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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I’M GRATEFUL TO PROFESSOR ROBERT Cohen of New York University, who suggested this book, and to the editors and fact-checkers at The New Yorker, where all of these articles and parts of the introduction first appeared. Three or four of the articles have been shortened for inclusion here, and a few repetitions have been deleted. Otherwise, the articles here appear as they did originally in The New Yorker. That includes whatever racial or ethnic or gender terms were in common usage at the time and place.


INTRODUCTION

I WAS ONCE THE CITY auditor of Kansas City, Missouri. Only for a day. It was High School Day in City Hall. The mayor for the day was Melba Zachery, who went to Lincoln—what we would have called then, a year before the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision, a colored school. (Lincoln was also the name of the movie theater that Negroes went to, as well as of a couple of other retail establishments in the black neighborhood. I sometimes wonder if there were children in Kansas City who weren’t aware that Lincoln was the name of a president and not simply a word that meant “colored people allowed.”) I didn’t realize then that Missouri schools were segregated by law. There were no WHITE ONLY signs or separate drinking fountains in Kansas City; I never heard any speeches extolling segregation as God’s will. It was taken for granted that Negroes had their own schools in their own neighborhoods and that white-run restaurants and white-run hotels and white-run theaters were for white people. It was taken for granted that, after spending a day learning about how democracy worked, Melba Zachery would go back to her school and I would go back to mine. At least, it was taken for granted by me. I can’t speak for Melba.

At the time, a lot about race was taken for granted. Much of America was, like Kansas City, segregated without segregationist rhetoric—or segregated even though the dominant rhetoric celebrated the sort of tolerance that could enable a mostly white high school population to elect Melba Zachery mayor for a day. Among white Americans, segregation was widely thought of as a problem of the South. Racial views were assumed to be governed by geography, and a belief in white supremacy was widely considered to be a regrettable but essentially immutable regional characteristic of white Southerners, almost like bragging among Texans. It was not considered disabling.

Even after the Montgomery bus boycott and the sit-in movements—even after, that is, it was apparent that black people had taken matters into their own hands—white Southerners tended to believe that any racial strife in their part of the country was caused by meddling outsiders, probably operating on instructions from some wily, foreign-looking man in New York. “Where you from?” was likely to be the first question asked of a reporter whose dead stop at a stop sign had not lasted long enough to satisfy the deputy sheriff who pulled him over. “I work out of the Atlanta bureau” was not considered an adequate response.

I worked out of the Atlanta bureau of Time from the fall of 1960 to the fall of 1961, in the days when race and the South were thought of as basically the same story by national magazines. It happened to be a busy year on what local reporters sometimes called the seg beat: the sit-in movements, the desegregation of public schools in New Orleans and Atlanta, the desegregation of the University of Georgia, the Freedom Rides. In the midst of these, I watched ordinary people make momentous personal decisions—a black college student trying to decide if he’d volunteer to be on the first Freedom Ride bus into Jackson, for instance, or a Greek-immigrant diner owner with tears in his eyes telling black sit-in students in Atlanta that, as much as he sympathized with their cause, serving them would mean the end of his business.

Because Atlanta itself was going through sit-ins, boycotts, and impending school desegregation, even my weekends were spent on the seg beat. I heard so many sermons in black churches that I began holding what I called the Martin Luther King, Jr., Extended Metaphor Contest (King himself was ineligible, since he would have won in a walk every week). I knew all of the verses to “We Shall Overcome.” My expense account included items like “trousers torn in racial dispute” and “after-prayer-meeting snack, Tuskegee, $3.75.” I could calibrate a white Southerner’s racial views by the way he pronounced the word “Negro.” I’d been exposed to enough Ku Klux Klan terminology to know a kleagle from a klaxon from a klavern. In the mob scene outside Charlayne Hunter’s dormitory during the turmoil that accompanied the enrollment of her and another black student, Hamilton Holmes, at the University of Georgia, I’d heard fraternity boys refer to the Ku Klux Klan, whose arrival was rumored to be imminent, as Tri Kappa.

