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ABSTRACT

The New Farmers of America (NFA) began as a national organization for African-
American farm youth in 1935 to promote agricultural leadership, character, thrift,
scholarship, cooperation, and citizenship. This organization served its members for 30
years providing experience in leadership and education in the agricultural field.

Programs and contests designed for the organization awarded youth for achievement
within the NFA and their community. In 1965 the NFA merged with the National FFA
Organization. At the time of the merger, the NFA consisted of 1,004 chapters in 12 states
and over 50,000 members.
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HISTORICAL NOTE

The New Farmers of America (NFA) began as a national organization for African-
American farm youth in 1935 to promote agricultural leadership, character, thrift,
scholarship, cooperation, and citizenship. This organization served its members for 30
years providing experience in leadership and education in the agricultural field.

Programs and contests designed for the organization awarded youth for achievement
within the NFA and their community. In 1965 the NFA merged with the National FFA
Organization. At the time of the merger, the NFA consisted of 1,004 chapters in 12 states
and over 50,000 members.

The NFA started as a localized movement in Virginia around 1927. H.O. Sargent,
Federal Agent for Agricultural Education for Negroes, and G.W. Owens, Teacher-Trainer
at Virginia State College, were two of the earliest proponents of an organization for
African-American farm youth. While Owens wrote the constitution for the New Farmers
of Virginia and helped lay the foundation for what would become a national organization,
Sargent lobbied within the Department of Education to officially create an organization in
segregated schools. As the idea grew in popularity, chapters formed sporadically
throughout the southern states and region. In reaction to the emergence of chapters, the
states organized into state and sectional associations based on proximity: Washington,
Gulf (later called Sargent), and A-L-Tex-O (later called Almmot). These sections held
conferences and contests unifying the state associations until a national organization was
officially created on August 4, 1935.

As vocational agriculture became part of the curriculum, NFA chapters formed in local
high schools. Students received training in traditional farming, farm mechanics, livestock
care, and innovations in farm technology. The NFA Chapter grew into an integral part of
the member’s life with the vocational agriculture teacher at the center. The teacher acted
as friend and mentor visiting his students’ homes and families encouraging hard work
and educational success. The teacher played a vital role in the community as a
recognized leader and he worked to make sure his students emerged as community
leaders as well. According to a response in an interview conducted by Dexter Wakefield,
“... it [NFA] was a part of our lives and one major vehicle to help young men to grow, to
understand themselves, to understand the community, to set some goals for themselves,
and to learn team and leadership skills.” (page 65) All students in vocational agriculture
classes received the opportunity to join NFA.

Chapters elected officers and supported supervised work experiences of individual
members. Using skills learned on the farm and in the classroom, students participated in
contests and received awards according to their achievements. Four degrees of
membership were awarded: Farm Hand, Improved Farmer, Modern Farmer, and the
Superior Farmer. From the Superior Farmer Degree recipients, two Regional Star
Farmers and a Star Superior Farmer were selected. Other awards included the Honorary
Superior Farmer Degree, placement in judging contests, a quiz contest, talent
competitions, and a quartet contest. National awards were presented at the National
Convention whose site rotated between cities in the South until 1949 when Atlanta,
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Georgia became its permanent home. NFA members selected National Convention
delegates, adopted the NFA Creed, and elected officers. Originally, the national officers
consisted of a president, three vice presidents (one for each section), and a secretary.
Later delegates added the office of treasurer and reporter to the list of student officers.

In the beginning, the NFA did not operate under the direct authority of the U.S.
Department of Education. H.O. Sargent represented the Department of Education and
acted as a consultant to the NFA. A National NFA Advisor and Executive Secretary-
Treasurer, both African-American Teacher Trainers, managed the daily operations of the
organization and the National Convention arrangements. In 1941 the Department of
Education decided to “legalize” the NFA under its own authority since the majority of
those who led the organization already worked for the department. According to the new
constitution, the Chief of the Agricultural Education Service of the U.S. Department of
Education (also the FFA National Advisor) would become the Administrative Advisor
for the NFA and would appoint one of his staff to be the Administrative Executive
Secretary. The Administrative Advisor acted as chairman of the National Advisory
Council, reviewed all applications for the Superior Farmer Degree, and advised the staff
and members on matters of policy. Duties performed by the Administrative Executive
Secretary included issuing state charters, advise on actions in conflict with the
constitution, and making preliminary National Convention arrangements. The African-
American leaders of the NFA, selected from teacher trainers in the region, included a
Deputy National Advisor, Deputy Executive Secretary, Executive Treasurer, and three
Deputy Sectional Advisors. The Deputy National Advisor assisted with the work of the
NFA, served as the advisor during the National Conventions, and helped plan the
conventions. The Executive Secretary’s duties included the preparation of budgets,
keeping the minutes, and for forwarding state charters to the Administrative Executive
Secretary. The Executive Treasurer managed the organization’s accounts. Deputy
Sectional Advisors represented the states and were selected from among the state
advisors. This met with some resistance within the NFA since it removed some of the
authority from the current leaders and placed them under the direct supervision of
Department of Education staff. Another major problem occurred because the office
employed no African-American who could represent the NFA within the department, but
the NFA continued to operate this way until it merged with the FFA.

