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To those who marched, and those still marching.


It was the killing of Jimmie Lee Jackson that provoked the march from Selma to Montgomery. It was his death and his blood that gave us the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

—CIVIL RIGHTS LEADER AND U.S. REPRESENTATIVE JOHN LEWIS

Dr. King’s murder was the most momentous among those of the dozens who died in the cause of civil rights for African-Americans. While all could be said worthy of remembrance, one in particular—the Rev. James Reeb—may be worth recalling now, because the events surrounding his death helped hasten passage of the federal Voting Rights Act, a crowning achievement of the civil rights movement.

—NEW YORK TIMES RELIGION JOURNAL COLUMNIST GUSTAV NIEBUHR


    




AUTHOR NOTE



    

Over the years, many award-winning journalists and respected scholars have written about the march from Selma, Alabama, to the state capital of Montgomery and the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. As the fiftieth anniversary of these historical landmarks approached, we sought a fresh way to consider the movement that changed America. We eventually decided to focus on the foot soldiers of the day, the largely unknown men, women, and children who were willing to put their lives on the line to win the right to vote and, with that right, the opportunity to change their circumstances. Two of those individuals, Jimmie Lee Jackson and James Reeb, were killed within two weeks of each other. We believe that the lives and deaths of these two men are key elements in a powerful story about America and American justice, then and now.

To tell this story, we traveled to Selma, Montgomery, and nearby Marion to talk with many of the men and women who participated in the movement, and we interviewed dozens of others, including witnesses to the murders of Jackson and Reeb. We secured hundreds of pages of FBI documents, as well as private papers and diaries. We read memoirs and oral histories by civil rights leaders and lesser-known figures from the era, along with countless newspaper and magazine articles. Not surprisingly, the accounts of particular events from all these sources are often at odds with one another: People see things differently as they happen; memories change over the years. We have striven to reconcile these different accounts and write a book that is as factually accurate as possible.

We have also worked to reconcile the struggle for racial justice during the tumultuous days of 1965 with contemporary events. Today, persistent poverty, unprecedented rates of incarceration, and access inequalities disproportionately afflict African Americans. As we wrote, protests over the use of excessive force by the police in the deaths of Michael Brown, Eric Garner, and many other African American men were widespread as the country stumbled into a new installment in the conversation about race, justice, and racial injustice.

Quieter but no less destructive developments are afoot. The same voting rights Jimmie Lee Jackson, James Reeb, and so many others struggled and even died to secure are now being undermined or undone.

It is our hope that this book can help us remember the great promise of American democracy–that everyone has a voice, that everyone can participate–and in honoring two of its heroes, recommit us to its promise.
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“I don’t remember how many times I pulled the trigger, but I think I just pulled it once, but I might have pulled it three times. I don’t remember. I didn’t know his name at the time, but his name was Jimmie Lee Jackson. He weren’t dead. He didn’t die that night. But I heard about a month later that he died.”

—JAMES BONARD FOWLER

March 6, 2005

The Anniston Star is barely off the presses, and Michael Jackson’s phone is already ringing. Did you see what Fowler said? What are you going to do about it? Can you reopen the case?

Jackson has been in office for only two months, but as the first African American elected to serve as district attorney in the west-central Alabama jurisdiction that includes Selma and Marion, the town of 3,800 where state trooper James Bonard Fowler shot Jimmie Lee Jackson (no relation) forty years earlier, the forty-one-year-old prosecutor has heard the story of the death that changed the civil rights movement:

How, since the beginning of 1965, blacks in Selma and Marion, with the help of Dr. Martin Luther King and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), had intensified their efforts to win the right to vote.

How, on the night of February 18, 1965, state and local police turned off the streetlights in Marion and, along with deputized white citizens, attacked scores of men and women as they marched out of Zion United Methodist Church to peacefully protest the arrest of SCLC organizer James Orange.

How, in the chaos that followed, many were beaten as they knelt in prayer, while others hid under cars to avoid billy clubs and baseball bats, and still others sought refuge in nearby Mack’s Café.

How, when one of those who had been in the church, Jimmie Lee Jackson, entered Mack’s in search of his injured eighty-two-year-old grandfather, he saw his mother wrestling with an Alabama state trooper and rushed to her defense.

How the trooper shot Jimmie Lee in the stomach.

How Jimmie Lee ran out of the café and was immediately attacked by several white men, including, it was believed, other police.

How the wounded and beaten 26-year-old farmer and pulpwood chopper was left on the street to die.

How he was finally taken to a hospital in Marion and then to a hospital in Selma, where he passed away eight days later.

How Dr. King eulogized him at a funeral attended by thousands of outraged African Americans and a handful of whites.

How his death directly inspired the march from Selma to Montgomery for voting rights for blacks.

How, five months later, Congress passed one of the most important pieces of legislation in U.S. history, the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

And how, despite eyewitness testimony to the contrary, state and federal grand juries had accepted James Bonard Fowler’s explanation that he had been acting in self-defense when he shot Jackson, and had refused to indict the trooper.

