.10 Dow Shalt Not Kill, HOWARD ZiNN.
.10 Trial of Dr. Howard Levy.
{RA GLASSER.
.10 New Left in Germany & Japan.
MANFRED BUDDEBERG & KEN CLOKE
.10 America Needs an Agonizing
Reappraisal. ARNOLD J. TOYNBEE.

.10 Contemporary Forms of Imperialism.

CONOR CRUISE O'BRIEN.
.10 On Revolution., STANLEY MILLET.
.10 Scarce Resources: The Dynamic
of American Imperialism.
HEATHER DEAN.

$SOC_BUTTONS
B L] Mobilize the South. Stars &
Bars in design of Peace Symbol.
.25 Confederate Flag with Black &
White Handclasp.
25 A Free University in a Free
South.

SOUTHERN RADICALISM SERIES

.10 Southarn Tenant Farmers Union.

H.: L MITCHELL.
.10 Negro Slave Revolts.

HERBERT APTHEKER.
.10 Southern Populism. NORMAN POLLACK.
.10 Black Mountain College.

ROGER A. WICKER.

THE DRAFT
.10 Selective Service System OR The
Manpower Channelers, PETER HENIG’
10 Channeling (Unedited, Official
Selective Service Memo.)
.10 Draft Counseling Centers.
10 Emigration to Canada: Legal
Notes for Craft Age Men.

LABOR
.10 A Brief History of Duke Local 77
PETER BRANDON & NANCY PARKS.
.10 Davy Crockett in Little Egypt.
(Lawrenceburg Tn. Labor Strike)
VERA RONY.
.10 BLUE RIDGE: Strike Against Levi
Strauss. BRENDA MULL.
.10 Students, Labor & the South.
JIM WILLIAMS.

WOMEN'S LiIBERATION
.25 Toward a Female Liberation
Movement.
BEVERLY JONES & JUDITH BROWN.
.10 Freedom for Movement Girls--Now!
VANAUKEN.
10 Female Liberation as the Basis for
Social Revolution.
ROXANNE DUNBAR,
.10 American wWwomen: Their use and
Abuse. LYN WELLS.
.10 Women's Liberation Bibliography

SOUTHERN STUDENT ORGANTZING COMMITTEE
P. 0. Box 6403, Nashville, Tennessee, 37212

Telephone:

Enclosed is for the

pamphlets checked.

Enclosed is $3.00 for a yeurs sub-
scription to SSOC's newspaper =
THE PHOENIX.
___Sample copy free upon request.

Information on Bulk Lit. Orders

NAME

ADDRESS

CITY STATE

(615) 291-3537

Enclosed is $4.00 for a subscriptiorn
to SSOC's magazing,
THE NEW SOUTH STUDENT

Write for Sample Copy.

P )

Enclosed is $5.00 for membership
in $S0C which includes subscript-
ions to both THE NEW SOUTH STUDENT
and THE PHOENIX.

ZipP

Make ehecks payable to SSOC.

Contributions for postage & handling are appreciated...



	00_ssoc_stfu-page1
	00_ssoc_stfu-page2
	00_ssoc_stfu-page3
	00_ssoc_stfu-page4
	00_ssoc_stfu-page5
	00_ssoc_stfu-page6
	00_ssoc_stfu-page7
	00_ssoc_stfu-page8

