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  Publisher's Note


  


  We are excited to bring this book back to readers. Nicholas Von Hoffman still has much to say about life in the United States. The columns in this book about political rights, political participation, and about attempts to suppress other people's political participation introduce topics have not gone away.


  Reading his accounts of this major effort of outsiders, mostly black and white college students, to work with people in a community at serious risk to the lives of both outsiders and insiders, is inspiring. Von Hoffman had the energy to write about such large stories as this work of over a thousand college students in the Mississippi Delta in the summer of 1964. This work is now known as Freedom Summer or the Mississippi Summer Project.


  When I saw Von Hoffman in the Washington Post in the 1980s, his was the first story I read that day even before the sports section. His political reporting was that fresh and energetic.


  And one of the topics of this book, somehow implicit, is now among the largest challenges facing the United States: what to do with pockets of poverty that last generation after generation? In this case in 1964, Nick was writing about the Mississippi Delta. Today he could be writing about the lives of African-Americans in West Baltimore which the Post is now covering, or the stories about the declining life expectancy of white men without college educations. He would be writing about how other countries protect the lives of people in low-paying service jobs. He would talk about communities especially battered by globalization.


  If Von Hoffman, now retired to the coast of Maine, was still writing he would be bringing back stories about these topics. Would he travel to Germany to learn more about the famous German apprenticeship programs which connect non-college youth to good jobs? He might ask why Congress vetoed funding for these programs in the past.


  Or he would he be suggesting how to pay for the new infrastructure and apprenticeship programs the country needs? Is it time to return to the 90% top tax rate on the extremely rich which were in place during the prosperous years of President Eisenhower in the 1950s? Somehow this top marginal rate did not discourage the business community in the 1950s. But most of all, Von Hoffman would still be complaining and bringing in fresh information and insights about difficult political challenges. This is why his writing can still inspire us.


  



  Jim McCabe


  Ebooksforstudents.org


  January, 2016
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  FOREWARD


  I KNOW we’ve had a hundred years. I know that, and I'm ashamed to ask it, but we need more time. If we had more time,we’d work it out. I’m sure we would. I still have faith in thepeople of my state.”


  
    So speaks a Hattiesburg doctor, a Mississippian who describes himself to northern visitors, but not his fellow townsmen, as amoderate. There are many like him in the state, men who knowthere must be change and are ready to accept it, and even workfor it. When they ask for more time, they ask for it in the beliefthat the best hope for the best change for the state they love isthrough the actions of Mississippians themselves.


  


  Yet in the spring of 1964 neither moderate nor anybody else in white Mississippi was able to bring himself to say that thecentury of grace had expired, that the time was up, and something would have to be done immediately. The most that peoplelike the doctor could do was to extend themselves into a mournful and backward-looking sympathy for the hundreds of collegestudents, ministers, doctors, and lawyers who were to come intothe state to begin the revolution.


  “I’m not questioning the motives of these civil rights workers,” the doctor went on. “I’ve talked to some of them. I invited them to my office because I wanted to find out what kind ofpeople they are. They made a good case for themselves.


  “I talked to two of their ministers. I thought one was very sensible. I was impressed by what he had to say. The other wasthe ‘but-but’ type of person—always trying to break in with a‘yes, but.’ I told him I thought he was too excitable, and heagreed maybe he was.


  “You see, I know most of them coming into our state are fine people. I know they’ve come here to do what they think isright, but they don’t know us. They’re doing it the wrong way.They’re forcing what can’t be forced. We need time, thoughHeaven knows we haven’t put the time we’ve had to much use.”


  In fact, a case could be built to show that Mississippi has put the time since the 1954 Supreme Court school desegregation decision to quite effective use. The time has been used to equip andperfect every organ of government and virtually every privateinstitution to fight any favorable change in the position of themore than 40 per cent of the population that is Negro. The timehas been used to cauterize the society against the effects ofchange when, as at the University of Mississippi, a Negro wasenrolled by the United States Army.


  In the interval between 1954 and the spring of 1964 it became treasonable in this state—which thinks of itself as a sovereignnation in loose affiliation with the rest of America—to say thatultimately the Constitution will have to be obeyed. The yearswere spent displaying more Confederate flags and making speeches to gullible Mississippi white men about preserving thewhite race against foreign attack from Communist governmentofficials in Washington and Communist bankers in New York.


  Then, with the news that the civil rights movement would make its first great effort in the state this summer, the whitepopulation fell into a frenetic boil of emotion and activity.


  A state legislator emptied a Jackson restaurant of customers by rushing in and shouting that a Negro cook had poisoned thefood. Men armed and did close-order drill after work to protectthemselves against the “rape squads” that they were sure wouldform part of an invading civil rights army.


  Official appeals to let the authorities handle things “during this crisis” confirmed the people in their fears. It was to be a second Reconstruction, and the Mississippi folk memory of the firstReconstruction would have you think that every white familylost a plantation, and every white woman was ravished beforethe eyes of her menfolk, who were freshly and gallantly backfrom the war the South never really lost.


  A white Mississippian wanting a calm description of the civil rights movement in the state or the projected Mississippi SummerProject would have found only two or three newspapers in thestate to provide it. But the movement’s true position and intention was so different from what white Mississippi imagined, thatfew would have believed the truth even if they had been told it.


  The winter of 1963-64 was a bad one for the young men and women who composed the full-time staff of SNCC (Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee) in Mississippi. If they hadnot been beaten, they had been stopped. The stopping had begunon the spring night in 1963 when a rifleman had murderedMedgar Evers as the state NAACP leader got out of his car.With his death the Jackson movement stopped.


  SNCC had never been strong in Jackson, and it usually got along poorly with the NAACP. The town was always consideredNAACP territory, but after Evers died, the NAACP was notable to get things moving again. The bullet had killed the strategically right man, and although there were riots after his funeral,they accomplished little save to make Medgar Evers betterknown in his grave than he had been before he was put into it.


  They found Medgar’s brother, Charlie, up in Chicago and brought him down to Jackson to take his place. Charlie, whoacts as though he were glad to see you again even if he doesn’tknow you, made a bad impression on the people in the Mississippi freedom movement. They thought him vain and organizationally self-centered. They didn’t trust him to live up to his partin agreements reached through the medium of COFO (Councilof Federated Organizations).


  COFO acts as the united organizational expression of all civil rights groups in the state. This includes not only SNCC and theNAACP, but also CORE (Congress of Racial Equality) andMartin Luther King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), plus a fluctuating number of purely local smalltown and rural groups breathed into life by SNCC.


  COFO had its beginnings in 1961 after the Freedom Riders had come into Jackson and McComb, gotten beaten up, andwere jailed. That was when SNCC had also first come into thestate, and when everybody was learning that Mississippi wasable to stand impervious against coast-to-coast TV programsshowing young people getting their heads bashed in trying tointegrate a bus depot.


  The recognition that the Negro people would have to be organized into a revolutionary force able to dispute every oppressive custom came as the tiny civil rights movement found that the more dramatic demonstrations won little beside thousands ofdollars in bail and fines, and the enervation of months of litigation. As the new idea of what to do grew, so did COFO, a centralunity based on broad and deep organization of all the Negropeople and such few whites as might be willing to forsake family, friends, and position to live the life of a Mississippi “whitenigger.”


  As federations of this sort go, the alliance has been cohesive, but it has not been able to abrogate the great differences inthought, membership, and method of the constituent groups. Thedifferences have been the source of backbiting and organizationalwrangling, which is looked upon by sympathetic outsiders andsometimes by the wranglers themselves as divisive weakness.


  Yet the number of civil rights organizations, their great differences, and the impossibility of their agreeing on many fundamentals is a sign of the legitimacy of the revolution which they proclaim and carry out. This is not an artificial movement visibleonly to discerning intellectuals or a palace coup being contrivedby a handful of political adventurers. It is a broad stirring ofpeople, and as such is beyond the capacity of any single organized group to express or represent all of it.


  A true revolution—that is, a true, abrupt change in the order of things inspired by the desires of many, many people—is notthe work of one organization. The revolution of the place of laborin American life was led, particularly in the 1930’s, by a numberof organizations, some of whom hated each other with moreenergy, it would seem, than they hated their opponents, whomthey styled “the bosses.” Much the same can be said of theEnglish, the French, and the Russian revolutions.


  The COFO alliance has always been dominated by the radicals, that is, the young people. The NAACP has been fitfully present, thanks mostly to a Clarksdale druggist, Aaron Henry,the NAACP’s state chairman, who is popular among the youthand has worked with them in a wholehearted way.


  Unlike the NAACP, which really does have some membership in its branches here and there across the state, the SCLC hasnever been too important in Mississippi. Occasionally Dr. Kingor some of the ministers associated with him drop by, so tospeak, and from time to time you may run across one of his staffworkers, but the push behind the alliance has been the youngstersand their organizations.


  The propulsive idea behind the alliance has been massive organization to carry out political, educational, and economicprograms to give Negroes a material self-sufficiency to matchand sustain the purely formal one of being able to vote or get afair trial—assuming, of course, such rights are finally secured.Hence, the most driving rights groups have had only a casualinterest in integrating restaurants when most of Mississippi’sNegro people can’t afford the price of the meal.


  In Mississippi, as elsewhere, the NAACP subsists on the thin number of Negroes who have at least enough money to imaginemaking use of integrated motels, restaurants, and other placesthat people with coin in their pockets consider going. There areprecious few such Negroes in Mississippi, so that when theyouthful civil rights workers turned toward the untaught fieldhands and the pauperized menials who are the biggest majority,they necessarily began to think of large changes in the way society is run.


  Their radical rhetoric and thinking has not been heard articulated by young lips in a generation or more in America.


  That they should find support for their thoughts in the old radicalisms is not surprising. No group of people so closely resembles a proletarian class of the kind the nineteenth-centurysocial thinkers described than Negroes in Mississippi. If they donot have the class consciousness of “workers,” they have a consciousness of themselves as a people set apart.


  They are a people set apart, and they have been taught to think of themselves as such. And, if business and businessmenanywhere in the United States are rapacious throwbacks to thebusinessmen that made radicals of thousands of Americans inthe 1890’s and the early 1900’s, it would be this state’s cheap-labor business executives.


  In fairness to the Mississippi businessman it should be said that no very great example has been set for him by northern-controlledindustry in the state or by northerners who hold large blocks ofstock in Mississippi business. These Yankees have used neithertheir prestige nor their sometimes great economic power to pressfor change in Mississippi policy in government or private life.Since the northern business interest often has no need to courtlocal favor, but rather is the pursued party in the economic courtship, the failure to assume responsibility cannot be explainedaway as necessity or expediency.


  The establishment of schools and social centers, and the attempts at medical and economic programs, which constitute the


  Mississippi Summer Project, arise from seeing the absurdity of gaining rights that almost no one can afford to enjoy.


  The project’s beginnings are also in the knowledge, won by costly test, that a segregated society like Mississippi’s will notchange with one blow or ten. Enormous power will have to belevered against it, and if much of that power, faute de mieux,will have to come from the North, it will only be called into Mississippi by a convincing demonstration that Negro Mississippiansnow demand a change. Moreover, should the power of the Northbe used to make Mississippi change, the change could not lastunless Negroes were organized to take advantage of the changeand retain their winnings. After the Civil War the northernpower was used, but inadequately organized and untrained Mississippi Negroes could not hold their own against the whitesonce the North had turned the other way.


  Between 1961 and the fall of 1963 a start had been made toward the organization of Negro Mississippians into effective and abiding local groupings capable of carrying on political protestand other supporting activities, particularly in education. However, the mass of Negroes were stiff untouched by the organizational network that the civil rights alliance was trying to create.


  Not that there had been no changes among the rural Negro population in recent years. There seems to have been some unmeasured and perhaps undefinable change at work among Negroes in Mississippi.


  I remember traveling through some of the rural parts of the state in the early 1950’s before the Supreme Court decisionof 1954.


  Then, without a proper introduction, I found that as an unknown white man I had difficulty establishing a reasonable human relationship with the rural Negroes I might chance to meet. They would “yessuh” and “nossuh” me, feign not understandingmy questions and beg money. But it was seldom they would riskhaving a discussion in which thoughts were honestly and equallyexchanged.


  The white man was too dangerous and the idea of entering into such a relationship with him too foreign for most Negroes. Butreturning to Mississippi in 1963, it was plain that there had beena change. While there were still many Negroes who acted in theold way, there were also many who did not.


  I noticed that even some country people, whom I might stop on the road, would talk full and fair once they recognized thehard accentuation of my northern speech.


  How the new ideas and attitudes started working their way into the rock of rural Negro society is a matter for speculation.It may have been the influence of the civil rights groups, althoughthis isn’t likely, because the summer of 1964 really marks the first time they have begun to have a wide contact with the Negropopulation; it may have been radio and television, but what TVplays is often bent to depict the white Mississippi view of things.


  The change coming over the Negro people of Mississippi is probably much less than all-embracing. As late as the summerof 1964, James Forman, SNCC’s executive director, could givea speech in Greenwood attacking the Negro churches there forrefusing to provide space for a mass meeting at which MartinLuther King was to be the principal speaker.


  Their refusal may demonstrate nothing more than that the cold fear of the white man remains and lives side by side withthe new hope for liberation. It is a mistake to think that everyNegro, or even most Mississippi Negroes, are ready to declarethemselves publicly supporters of the revolution. Revolutions areusually, I suspect, the work of a small percentage of the peoplefor whom they are being fought.


  Nonetheless, the organizational development of the movement had ripened by the fall of 1963 so that the civil rights alliance could make its first state-wide effort, the running of a Negro, Aaron Henry, for Governor. Since scarcely 5 per cent ofthe eligible Negro voters in the state were registered, the alliancestaged a private election in which it conducted its own “freedom” registration and “freedom” vote.


  (Apparently nobody really knows how many Negroes in the state are registered to vote. The United States Civil Rights Commission has some figures but these statistics are out of date. Thestate of Mississippi, if it has accurate figures, doesn’t let themout. The Governor is on the state Election Board, but when Iasked his office for figures, his public relations man said, “Howthe Hell should we know how many niggers we got registered?”My impression is that most localities have allowed a few prosperous Negroes to register in recent years, but the number is asmall fraction of what it should be.)


  Some thousands of Mississippi Negroes took part in the campaign, which proved itself a worthwhile agitational device and attracted some national attention toward the state. It also foreshadowed the coming summer, when a group of Yale boys camedown to help as volunteers during the campaign. They seemedto have spent a good part of their visit being chased by angrywhite locals, but most went back to New Haven strong in theconviction that they and many more must return.


  By January of 1964 COFO was ready to try registering Negroes in big numbers. The place they chose to begin was Hattiesburg, county seat of Forrest County in the piney southeastern section of the state. The Hattiesburg choice was tactically sound.It is the Governor’s hometown and a Federal court had orderedthe circuit clerk (registrar) to let some Negroes register.


  It was decided to get the drive going by having what COFO calls a “Freedom Day,” a day when a large number of Negroesare persuaded to come down to the county courthouse, an activity that had, till that time, customarily resulted in instant arrestor trouble of some other kind. There is at least one attested caseof a Negro being shot dead on the steps of a county courthouseas he entered the building to register.


  The hope was that the combination of the court order and a good deal of national attention would, for once, get a significantnumber of Negroes on the rolls.


  There is a dismal routine for trying to get a few Negroes registered in Mississippi, and it was put into effect at Hattiesburg. It will vary according to time and circumstances but, whenpossible, the idea is to recruit a large number of northern clergymen to take part, thereby stimulating the interest of both theJustice Department and the press.


  The clergy, in this case about seventy of them, duly arrived, followed by FBI men who set up motion-picture cameras Insecond-story windows to gather evidence in case anything badshould happen. The TV and newspaper people arrived in theirturn, and on the day in question several hundred Negroes, reassured by the outside presences, made their try at registering.


  Hattiesburg had decided it was not going to become a national cause célèbre. Instead of clubbing the picketing ministers or arresting the Negroes, it let the ministers march (a few, but notenough to make headlines, were arrested), and it allowed a fewNegroes every hour or so to fill out the registration tests. Thereare no right answers for people of the wrong color.


  Days passed while the ministers marched in the rainy cold weather and the Negroes stood in line down the courthouse stepswaiting to be admitted to take the test which most would neverpass in order that the whole dreary process might be repeated. Itwas a stolid kind of heroism, the middle-aged ministers trampingin the damp contracting rheumatism, and the Negroes beingconfirmed in their life-long conviction that the Mississippi whiteman is a formidable white man indeed.


  Jim Forman came over from SNCC national headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia, and tried to bait the Hattiesburg authoritiesinto getting out their billy clubs to break the discouraging stalemate. One day he stood by the courthouse door with a tired-looking middle-aged Negro woman who, he said, had a constitutional right to wait inside out of the fitful showers. Sevenmonths later, Forman would be in front of the Leflore Countycourthouse protesting that another woman had been beaten bythe Greenwood police.


  To no avail. Hattiesburg had learned from Laurie Pritchett, Albany, Georgia’s police chief, that you can fight non-violencewith non-violence and so avoid headlines as you consume themovement’s slight resources for a long siege. Instead of putting Forman in jail, Hattiesburg retaliated by finding a half-crazy old Negro woman with a costume jewelry tiara to stand on thecourthouse steps and rail inane incoherencies at the marchersand the waiters.


  In the discouragement of Hattiesburg, cold, damp, and motionless people talked about opera buffo incidents, such as when a civil rights staff worker tried to place an FBI man under citizenarrest because the FBI man would not arrest a Hattiesburg policeman who had arrested another civil rights worker.


  “What were they going to do,” asked the agent in charge when he heard about it, “take our guy down to SNCC headquartersand book him?”


  It was a mildly amusing moment in the eventless tedium. For the onlookers who neither waited nor marched there was nothingelse to do but to pass around any humor that could be scratchedup. When a Hattiesburg policeman with the improbable name ofJohn Quincy Adams said wonderingly of his German shepherd,“My dog’s so mean he’d bite another police officer,” the remarkwas laughed at for two days.


  Not that the civil rights workers could find the byplay amusing. One of their number, a recent white Yale Law School graduateof stolid speech, was beaten up in the Hattiesburg jail by another white prisoner. The police chief said it was an “unplannedbeating,” i.e., it was done without official connivance from thetop, but hardly without the jailor’s knowledge.


  The young workers and ministers were bitter about the FBI and the Department of Justice. Here they were in Hattiesbergwith a court order requiring Negroes to be registered, andNegroes were not being registered while neither agency of theFederal government appeared to be doing more than taking notes.The reason lay with the White House and the Attorney Generalof the United States, who even at this writing cannot be accusedof acting in reckless haste to protect Negro voting rights in thestate.


  The Mississippi point-scoring system is a strange one. When the civil rights people said they had won a victory by forcingthe authorities to allow the obnoxious picket line to remain infront of the courthouse, no one was disposed to dispute theclaim. Nevertheless, after the effort of transporting the ministersfrom so far and paying the costs arising from all the minor arrests, it was plain most of the Negroes would not be registered.


  The press, seeing that nothing ghastly was going to happen, of necessity withdrew. And while the attempt at Hattiesburg continued on a diminished scale, it had not opened the door to biggerorganizational opportunities. A few weeks later, the failure of thewinter was assured when the same thing was tried at Canton,with more arrests but the same results.


  About the same time, SNCC in Atlanta committed an error for which the alliance in Mississippi was to suffer. They stagedseveral desegregation demonstrations at which there was a gooddeal of non-violent violence. Forman called it “creative confrontation,” but the news people who saw it said it looked morelike kicking, punching, and biting. (SNCC partisans protest thisdescription as an exaggeration.)


