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In 1915, African Ameicams in rural Texas observed
communities intransitionwhenthey looked out the doors of their
wood-f rame houses. In that year approximately 72 percent of all
blacks in the state, or 511,321 individuals, lived in rural areas.
During the 1920s low commodity prices and high inflation
combined to ruin many, but few left the land. Instead they rented
land on the shares and struggled to earn enough of aliving to keep
familiestogether. Y et the Great D epression intensified thepoverty
and forced many blacks toleave rural lifebehind. 1n addition, the
violence and disfranchisement of the Jm Crow era, the race's
subjugation to the crop-lien system, and the birth of the “ New
Negro” in an urban environment hastened the decline o black
commurnities in the Sauth. Scholars tend to concentrate on these
factors, thus presenting therural African American asavictim of
economic, political, and demographic change. Few consider the
ways that rural blacks challenged these persistert trends?

A study of local black community develgpment offers an
alternative to the story of dedine Some residents sruggled to
improve their condtions and they managed to strengthen their
position, at least temporarily, even though they ultimately lost the
war. These activists beieved that they had to stabilize their
economic position andcultivateasenseof community amongrural

The author wishes to thank Dan McMillan for making thouchtful
comments on anearlier draft.

2The Negro Farmer in the United States, Fifteenth Census of the United
Sates: 1930, Census of Agriculture (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1933), 27, 0. Charles E Hall, Negroes in the United States, 1920-
1932 (Washingon, D. C.: Governmert Printing Office, 1935), 601. Between
1910 and 1930 the number of bl ack farm operatasin Texasincreasedby 23.1
percent. Only twoother southern states, Arkansas (25.1) and Lauisiana (34.5),
experienced a larger percentage of growth. States with smaller inaeases
included North Carolina (15.8), Oklahoma (14.9), and Mississippi (110). All
other southern states experienced declines. The number of African Americans
living on farms decreased by 13.6 percent, from 409,922 in 1930 to 354,485
in 1940. See Sixteerth Census of the United Sates: 1940-Population, vol. |1,
part 6 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1943), 763.
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blacks to pose a viable chalenge to the racist system that trgpped
them. They believed that caming centers offeed ane practicd
solution to their situation.

Government employees of the sagregated Texas Agricutural
Extenson Service (TAEX) introduced the idea of community
canning centersin 1915. Personal and public networks combined
as women and girlsraised the funds, organized activities, and did
most of the canning while men and boys helped construct, fuel, and
operatethe centers. Timehas obliterated the physica evidence of
much of this economic development and community building, and
historians have overlooked thewritten evidencethat theindividuals
generated. Yet, canning addressed many economic problems and
provi ded afocusfor community organization that had not existed
previoudly.®

The first message the segregated extension service presented
focused on canning. Thestateleader, Robert L loyd Smith, and the
home economics demondrator, Mary Evelyn Hunter, conducted
their first meetingin September 1915. Thefamiliesgathered at the
Ted Williams s place in Blackjack, a small community just one-
half mileeast of the Inernational & Great Northern Railroad line
in northeast Texas. They listened as Smith and Hunter explained
the gereral plan o theextension savice Mrs. Hunter s up an
exhibit of canned goods and described the need to increase food

*Texasbecame the twel fth state to establish aseparate division to provide
practical information on agriculture and home ecanomics to rural African
Americans. The Texas “Negro” dvisionquicklybecamethelargest, securing
more federal funding more staff, and more partidpants than the other
segregated branchesdid. It followed the model established by Seaman Knapp
and the United States Department of Agriculturein Texasin 1903 and dfered
practical solutionsto the problems assailingtherural South. Extensionagents
encouraged club members to diversify, improve their homes and fams, and
participateininfarmal educational dferings. Officialsbelieved that the advi ce
they offered coudfreerura southernersfrom abject poverty andil literacy. For
a summary of the wak of Seaman Knapp in Texas and the evolution of
Farmers' Cooperative Demanstration Work see Roy V. Scott, The Reluctant
Farmer: The Rise of Agricultural Extension to 1914 (Urbana University of
Illinds Press, 1970), 206-53, esp. 226 and 234. For a history of TAEX's
segregated division seeDebra Ann Reid, “Reaping a Greater Harvest: African
Americans, Agrarian Reform, andthe Texas Agicultural Extension Service,”
Ph.D. diss,, Texas A&M University, 2000.
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production for the family. She then gave a demonstration in
canning the surplus.*

