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Strike GCity,
Mississippi
PETER BROWN

Tue worD “strike” to most Englishmen nowadays brings, not
associations of the struggle for justice, but rather the confirmation of
their belief that this struggle has long since gained its objectives. But
there are parts of the world where the word still carries its revolu-
tionary flavour: one of them is that huge expanse of flat cottonlands
in the western part of Mississippi state, known as The Delta. Here,
strikers are not only looked upon as dangerous, but 50 of them now
live in their own new town, known as Strike City.

One hot Sunday last May I found myself motor-cycling down from
Chattanooga to Birmingham, Alabama, across bright, almost emerald-
green, rolling countryside. It was a few days before the Democratic
primary which was to give Mrs. Wallace the governorship of Alabama,
everything seemed strangely peaceful and sunny. The next day I
passed through Tuscaloosa into Northern Mississippi, under a blue
sky, across similar, rich-looking country, the air magnificent with
magnolia scent (Mississippi is called the “Magnolia State”).

But maybe I should have taken the name of the last big town in
this ““Green Belt” as an omen—Starkville. As I descended the last
hill from the woodland on to the most dismal plain I have ever seen,
it hardly seemed coincidence that the sun had just disappeared, driven
out by a grey north wind blowing hard across the flats. A mouldering
wooden sign said bleakly: “Welcome to the Mississippi Delta”.

There are no hills, no undulations, no trees. There are only
telegraph poles, in endless straight lines. And every half mile or so,
a tin or wood shack, lost in the enormous flatness. In these live the
Delta people, in incredible poverty, incredible ignorance. They may
be white or black—it makes little difference here. A large proportion
of them are negro share-croppers, living in corrugated iron huts owned
by their white bosses, whose cotton they harvest each year. There are
many poor negroes and whites with their own small farms, also some
wealthy negroes, as well as the wealthy whites in their big villas in
the towns.
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I stopped at a little country gas-station-cum-store, weather beaten,
its door flapping aimlessly in the wind. The white woman who served
me could hardly walk, and was barely articulate. The store was
miserably small and under-stocked. Some way further on, 10 miles
before reaching Greenville, I turned off a couple of miles to my left
to Strike City.

Coincident with the growth of the civil rights movement in the
past few years has come the mechanisation of cotton-picking, which
has been throwing increasing numbers of share-croppers out of their
already serf-like occupations. When the Mississippi Freedom Labour
Union was busy fomenting strikes in the Greenville area in the summer
of 1965, ecight families and two lads, led by a very determined man
named Wallace Green, realised that it could not be too many years
before they would also be turned off the land, and decided to anticipate
this by striking. Their wages were then $4 for a 12-hour day for men,
$3 for women and children, their huts being free. (The minimum wage
in the USA, where applicable, is $1.25 per hour.) Replacements were
easily found for strikers, who were ordered out of their houses and off
the land. They are now living on two acres of land leased from a
negro farmer two miles away, in tents bought with money from the
Delta Ministry. This organisation has been supporting them ever since.

As a welcome addition to their sporting life, members of the local
Ku Klux Klan began to drop over in their spare time, to take
pot-shots at the tents from the road 200 yards back. The occupants
returned the fire, and after a few weeks the shootings stopped, for-
tunately no one having been hit. The experience, however, underlined
even more urgently the necessity of finding proper houses for the
strikers.

They had no money whatsoever, of course; but they were deter-
mined to stick together, and to stay here in Mississippi: not to follow
the usual pattern of drifting up to a Northern City to be lost in a
ghetto, without skills, or even the knowledge of how to live in a
city, subsisting on sporadic employment and the degradation of the
American welfare system (so-called).

By the end of November a local civil rights worker, Frank Smith,
had received an anonymous gift of $40,000 to build houses for Strike
City. Then around Christmas a group of students from Pennsylvania
University came down and built a fine, brick community centre, with
$11,000 they had previously raised. Meanwhile, Cornelius Turner, a
negro building contractor from Jackson, 110 miles to the South, offered
to construct the houses at cost. He had been a life-long and very close
friend of Metga Evans, who was assassinated three years ago for civil
rights activities.

Turner is one of many negro contractors in the Old South. In
times past, no white wanted to get his hands dirty doing craftsmen’s
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jobs, so consequently negroes obtained a virtual monopoly in the con-
struction and other skilled trades. The picture is slowly changing, as
the poorer whites are forced to take up such work themselves, and
they recently pushed through new union rules that practically debar
negroes from the higher categories of plumbers’ jobs: but it is still
true to say that negroes in the Southern towns find much easier access
to, and are in greater demand for, skilled work than in the North,
where exclusive unions bar their way.

When Turner had agreed to build the houses, the Delta Ministry
got in touch with Richard Hatch, a young, white architect, who runs
a small, revolutionary organisation called the Architects’ Renewal
Committee in Harlem (ARCH). This group consists of two full-time
architects, a secretary, and a number of architects, lawyers, practical
philosophers, and others, who do part-time, voluntary work. They
work with local citizens’ groups in Harlem and round about, designing,
and giving estimates for, rehabilitation of housing projects, community
buildings and parks, etc. They carry out detailed planning surveys in
Harlem, and have come up with several integrated housing, commercial,
and industrial planning schemes, one of these in direct opposition to
the official city plan which proposes tearing down a 30-block area of
Harlem, and erecting predominanily middle-income (i.e. white) flats.
(The ARCH plan is presently being favoured by more enlightened
officials in Washington.) In addition, ARCH are running a course in
community development and planning in a Harlem school, and they
help people to take landlords to court over serious building violations,
giving professional evidence.

