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picking up a group of workers on their way to Lula’s Cafe for a
farewell party for the summer volunteers. McGhee did not join the
party; it had begun to rain hard, so he remained in the car and
dozed off. “For some reason, I don’t know, for some reason [ woke
up. And just as I woke up...I looked out the window ...and I
saw this white car right there in the middle of the street. And I could
see the man’s arm pointing toward me. And before I could do any-
thing, the shot went off.”'® The celebrating summer workers and
COFO staff members poured out of the cafe, saw McGhee’s bleed-
ing face, and rushed him to the hospital. He had been hit just be-
low the left temple, with the bullet lodged in his throat. He sur-
vived and was taken to University Hospital in Jackson for surgery.
No one was arrested for the crime, but McGhee, and black Green-
wood, were convinced that the police officer who had threatened
him only a short time before was in fact the man who pulled the
trigger.”

Later that night new faces showed up at the COFO office, black
men in their late twenties and thirties who had not previously been
involved in the movement. They were carrying guns and eager to
use them. SNCC field secretary Jesse Harris led them to Friendship
Baptist Church, where they were joined by several hundred other
angry local people. Harris was able to talk them down, to channel
their anger into peaceful protest, and thus avoid a bloodbath.?

Two days later police arrested Jake McGhee on a traffic viola-
tion. When his mother went to the station to pay his fine, two of-
ficers harassed her. When a third policeman hit her in the chest,
Laura McGhee countered with a right to the jaw, staggering the
officer, and then calmly walked out of the station. She was later
arrested. On the eve of the Atlantic City convention, Mrs. McGhee
and Jake were out on bail; Silas was lying in a Jackson hospital,
also on bail. Clarence Robinson was in Greenwood jail, rearrested
on an old charge. The army had also brought court-martial charg-
es against him (later dropped) for being AWOL. Undaunted, the
McGhee family persevered and remained strong within the move-
ment. Silas joined the SNCC staff, and in February 1965 he was
elected to the executive committee, its youngest member.?!

In this atmosphere of extreme racial tension and increasing in-
terorganizational rivalry, the Mississippi Freedom Democratic par-
ty moved ahead with its plan to unseat the regular Democrats at
the national convention. Party registration efforts intensified, but
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staff workers across the state had to contend with more conserva-
tive black leaders who did not take the challenge seriously, as well
as with the continuing fear among many poor blacks of signing any
voter registration form. Canvassers in Greenwood reported that
people were afraid to register as Freedom Democrats because they
“still think that [whites] put their names in the newspaper, just like
they do when you go to the courthouse.”?

When the first FDP precinct meetings took place during late July,
some people in rural areas were afraid to attend, and when they
did come they were at times reluctant participants. At one Pike
County orecinct all ten people nominated to chair the meeting re-
fused. Attempts to draft a secretary led to the same result. Not un-
til Curtis Hayes took over the meeting and persuaded the group of
the importance of the business at hand were officers chosen and a
delegation elected. At a nearby meeting in Summitt only seven peo-
ple of voting age showed up. Since their precinct was entitled to
ten delegates to the county convention, they elected themselves and
then appointed additional delegates and alternates. COFO had an-
ticipated these problems. In his July 19 memo, Bob Moses had urged
the staff not to “give up because you can’t pull a big meeting off.
Round up a few people for a meeting . . . even if means that all the
people at the meeting come as delegates.?* The process ran more
smoothly in the larger towns and cities. For many local people, the
precinct meetings were their first experience with electoral politics.
One summer volunteer in Columbus was enthusiastic at how quickly
the caucus took shape: “Within ten minutes they were completely
at ease and had selected a chairman, secretary, and ten delegates. . . .
The delegates were teachers, housewives, packinghouse workers, a
toy factory worker, in short a genuine cross-section of the commu-
nity. . . . It was tremendously interesting to watch and indicative, I
think, of the innate political nature of all men.”**

Momentum began to build at the county and district conventions.
The sight of delegates arriving from such embattled outposts as Rule-
ville and Liberty inspired all who attended. In Madison County, where
the meeting convened on a black farmer’ property, convention chair
Annie Devine grouped the 300 delegates by precinct under the trees.
As in the other conventions, resolutions were passed calling for ra-
cial justice in Mississippi and pledging loyalty to the national Dem-
ocratic party. The following day the Leflore County FDP had a sim-
ilarly successful meeting in Greenwood, where Stokely Carmichael
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spoke. Of the sixteen delegates and alternates selected there to at-
tend the second district convention, twelve were women.>

When the Mississippi Freedom Democratic party held its state
convention in Jackson on August 6, nearly 2,500 people packed the
Masonic Temple. Speaking at the convention was the activist Wash-
ington attorney Joseph Rauh, recruited by Ella Baker to be FDP’s
legal counsel. A leader of the Democratic party’s liberal wing, Rauh
told the cheering crowd that several northern delegations had al-
ready pledged to support FDP at the convention. He then explained
the challenge process: FDP would first take its case to the creden-
tials committee to argue that blacks had been excluded from the
“regular” party and that FDP was the only party in the state loyal
to the national ticket. Should that committee refuse to seat FDP,
then with the votes of only eleven members of the 108-person cre-
dentials committee, the issue could be brought to the convention
floor, where a roll-call vote would take place if eight state delega-
tions requested it. Should the question come before the convention
as a whole, Rauh assured his Jackson audience, chances for suc-
cess were excellent.?

Ella Baker gave the keynote address. The veteran movement ac-
tivist had in late April opened a SNCC office in Washington and
was coordinating the effort to win northern support for the chal-
lenge. Baker’s speech was not the usual convention peroration, re-
plete with catchy phrases and alliteration. Instead, she gave her
audience a lecture on the history of race relations in this country
and called on blacks to prepare for the coming battle by educating
themselves:

Now, this is not the kind of a keynorte speech, perhaps, that
vou like. But I'm not trying to make you feel good. We have
to know what we are dealing with and we can’t deal with
things just because we feel we ought to have our rights. We
have to deal with them on the basis of knowledge that we
gain .. . through sending our children through certain kinds
of courses, through sitting down and reading at night instead
of spending our time at the television and radio just listening
to what’s on. But we must spend our time reading some of
the things that help us to understand this South we live in.?”

At one point in her address Baker issued a warning that went
almost unnoticed among outsiders at the meeting: “We must be
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careful lest we elect to represent us people who, for the first time,
feel their sense of importance and will represent themselves before
they represent you.” Baker was aware that during the past month
traditional NAACP leaders in places like Jackson and Meridian had
decided that it was time for them to join the challenge and gain
places in the delegation. One dismayed volunteer reported on the
Warren County convention held in Vicksburg:

After those great precinct meetings which I told you about on
the phone, the county convention was a disappointment. The
Old Guard—the Warren County Improvement League—the
comfortable middle-aged “We Don’t Want Any Trouble” Un-
cle Toms—monopolized the meeting and the votes. Most of
the Great New Blood which pulsed through the precinct meet-
ings was slyly siphoned out. It was a sad night for all of us.
We had forgotten that machinery is quickly formed even in
something as new as the FDP and our defenses were down.?®

The volunteer’s characterization of the opposition as “Uncle
Toms™ was harsh. These men had been active in the earlier cam-
paigns to secure the vote, and many had run risks to advance the
race, but their gradualist approach to social change had made them
distrust and resent the young activists in SNCC and CORE. Yet now
that the train had arrived and was getting ready to pull out, these
establishment leaders scrambled to get on board. Movement lead-
ers worked behind the scenes to keep as many of them as possible
standing at the station.

Moses later recalled that he and the other FDP organizers want-
ed to get “as radical a delegation as you could . . . people who would
stand up when they got to Atlantic City.” Three SNCC veterans—
field secretaries Charles McLaurin, Jimmy Travis, and Lawrence
Guyot—were clected to the FDP delegation. At the party’s conven-
tion in Jackson, where most of the sixty-eight-person delegation was
to be selected, COFO organizers took steps to make sure that the
delegation was representative of the majority of the state’s blacks,
the rural poor. To do so it was necessary to engage in old-style pol-
itics, with staff members distributing a slate of delegates to be elect-
ed at large—a practice common at state conventions. Ironically, Al
Lowenstein had earlier suggested this procedure, but his motive was
to “slate” traditional leaders like the Reverend R. L. T. Smith, who
was eventually defeated in his bid to become a delegate. The bal-
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loting divided roughly along rural and urban lines, with delegates
from the countryside uniting to elect their people and to defeat “big
city” businessmen and professionals. The traditional leaders were
by no means excluded, but the FDP delegation that was selected in
the caucuses and at the state convention was militant, including as
it did such grass-roots activists as E. W. Steptoe, Winson Hudson,
Hazel Palmer, and Fannie Lou Hamer, men and women who had
little formal education or social status but who spoke—with au-
thority and from experience—in the name of the dispossessed. Be-
fore adjourning, the convention delegates elected Guyot as FDP
chair, Henry as chair of the delegation, and Fannie Lou Hamer as
vice-chair. Victoria Gray and Ed King were representatives to the
Democratic National Committee. (Guyot would not go to Atlantic
City, instead spending convention week in the Hattiesburg jail af-
ter having been convicted on false charges.)”

¢ On the evening following the FDP convention James Chaney was
laid to rest on a sandy hill four miles south of Meridian. A week
earlier a paid informant (whose identity was so secret that the FBI
would not divulge it to Assistant Attorney General Burke Marshall)
revealed thar the bodies were buried under an earthen dam at a

Neshoba County farm known locally as the “old Jolly Place.” A |

bulldozer was hauled out to the dam on the morning of August 4,
and by late afternoon the bodies of Chaney, Mickey Schwerner, and
Andrew Goodman had been recovered. Autopsies revealed that
Schwerner and Goodman had each been shot once; James Chaney,
three times, twice in the head and once in the chest.?**

On the afternoon of Chaney’s funeral Meridian blacks assembled
in different churches and staged a silent walk to the First Union
Baptist Church, where they were joined by movement people from
all over the state, as well as by representatives of the media. Mrs.
Fannie Chaney sat in the front row, her twelve-year-old son, Ben,

*Dr. David Spain, a New York pathologist, conducted an independent au-
topsy on James Chaney’s body and found multiple fractures. Spain’s conclu-
sion, that “in my extensive experience of rwenty-five years as a pathologist. . .1
have never witnessed bones so severely shattered, except in tremendously high-
speed accidents such as airplane crashes,” was shocking, However, two klans-
men at the scene of the crime who gave separate, independent confessions did
not mention any severe beatings of the victims. FBI and Justice Department
officials concluded that Chaney’s body was crushed by the bulldozer initially
used to bury the corpses.
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huddled next to her. TV crews kept the glare of their lights on the
family, and photographers hovered with their flash cameras to cap-
ture each sign of emotion. For almost an hour local ministers con-
ducted a low-key service, careful not to inflame the emotions of the
congregation. The Reverend Ed King, also on the program, recalled
that “the tone of the service was so cautious a stranger might have
thought the victim had been killed in an auto accident.” King could
see that Dave Dennis, who was waiting to deliver the eulogy, “be-
came more and more angry the longer the preachers went on.”3!

When Dennis’s turn finally came, he delivered one of the most
powerful addresses in the movement’s short history:

I feel that he has got his freedom and we are still fighting for
it. But what [ want to talk about right now is the living dead
that we have right in our midst, not only here in the state of
Mississippi, but throughout the nation. Those are the people
who don’t care. ... That includes the president on down to
the governor of the state of Mississippi. .. .1 blame the peo-
ple in Washington, D.C., and on down in the state of Missis-
sippi for what happened just as much as I blame those who
pulled the trigger.

I don’t grieve for James Chaney. He lived a fuller life than
most of us will ever live. He’s got his freedom, and we’re still
fighting for ours. I'm sick and tired of going to the funerals
of black men who have been murdered by white men. I've got
vengeance in my heart tonight, and I ask you to feel angry with
me.

Overcome with emotion, Dennis directed his final remarks to the
local people in his audience: “Don’t just look at me and go back
and tell folks you've been to a nice service. Your work is just be-
ginning. If you go back home and take what these white men in
Mississippi are doing to us. .. if you take it and don’t do some-
thing about it. . . then God Damn your souls!*

Memorial services for Mickey Schwerner and Andrew Goodman
took place in New York City. The Schwerner family had wanted
their son buried next to James Chaney in Mississippi, but integra-
tion there was prohibited even in cemeteries. One week later SNCC
field secretary Ralph Featherstone led an interracial group of twelve
workers to open a COFO office in Philadelphia and announced that
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the first freedom school in Neshoba county would open on Septem-
ber 1.3

The Democratic National Convention of 1964, held in late Au-
gust in Atlantic City, was to be a coronation of sorts for President
Lyndon B. Johnson. No other names would be placed in nomina-
tion; there would be no major platform fights. A week before the
convention the only item of suspense was Johnson’s choice of a run-
ning mate, But the sixty-four blacks and four whites who consti-
tuted the Mississippi Freedom Democratic party delegation threw
a monkey wrench into the president’s plans for an orchestrated con-
vention. For four days the FDP challenge of the Mississippi regu-
lars was the major event in Atlantic City.

The FDP delegates arrived in Atlantic City by bus on Friday,
August 21, the day before the all-important hearing with the cre-
dentials committee. Housed in the small, run-down Gem Hotel,
about a mile from the convention hall, these Mississipians stood
out among the rank-and-file party faithful. Sharecroppers and small
landowners, maids and mechanics, schoolteachers and businessmen,
the Freedom Democratic party delegation accurately reflected the
socioeconomic composition of the state’s black population. SNCC
worker Mary King recalls thar the delegates were at first “dazzled
and bewildered” by the scene and by the media attention they im-
mediately attracted. But they quickly got down to business, fanning
out over the convention grounds, button-holing delegates, and
bringing them the word on life in Mississippi and the righteous-
ness of the challenge.

