
Nove'mber 19, 1962 

MEMORANDUM FROM: Charles Cobb and Charles McLaurin 

RE: Preliminary sUl:'vey on the condition of the Negro • farroors in Ruleville., 

Mississippi, at the close of tho cotton season 

(Note : This r eport is based on a few hour s spent talking with people in Ruleville.) 

Settlement 

The cotton picking se ason i n t he Mi s sissippi Delta lasts from the midcil.e of 

August until the midcil.e of December . At the e rrl of the season, all of tre debts. 

incurred by the Negro share cropper dur i ng the year are totaled up by the plant­

ation owner and deducted from the money that the sharecropper has made during 

the cot ton picking season . The share cropper plays no part in the totaling up of 

debts whic h include : cost of raising cotton crop, rent, food, and miscellaneous 

bills such a s doctor's bills, cost of buying a car, etc. 

The agr eement between sharecropper and plantation owner is tha t t he share­

cropper 1r.rill r ai se a crop of cotton, and split it SO-SO with the plantation 

owner. But the cost of r ai s ing t he cotton crop is paid entirely by t he share­

cropper. All of the cotton is sold by t he plantation owner, who in turn t ells 

t he s harecr opper how much tte cotton was sold for. The fact that all finance 

i s handle d by t he plantation owner make s t he sharecropper subj ect to all s orts 

of financial chicanery from t he plantation rn-mer. In f act, several sharecroppers 

and day wor kers have r eported t hat they h ave had to pay out soc ial security 

even t hough they have no s ocial security number. Mrs. Irem Johnson of Rule­

ville , who i s active i n the voter r egistration drive ther e , r eports that even 

her t e n- year-old son has had s ocial security taken from h:iJn. 

Mrs. Willie Mae Robbinson, who s harecrops on a plantat i on near Ruleville., 

picked twe nty (20) bale s of cot ton t h i s s eason; yet s he only cleared three 

dollar s ($3.00) for the entire year. (Ther e a r e approx:iJnatel y SSO l bs. in a 

\j\ bale of cot ton; and the curre nt selling price per pound of picked cotton is 

.. \ fl; $. 34. Simpl e arithmetic shows t hat be fore deductions, Mrs. Robbinson should have 

'V r( <~ made $3,740.00.) It i s true that she had to split her gross with the plantation 

U( owner, and pay for her yearly expenses , b ut as one man told us in reference to 

t te pl ight of t his l ady, "I know that she hasn 't eaten what would have rome out 

of t e n bales. 11 

We cannot r eport in much detail on settlements, be cause most won't be made 

unt il af t er Chris t mas . 

The aver age amount of money made by shar ecroppers for the ye a:r is be t ween 

$300- 400. The aver age amount of money made by day l aborers for t re year is 

be t ween $1S0-l60. 

The general opinion among t he Negro community in Ruleville is t hat they 

11won 1t ma~e anything much" and will need commodities. 

Commodities 

Commodities are surplus government foods , given out to people on wel fare, 

and f arming pe ople in need of them. The c om.~odi ties are usually meal , rice, 

f1.our and dry milk. Last year it was announced in Rul eville 1s paper that 

butter, peanut butter, and c anned meat would be given out; but sever al people 

have told us that they never get any . 

(continued) 
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Before t his year, all one had to d o in o::'.'der to r ece i ve commodi tie s was to go 

to Ci ty Hall, and s i gn up. Thi s year , hmeve:r· , tmr e i s a r egist rat ion form to be 

filled out be fore anyone becomes eligi bl e ~ This fo rm has to be signed by the applio­

an~ and counter s i gned by hi s boss , or a r e sponsibl e person (which usually means a 

white person). Due t o the voter r egistration drive that has been an:i is bei ng 

carri e d on in Rulevill e , t he 11r esponsible people" are not particular ly inclined 

to favors for t he Negro. 

