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MFP-061 
Interviewee: Yolanda Veal  
Interviewer: Candice Ellis and Mike Brandon 
Date: September 24, 2010 
 
E:  All right, and we're rolling. I'm Candice Ellis with Mike Brandon— 

V:  Yolanda Veal. 

E:  And we're here on September 24, 2010 at the Catfish Worker's Union. It's 

probably easiest to start at the beginning, so, if you could, just go over your early 

life; family life, where and when you were born, what your parents did. [Laughter] 

You don't have to say when, if you don't want to. [Laughter] 

V:  I was born February 4, 1984. My mom and father married, like, a year or two 

before I was born. My mom began working at the catfish industry probably in the 

late [19]80s. My father got into some trouble and he went to jail for a while. My 

grandmothers and my aunts, they raised me, sent me to school, you know; 

helped me to grow up to a person that could understand the world. As I grew up, 

moved back in with my mom; ended up getting pregnant at the age of seventeen, 

had my first child. Went to college but didn't finish. My first job is Delta Pride, 

catfish industry. Did that because, at the time and here, you really don't have a 

choice once you reach, probably, eighteen. Either you go to school or you get a 

job here. Here in Indianola—well, I'm not going to say Indianola, I'm going to say 

the Delta—most likely it's going to be a catfish job. So, that was my first job. I 

went back to school; I got my CNAs. I left there and went to Con-Agra. When I 

started working at Con-Agra, I was introduced to Rose Turner. Rose Turner 

offered me a job here with the UFCW of last year. So I have been with them for, 

what? About a year. I have been working with them, and it's a pretty good job. 

You have your ups and downs, but we're all human, what can you expect? Yeah. 
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E:  What kind of work do you do here? 

V:  What I do is, I go out into the field, which you talk to people about organizing and 

union in their workplace. So, what you do is, you try to gather some names of 

people that work inside that industry and you go to their homes; you find their 

homes. You find them. I mean, you're running up and down the highway actually 

looking for these people. Once you find them, then you got them, you have a 

story that you have to tell them, because here, a lot of people are not educated 

on the union. So we have to sit there. Sometimes, we really don't want to sit 

there, but we have to sit there and we have to go over it from the beginning to the 

top, and we have to listen to their problems and their demands and we try to get 

them to sign a card; yes if they do, no, if they don't. 

E:  To become a part of the union, or . . . ? 

V:  No, it's not to become part of the union. What we are doing is we're trying to 

establish a union inside of another catfish company right now. 

E:  Okay. And what is that company? 

V:  It's in Itta Bena, Mississippi. 

E:  Okay. So, this union here is just trying to branch out? 

V:  Yeah, we're trying to branch out. 

E:  Establish solidarity within the Delta? 

V:  Well, the only thing I can say about people here in the Delta is, they have to want 

it for themselves. You can't say that someone is dirty or this or that because we, 

as a people, accept it. If that's what we want and that's what someone tell us, 

and if we don't know no better, than that's all we think is good out there for us. 
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So, that's all we're going to do; we're just going to go with what someone has told 

us. We're not going to try to better ourselves because we don't know what's good 

out there for us. No one is standing over us, telling us, hey, there's a union out 

here that can help you guys. You know? So, I'm not going to say it's dirty, but it 

just is what is here. 

B:  You talked about going door to door. Is there any other strategies that you've 

used to mobilize the community? 

V:  Well, we try to get insiders; someone that would give us information on what's 

going on, and let us know what's happening. We'll try to use that or we'll try to 

phone call you. Me and Shyna, we try not to phone call no one, for the simple 

fact—when I call you, just say if I call you and say, well, I want to come talk to 

you about a union. If you don't know what a union is, you're going to hang up the 

phone in my face. Or, if someone had bad-talked the union, you're still going to 

hang the phone up in my face. Then you might tell me, yeah, you can come over 

here, but when I come, you're not there. So we try not to call anyone. We really 

just try to get out names, find where these people are, and meet them before 

they go in the house before they go to sleep, yeah. And we will work around on 

you. [Laughter] 

B:  Mississippi is one of the most anti-union states in the country and it's been that 

way for quite some time. Have you faced any repression or resistance in the 

community? 

V:  I mean you just . . . well, you guys are not from here, so, that's every day here. 

