28-7 Letters from Mississippi
Freedom Summer, 1964

Over a thousand young volunteers, most of them
northern white students, took part in the Mississippi
Freedom Summer Project. Sponsored by SNCC and the
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the Project’s
goals included voter registration, the establishment of
“Freedom Schools,” and bringing the glare of national
publicity to racial oppression in the state. The disap-
pearance and brutal murder of three project volunteers,
James Chaney, a local African American, and Michael
Schwerner and Andrew Goodman, two northern whites,
brought enormous attention to the project. It also stirred
resentment among young African American activists
who bitterly noted that if the murdered volunteers had
all been black, there would have been far less national
concern.
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Mileston, August 18
Dear folks,
One can’t move onto a plantation cold; or canvas a plan-
tation in the same manner as the Negro ghetto in town.
It's far too dangerous. Many plantations—homes includ-
ed—are posted, meaning that no trespassing is permit-
ted, and the owner feels that he has the prerogative to
shoot us on sight when we are in the house of one of his
Negroes.

Before we canvas a plantation, our preparation
includes finding out whether the houses are posted, dri-
ving through or around the plantation without stopping,
meanwhile making a detailed map of the plantation.

We're especially concerned with the number of
roads in and out of the plantation. For instance, some
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houses could be too dangerous to canvas because of
their location near the boss man’s house and on a dead
end road.

In addition to mapping, we attempt to talk to some
of the tenants when they are off the plantation, and ask
them about conditions. The kids often have contacts, and
can get on the plantation unnoticed by the boss man,
with the pretense of just visiting friends.

Our canvassing includes not only voter registra-
tion, but also extensive reports on conditions—wages,
treatment by the boss man, condition of the houses,
number of acres of cotton, etc. Much more such work
needs to be done. The plantation system is crucial in
Delta politics and economics, and the plantation system
must be brought to an end if democracy is to be brought
to the Delta. . ..

Love,
Joel

July 18

. .. Four of us went to distribute flyers announcing
the meeting. | talked to a woman who had been down to
register a week before. She was afraid. Her husband had
lost his job. Even before we got there a couple of her
sons had been man-handled by the police. She was now
full of wild rumors about shootings and beatings, etc. I
checked out two of them later. They were groundless.
This sort of rumorspreading is quite prevalent when peo-
ple get really scared. . ..

At 6 .M. we returned to Drew for the meeting, to
be held in front of a church (they wouldn’t let us meet
inside, but hadn’t told us not to meet outside). A number
of kids collected and stood around in a circle with about
15 of us to sing freedom songs. Across the street perhaps
100 adults stood watching. Since this was the first meet-
ing in town, we passed out mimeoed song sheets. Fred
Miller, Negro from Mobile, stepped out to the edge of
the street to give somebody a sheet. The cops nabbed
him. I was about to follow suit so he wouldn’t be alone,
but Mac’s policy [Charles McLaurin, SNCC—a civil
rights group—project director] was to ignore the arrest.
We sang on mightily “Ain’t going to let no jailing turn
me around.” A group of girls was sort of leaning against
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the cars on the periphery of the meeting. Mac went over
to encourage them to join us. I gave a couple of song
sheets to the girls. A cop rushed across the street and
told me to come along. I guess I was sort of aware that
my actions would get me arrested, but felt that we had to
show these girls that we were not afraid. I was also con-
cerned with what might happen to Fred if he was the
only one.

... The cop at the station was quite scrupulous
about letting me make a phone call. I was then driven to
a little concrete structure which looked like a power
house. I could hear Fred's courageous, off-key rendition
of a freedom song from inside and joined him as we
approached. He was very happy to see me. Not long
thereafter, four more of our group were driven up to
make theircalls . . .

The Drew jail consists of three small cells off a
wide hall. It was filthy, hot and stuffy. A cop came back
to give us some toilet paper. We sang songs for a while,
and yelled greetings to Negroes who drove by curiously.
One of the staff workers had been in jail 106 times. I
asked the cop if he could open another cell as there were
not enough beds accessible to us. He mumbled some-
thing about how that would be impossible and left. They
hadn’t confiscated anything and one of the guys had a
battered copy of The Other America, SO we divided up
the chapters. I got the dismal one on the problems of the
aged. ... To be old and forgotten is certainly a worse
sentence than mine (I wouldn’t recommend that book
for those planning to do time) . . .

Well, the night was spent swatting mosquitoes. An
old Negro couple walked by in front of the jail and
asked how we were doing. They said they supported us
and the old lady said, “God bless you all.” This, in the
context of a tense town with a pretty constant stream of
whites in cars driving by. . ..

Holly Spring

Dear Mom and Dad:

The atmosphere in class is unbelievable. It is what
every teacher dreams about—real, honest enthusiasm and
desire to learn anything and everything. The girls come
to class of their own free will. They respond to every-
thing that is said. They are excited about learning. They
drain me of everything that I have to offer so that T go
home at night completely exhausted but very happy. . ..