  Worse has probably happened on thousands of union picket lines, but the political position of the freedom movement is suchthat Negroes only win public sympathy when they are thebeaten, not the beating, party. The consequence of Forman’s“creative confrontation” seems to have been that SNCC’s neverterribly generous contributors stopped giving almost entirely.


  By March the movement was enduring a Valley Forge in Mississippi. There were reports of SNCC kids living on peanut butter and scrounging for cigarette butts. Some began turningup at the homes of northern sympathizers confessing that purehunger had done what neither the Citizens Council nor the KuKlux Klan had been able to accomplish—run them out of thestate.


  Meanwhile, planning for the Mississippi Summer Project went on. Buildings were found for social centers, schools, and headquarters groups. Living accommodations in the Negro communities were lined up for the expected summer volunteers.Along with this, a great volume of press releases and researchreports were mimeographed on paper one suspects was paid forwith I.O.U.’s.


  Many of the eighty or so SNCC staff kids who previously had held positions of minor responsibility were trained as best theycould to take hold in the organization which would be taxed asnever before by the amount of work, the number of workers and,of course, the white Mississippians. As summer drew near, boththe scale of the project and some of the more elaborate ideas,like the touring repertory theater, were cut back or dropped.(Predictions of 3,000 volunteers were made. In actuality about600 students and 300 or 400 other people probably took part.There were no readily available and accurate figures, thanks tothe strain put on COFO’s fragile communications system and theitinerant nature of some of the people who arrived on their ownwithout notifying anyone.) But the program’s essence—the teaching and the voter registration—was refined, and the volunteerstudents, teachers, lawyers, and doctors did sign up.


  SNCC kids from Mississippi moved about from campus to campus telling in a matter-of-fact way of the problem, the job tobe done, and the dangers. They were listened to, and from Harvard to Stanford some hundreds did raise the money they wouldneed to spend the summer in dubious and strange conflict. Atthe same time, organizations like the National Council ofChurches elected to ignore the “creative confrontation” aspectof things, and recognize that in Mississippi there was no one elsefor them to support except SNCC and COFO.


  As it became known that there would be a summer project, the alarm was spread in the state that the “mixers” were preparing an invasion whose purpose was the destruction of Mississippisociety. In truth, the “mixers” were prepared to destroy thestate’s society. Even Americans without sympathy for what Mississippians like to call “our southern way of life” wondered ifthis was the right way to do it. Some doubted that MississippiNegroes really cared to have the summer “invaders” cause anuproar for which they might have to suffer in the fall. These areunanswerable questions.


  I met a girl in McComb who told me that it was the outside people who gave her the strength to resist Mississippi becausenow she knew she was not alone. I met Negroes who said theywished the kids had never come.


  I doubt that most people are willing to suffer very much to be “free.” The American colonists do not seem to have hatedGeorge III enough to suffer a war to be rid of him. Their leadershad other ideas though, and probably dragged them into a warwhich later times have judged to have been justified.


  Whether the Negro people in Mississippi want to be free if they must suffer terrible fear, economic reprisals, and physicalmayhem is problematic. Certainly some do, particularly thesmall independent Negro farmers in whom the spirit of revolution seems strongest. But I doubt if the poorest field hands inthe Delta, whom the whites lovingly call “the blue gum niggers,”would choose freedom and strife over peace and subjugation.Yet even in the Delta some have, and more give signs of beingabout to.


  Freedom has been chosen for them, however, perhaps by history, but assuredly by their leaders who, like most revolutionaries, tend to think that anyone who so much as brings up questions like these must be in the enemy camp.


  Some people may find these observations on the civil rights leadership a substantiation of the charge that they are “agitators”who divide people and cause trouble. Those who head the civilrights movement in Mississippi and perhaps elsewhere are agitators and trouble-makers.


  Given the situation in Mississippi, might we not say that the proper and only function of leadership is division, agitation, andtrouble? Wasn’t this what St. Paul did in Greece and Asia Minor,and isn’t this what all men who are convinced of the need ofchange do in societies which do not have the capacity to changethemselves?


  How are the young men of SNCC to be censured for training their followers to keep a closed mind, to refrain from allowingthemselves to see their opponents’ point of view when everypublic institution in Mississippi has done the same long beforethem? A better question might be why we—all of us in America—allowed the situation to degenerate to the point where no otherpolitics but revolutionary politics verging on warfare is possible?


  The young leaders are tough-minded men. They are not only capable of bringing the white students into the state as willinghostages, but they really did it. And who can damn them for itwhen it was, as they ceaselessly point out, the murder of twowhite workers at the summer’s beginning that moved a nationwhich had not been moved by the murder of many MississippiNegroes?


  Thus, though I cannot blame them for the necessities under which they labor, I cannot be around SNCC leaders such asForman, John Lewis, the national chairman, and Robert Moses,director of the Mississippi Summer Project, without remembering the old joke about the radical giving a street-comer speech:


  “Comes the Revolution, comrades, and every night you will have shrimp cocktail, filet mignon, and strawberry shortcake.”


  “What if you don’t like strawberry shortcake?” asks a voice in the crowd.


  “Comes the Revolution and you must like strawberry shortcake,” is the retort.
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  JUNE AND JULY


  Chapter 1


  DEVIL’S DUST, the little wind-stirred geysers of dry earth that blow up between rows of cotton plants, puff here andthere across the fields.


  Two Negro women walk by the side of the highway. Their parasols protect them from the sun which even now in the earlymorning has laid down its heat over the Mississippi Delta.


  The blues and reds of the women’s cotton dresses are vivid. The orange umbrella atop the tractor moving down the rows ofcotton plants is unfaded in the sun’s summer light.


  The Mississippi sun does not bleach. It brings out color and magnifies detail so that no man can mistake another.


  The lean men of Mississippi are unmistakable. They pause at the gas pumps in front of roadside general stores, their lifelesseyes full of suspicion forcing your own to glance downward asyou get out of your car.


  In this summer the stranger is the enemy, and the men of Mississippi wait and watch for him. In khaki pants and straw hatthey stand their watch against the civil rights workers across theDelta counties—Bolivar, Sunflower, Leflore, Tallahatchie.


  By night they ride dipping roads in the hill country to the east where that fatal plant, the kudzu vine, grows everywherestrangling grass and tree. Along Route 19 they drive throughNeshoba County’s scrub oak and scraggly pine forests withoutheadlights when the moon is bright and the mist is sparse andpatchy.


  At Natchez cars cross the Mississippi River bridge from Vidalia, Louisiana. The Negroes say they’re loaded with guns.Confederate flags fly from their antennae, but no one reallyknows what they carry.


  The little girl whose preacher father heads the Ku Klux Klan around Natchez answers the phone and says, “My daddy ain’there. He’s off in town selling Bibles.”


  Up in Jackson, the state capital, the Governor says, “A very great resentment bums inside of me when I consider the distorted picture of my beloved state which is presented to Americaby her enemies.”


  For the Negroes, fear makes the night wakeful.


  South of Tchula in Holmes County, a mocha-colored old Negro farmer finishes supper and checks to see if his rifle iswhere it belongs. Hartman Turabow knows his Delta. Therehave been many nights since they fire-bombed his farmhousethat the courteous old man has stood watch.


  Sixty miles away to the southeast, Negro farmers in the dirt-road community of Harmony check their guns and count their children as the night comes on. There are no phones in Harmony, and without them the short nights of summer are long,longer than ever now because the white civil rights workers areliving hidden among the Negro farm folk.


  Farther south, in Laurel, a tough Negro dentist with a reedy voice, Benjamin Murph, must see the straight-up southern sun as it moves toward Louisiana and wonder if this is the night theKlan will make good the promise of death attached to the rockthrown through his window.


  Every man watches and every man is watched.


  The whites watch the Negroes. The Negroes watch the whites. The FBI, the State Sovereignty Commission, the newsmen, theCitizens Council, the Klan, the civil rights workers—all watch.


  Before the summer and the coming of the hundreds of civil rights workers, they were watching each other because there isno trust left between the white man and the black man. The“good Mississippi nigger” who played with the white folks’ children and cooked the white folks’ food and labored and loved thewhite folks and was loyal, if he ever existed, is gone.


  Now there is a black stranger in the white man’s house.


  But even while guarding himself against this new darkie who has treasonably and ungratefully turned against him, the whiteman cannot bring himself to believe it.


  The white man is like the volunteer auxiliary policeman in Greenwood who had to take a day off from his business to standguard while Leflore County Negroes tried, as they have so oftenbefore, to register to vote.


  “Look at them fool niggers,” the man said as he fiddled with his uncomfortable steel helmet. “They can come on down hereand register any day they want.” Then looking at the line of ahundred or so Negroes standing in the sun, he went on, “Thereain’t one respectable Greenwood nigger on that line. They’redoing it so’s they get publicity.


  “Why hell, look at that fat old nigger woman. She can’t vote ’cause she can’t read. There’s white people in the county wedon’t let vote, lots of them.


  “We got a lot of good colored people in Leflore County . . . nigger businessmen and nigger preachers. If our good niggerswant to vote, why ain’t they standing up there hollering for their‘freedom’?”


  A few feet away an old Negro man, his white straw hat contrasting with the richness of his very dark, almost black skin, answers a reporter’s questions. A small blond boy stands next tohis father listening.


  The Negro says: “As long as they’s only five or six come toregister, it’s all right, but when they’s a hundred, they raise hell. . . . Anything that can kill a nigger or a dog—they put agun on him. There’s a law against everything ’round here, excepting it’s open season on niggers and snakes all year ’round.”The boy looks up at his father and asks, “Daddy, you hearwhat that nigger’s saying? You hear what that nigger’s saying?”Does the father hear, or is he like the Mississippi father whois supposed to have taken his son to a Klan meeting “so the boycan learn about segregation while he’s young”?


  Some whites have come to recognize the rebellion welling up in the people they still refer to as “our nigras.” They are galledby it, though, like the vindictive Hattiesburg housewife who said,“When I saw that little colored girl of mine waiting in front ofthe courthouse with those common niggers I couldn’t hardly believe it. I would have let her go anyway. She was spending moretime eavesdropping than cooking.”


  They used to say that Negroes knew more about white folks’ business than white folks. It didn’t matter if they overheard thefamily’s secrets. They were “jus’ niggers.”


  Long before the Mississippi Summer Project brought northern college kids tumbling into the state, the whites, whether theyalways admitted it or not, had come to know the Negroes hadstopped being “jus’ niggers.”


  But knowing is not the same as accepting. A white plantation owner can still sit in a Greenwood bar and tell a visiting Yankeeabout “hoe cake,” the corn and water patty that Negro fieldhands used to cook on the blades of their hoes for their noontime meal in the fields. The plantation owner talks as thoughhoe cakes, “chopping cotton,” and pickaninnies having fish frieson the levee were still the life of the Delta.


  Then came the kids. They had been recruited off the campuses of the greatest universities in the land—UCLA, Harvard, Stanford, Chicago, Cornell, Yale—but they knew nothing ofMississippi, her mood or her people. Before they had been in the state forty-eight hours one of them, and two full-time civilrights workers, were murdered.


  The National Council of Churches had spent a small fortune setting up an orientation program for the students on the campusof Western College for Women at Oxford, Ohio. They broughtthe full-time civil rights workers up from Mississippi to trainthem and warn them about sheriffs’ posses and the primitiveplumbing.


  Trained or not, the pious Congregationalist girls, the acidic anti-white Negroes from northern slums, verbose sons of collegeprofessors, young romantics, adventurers, and idealists—all werehopelessly alien to Mississippi.


  The people from Mississippi at Oxford tried to tell “what it is like,” but they didn’t know how.


  George Green, who is twenty-one and has, as someone once said of him, “more bullet holes in his shroud than any other manin Mississippi,” knows what it is like, but he hasn’t words toconvey it. For nearly a year he has been operating in the badsouthwest counties where the Klan rides—Pike, Amite, Franklin, and Adams. He knows.


  George is coffee-colored, thin and long and always pleasant answering questions. He has a bad stomach, but he says it wasthat way “before,” meaning before his leaders began sendinghim to places like Natchez, where he got four bullets in the rearof his fleeing car one night.


  George knows about Mississippi, but he can’t tell about it so that it is believable to nice kids from Columbia.


  Some are like Peggy Sharp, a round, brown girl from Indianapolis. She went swimming during training sessions at Oxford, and on the long drive south she giggled and told the other peoplein the car how frightened she was.


  They assigned her to Holmes County where the hills break quickly off just west of Lexington and the Delta begins. Theytold her to find the Negroes living in the shacks with the corrugated iron roofs and persuade them to register.


  She thrived. Her only complaint, when she would reappear from time to time in Jackson, all smiles, was about the shortageof bathtubs with hot running water up in Holmes County.


  They came, as widely different each from the other as they were from Mississippi itself, and they broke the mood of thestate.


  Their reactions were northern and defiantly unsubservient. Phil Moore, the Winnetka, Illinois, boy who graduated fromHarvard this spring, reacted in anger to the beating he got.


  Some may have wanted martyrdom, but not the young woman who was liberated after five days in a Greenwood jail. Her eastern woman’s college manners betrayed her when she found outher hunger strike hadn’t made the newspapers.


  “They should have told us short hunger strikes aren’t news. My God, I starved myself for five days!”


  Ultimately more memorable perhaps is another young woman volunteer standing in the Vicksburg Freedom School showing thefirst paintings done by her small Negro students.


  There are Freedom Schools, libraries, and community centers now in many parts of the state. For the first time a few of the children at least are in contact with well-educated people.


  It is little enough, but amid the passion, the dramatic landscape of heavy foliage and pools of water, and ignorance, it is a hope for a new beginning.


  Chapter 2


  THE extra molecule in the Mississippi air—fear—attacks the central nervous system. It works on the optic nerve to distortwhat you see, on the auditory nerve to scramble what you hear,and on the cerebral cortex to paralyze and anger.


  Fear attacks the nice white lady who works for the state House of Representatives. She hesitates to show a reporter a listof bills enacted by the legislature.


  “Those civil rights workers have been coming up here trying to look up the law,” she explains.


  Fear is at work on Lynch Street, at civil rights headquarters in Jackson. The office is in a street-level store. The windows havebeen broken so often they are permanently covered with plywood.


  A Volkswagen station wagon is parked in front.


  Inside the wagon, kneeling and sweating in a great ganglion of wire and electronic equipment, is a young physicist on hisvacation from Sperry Gyroscope in New York.


  He is working on a radio communications net for the collegians canvassing the back country to get Negroes to dare to try to register to vote. The walkie-talkies and the two-way car radiosare to be an early warning system against entrapment and attack.


  “Two men ahead of me,” says a voice from a walkie-talkie down the road from a civil rights radio car. “I think one of themhas a club or a lead pipe or something in his hand . . . whatshould I do?”


  “Run.”


  Fear turns some of the young people bitter and robs them of their better judgment.


  A sign in the Jackson headquarters reads:


  There’s a town in Mississippi called Liberty.


  There’s a department in Washington called Justice.


  Two white men stand under the awning of the J. C. Penney Company store in Philadelphia, watching a blue-gray Plymouthpark by the Neshoba County courthouse.


  “FBI,” says the first.


  “Federal Bureau of Integration, you mean,” the second retorts.


  Fear pushes the youthful leaders of the movement toward stubborn and heedless decisions.


  They persist in accepting the free services of the National Lawyers Guild, although former Attorney General HerbertBrownell once called it a Communist front. And the rights movement’s best friend, the National Council of Churches, has askedthem to stay away from the Guild.


  Jack Pratt, the Council’s energetic lawyer, asked the civil rights leaders not to associate with the Guild, but they turnedhim down, and they love Pratt for his feud with Police ChiefBen Collins up in Clarksdale, and his tussles with a prosecutingattorney over in the southeastern part of the state whom evenhis friends call “acid head.”


  They have resisted similar pressure from the NAACP’s Legal Defense Fund, too.


  But they are not Reds. Their free-ranging social radicalism could never suffer the restrictions of Communist dogma. Yet afear-born sense of isolation makes them politically obtuse andloyal to any friend who will stand and sing with them “WhichSide Are You On?”


  “Communism? What are you talking about, man?” asks a white college boy in the Meridian voter registration headquarters.Negro children come here to play ping-pong in a room set upfor them by Mickey Schwerner, one of the three who were murdered in Philadelphia, forty miles away.


  “Man, don’t you know,” the boy says, aping Negro idiom, “Communism was way back in the 1950’s?”


  Another boy, a socialist, remarks, “Sure, there are Stalinists here, but they’re not running things.”


  A poised Reed College coed from Larkspur, California, speaks the words of lonesome courage, not collectivist inevitability: “Iconsidered the possibility of being killed, but if we chicken outthere’ll be more violence. Social change must come from individual outcasts like us in Mississippi. We’re more willing totake risks because we have less to lose here.”


  The experienced workers neither admire derring-do nor practice it. They play it safe, travel by day whenever possible, and follow a careful routine of telephone security checks.


  They cultivate the art of escape: “Never go any places where there aren’t at least two roads so that people who follow you inhave to watch two exits when you leave.”


  Good fast cars and good fast drivers are much in demand. Heck (short for Hezekiah) Watkins, a slightly built, dark youthof eighteen, who says he started driving when he was five, isconsidered by his friends around Carthage and Canton to be thebest driver in the Mississippi movement. They say that Heckcan take the awful, unpaved back-country roads—even by night—at speeds up to 100 miles per hour.


  “I do it by touch of hand and eye,” he will tell you. When it’s all over and “freedom” is won, Heck, who got in the movement“when my mother encouraged me to do it because she wasn’table to,” says he might try LeMans or Sebring.


  One way to conquer fear seems to be by an overcompensating, taunting, plucky bravado.


  I saw it in a good-looking Negro teenager who was about to go on a picket line in Greenwood and be arrested.


  He clapped his hands and did a mocking bent-knee dance close to a policeman who was used to having his Negroes say“yessuh” with their hats in hand.


  Another policeman saw the kid and said aloud to himself, “That’s one nigger boy I want to get in the jailhouse.”


  Maybe the boy heard him, because he immediately began to sing a teasing song at the cop. A few minutes later he was onthe picket line, and then he was one of a shrieking bus load ofhysterical arrestees being taken to the jailhouse.


  Some of the same audaciousness must live within the most experienced and calculating leaders.


  James Farmer, executive director of CORE, lolled on a sofa in a second-floor sitting room of Meridian’s Young’s Hotel “forcolored.” The country was in an uproar over the murdered three(who were then only known to be missing), and up in Philadelphia the whites were out in their pick-up trucks with their shotguns. It was no place for CORE’S executive director.


  Farmer, who has a face like a chocolate moon and a stomach which oozes over his belt buckle, ate sandwiches, dipped intobags of potato chips, and told us, “I expect to go to Philadelphiaand retrace the steps of the missing men.”


  The next afternoon he rolled up the road to the town, leading a six-car cavalcade of whites and Negroes, male and female. Farfrom getting his head blown off, the off-balance authorities protected him with highway patrolmen who cradled shotguns andsubmachine guns to use against their own people should theydecide to attack.


  That there can be safety in bold action is recognized by the 30


  theoreticians of non-violence. One of them, the Reverend James Lawson, of Dr. Martin Luther King’s group, explained this tosome of the northern college students before they came Souththis summer.