I was aware that I was expected to keep a certain reportorial distance. I couldn’t pretend that we were covering a struggle in which all sides—the side that thought, for instance, that all American citizens had the right to vote and the side that thought that people acting on such a belief should have their houses burned down—had an equally compelling case to make. It wasn’t like trying to remain objective while covering the Michigan–Ohio State game. But at mass meetings I would have never put any money in the collection cup. When, at the end of the meeting, people in the congregation locked arms to sing “We Shall Overcome,” I always edged away toward the exit.

In questions about when a reporter would be crossing the line from reporting on to participating in the civil rights struggle, I tended to take my cues from the late Claude Sitton, then the Southern correspondent for The New York Times, whose sympathy was expressed in the fairness and scrupulousness of his reporting. As the first Freedom Ride bus was about to pull out of Montgomery for Jackson, Claude and I were still standing in the Trailways station, discussing whether being on the bus would make us participants rather than reporters. Finally, we decided that it was a public bus and we had a right to buy tickets. Also, other reporters were buying tickets. We got on the bus.

Fifty years later, at a Freedom Rides commemoration in Chicago, some of those in attendance were carrying around a large book called Breach of Peace: Portraits of the 1961 Mississippi Freedom Riders, by Eric Etheridge. They were trying to get as many signatures of Freedom Riders as they could. Occasionally, one of them would approach me and say, “Were you a Freedom Rider?”

“No, I was just a reporter who was on the bus,” I’d say.

Some of them insisted that I sign anyway, and eventually I decided that they were probably right in assuming that, after fifty years, the line between reporter and participant was not as bright as I thought it was when I worked in the South. In Chicago, I greeted John Lewis, a sharecropper’s son who had grown up to be a congressman, more like an old comrade-in-arms than like someone I’d mentioned in a couple of articles. We had both been at the bus station in Montgomery when men with clubs attacked first the press and then the Freedom Riders.

I’m no longer as certain as I once was about how bright the line was even back then. During Charlayne Hunter’s first semester at the University of Georgia, she was isolated in a dorm full of hostile co-eds, and we spoke on the telephone from time to time. We remain friends to this day. During one of our phone conversations, she talked about an uncomfortable train ride she’d just had from Savannah to Atlanta, and I said I’d always heard that the train she’d been on—a well-known train called the Nancy Hanks—was particularly luxurious. “Not where we have to sit,” she said. What flashed through my mind had nothing to do with all of the knowledge I had acquired on the subject of segregation in transportation from the Plessy v. Ferguson decision onward. What flashed through my mind was: “They can’t make her sit back there!” It was a moment that brought home what black people in the South in those days understood from childhood: This wasn’t theoretical, it was personal.

When a session at that Freedom Ride commemoration ended with people linking arms and singing “We Shall Overcome,” I made my usual quiet move toward the door. Suddenly, I felt someone link arms with me. Instinctively, I started to pull away while looking around to see who it was. It was an older woman in a wheelchair. Was I really going to wrest my arm away from an older woman in a wheelchair? I stayed. Then I joined in. It turns out that I still know most of the verses.

—

IN THE LATE-NIGHT college dorm discussions I was involved in when the Brown decision was handed down, a year after my stint in the City Hall of Kansas City, nobody, including me, thought to wonder why our class of more than a thousand freshmen in a university located in New England included only four or five African Americans. Not long after I left Atlanta, though, it had become apparent, even to those white Americans most intent on taking things for granted, that racism was not simply a regrettable regional peculiarity. In the ensuing years, I have reported stories about race for The New Yorker not just in the South but also in places like Seattle and Long Island and Utah and Boston. I was still engaged by the subject when planning began for half-century commemorations of some of the events I’d covered during that year on the seg beat. At the University of Georgia, where I’d watched Charlayne Hunter and Hamilton Holmes walk through crowds of jeering undergraduates, the fiftieth-anniversary celebration, called “Celebrating Courage,” went on for several weeks on a campus that now includes an edifice called the Holmes-Hunter Academic Building. There were actually two commemorations of the Freedom Ride, which I had covered from Birmingham to Montgomery to Jackson. Some former Freedom Riders attended both anniversary events, but, described in the broadest terms, the event in Jackson was a celebration of the progress made in race relations in the past fifty years, and the event in Chicago was a reminder that the dream Martin Luther King, Jr., spoke of has not arrived.