I start out at 10:30 teaching what we call the Core
Curriculum, which is Negro History and the History and
Philosophy of the Movement, to about fifteen girls rang-
ing from 15 to 25 years of age. I have one girl who is
married with four children, another who is 23 and a
graduate from a white college in Tennessee, also very
poorly educated. The majority go to a Roman Catholic
High School in Holly Springs and have therefore re-

ceived a fairly decent education by Mississippi stan-
dards. They can, for the most part, eXpress themselves
on paper but their skills in no way compare to juniors
and seniors in northern suburban schools.

In one of my first classes, I gave a talk on Haiti
and the slave revolt which took place at the end of the
eighteenth century. I told them how the French govern-
ment (during the French Revolution) abolished slavery
all over the French Empire. And then I told them that the
Englisk: decided to invade the island and take it over for
a colony of their own. I watched faces fall all around
me. They knew that a small island, run by former slaves,
could not defeat England. And then I told them that the
people of Haiti succeeded in keeping the English out. I
watched a smile spread slowly over a girl’s face. And I
felt the girls sit up and look at me intently. Then I told
them that Napoleon came to power, reinstated slavery,
and sent an expedition to reconquer Haiti. Their faces
began to fall again. They waited for me to tell them that
France defeated the former slaves, hoping against hope
that I would say that they didn’t. But when I told them
that the French generals tricked the Haitian leader Tous-
saint to come aboard their ship, captured him and sent
him back to France to die, they knew that there was no
hope. They waited for me to spell out the defeat. And
when 1 told them that Haiti did succeed in keeping out
the European powers and was recognized finally as an
independent republic, they just looked at me and smiled.
The room stirred with a gladness and a pride that this
could have happened. And I felt so happy and so humble
that I could have told them this little story and it could
have meant so much.

We have also talked about what it means to be a
Southern white who wants to stand up but who is alone,
rejected by other whites and not fully accepted by the
Negroes. We have talked about their feelings about
Southern whites. One day three little white girls came to
our school and I asked them to understand how the three
girls felt by remembering how it feels when they are
around a lot of whites. We agreed that we would not
stare at the girls but try to make them feel as normal as
possible.

Along with my Core class I teach a religion class
at one every afternoon and a class on non-violence at
four-fifteen. All my classes are approximately an hour.
Both these classes are made up of four to six girls from
my morning class and about four boys of the same age
group. In religion they are being confronted for the
first time with people whom they respect who do not
believe in God and with people who believe in God but
do not take the Bible literally. It's a challenging class
because I have no desire to destroy their belief,
whether Roman Catholic or Baptist, but I want them to
Jearn to look at all things critically and to learn to sepa-
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rate fact from interpretation and myth in all areas, not
just religion.

Every class is beautiful. The girls respond, re-
spond, respond. And they disagree among themselves. 1
have no doubt that soon they will be disagreeing with
me. At least this is one thing that I am working towards.
They are a sharp group. But they are under-educated and
starved for knowledge. They know that they have been
cheated and they want anything and everything that we
can give them.

1 have a great deal of faith in these students. They
are very mature and very concerned about other people.
I really think that they will be able to carry on without
us. At least this is my dream . . .

Love,
Pam

Biloxi, Aug. 16

In the Freedom School one day during poetry writ-

ing, a 12-year-old girl handed in this poem to her
teacher:

What Is Wrong?

What is wrong with me everywhere I go
No one seems to look at me.

Sometimes I cry.

I walk through woods and sit on a stone.
I look at the stars and I sometimes wish.

Probably if my wish ever comes true,
Everyone will look at me.

Then she broke down crying in her sister’s arms. The
Freedom School here had given this girl the opportunity
of meeting someone she felt she could express her prob-
lemsto...

Ruleville

To my brother, .

Last night, I was a long time before sleeping,
although I was extremely tired. Every shadow, every
noise—the bark of a dog, the sound of a car—in my fear
and exhaustion was turned into a terrorist’s approach.
And I believed that I heard the back door open and a
Klansman walk in, until he was close by the bed. Almost
paralyzed by the fear, silent, I finally shone my flash-
light on the spot where I thought he was standing . .. I
tried consciously to overcome this fear. To relax, I
began to breathe deep, think the words of a song, pull
the sheet up close to my neck . . . still the tensica. Then 1
rethought why I was here, rethought what could be
gained in view of what could be lost. All this was in
rather personal terms, and then in larger scope of the
whole Project. I remembered Bob Moses saying he had

felt justified in asking hundreds of students to go to Mis-
sissippi because he was not asking anyone to do some-
thing that he would not do ... I became aware of the
uselessness of fear that immobilizes an individual. Then
I began to relax.

“We are not afraid. Oh Lord, deep in my heart, I
do believe. We Shall Overcome Someday” and then I
think 1 began to truly understand what the words meant.
Anyone who comes down here and is not afraid I think
must be crazy as well as dangerous to this project where
security is quite important. But the type of fear that they
mean when they, when we, sing “we are not afraid” is
the type that immobilizes. . .. The songs help to dissi-
pate the fear. Some of the words in the songs do not hold
real meaning on their own, others become rather monot-
onous—but when they are sung in unison, or sung
silently by oneself, they take on new meaning beyond
words or rhythm . .. There is almost a religious quality
about some of these songs, having little to do with the
usual concept of a god. It has to do with the miracle that
youth has organized to fight hatred and ignorance. It has
to do with the holiness of the dignity of man. The god
that makes such miracles is the god I do believe in when
we sing “God is on our side.” I know I am on that god’s
side. And I do hope he is on ours.

