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Dedication

In memory of my mom and dad,

Mrs. Texana and Mr. Mack C. Wiggins,

who led by example—who showed me how to be

For all the nameless and faceless foot soldiers

past, present, and future




Epigraph
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We ain’t going back, we’ve come too far, marched too long, prayed too hard, wept too bitterly, bled too profusely, and died too young to let anybody turn back the clock on our journey for justice.

—REVEREND JOSEPH LOWERY, Dean of the Civil Rights Movement
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Foreword

For so many of us, so much of the past is a vague memory. A dry paragraph in a history book about some people somewhere marching. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.—a mountaintop speech—if that’s remembered. Or more often, a holiday. Selma—a movie. Jim Crow—a thing that happened to some people somewhere a long time ago. Once, while doing a school visit, a fifth-grader asked me if I had been born a slave. And other questions from the mouths of otherwise brilliant young people—What’s a Ku Klux Klan? and I think Moses burned a cross on the mountaintop and How come Black people are still so mad? They got equality already.

When we forget our past, it’s hard to understand our present. Harder still to imagine our future. Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me ’Round is a love song to the past by someone who was there. Kathlyn Kirkwood tells her story with warmth, love, and keen memory.

The past wasn’t always pretty. It wasn’t always kind. It was never easy. But it is the shoulders we stand on now. As we continue to fight toward a world where all people have the same civil rights, we can open this book, dive into the narrative in verse, and step into a movement that would forever change America. We can meet the people who were a part of that movement. We can grow to love them and begin to understand our connection not only to the past, but to the people who resisted and fought for the rights we have today.

Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me ’Round—a title coming from the African American civil rights song from the early twentieth century—is just as relevant now as it was then. We are on a journey toward something better. And we really aren’t letting anyone stop us.

While the people who were there still live and are able to tell their stories of the past, we must lean in and listen. And through the listening, remember.

—JACQUELINE WOODSON




You don’t know my face or my name,

but the day Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was killed,

I became a foot soldier:

a doer, a worker, an everyday activist in the Civil Rights Movement.




1968

I was just seventeen,

a senior at Booker T. Washington High

in Memphis, Tennessee.

I was editor in chief of our yearbook,

The Warrior,

and I played clarinet in the marching band.

Yay for the green and gold!
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Kathlyn and her brother Mack Carlos in band uniform, getting ready to start stepping high.

Author’s personal collection

[image: image]

The Cotton Makers Jubilee parade was the Black community’s annual celebration of the cotton harvest on Beale Street, separate from the Whites-only Cotton Carnival celebrated on Main Street.

We loved stepping high

to the musical beats

led by the

crowd-pleasing

majorettes and drum major,

erect and tall,

right down Beale Street

in the Cotton Makers Jubilee parade,

the colored folks’ celebration of

the cotton industry.

We couldn’t go to the

“Whites only” Cotton Carnival

to see the king and queen’s grand arrival

as they stepped off the royal barge

on the Mississippi River

into their royal carriage,

followed by lavishly decorated,

ornate floats pulled

by colored men.




While We Stepped

Ugly things were happening in America,

especially in the Deep South.

Jim Crow was the law—

racism, discrimination,

and segregation of Blacks and Whites.

Made a lot of Black folks mad.

I was just seventeen

but it made me mad too.

One man was leading the fight for change:

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

Preacher, teacher, drum major for peace,

he led

the Montgomery Bus Boycott

in Montgomery, Alabama,

the Birmingham Campaign

in Birmingham, Alabama,

the Freedom Walk

in Detroit, Michigan,

and so many other demonstrations, prayer vigils,

and nonviolent protests

for freedom,

for justice,

for equality.

Made a lot of White folks mad.




February 12, 1968

The Negro Memphis sanitation workers

went on strike.

They were tired of being treated like boys

instead of

men.

They did grueling work every day

with no place to eat,

no place to shower,

no sick days,

no vacation days,

no health care,

no pension plan,

for $1.70 an hour.

Some still needed welfare

just to live.

The Negro sanitation workers were just

BONE-TIRED.
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The Community on the Move for Equality, a Memphis organization aimed at promoting social justice, called for boycotting the local newspapers because of their lack of support for the sanitation workers’ strike and racist coverage of Negro news in general (i.e., Hambone’s Meditations cartoons).
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The National Guard was called in during the sanitation workers’ strike in Memphis.

One day, as the men carried

leaky, maggot-filled garbage tubs

to the truck,

a packer blade malfunctioned.

Two men,

Echol Cole and Robert Walker,

were crushed to death.

The Negro sanitation workers

decided to fight

these horrible, inhumane working conditions.

They started marching

on Main Street EVERY DAY.