There was plenty of evidence presented for each point of view. In Chicago, alluding to some dismal statistics on living standards and education and criminal justice, the Reverend James Lawson, who had been on that first bus into Jackson, said, “We did not desegregate America. We did not dismantle the system.” Lawson and some of the other leading figures in the Chicago event were still in the movement. In Jackson, where the Governor welcomed the returning Freedom Riders, it was pointed out that both the mayor and the police chief were African Americans. The Jackson Clarion-Ledger, so virulently racist in the early sixties that I was wary about entering the newsroom, had in later years won awards for articles that helped bring civil rights–era criminals to justice—including Byron De La Beckwith, Jr., for the murder of Medgar Evers. The Jackson airport is named for Evers. In Jackson, the Governor spoke enthusiastically of a scheme called the Freedom Trail, which would lead visitors to the sites of historic events, even atrocious historic events, in the struggle for civil rights (“We have to put our past in front of us if we’re going to put our past behind us”). In Chicago, some attendees signed a statement charging that Mississippi was “stealing the legacy of the civil rights movement so they can profit from tourism.”

The stories in this book can be taken as more conflicting evidence. From the vantage point of fifty years out, of course, the changes can indeed seem astonishing. Reminiscing at one of the Freedom Ride commemorations, someone said to me, “Who could have imagined, when we were in Mississippi in 1961, that we would someday have a black president?” And I said, “When we were in Mississippi in 1961, I would have settled for a black policeman.” A black citizen in Mississippi is no longer taking his life in his hands by trying to register to vote, as he might have been during the Freedom Summer of 1964. But a number of states—not just Southern states but states like Pennsylvania—have recently passed what Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg has called “second-generation barriers,” laws that are meant to suppress the non-white vote as surely as physical intimidation was in the sixties. In 1961, I watched a fraternity at the University of Georgia raise the Confederate flag in celebration of the fact that Charlayne Hunter had been suspended “for her own safety” after a mob scene that included throwing bricks at her dormitory room (Tri Kappa hadn’t shown up; the fraternity boys were left to throw the bricks themselves). The Confederate flag that was installed at the South Carolina capitol around that time, presumably to symbolize defiance in the face of the Brown decision, was finally removed in 2015, after nine African Americans were murdered in a Charleston church. Progress? Slow progress?

Partly because of the advent of cell-phone and dashboard cameras, the killing of a black man by a white policeman is probably a more common item on the nightly news now than it was when I wrote about such an incident in Seattle in 1975. I haven’t heard recently of someone being sentenced to thirty years for giving away a marijuana cigarette, as Lee Otis Johnson, a black radical in Houston, was in 1968. Lately, though, even conservatives have begun to question whether the mass incarceration of black males, often with severe sentences for nonviolent crimes, is not only unjust but counterproductive. Legally sanctioned school segregation has been gone for decades, but a 2013 report by the Economic Policy Institute said, “Today, African American students are more isolated than they were 40 years ago, while most education policymakers and reformers have abandoned integration as a cause.” In other words, the presence of what we would have called colored schools is taken for granted. A lot, in fact, is still taken for granted, just as it was when I was the city auditor of Kansas City, Missouri, and Melba Zachery was the mayor.


