
We Have No Governnten(~ 

Mr. Foster: The people are going to set up a tent city out 
at Tribbett and \Vork on getting poor peoples to con1e and 
build a new ·city. Because of the Ltct tbat we vvas refused by 
the Federal Governn1ent and evicted, it's ln1portant that \Ve 
start planning our O\Vn govenunent. 

Mrs. BlackwelL: I feel that the federal governn1ent have 
proven that it don't care about poor people. Everything that 
v,re have asked for through these years has been handed down 
on paper. It's never been a reality. We the poor people of 
Mississippi is tired . vVe're tired of it so \Ve'rc going to build 
for ourselves, because \Ve don't have a government that rep­
resents us. 

Mrs. Lcnvrence: See, you can only accept poor people by 
being poor and really kno\ving vvhat being poor is like. And 
all this stuff about poverty progran1s and federal funds, that's 
out for poor peoples. \Ve were looked upon as just a- civil 
rights den1onstration. · But rea1ly -vve ·were there demanding 
and \vaiting and asking that these things be brought there to 
fill .. sotne desperate needs. And we \vas asking that the poor 
peoples be accepted as they stood. And instead of getting 
what \Ve \Vas asking, vve got the ·whole air force troopers in 
on us. To 1ne, that's our governn1ent. 

Mr. Foster: Vvas. 
Mrs. Lawrence: Yeah, vvas. No\v, . \ve're our own govcrn­

ment-governn1ent by poor peop.le. '\Vhere do w·e go froni 
here? To brighter days on our O\Vn • . And we know we'll reach 
that goal. But in their \vorld, that's sornething that doesn't 
exist. 

Reporter: About the poor people's governn1ent. Would this 
be an jdea for a lot of peop]e to come and live around Trib­
bett or so1newhere in particular'? \Vould this be a larger tent 
city? 

* TI1is is an edited ti·a.nscription of a press conference held in the. 
Greenville oilice of the Delta Ivlinistry, Tuesday evenjng, February 1, 
1966. The participants included the three spokesmen for the over 70 
poor Negroes who occupied the barracks of the Greenville A..ir For e 
Base. They were Mr. Isaac Foster of Tdbbett, a leader in last spring's 
strike of plantation workers; 11rs. Unita Blackwell of ~1ayersvillc. a 
member of the Freedom Democratic Party executive comntittce; !virs. 
Ida l'v1ae Lawrence of Ro~edale. chairman of her :rv1i~sissippi Freedorn. 
Labor Union local; and Rev. Arthur Thomas of Greenville, director of 
the Delta lvlinistry of the National Council of Churches. 
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Mr. Foster: I know and you know that the tents are not 
going to stand forever. But I wouldn't be surprised it it 
wouldn't start that way. 

Reporter: Does this mean that you would not consider 
yourselves bound by the restraints, the actions of county, 
state or federal law enforcement officers? 

Mr. Foster: From nothing we must start building a new 
country, with our own laws, our own enforcement. No part 
of the system has any authority or control over us. Our goal 
is leading away from depending on the system for anything. 
And I would like to say that every poor person that will 
come is welcome. 

Mrs. Blackwell: Not only froin Mississippi but from all 
over the United States. And elsewhere, if they want to join. 
We will be sending telegrams to other nations, including Afri­
can nations, for support. 

Reporter: Does this mean that you won't sit down and talk 
to the Attorney General or other government representatives 
about your grievances? 

Mr. Foster: If they would like to talk, we'll be willing to 
talk. But they didn't want to talk. They · sent some Mississipc 
pian-chief or sergeant or something. He said 'give me the 
names of people who need relocation and I'll see what can be 
done about it. How can we leave the base when peoples don't 
·have a house to stay in? 

Mrs. Lawrence: The base is more thought of than the poor 
peoples was. The buildings weren't doing anything but just 
sitting there. The building was more respectable than poor 
hungry peoples with nothing and nowhere to go. If the peo­
ples was satisfied and willing to sit there to find ways for 
themselves, the government should have let them stay there. 
The building was more important than poor folks. 

Mr. Foster: The only reason that Colonel Jones could give 
for eviction was that the building that we was in didn't have 
running water and didn't have any type of fire protection. 
And see I know that the federal government can't tell me 
that was the reason we was put out, because all over Mississip­
pi houses don't have running water or fire protection. 

Rev. Thomas: It was cruel and inhuman of Orville Free­
man and Nicholas Katzenbach to send the kind of message to 
us at the air base they sent today. They said nothing to us that 
hasn't been .said for months and years. We were tired of wait­
ing around for these people to live up to their words. 

Reporter: Mr. Thomas, could you go into Operation Help? 
Rev. Thomas: Over a year ago the Delta Ministry, in coop­

eration with the National Students Association, pointed out 
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the need for a commodity program for Mississippi poor peo- ' 
pie. A d. we gave as an example of what local people could 
do, what was happening in Forrest County, where the people 
had set up their own distribution systcn1s fo.v contributed 
food and clothing. It works very well. 