The lobbyists quickly adapted to their new surroundings. On
arriving at the delegation’s hotel, Jim Forman observed that “ev-
erywhere in the lobby there were Mississippi farmers, all dressed
up in their Sunday-go-to-meeting best.” He spied Ivanhoe Donald-
son and Charlie Cobb, “the blue jeans twins of Mississippi . . . all
dressed up now in Ivy League outfits. . . suits, button down col-
lars, striped ties, the works.” The Mississippi contingent did not,
however, let down its guard. Joyce Ladner remembers seeing Mrs.
“Sweets” Turnbow, whose husband Hartman was a Holmes County
delegate, lobbying members of the Oregon delegation. “A very gen-
tle woman,” Mrs. Turnbow calmly presented the FDP case as she

286 Local People

stood before the Oregon Democrats carrying a brown paper bag.
Inside the bag was a gun. “Sweets never went anyplace without her
brown paper bag and gun,” observed Ladner.?*

Although the FDP delegates were objects of interest and curiosi-
ty at a convention that otherwise promised to be dull, few political
observers had taken their challenge seriously. A week earlier Mis-
sissippi governor Paul Johnson had told the press that he had the
president’s assurance that the Freedom Democrats would not be
seated. Now that the Republicans had nominated Senator Barry
Goldwater, the Arizona conservative who had voted against the civil
rights bill, Lyndon Johnson believed that his base among black vot-
ers was secure, but he feared a white backlash in the South if FDP
gained recognition. More immediately, Johnson was concerned that
Deep South delegations would walk out of the convention if FDP
won its challenge. In its Saturday edition the New York Times re-
ported that “the general belief here is that there is little chance of
any of the Freedom Democrats being seated.” Instead, the word on
the floor was that FDP would be given “special status at the con-
vention without the right to vote.”3*

The Mississippi challengers nonetheless had some cause for op-
timism. Throughout the summer, Democrats meeting in convention
in several states, including Oregon, Michigan, and New York,
passed resolutions calling for the seating of FDP. The Americans
for Democratic Action, the most potent liberal influence on the par-
ty, had done the same. The civil rights establishment also backed
the challenge. Martin Luther King had toured Mississippi in July
to encourage blacks to sign up with FDP and on August 19 sent a
telegram to the president urging that FDP be seated “as the only
democratically constituted delegation from Mississippi.” Two days
later twenty-five congressional Democrats signed a statement that
“elementary justice” demanded that FDP be certified as the official
Mississippi delegation. Moreover, thanks to the summer project,
every convention delegate was aware of the conditions facing blacks
in the Magnolia State. To be sure that no one forgot, SNCC and
CORE supporters at Atlantic City kept a constant vigil on the
boardwalk outside Convention Hall, with large portraits of the three
slain civil rights workers mounted on tall poles in the background.*

Mary King overstated the case when she recalled that “it never
occurred to us that our delegation would be turned down.” On the
eve of the convention COFO leaders like Moses and Dennis, as well
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as Ella Baker, who had directed the lobbying effort from Washing-
ton, were not optimistic. In the days that followed, however, events
unfolded so rapidly—and positively—that seasoned movement vet-
erans became caught up in the enthusiasm of the moment, almost
in spite of themselves. “Initially I thought we would go down in
defeat,” recalled Hollis Watkins. “But then based on the response
that had come from other parts of the country and those in Con-
gress, | felt we would be victorious.”?”

Whatever chances FDP had in Atlantic City depended on the
outcome of the credentials committee hearings, which were sched-
uled for Saturday afternoon, August 22. Both FDP and the regu-
lars would present their cases there before a jury of 108 Democrats.
Since supporters of the president dominated this committee, no one
expected it to act favorably. The strategy of the insurgents remained
the same as outlined by attorney Rauh earlier in Jackson. If 10 per-
cent of the committee—eleven members—filed a minority report
supporting FDP, then that report would come to the convention
floor. If eight states then requested a roll call, every delegation would
have to go on record, avoiding the voice vote “rubber stamp” that
convention chairs so often used to decide unpopular issues. Going
into the credentials committee meeting, Rauh was confident that
he had his “eleven and eight” with room to spare.?®

When committee chair David Lawrence, a former governor of
Pennsylvania and a Johnson loyalist, gaveled the meeting to order,
network cameras were there to cover the proceedings live. In an
effort to prevent such coverage, Lawrence had originally scheduled
the meeting in a room barely large enough for the committee mem-
bers, but Rauh and the networks forced a change to a larger meet-
ing hall. Chief spokesperson for the regulars was Mississippi state
senator E. K. Collins of Laurel, who argued that his delegation
should be seated because of the overwhelming support that Mis-
sissippi had given party presidential nominees in the past. Collins
also denied that blacks had difficulty in voting in Mississippi. Mem-
bers of the credentials committee knew, however, that the regulars,
who were highly critical of both President Johnson and the nation-
al party, had recessed their state convention rather than adjourn it
in order to reconvene after the national meeting. Most observers
believed that when the regulars met again they would endorse Bar-
ry Goldwater for the presidency (as they in fact did).**

The challengers argued that FDP should be seated because
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blacks had been shut out of the Mississippi Democratic party. The
Freedom party had observed all regulations in selecting its dele-
gation and had pledged its loyalty to the national ticket. Legal
arguments would count for little at this session. Rauh brought
forth a number of witnesses, including delegation chair Aaron
Henry, national committeman Ed King, Rita Schwerner, and Mar-
tin Luther King, who warned that “if you value your party, if you
value your nation, if you value the democratic process, then you
must recognize the Freedom party delegation.” Yet even the elo-
quent symbol of the civil rights movement was overshadowed that
day by the testimony of the former sharecropper from Ruleville,
Mrs. Fannie Lou Hamer,*

The several million Americans watching the proceedings on tele-
vision had known little if anything about Mrs. Hamer, but as she
graphically described her life, her eviction from the plantation when
she registered to vote, and, most dramatically, her beating in the
Winona jail, it soon became apparent that hers was an authentic
voice describing simply yet powerfully the reality of life in the closed
society. This was high drama, and it did not go unnoticed in the
White House. President Johnson hurriedly called a press conference
in the middle of her testimony, and the networks dutifully cut away
to the president before she had completed her remarks. Aware that
they had been manipulated, however, and sensing the importance
of the story, the networks played back her testimony that night,
where a prime-time audience heard Mrs. Hamer state that “if the
Freedom Party is not seated now [ question America.” In a voice
filled with emotion she concluded, “Is this America, the land of the
free and the home of the brave, where we have to sleep with our
telephones off the hooks because our lives be threatened daily, be-
cause we want to live as decent human beings, in America?”#!

Credentials committee chair Lawrence, in a surprise move, post-
poned a decision on the Mississippi challenge until Sunday, hoping
to work out a formula “to avoid a bruising floor battle in front of
the television cameras.” Telegrams of support began flooding the
convention immediately after Mrs. Hamer’s testimony, and they
continued to pour in throughout the night. FDP had won the first
round.*

When the credentials committee reconvened on Sunday after-
noon, Joe Rauh was confident, He had seventeen committee mem-
bers pledged to sign a minority report supporting FDP, six more
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votes than needed to bring the challenge before the entire conven-
tion. He also had ten states, including New York, Michigan, and
California, pledged to ask for a roll call on the convention floor,
two states more than needed. So when the president’s representa-
tives on the committee put forward the proposal that the Freedom
Democrats be “honored guests” at the convention, FDP support-
ers contemptuously rejected it. Oregon congressman Al Ullman then
made a motion that FDP be awarded two seats at the convention.
At that, Rauh recalled, “my heart sunk, because he was on our side
and here our side was reducing its demand to two before the fight
had started.” The Ullman proposal split the FDP forces on the com-
mittee, but after a quick count Rauh saw that he still had eleven
members who would sign a report even if Ullman’s measure should
pass, so the committee was again stalemated. Without taking a vote
on the Ullman amendment, Lawrence formed a subcommittee to
make a recommendation to the full committee about the Missis-
sippi question. Minnesota attorney general Walter Mondale, a pro-
tégé of Senator Hubert Humphrey, chaired this subcommittee, which
included black congressional representative Charles Diggs, The full
committee then adjourned until Monday.**

That evening a caucus of black delegates met at the Deauville
Motel. Although not invited, many black FDP delegates attended
and listened while “some of the most prominent Negro politicians
in the country” concluded that blacks must support their president.
At this implied rebuff of the FDP position, Annie Devine of Can-
ton took the floor and responded angrily, with tears in her eyes:
“We have been treated like beasts in Mississippi. They shot us down
like animals. We risk our lives coming up here. . . . politics must be
corrupt if it don’t care none about people down here. . . . these pol-
iticians sit in positions and forget the people who put them there.”
At that, the meeting adjourned without taking any action. SNCC
field secretary Charles Sherrod, who was at the caucus, later reflect-
ed that “at President Johnson’s ‘coronation’ in Atlantic City there
were no blacks with power to challenge the position of the admin-
istration. Moreover, there was opposition by blacks to any attempt
to wield power against the administrative position.”**

SNCC’s Courtland Cox recalls that at an FDP strategy meeting
held a short while earlier, a black congressman befriended Bob
Moses and asked for the names of credentials committee members
supporting FDP. This list, he said, would persuade committee chair
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Lawrence of the FDP’s ability to bring the challenge to the conven-
tion floor. Moses was reluctant to part with the list, but he did so
at Cox’s urging. What happened next, in Cox’s words, “was some-
thing unbelievable. Every person on that list, every member of that
credentials committee who was going to vote for the minority, got
a call. They said, “Your husband is up for a judgeship, and if you
don’t shape up, he won’t get it.” *You're up for a loan. If you don’t
shape up, you won’t get it.” And you began to see how things
worked in the real world.”# Having failed to satisfy black Missis-
sippians with minor concessions, Lyndon Johnson had now decid-
ed to play hardball.

In his memoirs Johnson did not even mention the Mississippi
challenge, remembering Atlantic City as “a place of surging crowds
and thundering cheers.” In fact, the president had become obsessed
by the FDP effort to unseat the regulars. Throughout the summer
Johnson and his aides had lobbied important northern governors
about potential problems with Mississippi and Alabama, where the
state party had nominated a slate of unpledged electors. On July
20, New Jersey governor Richard Hughes talked with White House
aide Jack Valenti about the FDP challenge and passed on the mes-
sage that “we are ready to do anything the President wants us to
do on this—we are waiting to be told the President’s desires.” A
week later Governor Karl E. Rolvaag of Minnesota wrote presiden-
tial assistant Walter Jenkins to “assure you that the Minnesota del-
egation will abide by the wishes of the President.” The northern
party faithful would go along with whatever recommendation the
president made. Not so in the South. Stung by the success of Ala-
bama governor George Wallace in the presidential primaries, and
aware of the enormous popularity of Republican nominee Goldwa-
ter among white southerners, Texas’s John Connally was not alone
when he warned the president that “if you seat those black bug-
gers, the whole South will walk out.”¥

The White House strategy, then, was to prevent important north-
ern delegations from supporting FDP while keeping the “responsi-
ble” southern delegations—Mlississippi and Alabama were written
off as lost causes—from bolting. Placed in charge of this delicate
operation was Senator Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota, an ideal
choice for the assignment because he was a liberal whose civil rights
record was impressive, In 1948 he had led the national convention
fight for a strong civil rights platform plank, which resulted in the
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votes than needed to bring the challenge before the entire conven-
tion. He also had ten states, including New York, Michigan, and
California, pledged to ask for a roll call on the convention floor,
two states more than needed. So when the president’s representa-
tives on the committee put forward the proposal that the Freedom
Democrats be “honored guests” at the convention, FDP support-
ers contemptuously rejected it. Oregon congressman Al Ullman then
made a motion that FDP be awarded two seats at the convention.
At that, Rauh recalled, “my heart sunk, because he was on our side
and here our side was reducing its demand to two before the fight
had started.” The Ullman proposal split the FDP forces on the com-
mittee, but after a quick count Rauh saw that he still had eleven
members who would sign a report even if Ullman’s measure should
pass, so the committee was again stalemated. Without taking a vote
on the Ullman amendment, Lawrence formed a subcommittee to
make a recommendation to the full committee about the Missis-
sippi question. Minnesota attorney general Walter Mondale, a pro-
tégé of Senator Hubert Humphrey, chaired this subcommittee, which
included black congressional representative Charles Diggs, The full
committee then adjourned until Monday.**

That evening a caucus of black delegates met at the Deauville
Motel. Although not invited, many black FDP delegates attended
and listened while “some of the most prominent Negro politicians
in the country” concluded that blacks must support their president.
At this implied rebuff of the FDP position, Annie Devine of Can-
ton took the floor and responded angrily, with tears in her eyes:
“We have been treated like beasts in Mississippi. They shot us down
like animals. We risk our lives coming up here. . . . politics must be
corrupt if it don’t care none about people down here. . . . these pol-
iticians sit in positions and forget the people who put them there.”
At that, the meeting adjourned without taking any action. SNCC
field secretary Charles Sherrod, who was at the caucus, later reflect-
ed that “at President Johnson’s ‘coronation’ in Atlantic City there
were no blacks with power to challenge the position of the admin-
istration. Moreover, there was opposition by blacks to any attempt
to wield power against the administrative position.”**

SNCC’s Courtland Cox recalls that at an FDP strategy meeting
held a short while earlier, a black congressman befriended Bob
Moses and asked for the names of credentials committee members
supporting FDP. This list, he said, would persuade committee chair

290 Local People

Lawrence of the FDP’s ability to bring the challenge to the conven-
tion floor. Moses was reluctant to part with the list, but he did so
at Cox’s urging. What happened next, in Cox’s words, “was some-
thing unbelievable. Every person on that list, every member of that
credentials committee who was going to vote for the minority, got
a call. They said, “Your husband is up for a judgeship, and if you
don’t shape up, he won’t get it.” *You're up for a loan. If you don’t
shape up, you won’t get it.” And you began to see how things
worked in the real world.”# Having failed to satisfy black Missis-
sippians with minor concessions, Lyndon Johnson had now decid-
ed to play hardball.