JACKSON, 1964

Jackson, Mississippi

1964

TO PEOPLE WHO HAPPEN TO be admirers of Spanish Civil War literature, Jackson as the headquarters of the Mississippi Summer Project is likely to conjure up visions of Madrid as the capital of the Spanish Loyalists. Physically, Jackson could hardly look less like Madrid, but the Summer Project—a statewide program of voter registration and other civil rights activities being carried out by some six hundred volunteers and some one hundred paid workers—is so thoroughly caught up in a tangle of frenetic planning and propagandizing that a reader of George Orwell and Ernest Hemingway half expects to come across military strategists mapping out campaigns against mountain villages or to see clusters of ideologists arguing and plotting in small, dark bars, their conversations occasionally interrupted by a stray bomb. One difference, of course, is that the Council of Federated Organizations, or COFO—the amalgam of civil rights groups that runs the Summer Project—does not actually control even the part of Jackson where it is permitted to exist, and there are constant reminders of who does. A number of editorialists and columnists on the Jackson daily newspapers are not merely segregationists but segregationists of the type who are inclined to indicate their position by referring to Martin Luther King, Jr., as “the Rev. Dr. Extremist Agitator Martin Luther King, Jr.,” or by suggesting that President Johnson’s theme song should be “The High Yellow Rose of Texas,” or by telling cannibal jokes; the community bulletin board of a local radio station occasionally includes, among reports of rummage sales and church suppers, the announcement that Americans for the Preservation of the White Race will hold its weekly meeting that evening and “all interested white people are invited to attend”; the chatty gray-haired lady in charge of a local bookstore, whose inventory appears to begin with the writings of the John Birch Society and move to the right, is available for political arguments with the civil rights workers she refers to amiably as “those COFO things”; one can telephone Dial for Truth, a recorded announcement by the Jackson Citizens’ Council of the evils that race-mixing has brought upon the world during the previous week; and the Mississippi Numismatic Exchange, Inc., has a sign in its window reading, KENNEDY HALF DOLLARS 25¢. THAT’S ALL WE THINK THEY’RE WORTH! (The sign says in smaller letters that the case that goes along with one costs fifty cents.)

Still, Jackson, which prides itself on maintaining law and order, has been relatively careful about protecting civil rights workers, and there has not been enough civil rights action within the city limits to provide what COFO people tend to call a confrontation; all in all, the city is more of a communications-and-planning center than a scene of battle. At the COFO headquarters, a storefront office on Lynch Street, in the Negro business district, efficient white girls in cotton print dresses decorate the walls daily with fresh “incident reports” listing arrests or beatings of COFO workers in other parts of the state, but whenever the stray bomb lands—as on the second day of my visit, when two workers were beaten, though not seriously, just a few blocks from the COFO office—the first reaction is that somebody must have broken a truce or wandered out of a demilitarized zone by mistake. At the office, COFO workers in overalls and work shirts who have come into Jackson on errands from small towns in the Delta stroll in and out, and members of the office staff shuttle back and forth incessantly between a row of typewriters and a row of telephones. On Farish Street, in another part of the Negro business district, two groups of lawyers use offices across the street from one another—each on the top floor of a drab two-story building—to deal with the litigation brought on by the constant civil rights arrests. In an office nearby, the National Council of Churches, which has provided ministers, lawyers, and the training facilities for the Summer Project, regularly holds orientation sessions for new arrivals, and a group of respectable-looking clergymen regularly watch quietly as a COFO worker demonstrates how to protect one’s kidneys when knocked down. (“Is it considered permissible to get in a punch or two and then run?” a young minister asked the day I was there. “How good a runner are you?” the COFO demonstrator asked in reply.) Over in the white business district, workmen are installing an interior staircase in the expanded FBI office, which now occupies one floor and part of another of the new First Federal Savings & Loan Building, and is still in the unpackaging stage, with crates on the floor and pictures of J. Edgar Hoover leaning against the wall. At the state capitol, a few blocks to the north, where a statue of Governor (and Senator) Theodore Bilbo, the late racist, dominates the ground floor, and vividly tinted portraits of Mississippi’s two Miss Americas are enshrined in the rotunda, investigators for the State Sovereignty Commission, the agency charged with preserving segregation, go through Negro newspapers, civil rights literature, and the Worker in order to keep track of which left-wingers are where. All in all, there are so many visitors in town that it is practically impossible to rent a car, and the provision of restaurant and hotel accommodations for the visitors has become a minor industry. Under these circumstances, a conversation about the Catalan separatists or the anarchists of the POUM might not sound out of place, but instead the visitors talk about SNCC (called “Snick” and standing for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee), or the National Council (of Churches), or the LCDC (Lawyers Constitutional Defense Committee), or the (National) Lawyers Guild, or the APWR (Americans for the Preservation of the White Race), or the Citizens’ Council, or the Klan.