We offered to 1nake Forrest County a trial case for food 
distribution if the Department would release the cmnmodities 
to us . . 

Instead, the Department of Agriculture notified the State 
Department of Welfare that volunteer groups were willing 
and able to distribute commodities in Forrest County. In the 
face of that kind of possibility the county Board of Supervi­
sors voted for the first time jn ye.ars and years to participate 
in a commodity program. Itnmediately, the Department of 
Agriculture found it necessary to send an investigator in there 
to investigate charges of discrimination in that program. 

We then n1ade the an1e offer in regard to Madison 
County. Again Washington called the state welfare people, 
who notified the county Board of Supervisor·. They came up 
with a Food Stamp progran1. Of course poor people can't af­
ford to be in a food stamp program because it costs money 
and they don•t have any income. 

W c then offered to set up di tri uti on in any county that 
didn't have a program. In the face of this possibility the state 
Welfare Departtnent came up with the proposal called Opera­
tion HELP-and keep in mind this was in August. All over 
the state people had gone without food through the winter 
while the Welfare Department and the Agriculture Depart­
ment played politics with each other. 

Under this plan, the Welfare Department will get 24 mil­
lion dollars' worth of surplus commodites from the Depart­
ment of Agriculture and 1.6 mil1ion dollars from the Office 
of Economic Opportunity to distribute the food to 500,000 
people for six months. 

In view of the criticisms of the program-which is based 
on the untenable assumption that welfare agencies and 
county boards of supervisors will act in a nondiscriminatory 
maoner-OEO put certain conditions on the grant: one, that 
a bi-racial com1nittee supervise the program, and two, that 
hiring and distribution be done on a non-discriminatory basis. · 

Our information has it that no such comn1ittee has been 
set up, although the proposal was sub1nitted in August and 
granted in November. Dr. Aaron Henry, head of the state 
NAACP, was asked to nominate the Negroes for the commit­
tee. Why weren't poor people asked to nominate people? 

·In regard to the second condition, the food was supposed 
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to be ready for di tribution by Jq.nuary 23. When that day 
came we could not find one poor person empl yed in the pro­
gram and no food being given out. And now it's February. 

Mr . . Lawrence: I'd like to add [to] that. To live, we got to 
go out and chop cotton for $3 a day, maybe t o or three 
days a week. At the end of cotton picking, we gets the same 
for picking the scrap the ·machines leave. Then in November 
when .they tart q alifying you or t e commodities, th y ay 
you got to find out how many people you worked for and get 
them to sign for you as being poor. If they don't feel lilce 
signing, like maybe they don' like you for civil rights activi ... 
ties, you do 't get co modities. But you still poor, whether 
the white boss says so or not. 

Mrs. Blackwell: See, if you belong to any civil rights group 
or participate, they tell you you can't get a job with the pover­
ty program, because that's political and you know you can't 
have that. A d that what s happeni g with the poverty pro­
gram: it' political- · that's the reason it's ot doing anything 
for the poor. 

Reporter: Mr. Thomas, why do you think the federal gov­
er ment is afraid to 1 t poor Negroes go ahea~ and run the 
program? 

Rev. Thomas: I could try to avoid that question and say 
that it is their problem. These people have the problem of not 
being dead. I will not avoid it and ay nobody is unaware of 
the pow,er of Congressman Whitten in the House Subcon1mit­
tee on Agriculture. Nobody is unaware of the critical power 
of Job Stennis in the Senate and its p · a ce Appropriations 
Committee. And these are the kind of people who are sup­
po ed to represent the poor pe pie in Congress. 

Reporter: Are you saying that the people w o run the pov­
erty programs are kowtowing to the white power structure 
from ere? 

Re'v. Thomas: That' what I'm saying The poverty pro­
gram a d the Department of Agriculture. 

rd like to add one footoqte . OEO says it's lnt ·educing an 
experimental program for food di tribution. Well, I don't 
think these people ought to be experimented o . They're hun­
gry now. hey need food now. And there,s no rea on why 
food could not ha: been airlifted to th se people. 

Also, poor p ople in this tate la t year organized them .. 
selves into a Headstart program through the Child Dev lop ... 
ment roup of Mis issippi. Shriver and oth rs aid it was one 
of the best Head tarts anywhere io the cou try. In S ptember 
they· were told they would be funded in October; in Octo­
ber, the money was coming in Nove1nber, in November, the 
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.money was coming in December, and so on and so on each 
month. Over 1000 local Mississippi poor people who have 
been promised money have been cheated by OEO. 

Mrs. Lawrence: You know, we ain't dumb, even if we are 
poor. · We need jobs\. We need food. We need 'houses. But 
even with the poverty program we ain't got nothin but needs. 
That's why we was pulled off that building .tha·t wasn't being 
·used for anything. We is ignored by the government. The 
thing about property upset them, but the things about poor 
people don't. So there's no way out but to begin your own 
·beginn~ng, wh~tever w·~y ·you can .. So far as I'm con~emed, 

· that's all I got to say _about the past. We're begimiing a new 
future. · · 
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