But you have to just do your research and find out what's going on and how can 
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you overcome what you are going through in life. If you're not looking for the 

research and trying to get the help here in the Delta, in Mississippi, you're not. No 

one here in Mississippi—and I'm just sad to say it—blacks, period, do not have 

really a chance here. African American people here—Mississippi, to me, and I 

am twenty-six years old, Mississippi is a place to come home and retire to. This 

is not a place to where people try to have something, would get something, 

because every time you try to do it, you got someone turning you around saying, 

you can't do this, you can't do that. No this, no that. It's just no, no, no to 

everything. You just take Indianola, we're trying to get sewages did around here. 

No. Where's all our money going? You have schools and these are public 

schools, and they are here, and the kids don't even have textbooks. But no one 

knows, no one cares, so that's what happens here. 

B:  What about local politicians? How does the union interact with them? 

V:  I really don't deal with politics and politicians. It's never been a value of mine 

because I don't believe in men, I believe in God. Politics is just a way to just 

come in and get richer off the poor to me, so I really have no idea what goes on 

with the politics. I stay out of the politics because I . . . am not the one. I am not 

the one. Okay. Next one. Yeah, politics. [Laughter] 

E:  When you knock on doors and visit people at their homes, what's the general 

reception? Are people usually interested, or . . . ? 

V:  [Laughter] No. No, they are not. Because, like I said in the beginning, we are not 

knowledged around here. We had someone to sign a card and didn't even know 

what he was signing. People here are not—then, you have to think about it like 
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this: if you work there, if you had worked at Delta Pride and got fired, and you 

was in the union and you left here and went to another non-union catfish place, 

the first thing you are going to tell these people is, now, don't join that union 

because their union ain't right—when all we are is, you know, humans. And we 

do mistakes, but you can't fault us for everything that you done at your last job. 

So you have people that will turn around, they'd slam the doors in our face, you 

know. Sometimes say nasty things to us and cuss us out real bad. Let the dogs 

chase us. [Laughter] But that's people, you know. You really can't just say how 

people will react, but when you knock on that door, you never know what you're 

going to get. 

E:  Right. 

V:  You never know. 

B:  So there's people in the black community spreading misinformation about the 

union. 

V:  Yeah. 

B:  What kinds of things do they say? 

V:  Whatever come to they mind. The union ain't nothing; they just want to take your 

money and all this. I mean, whatever comes to their mind. Anything to keep their 

$7.25 in their pocket, they will tell you. It's just being honest. If they feel like their 

side, if they got to keep their seven dollars in their check—which is really nothing, 

compared to what we do every day with seven dollars—they would rather tell you 

a whole lot of bunch of lies and excuses so that people that don't know will never 
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know. People that do know, they just try to keep it out because they're scared to 

lose $7.25. 

B:  So it's really a matter of the dues, then. 

V:  It's a matter of the dues. A lot of people are afraid of losing their jobs. When they 

hear about a union coming, they get these scare tactics from the people; inside 

management, inside of the workplace. They'll say, well, we're going to close this 

down if you all let this union in here, or we're going to do this or we're going to do 

that. Then they'll promise you a lot; we're going to give you all some raises. 

We're going to have a fish fry. We're going to do this. The people feed into it 

because some people, that's all we have around here. The catfish industry is just 

growing up every day and they're making millions of dollars and the workers are 

not making that. So, whatever management tell them, the people believe. Yeah.  

B:  People say that catfish is the new cotton. I've heard that since I've been down 

here. 

V:  I heard that since I been down—I heard that since I been living, too. Catfish is a 

million-dollar franchise. When you go down this highway—have you guys ever 

travelled down the highway here? 

B:  We drove around a lot yesterday. 

V:  You did? What did you see? 

B:  A lot of farms. 

V:  A lot of farms, so it's not only catfish. You have catfish nowadays, you think about 

it, you have people that's trying to go across seas and get catfish because it's 

cheaper. But farm-raised catfish is a little expensive, but the new cotton? I think 
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corn is the new cotton. [Laughter] Catfish is going to make its money because it's 

high. I mean, you just go in Sunflower Foods Store, you get three little fillets for, 

like, eight dollars. And that's three little pieces of meat for eight dollars, yeah. So, 

I don't think it's the new cotton. I think corn is the new cotton, because you can 

get a can or corn here for almost three dollars. 

E:  You mentioned your mother worked in the catfish industry. What kind of stuff did 

she do? 