  “When you turn the other cheek you must accept the fact that you will get clobbered on it.”


  But then he told them, “harassment increases as non-violence loses the initiative. In the midst of an attack you cannot be passive. Instead of using a fist or a gun, use your eyes, your voice,or some other means of confrontation (with your assailant). Idon’t believe hiding your face is a good approach when beingbeaten because it tends to be more passive than actively nonviolent.”


  Probably no one, not even the people who have mastered themselves to suffer it, can explain quite how a man can nervehimself not to hide his face. The fear must be unspeakable.


  The closest to a description I have heard came from a young Negro man, half drunk, half hip, half crazy, who had bought aticket on one Freedom Ride too many:


  “Hey, get down there to Mississippi and get scared, then we can communicate. Hey, you people have got to understand it.Hey, this Mississippi isn’t an easy state.


  “Hey, I’m thinking about the man with a .45. Hey, I’m thinking about six slugs in your back. Hey, talk about dealing with the State of Mississippi, baby. They take you to jail, strip you,and lay you out on the floor and take a leather belt and beat youand beat you and beat you until you’re almost dead.


  “Hey, it’s not too late to pull out. They shot out the windshield. They shot into the church. I know how white people think, baby.They ask you silly questions and they beat you up, baby.


  “I went on a Freedom Ride from Nashville to Jackson once. I smoked three packs of cigarettes, baby, one right after another.”


  In Chicago they give you an award for registering people to vote.


  Chapter 3


  IT IS a Wednesday afternoon, and McComb, like any Mississippi town on a Wednesday afternoon, is quiet.


  No walkers on its hilly streets. The stores mostly closed. No one standing beneath their awnings.


  The quiet is amplified by the slow heat waves rising from the vacant sidewalk in front of the city hall. The moisture in thehot afternoon air dampens all sound.


  This is McComb, Pike County, rolling green country, Klan country, bad country. They warn you about McComb, and howquiet it is.


  “McComb’s the silentest town I know. They’s so mean they don’t even talk to each other.” White men, segregationists, threecounties away over in Lamar, tell you that.


  The silence had been interrupted momentarily about four o’clock this same morning, but now it had reimposed itself. Thenoise had come from the bomb exploding against the side of thelittle white house where nine young civil rights workers and aminister were sleeping.


  They had been sent down to McComb because of Allen Dulles, and because they are the kind of young people they are.


  After three of their comrades had turned up missing, subsequently discovered murdered in Philadelphia, the President had sent Dulles, the old CIA guerrilla fighter, to the state to learnhow bad things are and make a report. He went back to Washington and said the President should send more FBI men andthat the young rights workers should stay out of the dangerousareas.


  The President did and the young people didn’t.


  The rights workers had to go to McComb because it was one of the most dangerous places.


  “To the extent we don’t push, they are going to push us,” said Portland Cox, a very dark-skinned young man from SNCC. Coxwas stating a Mississippi truism; If the youngsters once showthat there is an area too dangerous for them, an area theycan be scared out of, they will be shot at and bombed until theyhave been chased all the way up to Memphis.


  They had to go to McComb, danger or not, because SNCC has a score to even with this silent town where the Negroes cantell you terrible stories of midnight sadism.


  For this is the section of the state where the “movement” started in 1961 when the CORE people were trying to integratethe bus depot and were being beaten by street mobs—that wasbefore the Klan and the Association for the Preservation of theWhite Race (APWR) had come in and organized McComb intoa tight silence.


  That was when they ran sixteen-year-old Brenda Travis out of McComb. Brenda is a big Negro girl with gay eyes that showthe memory of pain without hatred. She is nineteen now, but shestill flirts with the boys as though she and they were scrimmagingfootball players.


  She was one of the leaders of the high-school youths who tried to integrate McComb with sit-ins. They put her in a reformatory,and when they finally let her out, they told her to get out of townor they would put her in the penitentiary. This young politicalexile sneaks home to visit her family occasionally, but SNCCtries to keep her safe in Atlanta.


  It was in the McComb vicinity that Bob Moses first tried to register Negroes to vote. Moses grew up in Harlem, but beat therap and got a master’s degree in philosophy from Harvard. Ina social revolution led by huge-voiced men who thrill peoplewith the King James Bible English they learned in a thousandBaptist churches, Moses is an outstandingly poor speaker.


  He is perhaps the most trusted, the most loved, the most gifted organizationally of any southern Negro leader, but hisspeaking voice sometimes breaks, his cadences are monotonous,and his words are unimaginative. He is only moving when hetalks about Herbert Lee, which he does very often.


  Herbert Lee, whom few remember, was a Negro farmer who worked in voter registration and was shot to death about twentymiles from McComb, also back in 1961. Moses has madeHerbert Lee stand for every Negro who has ever been quietlyslain in Mississippi, and Herbert Lee must have played a part inMoses’ decision to go back.


  When the young rights workers returned to McComb in July this year, the movement, for all that could be seen of it, hadbeen extinguished in the silence.


  In fact, though civil rights headquarters in Jackson said the youths were being sent in to conduct voter registration, their realinstructions seemed to be to survive, just to live and prove theycould not be scared out of coming.


  After the bomb in the night, which woke up the mayor all the way across town, the silence had come back to McComb, andin the daylight it was more frightening because it was more unusual.


  It made the noise of the dime dropping in the pay-phone slot seem so audible that I glanced across the street to see if anyonehad heard and was looking at me. The busy signal coming out ofthe receiver was like a public alarm to get out of town.


  The bombed house was still. The heat was awful, and noiselessness the more noticeable in contrast with the mumbled words passing between Jesse Harris and the FBI men who were interviewing him. Fatigue had made Jesse look gray instead of brown.


  Two McComb policemen were in the front yard also. One of them looked at the hole and commented, “It looks like termitesto me.”


  But their attention was fixed on a white Harvard psychiatrist who had come down from Jackson to offer what medical helphe could. The police had warned him off the property, so hecouldn’t get in the house where the rights workers were. In fearand agitation, he walked up and down the dusty street, dabbinghis sweating neck, and looking first at the police and then at thehouse.


  “I don’t know what to do. Should I go in?” he asked in words carried by hissing breath.


  One of the cops said, but not loud enough for him to hear, “I’d like to give him psychotherapy in the basement.”


  Within the youths sat, stood, or lay down in demoralized fatigue. They seemed like the shattered planking of the damagedhouse. The town’s silence had gotten to them, and they whisperedor talked in low tones.


  They said they were going to try to have a mass meeting of the Negroes that evening, but they were doubtful about manypeople being brave enough to come. Then, for a time we sat,three of us, in the living room with windows blown out and thecurtains and the glass all over the floor.


  “It’s not the heat, it’s the fear,” a girl from Pittsburg breathed.


  I was afraid for them. I wanted to tell them to pull themselves together. Instead, I interviewed them, and they recounted howthey had been asleep and dreaming thoughts of death just beforethey awoke to see the bloody face of one of the youths who hadbeen wounded by the bomb.


  Then small sounds could be heard in the back yard. Twenty youths, mostly Negro teenagers from McComb, were in theback sitting in a circle on the grass.


  The leader, Jesse Harris, was there. In the depressing silence they were speaking low and slowly.


  “What’re we going to do?” one asks.


  “It’s a bad situation if we don’t have the meeting,” Jesse says, and they all fall silent.


  “How are we going to get the people to come?” a girl wants to know.


  “Give them the leaflets.”


  “Leaflets won’t get them to come.”


  “Have to go talk to them.”


  “Visit your friends . . . parents, relatives,” Jesse suggests.


  “They’ll say they’ll come, but they won’t be there. Ya know how it is.”


  “We just have to try.”


  Another very long pause in their talk, and then one asks:


  “What’re we going to do at the meeting? Shouldn’t we have a song?”


  Jesse asks them how many know the words to a freedom song. Most of them don’t.


  “We’ll practice,” he says.


  A voice, low and unsure, tries to sing “Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me ’Round, Turn Me ’Round, Turn Me ’Round.”


  Most of the young people don’t know the words. They pick up the melody raggedly and their beat is too slow.


  They are poor singers, but the silence at McComb has been broken.


  Chapter 4


  
    JACKSON joins the jet age,” reads the caption above the picture of the new Allen C. Thompson Airport on the cover of the Mississippi capital’s phone books.

  


  Jackson normally attracts few visitors, so its jet-age airport has the spacious lifelessness of an underused railroad station.Jets are less common on its runways than coughing old DC-3’sand 4’s belonging to obscure airlines serving towns in Arkansas.


  This summer, however, the airport has been the touchdown point for a wide and wild assortment of visitors—folk singers,congressmen, worried parents, and any number of people whoescape easy classification.


  Late in June, President Johnson’s ambassador plenipotentiary to Governor Paul Johnson—Allen Dulles—arrived to become thefirst big-name visitor. The former head of the CIA is not well-known in the state, so he didn’t cause much excitement, but J.Edgar Hoover’s arrival was another matter.


  In a state where many of the citizens think impeachment is too good for the Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court, and have serious doubts about the President’s loyalty. Hoover is a rare personage, a popular Federal official. In fact heis a kind of folk hero.


  The mayor of Jackson and Colonel T. B. Birdsong, who heads the Highway Patrol, met Hoover at the airport. Everybody wassmiles. They took him to have a chat with the Governor at hisofficial mansion with the magnolia trees in the front yard, andthey showed Hoover his fraternity’s motto painted on the ceilingof the state Senate.


  The venerable FBI chief looked at the Kappa Alpha words, “Dieu et les Dames” (God and the ladies), made an admiringnoise, and said, “I didn’t know about that, and I thought I knewall about the organization.”


  But when Hoover got down to the business he came for, opening a big new FBI office with fifty agents, the southern hospitality thinned.


  The Governor was present for the occasion and he put the best possible face on it he could, but not even the many promisesof reciprocal cooperation could change the facts.


  Johnson, a thin man whose neck and face shoot out of his shirt collar so that he looks like a surprised ostrich, said he was“delighted” that all those new FBI agents were coming to Mississippi.


  He didn’t look delighted though, and seemed happier when he got to the familiar Mississippi boast that the state has thesecond lowest crime rate in the country.


  If the figures didn’t square with Hoover’s presence in Jackson, the Governor could explain that.


  The state’s industrial development program was beginning to pay off so that “Mississippi is no longer a cornbread and buttermilk economy. We will now begin to attract the top hoods andcrooks of this country,” he said, not without a trace of Chamberof Commerce pride.


  The Yankee reporters, who also have to be counted among the summer visitors, decided that the additional FBI agents mighthypo the state’s economy, but not enough to lure the syndicateout of Chicago and Las Vegas.


  “Mississippi industry,” intoned a tired and possibly bitter newsman, “consists of a few runaway underwear factories fromNew Jersey and a possum lard-rendering plant.”


  The press and the FBI seem to have combined to make this a banner year for the Mississippi motel and car-rental business.This strange fraternity of Mississippi outcasts, disliked by bothsegregationists and integrationists, can be seen everywhere.


  During their infrequent off hours, they complain half humorously about being away from home, about their bosses, the hostile rednecks and the arrogant young civil rights collegians.


  A magazine cameraman grouses:


  “Know what my picture editor told me? He said the Klan didn’t scare him, an’ that I should get a shot of them burning across in front of a Negro’s house. Says he’d like the Negro on hisknees begging and the Klan should have their pillow cases on. . . and in color yet.”


  An FBI man remarks, “If I don’t get home and see my wife pretty soon, it’s gonna be bad, very bad.”


  In Jackson’s finest restaurant, two happy reporters tell the waitress to bring them a baked Alaska (usually served toppedby a flaming sparkler) with a burning cross. She contrives to doso and the scandalized customers listen while the newspapermenloudly rename the dessert a “baked Alabama.”


  The visitors who get the most sympathy are the TV cameramen. There is no place they do not go, toiling after their announcers, carrying their cameras, which might as well be large red bull’s-eyes for the local stone throwers. I remember one TVsoldier, gone gray in the integration wars, drinking beer andcursing everything in sight.


  “Don’t tell me about these S.O.B.’s. See this?” he asks as he pulls up a trouser leg to show an almost healed scar.


  “St. Augustine,” he says, “and this one on my arm is Birmingham. You can’t see the six stitches in my scalp I got at Ole Miss. All I’m hoping now is they don’t send me to Harlem.”


  Other visitors: the young people from SNCC and CORE did not want the integrated party of NAACP national boardmembers to test the public accommodations section of the CivilRights Act. They were afraid the testing would cause violenceagainst the college kids working in the Freedom Schools and onvoter registration.


  The NAACP group came anyway, the white Congregationalist lady looking morally unconquerable, the aggressive Negro laborleader wearing an old-fashioned, flat straw boater, a number ofothers, and Kivie Kaplan.


  Kivie Kaplan used to be in the tannery business in Boston, but is now an aging good-humored man whose heart belongs tothe NAACP.


  He arrived with his pockets full of little calling cards on which were printed the words: Keep Smiling . . . Kivie Kaplan.


  The reporters at the airport accepted his cards with astonishment. A room clerk in the Jackson Hotel that Kivie and his associates integrated accepted a card in silence. A deputy sheriff in Canton with a hard look on his face handed his back to thesmiling old gentleman, who had stopped smiling.


  The NAACP visit was a mild fiasco. The young rights workers often were barely polite to their touring elders. The hostility ofthe white natives grew with every mile of their trip and, in Philadelphia, they just escaped being gunned down on the steps ofthe Neshoba County courthouse by several hundred farmerswith revolvers you could see in their overall pockets.


  In Meridian they fell to fighting among each other. Some of the group wanted to issue a statement attacking Mississippi andall her works, but the chairman, an aging head of a Los Angelessavings and loan association, wanted to get out of the state aliveand then issue the statement.


  Some of the parents of northern college kids came to visit also. One was the father of a Yale boy, whose well-connected familyhad arranged through the good offices of United States Senator James O. Eastland to have the young man provided with an around-the-clock state-police guard.


  The boy was furious. He told his father it disgraced him in the young people’s eyes. The father apologized and then wentoff to see one of the state’s leading segregationists who had beena classmate of his at Yale. The man, he said, had assured himthat things were not as bad as they had been painted.


  The National Council of Churches officials quietly helped to guide him out of the state.


  The most respected visitor was J. Robert Lunney, a New York lawyer representing an organization with the impossible name ofthe Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law. The Committee is staffed by lawyers from some of the nation’s most famous law firms. Lunney is a trim, former naval officer andAssistant United States District Attorney. His services weredonated to the Committee by his old-line firm which, like theothers associated with the endeavor, had become concerned overthe difficulties civil rights workers have in getting adequate representation in Mississippi courts. Lunney was able to movearound the state charming nasty sheriffs and suspicious judgeswhile he got ministers out of jail.


  Largely through his diplomacy, the Mississippi Bar Association issued a statement saying it would see that all people, regardless of their politics, would be able to get a lawyer. Nobody thought the statement would cause many Mississippi lawyers toaccept civil rights cases but in this place of primitive types theword is often confused with the fact, so that the mere statementwas thought dangerous enough to be given very little publicity.It is always possible, as Lunney would remark, that if they saidit, they might one day do it.


  One of the most famous summer visitors was Dr. Martin Luther King. The mixed reception he got in the Delta town of Greenwood mirrors Mississippi divisions.


  The police sent to the airport to guard him looked as though they would have preferred to shoot him. The 1,000 Negroes inthe hall where he spoke went wild cheering him as he entered—all, that is, except the young Negro SNCC workers.


  They too were on their feet shouting, but if you stood close to them you could hear that they were not cheering him. Theywere shouting the derisive nickname they call him by behindhis back.


  “De lawd, de lawd!” they screamed.


  Chapter 5


  “WE in Mississippi will put you back in line when you get out of line.”


  These words were spoken not long ago in the Mississippi Senate. They were aimed at the Jackson Chamber of Commerce because of its suggestion that its members obey the new civil rights law. But they apply to any white Mississippian who shows signsof sympathizing with what the legislature calls “creeping, amalgamating socialism.”


  Many Mississippians do show such signs.


  The number is unknown, but a lot of white Mississippians are deeply troubled. They are also frightened, not by the Negroesor the civil rights movement, but by their fellow whites.


  “If you print my name next to what I’m going to tell you,” a member of the legislature cautioned me, “I’ll be ruined. I meanflat-out ruined. I’m not talking about not being re-elected. Imean I’ll lose my business, my friends. I’ll be run out of thisstate, and it’s the only home I know.”


  The politician, whom I had gotten to know over a long period of time, then said, “Don’t let these guys [the other politicians]fool you when they say we can solve this situation if the outsideagitators go home.


  “I don’t like the agitators any more than you’d like a bunch of unwashed, unshaved, banjo-toting kids with beards stirring upthe colored people in your community, but they’re right aboutone thing: We need outside help. We need the Civil Rights Act.We need law and sense, and we need it more than we needsegregation, and I’m a segregationist.”


  He is not alone in what he thinks.


  An upper middle-class woman sat in her living room, highball in hand, bracelets jingling as she gesticulated while speaking:


  “I didn’t want to admit it to myself. Neither did Harry [her husband], but the time came when we had to admit it: Our homeisn’t our own.


  “There are people I’m afraid to invite into my own house because I recognize what would happen to us if people knew we had a known civil rights sympathizer here. I’m not a sympathizer,but the way we’re going, we’ll have martial law in our community.”


  I interviewed a businessman as he drove his car because, he said, “I’m fairly certain they don’t have the car bugged.” Thenhe told this story about himself:


  “I’ll admit to you I’ve made financial contributions to the White Citizens Council. It’s not that I don’t know better. I wentto school at Northwestern.


  “I resisted as long as I could the only way I could, by keeping my mouth shut and not supporting them. But there’s only solong you can do that. Then some of the boys from the Councilcome around and want to know where you stand.


  “I had to go along with them. I salve my conscience by having a friend up North send along my contribution to the NAACP—which I don’t agree with either because of their extremism, butI hope it balances out.”


  The civil rights leaders like to talk about the Mississippi “power structure,” a business-political alliance that is supposedto be able to run things pretty much the way they want in thestate.


  If, the civil rights argument goes, the “power structure” would pass the word, the fear would end and the progress would begin.


  On first look at Mississippi the description is plausible enough. It does seem to be a land where all the southern stereotypes cometo life and form a monolithic society. The sheriffs, some of themanyway, do chew tobacco and talk about “runnin’ that bad niggerout.”


  Former Governor Ross Barnett does talk like a night-club comedian’s parody of a Mississippi governor. The newspapersdo howl about “outside agitators” and everybody seems to havexenophobic paranoia.


  But when you get closer to it, the state looks more like a land being warred over by bands of competitive factions, each ofwhich is forced to be more extreme so as not to be outdone bythe next.


  The Citizens Council, the Klan, the APWR, and the State Sovereignty Commission seem to be as interested in destroyingone another as the civil rights movement.


  Beyond keeping segregation and suppressing dissent, they agree on nothing. No “power structure” controls them. In fact,the big businessmen and the civic-leader types seem to be powerlessly on the defensive.


  You can see why when you get a look at a Klansman close up. The Klan in Mississippi is not the decadent, publicity-seekingorganization it is in some parts of the South. In Mississippi it istruly secret and truly dangerous.


  More out of curiosity than out of any real hope that he would tell us anything, I knocked Sam, the head of the MississippiKlan, out of bed one morning about 9:30 or 10:00. There wasno danger in it because Sam, who never dreamed any newspaperman knew of his existence, was too taken by surprise to do anything naughty.