Mrs. Mary BUITi s of Ruleville went t o City Hall to s i gn up to r eceive cornrnod­

ities o As sm approar.hed City Hall , she met s everal Negro citizens coming out ci They 

told her t hat a ll persons wit h thei r own homes now had t o go t o the Wel f are Depart­

ment i n I ndi anol a (county seat ) to si gn up for commodi t i es. 'Whe n she got tre r e , the 

l ady in charge asked her why she hadn't signed up in Ruleville . Mrs ., Burris expl ain­

ed that she was tol d to c ome to Indi anola . She was t hen told t o t ake a seat., Ai't er 

about t wo hours , another lady came out. and told Mrs. Burris that her papers (re g­

istration for commoditi es ) wer e not fil led out properly ., JYirs. Burris was t old that 

she would have t o go to every person she had picked for, and bring back something 

s howing how much she had earned from e ach of themo She was given unti l 9 a . m. t he 

next morning to do t his o Ylrs. Burris has been r ece i vi ng commodi t i es for t he past 

t hree ye ars, and she says that t his is t he first t i n1e thi s has happened.,. She said 

that this i s also the first t :i.me that she has had to fill out papers to get foodo 

Mrs . Gertrude Rogers of Ruleville went to City Hall to sign up to r eceive 

comrnodi ties . She 1vas given a card.. She m ard the Mayor of Rulevi lle , C. M. Dorrough, 

say "most of t r,em with cards ain't g oi ng to get any food .. " YJrs . Rogers report s 

t hat the Mayor als o said that t hose who went down t o r egister wer e not going to 

get anything, "that he was going to mess up all of t he.n o" 

At tlhispoi nt , I woul d like to bring to your attention something Mayor Dorrough 

said a month or two ago i n r efer ence to Negr o participation i n the voter regi stration 

dri ve in Rul evill e : "We gonna see how t i ght we can make i t - - gonna make it just as 

tight as we can -- gonna be rougher , rougher than you think it i s . 11 

When Mrs . Le ona McCl ondon, a day l abor er , went t o sign up t o r eceive commod­

iti es , she was told that she could not get t he food because she had a job 3 and had 

earned $15. 00 per week . Mrso McClendon says , 11 1 did not ear n $15000 t he whole year. 11 

:tv1rs .. Bessi e Lee Gr eene was told the same t hi ng as Mrs. Mary Burri s . In addition, 

Mrs. Greene was told she would have to bring in what her son-in-law had earned., 

Both J\firs . Gr eene a rrl Ivirs,, Bur r is have stated t hat they do not beli eve t hat t he 

various bosse s they worked f or kept r e cords of that sorta 

f1rs . Lucy Sadi es, a day worker , went to the Ruleville City Hall to appl y for 

r e ceipt of commoditi es .. She was told that she r eceived a che ck and was not e l i g­

i bl e t o get the food . When Mrs . Sadies told him that she did not r e ceive a check, 

she was tol d t o g o and talk with the s ocial security agent, and t hat he would 

apply for hero 

Grocers in Rulevill e have a lways objected to commodities being issued there . 

Commoditi e s are the only way many Negroes make it from c otton s eason to 

cot ton season. If t his is taken from t hem, t hey have not hing at all ; and t he 

success of our voter regi st ration progr a.~ de:;::ends on the protection we can offer 

t he indivi dual while he is waiting for his one smal l vote to become a part of a 

strong Negro vote . It doesn ' t take much to tide ov2r t he rural Mississippi Negro , 

but the c ommoditie s ar e vital. 
(continued) 
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The Mechanical Cotton Picker 

The mechanical cotton picker i s still iinper fe ct ; but it i s being used more and 

more . Essent i ally what m2.J:ce s t he mochanical picked disliked by the plantat ion owner 

is that it chops the cotton a s it picks , giving a shorter fiber , and ther eby lower­
i ng the value of the cot t on o 

Still, Negro es t ell us t hat t he machines wer e used with i ncreasing frequency 
this year: "cotton pi cking machi ne s used all the way t hi s year .. n Wher e cotton grew 
in gr eatest quanti ty thi s year, t he machi,1es were used. }fo:;:'e cotton was picked by 
machine than by hanc1.c 

One Woman i s Vi ew 

J1,1rs o Anderson runs a small gr ocery stc,re , and is full of i deas and gossip . 
She had s omething to say on wher e Hulev il.le s t ands e conomically ., "Peopl o haven't 
made anythi ng t his year,. • ., Fol ks don tt have any money nowo 11 

Mrs .. Anderson t ol d of how the 11 soda pop man 11 came to her store , and told her 
that t he r eason he was there s o earl y was be cause he had been driving all over 
town, and hadn tt sol d a si ngl e s oda. o .-to either Negro or white s tore owners. 