Involving the entirecommunity offered gpporturitiesfor rurd
reform that individual participation did not. Extension agents
found that they could reach more people of al ages through
community gatherings. They worked with the youth initialy but
believed that this offered the best opportunity of involving the
ertire family. They encouraged the mixed-age audience to
coopaate and adapt materials that they aready owned to the
purpose. Agents conti nued to support the use of homemadeitems
even though the price of manufactured steam pressure canrers
declined as club work becanme more popular. A caudron over an
open fire, caled the “open-kettle method,” worked fine if club
membe's took specia care with the preparation of thejars. If
clubs did not have a cauldron they could buy two wash-tubs,
punch holesinthe small er one, insert it inthelarger, fill thelarger
one with water and the smaller one with jars, and be well on the
way to productive canning. Lard canrsworked just aswell. Othe's
used oblong washer o laundry boil ers, andcanningclubmembe's
adapted themby placing wirein the bottomto protect thejarsfrom
the heat source.®

“Hunter recalled that they held the first demonstration on eithe 6
September or 11-12 September. See M .E.V. Hunter, “ History of Extension
Work Among Negroes in Texas from 1 August 1915 to 15 Sempt ember [sic]
1931,” box 4, T exas Agricul tural Extens on Service Historical Files, Cushing
Library, TexasA&M Univer sity, College Station, (hereafter TAEX Historical
Files); M.E.V. Hunter, Petersburg, Virginia, to I.W. Rowan, Prairie View, 13
February 1940, box 4, TAEX Historical Files. Hunter remembered that the
meeting ocaurred in arural church in the Wdlingham community, a switch
where the train stopped, but Smith County residents remembered it in the
home of theWilliams family in Blackjack. See Hattie R. Green, “Histarical
Appraisal, Smith Caunty, 1939,” bax 15, TAEX Historical Files.

*White extension agents began the first canning clubs for girls in Texas
in1912. A TAEX publication provided information about starting grls' clubs.
See LauraF. Neale Girls' Canning Clubs, Garden Clubs and Poultry Clubs,
Bulletin B-43 of the Agricutural and Mechanical Cdlege of Texas (Jnuary
1918). In1914, Bernice Carter, theassistant stateleader for girls' clubs, spoke
to the Texas State Farmers' Institute about the benefits of canning dubs and
having a home canner on the farm. For her description of inexpensive
equipment see Bernice Carter, “The Home Canrer on the Farm,” Proceedings
of the Fourth Meeting Texas State Farmers' Institute 1914 (Austin: Von
Boeckmam-JonesCompany, 1914), 47-50. The extension service encouraged
families to mee their needs by making rather than purchasing conveniences.

Community Canning Centersin Texas 39

These makeshift tools could not endure the steady use of a
community canning center. Instead club members built brick
furnaces or fireboxes and purchased conmercial steam cannasto
ensurethat the final product met sale standards. Most clubs used
the cold-pack method. They placed raw fruits and vegetables or
cooked beef in cans or jars, and then applied steady heat for a
gpeci fied time period. Government regulations requir ed beef tobe
packed in no. 3 cars and cooked for 180 minutes in a steam
pressure cooker at five pounds pressure or 40 minutes at ten
pounds pressure. Farm familieswho followed these specifications
found a ready market for their quality canned goods.®

Railway lines and rcadways carried these gpodsto urban areas
in Texas and beyond, creating rew markets. The Texas
Department of Agriculture published a testimonial from T. G.
Simpson who began canning to survive a glutted truck-garden
market in Jacksonville, Texas. Jacksonville wasnear the crossing
of the St. Louis Southwestern and the Internaional & Great
Northernrailroads, and not more than twenty-five miles south of
Blackjack in Smith County. Simpson testified that by canning the
culled tomat oes from the firs shipment, atruck farmer could pay
shipping costs for the fresh crop for the rest of the season.
Simpson encouraged anyone interested to contact the TexasHome
Canners' Association to get information on joining the growing
business. Joan Jensen documents a reticence among Mexican
women to adopt the recommendations of white extersion agents.