  He lives behind his slot-machine store, and when we got him out of bed his eyes were red-lined from the liquor of the nightbefore. He whined his denials that he had any connection withthe Klan in the incongruous speech patterns of a small child saying he didn’t do it. But Sam had done it. Standing in his store,his cheeks nicked from the quick shave he’d given himself on ourarrival and the night’s liquor still about him, you could see thatthe respectable citizens, the members of the “power structure,”would have a fine lot of influence over him.


  He was frightened by us now, but we knew when we left he would try to find out how we got his name and take his revengeif he could.


  The Mississippi Klan has a full-time man whose job is counterintelligence to make sure that just such leaks are calked.


  The “loyal opposition” is an unheard of idea in Mississippi. Dissent is deemed subversion, so that no political faction, nopublic organization, exists between the civil rights leper colonyand the orthodoxy of white supremacy.


  Thus a system of political, social and economic repression, designed to keep Negroes in their “place,” has led to keepingwhites in their place, too. That is why men like Dr. Martin LutherKing speak of freeing the white people as well as the Negroes.


  As in any totalitarian society, you do not buck the party line, and in Mississippi there is a party line which adults and childrenalike are supposed to memorize and believe in.


  Here is a sample of it which comes from what the Citizens Council is asking to be made reading matter for third- and fourth-grade children:


  God wanted the white people to live alone. And He wanted colored people to live alone. The white men built America for you. White men built America so they could make the rules. GeorgeWashington was a brave and honest white man. . . . The whiteman has always been kind to the Negro. . . . Negro people like tolive by themselves. Negroes use their own bathrooms. They do notuse white people’s bathrooms. . . . This is called our Southern WayofLife.*


  As a result of the national attention put on the state because of the Mississippi Summer Project, the Civil Rights Act, and aFederal court order to integrate first grades in three parts of thestate, some whites are laboring to turn Mississippi around and point it in the direction of the twentieth century.



  Police protection of civil rights workers is better than it has ever been before. That may seem like sarcasm after three murders, more than a dozen church burnings (by the summer’s endthe score was closer to thirty) and no one knows how many beatings, but it is literally true.


  Nonetheless, people who know the state best are skeptical.


  A white, native-born doctor who may secretly be an integrationist, describes recent Mississippi history this way: “Our political leaders, our business leaders, our press and our churches have failed us. They have let the power and the influence go overto gangs of crazy people. Now they want to get it back, butthey’re afraid.”


  Mississippi towns make the familiar boast that they are communities of churchgoers, and they really seem to be. On Sunday mornings the churches are full of people.


  In this rural state the churches, and perhaps the Masonic lodges, are often the whole of social life. Potentially no institution has more influence and uses it less than the church in Mississippi.


  Over the last ten years many Mississippi ministers have tried to influence the state to put a brake on the violence and thebitter-end opposition, but they have failed, and most of themhave been forced out of the state.


  A few heroic clergymen are left, like the Catholic priest whose house sits opposite a store owned by a Citizens Council leader.Four or five times a day this storekeeper comes out on the sidewalk with a bullwhip, which he cracks against the pavement ashe stares across the street into the priest’s living-room windows.


  In many places the church has been taken over by white supremacists. The pastor of one Jackson church is a former photographer from the Citizens Council. And there are many stories of pastors who are rumored to be deputy sheriffs on the side.


  Mississippi exemplifies the perils of trusting the preservation of personal liberty to individual valor rather than institutionalstrength. The state’s recent history is a catalogue of brave men,especially Protestant ministers, who have walked the plank ofindividual martyrdom. They might still have been in Mississippi,had they been able to work together through the institutionalstrength of their church.


  The Episcopalian Church, which did in fact see the social condition of Mississippi as more than a problem for the individual conscience, as one for the Church as an institution, has been ableto hold its own more successfully than most. Their united clergyhas kept many churches open to Negroes when those of otherdenominations have been split and terrorized and captured.


  Thus a Methodist church in Jackson suffered the humiliation of having one of its members arrested for trespassing on hischurch property of a Sunday morning when he was accompaniedthere by a Negro. The Methodist Church of Mississippi has produced any number of courageous ministers and lay people, butas an institution it has never seen the society as its institutionalconcern.


  Then, too, there are churchmen who have been wholly absorbed by the society and mistake pietism for prophecy.


  In Philadelphia, during the first days after the three civil rights workers had been killed, the minister of the town’s largest churchdelivered a sermon attacking the outside press for besmirchinghis community’s reputation. He had not a word for the rowdiesrunning on his community’s streets.


  More often, though, clergymen wash their hands of the matter and say it has nothing to do with their ministry.


  One minister from a community in southwestern Mississippi, which has had terrible racial trouble and where both the whitesand the Negroes are armed and ready to kill each other, couldonly say, serenely: “My calling is not preaching a social gospel,but is first and foremost a sacred gospel. I look beyond the chaoswhich is around us today.”


  Chapter 6


  THERE will be no “After-Labor-Day Doldrums” on the Gulf Coast. This disquieting news comes from the Mississippi GulfCoast Vacation Club in the form of a press release meant to attract “visitors who wisely wait until early fall (to) avoid thesummer crush.”


  This year the Mississippi summer crush has been mostly composed of impecunious young civil rights workers, Justice Department lawyers, FBI men, and newsmen giving the state a lot of publicity, but not much of it has helped Mississippi tourism.


  It’s questionable that even the “new and exciting Six-Gun Junction addition to the Deer Ranch midway between Biloxi andGulfport . . . with its badman-and-marshal shoot-outs” canbest some of the live-ammunition “shoot-outs” the local hostshave been entertaining their summer visitors with.


  A few weeks ago they had one in near-by Moss Point that was so realistically done, a young Negro girl ended her evening outin the hospital with a rifle bullet in her side.


  World travelers who may have wearied of the Cote d’Azur should find a Mississippi vacation different.


  If you decide to take the family car with northern license plates, you may be stopped by the sheriff’s police before you’vegotten very far into the state.


  The officer will politely ask you to state your business in Mississippi. Tell him you are a tourist. (It helps to be able to produce a wife and a few small children to substantiate your claim.) He will probably let you pass.


  Once I was picked up in the town of Bude (its greater metropolitan area has a total population of 1,300) by the chief of police, who sent me over to Tyson’s appliance store to see the mayor. I was terrified, but Mayor Tyson was reassuring.


  “We just picked you up to see who you was,” he told me.


  After I told him who I was and who I fervently hoped to continue to be, he turned friendly and informed me that he andhis entire administration were at my disposal. His town is nearNatchez, where they have the classic revival mansions (the oneswith the white pillars and the moss hanging from the pecan trees).


  For a dollar a nice white lady of fading gentility will escort you around and show you how the “cupids on the genuine imported French chandelier correspond with the cupids on theimported Italian marble fireplace.” I experienced some difficultyin keeping my attention on what she was showing me because Ihad just come from the office of the mayor, where I had beentold that the town was an armed camp ready to go to civil warwith itself at any time. (Subsequently, the war was declared withthe mayor as one of the principal enemies. By the summer’s endhe had been bombed twice, but at this writing the poor man stillsurvives, though in a shaken condition and with no lights left onin the window frames of his house.)


  By the bye, don’t rush around Natchez with your Zeiss-Ikon conspicuously slung around your neck in happy anticipation ofthe color transparencies you’re going to take of the ante-bellumhouses. We were stopped on the street by a policeman who toldus all picture snapping had to be cleared with the chief of police.


  He also warned us that it is a violation of Natchez law to go into anybody’s house without phoning for an appointment first. Mostlyit’s the Negroes who don’t have phones, but under the circumstances it’s wise to be leery of any impulsive southern hospitalitythat might come your way.


  One more travel tip: When driving at night, don’t throw lit cigarettes out the window of your automobile. If you do, itwon’t be Smoky the Bear who gets you. There’s no way to tellthe difference between your cigarette and a bomb fuse. EdgyNegroes, who are running short on churches, may let you have itwith double-barreled shotguns.


  The state very much wants tourist business. Consequently, tourist information centers and guide books are very common,but they omit mention of some sights the more adventuresome orcurious tourist might like to see.


  For example, they do not mention the Reverend R. Edwin King, a white native of Vicksburg who has an authentic Ku KluxKlan cross. He found it one morning in his front yard.


  The cross was too heavy for its base, so it fell over and extinguished itself before much of it burned. The Reverend King, who is a Methodist minister and an integration leader, keeps the crossin his tool shed. There is no charge for viewing it.


  Another sight you may want to catch is a sheriff’s party trawling for various missing persons on the Father of the Waters. When I was last there, they found two in as many days, but thenatives say the catch is usually not so plentiful.


  Mississippi is very proud of its beautiful girls, often referred to as “our angel-haired, blue-eyed darlings.” In Vicksburg I sawa lot of them at a preliminary Miss America beauty contest (theyprefer to have it called a pageant).


  Jeri Joyner, Miss Philadelphia (where the three civil rights workers were murdered) was there. She forgot to smile duringthe promenade in ballroom dress.


  Miss Canton (where there have been bombings and church burnings). Miss Clarksdale (civil rights workers arrested andharassed). Miss Hattiesburg (rabbi beaten there), and Miss Franklin County (Klanland) were all there looking quite pretty. To win the contest, however, you must be more than beautiful.You must also be talented.


  Many of the girls demonstrated they are accomplished baton twirlers, which is as big among the girls in Mississippi as football is among the men. The state also abounds in “schools ofcosmetology,” which may explain why some of the girls are sopretty. Even small-sized towns have them.


  Mississippi’s detractors say the schools of cosmetology have the same curriculum as the University of Mississippi at Oxford.This is not so. None of the cosmetological schools have intramural football.


  You will also want to see the color photographs of the state’s two Miss Americas enshrined with Mississippi’s other most-honored citizen, the late Senator Theodore Bilbo, in the rotunda ofthe new state capital, a magnificent edifice built and paid for bya railroad in lieu of taxes.


  The old state capital, now a museum, has some dust jackets from a few William Faulkner books. The volumes themselves, Iam given to understand, are banned in much of the state as injurious to morals and patriotism. The same building also containsConfederate Army uniforms, an educational display about thecotton industry, and some dusty birds’ nests.


  Mississippi can be a special threat for your kids if they’re the kind that have always wanted to see for-real G-men in action.The kids can watch them guarding a civil rights rally or pinchinga few of the local freckle-bellies for bashing in the head of someHarvard kid they (the freckle-bellies) caught trying to register aNegro to vote.


  Your kids will have no trouble spotting a G-man. Tell the kids that the men who wear the revolvers and smile are the G-men.The children should be warned not to talk to the other men carrying guns. Another way to recognize a G-man is to “look forthe stranger.” In Mississippi there aren’t many strangers, onlycivil rights workers (easily detected because they are usually being chased by the natives), newspapermen (easily detectedbecause they are usually chasing after the civil rights workersand the natives), yourselves, and the G-men who are usuallywaiting for the natives to catch up with the civil rights workers.


  Finding a place to eat can be a bit of a problem for the Mississippi tourist. The very best restaurant in Jackson will serve anybody, no questions asked, but it’s expensive.


  In a few restaurants that have complied with the Civil Rights Act, the proprietors are liable to treat the luckless Yankee customer with the same welcoming hospitality they used to lavish onNegroes. Once when I explained to a restaurant manager inLaurel that I was not responsible for the NAACP party in herdining room, I was told:


  “The law says we got to be nice to them niggers, but there ain’t nothing in it about you.”


  Most restaurants just do not obey the new law. They avoid it by getting a state charter and turning themselves into privateclubs. Sometimes the “club” is a subterfuge. In such cases, anywhite man can buy a membership card for $1.00 to $50.00. Thisadds to the price, but not to the quality of the meal.


  Other restaurants actually do turn you down for membership. I was turned down by the membership committee of the Rotisserie, said to be Jackson’s second best eating place.


  At the Travel Inn at Greenwood, where they have a club so exclusive that we registered guests were not allowed to eat in it,they won’t let you starve to death. You may either eat in yourroom or, as we did, sit in a corridor somewhere between themen’s room and the kitchen.


  When we pointed out that we were white, and complained that the various noises and odors associated with the two roomswould dull our appetites, the management put us in a privatebanquet room. It was a little large for our wants, and the tableswith dirty dishes, half-empty highball glasses, and overflowingashtrays not yet cleared from the last banquet were distracting,but we got through our meal anyhow.


  Two Mississippi hotels have turned themselves into clubs. If the trend should continue, the tourist can always outfit himselfwith a sleeping bag and roost on the side of the highways. Thesnakes and the mosquitoes may make pests of themselves, butthe tourist will have an unparalleled opportunity to watch thesheet-and-pillowcase crowd do their night riding.


  In the old days, before they established the big new FBI office in Jackson, Mississippi tourism was more dangerous. Now, ifyou are an American citizen and you get into trouble, just callup “the Embassy,” as the FBI office is called, and they’ll do theirbest to extricate you.
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  Neshoba County corps de ballet—Beyond and below the FBI drags the river for the murdered civil rights workers.
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  The Klan has also been known to blow up places that offend its members’ temperance principles ... as here.


  

  



  Natchez . . . Two views (below and next page) of fire bombing. The building was mistaken by bomber for civil rights headquarters.
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  Negro pick-up truck with shotgun pellet decoration.
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    The Natchez police chief said, “This is still Mississippi. This is a segregated meeting. Don’t get out of that car!”
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  At dusk in Harmony. Joe Greer guards his house.
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  Hartman Turnbow tells his neighbors what a national political convention is like.
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       “Pope John” at S. C. Williams’ general store in Harmony.
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      Maxville, Attalca County: Reverend Watkins’ congregation in rapt attention.
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    “Pope John” and the Cleveland mailman in the parking lot beside the church enlist support.
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      Outside Reverend Watkins’ church the people sign up and join the movement.
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    Mileston, Holmes County: Two summer volunteers at the general store after the “freedom meeting” in the church across the railroadtracks.
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    “ . . . the first publicly announced, publicly held civil rights meeting that, so far as anybody could remember, Natchez ever had.”
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      Mrs. Flowers in front of their new house, her husband’s mausoleum in the background.
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      Roy Flowers’ foreman, Big Lee, and a plantation overseer.
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      Roy Flowers. An old man nearly eighty, he was waiting.
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      Orrick Metcalfe: “I’m tired and I can’t fight anymore.’
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    Natchez: The sweetly pretty girl with NAACP friends before the civil rights meeting.
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      Malva and Carla Heffner . . . ready to depart for Jackson.
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      Carroll Oaks: The Heffner’s last day. Red talks to his mother.
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    By night they guard.
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    The summer volunteers helped, too.
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    The night watch atop the community center at Harmony, Leake County.
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    By Labor Day the work is nearly done.
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    Harmony, Leake County: For the first time a few, at least, are in contact with well-educated people.


    



    



    Black farmers and their wives built the community center at Harmony, Leake County.
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      In Natchez many people live in ante-bellum houses: White and Black.
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    Greenwood workers on their way to the plantation...“The cockleburs are the hardest.”
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      Day’s end—The bus takes the workers back to Greenwood.
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      Jerome Smith (with cane) and friends. “Non-violence: an unnatural discipline on a natural response.”
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      Lunch—a leg of fried chicken—for a worker on the Harmony center.
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      Mike Kenny calling TANGO from Greenwood.
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      Nightly vigil in the Greenwood headquarters. Tall Janet from New York City on the phone to the FBI.
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    Greenwood’s police commissioner . . . “The civil rights workers scared the hell out of us.”
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      Abe Osheroff (arms crossed), the carpenter from Los Angeles.
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    Canton, Madison County. A deputy sheriff in his car in front of civil rights headquarters. He displays a photo that was arrangedand taken by Mississippi law enforcement officers at Ole Missduring the Federal occupation.

  


  Chapter 7


  THIS little light of freedom,” sang tall Janet from New York City, “I’m gonna let it shine, I’m gonna let it shine, in the streets of Natchez.”


  She was on a street in Natchez as she bent downward, clapped the rhythm, and sang with careful enunciation for her listeners, asmall group of raggedy Negro children. Janet’s brown face lostthe look of impatient anger customary to it as she imprinted thehope of liberty in the children’s minds.


  Standing a few feet behind her on the dead-end street, where the civil rights headquarters is, another young worker gavesmilingly amiable support to Janet’s intense rendition of thesong. They had both driven into Natchez an hour or so beforeto take part in the first publicly announced, publicly held civilrights meeting that, so far as anybody could remember, Natchezhad ever had.


  It was not as it usually is before a meeting when the workers are too busy with last-minute arrangements for talk. Dusk was beginning to infiltrate this river town of ancient pastel-walled buildings, but the young civil rights organizers showed no signs of being off and doing.


  A Negro townsman said, “It’s too dangerous to move on the streets now. We’ve handed out 1,000 leaflets. The people willcome, or they won’t. Anyway, they know we’ve dared to call themeeting.”


  The man was asked how many people would come to the meeting.


  “At least five, not counting the workers, of course. We’re hoping for more, but I’m sure we’ll have at least five. Yeah, five, I’m sure of it,” the man said, and added that he himself would bethere, although he was tired from his day’s work and being up allthe night before standing guard with a friend who had gotten abomb threat.


  The building next to the headquarters had been bombed. It had been a bar and gambling place, but in the night the bombercrawling up the hill in the rear from the railroad tracks had mistaken it for the headquarters. It was gutted; only the facade wasmore or less intact.


  George Green, the bullet dodger, leaned against a wall telling who in town would fix the cam on your car to make it go faster,or install a special switch so you could turn off your rear lightswithout turning off the front ones.


  This was George’s last night as a civil rights worker. He was going back to college, but Chico, his successor, would have toknow these things.


  “We’re smothered. They won’t let anything happen,” a sweetly pretty girl told us as she took us around behind the headquartersand showed us their alarm system, a dubious assembly of wiresand cans strung along the wall.


  “Will you put this in the paper?” she wanted to know. “Will you send us a copy? They won’t put anything we do in the paperhere [the Natchez Democrat], Nobody knows what’s happeninghere.


  “They put it in the paper that the Klan had a meeting last week. The police was out at Liberty Park directing the traffic.


  “They won’t be directing the traffic for us. They won’t put it in the paper that we had a meeting. They won’t let us have themeeting. I know it. I know it.”


  She pointed at the headquarters’ two-way radio aerial, which had been bent double. “The police chief did it,” she told us,“the night of the bombing when he saw they’d bombed thewrong house.”


  As the daylight dimmed into dusk, the fearful stories the youngsters tell about Natchez came to mind; the factory outsidetown that is supposed to be a distribution point for contrabandautomatic weapons; the woman whose son is supposed to havebeen murdered, but is too scared to talk about it; the two Negroes who are supposed to have been shot at a shopping center.


  Before the meeting, they drove across the Mississippi River bridge to Vidalia, Louisiana, to eat in a Negro restaurant. Theyordered shrimpburgers, but everybody wanted a drink.


  They ordered beer and Bloody Marys. Janet made tough wisecracks, and the workers who would be going to their posts in other parts of the state debated how to get out of town safely.Chico, who would be staying, talked about the young southern-born civil rights workers.


  “I feel badly for them. They’re being passed up. They don’t know as much as the kids coming down from the North withgood educations. They can’t do all the things the new kids cando, so they’re not going up in the movement. It’s too bad, because they were down here alone when nobody cared or knew.”


  The remedy, all agreed, was college. They told George Green, who was returning to college in Jackson, that he should go faraway in the North, where the movement would not be close athand to distract him.


