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Negro Farm Co-—op-: Progress in Mississippi

BATESVI!.LE, group of 75
Nepro farmers here hdve just re-
celved a $113,000 loan from the federal

The loan, ved by the

the construction of a machine shed,

The farmers, chartered by the state
as the West Batesville Farmers associa-
tion, are buying and using the ma-
co-operatively o pick their
crops, o take the cotton to the gin and
the vepetables directly (o markets n
Memphis and St Louis. i
This  eo-operative wventore by small
land owning Negro farmers had its be-
ginning in their foilure lust spring to
flot w better price for their okra crop
from the Jocal white man to whom they
had been selling, The success or fallure
of this co-op may foretell the future run
ral Negroes in Mississippt will have.

Small Farms Fail

Mechanizition is replacing hand labor
In the delta and surrounding sreas of

' ppi., Even at truditional wages
of $2 and $3 a day for chopping (wesd-
ing) and picking cotton, machings are
cheapér than people and more efficient.
As 8 result tons of thousands of Ne
groes are withoul empioyment at even
starvation wages.

But mechanization [5 not only replic
fng hand labor, it ix olse making the
small fann  uncconamical W oporate,
These farms ¢annot compeie with the
lurge farms by using ‘hand labor. Nor
cun they afford machines, -

The few Negroes who do own fand
hive very small farms, most of them
bought from the federal government
which had possessed the land during the
depression. Co-ops may be able to save
gome of these small farmers.

Negro farmors in Batesville have been

The formation of Negro co-operatives in the south to operate and btain

financing for

jarming ond other small businessés iy a growing trend, and

regarded by some leaders as very important economic groundwark for fur-

ther :
economic fears and

of integration. It is seen gs.a means of freeing Negroes fram
that have kept many from claiming their clvil

vights under the new foderal racial equality laws. Here iz a report from
Mississippi an what is said to be the largest such co-operative In the state.
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By JERRY DE MUTH, Journal Special Correspondense

growing okra for almost 10 years and
during (bat time have always snid their
ciops 1o white map in town who, in
tirn, marketed it in the large cities to
the north, He had been paying them ¢
n pound but In recent ﬁ:nn had gone
d}zvn {0 4e. Last sprin : offered them
444e. Hoping to get bhim to go to at
loagt Bc, the Negro farmers petitioned
for 8¢, He ssled them scornfully if they
intended o run his business,

Irvitatod by this response, the Negrogs

wenk Lo nearhy Madison county wheee:
co-op .

Nogroes had formed & cotion

and returped with the jdea of forming

their own ce-op, Poople from the Madi-

son county venture helped them  get
staried

Tho co-op recaived lis state charter In
April. [t hought okra seed for the farm-
ers and Tonted & building to  which
farmers brought their okm last fall to
load for the trip to market. Members
were pald by the co-ap to drive the crop
parth. In the summer, the farmers also

decided to buy equipment for the cowop.

wnd Begin applying for the loan.
However, drganizing the co-vp and
gottieg the lonn wasn't easy. As 4 group

of Negroes who were trying to sct inde-

pendently, thelr potions ar fiest were
not gssisted ar approved hy local wiites,

The co-op owes [is success thus far
mainly ta the persisience * of Robert
James, Its soeretary and asststant man-
apger, Jomes majored in business ad-
minlstration at Missisgippl voeational
eollege but had Lo drop out becauss of

—_—

lack of monsy, He and his wile went 1o
Chicago, where he hoped o make
enough money o retiirn o coliege. But
2 child. was born and he never was
able to. ’ .

James returned (o Batesville in sume
mer of 1964 for a visit, He found that
things had changed. The ¢ivil rights
movement had come and had s effect.
So when his father asked him to come
back -and run his farm, he and his wife
arid :hild returned. This was last
March.

“A man ssked me to come to the
First of the farmers’ he ex-
plains, T've only missed one
since.”

The farmors were at first told that

they couldn’t set up a co-op and eouldn'e F o

market the okra mselvgs. But James
kept pressuring the county FHA agent

“The hardest thing" commented
Chris Williams, a civil rights voluntear
in Bateaville, “is finding out what to do
to take advantage of government pro-
grams. No ane knew what todo and po
one would tell them ™

Bias Among Members

Some Negroes signed contracts 1o sell
in, Batesville as-in the past, but most
held out wnd they won, James, besides
filx work [or the co-op, also got a part
time job In tha local FHA office. He soon
heiped a local shurecropper obtain an
FHA foan to buy land and balld &
house. He thought of other wiys in

L

which the co-of could help sharecrop-
pers. He would like to see the cowop
ront G0 scres next year and give it o
sharecroppers to grow okra during the
off season, selling it through the co-op.

“The eco-op would do this asn a public
sarvice,” He explains, “Sharecroppeérs
pan't afford to reng the land thems
stlves.”

However, cthor: members of the co-op
do not take such a kindly sititude to-
ward sharecroppers, Their attitude
seems (ronfeally  stmilar to that of
southern whites toward Negroes or at
least, of middle class persons toward
members of the lower class: That they
are where they are becsuse of laziness,
not leck of opportunity. It remains to ba
seen  whether Robert James can help
them change thelr minds.

Dospite ‘sich problems, the co-op will
be busy next yéar, Already it is. the
largest co-op of low inooma farmary in
Mississippl. And the FHA will now per-
mit it to add as many more members
as [t lkes.

The co-op also plans on increasing the
variety of crops. This year ks members
cotton and okra. Next year they
plan on planting also tomatoes, green
heans, peas and possibly corn, butter
beans and black eyed peas,

Spurred by the clvil rights movement,
which hoy tried 1o get Negroes 1o act
for. themselves-on economic problems,
co-ups lirve sprung up throughout Mis
sissippl Among them are the cotton gin
coop, W qullt making co-pp in Meridian,
A pirment making co-op i Jackson,
and there are plans for a co-opsrative
brick factory, But none involves as many
petple ps the West Batesville Farmers
aamneciation,

The success of this co-op would do
moare than help its own members, IL
would show other Negroes with Jand a
wuy out and it would give antagonistic
whites some second thoughts,
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