See C.E. Hansm, Household Conveniences and How to M ake Them, Bulletin
B. 8 of the Agricultural end Mechanical Cdlege o Texas (Oct. 1915).
Specialists described the “open-kettle method” as “old” by the 1910s. See
E.M. Barret, Canning and Preserving (Austin: Texas Department of
Agriculture, [19167]), 10, in the Katherine Golden Bitting Collection on
Gastronomy, Library of Cangress, Washingtan, D.C. By 1914 the Texas
Feder ation of Wamen'’ s Clubs al so encouraged canning dubsthrough its Rural
Life Committee, establ ished that year and chaired by Mrs. Mamie Geari ng.
TexasFederation of Womens Qubs, Annual 1914-1915, Sxteenth Convocation
held in Galveston, 17-20 November 1914 (n.p.: Printing Committee, [1915]),
60-1. Gearing also served asthefirst presi dent of the Texas Home Economics
Association, founded in 1913.

®For contemporary descriptions of coldpack methods and government
regulations see Barret, Canning and Preserving, 10; 14. Mary E. Creswell and
Ola Powell, Home Canning of Fruits and Vegetabes (Washingon, D.C.
Government Printing Office, 1917), 26, includes standards for 4-H canned
goods.
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African Americans may hav e hesitated aso, but they did adopt the
srategy when it became available to them.”

Thefirst meetings between extension agentsand farm families
concentrated on the economic benefits of home and commercial
canning. Prosperousfarmersled theway inactingontheir advice.
A group with“largefarmsand fair houses’ in Stump Toe, near
Fredonia in Gregg County, staod to profit from the approach to
truck farming that Simpson had advocated due to their proximity
to the growing towns of Tyler and Longview and several railroad
lines. They contacted Hunter to spesk with them about three
weeks after the demonstration at Bladkjadk. She showed them
how to preserve culled sweet potatoes and return a greater profit.
The economics of her argument swayed them, and by 21 October
1915 residents had purchased a hot water canner for community
use. They continued to invest in their center through World War
I, and by 1922 they used steam canning equipment, cooperatively
owned, to can tomatoes and sweet potatoes for market.?

Diversification and marketing the excess combined to help
many participants avad debt, increaseincome, pay off debts, and
even purchasefarms. World War | provided another incentive to
farmerslocated in cotton counties or in areas removed from main
routes of transportation. As a result, the number of canners
operated by African Americansincreased from onein 1915to 250
in 1918. Lea Etta Lusk, a home demondgtration agent in
Washington County, employed through emergency funding,

Vista K. McCroskey, “Blackjack, Texas,” New Handbook of Texas
(Austin: Texas StateHistorical Association, 1996), 1:569. Texas Department
of Agriculture Yearbook 1908 (Austin: Texas Department of Agriculture), 98-
100. Joan Jensen, “Canning Comes to New Mexico. Women and the
Agricultural Extension Service, 1914-1919” in New Mexico Women:
Intercultural Perspectives, ed. Joan M. Jensen and Darlis A. Miller
(Albuquerque: University o New Mexico Press, 1986), 201-26.

8Hunter to Rowan, 13 Feb. 1940, box 4, TAEX Historical Files; M. E. V.
Hunter, "Outstandng Acdievements in Negro Home Demonstration Work,"
box 4, TAEX Histaical Files. Rebecca Sharpless summarizestheimportance
of canning andthe numbers of rural women of different races involved in the
process in the Bladkland Prairiein Fertile Gr ound, Narrow Choices. Women
on Texas Cotton Farms, 1900-1940 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1999), 126-31. Annual Report of the Extension Service of the
Agricultural and Mechanical College of Texas, 1922 (College Station:
Extension Service, A. and M. College of Texas and U.S. Department of
Agriallture Cooperating 1923), 756 (hereafter Annual Report, date).
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recalled that she spent all of May, June, and July in 1919 canning
surplus vegetables. In this way she reached “al communities
whee our people werefreeto plant gardens.” Thefarmfamilies
in Washingon Courty had known nothing about the process
because they lived in ootton cauntry, where all energies wee
focused on theonecash aop. Thehigh food prices duringthewar
forced families to can for home use and the women and girls
“showed a degp intered” as aresult. They realized that canning
freed them from dependency on commaodi ties pur chased at inflated
prices. Robert Hines, the county agent in McLennan County,
reported that nearly every African American farm family planted
a home garden and preserved the mgjority of the harvest. This
differedfromthesituationin 1917when*“ practicaly no vegetables
weresaved and a very little fruit.”®

