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Which Side Are You On?
Lyrics by Florence Reece,
Harlan County, Kentucky, 1931

Melody attributed to
Jack Munro et al;
arr. F. Blumenthal
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Florence Reece was an American social activist born in Sharps Chapel, Tennessee, the 
daughter and wife of coal miners.  She is best known for the song "Which side are You On?" 
This was written in 1931 or 32 during a strike by the United Mine Workers of America in Harlan 
County, Kentucky in which her husband, Sam Reece, was an organizer.  In an attempt to 
intimidate the Reece family, deputies hired by the mining company illegally entered and searched 
the Reece family home.  The family had gotten word that the company gun-thugs were out to kill 
him, so Sam got out of his house just before they arrived.  Mrs. Reece said they stuck their guns into 
the closets, into the beds, even into the piles of dirty linen. One of her two little girls started crying 
and one of the men said "What are you crying for? We're not after you, we're after your old man."
Sam Reece had been warned in advance and escaped, but Florence and their children were 
terrorized in his place. That night, after the men had gone, Florence wrote the lyrics to "Which 
Side Are You On?" on a calendar that hung in the kitchen of her home. She took the melody from 
a traditional Baptist hymn, "Lay the Lily Low," or the traditional ballad "Jack Monroe." Reece 
supported a second wave of miner strikes circa 1973, during which she and others performed 
"Which Side Are You On?" a number of times.  The tune of "Which Side Are You On?"is usually 
said to be an old Baptist hymn, "Lay the Lily Low," but the British folklorist, A.L. Lloyd, points 
out its similarity to the British ballad, "Jack Munro," which uses "Lay the Lily Low" as refrain.  
(Songs of Work and Protest, Dover, 1973, p. 55.)"Jack Munroe," also known as "Lily Munroe" 
or "Jack Munro," among other titles.  It is a traditional ballad of uncertain origin, though 
presumably British. 
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