V:  My mother, when she first started working at Delta Pride, she worked in the box 

room. Back in the early [19]80s and early [19]90s, they had to print out—well, 

write out labels. So, that's what she did. She wrote out the labels. I think, like, in 

[19]92, my mom got a supervisor's job. She's been supervisor since, but at the 

same time, when she was at Delta Pride, they fired her. My mom is the type, she 

stands up for what she believes in. Although she's a supervisor, she's not going 

to mistreat anyone. She's going to give everyone a fair chance. So, when they 

see this kind of person coming in here, that's not what they're wanting. That's not 

what they're wanting. They want someone to do as they say, and right now. They 

don't want to give you a fair chance and say, well, okay, today is a good day; I'm 

going to let you keep your job, you just do better next time. They just want you to 

do it out front, and my mom is not that type of person. They fired her. She got 

another supervisor job at Baird—I forget the name of it, it was a catfish company. 

When that company shut down, my mom went to America's Catch. She was a 

supervisor there. At that time, same thing. They're non-union. She was helping 

people to her best, giving people a fair chance and trying to help people keep 
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their job, because you know people have responsibilities; people in management 

didn't like it. They fired her again. Delta Pride called her back, and so she's been 

with Delta Pride since, yeah. That's the only job she's ever done. She's never 

worked really hard, no.  

B:  So you mentioned the tactics of the company to try to discourage unionization 

and the misinformation in the black community that's also discouraging 

unionization. Do you feel like you're making progress despite all of the 

resistance? 

V:  No, because people won't let you into their lives that good. I'm just going to be 

honest. If—what's your name again? 

E:  Candice. 

V:  Candice. If Candice was management and me and you worked out there, you 

probably could believe Candice. Everything she said. Me? If I'm standing up for 

myself and what I believe in, then, no. But it takes one person with that no: say, 

no. We don't need this. That would change a whole room. So, when you have 

one no and, especially when they're around a crowd, you won't get anywhere. 

You won't get anywhere, because people are here; people just believe in what 

someone tell them and not what they know. We're not going to read. We don't 

pick up the newspaper. We don't watch the news. We're not knowing what's 

going on here. It's a lot of things going on in the Delta right now that not even I 

know, but it's nothing we can do about it because it's held from us. Coming 

working with the union, you learn a lot. You learn a whole lot. You have to keep 

up with, you know, laws and things like that because, when you go out to people 
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and you have to talk to them, then people be like, well, what happened with so-

and-so, so-and-so? You have to like . . . okay, I know what you're talking about. 

So, no, things, I don't believe they're just leaving in what we're . . . now, you have 

some people that want change, but then you have a lot of older people and a lot 

of young people that just really don't know and don't care. They're just fine with a 

paycheck. 

B:  But you're still trying hard. 

V:  Yeah, I'm going to try. You know? I can't help but to try. If I didn't try, I didn't do 

anything. But the thing is, you could try so hard that sometimes, when people 

show you that they really don't care what happens, then what can you do? I 

mean, God allowed things to happen to us, but we are the reason things happen, 

because we have our own mind and we have to do what our mind inspire us to 

do and that's right or wrong. If I'm working at American Catch—I ain't going to lie 

to you, I have worked there. I worked there three days. [Laughter] I left Delta 

Pride. I was making, at the time I was making $5.35. That was night shift. I left 

there and went to American Catch because they was like, oh, American making 

so much money. So I go to American Catch; they make seven dollars and, what? 

Twenty-five cents. But, at the same time, it wasn't worth it. Our money isn't good 

money. When you have to tell someone you got to go to the bathroom and can 

you do this? You're like you're in school again, and I'm grown. You know? That's 

how I felt. I'm grown, you can either believe me or not. I need to use the 

restroom. You have to write my name down on a list and, I mean, I might be 

down here. I got to wait on all these people to go, so it was a lot of things that 
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goes on inside that plant that, I believe if I lose the union job, I still won't go back 

to that place. So, no. Next. 

E:  Can you give other examples of what it was like to work there? Things like that? 

V:  At American Catch? Wow. Yeah. I hated their computer system for the simple 

fact, if I'm cutting my fish, I have a brick. Okay, it's like you have a brick. This is 

your time card. You have a computer sitting in front of you and you put your brick 

on this computer, so all your information goes into this computer; they're going to 

know how long you stayed in the bathroom, how many fish you're cutting a 

minute, if you left too much waste on the fish, if you left a bone in the fish, if 

you're not cutting fast enough. So, this computer tells everything you're doing. 

You have people that misuse the system, of course—as black people, we're 

going to always find a way around something. We learn how to block fish, but 

what you're doing is you're causing harm to the next person. On my second day, 

I was cutting fish and all the fish was just coming to me. Everyone on the line 

was just standing up, and I'm a grown—I was grown. I was fully grown, I was 

crying. I was crying for the simple fact all the fish was coming to me and 

everyone was standing up and I couldn't let it just sit there because I'm on these 

people's computers. They would know what I'm doing. So, when the supervisor 

at the time—which was my mom—come back, she was like, what's wrong? Why 

are you sitting up here crying? I was like, ain't no one working, my fingers are 

hurting, I can't cut this fish this fast. She was like, they done blocked the fish. 