In his memoirs Johnson did not even mention the Mississippi
challenge, remembering Atlantic City as “a place of surging crowds
and thundering cheers.” In fact, the president had become obsessed
by the FDP effort to unseat the regulars. Throughout the summer
Johnson and his aides had lobbied important northern governors
about potential problems with Mississippi and Alabama, where the
state party had nominated a slate of unpledged electors. On July
20, New Jersey governor Richard Hughes talked with White House
aide Jack Valenti about the FDP challenge and passed on the mes-
sage that “we are ready to do anything the President wants us to
do on this—we are waiting to be told the President’s desires.” A
week later Governor Karl E. Rolvaag of Minnesota wrote presiden-
tial assistant Walter Jenkins to “assure you that the Minnesota del-
egation will abide by the wishes of the President.” The northern
party faithful would go along with whatever recommendation the
president made. Not so in the South. Stung by the success of Ala-
bama governor George Wallace in the presidential primaries, and
aware of the enormous popularity of Republican nominee Goldwa-
ter among white southerners, Texas’s John Connally was not alone
when he warned the president that “if you seat those black bug-
gers, the whole South will walk out.”¥

The White House strategy, then, was to prevent important north-
ern delegations from supporting FDP while keeping the “responsi-
ble” southern delegations—Mlississippi and Alabama were written
off as lost causes—from bolting. Placed in charge of this delicate
operation was Senator Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota, an ideal
choice for the assignment because he was a liberal whose civil rights
record was impressive, In 1948 he had led the national convention
fight for a strong civil rights platform plank, which resulted in the
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Dixiecrat walkout. He also had close ties with members of the left
wing of the Democratic party, like Rauh, who were supporting the
Mississippi challenge. Humphrey had good reason to do the presi-
dent’s bidding, for he was the front-runner for the vice presidential
nomination. Word quickly passed that the president would choose
Humphrey as his running mate—if the senator kept FDP in line.

Rauh had felt pressure from the White House weeks before the
convention opened, receiving a series of phone calls from Humphrey
and Walter Reuther, head of the United Auto Workers, for which
Rauh was legal counsel. Rauh recalls that “the most hysterical of
all the phone calls” was from Reuther:

Walter said, “I've been talking to the President and we have
agreed that if you go through with this, we’re going to lose
the election.” I said, “Are you serious? Goldwater has been
nominated! How can you lose it!” He said, “We both think
the backlash is so tremendous that either we’re going to lose
the Negro vote if you go through with this and don’t win, or
if you do win, the picture of your black delegation going on
the floor to replace the white one is going to add to the back-
lash. We really think that Goldwater’s going to be president.”#

On Tuesday morning, August 18, four days before the creden-
tials committee meeting, Johnson had called a strategy session in
the Oval Office to discuss the Mississippi problem. In attendance
were Humphrey, convention chair David Lawrence, and presiden-
tial advisors Abe Fortas, Clark Clifford, and Walter Jenkins, who
was to direct the operation against FDP at the convention. The fol-
lowing day Johnson met with civil rights leaders in what was sup-
posed to be an “off the record” meeting about Mississippi. Once
word of the meeting became public, Johnson refused to say any-
thing about the FDP challenge, and no one else raised the subject.
James Farmer, Roy Wilkins, and A. Philip Randolph, all of whom
supported the challenge, attended. Martin Luther King did not, but
he sent a telegram calling for the seating of FDP. Neither King’s
absence nor the telegram came as a surprise to the White House,
as the FBI had alerted the president of these developments. For in
addition to his standard arm-twisting approach, Lyndon Johnson
had turned to J. Edgar Hoover to provide his own “coverage” of
the convention.*

The White House campaign of surveillance and espionage at the
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1964 convention was a Watergate that worked. In 1976, in the af-
termath of the Nixon scandals, the Senate Select Committee to Study
Governmental Operations, the “Church Committee,” summarized
the Atlantic City operation with devastating clarity:

Approximately 30 Special Agents, headed by Assistant [FBI]
Director Cartha [“Deke”] DeLoach, “were able to keep the
White House fully apprised of all major developments during
the Convention’s course” by means of “information coverage,
by use of various confidential techniques, by infiltration of key
groups through use of undercover agents, and through utili-
zation of agents using appropriate cover as reporters.” Among
these “confidential techniques™ were: a wiretap on the hotel
room occupied by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and microphone
surveillance of a storefront serving as headquarters for the Stu-
dent Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and another civil
rights organization [CORE].*

FBI involvement had begun on July 22 with a White House in-
quiry as to whether the bureau had a file on the Freedom Demo-
cratic party. Receiving a negative reply, Walter Jenkins then asked
Hoover for a “name-check” on all FDP delegates.*! FBI intelligence
gathered at the convention proved valuable. Agents posing as NBC
correspondents (the network cooperated with the FBI) were able
to gain off-the-record information through “interviews.” The wire-
taps provided important data on FDP strategy throughout the con-
vention, and FBI agents planted an informant who attended all
FDP meetings and caucuses. Correspondence in the Johnson Li-
brary reveals a constant stream of memoranda to the president’s
desk during convention week. DeLoach passed on the FBI reports
to Johnson's operatives on the floor, Walter Jenkins and Bill Moy-
ers, whose FBI code name for the week was “Bishop.” They in
turn passed on the information to Lee White at the White House
or to Johnson directly. The president’s diary ledger for conven-
tion week is filled with calls from Johnson to Jenkins and Moy-
ers.’> Two weeks after the convention Moyers wrote a congratu-
latory note to Deke DeLoach, who replied “that it was a pleasure
and privilege to be able to be of assistance to the President, and
all the boys that were with me felt honored in being selected for
the assignment. . .. I'm certainly glad that we were able to come
through with vital tidbits from time to time which were of assis-
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Bookmark icon

e g wwednid Walter. You know you have only to call on us
when a similar situation arises.”*3*

Despite the Freedom Democrats’ distrust of Lyndon Johnson, not
even the veteran SNCC and CORE activists at the convention sus-
pected that the president had resorted to tactics normally employed
against spies and gangsters. Instead, they went about the business
of lining up delegates to support the challenge, while the delega-
tion debated whether to accept a compromise on the question of
seating. FDP met twice on Sunday, August 23, for that purpose and
found acceptable a proposal put forward by Representative Edith
Green of Oregon, an FDP supporter and member of the credentials
committee. Under the Green initiative, the convention would seat
all members of both Mississippi delegations pledging loyalty to the
party and the presidential ticket, dividing seats proportionally ac-
cording to the number who signed the oath. Since FDP leaders knew
that no more than three or four members of the regular delegation
would comply, in effect the “compromise” would exclude the reg-
ulars while seating the challengers. For this reason the Green pro-
posal was unacceptable to Lyndon Johnson.*

Monday was a day of caucuses, lobbying, and closed-door meet-
ings. The convention officially opened that night, with the creden-
tials committee scheduled to make its report. Rauh still had his
eleven and eight, FDP had rejected the Ullman two-seat sugges-
tion in favor of the Green proposal, and the administration had
not yet shown its hand. Humphrey was now frantically searching
for some sort of solution and that afternoon called a meeting with
dissident members of the credentials committee, FDP delegation
leaders, Martin Luther King, and Bob Moses, whom the adminis-
tration regarded as a major stumbling block to a settlement. Fan-

*Four years later Vice President Hubert Humphrey’s executive assistant
asked the FBI to send a “special team” to the Democratic National Conven-
tion in Chicago, where Humphrey was making his bid for the party’s nomina-
tion. Lyndon Johnson allegedly told Humphrey that “the FBI had been of great
service to him and he had been given considerable information on a timely
basis throughout the entire convention.” Democratic party treasurer John
Criswell made a similar request, noting that former Johnson staff member
Marvin Watson had spoken “of the grear service provided by the FBI during
the last Democratic Convention.™ Although not enthusiastic about supplying
the candidate of the liberal establishment with political intelligence, Hoover
did send his agents once again to the convention floor, assigning five of them
to gather information on the new delegation of Mississippi challengers.
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nie Lou Hamer, one of the FDP delegates in attendance, was flat-
tered by the invitation, because with “all that we had been hear-
ing about . .. Hubert Humphrey and his stand for civil rights, I
was delighted to even have a chance to talk with the man.” But
Humphrey had nothing substantial to offer the delegates, and
when the point was raised that a floor fight over the challenge
might cost Humphrey the vice presidency, Mrs. Hamer turned to
him and said, “Well, Mr. Humphrey, do you mean to tell me that
your position is more important to you than four hundred thou-
sand black people’s lives?” She left the meeting in tears—and was
not invited back to the final conference with the senator.’*

Because Raubh still had enough support for a minority report and
the Mondale subcommittee had not yet come up with a recommen-
dation, Lawrence took the unusual step of postponing the full com-
mittee meeting scheduled for Monday afternoon for one day and
its report to the convention until Tuesday night. Rauh welcomed
the breathing space, for he had not yet prepared for a convention
floor debate. The delay, however, ultimately benefited the Johnson
forces, which were now pressuring FDP supporters on the creden-
tials committee to desert the cause. Monitoring the situation close-
ly from the White House, Johnson had also contacted Walter Reu-
ther, then in the midst of important UAW negotiations with General
Motors in Detroit. The convention opened without incident, with
the entire FDP delegation seated in the gallery.*®

Tuesday was the day of decision. Everyone knew that the Mis-
sissippi question could not be put off any longer. The only issue
was whether there would be an acceptable compromise or a floor
fight. Rauh did not get much sleep Monday night. As he had done
at the end of each day, he stopped by Hubert Humphrey’s hotel suite
to discuss the challenge and did not leave the senator’s rooms until
five or six o’clock Tuesday morning.’”

At about 1:00 P.M. on Tuesday Rauh arrived at the FDP caucus,
which was already in session. By then he was aware that Reuther,
at Lyndon Johnson’s insistence, had left the GM negotiations and
arrived at about 3:00 A.M. in Atlantic City, where he had met with
Humphrey, Mondale, Lawrence—*all the big shots™—to formulate
a compromise. Rauh later claimed he had been shut out of this dis-
cussion and had no idea of the compromise agreed on at that meet-
ing, but when delegation chair Aaron Henry called on him to ad-
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dress the Tuesday afternoon caucus, Rauh made a rather curious
speech. As he later put it,

I decided to make a speech for tolerance. And it just came out.
I said I think something’s going to happen. We’re going to have
a meeting at 2 o’clock and I'm going to be made an offer and
I haven’t the vaguest idea what’s in it. . . .

I made a plea for tolerance for Hubert Humphrey who they
felt wasn’t supporting them, but who I felt was doing all he
could. . .. I made a plea for people to understand each other
and not have bitterness come out of this. Because there was
going to be—I said, “We are within 12 hours [of] a settlement
now.” I don’t know whether; I honestly don’t know why I did
thar.’®

Many of the civil rights activists at the convention thought they
knew why. Looking back at what transpired on Monday night and
Tuesday, they became convinced that their attorney had deceived
them. SNCC’s Mendy Samstein saw it this way:

But here is the way most people interpret it. That a deal was
made during the night, that Rauh knew all the time about the
compromise, that when he came to the church [Tuesday af-
ternoon] he was dishonest. Because he couldn’t have very well
told them about the compromise and then they say under no
condition accept it. ... So he makes a deal during the night,
goes to the caucus, tells them nothing new has been added . . .
but in fact the deal has been made. . . [and he then] goes to
the [credentials] committee.?*

The question “What did Joe Rauh know and when did he know
it?” may never be resolved. Perhaps he did not know the exact form
of the final compromise, but it seems likely that he knew enough
about the offer to plead with the FDP delegation to show “toler-
ance for Hubert Humphrey” and not “to have bitterness come out
of this.” These remarks sound like those of a lawyer preparing his
clients for an unfavorable verdict.

In fact, by then the Johnson adminstration’s pressure on FDP
supporters in the credentials committee had taken its toll. Gover-
nor Pat Brown of California told Verna Canson that her continued
support of FDP would cost her husband a promised judgeship. An-
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other friendly delegate from the Canal Zone was threatened with
the loss of his job. When Abe Fortas (later elevated to the U.S. Su-
preme Court) heard a report that Puerto Rico had decided to sup-
port the Freedom party, he dashed over to bring that delegation
back into line. By late Tuesday morning Walter Jenkins was opti-
mistic that FDP support on the credentials committee had dropped
below the magic number of eleven. Now Reuther was on the scene
to exert pressure on Rauh, the union’s attorney, and on Martin
Luther King, whose SCLC had been the recipient of UAW money,*

According to Rauh’s account, he first learned of the specifics of
the White House-supported compromise shortly before the final
session of the credentials committee on Tuesday afternoon. When
he arrived for the 2:00 p.M. meeting, Congressman Charles Diggs
instructed him to call Reuther immediately. Reuther told Rauh that
“the decision had been made . . .and I want you to take it.” When
Rauh pressed for details, Reuther laid ourt the terms of the settle-
ment the Mondale subcommittee was abourt to propose to the full
committee: FDP representatives Aaron Henry and Ed King would
be seated as at-large delegates, with the remaining FDP delegates
“welcomed as honored guests of this convention”; only those mem-
bers of the “regular™ Mississippi delegation who signed a loyalty
oath agreeing to support the party’s nominees in the November elec-
tion would be seated; finally, the national Democratic party pledged
to eliminate racial discrimination in state delegations in all future
conventions and would convene a committee before the 1968 con-
vention to draw up guidelines for all states to follow.*!