Agentsknew that poor health contributed to the debilitation of
rural African Americans, and canning offered a meansto improve
the nutritional vaue and variety of foodstuffs. Agents believed
that ahealthier black population had the potential to earn moreand
participatein scciety to agreater degree than those debilitated by
pellagraand other dseases assodated with the rurd poor. The
extension service published booklets to educate members in the
health benefits of properly canned foods, but theilliteracy of rural
blacks made it difficult for them toabsorb theinformation. Mary
Evelyn Hunter faced thisimpediment directly. She simplified the
instructions for semi-liter ate, rural African Americansthrough her
“Stepsin Canning” program which she introduced immedately in
1915. Sheexplained to the women and girlsthat they could enjoy
fresh vegetables from their gardens only four months of theyear,

°Annual Report, 1918, 82; Lea Etta Lusk, “Historicd Appraisl,
Washi ngton County, 1939,” box 15, TAEX Historical Files. The United States
Department of Agriculture microfilmed al of the annual narrative reports
prepared by county and homedemonstr ation agents, specialists, district agents,
and state leaders. See United States Department of Agricuture, Annual
Narative and Statistical Reports of the Cooperative Extension Work
Demongration Program, National Archives and Records Administration,
Record Group 33, Microfilm Series (T845 to T895), Texas (1909-44), T890
[hereafter cited asAnnual Reparts, state, year, reel number, and T number, i.e.
Annual Reports, TX (1909) reel 1, T890]. Duplicates d all reelsin series
T890 are housed in Payroll Services, Texas Agricultural Extension Service,
TexasA& M University, College Station, Texas. Robert Hines, Annual Repat,
McL ennan County (1919) reel 10, T890.
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leaving 240 days without vegdables. Thus, she encouraged “each
family to put up 240 cansof vegetables, so that they would have
at least one can for each day of the year not supplied by the
garden.” Such practical advice encouraged many rural familiesto
participate and allowed tham to diversify their production to take
full advantage of the oppartunity that canning centers provided.
All who participated learned new skills that made them better
farmers and more savvy inthe ways of the market. By 1919,
thirteen agents hdped Hunter implement her “ Steps in Canning”

program. At least 14,366 women and girlsprocessed 298,445 jars
of fruits and vegeables with a value of $98,058.80. By 1921,
Hunter believed that the sustained emphasis on the benefits of
canning for home use and for sale convinced individual s and clubs
in “nearly every community in Texas” to make or purchase a
canrer. Canning proved so popular that it did not matter if ablack
home demondtr ation agent worked in the county or nat. Residents
in black communities still purchased canners.*

Farme's used canning centers as a means of defense. Some
choseto can their beeves instead of selling cattle at low pricesin
times of drought, or when counties passed new stock laws asmany
didinthe 1920s. Stock laws threatened poor f armer shecausethey
forced them to pastur e stock infenced areas. Many black farmers,
owrers and tenants alike, had no land to fence. The stock sales
that resulted forced the price of cattle down and farmers could not
sall their beef. The new home demonstration agent in Houston

YHunter, “Outstanding Achievements in Negro Home Demonstr ation
Work,” box 4, TAEX Historical Files. Early instrugion manuals induded
James Frank Breazeale Canning Vegetables in the Home, United States
Department of Agriculture Farmers' Bulletin no. 359 (Washington, D.C.:
Government Printing Offiae, 1909), located in The Katherine Golden Bitting
Collection on Gastronony, Library of Cangress, Washingtan, D.C.; Canning,
Preserving, Pidkling, Bul leti n B-26 of the Agri cultural and Mechani cal Col lege
of Texas (July 1916); and Cornelia Smpson, Food Saving in Texas: Drying,
Brining, Canning, Curing, Bulletin B-38 of the Agricultural and Mechanical
College of Texas (1 June 1917). Federal inspedors commented on M.E.V.
Hunter’ s enthusiasm for canning work in 1922. See Schaub and Goddard,
“Annual Visitationto the Texas State Agricultural College, College Station,
Texas, 4-14 Ocober 1922,” box 25, Amual Inspection Reportsof Cooperative
Extension Work in the Field, Records of the Extension Service, Record Group
33, National Archivesll, College Park, Maryland (hereafter ES, RG 33, NA);
Annual Report, 1922, 76. The published annua reports provide a chronol ogy
of the development of canning and canning centers.
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County, Annie G. H. Hall, set to work in the fall of 1924 to
mitigate the loss to farmes. In a few months she organized the
farmers to construct six community canners. By working
cooperatively, families could can their beef and still harvest their
cotton crops. Thus they made their crop and realized some gain
from their cattle which “would haveothawisebeen atotal loss to
them” !