Mrs . Ander son said. that t he c hil dren hadn 1t been buyi ng their nickel cookie s 
like t h ey used t o . "And when tre kids aren't buying their c ookies , you know 
t hings are bad." 

Backgr ound on SNCC and Sunflower County: The Student Nonviolent Coordin2.ting Comrn­
i ttee began vot er registrat ion progr ams i::1 Misai ssippi during the summer of 1961 , 
and in Sw"'1flower County - - Se n,, Eastland ' s own - - in August , 1962., The foll owing 
are two sai~pl e s of things which t ook pl ace some weeks af ter the program began: 

-i~ I n Rulevill e , ni ght riders shot into the home of Ivlro and :V.irs . Si sson, Rule­
ville Negro citi zens who had t r i ed t o regi s t er and vote , and injured two young 
girls , both st udent s at Jacks on State College . Both girls wer e hospitalized, one 
with ser ious head injuri es . 

-l~ I n Indianol a (Sunflower County seat ) Rober t Moses, di rector of the SNCC 
Mi ssi ss i ppi voting project, and others were arrested for 11 dist r i buting handbi lls 
·without a license ." The handbill s advertised a regi st r ation meeting_ that evening . 

Thi s memorandum f r om Charl e s Cobb and Charles NcLaur i n demands action. 

Wlli\T YOU CAN DO 

1) Write Secret ary of Agr iculture Orville Freeman demanding that peopl e in Sun-
flower County rece i ve surplus food. (Send a copy to SNCC, 6 Raymond Sto , At l ant a , Ga. ; 

2). Contact your local congressmen and senators inf orming t hem of t hi s situation 
and demanding t hat t hey br ing t his on t he floor of t he U. S . Congr e ss .. 

3} Send l etters t o newspapers , magazines, col umni st s . 

4) Notify your local protest gr oup, church, civic, fraternal, and l abor organizat i on 
about thi s denial of j ustice . 

5) Organize a demonstrat i on at your local courthouse and/ or f eder al bui l di ng pro­
t esti ng this ec onomi c pressure against Alnerican ci tizens be cause they tried to 
ful f ill their obli gat i ons as cit i zens . 
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November 19, 1962 

MEMORANDUM FROM: Charles Cobb and Charles McLaurin 

RE: Preliminary survey on the condition of the Negro farmers in Ruleville., 

Mississippi, at the close of the cotton season 

(Note : This report is based on a. few hours spent talking with people in Ruleville.) 

Settlement 

The cotton picking season in the Yliss issippi Delta lasts from the middle of 

August until the middle of December. At the e m of the season, all of tre debts. 

incurred by the Negro sharecropper during the year are totaled up by the plant­

ation owner and deducted from the money that the sharecropper has made during 

the cot ton picking season. The sharecropper plays no part in the totaling up of 

debts which include: cost of raising cotton crop, rent, food, and miscellaneous 

bills such as doctor's bills, cost of buying a car, etc. 

The agr eement between sharecropper and plantation owner is that the share­

cropper will raise a crop of cotton, and split it 50-50 with the plantc.t ion 

owner. But the cost of raising the cotton crop is paid entirely by the share­

cropper. All of the cotton is sold by the plantation owner., who in turn tells 

the sharecropper how much tre cotton was sold for. The fact that all finance 

is handled by the plantation owner makes the sharecropper subj ect to all sorts 

of financial chicanery f'rom the plantation mmer. In f act, several sharecroppers 

and day workers have r eported that they have had to pay out soc ial security 

even though they have no social security number. Mrs. Irer.e Johnson of Rule­

ville , who is active in the voter r egistration drive ther e ., reports that even 

her t en- year-old son has had social security taken from hiln. 

Mrs. Willie Mae Robbins on, who sharecrops on a plantation near Ruleville., 

picked t went y (20) bale s of cotton this season; yet sh8 only cleared three 

dollars ($3.00) for t he entire ;year . (There are approximatel y 550 lbs. in a 

bale of cotton; and the current selling price per pound of picked cotton is 

~. 34 . SBnpl e arithmetic shows that before deductions, ¥..rs. Robbinson should have 

made $3,740.00.) It is true that she had to split her gross with tbe plantation 

owner , and pay for her yearl y expenses , but as one man told us in refer ence to 

t re plight of this l ady, "I know that she hasn't eaten what would have oorne out 

of t e n bales. H 

We cannot r eport in much detail on settlements, because most won't be made 

until after Christmas. 