  “Anyway,” one of them said, “the colleges in Mississippi aren’t no good. What they gave [James] Meredith [first Negro graduateof the University of Mississippi] isn’t worth more than a grammar-school certificate up North.”


  Abruptly they were ready for the meeting.


  Everyone was given gum to take away the alcohol smell in case we were stopped by the police, and Henry Gill and I were instructed to follow close behind the young workers’ Plymouthsedan.


  Crossing back over the river in the night, we followed their car as they took an inconspicuous route to the meeting place, afield behind a school on the northeastern edge of the city.


  Pine Ridge Road, the street leading to the field, was a confusion of Klansmen, Natchez police, police auxiliaries, Adams County deputy sheriffs, and irregulars of all sorts.


  The Plymouth turned to go off into the field, but a police roadblock stopped it. It turned around to find another way in,but the second entrance was also blocked by police in full warregalia—helmets, shotguns, tear-gas guns. At a third turn off,the Plymouth was allowed into a parking area where severalsquads of police were deployed.


  A man in a white shirt shined a flashlight inside the car, and the kids got out. We started to do the same, but the man in thewhite shirt was on us saying he was the police chief.


  He was in a rage, which gave his words a tremulous reedy sound:


  “This is still Mississippi. This is a segregated meeting. Don’t get out of that car.”


  We didn’t.


  But we tried to identify ourselves and talk to the man.


  “Don’t get out of that car. That’s all I have to say to you,” he told us as anger took his breath away and made his words gasps.


  The youngsters walked into the night toward a dim source of light. The light went out. We sat in the car. The light went onagain.


  Another car came into the parking area. When the police flashed their lights in it we could see a Negro was driving. Theywaved it out of the parking area and it disappeared down PineRidge Road. The same thing happened three or four times, andwe realized they were letting nobody but the workers onto thefield.


  The youngsters reappeared out of the night. They got into the Plymouth, and we followed them out of the parking area as the police followed us. By the third intersection we had lost thePlymouth in the traffic, and the police only had us to follow.


  We cruised the night streets of Natchez for the better part of an hour to see what the cops would do. They followed, alternating between a motorcycle man and a squad car as our tail. Oncewe got out to make a phone call, but there were so many policein the alleys and around the corners that we thought better ofthe idea.


  They followed us back to our rooms at the Holiday Inn where thirty or more of them surrounded the place. It may have beenthe first time a besieged garrison had room service.


  We ordered beer and sandwiches sent up, and from time to time Henry Gill poked his head out the door to see the chief ofpolice skulking down the passageway. When he saw Henry looking at him, he jumped back around a corner.


  After an hour or so he tired of the game and, raising his siege, led his army off for a night’s rest.


  The next morning we, in our turn, laid siege to his office, but gave up after he sent out word to us that he had said all he hadto say the night before.


  Mayor John Nosser was available, however. A short, grayhaired man, the mayor’s Semitic features confirm that he was born in the Levant. He came to Mississippi as a young man, asdid the many Lebanese people who settled mostly around Vicksburg and are about the only foreign-language group in this insular and inbred state.


  Nosser, who admits to being a moderate, has perhaps the best reputation of any elected official in the state. Even the civil rightspeople acknowledge he has struggled to muzzle the police andkeep peace in his fearful and fearing city.


  Having made his money in the grocery business, and come late to politics to repay the debt he feels he owes his adoptedcountry, the little mayor has not learned to hide his emotions.That morning he was apologetic and upset.


  His hands shook as he nervously and unsuccessfully lit and relit his pipe. His words tumbled out of his mouth in loud and agitated clusters:


  “The chief of police is elected. That’s the way it is. We have a weak mayor form of government. The only thing the mayorcan do is use tact.


  “I can advise. I can’t order the chief to do anything. The man is elected by the people.”


  When it was suggested that his police department was little more than the Natchez Klavern (chapter) of the Ku Klux Klan,he demurred, but faintly.


  One of the town’s businessmen seconded the mayor in his opinions. Orrick Metcalfe is president of the Britton and KoontzNational Bank and the head of a Chevrolet agency in Natchez.


  A cultivated man who says he is a liberal by Mississippi standards, Metcalfe lives in an ante-bellum mansion called “TheParsonage,” while his bank is housed in a nicely proportionedDoric-columned building that dates from the early 1830’s.


  “When I was on the board of aldermen I fought and fought and fought this for years and years,” the banker said in commiseration with the mayor. “The civil service is protectingpeople on the police force they have no business protecting.


  “I’ve fought electing a chief of police. I’ve fought for a city-manager form of government. I’m tired and I can’t fight anymore.


  “When you have ignorant people, you’re going to have trouble. You’re going to have a lot more killing. It’s going to happen for sure.”


  We printed a story quoting the mayor and the banker. A few days later two of the mayor’s family grocery stores and thebanker’s Chevrolet agency were hit by what the mayor called“sulfuric acid bombs.” The damage was not great. (About forty-eight hours after this story appeared in the Chicago Daily Newsthe mayor was bombed again—this time it was his home.)


  A $5,000 reward for the bombers was offered, and the mayor said in the papers, “We do not know when, where, or whom theterrorists will strike next.” But he told us he was sure they had been bombed in retaliation for what they had said in our newspaper story.


  Ultimately there was a civil rights meeting in Natchez. It was at the same place, but earlier, before the sun had set, and thepolice didn’t know about it.


  Chico wept as he described what happened:


  “It was beautiful. Thirteen people came. It started to rain, but they didn’t leave. They said they’d come to the next one. Thirteenpeople. It was beautiful, beautiful.”


  Chapter 8


  



  



  



  What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow


  Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,


  You cannot say, or guess, for you know only


  A heap of broken images, where the sun beats.


  And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief.


  And the dry stone no sound of water.


  —T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land


  There are mock orange trees, wisteria, and mimosa in the Car-roll Oaks subdivision of McComb, Mississippi, where the noiseless, subtropical air bespeaks not peace, but a hiding, spying intransigency.


  Shannon Drive slopes and turns as it passes in front of the Heffner’s white, single-level home. These new houses with thewindows closed and the doors shut for the air conditioning always make it look as though their owners were away for the week end.


  The Heffners are home though. The larger of their two Chevrolets is parked near the yucca, a cactus-like plant in the front yard that resembles a miniature palm.


  It’s Malva who opens the door. She has no make-up on. Her dark hair has been left as it was tossed by the frightening night,and the glare from the morning’s overcast sky picks up thevertical lines of tension and fatigue on her face.


  “You know we’re leaving. Today. We can’t stay. We decided last night after what happened.”


  She guides us in and sits us down while she continues telling us what happened in richly accented words spoken rapidly butnot shrilly. The training that Mississippi women of good familyreceive remains with her. Malva’s posture is unconsciously perfect. She makes no awkward movement, and when she sits,sorting her correspondence and talking of her family’s ruin, herbody holds a graceful, womanly composure.


  For weeks the town has been convinced that Malva Heffner and her husband, “Red,” have been in collusion with the bandof civil rights workers living in their headquarters across McComb, in the Negro district that they call Burgland Town.


  “Last night was more than we could take. We were visited by these two students from a church organization—they had nothing to do with the civil rights movement—and this man fromWest Germany. They drove a Volkswagen with an Illinois licensetag. I guess that’s what did it, the Illinois license tag.


  “The neighbors must have thought it belonged to some of the civil rights workers, because the next thing we knew the streetwas jammed with circling cars. I don’t know what that Germanmust have thought of America.


  “He said it was just like it had been in his childhood under Hitler. We had to call up George Guy [the McComb chief ofpolice] to get them escorted safely out of town. And Georgewouldn’t have done it either, if we hadn’t have told him thatone of the three was a German.”


  She points to last night’s uneaten supper of veal scaloppini as proof of the frame of mind her guests left in.


  “I have one friend left who will invite me for coffee. I go over there, but everytime I do, I’m afraid I’m harming her. Exactlyfour people from McComb have been in this house since thetrouble started [six weeks before], and we did nothing, nothing.”


  She has been going through her papers making an inefficient attempt to pack, but now she stops to give full heed to her angerand sorrow for the town that has been her home for the pastten years.


  “I nearly called up the civil rights headquarters to ask them, ‘Will you send me over the biggest, blackest nigger you can find.I’m going to strip him, whip him, and make him sing Dixie whilehe crawls around a Confederate flag on the front lawn.’ That’sabout the only way we can restore ourselves.


  “Really and truly, we enjoyed and loved McComb. We still have a great many friends we wish well to ... I wouldn’t believe it could happen, our being run out this way, if it weren’thappening to us.”


  She goes silent for a moment, as if perhaps she is thinking of her childhood years in Scott County, or of her college days atOle Miss (“I know it isn’t much of a school, but the girls go thereto get husbands, and it was fun”).


  Carla, her seventeen-year-old daughter, comes into the room. She’s back only a few days from summer drama school in NewYork.


  “It’s breaking Carla’s heart,” her mother says after introducing us to the blond girl who favors her father in features but has Malva’s sharp energy.


  “This is her senior year in high school. She’ll be missing all the activities, but if it weren’t for Carla we would have gonestark, raving mad. She has her Daddy’s sense of humor.”


  “Oh really. Mother.” The girl is annoyed at seeing Henry Gill and me. “I don’t see why you have to put it in the papers. Whycan’t we just leave town without saying anything? What goodwill it do?”


  Her mother tells her, “People have to know the truth, Carla, about how bad it really is.”


  “What if they know? Up North they’ll read it in the morning paper, get mad over breakfast, and forget it. And the peoplein Jackson, with those newspapers there, aren’t ever going tosee it,” the girl declares as she rummages through the kitchenlooking for breakfast.


  “My parents!” Carla cries out with youth’s affectionate scorn. “I’m sure if these kids [the civil rights workers] hadn’t comedown here, they would have stayed in their shell. They neverplanned for this to happen.


  “Before I went to New York this summer my parents told me not to join CORE or SNCC, and the next thing I know they haddone what they told me not to do.”


  “We didn’t,” Malva replies, anxious to make it clear that the family had never joined any civil rights organization. “YourDaddy just tried to see nobody got killed.”


  “We’re being run out anyway,” Carla replies. “Oh, I know we’ve got to go. There’s nothing else we can do. I hope it’s forthe best.”


  Carla puts her choicest books, Brecht and Eliot, in a box. As she packs, she talks.


  “My friends tried mighty hard to stick by me. I wouldn’t ask them to jeopardize their houses and their cars.”


  Since her return from New York she has been the object of obscene telephone calls, the air was let out of her car tires whileshe was visiting a friend’s house, and there was a real danger,particularly to the boys who had stuck by her, that they would bewaylaid and beaten.


  “I’ve had so much contact up in New York with people of different beliefs and races. I had a Negro teacher this summer. Ijust realized the differences between us and the Negroes are thedifferences in opportunities. We have them and the Negroesdon’t. I can’t believe I’m better any more.”


  Outside a car drives up with an orange U-Haul trailer behind it. It’s Carla’s father. Red.


  Albert W. Heffner, Jr., is the fifth of his line to be so named. He was born in Greenwood, where he was a classmate of Byronde le Beckwirth, the man accused of murdering the NAACPleader Medgar Evers.


  However, you needn’t know that to take Red for a Mississippi man. You can tell it by looking at him. His stance, feet apart,thumb hooked on his belt as he sips coffee, is pure Mississippi.So is his accent. But the furry warmth he imparts to it is his own.


  While the women, and the Negro maid, Essie, put things in boxes. Red, whose hair has long since turned a blondish gray,gets out his diary to help his memory in recalling how it was thattoday his family is fleeing McComb for Jackson. A stout man ofcareful movement, he puts the diary down on the breakfastcounter, pours himself coffee, pulls a cigarette out of his shirtpocket and begins his story.


  “Actually, it started back in the spring when the news was released about the coming civil rights ‘invasion.’ A group of people in the Carroll Oaks area [the Heffners were the first family tomove into the subdivision in 1954] decided to form a neighborhood protective association.


  “They were going to buy a horn to warn people in case demonstrators came into our neighborhood creating a disturbance, destroying property, or raping our wives, or so they told me. Ithought it was sort of ridiculous . . . like fall-out shelters.


  “I had no intention of being the sorehead. So I was willing to join, but my instance business was keeping me pretty occupiedand I just never got around to it. [In 1963 Heffner was “LifeSalesman of the Year” for Lincoln National Life when he earnedabout $17,000.]


  Red interrupts himself to show a set of instructions that the group, called Help, Inc., handed out to the residents. The rulessay, among other things:


  If trapped inside any particular room, flash light on and off repeatedly . . . Follow instructions of block captain ... Be suspicious of all strangers until they prove themselves otherwise . . . If desired, procure a tear-gas pencil or other automatic dispenser


  ... Be cautious, prepare yourself mentally and physically . . . Temporary alarm to be three blasts from a shotgun or car horn.


  Now Red turns to his diary. Sometimes he reads from it, and sometimes he merely uses it to refresh his memory as he speaks:


  July 1


  The real beginning of the long, hot summer . . . three homes of Negroes have been bombed . . . the son-in-law of a leadingminister in the Negro community has been beaten . . . effortsare being made to organize a neighborhood protective association.


  Jan is in Monroe, Louisiana, for the Miss Louisiana Pageant. [Red’s nineteen-year-old stepdaughter, Jan Nave, was Miss Mississippi, 1963-64. She was born one month after Malva’s firsthusband was killed in action in Germany. Red and Malva weremarried a year later.]


  Went to Clarksdale for friends’ wedding.


  July 2


  Civil Rights Bill signed.


  July 3


  Had slight hang-over but the wedding was beautiful. [Red chuckles as he reads that.]


  July 7 (Back in McComb)


  I wrote to Erie Johnston [director of the State Sovereignty Commission, the bureau of the state government responsible forkeeping Mississippi free of United States domination]. I askedJohnston to get the Governor to make a statement in favor oflaw and order.


  There’s lots of sentiment here that whoever did away with the three boys [civil rights workers murdered in June in Philadelphia] are heroes.


  I spoke with two Negro leaders in an effort to establish a line of communication between the races ... am concerned aboutthe tension building up here in McComb.


  Till this spring we always thought we had communication through our Negro teachers and ministers, but that’s stoppednow, and with our police system in a segregated society, we’vehad to depend on the informer.


  [That Red should do these things is not out of character for him. He has always taken his responsibilities as a citizen veryseriously. He is a past president of both the Pike County LittleTheater and the State Multiple Sclerosis Association. He is a layreader in the Episcopalian Church, and in 1952 was a leader ofthe Citizens for Eisenhower Committee. The McComb Chamberof Commerce gave Red its 1957 Community Service Award.]


  My philosophy is that if you live in a town, you should contribute time and effort to the betterment of the town, not just take up space. This is Malva’s attitude, too.


  We worked for years to help build a youth center and a swimming pool on a “private funds-private club” basis so that there could be no question of integration.


  July 10


  At 3:55 A.M. a Negro leader called and told me that the civil rights headquarters had been bombed. Advised George Guy[chief of police] of my Negro contacts and that I would keephim informed.


  July 11


  Nothing of consequence.


  July 12


  Lazy day . . . didn’t even make it to church.


  July 13


  Spoke with Oliver Emmerich [editor of the McComb Enterprise-Journal] about setting up a meeting with the sheriff and some of the civil rights people. 1 didn’t know any civil rightspeople at the time, but the situation was so touchy it seemed likea good idea.


  When I took Essie home, I drove by the house that had been bombed. In my innocence, this was the first time that I had even known exactly where it was located.


  That evening, after a routine day, we were invited to our minister’s home with several other local private citizens. It was then I met and saw, eyeball to eyeball, the first civil rights worker ofmy life.


  He was the Reverend Don McCord, a white Disciples of Christ minister from the National Council of Churches. He isliving at the bombed house.


  [I stop Red to ask him if he is an integrationist.]


  “I’m still not an integrationist. I see the logic of desegregation. It’s been a personal opinion of mine that segregation is economically unsound, but that’s one of the prices of living inMississippi and you make it up in other ways.”


  July 14


  Got a phone call from a friend in Washington. Told me that there is serious talk of moving troops in and putting PikeCounty under martial law. Said it seemed to Washington thatall law enforcement had broken down.


  Saw Reverend Wyatt Hunter of the First Baptist Church and Reverend Gault Robertson of the Presbyterian Church relative tohaving Don McCord speak to the men’s clubs of these twochurches. Both gentlemen politely, courteously, and firmly toldme no, and said it was too volatile a subject.


  I also advised the mayor [R. Gordon Burt, Jr.] about the Washington phone call.


  The same morning I went down and talked with Warren Wild, president of the Mechanics State Bank, about my call. Iexpressed concern that if I got involved with these people in anycapacity that my business would go to hell. He pointed out thatif troops were put on the streets of McComb that my businesswas gone anyway.


  All my life I’ve been told that sooner or later everybody has to stand up and be counted, but they don’t add that you shouldbe prepared to stand alone.


  Better part of the day was spent going to Hattiesburg working on a pension-plan prospect for my insurance business. You haveto allow for the fact that we were still responsible citizens at thetime.


  That evening Don McCord called to ask if he could bring two or three other white civil rights workers to the house.


  When they came, I showed one of the boys a letter from Carla up in New York. He cried as he read it.


  [The letter says in part: “Last night I attended a SNCC rally for civil rights workers journeying to my state, Mississippi. As Isat listening to Mr. Forman, students from Mississippi, andothers telling these people, 1,500 in number, about a vicious,almost-retarded-in-their-thinking group of people called Mississippians, I wanted so miserably to stand up and yell, ‘No! No!You’re Wrong!’ But how could I do this? Mother . . . Daddy. . . they are right.


  “I sat there as they told of life in Greenwood where I was born . . . and as they told of life in McComb where I live. Iwonder how the Camelia City of America would feel knowingtheir public image is one of the most terrifying imaginable.


  “And then I talked to kids who weren’t much older than I. They were older though, and they were more frightened, andmuch braver than I have ever been. Here they were with a beliefso strong, they were going 1,500 miles for it. It’s so sad. I haven’tbeen 15 minutes from it, and I could not do anything.


  “But these kids were risking more than I ever had to lose.


  “It’s a privilege to live in McComb. Is it such a damn privilege to die there?”]


  After the letter we discussed the interview Don McCord was going to have with the sheriff. Don was most hesitant aboutgoing alone to Magnolia [the county seat where the male citizens do close-order drill with rifles every Thursday night]. I convinced him he would be safe, and promised that I would arrangemy business to be in Magnolia that afternoon and follow himback so he wouldn’t be isolated on the highway.


  In my naïveté I thought I was personally safe.


  Malva and I convinced Don and the others that they had to get the Negro girls out of the headquarters where they were living under the same roof with boys of both races. Another thingwe told them was that the white boys and the colored girls shouldnot go to the supermarket together like they had been doing.


  We hammered home the point that the kids should be neat in their appearance and not look like beatniks if they were hellbenton staying in McComb.


  [The phone breaks into Red’s narrative. It’s his mother calling from Greenwood. “It’s sad, but the community wanted no partof us,” Red says into the speaker. “Mother, nobody made a mistake. That’s the completely senseless part of the whole thing. . . We tried to stay but this local vigilante committee’s toomuch ... I meant it as a figure of speech. Mother. It’s notreally a vigilante committee . . . Mother, I tried to stay inMcComb to the bitter end. I know, I know, it’s absolutely inconceivable, but it’s happened.”