Jon, please be considerate to Mom and Dad. The
fear I just expressed, I am sure they feel much more
intensely without the relief of being here to know exact-
ly how things are. Please don’t go defending me or
attacking them if they are critical of the Project. . . .

They said over the phone “Did you know how
much it takes to make a child?” and I thought of how
much it took to make a Herbert Lee (or many others
whose names I do not know) . . . I thought of how much
it took to be a Negro in Mississippi twelve months a
year for a lifetime. How can such a thing as a life be
weighed? . . .

With constant love,
Heather

Greenwood, June 29

We have heard rumors twice to the effect that the

three men were found weighted down in that river. Both
stories, though the same, were later completely dropped

“in an hour or so. How do you like that guy Gov. Johnson

saying that they might be hiding in the North or maybe
in Cuba for all he knew . ..

Tchula, July 16

Yesterday while the Mississippi River was being
dragged looking for the three missing civil rights work-
ers, two bodies of Negroes were found—one cut in half
and one without a head. Mississippi is the only state



442 chaprer 28 Civil Rights in the Grear Society, 1945-1966

where you can drag a river any time and find bodies you
were not expecting. Things are really much better for
rabbits—there’s a closed season on rabbits.

Como, August 3

About three weeks ago there was a flying rumor

that they had been found in a rural jail. Tonight it was

said that three graves had been found near Philadelphia.

How the ghosts of those three shadow all our work!

“Did you know them?” I am constantly asked. Did I
need to?

Meridian, August 4

Last night Pete Seeger was giving a concert in
Meridian. We sang a lot of freedom songs, and every
time a verse like ‘No more lynchings’ was sung, or
‘before I'd be a slave I'd be buried in my grave,” I had
the flash of understanding that sometimes comes when
you suddenly think about the meaning of a familiar song
... I wanted to stand up and shout to them, “Think about
what you are singing—people really have died to keep us
all from being slaves.” Most of the people there still did
not know that the bodies had been found. Finally just
before the singing of “We Shall Overcome,” Pete Seeger
made the announcement. “We must sing ‘We Shall Over-
come’ now,” said Seeger. “The three boys would not
have wanted us to weep now, but to sing and understand
this song.” That seems to me the best way to explain the
greatness of this project—that death can have this mean-
ing. Dying is not an everpresent possibility in Meridian,
the way some reports may suggest. Nor do any of us
want to die. Yet in a moment like last night, we can feel
that anyone who did die for the Project would wish to be
remembered not by tributes or grief but by understanding
and continuation of what he was doing . . .

As we left the church, we heard on the radio the
end of President Johnson’s speech announcing the air
attacks on Vietnam . . . I could only think “This must not
be the beginning of a war. There is still a freedom fight,
and we are winning. We must have time to live and help
Mississippi to be alive.” Half an hour before, 1 had
understood death in a new way. Now I realized that Mis-
sissippi, in spite of itself, has given real meaning to life.
In Mississippi you never ask, “What is the meaning of
life? or “Is there any point to it all?” but only that we
may have enough life to do all that there is to be
doue. ...

Meridian, August 5

At the Freedom school and at the community cen-

ter, many of the kids had known Mickey and almost all

knew Jimmy Chaney. Today we asked the kids to

describe Mickey and Jimmy because we had never
known them.

“Mickey was a big guy. He wore blue jeans all the
time” ... I asked the kids, “What did his eyes look
like?” and they told me they were “friendly eyes” “nice
eyes” (“nice” is a lovely word in a Mississippi accent).
“Mickey was a man who was at home everywhere and
with anybody,” said the 17-year-old girl I stay with. The
littlest kids, the 6, 7, 8 years olds, tell about how he
played “Frankenstein” with them or took them for drives
or talked with them about Freedom. Many of the teen-
age boys were delinquents until Mickey went down to
the bars and jails and showed them that one person at
least would respect them if they began to fight for some-
thing important . . . And the grownups too, trusted him.
The lady I stay with tells with pride of how Mickey and
Rita came to supper at their house, and police cars cir-
cled around the house all during the meal. But Mickey
could make them feel glad to take the risk.

People talk less about James Chaney here, but feel
more. The kids describe a boy who played with them—
whom everyone respected but who never had to join in
fights to maintain this respect—a quiet boy but very
sharp and very understanding when he did speak. Mostly
we know James through his sisters and especially his 12-
year-old brother, Ben. Today Ben was in the Freedom
School. At lunchtime the kids have a jazz band (piano,
washtub bass, cardboard boxes and bongos as drums)
and tiny Ben was there leading all even with his broken
arm, with so much energy and rhythm that even Senator
Eastland would have had to stop and listen if he’d been
walking by. . ..






