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J, IDiiOli THAT REHJ.Y '.VA'> ONE 
by' .Donald Gr11bbs 

The urge towerd union has aLmya been ona of the nest 1'lmder1entel 
passiO!lfl of mnnkind, Unity rather than alienation, to live as brothers 
rather than as strangers, is e dr~em wlt:l.ch l'..1!S d:ri von nQ.llions ot men. 

Hosi; of thJ?. tough- m;inded lcadt;rs of J.mcn.can UDioniSl!l )lave in
dulged in no such T'l".f!ltiCisM . 11nion, tt> them, w.s been nothing more or 
le&s than the best wa.r for workers to put pork chops on the toble. For 
such pocple, the Ullity of •rorkcrs hns boon " tool, not a goal- a mc:ms, 
not en end. 1t h;:a been e unity t;p<;rntiw in the economic sphorc only. 
One of the severe ).imitations cor th.LJ conconti..on of u.n:Lt:r is the ract 
th..<tt, in practie&, it dc.feats i tscll': a!l the Utl:Lon 3ucoeods, it fails , 
Tho more secure a man ' s job beoomott, tne ~9 his union means to hiln. 
It losElll its relevance to his problCJ~~:; . 1 t becomes stagnant, as , indeed, 
the bnerican labor movenen.t has become todey, 

'l'hirty ye(\rs ego, in a !'lost unlikely location, the:re nourished 
en organ:i.:rrati~Jn tJhose history can tc<:~ch us f1t'l>found lqesons about u.nion 
in a h:;i,ghor and broader sOIJBe , 1 ts mOPlbcr{l w=e farm tenants and sharo
crappe:rs, poOr people bound to a r:Loh sDil, the i'eM;ile pl ack Mississ
ipPi lle.l~ around MOin?his . They calloq their organization tho ~ollth
crn Tennot Farmers Union. 

People !lflo conceive of unions in thf:l llnitod, nan:i.pulat:Lvc, pure1.y 
economic sense WUI\lcl probe'J1.y question 4hoi,hr.r thr S. T.F .U. can even 
be called a lln:i.nn.. Its impoverinhed mt.mbe:rs, r,rub'::>ing an existence 
in tlw :rurnl South, were so thoroughly at thoir employers t mercy- 1;hat 
collective bro-gainitlfi >res out of the. question, /,t m~s-t., in areas 
whc.re thoy were strongest, they could ocoasion,al1.y stay out of t)lo 
fiolds , qtticlc, 11 on a given detct. 

li:'ven teo carnr ou.t a minimum progr&n, to operate pn any leveL at 
all, it was noccssm-y to enroll a great pm;crntage of t)le farm l aborers 
in an a.roa . For this, as •fcll a!l more theoretical. reasons , both 
Negroes anJ C..~cnsicns 'ro,re llclcon,r;:d into the liJlion and treated e~ctly 
alike i'rum tho bc;;t,:inning. This , l'{;;lnembt.r, in the •lississiPDi Delta of 
tba dardost !lixic. SUrely a practical man Jltight rvgsrd lllCh a policy 
as trn; clil"'ax of Colly. 
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W, J , Ca:!b, in hsi classic Y.:tn·1 oJ: +'le S9Ut.h, shows that the spread 
of the plani;at.ion system bl-"o<:i _, C.d- "Clw ;-· :lt.""l.:Lictions that c!l\lld have 
been f:lalling t.o t.he egalit!l"!".lan s rttlers of t.be rej;lc111, but then cOM
pematcd tho>\ by introducing the 11n otly ego-·.,arming and ego-expanding 
distinct.! on bcttrecm th .. whi tc man e.rul the bl!!M." 'I'hi~ ar ~ificial 
"proto-])ca:-;iw frotrh" amon~ the ;;'tite:-, es C<~:.L c:~Ued it, provideri a 
gratify.ing sen3e of 1t<.Tth anri poweJ' to every rneMl:)er ot the Caucasian 
caste: ncomc what may, he r.rould always be e t.irl:he men . " 

Leaders of the Soathern Tenant Farmer~ Ur.ion, partieulllrl:y n rug
ged Virginian named Boward Kester , saw ctllito clear1y tld.s relationship 
between white supremacy and the nW!'.nn ne.,d to feel cr.ese.lt wrn-thl' and 
mestErr1\ll , They concluded, ther-oforc t.hat as Cnuc,;.si au~ found union 
to be a more satisfactory means of ge.ininn human dlilli.ty l!nd Winning 
a degree of control ovor thGir s1t1l,ation, they couLd snod white 
supreiT'.acy like e gaJ;11le1)t . It was an attractiw theory, but would it 
work? 