The drought of 1925 forced farmersin Washington County to
can their beeves. Lea Etta Lusk traveled throughout the county,
with help from her husband John. They reintroduced canning to
communities that had forgotten about its usefulness since World
War | and convinced discouraged farm families to “can their
beeves in order to have something to help tide their families
through the winter.” Some dried-up milk cows became chili
during that harsh year, but canning softened the blow to those
farme's who faced the loss of a significart capital investment.*?

The community canning centers provided a focus for the
expansion of extension programming followingWorldWar 1. The
new date leader of the segregated service Calvin H. Waller,
attempted to get more rura African Americans involved in
extenson by borrowing the organizational structure used by
community coundls of agriculture. The administration expected
agents to form clubs of women and girlsand hold demonstrations
for men and boys in at least twelve communities strategically
positioned in each county. Agents created mapsto help them pick
black communitiesin all four corners of their counties to extend
theservice. Oncesdlected, agentsworkedto recruit membe's, hold
eledions, form a county council with representatives from the
community councils, and dect a county president. A federated
organization of these clubs existed at the state levd for girls by
1922 and for women by 1925. Becausecommunity canners were
so widely accepted and yet so desperately needed by poor rural

“Annual Report, 1924, 16. By 1925, twelve large canmunity canners
existed in Houston Caunty and eight had community kitchens. Annual Report,
1925, 68.

2John M. Lusk, Annual Report, Washington Caunty, TX (1924) reel 35,
T890. [Brenham] PressBanner (7 Aug. 1925), quotedin Thad Sitton and Dan
K. Utley, From Can See to Car't: Texas Cotton Farmers on the Southern
Prairies (Austin: University o Texas Press, 1997), 60.
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families, agentsdecided that cannerscould hel p them broaden their
appea to men, women, and children.*®

The canneries became visible signs of the public and private
partneaship in rural develgoment. Agents depended on voluntary
labor and resour ces provided by club member s. T he men provi ded
brick or stoneand vol unteer ed their servicestobuild afur nace and
small structures to protect it from the elements. The buildings
varied depending on the resources of the community. A TAEX
bulletin, Community Caming Plants, provided elevationsfor a
simple board-and-batten building with a shed roof measuring
twenty by farty-aght fed. 1t resembled atypical farm shed of box
construction and posed no challenge for alocal carpenter. Some
followed the recommendations and the effort paid off. By 1925,
membae's in twenty-three counties, amost all of thecounties with
black agents, built and rehabilitated a total of 267 canning
plants.*

African Americans often constructed canning centers from
available materias because they had no resources to purchase
materials. The experiences of residents in Flynn community
provide an example of their resourcefulness. lola Rowan, the
AfricanrAmerican home damondtration agent, and William C.
David, the county agent in Madison County, met with individuals
inthe Flynn community in Leon County in 1933. The agentsgave
a canning demonstration on the creek bank “ because water was

BTAEX administrators desaibed the madel of arganization that Calvin
Waller borrowed as similarto the county farm bureau structure. White agents
organized a county ouncil of agriaulture or home emnomics fdlowing this
model as early as 1920. See Annual Report, 1920, 12. Annual Report, 1922,
71; Hunter, “Higory of Extension Work Amang Negroes in Texas,” box 4,
TAEX Historical Files,” and Hunter, “Outstanding Achievements in Negro
Home Demonstraion Wak,” box 4, TAEX Historical Files. Annual Report,
1925, 68; Annual Report, 1927, 63; Annual Report, 1929, 48; R.H. Hines,
“County Organizations,” Annua Report, McLennan County (1919) reel 10,
T890.