District Attorney Jackson also realizes that it is almost impossible to mount a case forty years after the fact. Witnesses are dead or impossible to find, or they no longer remember enough to be reliable. Documents, if there ever were any to begin with, are long gone. Potential jurors don’t necessarily have the stomach to send an aging man to prison for something he may have done so many years earlier.

Still, Fowler’s remarks are so offensive that they have reopened an old wound. It’s not just that he reveals he never cared enough to inquire about the health of the man he shot. It’s not that he boasts, “I don’t think legally I could get convicted for murder now . . . ’cause after forty years there ain’t no telling how many people is dead.” No, speaking publicly for the first time since the shooting, the seventy-one-year-old retired trooper has shared deeper, darker thoughts with the Star’s editor at large, John Fleming. His pronouncements include:

[Blacks] always fared better when they stayed in their place. . . . I think that segregation was good, if it were properly done. Now, you got to give equal funds and they got to be handled right. I don’t believe in completely mixing the races. I don’t think that is gonna help anything. . . .

I’m on the side of J. Edgar Hoover. I think [Martin Luther King] was a con artist. I don’t think he’s got a snowball’s chance in hell of getting into heaven. No more chance than I do. His goal was to screw and fuck over every white woman that he could.

And so the district attorney fields calls from angry black leaders, including many state legislators; from ordinary citizens who remember the times when they could not vote and the police could get away with murder; and from relatives of Jimmie Lee Jackson who seek justice and closure.

Jackson tells them all that the odds are against gaining an indictment, but that he will try. Several years later, he will explain: “I can’t emphasize enough the importance of the case. This was the murder that led to the strategy of the Selma–Montgomery March, and also the Bloody Sunday situation. So, but for Jimmie Lee Jackson’s death who knows how things, history, could have been totally different.”

A few weeks after the newspaper article appears, the district attorney drives the twenty-eight miles from his office in Selma, heading west on U.S. Route 80, then north up County Road 45 until he reaches Marion. Along with Selma and the state capital, Montgomery, the town is part of Alabama’s “Black Belt,” so named because of the color of the rich topsoil so amenable to farming, not the majority of its inhabitants, whose ancestors came to America on slave ships.

Marion is the seat of Perry County, whose chamber of commerce today proclaims, “If one word could describe Perry County, Alabama, that word would be Diversity! Its people, its land, its weather and its location are all balanced by the contrasts they provide.” According to the 2010 census, the town is about 64 percent black and 33 percent white. More than one-third of the population lives below the poverty line; the median household income is only $24,000.

Originally inhabited by Choctaw Indians, the town was initially called Muckle Ridge in celebration of its first white settler. Four years later, in 1823, the name was changed to honor Revolutionary War hero Francis Marion, aka “the Swamp Fox.”

During the Civil War, Marion was a Confederate bastion. Indeed, the first Confederate flag was designed by a teacher at the Marion Female Seminary. So, too, was the traditional gray Confederate uniform.

Dr. King knew Marion well. His wife, Coretta Scott, grew up there, and the couple was married on her front lawn in 1953. Four years later the town gained international notoriety when an African American named Jimmy Wilson was sentenced to death for stealing $1.95 from a white woman. The Alabama Supreme Court upheld the sentence. Bombarded with newspaper headlines and letters from around the world disparaging the United States and its justice system, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles successfully pressured Alabama’s governor, “Big Jim” Folsom, to grant Jimmy Wilson clemency.

Michael Jackson, who was just a year old when Jimmie Lee Jackson was shot, begins his quest for justice on a sidewalk by the town square. Zion United Methodist Church sits on the corner, across from the Perry County Courthouse. Nearby is the Lee and Rollins Funeral Home. In the funeral home’s parking lot, where Mack’s Café once stood, is a plaque bearing the likeness of Jimmie Lee Jackson in cap and gown and the inscription, “Gave his life in the struggle for the right to vote.”

Without a list of witnesses or police files, the district attorney is starting not just at ground zero, but at square one. As older black people walk by, he politely stops them. “Excuse me,” he says in a slow, deep drawl. “Do you know anything about the night that Jimmie Lee Jackson was shot?”
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February 18, 1965

Willie Nell Avery doesn’t like what she is seeing. The twenty-seven-year-old insurance agent is standing near the town square when the first of the state troopers drives in to Marion. Fifteen minutes later, another trooper arrives and fifteen minutes after that another. Soon there are nine or ten state police cars parked by the Perry County Courthouse.

Encounters with law enforcement are nothing new to Avery. Since the beginning of the year, when the SCLC came to town, the Marion Police Department and Perry County Sheriff Department have regularly monitored the nighttime meetings that Avery and scores of her fellow black citizens attend to discuss tactics for winning the right to vote. Just two weeks earlier, a cop thrust a billy club across her chest and pushed her to the ground. She was then arrested along with hundreds of other peaceful protestors who refused to disperse.