The l'irst ttro l ocals of the S . T.F.U. 'rore composed of ::~hareeropperca 
who had toiled together ;in th;. fields and knew each other all iru:li vidual=r, 
so the Cauc'\lliens nevw thou,-;h·~ tn invtlkn their racia:t ~upert;~titions . 
"B11t e.round Harked Tree, th" s"cond U;rgost tOW11 in 1':lint'lctt County, 
J,rkansal!, ;rord t.'i' th•' ~;ni!ln C!l.iiokly !7Pl'cad to a r:.cat many people wh~ 
wore not acquainted wi·~h QTlo r.mot! ICT, and th~; ruddy- fllced wPriaars 
were re).uc·l;;m~ 'bo orlltltd7ic wi 1,)1 tho :Jc>.rl,-s\t:i.nncd r-wr'kcrs . /•t this 
point, tho utdon lo:aders mndr a mnj or 1ottc·~icnl dec:i.~on . They wnuld 
<OJ.ow a Negro 1.ccal and a 1<hite lnc:U. in t: .rl·od Tree, but each would 
hevs to nee.~ in tho Negro lod1!c h1J l, l;'hicb Jn.1)];oned to be the only
builrii Til! la:q:;e qnou;;b t.o nee m; ~ 1 t : f Ll:1·· ;.c or tll' 1ltro groups . So01'J~ 
the Nocro local began requcsti.ru.; VJ.t.; t.s l.ror.t ::.t...U•r.~.r..~u>l Oauca3ien 
mcl'lbers who, outmunbcrod, cmL.d b<u·Uly t•Jl1 the Neg.-ot..>s bo sit at the 
ro~ pf thuir otm ln:rr. In gnm~or ar.d ~;rord;or n\li;l\lOr!:l, each vmek, the 
WhHes sJ:ri.ftod :in, gaping in WPDdtlr i!3 they listened to {;be wisdom or 
the 1Ie'i!'O lQcal's presid•Jnt, jabb:b;; tlreir:u~y-hued .friends i n the 
r~bs <md ,.tw;psrlng, 11Ytlll knovr, t.h<\t nigger'" got. mere -sense than any 
white man here . " 

Th'l Kcgrons ;.mre gcn.,:nUly more 1.i!.,-crate because or their greatc;;r 
ruspcct for cducut.ion, a fact tha~ never J.·illcd ta <JrJ.alle poor uh:ito 
sh;uoeeroppcrs new +.., the unl.en, Baaides. in l!larkcd Tree, the UeY,ro 
leru:lcr was a m:in:ir.;tr:.l'J tho wtrlte 1.eador ~rns a bootlegger . This gave 
t he !'ormor a bH morL prestige, slthou.;h the 'lervices of both were 
probably in equal d!'llllB.Ild . 

Within a few !'lont.hs, S. T. F.U. S<'orotm:-~- it. t . Hitchcll ;ms h::~ppily 
observine that th£, only wry to trll ;Jttl.ch loczl ~>m.~ Meeting werJ t-o note 
tho color or the of:!'tnors on the platfol"M . Ju'tc-r "'" n1xess of the 
two-local -bsct:lc in M2rked Tree, the union 1.car!e:rs r., t t !Tee to adopt it 
i.n any are!). lltlCTC the wh:i WS I .foJ.k be~e.fS )\indwoo<f \ihfl1r iJmne<!ietc 
assoc:l.aUrm with p£,oplo "Jf n diffcrrmt color. Mitchell wM quoted llll 
saying, "It l.s qu:lt£1 all right for tho two I'llOcs to oream.-zo in se-r
aratc. leeds jU3t so loug <!.J they ar.c llll in tho s311le utdon and fittht
i ng for th'· :1~.,·~ thi.l'.g!l . " Mltcholl nnd the other union ornoers J..:'net~ 
that as n""' J••r J r.<Jne t o oornpr,.hr.md llhl'lt TTfight.ing !'or t.he s:uue things" 
mont, tho :• tor •";ic.nali ty that und~rlay tho dern:md for ttlD locals trould 
begin to J:arlc tl>~f!.'J . 
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They were pragmntists , To rcl'<:h :1nd <:omvince !;hi te"' who ~ld 
ctberl'lis" be r.ntegr rezcd, thoy \l"'Cd ~;l~ ~· "l"~nnl::;t rs; to ge:'_n the con
fidrmc!' of' Hcffi'OCS who hsd ~reorl I"£a~n ou be S11~J_C"_ 'IUS of' a "•,lbi tc man ·~ 
orgnnization," tl'l<oy U!'lerl lkf:ro cr(ier:.L.~n·s, (lr;r the same rr:nscns, they 
encouraged tho i:1clenr:-inf' of e>i'l'ioehnlcl"'•'s by :·"ce. J':;ckcts, emissaries 
to 1-i<:sb:in&tc-n OX' Lit.tlo Rock, nnd other spokc3Wen boforc the public ••oro 
ch?aon fran both racos . 