Now, you take that for example. If they had a union there? Oh, my gosh. It 

probably would have been some firing going on. But because of no union, there 
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was nothing did about it. Only thing she told me was, just pay attention and learn 

what they do, and catch on. Which I did. But the next day, it really didn't matter, 

because I quit. 

E:  You left. 

V:  Yeah, I couldn't do it. That, and you have, what? Thirty—well, your breaks. This 

is the time to come in is crazy. They can tell you today, well, you guys come in at 

seven o'clock and you're going home at eleven. They can come back the day 

after that and say, well, you guys come in at nine and y'all going to go home 

tomorrow night at twelve; whatever time. That's how it works there. I'm finding out 

now these people are working Saturday and Sunday, so they're working seven 

days a week. They have no contract with the union, so it's nothing we can do 

about it. It's a lot more going on in there, I just really don't even feel like sitting 

here talk about American Catch. It makes me mad thinking about them and how 

they treat their people—not only American Catch, it's a lot of job industries. I'm 

not going to just sit here and point out that company; it's a lot of companies 

around here that does that to the employees. They don't really care, just as long 

as they come to work, do what they have to do, and go home. 

E:  And get the paycheck, right. 

V:  Mm-hm. And it's not really about that. You know? Like I say, all money isn't good 

money. We as a people have to understand that, if we want better, we have to do 

better. If it takes us to leave that place or get a union inside of that place, that's 

what we need to do. In order to gain something, sometimes we must lose. So, 

people just have to really be able to take a stand around here. 
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E:  Right. What do you think the next step would be in getting people to take that 

stand? I mean, as a union worker, you've come up against some really difficult 

situations, I guess. Does it seem completely futile to you at this point? 

V:  No. I'll put it to you like this: I'll say, once, about a month ago, I told Rose, people 

are not scared these days. People are not like back in when they first got the 

union to come here in the [19]80s. People are not amped up like they were. She 

was like, no, that's a lie. People just make excuses. She made something that 

made a lot of sense. She said something to me, she was like, we can go down 

there and rent out a building, and we can tell them to come eat with us and drink 

free with us so we could talk to them. She said, you won't believe it, but probably 

half of that company inside of there, those people, will be there. But, if you tell 

them just to come up here or if we go out there and stand on the side of the road 

like we did last year and with our signs and stuff we got people talking trash to us 

and they're not going to do that. But, if you guilt someone—and that's sad to say 

that, but that's the way of people and that's how people believe—it's sad to say, 

but if you say, well, y'all come on over here; we're going to talk to y'all, but we're 

going to have y'all some free food and free drinks with you, you can have y'all 

some beer or something back there in the back for you, you go back there when 

you get off work, they're going to come. It's sad to say that about them, but taking 

a stand? They have to be willing to take that first step. I can't do anything about 

that. They have to want to do that. People here need to want to do that, but they 

won't. They just want what's given to them. That's all you really—and it's sad, 

when you look at it, because we as a people, you think about working in a catfish 
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place—and I have worked there, so I know. You can't send your kids off to 

college with that. You can't do that. If that was the case, I would have been in 

college; probably still right now, you know. My mom couldn't do that; she was a 

supervisor. But people don't look at that. They don't look at long terms. They're 

thinking about today. Well, today doesn't count, because you never know what 

tomorrow's going to bring. People here are just looking at the fact of, well, I'm just 

getting a paycheck, instead of looking at, there could be something better about 

this job. We can have better benefits. Our kids can—you know, it's getting cold. A 

lot of people here don't have insurance. A lot of kids don't have insurance, and if 

you go to the clinic, you will see this; people trying to come up with money so 

their kids can go. Then you take a place like Con-Agra or Delta Pride that has a 

union, I mean, it's only, what, twenty-five dollars to send your child up there to 

see a doctor. You take a place like America's Catch or elsewhere, you have to 

pay the whole deductible. So, I mean, it's good to the union inside these places, 

and some people just don't want to see that. But it's also, it's ups and downs. I'm 

not going to say that the union's bad; the union's not bad, it's what we as a 

people make of the union. We are the people and we are the union. So, what we 

decide to make of this union is what this union's going to stand for us for. So, it's 

our decision what goes down on that black and white paper, on this paper. It's 

our decision. It's us getting up with ourself, coming up here, listening to what our 

representatives have to tell us what's going on. Now, we're missing our union 

meetings and sitting at home on the couch, eating fried chicken or whatever, then 

you can't get mad at the union. But you have people that does that, so. 
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B:  Would you say the recession has made things even more difficult? 