—

JACKSON HAS NEVER stood apart from the rest of Mississippi the way Atlanta has stood apart from Georgia, say, or New Orleans from Louisiana. Traditionally, it has merely been a larger town than the other towns in the state, and not until after World War II was it very much larger. In 1940, it had a population of sixty-two thousand. Now, however, with a population of a hundred and fifty thousand and with ambitions for further expansion, Jackson is the logical place to expect to see any significant indications of moderation on the race issue in Mississippi—simply because it now has the most to lose through the chaos that total defiance of federal desegregation provisions could bring. Such indications appeared recently when it began to look as though the city might comply peacefully with a federal court order that schools start desegregating this fall, and when the board of directors of the Chamber of Commerce made a surprise statement advising businessmen to comply with the public accommodations section of the new civil rights law. After the fact, it is not difficult to find a number of good reasons for the Chamber’s statement. This summer marks the first time Jackson businessmen have ever been faced with anything approaching the power of a federal law. Previously, it was possible to see the conflict as one between the state and a group of Negroes; the civil rights law expanded it, potentially, into one between each individual businessman and the federal government. (There is a theory in Jackson that Mississippi fell victim to its own propaganda; that is, there was so much publicity about how a civil rights law could result in a decent American businessman’s being hauled off to court or to jail by the federal dictator for choosing his own customers that the local businessmen were psychologically prepared for an early surrender.) It is said that business in Jackson was damaged somewhat by the demonstrations and boycotts of last summer, and that businessmen—particularly those directly affected by the law—were happy to be able to make the inevitable transition peacefully by blaming it on the federal government, especially since many of them apparently believed (erroneously) that all those COFO things in town were likely to stage an impressive demonstration for all the FBI people in town on the Fourth of July. Although the national headquarters of the Citizens’ Councils of America is in Jackson, the local Council has never embraced all the important businessmen, as it does in some smaller Mississippi towns, and the suggestion has been made that its point of view seemed to be dominant only because a segregation issue of vital importance to business had not come up. According to one person who was close to those who drafted the Chamber’s statement, “Folks didn’t realize the number of people here who are able to recognize the inevitable when it arrives.” Those people, who had remained silent while the inevitable was approaching, acted with a suddenness that caught the Citizens’ Council element by surprise. There is reason to believe that their action will result in preserving almost complete segregation while avoiding public disturbance—since the facilities, if made available without challenge, are not likely to be used by a great many Jackson Negroes—but in the past, even that argument was not enough to justify a public statement in favor of desegregation. So while people familiar with Jackson are able to explain why such a statement was wise, they admit surprise that it was issued. The Chamber’s statement, according to one member of its board, was “a calculated risk,” and once it had succeeded—of the fourteen hundred firms affiliated with the Chamber, only four resigned—there was bound to be less pressure against those willing to recognize the possibility of change in Mississippi.

A few days after the Chamber advised compliance, the mayor of Jackson supported its stand, and a week or so after that, when Mississippians for Public Education, a group composed mainly of housewives, announced its existence and its intention of opposing any scheme that might damage the public schools—such as the establishment of private segregated schools supported by state tuition grants—its members, to their amazement, met with practically no abuse. Four days after the group’s announcement, its president had received only two letters criticizing her position (one of them asked, among other things, if she realized that “academic standards have fell in any place that has had integration”), and none of the officers in Jackson had received a single unsigned hate letter or late-night phone call.

Still, much of Jackson’s inclination toward compliance can be explained not by any decrease in segregationist feeling in Jackson but by an increase in pressure from the outside. Desegregating restaurants in compliance with a federal law is quite a different thing from desegregating them through negotiations with local Negroes, and now that ten years have passed since the original Supreme Court decision, federal courts have eliminated practically every alternative to obeying a school desegregation order. All the fund cutoffs, school closings, and various postures for standing in the schoolhouse door have lost most of their force even as ritual. It is clear to most people in Jackson that the public schools will be desegregated no matter what opposition is put up—something that was apparently not clear to many of them before the University of Mississippi desegregation—and about all that the last session of the legislature could think of to do about it was to provide tuition grants for those who wanted to attend private segregated schools. The immediate effect on the rest of the state of the Jackson Chamber’s statement is expected to be limited. The important long-range effect of both the Chamber’s statement and the appearance of Mississippians for Public Education is that, in the words of a Jackson lawyer, “some crack has been made in that wall of Never.”