Rauh told Reuther that it was “a great proposal” but that he could
not vote for it until he talked with Aaron Henry, the FDP delegation
chair. If Henry gave his consent, then Rauh would return to the cre-
dentials committee session and propose that the compromise be en-
dorsed unanimously. (Two decades later Rauh still believed that Hen-
ry’s agreement alone would have legitimized Rauh’s endorsing the
compromise and abandoning the position voted on by the entire FDP
delegation.) Rauh pushed for an adjournment until he could speak
with Henry, but the Johnson forces on the credentials committee, in-
cluding Mondale, wanted the vote before hearing from Henry or
anyone else in the Freedom Democratic party. A strong negative re-
sponse from an FDP caucus before the vote might encourage waver-
ing supporters on the committee to overcome White House pressures
and send a minority report te the floor.5?
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While Rauh unsuccessfully tried to win an adjournment of the
committee, Henry, Ed King, and Moses were conferring with Hum-
phrey, Reuther, Bayard Rustin, Martin Luther King, and several
other representatives of the SCLC and the Johnson administration.
According to Ed King (the only participant who has written ex-
tensively about this meeting), Rustin, who had set up the meet-
ing, wanted to exclude Moses but relented when Ed King insisted
that the SNCC leader be present. When King, Moses, and Henry
arrived, “It was soon clear to us from MFDP that everyone else
at this session was already ‘in the know’ about the details of the
compromise” and that they were committed to support it. While
Ed King and Henry were willing to discuss the terms of the offer,
Moses was not and spoke instead of the wretched conditions in
Mississippi and the failure of the federal government to do its job.
Humphrey and Reuther were clearly frustrated, for their purpose
was to present the final settlement, not to negotiate; they wanted
Moses, Ed King, and Henry to agree to the compromise as it stood,
then and there. When all three FDP representatives insisted that
the entire delegation decide the question, Rustin interrupted to say
that there would not be time for a lengthy debate before the con-
vention that evening.5?

Although it was now apparent that Humphrey and Reuther
would not get what they wanted from this meeting, the discussion
dragged on. Then one of the senator’s aides burst in to say that there
was important news on television. Everyone rushed into the next
room to hear a bulletin that the credentials committee had unani-
mously approved the two-seat compromise and that this was a great
victory for the civil rights forces. A furious Bob Moses, believing
he had been sandbagged, shouted at Humphrey, “You tricked us!”
The normally reserved SNCC activist then stormed past Humphrey,
slamming the door on the next vice president of the United States.
Moses grabbed a cab and hurried back to the FDP delegates to as-
sure them that he had not agreed to the compromise. But the dam-
age had been done. Unable to get a recess, Rauh and the handful
of remaining FDP supporters on the credentials committee had in
fact voted against the proposal, not wanting to commit themselves
until they heard from the Mississippi delegation. The number of
committee loyalists, however, was now down to eight. There would
be no minority report submitted to the convention, and in the short
time remaining the Freedom Democrats’ choices had narrowed to
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accepting or rejecting a compromise that was certain to be passed
by voice vote on the convention floor that evening.**

After the credentials committee vote, attention shifted to the
Union Temple Baptist Church, where the Freedom Demaocrats were
caucusing. Moses got back to the delegation first, followed by Ed
King, Martin Luther King, and Henry. Then came Rauh and the
seven other credentials committee delegates who had voted against
the compromise, including Edith Green. Rauh spoke first, outlin-
ing the compromise and recommending that the delegation accept
it, pointing out that they no longer had the “eleven and eight™ need-
ed to bring the FDP position to the convention floor. Then, Rauh
recalled, “Edith Green got up and attacked the compromise and
Hubert, and then . . . King was denied the right to speak and it got
to be an awful shambles in there.” That the delegates did not choose
to hear from Martin Luther King Tuesday afternoon is indicative
of their frustration and anger. This proposal had been sprung on
them after the fact, and now the outsiders who had supported their
challenge—Rauh, Rustin, and Dr. King—appeared to have sold them
out. At the end of a chaotic session, the FDP delegation voted to
reject the two-seat compromise. After meeting with the seven oth-
er credentials committee members, Rauh announced to the press
that they would file a minority “statement™ saying that “we think
more should have been done,”**

Unwilling to sign any loyalty oath, the Mississippi regulars also
rejected the compromise, defiantly contending that “the Mississip-
pi Democratic delegation did not leave the national Democratic
party; it left us.” Most members of the all-white delegation packed
up and left town. Four of the regulars did sign the pledge, and three

*One of the enduring myths surrounding the “two-seat compromise™ is that
had the Johnson people only permitted the FDP to select its own delegates, or
even if Mrs. Hamer had been designated for one of the two seats, then the
FDP delegation would have accepted the compromise. FDP members did re-
act strongly to having their “leaders” chosen by the White House. For COFO
militants, the choice of Henry and King, two middle-class men from urban
areas who were not SNCC or CORE people, added insult to injury. Still, there
is no evidence that the choice of the rwo delegates was the sticking point. Moses
recalls that Rustin suggested that Mrs. Hamer could be given one of the seats,
but Moses did not find that prospect appealing, An eleventh-hour suggestion
that the delegation ask for control over the two seats also met with little en-
thusiasm from FDP delegates.
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of them attended the Tuesday evening session, including Greenville
attorney Douglas Wynn, a personal friend of Lyndon Johnson.®®

Although they were to be denied official recognition at the con-
vention, the Freedom Democrats and their supporters were not
through yet, resorting to direct-action techniques to dramatize their
disappointment and anger. As nearly 500 FDP supporters contin-
ued to picket on the boardwalk at the Tuesday night session, about
fifty SNCC and CORE activists joined hands to form a circle around
three of the FDP delegates and then attempted to push through the
convention gates. State police stopped the charge, but friendly del-
egates from other states had been passing on credentials to mem-
bers of the FDP delegation, twenty-one of whom gained access to
the floor and moved into the seats abandoned by the Mississippi
regulars. This “sit-in” immediately attracted the attention of con-
vention officials, who tried unsuccessfully to evict FDP members
from the Mississippi section. (When the sit-in began, the three Mis-
sissippi regulars quickly moved out, escorted by Walter Jenkins to
the convention’s VIP lounge, where Doug Wynn received a phone
call from the president.) Representatives of the media raced to the
scene. ABC’s John Scali lectured one of the demonstrators: “Ma’am,
now that you’ve made your point, don’t you think it would be best
to leave?” And when NBC’ John Chancellor asked Bob Moses
about the compromise, Moses angrily replied, “What is the com-
promise? We are here for the people and the people want to repre-
sent themselves. They don’t want symbolic token votes. They want
to vote themselves.”®’

The convention did proceed with its business Tuesday night. Tem-
porary chair John Pastore read the compromise proposal to the as-
sembled delegates and with a single bang of the gavel dismissed
contending voices from the floor. Within thirty seconds, the com-
promise had passed. Later that evening President Johnson indirect-
ly sent word to Senator Humphrey that he would be the vice presi-
dential nominee. Humphrey had apparently passed his test.®

The sight of black Mississippians engaging in acts of civil dis-
obedience against the party of Lyndon Johnson made liberal Dem-
ocrats uncomfortable, and they made one final effort to persuade
the Freedom party to accept the compromise. Aaron Henry, now
openly supporting the Johnson proposal, called for a caucus on
Wednesday morning, where the delegation would hear from the
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leaders of the civil rights establishment. Prior to that meeting mem-
bers of rhe delegation who supported the compromise lobbied hard
to convert those who had rejected it. Essentially, the delegation di-
vided here along socioeconomic lines. Moses recalled that the del-
egates favoring the compromise were largely oriented toward the
NAACP, the “more established people from the large cities.” Mrs.
Hamer described this group more graphically: “Everybody that
would compromise in five minutes was the people with a real good
education. I don’t understand that—I really don’t to save my life.
Them folks will sell you—they will sell your mama, their mama,
anybody else for a dollar.” Unita Blackwell remembers a confron-
tation with a wealthy black Meridian businessman:

He had on a silk suit and he called us off and told us we’ve
got to get this thing together. ... And, them people had not
been even talking to us poor folks. They had a certain clique
that they would talk to. The big niggers talked to the big nig-
gers and the little folk, they couldn’t ralk to nobody except
themselves, you know. . . . They had decided they was going
to take that compromise, but the little folks told them no, they
wasn’t going to take it and they meant business.®®

The array of speakers lined up on Wednesday morning to ad-
dress the delegates and their supporters was impressive. Among
those defending the compromise were Jack Pratt and Bob Spike of
the National Council of Churches, which had contributed financially
to the summer project; Senator Wayne Morse, a staunch FDP sup-
porter, who had “sat in” with the dissidents the previous night in
the Mississippi section; and Bayard Rustin, who lectured the FDP
delegates on the difference between protest and politics: “The
former is based on morality and the latter is based on reality and
compromise. . .. You must accept the compromise. If you don’t,
then you are still protesting.” Rauh told the delegates that he be-
lieved the two seats represented a victory and that “I am with you
and I want you to know that we’re going to make the resolution
work.” Martin Luther King did not employ his considerable ora-
torical skills to sway the delegation, but he did say that he had
talked with Humphrey, who “promised me there would be a new
day in Mississippi if you accept this proposal.””

Moses had earlier made clear his opposition to the compromise,
but now he did not ask the delegation to reject it. Characteristical-
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ly, Moses told the delegates that it was up to them to decide. For-
man delivered the strongest attack against acceptance, asking,
“What effect will a decision to accept the honored guest status and
the two seats-at-large, with the delegates named for you—whar ef-
fect will this have upon your friends and your relatives and your
fellow workers in the state of Mississippi? It seems you have no
other choice but to reject support of this resolution.””!

At the conclusion of the speeches everyone except the delegates
left the room. As their debate began, the issue was in doubt. A num-
ber of the delegates who had angrily rejected the compromise the
day before now seemed to resign themselves to the inevitable, to
follow the lead of the important people who claimed that the com-
promise was a victory for the struggle. Henry Sias, the elderly FDP
stalwart from Issaquena County, was at first persuaded by these ar-
guments: “Well, quite a few of us wanted ro accept it. . . . | thought
we was getting somewhere.” All the arguments against the com-
promise were once again rehearsed: that the compromise recognized
the legitimacy of the racist white delegation; that if King and Hen-
ry took the seats, they would be registered as at-large delegates and
would not represent Mississippi; and that the Johnson forces had
had the audacity to decide who the FDP delegates would be. As to
the pledge that things would be different in 1968, since only a few
thousand blacks were registered to vote in Mississippi, that seemed
an empty promise.”

The most persuasive appeals to reject the compromise came from
the three women who later challenged the state’s congressional del-
egation. Victoria Gray recalls that “at the appropriate moment,
personally, when I realized some decisions were going to be made
soon, | took the floor, and I simply said to people in no uncertain
terms why we were there, and reminded them of what the people
back in Mississippi were expecting from us, and that I for one was
not going back to Mississippi and tell those people a lie. Then Fan-
nie Lou and Devine spoke.” Henry Sias remembered that when he
had taken the floor to recommend accepting the two seats, Fannie
Lou Hamer and Annie Devine had hit the ceiling: “Mrs. Hamer just
hollered out and cried when I said we'd accept those two votes. . . .
Mrs. Hamer and Mrs. Devine . .. when they gor through talking
and hoopin’ and hollerin® and tellin me what a shame it was for
me to do that, I hushed right then. . ..I changed my mind right
there. Those two women just shamed me right there.”” In the end
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it was Fannie Lou Hamer, now the symbol of grass-roots activism
in Mississippi, who stated the case simply yet powerfully: “I got
up and [ soon said what I had to say and I sat down. I said, we
didn’t come all the way up here to compromise for no more than
we'd gotten here. . . . We didn’t come all this way for no two seats.”
After hours of discussion and debate, the FDP delegation once again
rejected the Atlantic City compromise.”™

“For many people,” observed SNCC’s Joyce Ladner, *Atlantic
City was the end of innocence.” The 1964 Democratic convention
was in fact a turning point in the black struggle. Bob Moses be-
lieved that “Atlantic City was a watershed in the movement because
up until then the idea had been that you were working more or
less within the Democratic party. We were working with them on
voting, other things like that. With Atlantic City, a lot of move-
ment people became disillusioned. . . . You turned around and your
support was puddle-deep.” SNCC's Cleveland Sellers expressed that
disillusionment: “Never again were we lulled into believing that our
task was exposing injustices so that the ‘good’ people of America
could eliminate them. We left Atlantic City with the knowledge that
the movement had turned into something else. After Atlantic City,
our struggle was not for civil rights, burt for liberation.””*
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was in Albany. It was about midnight, I had hopped in the sack, being sick,
and Prathia Hall of Temple, Ralph Allen and Jack Chatfield of Trinity College,
Christopher Allen of Oxford, and Roychester Patterson, Mrs. Daniels” son, were
busy running about in the kitchen hunting syrup, mayonnaise, or butter
sandwiches. . . .

Out of the night that covered us, pitch black, there were two blasts. Chat-
field crouched, gliding into where I was. Suddenly, he snaps around, explain-
ing quite surprisedly but not too excited—“I'm hit.” Prathia Hall and Chris-
topher Allen were grazed, one on the finger, the other on the arm. We were
all on the floor. We were working together on Voter Registration. We had
been shot at. Some were hit. There was blood. We were afraid. Where was
the Federal Government? We crawled about on that floor as if we were in
Korea on Pork Chop Hill.