But the arrival of Governor George Wallace’s state troopers on this cool February afternoon suggests something more ominous. Each of their cars has a long rod across the backseat, and on each of the rods there hang several police uniforms. “Something strange is happening,” Avery tells her husband, James, “because they can only wear but one uniform.”

Strange, but not unheard-of. Officials across the South have been known to deputize and, on occasion, outfit local white citizens who volunteer to help control African Americans marching for civil rights. Dressed as policemen and free of supervision, these volunteers need no hood or sheets to terrorize blacks.

Why would a citizen posse be needed in Marion? Earlier in the day, the authorities arrested and jailed James Orange on charges of disorderly conduct and contributing to the delinquency of minors. The twenty-two-year-old SCLC organizer stands accused of enlisting teenagers and “sub-teens” to participate in protests—albeit nonviolent ones—instead of going to school.

Fearing that Orange might be harmed while in police custody, the SCLC and others in Marion’s voting rights movement have announced plans to march peacefully to the jailhouse after this evening’s meeting at Zion United Methodist Church. There they will pray and sing freedom songs. Nighttime protests are rare, as organizers know the police are more disposed to attack under cover of darkness. Although the church is only one block from the jail, the march will be dangerous.

Avery knows that whites in town can be cordial to blacks willing to accept their status as second-class citizens, but not those who challenge the power structure. Just a few days ago, some of these men beat up two fellow whites who proposed negotiating with blacks over voting rights. The black community’s recent boycott of white-owned businesses in Marion has created additional tension between the races.

Although aware that the evening might be dangerous, Avery insists on going to the meeting, where she is scheduled to help lead the assembled in song. She and her husband will, as always, take their young children to her stepmother’s house before heading to town. And, as always, she will tell them, “Look, it’s going to be rough tonight, and we may or may not come back home.”

“It didn’t really matter at that time whether I lived or whether I didn’t,” Avery explained years later. “I told people, ‘I’m half dead anyway. So until I can get my freedom and have equality, I will just keep fighting and keep pushing.’ ”

Even as a child, Avery was infuriated by inequality based on the color of one’s skin. She grew up in Orrville, a town of less than three hundred, about thirty miles southeast of Marion in neighboring Dallas County. After sharecropping for many years, her father and his brothers were able to buy a few hundred acres of their own to farm. “There were ten of us children. I was the eighth. My parents were hard workers and they made us work hard,” she says.

Whites, many of them much younger than her parents, would come to buy produce or vegetables that the family canned. “My parents would thank them and say, “Yes, ma’am,’ and, ‘No ma’am,’ and, “Yes, sir,’ and, ‘No, sir.’

“I’ve always been kind of outspoken, so I asked my parents, ‘Why would you have to say, “Yes, ma’am” and “No, ma’am” to them, and they can just say yes and no to you?’ There didn’t seem to be any justice or equality in that.

“They told me I couldn’t ask those kind of things. That was my parents. They would just say, ‘Shh,’ and I would honor that. So I said, Okay, when I get old enough, I’m going to tackle or challenge some of those things, what I feel is not right.”

Newly married, Avery and her husband moved to Perry County in November 1961, settling on land about twelve miles outside Marion. Blacks outnumbered whites 60 percent to 40 percent in the county, but not at the polling place. Only 5 percent of African Americans over twenty-one years of age were registered to vote, as opposed to 94 percent of whites. And so, in Perry County, as in similar counties throughout the South, whites elected by whites held all the political power.

This imbalance in voter registration and political power had existed since the beginning of the twentieth century, when Alabama and other southern states rewrote their constitutions to disenfranchise blacks. In the eyes of most whites in the region, such rewriting was necessary because of post–Civil War political changes. In 1865, the Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery. In 1868, the Fourteenth Amendment extended citizenship to those who had been slaves. And in 1870, the Fifteenth Amendment gave African American men the right to vote. At the same time, the U.S. Congress required the former states of the Confederacy to pass their own constitutions embodying these rights. Alabama did so in 1868.

When Alabama’s Democratic Party—home to the white segregationists—regained control of the state legislature and statehouse in the mid-1870s, it took steps to eliminate the political and economic gains made by blacks during Reconstruction. “Democrats feared losing local and state offices to Republicans, however, so they developed creative ways to reduce the influence of blacks, who overwhelmingly voted for Republicans,” explains the Encyclopedia of Alabama. Literacy tests were established. Registration was limited to May, the busiest month for farmers. Elected positions were eliminated in favor of appointments.

These tactics succeeded in keeping many black men off Alabama’s election rolls, but the state’s Democratic leadership wanted to go further. Just as Mississippi, South Carolina, Louisiana, and North Carolina had already taken steps to disenfranchise their black citizens, Alabama held a constitutional convention in 1901 with the aim of eliminating the black vote as fully as possible. Disenfranchising was legitimate if done on the basis of one’s “intellectual and moral condition,” and not because of race, the convention’s president, John B. Knox, suggested. The delegates—none of whom was black—agreed. They proposed requirements for literacy tests, property ownership, and employment, even as a separate clause granting the vote to veterans and their descendants grandfathered in many poor or illiterate white Alabamans.