The wall of Never was built on the proposition that in Mississippi complete segregation could be maintained without violence by means of rigid control—some say police-state control—within the state and a united front against outside pressure. As the outside pressure becomes greater and more firmly supported by law, there is often no way to oppose it except by lawlessness. Many of this summer’s incidents—the burning of Negro churches unconnected with civil rights activity, for instance—are typical not of the systematic intimidation associated with the Citizens’ Councils but of the irrational violence indulged in by terrorist groups of a sort that cannot be controlled by strategists in Jackson. Organizations such as the Klan and the APWR hardly existed in Mississippi a year or two ago, and although the administration of Governor Paul Johnson has not condemned them out of hand, it has discouraged people from joining them. Although Governor Johnson did advise businessmen not to comply with the Civil Rights Act until it had been tested in the courts, he is still considered quite a bit less extreme than former governor Ross Barnett, and there are certainly indications that the state has tried to avoid trouble that might bring federal intervention on a large scale. When Martin Luther King, Jr., visited the state recently in support of the Freedom Democratic Party (a predominantly Negro political party that is attempting to unseat the regular Mississippi delegation at the Democratic Convention, on the theory that the regular party cannot represent people it prevents from voting), he was carefully, if unobtrusively, protected by the state as well as by the FBI. Outright violence against COFO workers has been officially discouraged, and despite the murder of the three civil rights workers in Philadelphia during the Summer Project’s first week, there has been less of it than many people expected. Those in control of the state would much prefer to deal with COFO by calling its workers Communists and beatniks and by arresting them for some crime such as distributing leaflets.

—

I HAPPENED TO fly from Atlanta to Jackson on the same plane as Martin Luther King, Jr., who was about to begin his tour of Mississippi with some speeches and meetings in Greenwood. He was accompanied by four of his aides in the Southern Christian Leadership Conference—Andrew Young, C. T. Vivian, Bernard Lee, and Dorothy Cotton—and except that all of them are Negroes and that the men were wearing buttons in their lapels that said S.C.L.C. FREEDOM NOW, the group might have been thought to consist of a corporation executive off to make a sales-conference speech accompanied by efficient, neatly dressed young assistants brought along to handle arrangements and take care of the paperwork. As the plane left Atlanta, Young began going through a number of file folders, making notes on a legal-size yellow pad and occasionally passing them up to King, who paused in his reading of the Times and the news magazines now and then to consult with Young or Mrs. Cotton. Lee opened The Souls of Black Folk, by W.E.B. Du Bois, and Mrs. Cotton brought out a copy of Southern Politics in State and Nation, by V. O. Key, Jr., which she read when she wasn’t talking with King. Across the aisle from King, there happened to be sitting a stocky, nice-looking young white man with a short haircut and wearing Ivy League clothes. He looked as if he might have been a responsible member of a highly regarded college fraternity six or eight years ago and was now an equally responsible member of the Junior Chamber of Commerce of a Southern city that prided itself on its progress. About halfway between Atlanta and Montgomery, the plane’s first stop, he leaned across the aisle and politely said to King, in a thick drawl, “Excuse me. I heard them calling you Dr. King. Are you Martin Luther King?”

“Yes, I am,” said King, just as politely.

“I wonder if I could ask you two questions,” the young man said, and Young, Vivian, and Lee, all of whom were sitting behind King, leaned forward to hear the conversation. “I happen to be a Southerner, but I also happen to consider myself a Christian. I wonder, do you feel you’re teaching Christian love?”

“Yes, that’s my basic approach,” King said. “I think love is the most durable element in the world, and my whole approach is based on that.”

“Do you think the people you preach to have a feeling of love?” the young man asked.

“Well, I’m not talking about weak love,” King explained. “I’m talking about love with justice. Weak love can be sentimental and empty. I’m talking about the love that is strong, so that you love your fellow men enough to lead them to justice.”

“Do you think that’s the same love Jesus taught?” the young man asked.

“Yes, I do.”

“Even though you incite one man against another?”

“You have to remember that Christ was crucified by people who were against him,” said King, still in a polite, careful tone. “Do you think there’s love in the South now? Do you think white people in the South love Negroes?”

“I anticipated that,” said the young man. “There hasn’t always been love. I admit we’ve made some mistakes.”