The average amount of money made by sharecroppers for the year i s between 

$300-400. The aver age amount of money made by day l aborers for t re year is 

between $150-160. 

The ge ner al opinion among the Negro community in Ruleville is that they 

"won 1 t make anything much" and wi ll need cormnodi ties. 

Commodities 

Cormnodities are surplus government foods, given out to people on welfare., 

and f armin8 people in need of them. 'l'he commodities are usually meal, rice, 

flour and dry milk. Last year it was announced in Rul eville I s paper that 

butter, peanut butter, and canned meat would be given out; but several people 

have told us that they never get any. 

(continued) 
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. Before~ this ye ~r, all on~ had t o do in order to rece i ve commoditie s was to go 

to City Hal1., and sign up . This y ear , however, tl'Bre is a r egi s t ration form t o be 

filled out be fore anyone bec omes el i Gi bl e o This form has to be si gned by the applie­

an~ and counter s i gned by hi s bos s ., or a rsspons i bl e person (which usually me ans a 

white pers on) . Due to the voter r egi strati on dr i ve that ha s been am is bei ng 

carried on i n Ruleville , the 11 r esponsible pe opl e " are not particularl y i nclined 
to f avors for t he Negr o. 

!'!.!I's . Mary Burris of Ruleville went to City Hall to sign up t o r ece ive commod­

ities. As s m approached City Hall, she met s ever3l Negro citizens coming out" They 

told her t hat all persons with t heir mm homes now had to go to the wel far e Depar t­

ment in Indianola (county seat) to sign up for commoditi eso Whe n she got t re r e , the 

l ady in charge aske d her why she hadn't signed up in Ruleville. J\1rso Burr is expl ain­

ed that she was t ol d t o c orn.e to Indianola., She was t hen told t o take a seat., After 

about two hours , another l ady came ou t. and told Mrs . Burris that her papers (reg­

i stration for c ornrnodities) wer e not filled out properly 8 :Mrs. Burris was to l d t hat 

she would have to go to every person she had pi cked for, and bring back something 

showing how much she had earned f rom e ach of t hem o She was given until 9 a.m. t he 

next morni ng t o do t his . Mr s . Burris has been receiving commodities f or the past 

three years , an d she says t hat t his i s t he fir st tiine this has happened$ She said 

t hat this i s also the fir st time t hat she has had to fill out papers t o get food o 

Mrs . Gertrude Rogers of Ruleville went t o City Hall t o sign up to r eceive 

c ommoditie so She was given a card .. She mard the Mayor of Rul eville , C. M. Dorrough, 

say "most of t hem wit h cards aintt going t o get any food." ¥1rs. Rogers r eports 

that the Mayor als o said that t hose who went down to r egi st er wer e not goi ng to 

get anything, "that he was going to me s s up all of ·t he.n o" 

At tlhi spoi nt , I woul d like to bring to your at tention s omethi ng Mayor Dorrough 

sai d a month or two ago in r efer ence to Negr o p2.rticipation in the voter r egistrat i on 

drive in Rul evill e : "We gonna see how tight we can make i t - - gonna make i t just as 

tight as we can -- gonna be rougher , r ougher than you t hink it i s . 11 

When Ylrs . Le ona McClendon, a day l aborer , went t o s i gn up t o r eceive commod­

ities , s he was told t hat she could not get t he food because she had a j ob , and had 

earned $1$. 00 per week . Mrs . McClendon s ays , 11 I di d not earn $1So00 t he whole year. 11 

Mrs .. Bessie Lee Gr e ene was told the same t hing as Mrs . Mar y Burr is . I n addition, 

Mrs , Gr eene was told she would have to bring in what her son-in- l aw had earned., 

Both Mrs . Gr eene an:i Mrs~ Burr is have stat ed that they do not be l i eve t hat the 

various bosse s t hey worked for kept r e cords of that sort ., 

Mrs . Lucy Sadies , a day worker , went to the Rulevil le Cit y Hall t o appl y f or 

r ece ipt of commoditi es u She was t old t hat s he recei ved a che ck and wa s not eli g­

i bl e to get t he food .. 'When Mrs . Sadie s told hi..11 t hat s he di d not r eceive a check1 

s he was t old to g o and talk with t he so cial s ecurity agent, and that he would 

apply fo r hero 

Gr ocers i n Ruleville have alway s objected to commoditie s be i ng issued t her e . 