The proposed new constitution also denied the vote to those convicted of minor crimes, the morally corrupt, and the mentally deficient, while instituting a poll tax for those ages 21 through 45. Despite opposition from white populists and blacks, it was approved by Alabama voters in November 1901.

When Willie Nell Avery arrived in Marion some sixty years later, there was, she said, “a movement going on where people were trying to become registered voters, but were being denied.” When she went to the courthouse to register in February 1962, she was told that one had to reside in the county for six months before becoming a registered voter. “When the six months was up, I was allowed to fill out a registration form. You had to take a test at that time, but it had lots of questions on there that really wasn’t pertaining to becoming a registered voter.”

The registration office was only open for a few hours every other Monday, hardly a schedule designed to encourage a larger electorate. “Whenever they were open, I was back asking had I passed the test, but they didn’t grade my test for maybe a year.” Eventually, Avery asked the registrars if they had they lost her test and would allow her to take another one.

“I think they knew my walk,” Avery recalls. “They wouldn’t even look up when I would come in. But I was persistent. Every time they opened, I would be back trying because I didn’t feel that I was a first-class citizen not being a registered voter. And so they would say, ‘Well, we haven’t graded yours.’ And it just went on and on.”

Why the tests? Those states that required them—almost exclusively in the South and the West—explained that voting was not a right and that those casting ballots must demonstrate a requisite amount of literacy, civic knowledge, and general knowledge. These states did not explain why their registrars had tests of varying degrees of difficulty and almost uniformly administered the toughest ones to blacks. To demonstrate his or her understanding of how government works, a black registrant in Alabama in early 1965 would be asked questions such as:

• A person appointed to the U.S. Supreme Court is appointed for a term of _____.

• When the Constitution was approved by the original colonies, how many states had to ratify it in order for it to be in effect?

• Does enumeration affect the income tax levied on citizens in various states?

• A person opposed to swearing in an oath may say, instead: (solemnly) _____.

General-knowledge questions were even more problematic. An applicant might be asked how many jelly beans filled a jar, or how many bubbles a bar of soap produced, or how many seeds a watermelon had.

As was the case throughout the South, blacks wishing to register to vote in Alabama were also required to find an already registered voter to vouch under oath for their qualifications. Although the pool of “vouchers” was limited—Perry County had just 265 registered black voters in 1961—registrars often capped the number of people one person could vouch for at two or three. Those determined to register despite these hurdles risked more than failure; because their names were listed in the newspaper, they were subject to threats from landlords, employers, and others wishing to keep them off the voting rolls.

While trying to register, Avery joined the newly formed Perry County Civic League (PCCL), an organization dedicated to winning equality for blacks. Its bold, charismatic founder, Albert Turner, was the college-educated son of a local sharecropper. PCCL initially held its meetings in a small church in rural West Perry, then moved to Zion United in downtown Marion. “We pooled our little resources and began to go and ask people to become registered voters to make a difference. It was a nonviolent thing,” says Avery. The organization also helped would-be registrants prepare forms and study for the tests.

With the assistance of the U.S. Department of Justice, PCCL went to federal court and won an injunction in late 1962 preventing the county registrars from engaging in “any act or practice which involves or results in distinctions based on race or color in the registration of voters.” In July 1963, Avery, her husband, and about thirty other Perry County blacks became registered voters. But over the next eighteen months, the number of black voters in Perry County did not increase significantly. Neither did the number of people willing to protest for the right.

The lack of participation was understandable. Many African Americans in the Black Belt lived and worked on farms owned by whites or sharecropped on white-owned land. And the vast majority of the landowners were unsympathetic to a movement they perceived as a threat to their own power.

“When Dr. King came to Marion, the first thing that the white landowner, plantation owner, did was threaten: ‘You and your kid get involved in it, then you got to move,’ ” explains Walter Dobyne, an African American who grew up a few miles outside Marion on a white-owned “plantation” called Sprott Estate. “They had this pact: ‘If blacks participate in the civil rights movement and demonstrate in Marion, we’re gonna run them off our place.’ And they did.”

Dobyne, who as a teen hunted, fished, and shared food and drink with many white friends, noted an unmistakable cooling of relations once King came to Perry County early in 1965. “Prior to that we would pass a person in a car or walking and they’d throw their hands up and wave at you. But after the movement came in, you’d pass a white and he would throw his hand up out of habit, but then he’d think about what he was doing and take it down. He didn’t want to wave at you anymore.”

The situation was just as bad in nearby Dallas County, where blacks over the age of twenty-one accounted for 51 percent of the population, but only 2 percent of registered voters.

Just as the PCCL had been active for some years in Marion, so, too, had the Dallas County Voters League (DCVL) been active in Selma.