There were some shootings in Lee County. In one home there were twenty-
four shots. We had about twelve. Four homes were fired into. The meetings
continued in Lee and Terrell. Another church was bumed—I hope Baptist
Church (in Terrell County on Sept. 15). An attempt was made to disconnect
this from any effort to register Negroes. They found men who admitted to the
burning. They had been drinking. But the head deacon there is a staunch sup-
porter of the drive to register people. Plus the whole family of Braziers go to
this church. The 1960 report of the Civil Rights Commission describes the
brutal killing of one James Brazier and the injunction proceedings brought
against the officials because of it. . . .

This is “the Movement.” These are the people on whose backs, in the heat
of the day, the South was built. It will be through them again that the South
as it exists today will be destroyed. Albany means progress to these people,
the possibility that White is not always right and Negroes may stick together
sometimes. Last Wednesday we met in a tent on ground which has been
cleared off for the rebuilding of the church. We had about fifty people from
Albany. Six months ago, maybe four, maybe less or more, you couldn’t have
paid these people of Albany enough to come to Dawson, Sasser, or anywhere
else in Terrell County. But something has happened here in southwest Georgia
which has a good chance of becoming the pattem for our grand strategy in the
South. And we go about our way, feeling in the darkness. . . . And the world
listens and looks on, wondering.

Charles Sherrod.

CHAPTER 36

Terror in the Delta

THE NIGHT was very dark in Mississippi as Reggie Robinson and
1 drove into the Delta, an area along the Mississippi River, full of rich,
fertile cotton lands, considered a Black Belt area because blacks
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generally outnumber whites in its counties. This was my first trip to the
Delta and all the horrors of its history flooded through my mind—the
lynchings, the beatings, the killings, black people dying by the dozen at
the hand of the Klan, the White Citizens’ Council, the state authorities
themselves. As I thought about all this, my admiration for Bob Moses
and his band of guerrilla fighters swelled up. They were resisting a
tyranny imposed over hundreds of years. They were writing history with
their lives.

It was mid-August, 1962, and the Voter Education Project had finally
started. My life had become a very mobile one, traveling from one hot
spot to anmother—first Albany, then Cairo and Charleston, and now
Mississippi. I drove to all these places, my tension increasing as I passed
each Southern town, wondering exactly what it had done to black people
in the past and what it would do in the future. Now I was on my way to
Cleveland, Mississippi, to see how SNCC's voter registration work was
going there and to attend a meeting.

Reggie and I arrived in Cleveland, a small town in the Delta. Moses
and his fellow workers were not there that night but I had a long talk
with Amzie Moore, at whose house we were to stay, the same man who
had helped Moses back in 1g60. I had grown up in the United States as
a black man; I had been threatened, almost killed, a number of times:
but as I listened to Amzie, I wondered how we as a people had ever
survived the racism of white America. This is the story of Amzie Moore’s
life as he told it:

My name is Amzie Moore. I was born September 23, 1912, in Grenada
County, Mississippi. I grew up in Grenada and Leflore counties. I attended
public school in those two counties. My first knowledge of the freedom move-
ment came in 1942. In that year some ten thousand Negroes assembled at the
Delta State Stadium. Our speakers were from Tuskegee, Washington, and vari-
ous places. The president of Alcorn College, Mr. Bell, brought a vivid picture
of the condition of Negroes in the field of education in the state of Mississippi.

Then, on August 8, 1942, I was drafted from Cleveland, Mississippi, to serve
in the Armed Forces of the U.S. I really didnt know what segregation was
like before I went into the Army. I was sent to a segregated training field in
Alabama, where I received my basic training in infantry. From there 1 went
to Tucson, Arizona, as a construction worker in the signal corps. And then,
after spending about six or eight months in Tueson, Arizona, we went to Texas.
El Paso, Texas, to be exact. We lived in some little black barracks in a desert,
away from everything. We were not allowed to go to the main PX, Post Ex-
change; we were not allowed to go to the recreational facilities provided for
soldiers on the place; we had to ride in the back of the buses from the base
into El Paso; and it was the first time I really knew how evil segregation
really was.

Now here’s one strange thing that happened: We were just a short distance
from Mexico, as a matter of fact, Juarez is right across the Santa Fe bridge.
It was the only place that we could go to get just a little freedom. The Southern
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officers who were always in charge of Negro troops certainly didn’t think much
of having Negro troops go to Mexico. They were afraid, I think, that the Negro
troops might be seen with the Mexican girls. So, in order to keep Negroes out
of Mexico, they would plan trips up into the mountains. The last trip we
planned to the mountain, four men were killed, some fourteen seriously injured.

We had investigation after investigation from Washington about the segre-
gation in the area, about having nothing in the post exchange but funny books
and loud music, for Negro soldiers. And finally we were shipped from El Paso,
Texas, to Lingley Field in Virginia. The condition was no better, and we found
ourselves being shipped from one air base to another, allover the country.
Everywhere we went, we were faced with this evil thing—segregation. Kept
wondering, why were we fighting? Why were we there? If we were fighting
for the four freedoms that Roosevelt and Churchill had talked about, then
certainly we felt that the American soldier should be free first,

After spending 2% years in the States, I was shipped from Long Beach,
California, thirteen thousand miles to Calecutta, India. Getting to Calcutta,
India, we found that the enlisted men’s club was segregated, even in Calcutta.
We spent a while there, then we were sent over the hump, that’s what vou call
the lower chain of the Himalayas, to Burma, and even in Burma we found
segregation. The Japanese, who broadcast day and night about segregation in
America and how American soldiers were being treated, simply reminded us
daily that there would be no freedom, even after the war was over. They them-
selves claimed that they were fighting for our economic, political, and social
emancipation. We had to counteract this Japanese propaganda by giving lec-
tures to our soldiers. That was my job—to fly from Lashie to Kuming to

ishinaw, Burma, to give these lectures. We were promised that after the war
was over, things would be different, that men would have a chance to be free.
Somehow or another, some of us didn't believe it, others did.

Then came August, 1945, when the Japanese surrendered and we were
ready to come home. We set sail December 13, 1945, coming through the
Indian Ocean up to the Red Sea, through Egypt, through the Straits of
Gibraltar, and out into the Atlantic. We arrived in New York January 18, 1946.
I got home about the twentieth. When 1 arrived home, Cleveland, Mississippi,
in January, 1946, I found that the local white citizens had organ.ized”a “home
guard.” Now as I understand it, the purpose of this “home guard” was to
protect the families against Negro soldiers returning home. Newsweek had
carried a number of pictures showing white German women sitting in Negro
men’s laps. This had created quite an excitement in the Mississippi Delta. For
about six or eight months, at least one Negro each week was killed. I think the
purpose of the killing was to frighten other Negroes. It certainly had its psycho-
logical effect.

Finally, when we could bear it no longer, we called in special agents of the
FBI to investigate some of the killings. This slowed it up for awhile, and then
in 1950 a group of Negroes from all over the Delta got together and decided
to organize the Regional Council of Negro Leadership. It was organized at the
H. M. Nailer Elementary School in Cleveland, Mississippi. Our first mass meet-
ing was held May 7. 1950. At that time we had thirteen thousand people from
forty counties in Mississippi assembled at Mt. Bayou, Mississippi. Our first
speaker was Mr. [William] Dawson, from the First Congressional District of
Tllinois. We talked about freedom and we talked about the purpose of this
organization, the Regional Council. We decided that the purpose of the Re-
gional Council would be to teach Negroes first-class citizenship, the preserva-
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tion of property, the paying of taxes, the holding of public office, the changing
of the economic standpoint. We were very happy that our first meeting was a
success, as far as people were concerned, because they were there.

And then we moved along toward our goal of making first-class citizenship
for at least six hundred thousand Negroes located in the eighteen Delta coun-
ties, We felt that it could be done, but then we were not sure how long it
would take. Our second meeting was in 1952. We brought in Mr. [Thurgood]
Marshall, the noted lawyer for the NAACP. He told us that he had argued
before the Supreme Court about abolishing segregation in all public schools.
Then in 1954, on May 17, we heard that the Supreme Court had handed
down its momentous decision.

At first the local whites in my town thought it was a wonderful thing. They
said the change was overdue. They felt sure that the schools would be inte-
grated without trouble. They recalled that at one time, when the rural white
kids came into the city schools, they were kind of segregated, but finally after
about two or three years, everything was all right. But then the politicians
didn't think much of this idea of integrated schools. They felt that if the poor
whites and Negroes could get together, very soon the politician wouldn't be
able to play one against the other.

Then on October 12, 1954, at Indianola, Mississippi, the White Citizens
Councils were born. Now the purpose of the council, as far as I understand it,
was to maintain what they called racial integrity. Their problem was to see
that at least a half million Negroes over twenty-one years of age could be
gotten out of the state of Mississippi in a ten-year period. They felt like they
needed the exodus of Negroes from the Delta area, because otherwise they
figured that the Negroes might dominate them politically and I think that this
is really the beginning of our trouble.

On January 1, 1955, I was elected president of the Cleveland branch of the
NAACEP. I think at that time we had a membership of about 87. By the middle
of the year we had 564 members of that branch, But then we had other things
happen in 1955. Rev. George W. Lee, who lived at Belzoni, Mississippi, had
complained to the Regional Council in 1952 that the Negroes in Humphrey
County did not pay their poll tax. Mr. Lee had gone to the United States
Federal Court, Northern District, to ask the Federal Court to enjoin the sheriff
of Humphrey County and allow them to pay their poll tax.

On May 7, 1955, about 11:30 at night, Mr. George W. Lee was ambushed
and killed. Following Mr. Lee’s death in May, 1955, we had Jack Smith, who
was killed at Brookhaven, Mississippi, for participating in what they called
politics, Then, in September of 1955 we had a terrible thing happen . . . a boy
named Emmett Till, thirteen years of age, was visiting his grandfather, Reverend
Wright, at Money, Mississippi. He, along with some other boys, had been sitting
around on the store porch there in Money. As I understand it, he whistled or
somebody felt like he was whistling at a white woman. Finally he went home
to his grandfather’s house, and then the next night, two white men came to
Reverend Wright's house, asked for Emmett, picked him up and disappeared
into the darkness. When Emmett was seen again, he was fished out of the Talla-
hachie River, somewhere in Tallahachie County. He had been mobbed.

Following the Till case in September, 1955, we had Gus Coates, who was
then a civil rights worker in Humphrey County where Reverend Lee had been
killed. Gus Coates had been warned by local white citizens that he'd better
stop his activities, running to registration and voting. And when he refused,
he was shot through the window of his store, maybe in October, 1955. Gus
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Coates was hospitalized in Mt. Bayou, and after he was discharged from the
hospital, he was advised to leave the state. He now lives in Chicago, Illinois.

Quite a number of leaders left the state. T. R. M. Howard, the militant presi-
dent of the Regional Council of Negro Leadership, had to leave. Dr. Battle,
who was located in Sunflower County, a militant leader, had to leave. A doctor
from Natchez, Mississippi, had to leave. So we had a great exodus of leaders
from the state due to the pressure that was being brought on by white organi-
zations bent and bound on maintaining slavery. As the year came to a close,
1955, we found that there had been seven deaths, many people had been hurt,
it was a real rough year for Mississippi.

Came 1956, we decided to start trying to get people to vote. Our first effort
was to try in the East Cleveland precinct. Fourteen Negroes went to the East
Cleveland precinct with their poll tax receipts in their hands, to try to register
in the first Democratic primary. Coleman was running for governor of Mis-
sissippi. When they came into the polling place, there were ten burly men
sitting over behind a counter. At the box, where they were to drop our ballots,
a man stood with a .38 Smith and Wesson on his side. We marked our ballots
and came to the box to drop them in. We were informed by the man standing
at the ballot box that we could not put the ballots in the box. There was a
brown envelope there on the table by the box. He suggested that we put the
ballots in the brown envelope. One man, E. B. Hopkin, who is now in Chicago,
said he was not going to put his ballot in the brown envelope. He was going
to put it in the box. We almost got into trouble. I suggested that we do as
we were directed and then we would contact the U.S. Department of Justice
to see what could be done against these people who had kept us from voting.
I went immediately to a telephone and called the Department of Justice. I
don’t remember who I talked to, but then they said they would have it investi-
gated. The special agents of the FBI from Memphis came in to investigate.
We didn’t hedr any more from it.

However, in the second primary, in the fall, some of the fellows did vote.
In 1957, the state legislature had passed a new law requiring that people give
an interpretation of the Constitution to the satisfaction of the circuit clerk.
Then we decided we would set up a citizenship school. In the citizenship
school we had planned to teach Negroes the Constitution of Mississippi. We
felt like it was almost impossible, but we were going to try. Because think of
trying to teach a man something about double jeopardy, who probably doesn’t
even know how to read well.

Then we went about it. First we had hundreds of copies of the Constitu-
tion mimeographed. We set up the school at the Gabriel’s Mission at Mt. Bayou,
Mississippi, under the supervision of Father John Lebouvre. We went to Wash-
ington to talk to Mr. Tiffany, who was then in the Eisenhower administration,
in the U.S. Department of Justice in charge of civil rights. We talked to people
from New York, from Illinois, and from all over. We had breakfast with quite
a number of congressmen and senators in Washington to talk about this prob-
lem. Then we came back to Mississippi to start working. We taught maybe
150 people that year. We had less than 20 who passed the test.