As the country became engrossed in the Civil Rights Movement, many NFA chapters
merged with local FFA chapters during the 1960s as a result of state and local school
desegregation. Prior to 1965, five of the 17 state NFA associations merged with their
respective FFA associations. The passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act prompted
discussions to merge the two organizations on a national level creating one unified
organization. The two organizations officially merged on July 1, 1965 with a ceremony
at the National FFA Convention finalizing the event.

The merger of the NFA and FFA resulted in new opportunities and problems for the
students and teachers from both organizations, especially former NFA members who felt
their organization had been absorbed rather than merged. Because of the racial
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prejudices and discontent of the era, many former NFA members saw the merger as
detrimental. They lost their name, emblem, and popular NFA awards like the quartet and
quiz contests. The NFA completely disappeared and former members and teachers faced
the task of learning the traditions of a new organization while trying to compete with
long-time FFA members for awards and leadership positions. Although the merger
resulted in uncertainty for some, former members attribute their success and educational
achievement to the skills they developed in the NFA. Today, the NFA is commemorated
by the FFA’s H.O. Sargent Award. This award, established in 1995, honors the NFA
and its place in history. The purpose of the award is to recognize student success in
achieving and promoting diversity in agricultural education and the FFA. The H.O.
Sargent Award was originally an award given by the NFA to recognize achievement by
young farmers after graduation from high school.
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SCOPE AND CONTENT NOTE

The New Farmers of America (NFA) Records provide an interesting look at the activities
of an organization formed for African-American farmers during the 1930s. Although the
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records are not always complete, they contain information on how the organization
operated, activities of the students, and its eventual merger with the National FFA
Organization in 1965. Because the New Farmers of America was managed by the same
individuals as the National FFA Organization, the records are closely connected and
supplemental information about the NFA can be found in the National FFA Organization
records.

Administration Records, 1930-1965, contain materials related to the management of the
NFA. This includes board materials, correspondence, lists of national officers, financial
audits, and information related to the merger with the National FFA Organization. Board
information does not include minutes, but only a small amount of correspondence and
committee materials. The records in the correspondence and board files are not
comprehensive, leaving many gaps in the information. S.B. Simmons correspondence is
the best place to look for information regarding the administration of the NFA because it
covers the beginnings of the organization through its administrative reorganization. The
convention proceedings also offer some insight into the administration in the student and
adult officer reports describing the year’s programs and successes.

The organization ended with its merger into the FFA in 1965. The merger reflects the
influence of the social movements of the 1960s. The records dealing with the merger
contain internal letters and publicity. The merger was not without its difficulties. To
understand both sides of the issue, the information in the Board of Directors minutes and
the History Records of the National FFA Organization need to be consulted.

National Convention Records, 1932-1965, include convention proceedings, convention
locations, and award records. Convention records consist mainly of the programs and
proceedings for the years after 1940 and are not complete. The proceedings also include
donor information, speakers, and basic activities during the convention as well as officers
elected and award winners.

The award records consist mainly of lists of winners that include names, city, state, and
amount of cash award. In some cases there is further information such as applications
and contest rules that provide insight to the types of projects that won awards.

Two sources for further information about the NFA award recipients are the National
FFA Foundation Records and the NFA Awards Database, 1935-1965
(http://www.ulib.iupui.edu/special/ffa/).

State Association Records, 1929-1965, include information about six of the State NFA
Associations. Consisting of short histories, programs, and newsletters, these items help
to connect the national organization with the local ones.

Publications, 1940-1965, include published materials created for the NFA. NFA
publications consist of their official handbook, called the NFA Guide, brochures, and
handbooks for office holders. The NFA Guide, 1938-1965, was published irregularly and
is the best source of information about the awards, policies, and ceremonies of the NFA.
The set of guides is missing three issues (1938, 1946, and 1960).
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Photographs, 1939-1965, contain a variety of images from the organization’s history.
These include award winners, officers, activities and projects, exhibits, and conventions.
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