“Walton Peteet, Chauncey Merwin, and Cornelia Simpson, Community
Canning Plants B-48 (College Station: Extension Service, Agricultural and
Mechanical College of Texas, and United States Department of Agriculture
Cooperating, 1919). This includes an undated photograph of the first
community canner, probably far white extension members, locatedin Smith
County. Annual Report, 1925, 68; Annual Report, 1929, 49. Hunter,
“Outstanding Achievements in Negro Home Demonstration Work,” box 4,
TAEX Historical Files, Annual Report, 1930, 31.
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available at the creek but not a& the home” The agents
congtructed a fur nace by digging a hole three feet long and three
feet degpinthebank. They laid apiece of galvanized iron sheeting
over the hole to hdd the retort and cookeas. This made “an
excellent furnace’ which they usedto process three hundred cans
of beef.”®

Other communities used logs to build their houses and fire
clay as chinking. They rivad shingles for the roofs, poured
concretefloors, and built fur naces to hold the ret orts and canning
utensils. They constructed screen door s and windows and graded
and landscaped the grounds wi th native shrubs. Mast pur chased
steam-camer outfits that consisted of a hotel-size retort that cost
$27, a sealer for tin cans that cost $16, andtin cans that cost as
much as five cents each Coopeaation made it possible for four
Gregg County clubs with atotal of 180 members to save $200
dollarson thar equipmert purchasesin1923. The multipletasks
necessary to build and outfit these centers provided practical
ingructionin at least Six areas: economy, cooperation, sanitation,
drainage, conveniencesfor the home, andlandscaping. Residents
then applied this knowledgeto their homes, churches, and schoals,
thus spreading the benefi ts of the knowledge gained in the canning
centgs.'

Black families canned more than one million containers of
food in 1929, an average of 115 cans or jars per family. This kept
at least 368 commurity steam pressure canners busy during the
canning season. Agents estimated the value of their work in
gardening, canning, poultry, and dairyingto equal $371,518.70.
Comimunity residents had to coopeate to sustain this production.
They had toagree on schedulesfor use of thefaci lity and they paid
for the privilege with cans of food. Many adopted this toll

*C.H. Waller, Annual Report, Texas (1933) reel 84, T890.

16Clubs bought thirty-eight cannersin 1924 and as many sealersto finish
the work. Annual Report, 1924, 15-6; Annual Report, 1925, 68; Annual
Report, 1929, 49. Hunter, “Outstanding Achievements in Negro Home
Demonstration Work,” box 4, TAEX Histarical Files; Annual Report, 1930, 31.
R. G. Johnon, Amua Repat, Gregg County (1923) reel 27, T890.
Cooperative purchasing continued into the 1930s as clubs pooled premiums
from fairsand purchased equipment. See district agent reports quaed in Earl
Croshy, “Building the Cauntry Hame: The Black County Agent System, 1906-
1940," Ph.D. diss.,, Miami Univesity (1977), 143. CH. Waller, Annua
Report, Texas (1933) reel 84, T890.
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method, paying afixed fee set by the committee that managed the
plant. If residentsfurnished thetin cans, thetoll usually amounted
to one-haf of the finished product. The proceeds from the cans
retained as the toll contributed to theoperating costs of the plant.*’

The momentum continued into the 1930s even as the
depression worsened. Rural African Americans constructed four
centersin 1931, twelve in 1932, and forty-three more in 1933.
Sixty-three operated by early 1934. Even black agents forgot the
precedence set by centers constructed in the 1920s when they
reported that residents in the Beulah Community in Anderson
County built the first “really modern canning house’ in 1932.
Residentssalvaged materialsfromanold hall destroyedby agorm
and pooled two-years worth of winnings from displays at the
Anderson County Fruit Palace to complete their canning house.
They laid a concrete floor and install ed pipes for ruming water.
Extension staff featured the Baulah center at the annual agents
conferencein 1932. Mde and female agents left the conference
committed to theidea. They secured plansfromthe TAEX to help
them construct centers in their counties. Within ayear they built
forty-seven kitchens in nine counties, three owned by individuals
but the rest owned by communities. Stateleader Calvin Waller
noted this support “ enabled the Negroes to take full advantage of
the program put into effect by theR.F.C. as in many cases they
had places already prepared to house equipment.”*®

Rural rief efforts during theNew Deal eraalso supported the
congruction and operation of caming centers. Loans from the
Reconstruction Finance Commission (RFC) and grants from the

Annual Report, 1922, 75-6.

