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Chapter 1: The Powder Keg

By the summer of 1917, the American heartland was burning with a quiet, desperate rage. In Seminole County, Oklahoma, the dirt was red, the banks were ruthless, and the people were starving. A brutal system of sharecropping had reduced the local tenant farmers to little more than indentured servants, perpetually indebted to a class of wealthy landlords who squeezed them for every dime. 

Then came the draft. 

In April, the United States entered World War I. By May, the Selective Service Act was passed, mandating the conscription of young men to fight in the trenches of Europe. To the impoverished farmers of Oklahoma, the math was blindingly obvious: it was a "rich man's war and a poor man's fight." The wealthy bankers pushing for war were staying safely at home, while the sons of the poor were being shipped off to die for European financial interests.

The tension in the county reached a boiling point. The farmers were already losing their land, their crops, and their dignity. Now, the state was coming for their blood. The powder keg was full. All it needed was a spark.



Chapter 2: The Architects

The resistance did not come from a polished political elite. It came from the Working Class Union (WCU)—a radical, militant, and highly illegal organization of tenant farmers. The WCU was a logistical anomaly for its time: it was a strictly multi-racial coalition. White farmers, African-American sharecroppers, and Indigenous Seminole and Muscogee Creek natives unified under a single banner of shared class oppression. 

The primary architects of the uprising were rugged, hardened men like John Spears, "Rube" Munson, and Homer Spence. They did not operate in boardrooms. They held secret tactical meetings on river sandbars at midnight, away from the prying eyes of local sheriffs and paid informants. 

Spears, an older, deeply respected farmer, turned his property into the staging ground for the insurgency. A red socialist banner was hoisted above his barn. The WCU's rhetoric was infused with the fiery, apocalyptic tone of rural evangelicalism. They weren't just protesting a draft; they were declaring a holy war against the capitalist state. Their plan was audacious to the point of madness: they were going to raise an army, march all the way to Washington D.C., and violently overthrow the federal government.



Chapter 3: The Ignition

The tactical execution began in early August. To march on Washington, the WCU needed to sever the local government's ability to call for federal reinforcements. 

The insurgency launched a campaign of rural guerrilla sabotage. Armed groups moved through the dark, systematically cutting telegraph and telephone lines across Seminole County, blinding the local sheriffs. They targeted the logistical lifelines of the war economy, laying dynamite on railroad bridges and attempting to blow oil pipelines. 

But the true point of ignition occurred on a dusty county road. A local sheriff and his deputy, investigating rumors of the WCU's radical activities, were ambushed by an armed patrol of tenant farmers. Shots were fired. The element of surprise was lost. The WCU could no longer hide on the river sandbars. They were forced into open, armed rebellion against the state. 

Hundreds of men gathered at John Spears' farm. They carried hunting rifles, shotguns, and rusty revolvers. Their grand logistical strategy for surviving the long march to Washington gave the uprising its name: they planned to live off the land by eating the late-summer "green corn" from the fields along their route.



Chapter 4: The Friction

The WCU's guerrilla sabotage was effective, but their operational security was disastrous. The organization had been deeply infiltrated by informants. Long before the telegraph wires were cut, local authorities knew exactly what Spears, Munson, and Spence were planning.

The state's response was rapid, overwhelming, and merciless. Local sheriffs did not wait for the National Guard. They instantly deputized massive "posses"—militias composed of the very landlords, bankers, and townsfolk the WCU despised. 

Before the green corn army could even march out of the county, they were intercepted. Well-armed posses descended on the WCU encampments. The tenant farmers, exhausted, under-supplied, and realizing they had been betrayed from within, found themselves staring down the barrels of superior firepower. Brief, chaotic shootouts erupted in the brush. Three men were killed. The grand march to overthrow the United States government died in the dirt of Seminole County.



Chapter 5: The Aftermath

The crackdown was absolute. Over 450 people were arrested. The jails overflowed, forcing authorities to lock the rebels in hastily constructed stockades. 

The leaders—Spears, Munson, and Spence—were hunted down, tried for sedition and draft resistance, and sentenced to years in the federal penitentiary at Leavenworth. The state used the rebellion as the ultimate excuse to crush the radical left in Oklahoma. The Socialist Party, which had held immense political power in the region, was utterly dismantled, smeared as treasonous draft-dodgers.

The Green Corn Rebellion was wiped from the textbooks, an intentional erasure of an inconvenient truth. The federal government preferred the narrative of a unified, patriotic nation happily marching off to the Great War. They did not want history to remember the sweltering August of 1917, when a unified army of poor white, Black, and Indigenous farmers picked up their rifles and declared war on the American empire.
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