V:  I'm going to tell you, I'm just going to be honest. No. We didn't have a recession 

here. It's never harmed us. To me, ain't nothing changed in my life. It's just like 

the bills come quicker now; that's it. I'm just being honest. No, it hasn't, because 

we are poor. I'm not going to say we're going to stay poor, but we are poor and 

the recession really didn't bother us because this ain't nothing we just seeing, 

we've been seeing this here, trying to pay these high light bills. I think we have 

the highest light bills in the world, you know? But still. The recession here, no. It 

didn't affect us at all. It's been going on here. Nothing's changed. 

B:  Has it shaped the backlash and the resistance that y'all face? 

V:  No. Nothing changed with the recession. I'm going to be honest. Only thing that 

changed with the recession for us here is when we found out about a rebate. 

That's it. I'm just going to be honest with you, because we didn't know anything 

about a rebate here. We didn't know that you could qualify for rebates. When we 

found out about rebates, you should have seen people. It was like, wow? We get 

rebates? The recession is good to us. It really is, when you think about it. The 

poor people; the recession is kind of good on us. You have more programs 

coming in now, like, for example, the STEP program. It's a government program, 

but it helps you get a job. You had a lot of parents out there, they cannot get a 

job. I don't care how hard you try, you can go put in an application in every week, 

every week, call these people every week and they would not call you. But the 

STEP program come along to Mississippi and now you have people working. 

You know? You have people that's going to get on this program because they 
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know this program is going to find them a job. They don't care if it's at 

McDonalds, Burger King, up here cleaning up; they don't care where it is, but that 

program, that recession has kind of been good to us. 

B:  What about Obama's election? Could y'all use that mobilize people? I mean, 

there was a lot of excitement. Couldn't you use that to break that resistance— 

V:  Listen, this is the Delta. We do use that. We have the Obama shirts. We have the 

signs—well, we had them last year. We didn't pull them out this year; they 

thought that Obama supports us, supports the union. People really don't want to 

hear that. 

B:  Really. 

V:  No. They want to hear, what is she going to do for us? They don't want to hear 

that, yeah, Obama is behind us one hundred percent; he believe in unions. They 

don't want to hear that. When you come to them and you say something, 

President Obama, they're going to say, okay, what are you going to do for us? 

Yeah, so, no. We use it; we have used it. But it hasn't done us any good. 

B:  So, at the end of the day, they have a job and they have that steady paycheck, 

which is a lot in these times, and you just can't get them to— 

V:  Yeah, they have their jobs and they have their paycheck, but what happens 

tomorrow if you go in there and they say, well, you gone. Then what you have? 

B:  Then that's your whole mission, try to get them to— 

V:  It's our whole mission, but they're not realizing that. A lot of people tell us they're 

going to close us down. No, their company was going to close down anyway. 

They won't believe that part, but if you tell them, well, no, the union does not 
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make companies close down; the company close down, they just didn't have any 

money. They was going to close down anyway. They just use that to make the 

union look bad, and people run with it. For example, went to Moorhead, and we 

went over to this guy's house. He used to work at, where was—Baird, and he 

gave us about an hour sit-down because he was afraid that, if he signed our 

card, it was going to end up just like Baird. He thought that, when he signed that 

card, they was going to close their plant down. We had to sit there for about an 

hour and let them know that companies do not close because of the union. A 

company don't really care about a union. They try to keep their money in their 

pockets. They don't care if you want a union. They just don't want to have to pay 

out pensions and all of those. They don't care if you want a union; hooray if you 

want a union. They're looking at their pockets when you holler, union. What the 

people fail to realize is, you should be looking at your pocket, too, because this is 

good benefits coming with this union. This union have scholarships. Maybe my 

child could get a scholarship, or maybe I could save up my pension money and 

send my child off to college. They are not looking at that. No, not here.  

E:  All right. 

B:  I think that's about— 

E:  Yeah. I don't know if you have anything that you'd like to add, but that was great. 

V:  No, I don't think I have anything to add, but I need my caffeine in the morning. If 

you guys have another question or something, I don't mind about answering. 

B:  No, that was great. 

E:  Yeah, thank you so much. 
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V:  Yeah, okay. 

E:  All right. 

[End of interview] 
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