®Neil Foley incorrectlycites 1931as the first year that African American
women had access to their own canmunity canning centers. See Foley, The
White Scourge: Mexicans, Blacks, and Poor Whites in Texas Cotton Culture
(Berkd ey: University of CalifarniaPress, 1997), 155. In 1931 agents reported
that four communty canning houses weae built, including the Beulah
Community Canning House in Anderson County. Annual Report, 1931, 35.
Later construcdion projeds benefitted from New Deal fundingand this caused
the number of centers to inaease with twelve constructedin 1932 and forty-
seven in 1933. “Negro Agents Work Toward Farm Ownership,” Texas
Extension Work of 1933 20, no. 9 (May-June 1934),8. C. H. Waller, Annual
Report, Texas (1933) reel 84, T890. Agents helped construd seventy-eight
more in 1934. See H.S. Egtelle to I.W. Rowan, 1 May 1936, box 4, TAEX
Historical Files.
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Fedeal Emeagercy Rdid Admnistration (FERA), bah
distributed through the T exas Relief Commission, created a new
wave of canning centers in the Texas countrysidein 1933. In
April the RFC provided funds to build, equip, and gperate
community and county caming plants. County canmissiong's,
civic organizations, and other local or county committees helped
agents purchase pressure cookers and sedersfor public usein the
cente's. Agents provided advice and supervised the processing of
vegetables and mest in this phase of emergency work. The funds
avalable in 1933, a total of $3050, helped rural African
Americans construct four teen buildings and furnish others aready
constructed. Regardless, Calvin Waller considered the federal
suppart inadegquate to meet the need. He reported that “ we have
not been able to secure much of the R.F.C. money in building
canning houses.”*

The New Deal programs provi ded more money but also more
whiteinfluence inthe black progams. Black agentsinterested in
having canning certershad togain the support of the whitecounty
agent to act as their sponsor. The white county agent in Waker
County, D.R. Carpenter, secured funds from the County Relief
and Improvement Committee and built eighteen canning units in
1933. He established one-half of them in black communities.
Each center had one retort, one twenty-nine-quart cooker, and one
seala. Theredief committee collected atoll from those who used
the center and they distributed these cans to the needy. The black
county agent, K.H. Maone, praised the work of the comnunity
extension councils for building the canning houses. He motivated
the communities to raise the funds for the buildings through
concerts, picnics, box suppers, commurity sings, and 4-H dub
events so the African American population still had a vested
interest intheresult. He locatedthecentersso resdentsin each of
the twenty-five black communities in the county had an

®Robert Calvert and Arnddo De Ledn. The History of Texas (Arli ngton
Heights, I11.: Harlan Davidson, Inc., 1990), 300. Miriam Ferguson created the
Texas Relief Canmission to distribute RFC funds and the Texas legslature
renamed it the Texas Rehabilitation and Relief Commission. Lynne Ander son
Rieff, "'Rousing the People of the Land: Home Demonstration Work in the
Deep South, 1914-1950." Ph. D. dss., Auburn University (1995), 124-27.
“Relief Canning Directed by Home Agents,” Texas Extens on Ser viceNews 20,
no. 9 (May-June 1934), 3; C. H. Waller, Annual Report, Texas (1933) reel 84,
T890.
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opportunity to usethem. Atleast 180 farm families in twenty-two
communities participated, using the canney “day and night” by
the end of June 1933. A newspaper columnist wondered “where
all the food cames from™ 7°

These canning centers hel ped agents accomplish their goa of
strengthening rural communities in severa ways. The canner
provi ded ameans to generat e common interest in the devel opment
of community lifeand aforum tointroduce recial solidarity. Mary
Evelyn Hunter recognized this in 1915 when she introduced the
certers to rurad African Americans. Hunter believed the
declension in communities resulted from feuding and bickering
instigated by the clergy and maste's of competing churches and
lodges. Operating the cannery required residentsto cogperate to
purchase seads and negotiate a schedule for planting and
harvesting that allowed them to processthe vegetables efficiently.
Hunter believed that this created “a new community relation that
had not been thought of before.” Hunter believed that the
community canning plants did more “to increase community
interest than any ore thing undertaken.” The furnaces and
kitchens in many plants also provided a new gathering place for

