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Text and Other Notes

Which side are you on? Which side are you on?

Come all you poor workers,
Good news to you I'll tell
Of how the good old union
Has come in here to dwell.

My daddy was a miner,
Now he’s in the iron sun
But he’s still with you workers
‘til every battle’s won.

They say in Harlan County,

There are no neutrals there

You'll either be a union man
Or a thug for J.H. Blair.

Which side are you on? Which side are you on?

Oh, workers, can you stand it?
Oh, tell me how you can.
Will you be a lousy scab

Or will you be a man?

Don’t scab for the bosses,
Don'’t listen to their lies
Us poor folk haven’t got a chance
Unless we organize.

We're starting our good battle,
We know we’re sure to win

Because we’ve got those gun-thugs

a-lookin’ very thin.

Harlan County, Kentucky — 1931. The Harlan County Coal Operators' Association has cut their impoverished
miners’ wages by 10% to maximize profits. Known union members are fired and evicted from company-owned
housing, and a majority of their coworkers go on strike in solidarity. Those who remain with the HCCOA are
protected by private guards with full deputy privileges, led by Sheriff J.H. Blair. Violence erupts. Shots are fired
between strikers and Blair’s guards, aided by local law enforcement. An unknown amount of lives are lost. At one
point, Blair leads a small militia to break into the home of union leader Sam Reece, intending to kill him. They find
his wife, Florence Reece, and their seven children in the house, yet find no sign of Sam. Blair’s men ransack the
house, and end up staking out the entire night to shoot him upon his return. Sam Reece had been warned before the
attack and had successfully evaded the militia, but Florence and their children were terrorized the entire day. When
Blair’s militia left the house, Florence ripped her calendar off the wall and penned the lyrics to a protest song based
on the tune of a Baptist Hymn. Soon, Which Side Are You On? would lead the protests of the Harlan County War,

spread through Appalachia, and would later be adopted and modified by numerous other protesting organizations.

Julian “Jules” Rios (b. 2005) is a Panamanian-American composer focusing on vocal and choral-related
works. He is currently studying Music Composition at East
Tennessee State University in Johnson City, Tennessee. He has
previously composed commercial works for podcasts, and recently
composed a piece in collaboration with the Sing Me a Story
Foundation, which was debuted by the award-winning East
Tennessee State University Chorale in 2024. In Late 2024, he was
the sole recipient of the Teresa Bowers Endowed Scholarship,

dedicated to students focusing on vocal arts activities.
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* - (C5 is screechy, howly, crunchy scoop up, very rock n’ roll /old-school heavy metal -esque. Pitch does not have to be exact.
Not necessary, but adds a really nice flair to the section if any singer in the ensemble can do it well.
Also, if you just want a clean-sung High C, go for that. I won't stop you.)
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This final section is inten ofsound of an actual group of protestors singing at a rally.
Each individual singer i dd their % in" to the main melody. Examples include:

- singing with a stron

. 7

Bway desired

gers to have as much fun with this as possible. The more life in this ending, the better.
ng them come down from their risers (or other traditional positions) and allow them to march around,
nce, really go wild. If you care enough about how it looks, consider specifically choreographing this!

in @raﬂy
, co@ "sing it!", etc.)

1s section, have the singers "fade away" in some way. This may constitute leaving the stage while singing,
r marching behind the risers/ curtain (if big enough). If that's too complicated (or doesn't work in your venue), just
e your singers slowly decr. to nothing, or end on a simple F Minor chord.
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