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THE SOUTHERN TENANT FARMER'S UNION 

by H. L. Mitchell 

I started to work on a farm at the age of e i ght 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 50t a 
day for ten hours' work. That sort of experience was pretty 
typical . Dur ing the fal l months I picked cotton . I always 
stayed out of school until the cotton picking seas~n was 
over after Christmas . 

We lived in Ruleville, Mississippi , in the Delta coun
try, for a time, and I got my first experience there in mak
ing a sharecrop of my own. I was about fifteen years ~ld 
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 l ess than ten 
cents a pound. All I got out of my year's work was a suit 
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. Peop le lived and worked on very l arge planta
tions, and the conditions t'lere 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 Socialism . 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 thous and members down in that 
area of Arkansas alone . 



(2) 

Thomas said that he would r a ise some money t o make a 
survey among sh ar e croppers in Arkans as and ne arby s t at es. 
A college profe ssor at the medica l college of t he University 
of Tenne sse e in Memphi s was s e l e ct ed to dire ct t his survey. 
We found that the average fa~ily income was l e s s than $250 
a year. This gave us a basis for organization of the union. 
We had facts about the conditions of - the peopl e , and we could 
talk with knowledge about what we wer e trying to do. 

Blac~ ~nd Whi!~ Together 

The first Union meeting was he l d on the Fairview plan
tation some two or thre e mil e s south of Tyronz a . That wa s 
the place whe r e the s even Negroes and eleven whit e s me t to 
form the organization. We didn't knov-r what to call it at 
this time. We just called it "the union . 71 Prob ably be cause 
of some of the educationa l work the Socialists did pre limi
nary to forming a union, the shar e croppers wer e willing to 
forget the ir race pre judice s or set them a side , and to unit e 
and form one union . Ther e was discus sion as t o whe ther ther e 
should be a union for Negroe s and a union f or whit e s . I r e 
member one old whit e man who got up and said that he 'd once 
been a member of the Ku Klux Klan but that everybody wa s in 
the sa~e boat in this fight her e . Negroe s wer e on the p l an~ 

t ations and John lived next door to him, and the union should 
include both whit e and colored and fight for t he rights of 
everyone . 

On July 13,19 34, the name Southern Tenant Farmer s ,. 
Union was s e lected. There was no int ention at t hi s time 
of spre ading the union any further than just Arkansas. We 
thought in t e rms of east ern Arkansas, wher e the l ar ge plan
tations exist ed, and that we 'd he lp the s e f e llows ge t 
their shar e of the government benefits. That was just about 
the ext ent of our thinking . Ther e wer e s ocial e conomic and 
race prob l ems that ne eded solution, but none of us were 
capable of thinking them through at that time . 

We realized that one of our chie f problems in organizing 
was that most of the pe op l e didn't know how t o r ead or writ e . 
We s e t up educ ation clas s e s in conne ction with the union 
and t aught member s of the union to r ead and writ e and a lso 
to "figure , 11 as they c alled arithmetic . We were all doing 
the organizing . We 'd s end word oat that we wer e ·going to be 
there at a certain time , and the shar e croppers would gather 
at the ne ar e st church or school, or wh at ever might be con
venient. They came voluntarily. Nobody even had to per
suade them. You'd jus t announce that ther e was going to be 
a meeting ther e , and they'd all be ther e . We 'd have meet
ings with five hundred or a thousand in att endance . 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 count ed as members. 
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Violence and Night Rider s 

In 1935, we had the first r eally violent outbreak 
against the union, its members, and leaders, by organized 
groups of night r i ders. A newspaper r eport er asked a plan
t ation owner if this vio l ence agai ns t the union was not a 
r evival of t he Ku Klux Kl an, and the owner sai d no, t he Ku 
Klux Klan had a bad r eputation, so they just c alled it the 
Nightriders. The home of E . B. McKinney was shot into late 
one night. Two of his boys wer e in the hous e at the t ime . 
A simil ar att ack occurred when a group of the Nightrider s 
appeared at the home of A. B. Br ookins and his daughter was 
struck by a bulle t . Brookins was a cot ton patch preacher 
who had t he ability to get peop l e to sing, and they would 
sing songs like "We Shall Not Be Moved . 11 The uni on members 
sang that song particularly in connection with the eviction 
notice s . At some place s we had eviction demons trations . 
When the officers moved people's posse ssions out from the 
hous e , we put them back in after the officers had l eft . 
Ther e were a l ot of other union songs that wer e d eve l oped 
during the first thre e 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 some one would s end $5 or $10 
and say, "This is for your own us e . 11 It wasn ' t until 1937, 
that the union convention passed a resolution tha t I should 
be pa id a s alary of $25 a week. Most of the time , though, 
we didn 't have that, so I wasn't paid . 