At the end of 1957, we decided that we would do something different, but
by that time, Father John Lebouvre, the devoted priest who worked so hard,
had been transferred to Pennsylvania. And I decided that I would have to try
to go it alone. Finally the new priest came in, he decided it wasn't in the best
interest of the church to allow us to continue our voter registration classes in
Mt. Bayou. And that was out.
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Then, in 1959, I had quite a number of personal problems at that time and
I didn’t do too much in the field of civil rights. In 1960, SNCC sent Bob
Moses from Atlanta into the Delta. I talked with Bob, and Bob suggested
that I go to Atlanta in October of 1960 to the organizational meeting of
SNCC. I went into that meeting and it was decided at that meeting that SNCC
would work, would have a voter registration project in the Mississippi Delta.
Then, the next year, 1961, came the Freedom Riders, from Anniston, Alabama,
where the bus was burned, into Jackson. Everybody was excited, peace officers
were alerted all over Mississippi, they were racing from the bus stations to the
train stations, checking every bus, looking for Freedom Riders, even when
there weren’t any Freedom Riders in the Delta, all the activity was going on
in Jackson. And this went on probably about six or eight months. Then Bob
Moses came in, to work in voter registration. We directed Bob to a fellow
named Bryant, who lives in McComb, Mississippi, who was the president of
the McComb branch of the NAACP. And Bob began his voter registration
work in Amite and Pike counties. You know the story. . . .

The voter registration project of which Amzie Moore spoke had finally
gotten off the ground that summer and Bob Moses had shifted his base
from Jackson to Cleveland. In early August the staff fanned out across
the area. Some of them had just returned from the Highlander School in
Tennessee, where its director, Myles Horton, had set up workshops in
voter registration. But no workshop in the world could prepare anyone
fully for what the staff had encountered.

In the Delta town of Greenwood, SNCC field secretary Sam Block—
who was from Cleveland, thirty miles away—had started a voter regis-
tration project around a police brutality case. On July 28, 1962, a
fourteen-year-old local youth named Welton McSwine had been picked
up. Somebody had supposedly peeped into a white woman's home, and
the police accused McSwine of doing it.

They took him into the back cell and first beat him on the head with
a blackjack. Then he was put in a chair and surrounded by five officers
questioning him. When he continued to insist, “Please Mr. Policeman, I
swear I don't know anything about that. I was in the field [picking
cotton],” one of the cops beat him in the face with his fist while another
hit him in the stomach with a billy stick.

Next, they made him pull off his clothes and lie on the floor where
they beat him with a bullwhip until welts were raised on his thighs and
his screams could be heard outside. The beating was interrupted by the
buzzer used to signal the arrival of someone in the station and the
necessity of stopping screams. It was the boy’s father, whose boss had
called to tell the police to release the boy into the father’s custody.

The police returned to the cell to make the boy stop crying, wash his
face, and dress. In the meantime, Sam Block had learned about the inci-
dent and, after McSwine was released, had him fill out affidavits. The
boy’s picture was also taken and the material sent off to the Justice
Department and the FBI.
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After that, Sam Block—tall, lean, dark-skinned, with a deep voice and
a dry sense of humor—began working on voter registration in Greenwood
all alone. That may seem like a small thing, but in the Greenwood of
those days it took a kind of courage that defies imagination. Sam tells
what his early days in the town were like:

I'm Sam Block, a field secretary for SNCC. I've been working in Leflore
County, Greenwood, Mississippi. Leflore County is the adjoining county to
Tallahachie County where Negro Emmett Till was killed by two white men.
. - . They were brought to trial and they were not convicted or sentenced to
any time whatsoever.

Greenwood, Mississippi, was a very difficult place to work in when I first
went there, and still is. I was accused of going out and spending two hundred
and something dollars, buying whiskey, stuff like this. When the people found
out what I was there for, they said it was best for no one to have anything
to do with me because of what I was doing, and I was only going to stir up
trouble and be there for a short length of time, and then leave.

One day I went around and talked to as many people as I possibly eould,
talked to some of the ministers there and no one was in favor of what I was
doing because they felt it would bring too much economic pressure on them
and the people that are there. So I didn't get discouraged, I thought that I
should continue, regardless, because I had been sent there to do a job and
my intention was to do this job that I was sent there to do.

I kind of got myself organized and I got some people to work with me. T
canvassed practically every day and every night until I found about seven or
eight people to carry up to register, since I had been sent there to work on
voter registration instead of direct action. We went up to register and it was
the first time visiting the courthouse in Greenwood, Mississippi, and the sheriff
came up to me and he asked me, he said, “Nigger, where you from?” I told
him, “Well, I'm a native Mississippian.” He said “Yeh, yeh, I know that, but
where you from? I don’t know where you from.” I said, “Well, around, some
counties.” He said, “Well, I know that, I know you ain't from here, cause I
know every nigger and his mammy.” I said, “Well, you know all the niggers,
do you know any colored people?” He got angry. He spat in my face and
he walked away. So he came back and turned around and told me, “I don't
want to see you in town any more. The best thing you better do is pack your
clothes and get out and don’t never come back no more.” I said, “Well, sheriff,
if you don’t want to see me here, I think the best thing for you to do is pack
your clothes and leave, get out of town, cause I'm here to stay, I came here
to do a job and this is my intention, I'm going to do this job.”

The sheriff got angry and he left. So I carried the people in and they regis-
tered—at least they were given the literacy test that you have to take in Mis-
sissippi in order to become a registered voter. We went back home and the
next night I received a telephone call and I think it was from the White Citi-
zens’ Council and they told me the same thing that the sheriff had told me,
to get out of town, nigger. “If you don't, we're going to kill you.”

And they meant it. SNCC field secretary Luvaughn Brown, who came
with Lawrence Guyot on August 15 to work with Sam Block, tells what
followed those threats—on their second day in town:
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My name is Luvaughn Brown. I am eighteen years old, and a field secretary
for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. The following is a report
of the events that occurred just prior to, and during, my stay in Greenwood,
Mississippi.

In the summer of 1962, a workshop was held in Edwards, Mississippi, to
plan and learn voter registration strategy. This was in preparation for a mass
voter registration drive in Mississippi—specifically in the Delta. People in this
workshop were sent to various areas in the Delta. Lawrence Guyot and I were
sent to Greenwood, Mississippi, to work with Samuel Block.

We arrived there August 16 and took a taxi to the Greenwood office located
on the corner of Avenue I and Broad Street. There we were met by Sam Block,
who was standing with a group of three men. We learned that they were news-
paper men trying to get information about the plans that we had working in
the Greenwood area. Sam was refusing to give them any information. This is
easily explained because Sam had given them stories before, and they had
ripped them up. We had also learned that it was unsafe because of the close-
ness of the relationship between the press and the police. After trying without
success to learn the reason for the arrival of Guyot and myself, they left.

Sam, Guyot, and I went into the office so that he could tell us of the plans
he had, what he had done, and how effective he had been. We then made
plans for a small meeting of the volunteer workers from Greenwood that night.
The meeting was held in the office—we made plans for canvassing the neigh-
borhood the next day and drew up a plan as to how we would approach
people. There was a tremendous amount of fear in the workers that night. We
all had the fear that someone would shoot in the window, and the shades were
drawn. We learned of and discussed some of the sufferings that some of the
workers and their parents had incurred—loss of jobs, threats by phone, etc.

The next morning approximately seven volunteers reported to the office to
canvass. We split the city into areas. Then we all met back at the office around
twelve to eat and evaluate our canvassing. Approximately one hundred people
had been talked to and of these, ten had agreed to go down and attempt to
register. Two of the workers had been stopped by the police, and when they
told of this incident, the rest refused to go back out that day. Guyot, Sam, and
I went back out to canvass near the office. . . .

Out of the ten that had agreed to go down, three reported to the office.
We explained the Constitution and the literacy test to them. Then, Guyot and
1 went to those people near the office who had agreed to go, and see if we
could find out what had happened to them. Once again, we encountered a
tremendous amount of fear. We tried explaining to them the need to stand up
and demand their rights and vote—but to no avail. When I got back to the
office, Guyot and one of the taxi drivers from the community left to take the
three ladies down.

When they returned to the office, Guyot explained to us that they had been
met at the courthouse by the chief of police. The officer had cursed and
threatened them and the ladies had become afraid to go into the courthouse.
Sam then suggested we meet some of the people in the community who had
given him financial and moral support. This was when we learned of the
pressure that was being put on the man that we were renting the office space
from. The police were threatening to arrest him for bigamy unless he put us
out—so far, he had refused to do so,

That night, after having a small meeting in the office with the volunteer
workers, Sam, Guyot, and I decided that we needed to have a long talk and
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discuss the project. We had to find a way to get some of the fear out of people
we were working with. We were still at it about one o'clock. Then, Sam
decided it was time to make his daily call to Bob Moses in Cleveland. (This
was another safety measure.) The phone was situated near the window of the
office and we told Sam to pull the shades down so that he wouldn't be seen.

As he started to do so, he noticed a police car parked outside with an officer
standing near it. He called our attention to this and then told Bob [over the
telephone]. The only thought that came to us was that we might all be ar-
rested. We pulled the shades and put the light out. We then mnoticed the
officer talking to someone on the radio in the car, although we could hear none
of what was said. Sam went in back to lock the door. There was another room
directly opposite the one where our office was, and Sam and I went into it to
watch the side of the building.

About ten minutes later, the police car pulled off in the direction of Broad
Street. At the same time, a car approached from Broad Street and stopped in
front of the office. We noticed a couple of guns being held by the man. This
was when we began to get afraid. Sam, then, tried another call to Bob Moses,
but we couldnt get through. After about a minute, Guyot tried to make a
collect call to Rev. R. L. T. Smith in Jackson, but Smith refused to accept it
saying that he knew nothing of us and that he didn’t accept long distance
collect calls. Because we couldn’t contact anyone, our fears began to mount.
We knew now that our lives were in danger. [Sam Block reported that he also
called Burke Marshall of the Justice Department, at home, and was told they
could do nothing until a crime had been committed.] Then came the decision
as to whether we should remain in the office or try to find a way out.

Sam then thought of the FBI agent that lived in Greenwood. We called
him and asked him to come over. He said that he would be right over. Then,
he asked if we had called the police. We said that we felt they were the cause
of the whole thing, since a police car had been there prior to the group in the
car. Sam hung up.

We, then, heard footsteps on the stairs and the sound of chains rattling. We
went into a room where Sam slept (a part of the office). This was where we
decided to make use of a window that led onto the roof of the café next door.
We climbed hurriedly out of the window and at the same time heard the
beating on the door, We cautiously went to the front of the building on the
roof. Then we saw another car loaded with men pull up, and as they were
getting out of the car, we went to the back of the roof. We discovered a TV
antenna that extended to the ground: Sam went first, followed by Guyot, and
then me. Sam led us (running) through a path between the houses. We went
to the home of one of the ministers that had befriended Sam. He was fright-
ened, but told us we could come in until we figured out what to do. Sam asked
to use the phone so that we might call Bob Moses. The man reluctantly agreed
—explaining that he was afraid his phone might be tapped.

Sam, finally, reached Bob and we explained what had happened. After we
hung up, the man decided that we should try to make it to his father’s house.
After he had searched the street from his door, we left. His father accepted
a brief explanation and told us where we could sleep. He then gave us a
hammer in case someone had followed us, and told us that we would have
some defense, We were not bothered the rest of the night.

The next morning, when we arrived at the office, we found Bob Moses and
Willie Peacock asleep there on the couch. They told us they had arrived early
in the morning, and had found the office door broken open and some cards







































to two of the leaders. The group decided that James Bevel and I should be the ones to go with him. Inside his
office he began telling us that he didn't want "no outsiders, which are called agitators, coming into Indianola
messing with my negras." I sat there almost stupefied at his ignorance and gall, to call the black people of
Indianola #is "negras."

Bevel did most of the talking for I was too angry. I had heard of police chiefs such as this one, but never had I seen or
talked to one who seemed the fool he was. His negras. "Outsiders who are called agitators."

Before we left the Delta, we attended the first mass meeting in Rule- ville, a small town in Sunflower County,
where we met Mrs. Fannie Lou Hamer for the first time. At the meeting, she told the story of what had happened
to her only a short time before-when she registered to vote- the story that would in the next two years be told from
one end of the United States to another and even to the 1964 Democratic Convention:
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I lived on the B. D. Marlowe plantation all my life. One day in early August, | heard that some young people had come to
town [Ruleville] teaching people how to register to vote. | have always wanted to do something to help myself and my race,
but I did not know how to go about it. So, I went to one of the meetings in Ruleville. That night, T was showed how to fill out a form
for registration. The next day, August 31, 1962, I went to Indianola, Mississippi, to fill out a form at the registrar's office.
I took the test. That night when I returned home [the plantation], I was told by a friend that Mr. Marlowe had been telling
everybody in the field what he was going to do to me, if | didn't go back and take my name off the book.

That night, Marlowe came to the house where I was staying, and called Mr. Hamer to the door. | could hear him telling my
husband what he was going to do to me if I did not withdraw my registration, so I went to the door. Mar- lowe asked my
husband if he had told me what he had said. Marlowe saw me in the door and asked me why I went to register. I told him that
| did it for myself not for him. He told me to get off the plantation and don't be seen near it again. That night I left the
plantation and went to stay with Mr. and Mrs. Tucker in Ruleville.

Not long after that, Mrs. Hamer would be hauled off a bus, taken into a jail and brutally beaten by police for
her efforts to help others to register. She would be beaten until even her tormentors grew tired, and that
beating would combine with the effects of a childhood polio attack to leave her permanently debilitated. Yet this
woman, who had picked cotton and fought to survive for so many years, didn't turn back. Instead she went on
to become a worldwide symbol of black heroism, or revolu- tionary black womanhood, a warm and always
human symbol of the power of people to struggle against hardship, adversity, terror-the living
realities of the Mississippi Delta.