Nicknamed the Queen City of the Black Belt, Selma sits on the banks of the Alabama River in the lower western part of the state. Its name, which means high seat or throne, derives from “The Songs of Selma,” epic poetry written by the Scotsman James Macpherson. A major Confederate manufacturing center during the Civil War, Selma was a target of several Union attacks. On April 2, 1865, General James H. Wilson captured the city and some 2,700 soldiers who were under the command of General Nathan Bedford Forrest, who later served as first grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan. Wilson’s men burned the rebel arsenal and foundry as well as many private homes and businesses.

In 1963, local black activists including Frederick Douglas Reese and Amelia Boynton began working with Bernard and Colia Lafayette of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) to register those who had been constitutionally disenfranchised since the early 1900s. SNCC had been founded in the spring of 1960 by leaders of sit-ins in Greensboro, North Carolina, and had gained credibility through its involvement in the 1961 Freedom Rides. By the end of that year, it was organizing voter registration efforts in Mississippi.

Reese was president of DCVL, pastor of a Baptist church, and taught mathematics at all-black R. B. Hudson High School. He also headed the all-black Selma Teachers Association, which was among the earliest groups to march in support of voting rights. Inspired by the teachers, high school students and groups representing beauticians, undertakers, and other professions had soon joined the drive.

Boynton, who had been a teacher in Georgia and then an agent for the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Alabama, had cofounded DCVL in the 1930s. With her husband, Samuel, she had long worked for civil rights and the right to vote. In 1964, a year after Samuel’s death, she had become the first African American woman, as well as the first female Democrat, to run for Congress in Alabama. Her home was the base for movement activity in Selma, used by Dr. King and others for meetings and lodging.

DCVL’s effort was hindered in July 1964 when an Alabama state court judge, James Hare, issued an injunction barring any meeting of three or more people under the umbrella of organizations such as DCVL and SNCC. At great risk, Reese, Boynton, and fellow blacks Marie Foster, Ulysses Blackmon, Earnest Doyle, James E. Gildersleeve, Rev. J. D. Hunter, and Rev. Henry Shannon Jr.—known as the “Courageous Eight”—continued to meet and plan. Later in the year, after SNCC experienced internal difficulties, the Courageous Eight asked SCLC to come to Selma and push for voting rights.

SCLC had been debating such a push for well over a year. After September 1963, when four young black girls were killed in the infamous bombing at Birmingham’s 16th Street Baptist Church, husband and wife activists James Bevel and Diane Nash had designed a voter registration effort that came to be known as the Alabama Project. As Nash later explained in a television documentary, “We felt that if blacks in Alabama had the right to vote, they could protect black children.”

Born in Chicago in 1938, Nash graduated from Fisk University in Nashville. There she attended workshops led by James Lawson, who as a Methodist missionary in India had studied Gandhi’s approach to nonviolent resistance. Summoned south by King himself, the charming minister led workshops training activists in the tactics of nonviolent action.

Along with Bevel, who attended the American Baptist Theological Seminary in Nashville, and others including John Lewis, C. T. Vivian, and Bernard Lafayette, Nash led the Nashville Student Movement. In 1960, the movement organized sit-ins that resulted in the integration of Nashville’s downtown establishments. Under Lawson’s tutelage, the Nashville sit-ins became a demonstration of the movement’s strategic acumen.

After helping found SNCC with other student leaders and longtime activist Ella Baker, Nash and Bevel married and moved to Birmingham. There Bevel organized SCLC’s Birmingham Children’s Crusade. On May 3, 1963, the day after a thousand students were arrested during a nonviolent march for civil rights, Bevel led a second march. As children came out of the same church that would be bombed four months later, Birmingham’s commissioner of public safety, Eugene “Bull” Connor, ordered that high-pressure fire hoses and German shepherds be used on them. Caught on film, the police action resulted in some of the most disturbing (and iconic) images of the civil rights era and sparked international outrage.

Approached by Bevel and Nash to launch a voting rights project in Alabama, SCLC initially chose to focus its efforts elsewhere, principally a nonviolent effort to bring St. Augustine, Florida, in compliance with federal civil rights laws and court decisions such as Brown v. Board of Education. The St. Augustine Movement involved weeks of protests and clashes with white segregationists and focused valuable national and international attention on the civil rights movement.

After passage of the Civil Rights Act in November 1964, a voting rights bill seemed the next logical step. But President Lyndon Johnson opted to defer introducing such legislation until he could win congressional approval of his Great Society agenda, a broad social welfare program. He explained that he could not get the southern votes necessary to pass that initiative if voting rights were included.

Dr. King was not happy. Returning from Oslo, Norway, with the Nobel Peace Prize in December 1964, he said he would travel to “the valley filled with literally thousands of Negroes in Alabama and Mississippi who are brutalized, intimidated, and sometimes killed when they seek to register and vote.” At a meeting with the president, he explained, “Political reform is as necessary as anything if we are going to solve all these other problems.”

On January 2, 1965, SCLC launched an initiative in Selma and Marion. This would be step one of a larger plan. “We wanted to raise the issue of voting to the point where we could take it outside of the Black Belt,” King’s trusted lieutenant Rev. C. T. Vivian later said. “We were using Selma as a way to shake Alabama . . . so that it would no longer be a Selma issue or even an Alabama issue but a national issue.” Nash and Bevel came to Selma, too.