“Uh-huh. Well, let me tell you some of the things that have happened to us. We were slaves for two hundred and fifty years. We endured one hundred years of segregation. We have been brutalized and lynched. Can’t you understand that the Negro is bound to have some resentment? But I preach that despite this resentment, we should organize militantly but nonviolently. If we organize nonviolently, we can show the injustice. I don’t think you’d be talking to me now if we hadn’t had some success in making people face the issue.”

“I happen to be a Christian,” the young man repeated.

“Do you think segregation is Christian?” asked King.

“I was anticipating that,” the young man said. “I don’t have any flat answer. I’m questioning your methods as causing more harm than good.”

“Uh-huh. Well, what do you suggest we need?” King was able to say “uh-huh” in a way that implied he had registered a remark for what it was worth and decided not to bring up its more obvious weaknesses, but he and the young man did seem genuinely interested in each other’s views.

“I think we need respect and goodwill,” said the young man.

“How do you propose to get that?” King asked.

The young man hesitated for a moment and then said, “I don’t know. I just don’t agree that it does any good to incite people. I know there’s resentment, and you’re able to capitalize on this resentment and create friction and incite discord. And you know this.”

“I don’t think we’re inciting discord but exposing discord,” King said.

“Well, let me ask you this,” said the young man. “Are you concerned that certain people—well, let’s come out with political labels—that this plays into the hands of the Communists?”

“I think segregation and discrimination play into the hands of the Communists much more than the efforts to end them,” said King.

“But it’s certainly been playing into the Communists’ hands since you and the others—as you put it—started exposing what was there. There’s certainly more attention given to it.”

“Don’t you think that if we don’t solve this the Communists will have more to gain?”

“I think much more progress was made between the two races before the last few years, when you and other people started inciting trouble between the two races.”

“What is this progress?” asked King. “Where was the lunch-counter desegregation? Where was the civil rights law?”

“In good relations,” the young man answered.

“Good white relations,” interrupted Vivian, who apparently felt unable to keep out of the argument any longer.

“Well, I just wanted to ask those questions,” said the young man. He seemed ready to end the discussion.

“Uh-huh,” said King. “Well, I’d like to be loved by everyone, but we can’t always wait for love. Maybe you ought to read my writings. I’ve done quite a bit of writing on nonviolence.”

“Well, I think you are causing violence,” the young man said.

“Would you condemn the robbed man for possessing the money to be robbed?” asked King. “Would you condemn Christ for having a commitment to truth that drove men to crucify him? Would you condemn Socrates for having the views that forced the hemlock on him? Society must condemn the robber, not the man he robs.”

“I don’t want to discuss our philosophical differences,” said the young man. “I just wanted to ask you those questions.”

“Uh-huh. Well, I’m sorry you don’t think I’m a Christian.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Well, I’m sorry that you don’t think that what I preach is Christian, and I’m sorry you don’t think segregation is unchristian.”

King turned back to his paper for a few moments, as if the conversation had ended—without progress but with no animosity—and then he looked up and said to the young man, “What do you think of the new civil rights law? Do you think that’s a good law?”

“Well, I haven’t read it, but I think parts of it just carry on the trend toward federal dictatorship.”

“You sound like a good Goldwaterite,” said King with a slight smile. “Are you going to vote for Goldwater?”

“Yes, I expect I will,” the young man said.

“It’s too bad you’re going to back a loser, because I’m afraid we’re going to hand him a decisive defeat in November.” King’s tone was light; he might have been joking with a longtime neighbor who had always been a member of the opposing political party.

“I’ve voted for losers before,” said the young man.

King turned back to his reading, and Vivian said, “What do you mean by federal dictatorship?”

The white man didn’t seem anxious to take on a fresh adversary, but he replied, “I think everything should be done at the lowest level of government.”

“How about all the federal hospitals? The roads?” said Vivian. “You say you want the federal government to stay out of everything unless it has to do it. That’s why you have those hospitals and roads in Georgia, because Georgia was too poor to pay for them. Do you know how much more Mississippi takes from the federal government per person than it puts in? You didn’t start talking about federal dictatorship until it came to race—”

“Are you asking me a question or making a speech?” said the young man.

“Both,” Vivian said.