They wanted good pay, job safety,

and union recognition,

just like the White sanitation workers.

Seemed like NOBODY was listening.

But Dr. King was.

He halted his plans for the Poor People’s Campaign

in Washington, DC, that would demand

Congress work to end poverty across America.

INSTEAD he came to Memphis

to support and lead a march for the sanitation workers.




March 18, 1968

At my daddy’s barbershop,

the men usually joked, laughed, shouted,

and told tall tales.

Not today.

The only thing they talked about was

why they were gonna march,

why they had to march.

Everyone remembered the two men who’d died,

the unfair pay, and how badly the

Negro sanitation workers were treated.

Flyers were everywhere.
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Mr. Wiggins, Kathlyn’s dad, cutting and styling, while waiting customers talk about supporting the striking sanitation workers and the upcoming protest march.

Library of Congress; National Archives and Records Administration

My friends and I were young,

but we wanted to march too.

I rushed home to see if I could.

Stone-faced, Mama said,

“Okay . . . but you have to stay close to Daddy.”

I squealed and ran to call my friends.

“Mama said yes!”

All night,

I tossed and turned,

heart racing,

thinking,

imagining . . .

my first march.
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The Community on the Move for Equality spearheaded a march for justice. Due to an ice storm, the protest march was rescheduled for March 28, 1968.
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Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
and
Community On the Move for Equality

INVITE | YOU

. To March for Justice ond Jobs

FRIDAY, MARCH 22, 1968
9:00 A.M,
From Clayborn Temple A.M.E. Church
280 Hernando

We ask you to stay away from work or school and walk with more than 10,000 people
who want. Memphis once and for all to leam that it must be o city for all people.
A man jsemen. God requires that @ man be treated like a man.

Memphiis must do so in ‘work, play, education, housing, by the police and in oll other
ways thg rights of each man must be upheld. This will be o march: of dignity..The -
only force we will-use is soul~force which is peaceful , loving, courageous, yet mili
tant .,

MARCH INSTRUCTIONS:

1. Come to the church from Vance Street only.
2. THE ROUTE: Hemando to Beale
To Main
To Poplar
To Second
To Beale
To Hemando®
To Clayborn Temple where we will disperse

3. Be ready to follow the instructions of the March Marshalls who will wear
yellow am bands.
4. We will march in the street.
5. Each orgenization can prepare a banner, no bigger than 6'x3" attached to at
"least two poles, which con carry the sign up above the heads of the marchers.

6. Walk gently, do not crowd those in front, when those stop  you stop.
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HAVE YOU S\ .. . aKINv

The Commercial mppeal

AND

The Memphis Press-Scimitar?
WHY NOT!

They give unfair coverage to our Sanitation Workers!
They do not give fair and full coverage to Negro news!

They designate race when crimes are committed by Negroes,
but not whites!

They insult us with “HAMBONE!”

They promote segregated housing through segregated classi-
fied ads!

They will not hire Negroes in most offices or departments!
They even segregate Negroes in death notices!

Stop being a fraitor fo the Negro's fight
for freedom!

Start supporting the Sanitation Workers now!
Stop taking both the Commercial Appeal

and Memphis Press-Scimitar!

S

Community On the Move for Equality
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Have Sanifation Workers A Fiifure? -
Yes, If You Will Help To Build 11!
How? That's Simple—

"WE NEED You!

Do not shop downtown, or with the downtownbranch stores anywhere
in the city or any enterprise noged Loeb. i

2. Stop your subscriptions to the daily newspopers. Gef nows cbout
the Movement from the radio or television or by jeining the mess
meetings. Be sure to pay your newspaper carrierhis commission.

3. Do notbuy newthings for Easter. Let-ourLent be one of sacrifices.
What better way to remember Jesus'work for us and the world?

4. Support the workers with letters and telegroms to the Mayor and
* the City Ceuncil.

5. Join us in the doily marches downtown. 3
6. Call others each day and remind them of the movement,

7. Attend the nightly moss meetings Monday through Friday. i

8. Do not place your garbogeat the curb. Handlo it the best way you
can without helping the city and the Mayor's affort to break the
strike. .

9. Whenever you associate with white people, let them know what
*  the issues are and why you support this cause. v

10. Support the relief efforts for the workers and their fomilies with
gifts of moncyand food. Checks can be made oul to "C.O.M.E."
and foodtaken to Claybom Temple A.M.E. Church, 280 Hemando.

Community On the Move for Equality .

WORK CARD
Hame Phone
Address

I will march I will picket
I can answer phone or do clerical work
I can serve on a committee:
Work Committee
Telephone Committee
Transportation Committee
Hours I can best serve:
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