I was working for ARCH, ard this is how I became associated
with the Mississippi project. Four of us, expropriating our respective
companies’ facilities, designed what is possibly the lowest in low-cost
housing in the USA. We were aiming at a cost of $7/sq.ft., and so
we planned for 5,000 sq.ft. of gross floor space for the 50 people,
hoping to leave $5,000 for the water supply. So the houses are not
huge, but they are certainly much more spacious than the old shacks.
There are five houses of two sizes, and three bungalows, tailor-made to
suit the three sizes of family in the group.

The strikers were most particular about the sort of houses they
were going to get, and our first two designs were rejected with short
shrift. This, of course, was a most hopeful sign. Those readers who
allow themselves to be misled by feelings of indignation here, should
realise that generations of mistreatment have led many negroes to
believe that they are in fact inferior, that the most they can hope for
is a few works of charity from “The Man’. It is this psychical damage
which the now black-led SNCC (Students’ Non-violent Co-ordinating
Committee) is out to repair, under the slogan ‘“Black Power”.

Anyway, after two months of postal and telephone discussions
with the strikers and Turner, and a month of the coldest weather on
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record in the Delta (30 degrees of frost), the building got under way.
Turner tried to make use of the strikers’ labour, but found, unfor-
tunately, that such help was of limited use—building is skilled work. We
had designed the houses so that they would be well ventilated in
summer by the prevailing south wind. Being in the middle of such a
cold spell, the strikers insisted upon turning them through 90 degrees,
to face side on to the wind. We heard of this plan too late to change
the foundations back, but we persuaded them of their mistake, and
managed to change the window plans around, so that they would not
suffocate through the long summer.

Turner had been rather dubious about the $7/sq.ft. figure, but
had said he would do his best to stick to our specifications. But as
this was to be a demonstration project, hopefully the first of a whole
series of SNCC schemes in the Delta, Turner was concerned to build
the finest houses possible, so that they could be exhibited with pride.
I arrived at Strike City in May, to find the buildings almost completed,
and far more aesthetically appealing than I had dared to hope—in
spite of the fiasco with the windows.

I talked to Wallace Green and some of the strikers’ families. They
are a remarkable bunch, to have stuck so fiercely together with so
little hope, in Mississippi, for the future. Two of the young men have
just left, one for Cleveland, one for San Francisco, to study under a
War on Poverty training scheme. It is unlikely that they will come
back. There is still no foreseeable employment. Greenville is only
ten miles away, but nobody there wants to employ the strikers. In
any case, Greenville is only a small town, with few opportunities, and
the men have no skills to offer.

The few crops they grow on the five acres do no more than help
out their almost starvation-level economy. For a few months the Delta
Ministry had them making Christmas créches, to sell in “civil rights
shops” in New York and elsewhere; but such makework employment
is more soul-destroying and demeaning in the long run than share-
cropping, as it does nothing to help them achieve any sort of economic
independence. But they are not entirely destitute, as they do own a
couple of ancient cars—which are a necessity for survival in this deso-
late country. So it might be possible to find work in Jackson (110
miles is not an unheard-of commuting distance in the States), but the
chances are very slim.

I must admit the justice of Turner’s criticism of the hasty plan to
build Strike City in such a spot, simply because the land was available.
He would have preferred to wait, to find a place closer to Greenville,
where with the aid of civil rights groups it would have been easier to
build up a viable, self-contained community, complete with some form
of co-operative industry. In fact the solution to the whole racial
problem in the United States can only lie in economics. SNCC may
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have brought votes to Southern negroes, but negroes in the North
have had the vote for years—and the latter are in many respects worse
off (e.g. they have less chance of becoming skilled tradesmen). Poli-
tical and moral forces are of little effect without the backing of economic
power. By this I mean that negroes must begin to see that their
activities become such an integral part of the American economy that
it will not be able to do without such activities; in addition they require
an organisation strong enough to make a threat of withdrawal credible.
This is what both business and labour unions have traditionally done,
and why they have been successful in gaining power. The negroes will
never succeed while they continue to be interested in politically-
orientated, white-dominated drives for the chimera of integration.
When they achieve power as a separate group they will be able to
integrate as much, or as little, as they want, just as other ethnic groups
in the USA have done before. And this is precisely what Stokeley
Charmichael and SNCC have seen. It is the reasoning behind ‘““Black
Power’—i.e. black economic power.

It was in May that I visited Strike City. By now the inhabitants
must be Iiving in their new houses. How long will they stay, without
work, living upon charity? The ordeal of the shootings, the hard
winter in the tents, the hope-inspiring sight of the new houses rising,
these previously may have helped their spirit of determination. Now
they are living in comparative luxury, with the economic and spiritual
hardships of unemployment staring them in the face more inescapably
than ever. I should like to imagine them sticking it out until they
eventually find work, a symbol of success against white power. But
more insistent than the strains of such a fantasy come the beatings of
the memory of that grey wind, that broken sign on the plain: “Welcome
to the Mississippi Delta”.

PHILOLOGICAL NOTE

I PON'T WANT TO GET INVOLVED in what seems to me to be a pretty
meaningless argument about what is or is not a society or a state, but
I do want to correct a paragraph in Laurens Otter’s Observation on
ANARCHY 63: “Anarkhia did not mean absence of government, it
meant a society or state which governed itself without archons, who
were a curious sort of elected priest-king; and it would not have been
thought incongruous for a Greek to say of a city that it was anarkhia
and that it had a tyrannois, a self-made king. I did once come across
a Greek term for the absence of government, but unfortunately forgot
it, akephalous (with[out] head) is about as near as one can get.”
Now the English word “‘anarchy” derives from the Greek word
anarchia, and the modern idea of anarchy derives from the ideas of






