
I was a SNCC organizer off and on between 1961 and 65 , first in Georgia and then in Mississippi . 
It never occurred to me not to go South. My parents transmitted to me their belief that a better, more 
just world was possible. This belief lasted longer than their memb rship in th Communist Party. It 

was rooted in their Jewishnes . I grew up with Jewish Life and JEWI H CURRE TS. I went to an IWO (Inter
national Workers Order Yiddish shu/e. 

When I told my parents I was going to work for S CC, 1 repeated all the things they d taught me: what 
a mentsh does is fight for justice· the Jewish people will never be afe from di aster unless discrimination 
against any group i impo sible; if African Americans in the South could vote, the would ote out of office 
the Southern racist reactionaries who dominated the g v mment. 

My par nts agreed withe erything 1 said but told me that actually doing something wasn t worth the ri k. 
Th theories the talk the political song I gr w up with were beautiful and correct, but they wer meant to 
be just that: theories, talk and ongs. Talking the talk was great walking the walk, not so much. 
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But South I went. 
NCC work vva t dious. We canvassed from house to house in groups, 

pr ferab l with both black and white can a er . At fir t, we g nerall made 
small-talk: The" eather 's been hot the church picnic is coming up. The second 
time, if tru t had de eloped we spoke about registering to vote or joining the 
Mi i ippi Freedom Democratic Party. We encouraged black t nant farmers 

g t together to ote in el ction for members of their county Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation 
Committee. mong other things these committ es d termined who \J ould get hov much subsidies for 
planting - or not planting- cotton. 

Through canvassing, /learned I was white. Growing up I'd always been encouraged to discover my own 
individuality. But in Mississippi, most ev rybody had to fit into a category de eloped in the Ma t r- Ia 
cultur and m category wa white - n though if anything, I thought of my elf a ' J wi h. 

Local African-American leaders were very generous in helping p ople of diverse backgrounds work 
together despite cultural differences, but to the a erage per on w visited while canvassing, I was ... well , 
white. I lacked the skills that might hav h lped me better overcome what m whitenes meant to local people. 
The best I could do was sta mo tl il nt while a black canvasser did the talking. This d monstrated that 
white and black peopl could work together without the white person being in charge. I never had a prob
lem with this because I as ne er in charge. I wa trictly a foot soldier the entire time 1 was in the outh. 

Th raci t egregationists called u outsid agitators." We might have been out id r , but we did no 
agitation. Local c6"mmunity leaders at ma s m tings did. A large part of our work as to arrang for cars 
to carry people to the e meetings. 

I'm proud of the fact that I helped worker at a brick-making factory take the steps to form a union. Dur
ing the campaign one of the Mar hall County deputy sheriffs who had arrested me e eral tim told me 
that his brother worked at th plant and needed the union. He aid the twenty or so v hites would vote with 
the eighty black work rs for a union. 

Still, in retrospect, I realize that for most ofth time I worked in the South, I didn t ha e th skills, \ isdom 
or knowl dge to do much good as an organizer. 

On the other hand, th frican Americans with whom I worked showed me what real courage and persi -
t nee in the face of terror and violence looked like. If a family lost their home as a result of trying to regi ter 
to vote om on in the community would gi th m a place to live, although it wa ry dangerous to do 
so. Local p ople shared their h me v ith NCC organizer , and if night rid r thr atened to attack, they 



prot cted us with rifles. They proved that if people stick together, th y could make change. I was inspired by 
their example to pend most of the last fifty years working for a better society through the labor movement. 

Day-t -da life in Mi i sippi was controlled by taboos. If you were a black man and did not doff your 
hat to whites, you could be beaten. If you were black and tried to regi t r to vote or participate in any of 
the acti ities we canvassed for, you could lose your job, be put off the land you sharecropped, or be beaten, 
burned out, or killed. Yet ver the years black p opl - om tim s whole families- fought again top
pression. he tried to register to vote again and again. S CC did not create the struggle for th right to 
vote, w mer ly upport d it. 

The authorities continually harassed us. I 
was b a ten on the street run off a plantation at 
shotgun point arrested any number of times on 
charges lik ' uspicion of stealing th shirt I 
was wearing or the car I was dri in g. In Belzoni 
Mississippi I was put in a ro m wh r d putie 
and cops threatened to hang me. They said ' we 
ha n t kill d us a Hebe in a long time. 

Many of the volunteers that cam fi r Fre -
dom ummer did not at I a t at fir t full 
und rstand th dang r we were in. They had 
courage that comes onl from youth and inex
perience. ot me. I knew fr m growing up in 
a I ftwing family during th McCarthy period 
that 'they ' were out to get us. I stayed scared the 

Larry Rubin, then and now. 

entire time I worked in the South. It felt like a tight knot in m stomach that v ould not go away. 
The local p ople v ith whom we worked had a deep religious faith that h lped k ep them going and 

helped them sleep at night. I had political analy i . It k pt m awak . 
1 never spoke about my lefti t non-religiou Jewi hne s. I belie ed that if I did black folk might mar

ginaliz m . A it turned out I was wrong. When Mississippi Senator James 0 . a tland gave a speech on 
the S nat floor presenting evidence that Communist were behind the o-call d Ci il Rights Movement ' 
he mentioned me at some length. oon after, the newspap r in Marshall County, where I work d carri d my 
photo under a h adlin Local Civil Rights Worker has Communist Background. I thought for ure that I 
would be ostracized by the black community. But to them, Eastland was ju t p uting words. They really 
did not care what I wa as long a I wa working in the freedom fight. In fact orne people found it easier 
to look b yond my white kin when they saw that Eastland had attack d me. Eastland they kne" , was just 
talking the talk. De pite all my weaknesses as an organizer, I wa walking the walk. 

For 45 ears, Larry Rubin has\ orked in the labor mo ement as an organizer media and public r lation 
speciali t, sp echwriter publications editor, and political ad ocat . H was also a reporter forth Dayton 
Daily News and served four term on the Takoma Park Maryland City Council. He was a speechwriter 
for the National Education Association and the U.S. Department of Education. e also served as a staff 
member of th ational Jewish Community Relation Advisory Council and v as part of a Philadelphia 
Pennsyl ania project pr paring neighborhood communiti s for school busing. Rubin has be n acti e m 
Machar a ecular humanist Jewish group and wa it Sunday school principal. 
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