Soon King was behind bars. On February 1, he and Rev. Ralph Abernathy were arrested as they led 250 people protesting the slow pace of voter registration in Dallas County. As he had done so famously in 1963 in Birmingham, King sent a letter from jail, where he was held for five days. In all capital letters, he noted: “THIS IS SELMA, ALABAMA. THERE ARE MORE NEGROES IN JAIL WITH ME THAN THERE ARE ON THE VOTING ROLLS.”

While King, Vivian, Bevel, Nash, Reese, Boynton, and other leaders, including Hosea Williams, Andrew Young, and Bernard Lafayette, were shaking things up in Selma, James Orange was roiling the waters in Marion. A formidable man who stood well over six feet tall and weighed three hundred pounds, Orange had helped Bevel organize the children’s demonstrations in his hometown of Birmingham. On February 3, he led hundreds of Marion youngsters in a school boycott to protest the previous day’s arrest of sixteen blacks.

The sixteen had been jailed after staging a sit-in at a segregated restaurant. Years later, one of those arrested, Lincoln High School senior Walter Dobyne, remembered trying to get service at a different establishment, Marion Drugs, earlier that day. “Five of us went in and sat down [at the lunch counter],” he said. “At first, they were reluctant to come over and wait on us. But we didn’t leave, and they finally took our order. We all ordered Cokes, and when they came, the first person who tasted it said, ‘Something’s wrong.’ Each one of us tasted our drink and they had put salt in it.”

Orange’s army of approximately seven hundred students gathered in front of the jail where the sixteen were being held and began singing freedom songs. “Sing one more song and you are under arrest,” a trooper told them.

As the New York Times reported: “James Orange . . . turned to the students and said, ‘Sing another song.’ They did and the troopers held them under arrest and loaded them into school buses. . . . They were charged with either unlawful assembly or disobeying an officer, hauled off to a work camp sixty miles away, and held under bonds of $100 each.”

The arrests and detention of the Perry County schoolchildren changed the mind-set of many adults who had been cautious about getting involved. Richard Bryant, a local Baptist pastor, would explain: “We have a saying that you don’t mess with a black woman’s children. . . . So then you got the black women involved because they have to figure out where their children was—some were in cells in jail and different places. So the women went [to the meetings], then that means the men had to go. They forgot about whose place they was on and who they was working for.”

Orange’s strategy of engaging schoolchildren was not novel—it had been employed in Birmingham—but it was calculated. He correctly figured that the students’ arrests would set off the type of chain reaction vital to so many local campaigns throughout the civil rights movement:

First, dramatize the grievance with a nonviolent protest. Next, anticipate and accept being arrested, harassed, or abused. As the injustice in question takes center stage in the media, sympathy for the cause will grow, often accelerated by ugly responses to peaceful protests. Meanwhile, continue building the ranks by finding ways for everyone to get involved.

Reflecting on the successful lunch counter sit-ins in Nashville, James Lawson noted that involvement of “the whole community” was crucial to success. “In the nonviolent movement, everyone can be a participant,” he explained. “Children can participate, women can participate, men can participate. Young people, old people. Everyone can do the work.”

After the arrests, Avery recalls, “the parents came to the meeting that night looking for their children. We told them that to see their children, they’d have to come to town the next day. So they did, and they chose to march.”

These adult marchers were also arrested and taken to detention camps. Avery describes the conditions: “It was terrible—eighty-five women in a room with no heat and one commode that didn’t even work. But there was a plunger in there, and we finally got the commode open. Any water we wanted had to come from the commode.”

After several hours without food, the prisoners were given black-eyed peas and corn bread for dinner. “It was plain cornmeal, without any baking powder or anything,” Avery remembers. “So we took the bread, and when we took the crust apart there was rat manure in it. So I didn’t eat. Most of us didn’t eat that night. So they gave it back to us the next morning.”

After everyone was released from the detention camps, Orange continued to engage Marion’s youth. On February 15, the final day of the month for registration, some four hundred teens stood outside the courthouse in support of three hundred adults who had gone inside to register. Dr. King soon arrived and was met with applause.

Earlier in the day, King had been in Selma, where eight hundred young people marched in support of 1,400 adults standing in a line that stretched five blocks. According to the Times, “There was no violence and there were no arrests, but only a few names were added to the registration books.”

On Thursday, February 18, Orange again leads a protest in Marion. FBI agents are on the ground and on the second floor of a nearby building monitoring the events—as they do throughout Alabama and wherever else the movement is active. One of those agents, Archibald L. Riley, compiles an official log for the Bureau.

Riley notes that at 10:56 a.m., Orange joined “about 125 Negroes,” most of them students, who came out of Zion United church and headed toward the courthouse across the street. “Chief of Police was taking names, addresses, dates of birth, and who they lived with.”

At 11:55 a.m., as the protestors stand by the courthouse, the chief announces that he is “going to send a letter to the State Board of Education and to families.” Riley adds: “May get ORANGE and SHAW [another organizer] for contributing.”