First Picke t !~ Washington 

In 1935 , we made up a de l egation t o go t o We.shingt on . 
Ther e wer e nine men. We went to Washington, hRd some signs 
print ed and we picket ed the Secretary of Agriculture ' s 
office . This was the first time such a thing had happened 
in Washington . 

Then, in the f all of 1935, we dec ided something must 
be done about the wages of cotton picker s . We called a 
meeting be fore the cotton p icking season started and each 
union l o c al sent a delegate to the meeting . We decided 

·that the union would r a ise a demand f or $1 per 100 pounds . 
The average picker woul d pick about 1 50 pounds in a day's 
time . It was my idea that nobody would go to work after 
the meeting . The committee de cided differ ently and they 
r epresented all of our loca l s -- we must have had 25 or 
30 . They decided that the thing t o do was for everybody to 
go to the fi e lds three weeks and save money until they 
had enough to buy groceries , and then call the s trike . 
That p l an 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 f ence 
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 rais ed wages to 75t per 100 pounds, and in some 
places to $1 . There weren't any negotiations. There never 
have been. 

Growing Membershjp 

Our membership leaped skyward. I think our 1935 r eport 
showed that we had 30,000 members enrolled. We held what 
we called a wage confer ence early in t he spring of 1936 and 
decided that we would set wages for the planting and cultivat
ing of cotton. We decided that, unl ess by May 18th the vmges 
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 , Arkans as , 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 pe ople who lived on the edge of the delta 
plantation area took the l ead in the strike. They organized 
a demonstration which they called the "Ha.rches . " They 
lined people up, with each man about 6 or 8 f eet apart, 
forming a long thin picket line, and they marched down the 
roads from one plantation to another. This sharecropper 
kind of picke ting 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, sa.ying, ncome and join us. 11 The marches were 
quite effective. There was no violence -- just people lined 
up, walking down the roads singing and calling on others 
t o join them. 
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Labor Support 

In the beginni ng , we never r e ce ived any actua l support 
from organized l abor . The loca l l abor people , for inst ance , 
in Memphis, s a id the union could only l e ad t o uprisings 
among the Negroes and t hat no one could or ganize a union 
of peop l e as poor as t he share cropper s . It depend s upon 
what one' s own appr oach to the l abor movement i s . If 
l abor i s just a bus i nes s oper ation, t hen t he attitude of 
the tr ade union l e aders toward s har e croppers and agricult ural 
wor ker s is corre ct be caus e it will t ake a l ot of money t o 
or ganize and est ablish a strong union, and r etur ns on the 
invest ment made will be slow in coming . I know t hat agri
cultura l workers can be organized, but actually it has never 
been tried in the U.S.A . Eve n t od ay the attitude of the 
typica l l abor l eader is that the s e people are too l ow on 
the e conomic scal e t o be org anized . They can't be counted 
on t o pay dues immediat e l y , s o why s hould t he l abor movement 
invest its money? 

Organizing the Unor gan i zed 

If the l eadership r eally wanted t o organizE the unor
ganized, it coul d be done . It woul d also he l p if we managed 
to bring agricultura l worker s within the scope of the N.L.R.B. 
Howe ver, I don't expe ct that will be done , nor will ther e be 
a minimum wage in agriculture , until ther e i s an e ffe ctive 
organization of workers. That has been the hi s t ory of most 
of our social l egisl ation. Until t her e is organization of 
the workers on the f ar ms , we cannot aff e ct t he pr ocesse s 
of government t o any gr eat ext ent . 

One of the old Southern Tenant Farmer s ' Union slogans 
we us ed 25 ye ars ago was, "To the disinheiried be longs the 
future ." Perhap s it dces . The past years have been r ewarding . 
While I might do many things differ ently if they wer e to be 
done again, I would not tr ade my experiences f or all the 
millions in t he treasurie s of all t he big unions in America . 

H. L. Mit chell was co-founder and executive secretary of the 
Southern Tenant Farmer's Union . He i s now Agricultural and 
Allied Industries representative for the ·Amalgamated Meat 
Cutters, working in Louisiana . This article appeared in the 
April,l968, issue of The New South Student . 
Southern Student Organizing Committee . 
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