  As Red talks to his mother, Malva and Carla prepare to leave. There is no time to take the furniture. Only the most importantthings are going up to Jackson in the cars and the U-Haul trailerto the apartment the Heffners have rented, and from which theywill be evicted as political undesirables after two nights.


  Melva makes sure that Jan’s Mississippi trophies and the family’s treasure, the original shooting script for the movie,“Gone with the Wind,” are ready to go. As Carla takes Oliver,her parakeet, out the door, she defiantly says to the bird, “Guesswe’ll have to teach you how to sing ‘We Shall Overcome.’ ”]


  July 15


  Don had his meeting with the sheriff. I followed him home and we had coffee and discussed what a good meeting it was.


  July 16


  Called the chief of police and told him about Don’s meeting with the sheriff. Malva went by and had a chat with Oliver Emmerich. He advised her to be careful in view of the fact that ourphone may be tapped.


  July 17


  Routine work day.


  Malva invited our minister and his wife over for supper.


  It was planned that Don McCord would come over after supper to discuss the projected meeting with the mayor and thepolice chief. There was a mix-up on the supper invitation. Ourminister’s wife had already started cooking supper.


  Since we had extra food, I called Don McCord and asked him to bring one of the white boys and come over for supper. Hebrought Dennis Sweeney [a good-looking blond boy from Stanford University who had suffered a mild concussion in the bombing of the headquarters].


  We ate hot tamales and made simple pleasantries until Carla called long distance from New York. We told Carla that Donand Dennis were here. We mentioned Dennis’ name severaltimes because Carla thought she had seen his picture in thenewspapers in connection with the bombing.


  A few minutes later the phone rang again. Malva answered. A woman’s voice said, “Can I speak to Dennis Sweeney?”


  Dennis got on the phone and the voice asked him how civil rights work was coming along. Dennis said he guessed all right,and then the voice wanted to know if he was a friend of ours.


  Dennis asked the voice who it was, and the voice hung up.


  That’s how we knew our phone was being tapped or monitored. The only way the voice could have known that Dennis was at our house was by listening to the earlier conversation withCarla.


  About ten minutes later a vice president of Help, Inc., called to say that people were getting upset about the strange car infront of our house and wanted to know whose it was. I didn’tconsider it any of his business, but being aware how touchy thetown was, I told him exactly who it was and why they were there.


  Now cars started circling our house. Dennis and Don began to get very nervous.


  I phoned the FBI and told them what was happening, including our phone being tapped. The FBI said it could not be tappedbecause phone tapping is against the law. I replied, "So is church burning, and they’ve burnt nearly twenty of them this summer.”[The actual figure is closer to thirty.]


  It was agreed that our minister, who had arrived meanwhile, would follow Dennis and Don back to their headquarters. As wewalked out to say good-bye I counted eight car loads of peoplewatching our house.


  We came back in the house and I got the pistol I had bought for Malva, but I couldn’t find the magazine. We turned off allthe lights and watched as some of the cars from the neighborhood which had followed Don and our minister came back toCarroll Oaks.


  We called the FBI again and the police about the group that was still around the house. I’m glad I wasn’t hot-headed enoughto get my shotgun right then. I’m not trained in non-violence.


  July 18


  Rumors went all over McComb.


  George Guy came out and discussed the situation. George said that he couldn’t protect us or he would be dead politically.[The police chief in McComb is elected.] George and I are prettyclose friends, and I think he would have protected us if he could.


  Went to bed about 1:30 or 2:00 a.m.


  Malva woke me and told me to come into the kitchen. We looked out the kitchen window and saw cars parked up anddown the street. We could tell there were people in them becausewe could see the glow from their cigarettes.


  I got cussed by Malva because I opened the refrigerator door to get some buttermilk. The little light went on so that thepeople in the cars could tell we were up.


  July 19


  An FBI agent came out after church to discuss the phone calls.


  We went out to the Holiday Inn to see an Olympic gymnast team work out. I went home to write some letters, but Malvastayed to swim.


  While she was there the Holiday Inn manager, an old friend, told her that the Highway Patrol had told him that our housewas scheduled to be bombed. We checked with the FBI and theysaid they knew about it and thought we did.


  That night I kept Malva at the Holiday Inn. I came home and slept with a loaded pistol and shotgun. The civil rights headquarters wanted to send over some people to stand guard, butI said no.


  July 20


  Jan came home. She and Malva stayed at the Holiday Inn, where the FBI also stays. The manager asked them to stay intheir rooms and not walk about the motel.


  Continuous harassment calls.


  Got registered letter from “Pooley” [McComb real estate man, Julius M. Alford] asking me to vacate my office beforeAugust I. I’ve known Pooley seven or eight years. He could havejust phoned.


  July 21


  Malva and Jan left for Vicksburg where Jan, as the reigning queen, has to preside over the picking of the new Miss Mississippi. Poor Jan, a has-been already.


  [Mississippi girls from good families enter beauty contests. Winning is not remunerative. Red figures it cost him $4,000 lastyear to pay for expenses Jan incurred in connection with herceremonial duties.]


  During this period we estimate that we had over two hundred anonymous phone calls, although, and this is funny, we neverhad one on a Sunday.


  Went to the Enterprise-Journal office to discuss issuing a statement to explain that we had done absolutely nothing. The mayor was in the office, so we asked him if he would sit in and help uswith the statement. He said no.


  [Mayor Burt has this to say about the affair:


  “The community didn’t take very kindly to what they did. The Heffners were more or less ostracized. We viewed them the way the Norwegians viewed the Quislings during World War II.


  “The only way I could help them would be to implicate myself. The only thing I could have said was that the mayor said it was okay to have those people in their house, and then whata hell of a fix I would have been in.


  “I didn’t endorse that statement because I knew they’d collaborate with you know WHO.”]


  July 22


  Picked up Jan’s dresses for the pageant. Went to Vicksburg.


  July 24 and 25


  Pageant.


  July 27


  Back in McComb. More calls. The rumors are wilder by the day. One is that Carla is said to be dating a Negro in New York.


  I realized that my insurance business was pretty well shot, and I began to look around for some new business possibilities.


  Red closes his diary.


  From July 27 to August 27, when Carla returned from New York, Red lost the fight to save his business. Red and Malva’sfamilies split over what happened, and although Jan visited afew times, she has lived with friends and relatives, many ofwhom drew away from Jan’s mother and stepfather.


  Red’s money problems started to grow acute. He tried everything but he could do nothing to save his situation. Explanations and meetings helped no more than Red’s diploma from Ole Miss.


  The family’s social life underwent a drastic change. Now they entertained FBI men. They became close friends with one whotickled them by referring to himself as “Stan, the Pollack.”


  Most of their other visitors were itinerant northern doctors, lawyers, and teachers bold enough to venture into Pike County.They even had a visit from an Episcopalian bishop whose codename on their tapped telephone was “The Big Fisherman.”


  Around August 29, Falstaff, the family dachshund, and cats of the two other Carroll Oaks families who did not join Help, Inc.,died. Apparently they were poisoned.


  Red buried Falstaff in his backyard. Malva said he wept as he handled the shovel. In his diary he wrote;


  Did not believe it possible to become so attached to a little dog. He was about the finest little dog a family could have. Heloved us all without asking anything but to be with us. Such loveand loyalty is rare even in a dog.


  Now Red puts his diary in pocket. Everything is packed. He had put his house and country-club membership up for sale. Hestarts to go out the front door, remembers he has forgotten something, goes back inside the house, gets the electric coffeepot andhis pistol.


  A final look, and Red Heffner closes the front door, gets in his car, and slowly gears it into motion pulling the U-Haul trailerafter him.


  Chapter 9


  



  



  



  Aught’s aught,


  A figger’s a figger,


  All for the white man.


  None for the nigger.


  —MISSISSIPPI FOLK VERSE


  An old man, nearly eighty, he was waiting, sitting in his rocking chair, in his office across the dirt space from his cotton gin. Hehad his fedora on, the brim not snapped, doing his business ofmoney, cotton, and black field hands while he waited for us sohe could tell us the story of what he’d done and all he owns.


  When he came to Mattson in 1908 to work in the store for $25.00 a month and board, nobody around Clarksdale in Coahoma County knew the name Roy Flowers. Originally he wasn’ta Delta man. He had come down from Cockrum, De Soto County, to work, and he hadn’t known he was going to be so rich, and own everything, forty-nine square miles, the town,everything.


  The liver spots on his face give his age away. Otherwise you wouldn’t know how old he is, because his voice is soft and young,pleasing to hear when he talks about all he has, and how he ownsit. When he dies, he will not leave it.


  “I been here so long. I don’t want to go back to my old home. That’s why about ten years ago I went to New Orleans andpicked me out a mausoleum. I had him come out and build me another just like it.


  “I’ll bet not more than 20 per cent of the people know where they’re going when they die. Lots of niggers die in Chicago, andthey have to ship them home here.


  “My niggers thought I was foolish, but it’s smart to go ahead and be ready, and I just didn’t want to be in the ground.”


  When he gets up from his rocking chair and with a young step guides you hospitably to his new home with the great cedarclosets and the second-floor sitting room where the curtains don’thave to be drawn because everything is air conditioned, you cansee the mausoleum.


  His mausoleum is marble, on his front lawn, next to his private church, with “Flowers” cut on it, and his two marble urns standby the crypt door.


  In life he is a joyful winner. Yet when he talks about his winnings in harmonious tones, it is not embarrassing to listen:


  “I got four gins. I got controlling interest in the cotton seed oil mill in Tunica. I got the bank in Tutwiler. I got 7,000 acresin cotton. I got soybeans. I got some forest land, timber, I gotmore niggers than anybody in Miss’ippi. I got more good landthan anybody in Miss’ippi. I got the best business in Miss’ippi.


  “This little town, Mattson, it’s mine. I own it.”


  His hand, which does not tremble, offers us an envelope. Inside it are five promissory notes from five Mississippi banks, each promising to pay Roy Flowers $100,000 within a year. Hishand extends another envelope. Inside it is a letter from a Memphis bank saying that Roy Flowers can have $750,000 any time he wants it—without security.


  But money, even the three-quarters of a million he has on demand deposit for emergencies, is paper and ink writing. It’s not land.


  “I couldn’t tell you how I got all this land myself. When people was losing their plantations they came to me ’cause I paid moremoney. I own all this land, all the land from here to Tutwiler.


  “Someone asked me years ago to what did I give credit for my success. I told him, ‘To the good Lord and Mr. Peacock.’


  “Mr. Peacock—he was the president of the Clarksdale bank —would loan me the money to make the first payment. I’d buythe land for ten years’ payments, and pay it before it came due.


  “I got most of the land in 1930’s. I couldn’t make any money in those days, but the land was so cheap. I tried to get Mr. Peacock to buy some, but he was scared.


  “All the banks were closing, but his stayed open, and I had faith in this country. Franklin Roosevelt, he put a support underthe price of cotton, and we plowed up some cotton and he paidus for it. I’m the largest cotton grower in Miss’ippi.


  “There’s lots of good land in this country. There’s good land in Ohio. Made a trip through there. We didn’t care about expenses. We said the best and we had the best.


  “They have good roads there . . . four lanes ... I asked them how big their plantations are. They told me they didn’t haveplantations. They have farms. They’re smaller, but that’s goodland too they have in Ohio.”


  We had southern food for lunch, fried chicken, seasoned sausage patties, flat little biscuits, and beans. Beforehand everyone had a drink, and the women. Flower’s wife, his sister-in-law,and Mrs. Jones, a house guest from Moon Lake Plantation nearLula, told about how they have big parties at each others’ housesin the Delta, and how it once was with five-cent cotton.


  They are very kind, proud of their open hospitality and edgy lest the strangers from the North go away not understanding thatthe Delta is a good life, and the Delta people are a good people.


  Miz Mary, the old man’s sister-in-law, had misgivings, but while he rested after lunch she took us in her car to see someof the Negro people in the cabins, as she called the shacks theylive in.


  “Mack, these gentlemen are from Chicago. They’re not Freedom Riders,” she said by way of introducing us to a big, ugly old man who sat on a porch.


  “What’s all this about?” the tough old Negro asked, peeved at the interruption of his summer afternoon doze.


  “Tell the men. Mack,” Miz Mary said, “you’re free to come and go, aren’t you?”


  “I ain’t gonna leave as long as you don’t make me,” the old man gruffed and would say no more than noises even for MizMary.


  Miz Mary took us to Mattie’s next, a cabin in better repair, with bachelor buttons, okra, spinach, and yellow old maids inthe front garden.


  “Have we ever beaten you, Mattie?”


  “No, Miz Mary, I have never been beaten by nobody,” Mattie replies, but the old woman prefers to talk about her son and hertwo “grans” (grandchildren).


  As Miz Mary drives the car on the dirt road between the cotton fields to the next stop, she explains that the Negro families liverent-free, are given free wood for fuel, all the land they want toraise vegetables for themselves, and “we keep a car and a driverready to take them to the charity hospital at Vicksburg.”


  Fannie was picking cotton near the side of the road. She is thin, as though she had worked all the fat off herself. Her brownNegro features under the round, straw sun hat and the squigglypigtail coming out from under it make her look like a coolie.


  “I’m old, really old,” Fannie moaned. “I just sent in for my birth record to see how old I was. I’m around sixty-two orsixty-three . . . Old, really old. I made my first cotton crop herein 1924. I’m not much at it now. I’m too old.”


  “Fannie, stop chewing your gum. Take your hat off,” Miz Mary told her. “Tell them how you’ve been to Chicago, Fannie.”


  Fannie did, explaining that her three children lived on the city’s West Side. “I don’t do anything but baby-sit when I’mthere.”


  “Do you write them about how bad we treat you, Fannie?”


  “There ain’t but one bad thing I write and that’s when I’m sick.”


  “Do we whip you?”


  “I ain’t been whipped yet. They don’t tell me get up and go to work or to get off the porch. When I heard my children werecoming to visit, I asked Miz Mary, ‘Is there any danger?’ ”


  “Fannie and her children are always welcome here,” Miz Mary says.


  “There’s an ol’ blind woman sittin’ down there in that cabin,” Fannie points to it, “and ain’t nobody gonna driver her away.”


  “That’s right, Fannie. They can all stay as long as they obey.”


  Miz Mary begins to ease the car down the road toward the old man’s house, but Fannie’s shout stops her.


  “Miz Mary, I hates to make a doctor bill just for a head cold. You got anything for it?”


  “Yes, come up to the house later,” Miz Mary says, and the car moves off.


  Before the old man took us on a drive around the plantation, “where you can go all day and never leave my land,” we metBig Lee. Big Lee, who is so big he is awesome, came into thebreakfast room and stood in his bib overalls as the old man satin a chair and talked to him.


  “Big Lee, how do we treat ya?”


  “It ain’t what the rackets out [It isn’t what people are saying]. I been to Chicago. I got children there. I can’t stand it. I likesit here fine.”


  “Big Lee don’t have nothing to do with civil rights,” the old man remarked.


  “That’s right. I don’t fool with it.”


  “You want to live in Chicago, Lee?”


  “I wouldn’t last long in Chicago. You have to bar the doors and windows like you’re in a jail.”


  “We beat you, Big Lee?”


  “Nowzah.”


  “We treat you good. Big Lee?”


  “Yowzah.”


  “That’s right,” the old man said gently. “He don’t want for anything.”


  “I don’t want for anything, but I asked for it, and I gets it.” Lee agreed.


  “Ever been mean to you here in Miss’ippi, Big Lee?”


  “There hadn’t been a law that bothered me. I stayed in my place and they stayed in theirs. It looks to me like the niggersare fighting more in Chicago and New York than here,” thisboulder of a black man observed as the conversation ended.


  “They’re happy. We’re happy. Everybody’s happy here,” the old man said as he led us off to the car.


  He drove slowly so that we could see everything, and he talked as he drove:


  “There’s lots of my niggers over there [as we passed a field where perhaps twenty people, mothers, fathers, and children werepicking cotton]. Here’s a good cypress break. I could sell thatcypress break for $40,000. I handpick half my cotton.


  “During cotton picking a family’ll make $40.00 or $50.00 a week, a lot of money for a nigger family. [Cotton picking timeand cotton chopping time, which is earlier in the summer, arethe two periods in the year when many Negro plantation familieshave cash income.]


  “Ten or fifteen years ago I farmed with mules. It was nice to see them out in the field plowing. I had 400 mules easy. Startedfarming in 1916 on Castor Bow [bayou].


  “See, see where that smoke is? I’m cleaning up that woodland for beans. All that land is mine . . . See the wood behind thosecabins ... see all my niggers get wood for the winter ... Idon’t know how much I’ll make on that cotton . . . send myniggers to the charity hospital at Vicksburg ... it don’t costus so much. . . .


  “I got a nigger church on every plantation [the Flowers’ holdings are subdivided into twelve plantations]. Niggers love to go to church. I have a store on all my places. I don’t run ’em. Irent ’em. It’s nice for my niggers ... I don’t see how I gotahold of all this land . . . finest land in the world . . . thatcotton there will make [blossom into bolls] soon now ... I justcan’t tell you what it’s worth. . . .”


  We stopped the car in front of a white frame building that is half store, half home. A middle-aged man with skin the color oflight coffee comes out.


  “That’s Ezell Johnson,” the old man told us. “He’s my chauffeur. This winter we’re going to the Breakers Hotel in Palm Beach, Florida, and Ezell’ll drive. He’s a smart nigger, too.”


  Ezell walked up to the car and waited for Flowers to speak.


  “Ezell, I told these men, my people don’t pay no attention to civil rights. None of them go to these meetings.”


  Ezell shook his head in agreement.


  “I told them I got 1,000 niggers.”


  “Sen’tor Jim Eastland say last week you got over 10,000. You got 500 right on this place [one of the twelve plantations].”


  The old man doubts the number is that high, says good-bye to Ezell and drives to another spot so that we can take pictures ofthe people in the heat, standing on the crusty earth pulling thecotton bolls off the plant, and putting them into long bags, whichthey drag down the rows as they pick.


  He watches:


  “Niggers is funny things. I can’t hardly understand how they can take the heat. They made me rich.


  “Last year I lent 600 or 700 niggers to Jim Eastland for a week to help him clean out his cotton—it takes money to handle niggers. I give ’em Christmas money, let ’em sign up for commodities.


  “Lots of people haven’t got tractor drivers, much less day hands . . . now see how clean my cotton is. That’s cause I gotlots of niggers . . . Down there by Jackson, they burned a lot of nigger churches . . . that’s foolishness. I hate to hear about that. I never have trouble with my niggers because I’m goodto them.


  “See the cotton I got open? I got lots of it open ... see those blooms? They’re all open . . . I’ve been doing this allmy life. I been lucky ... I can drive off my plantation and Ican tell the difference in plantations without knowing where Iam. Those other plantations, they have no houses, no niggers,and they have Johnson grass growing in the fields between therows of cotton.


  “Look at the niggers out there. I suspect Ezell’s right. I got 2,000 niggers instead of 1,000. Just look out there and see thatcotton makin’.’’


  Chapter 10


  “KUY1106, Greenwood base, calling KUY1106, Tango base . . . KUY1106, Greenwood base, calling Tango base.”


  Mike Kenny, a heavy-boned, fleshy blond graduate student in political science, sits on the edge of a table in the Greenwoodcivil rights headquarters and shouts into a radio transmitter.


  “KUY1106, Greenwood base, calling Tango. Come in Tango, come in.”


  Loud static.


  Then through the static a voice:


  “KUY1106, Greenwood base, this is Ruleville base. Do you read me. Greenwood base?”