Thirty minutes later, Orange is observed “inducing them not to attend school. 3 were under 16 and are witnesses.” Within the hour, he is under arrest.

Word of the arrest quickly reaches SCLC and SNCC headquarters in Selma. At 2:30, another FBI agent reports to Riley via radio transmission that “a new crew” has arrived. The group includes “WILLIE BOLTON [sic] SCLC, LEROY MOTON of SNCC,” and “GEORGE BAKER, SCLC (white), Downers Grove, Illinois.” (Bolton is in fact Bolden.)

George Baker has been in Alabama for only two days. Raised in the Quaker tradition, he has taken a leave of absence from his studies at Blackburn College in downstate Illinois to participate in the movement. After the SNCC office in Chicago turned down his offer to volunteer, he spoke with Lafayette, a family acquaintance who had previously worked with the American Friends Service Committee. Lafayette got him a job in the SCLC’s Selma office and a bed in Amelia Boynton’s home, where many activists were fed and lodged.

During his stay in the South, Baker has kept a diary. His first day, February 16, was eventful:

Was listening to someone talk to King (de lawd) on the phone. Called for another march to county courthouse. Asked me if I wanted to come along and get arrested. I said I wanted to get settled first.

As it turned out C.T. Vivian led 60 people to courthouse. . . . [Sheriff Jim] Clark told them to leave, but [they] wouldn’t, saying they had legal business. Vivian was smashed in the jaw by Clark’s fist and smashed in the teeth by a billy club. All this time Vivian said, “Don’t beat us, if we’re wrong arrest us.” I was in the office when the call came in and they called a doctor and a dentist to go to the jail ’cause Vivian was arrested. Later on met Andy Young, King’s chief assistant . . .

Sent to Marion with Willie Bolden by Hosea Williams after Orange’s arrest on the eighteenth, Baker sees about one hundred children standing in a line singing freedom songs. State troopers and local police, “all in helmets and carrying billy clubs,” surround the youngsters. After conferring with local leaders in the church, Baker goes back outside. There he is approached by three men in suits—two investigators for Governor Wallace and one FBI agent—and asked for personal information. “They were very pleasant,” Baker writes. But, he notes, Marion’s chief of police, T. O. Harris, who followed them, was “a little colder.”

As 7 p.m. approaches, Zion United begins to fill up. Willie Nell Avery takes a seat on a bench near the front row so she can help lead the singing. Albert Turner sits up front, too. He will run the meeting, at which Willie Bolden and C. T. Vivian will be the featured speakers. Baker sits towards the back. So, too, does Rev. James Dobynes, a local minister who will be at the head of the march with Turner and Bolden.I

Several hundred men and women and teens—almost all of whom are black—soon fill the nondescript brick church. Among the assembled is a typical family moved to protest by the events of a lifetime and of this day: eighty-two-year-old Cager Lee; his fifty-year-old daughter, Viola Jackson; her twenty-six-year-old son, Jimmie Lee; and her sixteen-year-old daughter, Emma Jean. None has a voter registration card.

All things being equal, Cager Lee, a farmer, would have first been able to vote in 1904, when Theodore Roosevelt defeated Alton B. Parker for the presidency. But he has been denied the right to cast a ballot in that election and the fifteen presidential contests that have followed, as well as congressional, state, and local races. Jimmie Lee Jackson, a graduate of Lincoln High School who farms and chops pulpwood for six dollars a day, has tried to register several times over the last few years, without success. His grandfather has often accompanied him to the registrar’s office.

An Alabama state investigator monitoring the meeting at the church sends periodic messages to the FBI’s Riley.

6:58: Started singing in church.

Steeped in the history of slave songs and the traditions of black church music, freedom songs played a central role in the civil rights movement. The soaring voices and thunderous clapping of the assembled punctuated impassioned oratory and frank discussion at mass meetings across the South.

Freedom songs helped spread the word about the movement and drew reticent folks into the fold. For the many who were unfamiliar with political gatherings, but very familiar with church services, the music-filled mass meetings were a gateway to political involvement. And once involved, freedom songs fired people up, fostering courage before, during, and after dangerous protests, marches, and other nonviolent actions.

Sung collectively, freedom songs embody the vision of a shared, participatory movement. The songs don’t emphasize star performers and virtuosic solos (although there are stunning exceptions), but focus on the melding of voices (“If you can’t sing, sing louder” is the saying).

7:10: Crowds have been going in and singing loud and enthusiastic. ALBERT TURNER is running the program.

“I witnessed for the first time a real Negro, gospel fundamental prayer meeting,” Baker writes in his diary. “About four people had happiness spasms as they received the spirit. I was very moved by the emotion present.”

7:13: About 300 were in church at this time.

At 7:36 Riley observes three cars driven by white males pass by, and at 7:47 “eight state trooper cars parked by the courthouse.” Over the next twenty minutes, more cars driven by white males drive past the church.