2D R. Carpenter, Annual Report, Walker County (1933) reel 90, T890;
K.H. Malone, Annual Repat, Walker County (1933) reel 90, T890 with
unidentified newspaper articles attached: “ Busy CanningDaysContinue,” and
“Negro Canning Units at Work.” Some of the communities and local
supervisasof thewak include: Tom Oliphant served asthe county supervi sor
for the Negroes. The canning units operated in the following communities,
with supervisors listed: Crabbs Prairie, Emma Wynne; Cotton Creek, L. O.
Stykes;, New Waverly and Hawthorne, Jessie Sykes, Mount Zion, Florence
Nayl or; Mount Prairie, Annie Wiley; Galilee, Carrie Owens; Wesley Groveand
Hopewd|, Mary Birdwell; Arizorg, Lucius Jadkson; Everline, S. B. McGown.
African Americans mast oftenrecall these sorts o canning certers when they
remini sce about their Depression-era experiences. Ruth Dawson-Battsrecalls
that her father-indaw, Fred Doud as Batts, coordinated the canning certer in
Hammond, Robertson County, in the 1930s and that his wife, Eunice Love
Batts, assisted in the center. See RuthDawson-Batts, Fred Douglas Batts S .
A Family with a Mission. . . to Educate, to Serve in the School, Church, and
Community (n.p: Ruth Dawson-Batts, 1994), 19-20; Dawson-Battsrecalls that
her father shared hissyrup mil | wi th nei ghbors in Wortham, FreestoneCounty,
and assisted at the canning center, see Dawsmn-Batts, Reflective Years,
Reflective Moments: My Memories, A Vivid Sory Told in Words and
Photographs ([Waco]: Ruth Dawson-Batts, 1996), 44.
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functions such as picnics and festivas, further strengthening
community identity.?

Canning dso gained popularity because it offered black
Texans away to stabilize their precarious exisence. The money
saved by using home-produced canned goods instead of store-
bought goods protected many from indebtedness. Agents then
advisad families toinvest their savingsin apig or adairy cow or
apieceof land. Property ownership, particularly the ownership of
real estate, became one o the most blatant forms of black
opposition to plantation agriculture It hadpolitical conseguences.
Property holders paid taxes and thus had some say in local
govenmert expenditures?

The process of canning did not affect the political inequality
of southern socigy, nor did it offer long-term solutions to
economic or sodal ills. It did create evidence of the effart,
however. Canningcontributed to thesuccessof the E. D. Roberts
family of Brenham. Raberts' family canned theextrafood they
grew while he "fertilized the soil, ploughed and planted as per the
Aget'sdirections..., raised more chickens, sold eggs, fed cows a
balanced ration, and sold more butter." Withthe proceeds Robets
bought moretools, abetter team of mules, paid off the debt on his
first fifty acres, purchased fifty more, and even bought the family
"a Ford car for thar confort, and as a means of hauling his
produce to town." Roberts became the model black capitalist
farmer.?

Such practical accomplishments helped African Americans
challengetheinfluence of whitepaternalismand nurturea senseof
race solidarity through caommunity coopeation. Blacks had to
coopeate to build structures, purchase canning supplies, and
market the commodities. They dectad governing councils to

ZHunter, “History of Extension Work Among Negroesin Texas,” box 4,
TAEX Historical Files. Annual Report, 1925, 68. Hunter, “Outstanding
Achievementsin Negro Home Demonstration Work,” box 4, TAEX Historical
Files.

2In 1930 Lea EttaLusk was still “ striving to have every club member cut
out theannual yearly account run at the stores, by producing and conserving the
food supply for the family.” Lusk, Annual Report, Washingt on County (1930)
reel 71, T890. Steven A. Reich, “Soldiers of Democracy. Black Texansandthe
Fight for Citizenship, 1917-1921,” Journal of American History 82, 4 (March
1996), 1487-89.

2L usk, Annual Report, Washington County (1924) reel 35, T890.
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administer the operations, and they realized that they could take
resporsibility for their own actions and reduce their reliance on
whiteland ords and othe autharity figures. The money saved and
eaned gave farmeas an ogpportunity to accumulate pesonal
property, including land and homes, and thus created physical
evidence of a minority culture eager to clam its economic and
socia equality. At the same time more organized urban-based
chall enges to theracist system began to make adifference. People
organizead, created new idedogies, and expressed a different race
pride than did the black agrarians. T he quid resistancethat rural
African Ameicans expressed when they usad the community
canneries failed to impress their urban peers or later historians
who havelabeledtheir tactics as “ accommodationist.” Over time,
the canneries, the visible proof of their attempt at economic
security and self-promotion, collgpsed, as did the communities
around them. But the significance of the use mede by rural
African Americans of sggregated canning centers remains.