  “We read you, Ruleville,” Mike says. “Where is the cow? Where is the cow?” He is asking a coded question in order tomake sure the voice coming through the receiver is the civilrights headquarters in Ruleville and not an impostor.


  “The cow is in the bam,” Ruleville replies.


  Janet is a few feet away at a desk talking into the phone.


  “Hell,” she tells Mike.


  The tall young Negro woman is waiting for an FBI man to come to the other end of the phone.


  “Hell,” she repeats. “There’s no time to verify them. Anyway the code has been stolen.”


  Mike nods and says into the radio speaker:


  “Ruleville, we can’t raise Tango [the code name for civil rights headquarters in a town near Ruleville]. Try to raise them. You’recloser than we are. Ask Tango if Margaret is there. Tell her, ifshe is, to get to a phone and call Greenwood immediately.”Ruleville repeats Mike’s message to make sure it has it right.Mike continues talking:


  “She called from Webb [another town] an hour ago. Said there were two truck loads of armed white men outside the houseand more coming on foot. Do you read me, Ruleville?”


  He bends forward to listen to the receiver. Instead of a reply from Ruleville the radio gives forth a sequence of honking,quacking duck calls. Then there is laughter, and more duck calls.Mike swears and says, “They’re jamming us again.”


  Janet nods and says to the FBI agent on phone, “They’re jamming us again. Why don’t you or the FCC [Federal Communications Commission] make them stop?


  “Look, can you get somebody up to Webb fast before one of our people is hurt? ... Yes, she called an hour ago . . .That’s right, two truck loads of them . . . No, I don’t knowMargaret’s phone number. She just said, ‘I gotta go’ and hungup before we could get it.”


  Mike is back on the radio trying to break through the duck calls. Janet argues with the FBI as young people on the otheroffice phones call around the state for help and information.


  Someone comes into the headquarters of scratched old desks and makeshift shelves to say a fast, radio-equipped car is gassedup and ready for the run to Tango if need be.


  This is not the first such night in Greenwood, but the young people do not grow accustomed to the worry and the waiting.Miles to the southeast, Negro teenagers are playing cards in the dim electric light outside S. O. Williams’ general store at Harmony.


  The Reverend John Peck from New York City is trying to get them to throw in their hands and get in several waiting automobiles.


  “Come on, you guys,” he says. “If we don’t get moving, we’ll miss the meeting.”


  “Just let us finish the hand, ‘Pope John,’ ” one of the card players retorts.


  The white minister from Harvard Divinity School and Union Theological Seminary has been nicknamed “Pope John XXIII”by his youthful Negro friends in Mississippi.


  Another figure comes out of the darkness into the dull light around the store and tells the teenagers to get a move on. Acard player looks at the new arrival and says, “Those Federalpants you’re wearing won’t save you.”


  The figure is indeed wearing an old pair of mailman’s pants. He is a mailman on vacation from Cleveland, and, like the minister, has only been in the state a few weeks, but that has beentime enough for the first fear to wear off and be replaced by anoutward-going enthusiasm.


  It is, he says, the only time in his life he has been able to do something important, and in his pocket he carries a letter toCleveland asking for a year’s leave of absence from the postoffice.


  “I’ll miss that $460 a month though,” he says, his red shirt vivid against his black skin even in the poor light.


  While the card players are cajoled into giving up their game and getting into the cars, a blond girl from the University ofIowa, whose father is a merchandise manager for Sears, Roebuckback home, drinks Coke and watches. She has been here mostof the summer and says, “I’m going to stay until my money runsout.”


  She talks about herself, her family, and the movement:


  “My father didn’t approve of my coming. He believes strongly in property rights over human rights. He’s a good man, the kindthat says some of his best friends are Negroes.”


  She is a Catholic and says she got into civil rights through her membership in the Catholic Interracial Conference.


  “I didn’t get much support from my friends. One of my roommates at school joined the Peace Corps . . . Now that we’ve proven ourselves, that we’re not just coming for adventure, it’llget more support, even from the frats and sororities.


  “They don’t like to do something unless it’s cool, but I think next summer the project will really draw the Greeks.


  “The whole movement is changing. I hate to see it turned into a bureaucracy. The kids with better educations, white kidsmostly, are taking over. Some of the Negro kids are pretty bitterabout it. Don’t blame them. This is more efficient, I suppose, butI hate to see it anyway.”


  Everyone is loaded into the cars, which bump onto the pitted road. Dust clouds the headlight beams and reflects the light backon the drivers following the first car.


  The cars turn onto the paved highway outside of Harmony, and pick up speed driving west until they hit the Natchez Trace,where they turn north toward Attala County.


  They probably would not have been allowed to go if one of the more experienced workers had been around. The mailmanand “Pope John” don’t have seven weeks’ time in Mississippi between them, and they are leading an expedition into a county thathas a reputation as a dangerous place.


  The movement has no organization in Attala County and few contacts there. It has none in Maxville, a country community sosmall it isn’t in the Rand McNally index. It is to Maxville thegroup is heading, to a Negro revival meeting there.


  “Pope John” had happened on the revival the previous night, when he had tried to enter the country church to preach civilrights and had been refused by the minister.


  The cars turn off the Trace and down several roads until they come to a clearing where there are cars and pick-up trucksparked next to the old church where the revival is going on inside. The young people drive into the parking area, but are too inexperienced to park the cars so they can make a fast getaway.


  The youths, in their late teens and early twenties, get out of the cars and go to the church windows, where they whisper totheir peers within who are soon seeping out to join the partisansoutside. There they are told what’s up and help in the work ofluring others into the parking area.


  The mailman and “Pope John” talk to perhaps thirty more who have now come out and ask them to get the rest of thecongregation, which may number another one hundred and fifty.Soon there are enough outside for a direct assault.


  Robert, who is eighteen, goes to the side door, where he is met by the stout pastor, Reverend Watkins, who tells him,“We’re having a revival meeting here tonight, boy.”


  Robert: “We just want to talk to the people.”


  Rev. Watkins: “We’re having a revival.”


  Robert: “We’re not going to disrupt the meeting.”


  Rev. Watkins: “That’s what you’re doing.”


  Robert: “If we were going to tell them to go junking and drinking, it would be a different thing.”


  Rev. Watkins: “I’m the pastor of this church.”


  Robert: “The people ought to have a say-so about us speaking.”


  Rev. Watkins: “This is for the pastor to decide.”


  Robert: “If you’re leading your people into blindness—” Rev. Watkins: “You saying I’m leading my people into blindness?”


  Robert: “I didn’t say that . . .”


  Rev. Watkins: “I’m telling them everything I can afford to tell them.”


  As the pastor leaves and goes to his pulpit, a member of the congregation softly explains in the dark that Reverend Watkinsand some of the others are afraid that the white people will findout that freedom workers have been in the church. So manychurches have been bombed and burned.


  Inside, the minister, whose dark skin looks almost gray in the sickly blue neon used to light the church, tells his now badlydepleted congregation:


  “We love everybody coming into the state [meaning the civil rights workers], but there is a time for all things. Tonight we feelresponsible for you. Say Amen. [A few do, but without gusto.]


  “I’ll give the word at the right time, but we’re in a church service. The pastor knows when the right time is because he isthe pastor. Say Amen.” [Seven or eight scattered “amens” comefrom the older sisters while the rest wait to be dismissed.]


  Now the whole congregation comes outside and, with a little shepherding from the civil rights workers, forms a semicirclearound the mailman who stands on an automobile hood. Themailman talks without polish but with much energy:


  “Remember this ugly face,” he begins, introducing himself and “Pope John.” “We’re not here to harm anyone. We’re hereto help and we’re all Americans.


  “The government is with us. The Department of Justice is with us. We’re here to help you help yourselves in your communities. . . We in the North aren’t free, but we have the vote and wewant to be free.


  “If you want something, you have to organize and struggle. I don’t mind leaving my blood in Mississippi for my cause. Now,are you satisfied with the system, or do you want a change?”


  A number say they want a change.


  “Do you realize how powerful the vote is? If you had the vote, you wouldn’t have a Governor Johnson or a Sheriff Rainey[Lawrence Rainey, sheriff of Neshoba County, where the threecivil rights workers were murdered].


  “Do you want to make $2.00 for picking one hundred pounds of cotton?”


  “No,” is the murmured reply.


  “Are you afraid?”


  “No,” again.


  “What do you want?”


  “Freedom,” many of them say, but few shout.


  “How many men can I get to be our guides? We don’t know Attala County. We need housing for our workers. We have noplace to live but your homes. Don’t put yourself out for us. Ifyou eat peas, we eat peas.


  “We need a central place for an office. Remember, all we do is set the groundwork for your organization, then you take over.


  “This is for you. I can get back on a Delta Airlines plane to Cleveland whenever I want.”


  Paper is passed among the people so that those who will help as the mailman asked can sign their names and where they live.Many of the people sign.


  In Greenwood, some of the white civil rights workers are drinking beer in a Negro restaurant. They talk about makingsure that hate does not capture the feelings of the people in themovement. They speak of what they call “the beloved society”in which all men will be reconciled.


  A few blocks away at headquarters a voice says, “KUY1106, Greenwood base, calling KUY1106, Tango. Come in Tango,come in.”


  The radio’s loudspeaker answers:


  “Honk, honk, quack, quack.”


  Chapter 11


  ALTHOUGH the half moon was bright over Leake County’s rough central Mississippi countryside, it was hard to see the boy because his skin was dark. You could make him out, though,standing by the nearly finished oblong building, holding a shotgun.


  Guard duty bored him. He put the gun barrel to his lips and blew across the opening, making the same low-pitched vibrationthat comes from blowing across the top of an empty soda popbottle.


  “You’re gonna kill yerself,” an older boy told him and took the gun away.


  The wooden structure they were guarding is a community center that the people of Harmony had built this summer whenthe whites said they could not use the abandoned Rosenwaldschool building for their Freedom School.


  Mississippi has many Rosenwald schools, so named because much of the money for the first Negro public schools in the statecame from Chicago philanthropist Julius Rosenwald.


  The community center stands near S. O. Williams’ general store with the gas pumps in front. The two buildings face a ruttedcrossroads that is impassable after a rain. This is the center ofHarmony, a few miles outside of Carthage, the county seat, whichdidn’t get a railroad until 1928.


  It’s in places like Harmony that the idea of non-violent resistance is passing fastest. During the summer, whites burned a cross in a field not far from the crossroads, and several houseswere shot into. Now, unlike times past, the Negro farmers areresponding by arming themselves.


  Joe Greer, a light tan man with forty acres of land and a hospitable wife, Alice, who does most of the talking, sits bynight hidden in back of his farmhouse with pistol and rifle whenthings are tense. So many of Joe Greer’s yeomen-like neighborsdo the same that it is dangerous to drive off the paved highwayinto the Harmony area after sundown if your car is unfamiliarthere.


  In the days before the school at Carthage was to be integrated, the Negroes’ apprehension and armed vigilance increased, buteven where there was no Federal court order, and no suspenseabout the outcome of the opening day of school, Negroes werecarrying guns.


  You could see the guns on the front seats of cars as people drove to night civil rights meetings in Mileston in the Delta. TheNegro people in McComb will tell you that they are armed andready to throw up roadblocks in their section of the town againstthe police and the Klan if trouble starts. (Subsequent to the appearance of this story in the Chicago Daily News, McCombNegroes did indeed barricade the streets against the police.)


  Even the civil rights workers are uncertain about non-violence. In some places they have stopped preaching it, and are urgingthe contrary.


  Jerome Smith, a long-limbed man in his late twenties, sat on the edge of the Greers’ porch one morning poking at the dirt inthe garden with a cane he uses to support a bad leg. He was incharge of civil rights activities in the Leake County area, andhad dropped in on Harmony to talk about the upcoming schoolintegration.


  He was talking with five or six younger workers about finding some parents who would dare to send their first-grade childrento the white school, but the conversation had wandered off thetopic to the question of violence and non-violence:


  “This country discouraged non-violence. There was a real loss of faith in it by Negroes after Medgar and Chaney [JamesChaney, one of the three civil rights workers murdered in near-byNeshoba County] were murdered.


  “Very few of us accept non-violence as a way of life. It’s an unnatural discipline on a natural response.


  “We were willing to accept it as a tactic as long as it was sanity, but it’s just not sanity to give your life away. Now it’s nota question of violence and non-violence, but one of survival. Ifit comes to that [violence in self-defense], we may lose supportfrom the outside.”


  The subject temporarily played out, he turned to a symmetrically featured young man whose skin is a shade lighter than his. This is Theobis. Until eighteen months before, Theobis had leda somewhat uncertain but ordinary life as a factory worker inCanton.


  Theobis’ civil rights agitation eventually cost him his job in the can-opener factory where he polished handles. He becamea full-time staff worker and progressed in the movement untilhe was put in charge of the work at Harmony. He lives with theGreers, and on that day his main preoccupation was finding children to integrate the school.


  Jerome Smith warned Theobis:


  “We’ll have to play it tight, real tight. We can’t afford to irritate the people [who have promised to send their children], but try to pin them down. Try to pin them down to which cars willcarry them up there and which people will go. You’ll have tosneak by the houses of the people that are shaky about it.”


  Inside the farmhouse, Mrs. Greer talked about the situation. She said she would send a child if she had one of school age, butshe is less fearful than most. She and her sister were among thefirst to run the gantlet of registering to vote:


  “It took me two years to register to vote. Then, when we went to vote, they didn’t put the ballot in the box. They put mine toone side.


  “My sister said, ‘No, I’ll put my ballot in the box myself.’ They told her the law was that she had to give the ballot to them.


  “She said, ‘What law? Mississippi law?’ Then they said if she didn’t give them the ballot she couldn’t vote.


  “Not long after, the man at the gas station told Joe, ‘Don’t you know you’re fixing to get your family killed?’ Sometimes onweek ends [when things are usually roughest] he don’t take offhis clothes for being out back watching all night. But he told thehigh sheriff [old English expression still used in some rural areasof Mississippi], ‘I’m gonna protect my home.’ ”


  Down from the Greers on the roller-coaster trench through the hills that serves as a road, a trim-looking Negro farmer in akhaki cap and an orange shirt is having a soft drink and talkingabout the upcoming school integration:


  “The main thing about white folks is you can’t depend on their word. They’ll tell you one thing and do another. I’ll befrank with you. I’m afraid. I’d send one of my other kids, butthat’s my baby. I couldn’t do it.”


  The Federal court order stipulates that integration is to be done a grade a year starting with the first grade.


  “They’re against the Negroes all the way. If it were me going to the school, I’d go in a minute. I’m not afraid of them at all,but I just couldn’t risk my baby.


  “I hope somebody does send their kid, though.”


  S. O. Williams—his color is that of lightly stained wood—listened to the farmer but said nothing. Williams, who owns thegeneral store, is suspected by the APWR crowd of being rich.Even reputable whites, like George Keith, the newspaper editorin Carthage, think Williams may be the wealthiest man—black,white, or Indian—Ln Leake County.


  Such talk worries Williams, and when he hears it, he denies he has so much money. Only the store and a good-sized farm,that’s all he has, Williams will tell you. Those APWR’s mightresent a Negro who has too much money. They might fret abouta rich Negro.


  Williams has signed one civil rights petition, but although he says, “I’m for anything that will help the colored man progress,”he feels caught in the middle:


  “Before this came up, 40 per cent of my business was whites, and not just peckerwoods [slang for white trash], but good whites.Before this came up, I don’t know whether I had more white orcolored friends. That was before the civil rights came up.”


  In town, the white people were hoping that no Negro children would be brought to the school on registration day.


  They were resisting up and down the line, of course, every way they knew. When the official national Little League said thebaseball game had to be integrated, Carthage withdrew andstarted the Dixie League for the kids.


  But that didn’t sound so good for a county wanting to attract what they call “industrialists” to locate factories there. So theychanged the name again, this time to Little Boys’ Baseball, butkept it segregated. (Little Boys’ Baseball can be found throughout the state.)


  Under the pressure, the white people fell to suspecting each other and telling nasty stories on each other. It got so bad thatGeorge Keith had to put a piece in the paper about it:


  Some of the tales told on the streets of Carthage this week are ridiculous. Some are downright mean. To say that two of our mostrespected businessmen . . . have each made sizable contributionsto the NAACP is about as absurd as starting the rumor that Reverend Martin Luther King has come to serve as interim pastor atthe First Baptist Church of Carthage.


  The story even got out on this end of town that a lady . . . said that the Chamber of Commerce was sponsoring a boycott of whitefolks against white folks. . . .


  The Chamber wasn’t, but some of the white businessmen were pressured into refusing service to Negro customers in Harmony.


  The butane gas man and the soft-drink bottler both have given up delivering out there.


  Leake County had plenty of problems before civil rights boiled up.


  It’s hard for a white man to make a living on the hilly little farms, and people like the county agent, who want to help, don’tseem to have much to help with. It’s like the sign he has on thewall behind his desk:


  The 4-way test of the things we think, say, or do:


  1) Is it true?


  2) Is it fair to all concerned?


  3) Will it build good will and better friendships?


  4) Will it be beneficial to all concerned?


  For O. C. Allen, the little, bald farmer who must find a living off eighty acres of land, the “4-way test” doesn’t make the perennial hard times easier. Like many of the farmers, O. C. does whatthey call in Leake County “public work.” That is, he has anoutside job.


  To fill out his income he works as a school-bus driver, but many of the other farmers have to drive to a Jackson factory jobevery day.


  “I started farming in this patch in 1926,” O. C. said, looking down from his seat atop his golden orange tractor. “In thosedays we got as high as a bale of cotton an acre, but half a balewas average, not like now when we get a bale and a half or twobales even. That’s all since we got agriculture teachers and allthat, and they taught us all different kinds of methods.”


  He took his hat off and wiped his forehead before continuing:


  “They got Miss’ippi low-rated, but it’s one of the most beloved states. Miss’ippians don’t believe in no such stuff as killing folks. Our people are a Christian people.


  “If it wasn’t for my church and my Lord, I’d be the most miserable man on earth. I’m a Primitive Baptist, and I’m happyto announce it. Some’s against us. They give us the name of‘hard-shell Baptist.’ ”


  O. C. would prefer to talk about race and religion, but he is willing to answer questions about his farming:


  “I can make a living at it, but not money. A man has to have a sideline like the school bus. Only two things I know, how toraise cotton and transport children.


  “Can’t make money in cotton. Labor’s too hard to find, and puts me to too much trouble. I got some Choctaws that pick mycotton. Only trouble is I gotta get ’em and carry ’em back. I’mtrying to work my way into beef cattle, more or less, but thattakes money.”


  Then he went back to his pet subject:


  “I met this colored brother. I told him, ‘Don’t think the white people will let you down as long as you stay the same, but whenit comes to mixing, that’s against God’s law.’


  “The way the situation’s got now, I daren’t invite him to preach in my church. Boy, I tell you. I’d be afraid to undertake thatnow. It’s pitiful but they’d say I was in the NAACP.


  “The ones that are going into this is the young, hot niggers, not our good old Mississippi niggers. These freedom workersare low-down snakes in the weeds.


  “Yeah, it’s these young niggers that cause the trouble. They want to get with the white women. But I say, ‘what is will be andit shall come to pass, and the world will grow wickeder andwiser.’ That’s what I say.”


  On school integration day Carthage was on its best behavior. The town wanted to make a good impression. It had gone so faras to set up a press room for the visiting reporters, who wereoffered free cigars by a local politician who stood outside thedoor holding them in a paper bag.