Officers and orgao:izcrs 'reTe ohcst;;n·llitb oobllizanoo of thdr race 
in Qrd£r to orf:ate a roovr.r-.<.nb in 1moh rzco would hE'come> uni.!Tlportan~ 
t o th€ largest posai bJ.e: nwh:.r oi' p& ~le. ''Most o t' the trouble between 
"!;he racilS is cErtictiy rooted in tho T'l'O''le;l" c1' br~rJ end jobs and &eono
nd.c s.:::cUI'i·by. It is not primarily a pr<f;lCill .t col .. r, 11 "!;he uni'>n de
clartiEl . In ot'l)er words, the S . '!',,;' , IJ. reject~d most of the quasi-soc
iological aphoriarna eb')llt "cletNY J;'ontcd tram t:!. _n':f , " "getting t.or.> 
far ahead at public opin:tc-n,u 11chm1g.n~ l'•on •s l!ewts through et;lucntion," 
and so on. Union leadct'S disdained intullectua:!.izing an<l cgcr- treecling. 
They pluneed into the ta!li< of revealing cQncrckly to hr.>th races that 
men uni. tod aro heppic.r, T.lore v<G.un::.le to thumcl vea and others , and 
n.o1·e e!'i'cotive then rr.<:n divided. 

This .Cc.:i.tb 1o12s re>r'.:rdt~d with a1Inc:at unooli cwols results . One 
case 18 ill\J.l;tretivc: a Negro uni~n member .frOtn frkansas • Crosss 
County wea belltcn so seVI!:rcly by pl:T.krs anj thEir riding-bosses tbet, 
during a long period of invalir:!isc, h= could n•.t hold his bo&,- \·rostes . 
P 1·1hi tc sh<:rccropper couple t<l. th a :!.r.mg -orc- umon hackground af bi ttcr 
race hetre<l took the buttcreo man into their cabin and nursed him like 
"2 brother . 

Scrne poor tro.i tos grew L'lmost ~(lErcssi ve aht:ut their ncti beliefs . 
For SXSJ"'!'llC 1 one St'.id: 

'l'hny eat the s=e kind v: food that ~~e t>~t; they live in the 
smte kind of shacks that we li va in; they t•·ork fer the san:e boss

lt.en tha-c h-e l'r'rl( f'or; they hoc be~irle \l'l in the i'ie1.ds; they drink out 
of the sme buckot thet t~e drink 1)\lt or; i~U~Orancc is a .. Jd.llin ' them 
jest the '"are e.s it ' s ::o -ld.llin' vs ••• \•ll';y shouldn't they belong 
to the s:;oe Uni n thnt ;ro belcng to? 

The S.T.F .U. t"::perin:cnt baJ not.:tbl c soci!\1 nnd poUtical resltlts 
a.<; llGll as perss:m<.l :md inJitidual l!'esul~ . Its difficulties inspired 
formation of the L::Folletto COI!!lti.irtee 1~hieh invcs'ti-ate;d 'ld01ations of' 
wtrkers ' :rights of s'Oe:ech :md r.ssccit::tlon. Tl:'-1 S . T.F. U. ex("osed the 
fact thnt the early N.,w- Deal ' s Ll.l. (! RriCultur:U 1 dju~rtment ltd!odnis
treti~n), like the NRI, '•"'-S -- <lSP~aially in the 'louth -- pr:l.l".ar:Lly n 
lal•ge property Ollller ' s de'tic<J , Tho S.T.F.U. :H>CtU'Od 2 nationally 
pu'>licizcd conv.Lcticn of n Illl:it. t:lcput:; sheriff for tt-<;1ng his office 
ttl hold men in ptr-Mgo. Thr s. :r.F.U. gontincod Prtsidf!nt RooseVelt 
that rural povcl' ~y tm.ts t be attae>lrod "in nr.n w~. He nP.llll3d a tMJancy 
Mrr.!T.i"si n ul'::i.ch includorl m1 S.Ts.u. merr.bcr . The £ i nciings of Roosevelt 's 
tenanc;v" • i••sicT. :rere translated intC' tho Frl"''' Security .i!l:lnini.'Otratirn 
until Vir · • t • 'l ~ i!m:'~ Dyrd ki.lled the ?SP. on the pretext. of "economy" 
during \~ I I •1. 