King looked up from his paper and smiled across at the young man. “We’re all preachers, you see,” he explained, and then turned to discuss something with Mrs. Cotton as the young man was making a point to Vivian.

“You must be talking about Toynbee’s book,” said Vivian, and he launched into a rapid-fire series of questions about Toynbee’s theories on race.

“There’s no need to debate this,” the young man said finally, and he began to look out the window. At Montgomery, he walked off the plane.

“What do you think of that?” King asked, shaking his head as the white man left. “Such a young man, too. Those are the people who are rallying to Goldwater. You can’t get to him. His mind has been cold so long, there’s nothing that can get to him.”

The young man returned to the plane before it left Montgomery, but with a quick, embarrassed smile, he walked past King and the others and settled in a rear seat.

Lunch was served between Montgomery and Meridian, and afterward Lee went to sleep and Young crossed the aisle to talk with Vivian about arrangements for that night. “I called the Justice Department today, and they said they think we should go back to Jackson after the meeting,” he said.

“I don’t like to have Dr. King on the road at night,” Vivian replied.

“Apparently, Greenwood is the kind of place now where a mob might form,” said Young. “They came right into the Negro neighborhood a few months ago to get the kids at the SNCC office.”

“I never know if the Justice Department knows something it’s not telling us,” said Vivian. “But I hate to be on the road.”

“Even with a state patrol escort?”

“That state patrol isn’t a patrol,” Vivian said.

“I hear they were pretty good with the congressmen who went down there,” said Young.

“Well, maybe so.”

“Well, let’s see what the mood is when we get there,” Young said in conclusion. He walked across the aisle, lowered the back of his seat, and soon went to sleep. In front of him, King was engrossed in a newsmagazine.

—

A NUMBER OF the white Mississippians who do not consider COFO workers Communists or beatniks—and they are clearly in the minority—believe that the presence of people who look like Communists or beatniks is enough to alarm the residents of a small, churchbound, isolated Mississippi town, even if it is not the sort of town whose sheriff ordinarily shows his alarm by beating up strangers. Mississippians have given a good deal of attention to the appearance of the COFO workers—who favor overalls, old shirts, and, in some cases, beards—and particularly to the appearance of the white volunteers. Although it is true that the people attracted to the Summer Project include some who would qualify as beatniks in Mississippi, where the word is defined broadly, the great majority of the volunteers are white college students who tend to dress the way their hosts dress. As it happens, COFO is, for all practical purposes, a project of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (the participation of the other national civil rights organizations involved—the Congress of Racial Equality, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference—ranges from limited to nominal), so the style-setters are the staff members of SNCC, which may once have been a coat-and-tie organization but is no longer. With their overalls, SNCC field-workers often wear the flat-topped, broad-brimmed straw hats that are popular among rural Negroes in Mississippi; James Forman, the Negro executive secretary of SNCC, who has set up headquarters in Greenwood for the summer, is usually seen in blue jeans; and the founder and director of the Summer Project, a twenty-nine-year-old Negro SNCC worker named Robert Moses, who has been in Mississippi for three years, wears work pants and a T-shirt even when he is in New York trying to raise money. What has been obscured by all the talk about the volunteers being beatniks is that the dress of the COFO workers is really quite significant as an indication of how deeply the protest movement has changed in the few years since Negro students—some of them the same ones who are now involved in COFO—sat at dingy dime-store lunch counters dressed in freshly pressed three-button suits. Moses has remarked, “This movement is pointed in a different direction—not toward the downtown white but toward the rural Negro, not toward acceptance by the white community but toward the organization of political and other kinds of expression in the Negro community; or really toward the organization of a Negro society. And the dress is a symbol of that.”

“Basically, we’re dealing with poor people, and these are the people we identify with,” Forman has explained. “It even affects our salary scale. One reason it’s so low is just lack of money, but another reason is that we think you can’t come out from a nice hotel every day to work with these people and then go back at night. Besides, in Mississippi, as a practical matter, you have to look like a rural Negro in order to get to talk to a rural Negro. And then we have to move a lot, and there’s no use wearing a coat and tie if you’re likely to end up sleeping on the floor. Another thing that’s operating here, too, consciously or unconsciously, is: Why should we have to comb our hair
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