8:19: About 400 in church. WILLIE BOLTON [sic] spoke some. C. T. VIVIAN supposed to be here, but hasn’t shown up yet.

The twenty-six-year-old Bolden met King in Savannah, Georgia, four years earlier. Before coming to Alabama, he had been involved in the St. Augustine Movement. In his speech at Zion United, Bolden recalls King’s post-Oslo conversation with President Johnson about the mountaintop and the valley as well as the SCLC leader’s promise that there would be a voting rights act.

Bolden then challenges everyone in the church to join the effort: “It is time that you stand up and be men and women and stop scratching when you ain’t itching and grinning when you ain’t tickled.”

Vivian has arrived from Selma by the time Bolden finishes. He wasn’t excited about coming, as many of the SCLC leaders have left Selma for a few days and he is, in effect, in charge there. But Orange’s arrest was important, and the opportunity to exhort a huge crowd to keep up the good fight cannot be ignored.

As Baker noted in his diary, the slight, forty-year-old Vivian was struck and jailed just two days earlier after leading would-be registrants to the Dallas County Courthouse. His attacker, forty-two-year-old sheriff Jim Clark, is a beefy World War II veteran and cattle rancher, who often dresses in military garb and carries a cattle prod. Clark wears a button that proclaims his timetable for integration: “NEVER.” Since the beginning of the year, he has ordered the arrest of hundreds of peaceful protestors in Selma.

In late January, Clark had another well-publicized encounter on the courthouse steps with a fifty-four-year-old African American woman. After Annie Lee Cooper and others waited in line for hours to register, Clark ordered them to go home. Then, according to Cooper, the sheriff pushed her with his cattle prod. Cooper, who weighed more than two hundred pounds, responded with a right hook to Clark’s jaw. The punch knocked him to the ground. Cooper was quickly arrested.

Not content to simply use his own men within his own jurisdiction, Sheriff Clark has also recruited Klansmen and others as possemen, a “mobile anti–civil rights force” to harass movement participants outside Dallas County. On the night of February 18, he is again outside his jurisdiction. He stands near Zion United in street clothes carrying a nightstick. “Don’t you have enough trouble of your own in Selma?’ someone asks the sheriff.

“Things got a little too quiet for me over in Selma tonight and it made me nervous,” he replies.

Vivian and others would later hear rumors that Clark, still seething over the events at the courthouse, came to Marion seeking vengeance. Although never verified, word was he had talked with his friends at the state police and was hoping for the opportunity to harm or even kill Vivian when the protestors marched out of the church.

The civil rights leaders counted on law enforcement officials like Clark and Bull Connor of Birmingham to show the true, vicious colors of those who oppose integration. These men were ticking time bombs and when they exploded—which they inevitably did—the world became more sympathetic to those in the movement who were able to act peacefully and with dignity when confronted with bare fists and billy clubs or dogs and fire hoses. Enough sympathy might pressure President Johnson and Congress to enact a voting rights bill.

Vivian, who participated in his first sit-in at a cafeteria in Peoria, Illinois, as a teenager, knows men like Clark well. After attending Western Illinois University, he, like James Bevel and John Lewis, studied for the ministry at American Baptist Theological Seminary in Nashville. And like them, he took Lawson’s workshops and helped lead sit-ins. After moving on to SCLC, he also participated in the St. Augustine protests.

Speaking almost fifty years after the Selma and Marion campaign, Vivian remembers Clark as a “bully,” but emphasizes that the sheriff was hardly unique. “His society, his culture allowed bullies,” he says. “Look at the values that the churches they went to taught. You can’t be good under those circumstances.”

When Clark angrily denied Vivian and his contingent of would-be registrants entry to the Dallas County Courthouse on February 16, Vivian asked him, “What do you tell your wife at night? What do you tell your children?”

Clark grew angrier as cameras recorded Vivian’s refusal to back down. “We have come to be here because they are registering at this time,” Vivian said.

“Turn that light out,” Clark told a newsman. “You’re blinding me, and I can’t enforce the law with the light in my face.”

Vivian continued, “We have come to register and this is our reason for being here. We’re not—”

Clark interrupted: “You’re blinding me with that light. Move back.” He then hit Vivian, knocking him down the courthouse steps to the sidewalk.

The minister never lost his composure. “You can arrest us. You can arrest us, Sheriff Clark. You don’t have to beat us,” he said. Rising, he continued, “If we’re wrong, why don’t you arrest us?”

A policeman said, “Why don’t you get out of in front of the camera and go on. Go on.”

“It’s not a matter of being in front of the camera,” Vivian responded. “It’s a matter of facing your sheriff and facing your judge. We’re willing to be beaten for democracy, and you misuse democracy in this street. You beat people bloody in order that they will not have the privilege to vote. You beat me in the side and then hide your blows. We have come to register to vote.”

The confrontation did not surprise Vivian, but his own words did. “When I started that day, I had no idea what I was gonna say. I wasn’t even thinking about that,” he says. “I just knew when the time came, I would say something. I had no idea it would be that great. But it just kept coming out, almost
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