Pror ' '·' all-whit£ ore~ni~:lti ':l!'l nn<l csrt~t.inJ.y n':l ru.J.- Negro 
orgenizatl ·r• r.1 lld Mvt> Mhi vcd these results. But simply getting 
people ir.to thQ S$l:JG room t;r.uld not, b:r itseli, hevt. bttl.lt 2II in
terracial union on any ~maneni; basis. Holt t,-as it dono? 
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To begin w.!.th, the uni on ' s ~oadars set nn example. Members saw 
that peop~c o! both rcccs were Nilllng to rrt au·~ into the J'ie~cls Nitb 
th811l1 llhitc leaders risking t.hcir skJ.r.s !.a- bl.'.rk munboJ·s uml black 
for white; thi3 llBPl'li1l.d constantly. .'Juoh acti !\!j w.;ro the :rooks on 
which mutual trust U(la rl~wly oatal>1i:;hcd. rn arldition, union officials 
and cr:;eniZc.r"l illSi!! tod on non-v:i.:;~~ont-o rorcrt!lro"'I:J of pl'OVOootion 1 a 
policy which wos :i.ndispe:rrablc to th•3 vo17 e1:u::tGnce of the S. T.F. U. 
Only fifteen years before ond a shrrt distance ew:>.y, Nl!l'rocs who were 
trying to or!J::m:l.ze e sl arccrcppcrs' union ho1 been massacred like 
animnls at a to1m called Eln:l.ne -- booause cne of them allopcdly shot 
a ;~hi tc man lih" tr:i."d to break up a union mooting . 

The promotion of meMbers' ~clf-ro3~ot sus a oonqtv.nt end con~cious 
task tho s.: .F.U. leaders sst thcmaclws, and anotheT rP.ason for the 
sucoeS"l of r:>oiel integration in the union. Fnr t'lo first time in their 
llvca, shll!'cc:roppe:rs found thcr.sc!ves rcga:rdod as be.ine hum:m. They 
wore r.i vcn aid ·,rhon they ~mre sick, hungry, or ir. jdl. They wore fP. VE:rl 

• res n J:lsibili tics and rcW2I'<is . They >n:re add!'es..qed !IGI '1}\istcT. " 1 bova, 
all, they ...:ro c.nc ur:!gcll t" think <!'bout c?cucr.c.ti w act:ion anoi the 
w-..ya it !Tii!!ht l'l.t!r tho:lr trt'l"ld . F:sp.irlly tLeir need i'Cl• prot€ctive 
prejndice disnppearcli . 

The lc~ors or the ~.T .F.TI . never ~~dercstim~tod the intelligence 
or the rr.cmber!'l . Though unschr:oDloo, «r·llkcnsol tr,r r> lil'ctime of msl
nutritct\ end hooJ:worn, ofkn illiterate, ll'Dhy sh~ecrop;.cl"s hen fine 
d.n1s which their S"c:let:" hlld ciscbursget.! frr,m r~evulopncnt . Thcl'!e 
people cwld c -r:::'Z'~h£nd the reasong f -:r r.c.c~; hl!tred, and the nccossi ty 
of rcplt!cing it thr Ut;h udted actiC'Il, cLmt•st as fast as these things 
were explained tc tbEZ~ . 

Todey 1 ld.l.lit:mS of ytrU!'Ig tlogroes llrG c~nde!'!nod t~ unemplcyt"cnt and 
pOintless liv..;s bec:>use the rul;nt. Cl:!«tc siro:~ly ref\.ls~ tc bol:iovtl union 
is de:::irl:ble or uossibl.e . Th~ cl!lrk-slCnnC'o ,,, l!t and s ~i:J tho lipht
skinnod w:tth~ut rr:t,lly lmctdng wby, or 1-i;ore -they ough-t to strike. tnd 
v.tca vcr,..::. l:nd, all the J,•llil.c, a osndicl:te f·r Prr>sident assUros us 
that no l~·r C:Sll cb;:;ngc n:cn 's hcCl•ts . 

Fer ovtry man ~*'" believe~ in elan;tnt::ry -icc.,ncy, 11"'rccdom Now'' is 
ll fino s:i.CJ;fJl . ~ ·t. l'Tif;lht it net be su!l'(l1cm ~t- <i '<lith 11Unicn llc~11 ? 
Real union. liot ur.ion l!m•'r.f5 nen fmo rr.cre·y ~nmt ll l>iggc:J;" sl"~ce of society, 
but mr.cnr 1oon vh ·<ant. to -trn,:s1'01'1ll .it. 

I'll 1964, ~ in 1934, the lc.;cr Mi"lli1l~inpi Villey might be the 
beet place t;.~ begin. 
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