CHAPTER 37

Ulcers and Carnegie Hall

STRESS OF the kind that our workers experienced in the Delta and other areas of the Deep South surely
takes its toll-sooner or later. As I have watched the revolutionary process unfold among people in the
United States and especially among my people, I have seen many- including myself-work under
intense stress without taking the time to renew their energy with rest periods or removal from the scene of
action. The day-to-day demands have been so great that people felt they could
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men aiming shotguns at them. Only a couple of dozen people got to vote. One of them was Joe McDonald, who had been among the first to welcome coro workers
and whose house had been shot into the previous fall: "I voted all T could," he said. ®

No one could know how the Greenwood police were going to act. The 7 a.m. meetings in Greenwood were at Jennings Temple, Union Grove, and Turners Chapel,
and between one hundred and two hundred people showed up at each. Some early arrivals left when they heard about the possibility of arrest, and even many of
those who stayed were clearly afraid but determined to go through with it. At Union Grove, Martha Prescod Norman and one of the scLc citizenship teachers, spent
an hour going over the affidavit procedure with people:

1 was surprised to see so many people ready to go to jail. I imagine that there were more than seventy people in the church who had come expecting to be arrested. They were
mostly old people, people with arthritis and things, that came to the church. Before we left the church we sang "Is That Freedom Train A-coming." One old man behind me on a
cane said, "Here's what hurts a man, if he's scared; but the trouble of it is, I ain't scared."

They weren't all older people. The night before, after Bob Moses had asked for volunteers to go to jail, Billie Johnson, one of Lula Belle's daughters, went home, took
off her good clothes, and put out something suitable for jail, fearing the worst.

I had fear in my heart because as soon as morning came, I had to face a big problem. That was going downtown and getting a beating. I know when the police see me they will hit
me. I had it all in my mind how it was going to be: one [policeman] would hit me on the head with a night stick, and the other would hit me in the mouth. Another was going to sic
five or six dogs on me. I knew they were going to knock me down and kick me in the face. The moment came for me to go downtown. My mind was made up; I looked at the
clock—quarter to nine. I was going at nine. If they whipped me for my freedom, I would not mind. And all at once
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Sam Block came in and said the police said they would not arrest anyone. . . . I said "Thank God" three times. 10

Earlier that morning, the police commissioner had found Block and promised him no arrests in Greenwood. The Reverend Aaron Johnson led the first group down and
the police kept their word. The reception was actually polite at first, but a hostile white crowd gathered as Negroes continued to show up. Crowd or no crowd, once
it was clear there were going to be no arrests, people poured in. Freddie Greene in the office answered a flood of phone calls for information about what was going
on. By 11 a.m, people were coming through so rapidly the staff couldn't keep an adequate count. People were no longer waiting on a ride; they were walking.
Between five hundred and seven hundred ballots were cast in Greenwood, and the polls closed before everyone got there. Those turned away "were extremely
disappointed at being unable to cast their votes."!!

The decision not to arrest seems consistent with a strategy of holding on to power through moderation. The Leflore Democratic party maintained that it had examined
each ballot and found each invalid, preserving the semblance of legality without running any of the risks entailed in open police harassment.?

The night of the election, scLc's Andy Young and snce chairman John Lewis spoke at mass meeting that reflected the celebratory air of the day. "Difficult to capture,”
snec's Mike Miller wrote, "is the mood of the day—the air of jubilation at going to vote, and the infusion of this spirit in the Greenwood staft." Willie Peacocks brother,
James, got so wrapped up in the people's excitement that he forgot what he was supposed to be doing. He was especially struck by the fact that some of the same
people who had been negative before had changed, including one man who had cursed him out just a day ago—"He even sounds different now, not much, but you can
tell it's a change in his voice, he is interested in what's going on."!® Registration attempts picked up after the election, with more people going down without coro
escorts.

To judge from the reports Sam Block submitted, Greenwood by
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early fall of 1963 was a stabilizing situation. By October they had opened a library, a better library than anything available to Negroes in that part of the Delta, and it
was bringing new people into contact with the movement. Billie, Lula Belle Johnson's daughter, was in charge of it. More older people were canvassing regularly. The
staff was also experimenting with what amounted to passive canvassing, sending postcards to people who had gotten food the previous spring announcing that the
office was signing up people who wanted food in 1964 and was also asking them to try to register again. Block was pleased with the response. On the other hand, he
was getting complaints about having too many mass meetings. He admitted that he was so happy about having five churches regularly open to the movement that "I
guess I went Mass Meeting crazy." They were broke again; there wasn't even money for food. In that respect and others, Greenwood staff felt they weren't getting
enough support from the Atlanta office, a long-running complaint. One staff member had been transferred to Jackson. His heavy drinking was getting the best of him,
and he was embarrassing them with the local people. Another had written $147 in naace memberships and failed to turn in the money, so sncc had to cover for him.
The Citizenship Schools had more people applying for teacher-training than they could handle. scic's Dorothy Cotton urged Annell Ponder to take advantage of that
and be a little more selective in the people she sent for training at Dorchester. "There were some in the last group who couldn't hear, and one who couldn't see so well
or write." The reports suggest a genuinely dug-in movement. There were problems, large and small, but with the high drama of the spring behind them, there was a
still- growing core of people who were making some kind of long-term commitment to being a part of the process of change. #

Against the backdrop of steady growth, there was one exciting initiative, the continuation of that summer's Freedom Vote. Encouraged by the participation in the
primary, coro decided to take part in the election that fall by holding its own registration and running its own candidates. The Freedom Vote was intended, first, to
show that the masses of Negroes did in fact want to vote. (Polls at the time showed that forty percent of white southerners did not think Negroes really
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wanted to vote.) Second, it was intended to mock the legitimacy of the regular election by making the point that the candidates elected did not represent hundreds of
thousands of Negroes. Aaron Henry ran for governor, with Ed King, a white native Mississippian and chaplain at Tougaloo, as his running mate. If Henry had suffered
less than other leaders from repression in the 1950s, he made up for it in the sixties. He was arrested for leading a boycott of Clarksdale stores, his wife lost her job,
he was arrested on allegations of child molestation, his home had been either firebombed or hit by lightning, and in July 1963 he spent a week on the chain gang for
parading without a permit.

Those who were registered—fewer than twenty-five thousand Negroes statewide—were encouraged to vote in the regular election and write in the names of the
Freedom candidates. Everyone else was encouraged to vote in coro's mock election, allowing them to register their opinions without exposing themselves to much
danger.

There was nothing mock about the way coro approached the election. They set up an elaborate statewide campaign organization, took out newspaper and television
ads, and held rallies across the state. By October, Aaron Henry was making a speech a night. In mid-month, the campaign received some extra manpower. Eighty to
ninety college students recruited by Allard Lowenstein from Stanford and Yale took two weeks off to help with the campaign. Previously, it was thought that having
whites work openly in the Delta was likely to be too dangerous for all (though exceptions had been made), and not everyone thought it was a good idea now. Sam
Block and Willie Peacock were opposed to the idea from the very beginning. When the students assigned to Leflore County showed up, they promptly took them
over to Indianola in neighboring Sunflower County and got them arrested.

Registration workers were harassed across the state. Greenwood's police department engaged in its share of harassment, but beyond that, it is difficult to gauge the
state of mind of local law enforcement officials during the fall of 1963. While the movement was constantly evolving new tactics, the powers-that-be frequently seem to
have continued almost ritualistically with the same old responses.

On November 2, for example, Dick Frey and Jane Stembridge set
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up a ballot box on Johnson Street in downtown Greenwood, hoping to catch people coming downtown to shop, being careful not to block the sidewalk. While they
manned the polling place, local high school students, including June Johnson, Dorothy Higgins, and Willie James Earl, did most of the "floating"—

moving about and talking with the people. . . . For the better part of an hour we had people voting constantly. Then the police showed up . . . and finally parked just across
Johnson Street and watched us. The crowd thinned. We started singing freedom songs to keep the spirit up. A few people kept coming up to vote. Chief Curtis Lary appeared in
his car and parked in front of the first police car. . . . We sang "Ain't Gonna Let Chief Lary Turn Me 'Round" and Chief Lary walked up to Dorothy Higgins and said something like
"You're asking for it."

Most of them were arrested, although someone got away with the ballots so the police couldn't get the names of those who voted. At the station, they were cursed,
threatened, and shoved around. No one told them what the charges were. They spent the weekend in jail, and Monday morning Sam Block, Chico Neblett, James
Forman, and Willie McGee came to bail them out. As Sam was paying the bail, Captain Ussery, who had a reputation for being especially aggressive about harassing
movement workers, started cursing them and told the others to leave.

They started out the door. . . . Forman was in the rear. Just as he got to the door, this Captain Ussery reached for his pistol and cursed the goddamn niggers . . . [and] then all of a
sudden he kicked Jim—kicked him just as hard as you can kick a man and said, I said get out. . . . niggers. Forman stopped . . . and looked at the man . . . for a split second, looked
like he was deciding whether to kill him or what . . . [and] then Forman just walked out and got in the car. No gesture from Forman—just his eyes. . . . After [the] Captain had kicked
Forman, Dick walked up to him and looked at the nameplate. . . . The Captain said, "That's right . . . get my name. I don't give a goddamn . . ." then something about not giv-
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ing a goddamn about any of us and niggers and cursing some more. . . . It was unintelligible.

Police response seems almost petty in its meanness. No doubt they had originally expected to be able to stamp out the local movement pretty quickly. Almost a year
and a half had passed and the movement showed no signs of going anywhere anytime soon. It would not be surprising if they were frustrated and confused. They were
certainly not all of one mind. After the incident cited above, the police did not follow the workers back home, a switch from the usual pattern. Jane Stembridge thought
it might have been because Chief Lary ("He is at least sane most of the time") drove up as they were leaving. Lary seems on several occasions to have restrained some
of his more aggressive officers. !5

The vote was a great success across the state. Perhaps eighty thousand Freedom ballots were cast in coro's first statewide organizing campaign, less than half of what
coro had hoped for but enough to make the point. National media coverage was considerable, due in no small part to the media's considerable interest in the white
students from Yale and Stanford. Given that, why not bring an even larger number of students into the state for the following summer? The idea was first fully broached
at a meeting in Greenville in November 1963. More media attention could lead to a greater degree of protection for civil rights workers. Most coro staff, including
MacArthur Cotton, Charlie Cobb, Ivanhoe Donaldson, Hollis Watkins, Willie Peacock, and Sam Block, opposed the idea. Even before the idea was raised, there
had been some discomfort among veteran staff about the slowly growing role of whites in the movement. It contradicted the principle of developing organizers where
they found them. Given their education, whites coming into the movement were going to gravitate to leadership positions, supplanting local people, who were beginning
to take on more leadership responsibility. If lives were at risk, it was largely the lives of coro organizers, and most coro staff preferred continuing running that risk to
risking the long-term viability of their community-building efforts. Tactical issues aside, there were some
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who just plain didn't want to be bothered with a bunch of white folks on a daily basis. For that matter, the idea of bringing in outsiders, had that been Black staff from
the Atlanta office, didn't sit well with some veteran staff members, mostly southern Blacks, who had done the most and risked the most to build a viable movement.

Bob Moses, Lawrence Guyot, Mrs. Hamer, and core's Dave Dennis were among the proponents. Mrs. Hamer told opponents, "If we're trying to break down
segregation, we can't segregate ourselves." !¢ Other proponents saw real risks in the idea but thought that the potential benefits outweighed them and that some way
had to be found to offer some protection to the local people with whom they were working. Older local leaders were generally very much in favor of bringing the
students in. The debate, in sncc style, went on over the course of that winter.!”

sNec's initial community-organizing venture in the state had been brought to a halt by the murder of Herbert Lee. Another series of killings in the same part of the state,
the Southwest, ultimately ended the arguments over Freedom Summer. Anne Moody, who had grown up in that part of the state, was touched by some of the
murders. When the Jackson movement began, college students there were afraid that their participation would bring reprisals against their families at home. These
were realistic fears. Anne Moody was from Centreville in the Southwest. After she started doing movement work in Jackson, the sheriff visited her mother back home
in Centreville and told her it would be a good idea for Anne not to come home any more unless she changed her ways; they didn't intend to have any of that naace stuft
in Centreville. After Moody took part in the Woolworth sit-in, the sheriff paid her mother another harassing visit. A group of white boys cornered her younger brother,
and he was saved from a beating or worse only because a friend came by in a car and got him away from the scene. Her uncle was not so lucky; a group of white men
caught him alone and gave him a good beating. Moody spent that spring of 1963 waiting to hear that a member of her family had been killed.'®

Three Negroes in the area were killed in December 1963, found dead in their car. The local paper at first stated that Eli Jackson, Den-
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nis Jones, and Lula Mae Anderson had all fallen asleep with the motor running and been poisoned by fumes. In fact, two of them had been shot and one had had his
neck broken. In late February, one of Anne Moody's relatives was killed. As he was coming home from work one night, someone ambushed him; buckshot took off
most of his face. Bob Moses believed the killings were simply terror killings intended to keep the Negroes in their place. '

Against the backdrop of the other killings, the murder of Louis Allen from Amite County had the greatest impact on the ongoing discussion about white volunteers.
Allen was a logger with a seventh-grade education who had served in the South Pacific in World War II. A witness to Herbert Lee's murder in Liberty in the early fall
of 1961 (Chapter 4), he initially told the coroner's jury—which was held in a room full of armed white men—what he had been told to say—that Lee had a tire tool in
his hand and had threatened E. H. Hurst with it. That had not been true, and Allen was willing to change his testimony—"to let the hide go with the hair," he said—in
exchange for a promise of federal protection. The Justice Department told him in no uncertain terms that no such promise could be given. Word about Allen's
willingness to recant apparently reached some local whites, including the sheriff. Allen knew he was a marked man and thought about leaving. Unfortunately, he had
elderly parents who were very ill, and he had debts to pay off. The next couple of years alternated between periods when whites harassed him and periods when they
left him alone. He had trouble selling his logs, was arrested twice on dubious charges, and frequently received direct or indirect death threats. The second arrest was in
November 1963. While he was in jail, a Negro trustee heard that a lynch mob was forming. Allen managed to get word to his sons, Henry and Tommy, who came to
the jail and stood guard outside all night. When he got out of jail, Allen decided it was time to get out of the state as soon as he could. His mother died in January,
releasing him from one responsibility. He determined that he would leave February 1 for Milwaukee, where his brother lived. He spent the last day of January trying to
get his business straight and get some letters of reference to take with him. The latter proved difficult. By evening, he had not found anyone willing
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to write a letter for him, and he decided to go ask one more of his former employers. His son Henry suggested he take a pistol with him and volunteered to go with
him, but Allen turned down both suggestions. He got back home around 8:30 that evening and got out of his truck to open the gate to his property. He must have
suddenly realized he was in danger and tried to dive under his truck. When Henry returned home that evening, he found his father under the truck, hit by two loads of
buckshot. 20

Talking to Mrs. Allen made up Bob Moses's mind about the Summer Project. They had watched Herbert Lee get gunned down and couldn't do anything about it.
Now at least they were in a position to force some national attention onto Mississippi, thereby putting pressure on the federal government to protect Black life in the
state. It was self-consciously an attempt to use the nation's racism, its tendency to react only when white life was endangered, as a point of leverage. Moses and Dave
Dennis put all of their authority behind the Summer Project.?!