Commoditie s ar e t he only way many Negr oes make it from cotton season t o 

cotton season. If t hi s i s t aken from t hem, they have not hi ng at all ; and t he 

success of our voter r egistration progr a~ de:;:e nds on t he prot ection we can offer 

t he i ndiv idual while he i s waiting for his one smal l vot o to become a part of a 

strong Negr o vote . It do esn ' t take much to tide over t he rural Mississippi Negr o, 

but t he c ommoditie s ar e vital . 
(continued) 
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The Mechanical Cotton Picker 

The me chanical cotton picker is still L~per f e ct; but it is being use d more and 
more . Essentially what m2kes the me chanical picked disl iked by the plantation owner 
is that it chops the cotton as it picks , giving a shorter fiber, and ther eby lower­
i ng the value of the cotton.-. 

Still, Negro es tell us that t he machines wer e used with increasing fre quency 
this year : "cotton picking machine s use d all the way this year& 11 'Where cott on grew 
in gr eatest quanti ty this year, t he mac:hi;1os WRre use d o More r::otton was picke d by 
machine than by hando 

One Woman ! s Vi ew 

Mrs . Anderson runs a small grocery str)r e , a nd is f ull of i deas and goss ip. 
She had somet h ing to s ay on where Rulev Hle s t ands e conomically o "People haven't 
made anything this year •• ., Folks don't have any money nowo" 

Mrs o Anderson told of how t he " soda pop man11 c ame to her s tore , and told her 
that t he r eason he was ther e so early was bec ause he had been dr iving all over 
town, and hadn't sold a singl e soda . o . t o either Negro or white store owners . 

Mr s • .Ander s on sai d t hat the c hil dren ha dn 1t been buying t heir nickel cookie s 
like t h ey used to . "And when tte ki ds are n 1t buying t heir c ookie s , you know 
t hi ngs are bad. 11 

Background on SNCC and_Sunflower Countyg The Stude nt Nonviolent Coordinating Comm­
ittee began voter r e gistration progr a.t1s i n Mississippi during the summer of 1961, 
and in Su.11.flower County ·· - Se n ., Eastland ts own -- in August ., 1962 . The following 
are two s ampl e s of things which took pl ace some weeks a f ter t he progr am began : 

-i~ In Ruleville , night rider s s hot i nto the home o f }'Iro and Mrs . Sisson, Rule­
ville Negro citizens who had tried to r e gister and vote , and injured two y ou..."lg 
girls, both students at Jackson State College o Both girls were hospitalized, one 
with serious head injuriess 

1:- In Indianola (Sunflower County se at) Robert Mose s , dir e ctor of t he SNCC 
Mi ss issi ppi voting project, a nd other s wer e arres t e d for 11 di stributing handbills 
without a license ." The handbills advertis e d a r egistrat i ~ eting t hat evening . 
This memorandum from Charl e s Cobb and Charles HcLaurin demands action. 

WHAT YOU CAN DO 

1) Wr ite Secr et ar y of .Agriculture Orville Freeman demanding t hat pe opl e i n Sun-
flower County r e ce i ve surplus f ood. (Send a copy to SNCC, 6 Raymond Sto, At l a nta., Ga.) 

2). Contact your local congr e ssmen and s enators informing them of this situation 
and demanding t hat they bring this on the floor of the Uo S . Congr e sso 

3) Send l et ters to newspaper s , magazines, columnists. 

4) Notify your loc al prote s t group., church, civic., frat ernal ., and l abor or gani zat i on 
about this denial of justice . 

5) Organi ze a demonstr at i on at your l ocal courthouse and/ or f eder al buildi ng pro­
t e sting t hi s e conomic pre ssure against American cit izens be c ause they trie d to 
ful f ill the ir obligations as citizens . 
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