  Most of the morning nothing happened. No Negroes showed up. The press, the police, and town leaders looked at each otherand tried to stay cool in the late summer heat.


  A few minutes after a white shop clerk on the courthouse square said to a friend, “Goody, there’s none come,” an old cardrove up to the police guarding the school.


  Inside it was a six-year-old Negro girl.


  She was registered without incident.


  A few days later the NAACP reported the girl’s father lost his job.


  A few days after that a Negro church outside Carthage was fired.


  Chapter 12


  



  



  



  I am Mississippi bred, I am Mississippi fed


  —nothing but a poor black boy;


  I am a Mississippi slave; I will be buried in a Mississippi grave


  —nothing but a poor black boy.


  —Anonymous thirteen-year-old “Freedom School” Student


  4:30 A.M. Route 82 and Avenue G in Greenwood.


  The police went off duty a few minutes ago, and the few Negroes in the all-night 82 Grill seemed relaxed. Nobody is watching.


  Outside it is still black night, but the cocks have begun to crow, and dogs, unseen, can be heard barking. A Negro drivesup in an old black-and-white Chevy and a teen-age boy with asheer handkerchief tied over his hair shouts at him


  “Where you driving this morning, P. T.?”


  “Ruleville,” the man says.


  “Ask Mr. Charlie [Negro term for white people, especially white bosses] if he needs a foreman,” the boy asks laughingly.


  “That’s my job.”


  “You can tell the man I want a job sitting under a shade tree. . . .”


  5:00 A.M. The working day is beginning.


  Solomon, a man of light brandy color who seems younger than his forty-one years, is starting his first day in a new business, that of picking up field hands from their houses and transporting them to the plantations in the surrounding countryside.


  For this work he has just acquired a blue, freshly painted second-hand bus, which he hopes to pay for from the fifty centshe gets from the plantation owner for each laborer he is able todeliver daily.


  Being new in the business, Solomon has not yet outfitted his bus with a barrel to carry drinking water to satisfy the thirst hispassengers will develop in the fields under the sun. The otherbuses that move from spot to spot picking up workers in theGreenwood dawn have them lashed to little rear platforms.


  Solomon knocks at the window of a run-down frame house. His rap is firm but not too obtrusive, as he says, “Ezra, this’sSolomon. When you fixin’ to come to work?”


  A voice from within: “Be with ya tamoora. . . .”


  Solomon accepts the answer. There is competition among the bus drivers for the fifty cents; the workers must be wooed to ridewith him.


  He gets back in his blue bus, drives down the street and, as he turns the corner, a competitor passes him going the other way.At the next house he must wait, but his passenger, a limpingman, does appear and walks slowly, with Solomon in the lead,from his house to the bus.


  Solomon goes on, stopping in vain at some places, and with success at others as the people—women, children, and men—come out of their houses. Some move very slowly to get on thebus. None moves fast.


  They look old and hurt, even the children, as though they had been bruised so that each step, each movement of the body, mustbe made with hesitation.


  A mother sits up toward the front of Solomon’s bus with her little boy beside her. She and the boy will make $4.00 todaywhen they get to the plantation where they will work for tenhours weeding beans.


  “The cockleburs are the hardest,” she says, “but there’s coffee weed and pig weed too.”


  She had brought food for herself and the boy, whom she hopes to send to East St. Louis, Illinois, where he can go to a goodschool. In the mother’s paper sack there is bread and chickennecks. She and the boy will drink water and cola.


  It has not been a good year, she says. “We haven’t gotten but a few weeks work this year, but I hopes to get more pickin’ cotton if they allows us to pick.”


  Mechanical pickers (they look like large, rubber-tired, steel anteaters) are taking work away. Along all the highways of theDelta, from Yazoo City north, there are signs advertising PickCleaner Cotton—Defoliate with Folex.


  The Folex is sprayed from biplanes that have wires and struts between the wings. They look like war surplus from theLafayette Escadrille. You can see them everywhere in the cotton counties of the Delta. The newspapermen call them the“Confederate Air Force.”


  The Folex makes the leaves drop off the cotton plants so the mechanical pickers can snatch up the white bolls without “greenstain.”


  When Solomon has all the people he thinks he can entice on the bus his first day, he swings west and takes his passengerstoward Indianola, where the plantation is.


  10:30 A.M. Buff Hammond stands in front of his Greenwood cotton brokerage office. He is the police commissioner:


  “The civil rights workers scared the hell out of us. We’re not used to tension. Mississippi is only 42 per cent colored, but it’s65 per cent in the Delta. Here in Leflore County there’s 32,000of them and only 16,000 of us.


  “I’m not fooling myself; I know it isn’t going away, but the Negroes are economically inferior, and morally inferior, andthey’re inferior in ambition.


  “We’re never going to accept it any more than you in the North have accepted integration. I been North. I know you don’taccept it.


  “The nigras here are expressing what they always felt, I guess.”


  2:15 P.M. Ruleville. Between Indianola and Greenwood but north of both in Sunflower County.


  Fannie Lou Hammer, a woman who can understand the mother on Solomon’s bus, and express it, sits on the porch of herhouse. She has a big pecan tree that she loves in the front yard.


  “My mother lost her eyesight when she was hit [accidentally] with an ax while she was cutting down trees to clear a cornfield,” she says.


  She looks right at you with warm eyes, but her large dark brown features seem worn with a passion that is too exhaustingfor her overweight frame.


  “The first time I remember not being satisfied was when I was a small kid.


  “My family picked sixty bales of cotton, but we had no shoes. The white people had shoes; we was workin’; they wasn’t. Theyhad food; we had none. Oh Lord, how I wished I was white.”


  The country first heard of her when she appeared on television at the Democratic National Convention, a reproving, accusing black voice: “Righteousness exalts a nation, sin is a reproach.”


  They hate her in Mississippi. At the Carriage House, Natchez’s best restaurant, a grand dowager of a white woman at the nexttable says of her: “That nigger woman from Ruleville is the bestactress I’ve seen in years.”


  Over in Canton, Madison County, a deputy sheriff spits before saying, “Hell, that nigger wasn’t never beaten the way she saidon TV.”


  Neither hatred nor fame brings money. Her husband is unskilled and mostly unemployed:


  “We women have no chance to be women here; our education is poor, but the men’s is worse.”


  “My husband says when they were boys they had to be out with sticks knocking the cotton stalks instead of being in school.It was so cold that he’d put his feet where the cows would havebeen laying to get them warm.”


  Mississippi winters are cold, and the humidity gives the frosty air a rheumatic penetration. The poorer people’s houses are builton the theory that the climate is always subtropical, so that inwinter half of the people seem to have walking pneumonia.


  She continues to talk, but is interrupted by a Confederate Air Force plane that drops low and buzzes her house. After it haspassed on to the west, she says:


  “They do it all the time. It don’t make no mind. ... If we can only hold on here. It has been better this summer, but Ipity the Negro people of Mississippi when these students leave.


  “These people are not here for no kind of social fling. They taught us things we never knew . . . Negro history. First timeI learned about Frederick Douglass [Civil War era Negro abolitionist and writer] was last September in Ebony magazine.There’s nothing wrong about teaching us about us.


  “We have a beautiful heritage. We are the onliest people that have had one man to march through a mob to go to school. Weare the onliest people to have our babies sold from ourbreasts . . .”


  7:30 P.M. Greenwood civil rights headquarters.


  Silas McGhee is a thin, tall, twenty-one-year-old. The way he bends over and goes to pieces when he laughs makes you thinkhe is younger than he is. Silas has none of an older person’s caution about showing his emotions.


  By nature, most of his emotions seem to be happy ones, as though he had a vocation for joy. He is lucky, too. The bulletleft only a small scar on his cheek. The scar is about threeshades lighter than his milk-chocolate complexion, but he hasnot been disfigured.


  “The thing that really brought it about was people treating my mother so bad,” he explains.


  “She owned this little farm [fifty-eight acres] right on Highway 82. The [white] man joining her land started a subdivision— he kept asking her to sell, which she didn’t do, so the next thing,the bank started to foreclose on her.


  “She was sick [widowed since 1949], but my mother still didn’t want to sell. She gets a lawyer [white] and he gets her tosign a deed of six acres of her land. That was to be insurance forhim that she will pay him when it comes time. Then he goes rightoff and sells it to the man with the subdivision.


  “They send a man out to stake off the six acres of my mother’s land. She protests him, and he has her arrested. They take herdown to the jailhouse, but they don’t put her in. She went tocourt. [The case is not settled yet.]


  “Then they arrested my brother Jake. My mother went to see him in the jailhouse and the cop pushed her so she pushed himback and they have her arrested again. [Silas’ mother then fledto Jackson.]


  “On the afternoon when the President signed the Civil Rights Bill I made up my mind to try the Leflore movie theater. I askedsome friends if they wanted to go. At first they said they would,then when they saw the theater, they changed their minds andwaited while I bought a ticket.


  “I don’t remember the movie. I didn’t enjoy what I saw of it, mostly because I was thinking I’d have to go out of the theater.See, pretty soon somebody threw a paper cup at me.


  “Then about two minutes later, a white boy hit my head with his elbow and another boy attempted to pour a soft drink on me.I stood up and asked them not to pour the drink on me.


  “They didn’t stop, so I went to the manager who said for me to go back and have a seat. The minute I took my seat aboutfifteen of them were gathered around me. One asked, ‘What willit take for you to leave this movie?’


  “I said to him I paid my dollar to come here and see the movie and I do not intend to leave until I’ve seen it. He toldme, ‘This ain’t no nigger movie. If you care anything about yourrace you’ll get up and leave. It’ll look mighty damn bad for usto throw you out on the streets. Is you going to leave?’


  “I said no.


  “That’s when they jumped on me and started hitting me. I pushed them out of the way and ran to the manager’s office. Iasked to use the phone. He told me no. I asked him again, andhe still said no. Then he say I’ll walk you around to the policestation, which he did.


  “I came away from the theater with a bruised nose and a couple of knots on my head. The cop looked at me sort of funny—he said I’ll get in touch with you, but I never heard. , . .


  “I went home and it was hurting and I was thinking next time I’ll get someone to go with me who won’t turn. I asked mybrother Jake, and he said he would go. We did and the samething happened at the theater.


  “So we decided to get a larger group. This time we had Jake and my other brother Ben and three others from Greenwood. . . friends.


  “We went in. After five minutes the manager asked us—he pleaded with us—begged us to leave.


  “ ‘I can’t put you out of this movie. You have as much right as anybody else,’ he say, ‘but please, just for this night, pleaseleave.’


  “We told him we would leave, but we would be back. A few days later Jake and I and Clarence, my oldest brother [a soldierjust back from Korea who was in uniform that day] went backto the movie. We enjoyed the picture, but I was worried aboutthe crowd on the outside of the theater.


  “After the movie we called a cab. They didn’t bother us getting into it, but then the crowd started throwing stones and busted the glass in the cab window.


  “The next time everything was okay until it was time to leave the theater. It was just Jake and I this time. We called three cabcompanies, but none came. So we called the civil rights headquarters.


  “They got a Negro doctor to pick us up. His car windows were smashed, and Jake and I was cut by the broken glass, butthe doctor wasn’t hurt.”


  Silas says he likes exciting movies. He laughs instead of answering when you ask him if he has seen one more exciting than his own life.


  “Next day I went down to the courthouse to try and register. Three men in a pick-up truck got me and took me to a garageand beat me up. [The FBI subsequently arrested the men forviolating the Civil Rights Act.]


  “From then on every day I participated in demonstrations and voter-registration work. Then one day I was over in BaptistTown (a Negro section of Greenwood), parked on the wrongside of the street. The cop tells me to move and then he says,‘Nigger, I’ll pull your damn neck off. I’ll get you later.’


  “Later I was parked next to Lulu’s Café on H Street. It was raining, so I decided to stay in the car until it stopped. That wasthe biggest mistake I made.


  “I sort of dozed off and went to sleep. Next thing I knew I was shot in the head and was in the hospital.”


  Silas’s favorite movie stars are Yul Brynner and Susan Hayward. His favorite picture is “The Ten Commandments.”


  Afterword


  THE summer is over. Now-there must be an asking of questions, and a summing up.


  They came, hundreds of students, mostly white, and they did honor to their young manhood and young womanhood, but whatdid they accomplish?


  Did they accomplish anything above showing that it is possible for a youth in good health to sustain a direct hit from a powerfully swung baseball bat on the back of the head? Theydid accomplish more, but it is difficult to say what, beyond thatMississippi will never be the same.


  The Negroes still don’t vote, yet it is a changed state.


  Linda, a good-looking broad-faced girl from Winnetka, Illinois, spent the summer teaching four- and five-year-olds in Ruleville. She said she ate her way out of her clothes. It wasnerves, and the fear that each meal might be her last. Lindabelieves her Freedom School accomplished its work: “I thinkwe taught some people, I really do. We would have done betterif we had known more about rural Mississippi Negro children,but now we do, and this winter [the work in Mississippi goes on]we can put the experience to use.”


  In a backhanded way R. Gordon Burt, Jr., the mayor of McComb, admitted their accomplishments: “Their school was a fizzle . . . F-I-Z-Z-L-E . . . nobody came but kids.”


  Thinking back on her summer, Linda said, “We’ve been living together, both races in the Negro community, and that’s an accomplishment.”


  She’s right. Mores and taboos could be seen being smashed all over the state as Mississippi whites learned that neither closeassociation with Negroes nor bad food nor worse plumbing, anymore than bombs, beatings, or arrests could get the kids out. Theplace will never be the same.


  The collegians didn’t make it easier on themselves. They made no concessions to Mississippi sentiment on any subject.


  The kids who were radical were no more bashful about it than the kids who were religious. They talked their radicalism“bodaciously,” to use a Mississippi adverb, and you could findtheir copies of the leftish National Guardian on table tops in civilrights headquarters all over the state.


  Sometimes their dress was outlandish by Mississippi standards, sometimes just filthy by any standards. One white Mississippian,moved by the sight of an especially offensive pair, remarked,“Looks to me like they just heard about the EmancipationProclamation and came right on down . . .”


  Most were clean and reasonably dressed for farming communities, but the ones that weren’t had high visibility, giving the state its first lesson in living and letting live with people you don’tlike and can’t understand.


  Many whites were taught no lesson they could learn this summer.


  The white fraternity kids from Ole Miss and other state colleges who loaded Jackson’s best motels every weekend to drink and fornicate under the eyes of adult chaperones, whose dutywas to see the press didn’t get pictures of Mississippi white youthdisporting itself, learned little. One of them, a boy from Clarksdale, told me as he fondled a girl and a highball, “I was therethe night of the troops [when the United States Army enforcedthe Court-ordered integration of Ole Miss]. I was a freshman. Ithrew bricks and I wanted to hurt somebody.”


  Hartman Tumbow and his friends around Tchula learned much this summer. Before the civil rights organization sent himas one of the Negro delegates to the Democratic National Convention, where he and the others appeared like the ghost victimsof an old crime, they had been going over to Lexington, thecounty seat, to “redish with the circus clerk,” Holmes Countyversion of “register with the circuit clerk.”


  Yet after he came back and told them about “the benefits of the meeting they carried on in Atlantic City, New Jersey,” theyhad a new and personal appreciation of the American politicalprocess. The Negro people who live in Tchula and Mileston foundhis account of the politics interesting, but they also wanted tohear what it was like to be there, and he told them:


  “I enjoyed the waves on the sandy beach and I liked to see them jumping toward me.


  “We went to the California Hall, and I enjoyed that. There was seven ladies at a big table and they had seven big crocks ofwine, and they laddled them out into little cups ... as muchas you want. Everybody was just smilin’ and sippin’ wine andtalkin’ to this one, that one, and the other one.


  “We was walkin’ and sippin’ and I talked to the Governor of California for fifteen minutes. There was lots of governors andsenators.


  “They were way out of my bracket, but the more wine they got under their belts, the more easy it was for us to make our arguments.”


  Farmer Tumbow told his neighbors about the politics of the convention as he understood them from “Bob Moes’ ” [RobertMoses], but the people seemed most absorbed in his account ofhis personal adventures with the great world, particularly withthe reception given by Mrs. John F. Kennedy:


  “We met the highest class people in the United States and I didn’t see any sign of one ’scriminating. As you go in you shakeshands with Mrs. Kennedy and you say anything you want.


  “They put me down so low in Mississippi I thought I was dreaming being with people with so much money and so muchhonor stored upon them. That Mrs. Kennedy had a receptionfor a bunch of Negroes that come back here and can’t hardlyeat. . . .


  “I don’t know what they gave me to drink but it was terrible good. I licked up a second glass but I didn’t take a third ’causeI didn’t want to show the Mississippi part of me. . . .”


  The summer gave many Negroes hope, but it did not remove fear. They are especially afraid of reprisals once the northerners go.


  One night, walking down a country road, I was mistaken by a Negro for a civil rights worker. Coming up in the dark, hewhispered a question many Negroes may be whispering:


  “You’re not going? You’re not going away? You’re going to stay with us, aren’t you?”


  Stay or go, the summer has not solved the problem of how the peace will be kept.


  In many places the policemen are more dangerous than the civilians, and though one of the summer’s fruits is the bringing ofmore FBI men than ever before, there still aren’t enough, andoften there is nothing they can do. Murder and mayhem are notin the Federal jurisdiction.


  In Mississippi you can be arrested for assault with intent to kill yourself when somebody tries to shoot you and you are aNegro. And, you must always be on your guard against thelocal government. Listen to the mayor of McComb sketch hisplans for taking care of the civil rights workers:


  “I’m not looking for the little things to give them harassment; I’m looking for the big arrest that will really give them trouble.”


  Nonetheless, one of the summer’s accomplishments is forcing the police in the state into better behavior than they have displayed in the past. But how much does that mean when, duringthe summer, the FBI gave local authorities evidence proving oneof their own policemen had shot a civil rights worker, and theman is still on the police force?


  A great variety of people came to Mississippi during the summer of 1964. A goodly number were like the doctors who came because they felt they had to but, once there, didn’t quite knowwhat to do. The law prohibited them from practicing, althoughI did see a couple of them passing out aspirin and vitamin pillson the sly. They went about the state talking to local doctors andseeing all there was to see.


  They would then congregate in a little second-floor room on Jackson’s Parish Street, and there would tell each other aboutthe filth of the charity hospital in Laurel, or that they hadlearned Negroes in Issaquena County are almost without medicalcare. They had the timidity of their profession, and scarcely eversaid what they thought for publication, but presumably whatthey found will contribute to northern integrationist fervor.


  Some people found the summer profitless. The Leake County farmer’s wife who said, “We’re the last of our kind, the onlymembers of our family left in farming,” did not learn anything,because the past is already acted out and cannot be added to.


  Some of those strong in will to do good did not learn. They were like Abe Osheroff, the Los Angeles carpenter with the facelike a middle-aged bull with a new lease on life.


  He put his family in hock, raised $10,000 from his friends and came to Mississippi to build a community center, which he did,a fine one, professionally constructed, much better than the Negroes built for themselves over in Leake County. His was a giftto the people, but he did not learn to work with them.


  This summer, many people who knew nothing of Mississippi before came and learned.


  It was a summer in which the young redeemed the pledges of the old, in which the few justified the beliefs of the many.


  EndNotes


  
    This illuminating fragmentwas discovered and brought to light by James W. Silver. His book, Mississippi: The Closed Society, should be read by anyone who wants to have a full and serious understanding of the state.
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