As the plans for the summer evolved, Mississippi officialdom geared up for war. In early June, Sam Block, Willie Peacock, James Black, Charles McLaurin, and
James Jones set off for a snce meeting in Atlanta, with Black driving. Heading West from Greenwood, they realized that they were being followed. Several efforts to
shake their company failed, and the car, a white and black Mercury, was still behind them when they approached Columbus, playing cat-and-mouse games, roaring
right up to their rear bumper and cutting its headlights, falling back, catching up, passing and pulling over to the side of the road until the sxec workers caught up.
Finally, the car turned off onto a side road. In Columbus, they were stopped by a police car and asked why they had been trying to run that Mercury off the road. It
was clear that one of the officers, Roy Elders, knew them as "the niggers who are going to change our way of life." On the way to the jail, James Black was separated
from the others. When he showed up twenty minutes later, "one side of his face was swollen out of shape; one of his eyes was blackened and bloodshot, and blood
was running from his swollen mouth. His clothes were also torn and disarranged."
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Black, Elders explained, had fallen getting out of the car. Sam Block was taken out for an "interview." As he remembered it, "Elders hit me on the cheek with his fist. I
staggered and fell back to the window and he grabbed me and hit me in the groin with his fist very hard. I fell down and he kicked me hard in the shin." Block passed

out when he got back to his cell. Peacock, McLaurin, and James Jones were beaten in turn. The next day Black was charged with reckless driving and running a stop
sign, fined $28, and they were all released. 2?

The Greenwood staff had the feeling that national sncc didn't particularly care about the fact that they had been beaten, which is a measure of what staff morale was
like in Greenwood that spring. They were frustrated by a lack of money, saw themselves as being taken for granted by the central office, and not exactly anticipating
the summer project with joy.?

The beating was reflection of the hair-trigger temper of the state's official and unofficial forces of repression as they contemplated the summer "invasion"—Mississippi
newspapers hardly used any other word in referring to the Summer Project. In just the first two weeks of the summer project, in addition to the murder of Mickey
Schwerner, James Chaney, and Andrew Goodman in Philadelphia, Mississippi, there were at least seven bombings or fire-bombings of movement-related businesses
and four shootings and a larger number of serious beatings.?* The state was dearly primed for violence, and the final tally might have been far worse had it not been for
the hundreds of federal officers who swarmed over the state after the Philadelphia murders. (Once, that is, the rs1 took the murders seriously, which took a while.)

Since the summer involved large numbers of white people, we have a great deal of literature on it, far more than on the three years of organizing that preceded it.
Two aspects of that period are especially interesting here: Freedom Schools, and the reception given volunteers by local Blacks. The schools offer another example of
the developmental aspect of the community-organizing tradition; the response of local people to the volunteers suggests another way of thinking about the influence of
southern Black culture on the movement.
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Education for Activism

When Ella Baker first went to New York in 1927 she organized a Negro history club for youngsters at the Harlem Y. This may have been her first "political” act in the
city. No doubt, she saw it as a way to raise consciousness, to help people develop themselves. The Freedom Schools in Mississippi were an experiment in the same
tradition. By late 1963, strategic thinking in sncc was increasingly concerned with "parallel institutions."

If existing institutions did not meet the needs of Black Mississippians, what kinds of institutions would? Freedom Schools were one reflection of that thinking, but they
also exemplified a much older tendency within the community-organizing tradition. During one of the early planning sessions for the summer, Charlie Cobb, the
Howard University student who had first come to the Delta in the fall of 1962, proposed a summer Freedom School program "to fill an intellectual and creative
vacuum in the lives of young Negro Mississippians, and to get them to articulate their own desires, demands and questions . . . to stand up in classrooms around the
state and ask their teachers a real question." The schools were expected to be "an educational experience for students which will make it possible for them to challenge
the myths of our society, to perceive more clearly its realities and to find alternatives and ultimately, new directions for action." 2¢ Cobb envisioned the schools handling
perhaps a thousand students of high school age. In fact, somewhere between twenty-five hundred and three thousand students actually showed up, and their ages
ranged from seven to seventy. Cobb's original idea of having one teacher for every four or five kids had to be dropped, and the number of schools was increased from
twenty-five to forty-one.

Part of the classwork consisted of traditional academic subjects. In Mississippi, though, traditional subjects were often not available in Black schools. Publicly

supported Black schools tended not to offer typing, foreign languages, art, drama, or college-preparatory mathematics. Apart from whatever intrinsic interest they
held, these subjects were popular with students partly because they symbolized equality.
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It was the Citizenship Curriculum that made the schools distinctive. It was built around a set of core questions, including:

1. What does the majority culture have that we want?
2. What does the majority culture have that we don't want?
3. What do we have that we want to keep?

One unit of the curriculum asked students to compare their social reality with that of others in terms of education, housing, and employment; one section called for
them to compare the adjustment of Negroes to Mississippi with the adjustment of Jews to Nazi Germany. Another unit was intended to convince students that "running
away" to the North wasn't going to solve anything. The "Introducing the Power Structure" unit tried "to create an awareness that some people profit by the pain of
others or by misleading them." The unit on poor whites tried to help students understand how the power structure manipulated the fears of poor whites. "Material
Things and Soul Things" was a critique of materialism. The last area of the curriculum was a study of the movement itself. The section on nonviolence made sure to
present it as something beyond a mere refraining from doing anyone physical harm; students were admonished to practice nonviolence of speech and thought as well.
The curriculum reflects how far discussion within sncc had progressed beyond a narrow concern with civil rights. A full analysis of society was embedded in the
thinking behind the schools, an analysis that went beyond racial problems and public policy about them. What was actually taught and how it got taught varied from
situation to situation. Teachers were encouraged to use a Socratic style of teaching, asking questions that drew on the experiences of students and trying to help them
develop a larger perspective. Volunteers who were professional teachers often had more trouble adjusting to the teaching style than did the inexperienced.

At their best the schools were an electric experience for teachers and students alike.
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The atmosphere in class is unbelievable. It is what every teacher dreams about—real, honest enthusiasm and desire to learn anything and everything. The girls come to class of
their own free will. They respond to everything that is said. They are excited about learning. They drain me of everything that I have to offer. . . .

If reading levels are not always the highest, the "philosophical" understanding is almost alarming: some of the things that our 11 and 12 year olds will come out with would never
be expected from someone of that age in the North. . . .

Classes in voter registration work and political play-acting were a success everywhere. With innate sophistication about their own plight, the kids pretended to be a Congressional
Committee discussing the pro's and cons of a bill to raise Negro wages and "the cons" would discover neat parliamentary tricks for tabling it. Or they'd act out Senator Stennis and

his wife having cocktails with Senator and Mrs. Eastland, all talking about their "uppity niggers." Sometimes they played white cops at the courthouse, clobbering applicants with
27

rolled-up newspapers.
The schools were more successful in rural areas and in those urban areas where the movement had been strong. With so little for youngsters to do in rural areas, the
schools became the focal point of teenage social life and an activity in which whole communities felt invested. ("When the Freedom School staft arrived in Carthage,
the entire Negro community was assembled at the church to greet them; when, two days later the staff was evicted from its school, the community again appeared with
pick up trucks to help move the library to a new school site.") In urban areas with little movement history and alternative ways for young people to spend their time,
places like Greenville or Gulfport, it was much more difficult for the schools to have an impact.?

There is some suggestive anecdotal evidence about the political effectiveness of the schools. In August, students from around the state held a conference at which they
worked on the platform for the youth program of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, and according to one observer "the kids did a fantastic job of it." They
developed
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guidelines for housing and health programs, suggested that repressive school districts be boycotted, and after a particularly bitter debate decided not to endorse a
boycott of Cuba. There were other expressions of political consciousness in the fall. In Philadelphia, where Schwerner, Chaney, and Goodman had been killed,
students returned to school wearing "onE man, one vote" buttons. In Issaquena and Sharkey counties, after the principal told them they could not wear their sncc
buttons, students launched a boycott that lasted eight months.

Within the movement, Freedom School work always had relatively low status value. In part this was because women did much of the Freedom School work and
because it wasn't as dangerous as other work. Voter registration was the prestige assignment. Looking back at the Freedom Schools with the hindsight of the last
three decades is disturbing. Of all the models generated by the movement, it seems tragic that this one, an institution specifically attentive to the developmental needs of
Black youngsters as a movement issue, was accorded relatively little respect. At the time, though, for young people with a sense of urgency, Freedom Schools seemed
a long, slow road. The school in the small Delta town of Shaw, for example, got off to a horrendous start. Discouraged, one volunteer wrote:

Furthermore [the kids] don't see how we can help them to be free. At this point, neither do we. Slow change is unthinkable when so much change is needed, when there is so much
hurt. . . . Things are so terrible here that I want to change it all NOW. I mean this as sincerely as I can. Running a freedom school is an absurd waste of time. I don't want to sit
around in a classroom; I want to go out and throw a few office buildings, not to injure people but to shake them up, destroy their stolen property, convince them we mean

business. . . . I really can't stand it here. »

In part the Freedom School model got lost in the desire to do something bigger, something that would have more impact sooner. This was emblematic of a larger
impatience. Just as Negro communities were shedding their fear, some in sncc-coro were losing their pa-
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tience with the pace of change. At least implicit in the thinking behind the community-organizing tradition has been a warning that big, dramatic actions may not
produce the most substantial change over the long term. Miss Baker, for example, was not a big fan of demonstrations because she thought the gains they produced
often proved short-term. In the politically tumultuous years after 1964, that kind of skepticism seemed to hold less sway in the movement, and that may have
something to do with the inattention to the slow processes of helping people develop their powers. 30

And Pray for Those Who Spitefully Use You

The first essay in James Baldwin's Fire Next Time takes the form of a letter of advice to his young nephew. There is, he tells the boy, no reason for you to become
like white people

and there is no basis for their impertinent assumption that they must accept you. The really terrible thing, old buddy, is that you must accept them. And I mean that very seriously.
You must accept them and accept them with love. For these innocent people have no other hope. They are, in effect, still trapped in a history which they do not understand; and

until they understand it, they cannot be released from it.3!

Much of the literature on Freedom Summer gets part of the story backwards. Every work of any length comments on the racial friction within the movement, and
particularly on the hostility volunteers encountered from some of the sncc-coro workers. It is frequently discussed and explained at some length; that is, it is treated as
an intellectual problematic. The fact that some young Blacks were distrustful of whites is not one of life's great puzzles. Intramovement racial friction is less surprising
than the fact that the volunteers were so warmly received by so many of the local residents across the state, especially the older ones and children. The volunteers
were generally accepted, and accepted with affection.
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Mileston Plantation School in Holmes County, November 1939. In the 1960s,
Mileston, with an unusually large number of landowning Blacks, became an
important center of movement activity. (Marion Post, Farm Security Administration,
Library of Congress)
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Sharecropper who had been evicted for trying to organize other tenants
into a union in Hillhouse, Miss., June 1936. (Dorothea Lange, Farm Security
Administration, Library of Congress)
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Dice game on the Marcella Plantation, October 1939.
(Marion Post, Farm Security Administration, Library of Congress)

Juke joint in Clarksdale, November 1939. Aaron Henry grew up
in the Clarksdale area. (Marion Post, Farm Security Administration, Library of Congress)
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man, Hollis Watkins, Amzie Moore, and E. W. Steptoe.
(Courtesy of Mary Lee Moore-Chatman)
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Ella Baker in workshop at the Highlander Center.
(Courtesy of Highlander Research and Education Center)
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Esau Jenkins and Myles Horton in front room of Citizenship School, 1959. The
front room had been set up as a grocery to hide the voter-registration activities
going on in the back. (Courtesy of Ida Berman)
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Citizenship School on Johns Island, with Alice Wine (second from left), Septima
Clark (center), and Bernice Robinson (standing), 1959. Robinson had to be
convinced that she could teach. (Courtesy of Ida Berman)
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June Johnson at mass meeting, probably 1963 or 1964. (Danny Lyon/Magnum)
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Mary Boothe. (Cour.tesy of Mary Boothe)
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James Moore. (Courtesy of James Moore)

Susie Morgan, with her daughter Arance Williamson, who started working
in the movement in 1962 and was elected to the Greenwood City Council in 1993.
(Courtesy of Arance Williamson)
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