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Hattiesburg, Mississippi, 1964. Two African Americans attempt to register to vote while white officials look on. The sign on the wall informs them that in ten days everyone will know. Their names and addresses will be published in the local newspaper, giving opponents of black suffrage a chance to retaliate against them. © 1976 MATT HERRON/TAKE STOCK/THE IMAGE WORKS





Prologue



The Most Powerful Instrument


AN AMERICAN CITIZEN VOTING—SURELY THERE IS NOTHING REMARKABLE about that. But for an African American living in the Deep South in the 1960s, such as the person pictured on this book’s cover, it was a forbidden act, a dangerous act. There were nearly impossible obstacles to overcome: poll taxes, literacy tests, and hostile registrars. If a person succeeded and was allowed to vote, his name was published in the local newspaper, alerting his employers and others equally determined to stop him. The black men and women who dared to vote lost their jobs, their homes, and, often, their lives.


And yet they persevered. They marched on county courthouses, confronted sheriffs, and went to jail. In Selma, Alabama, on March 7, 1965, a day remembered as Bloody Sunday, they endured a brutal attack from state troopers and local vigilantes. That event touched the conscience of the nation, forcing President Lyndon B. Johnson to place a voting rights bill at the forefront of his political agenda. Its passage permitted millions of African Americans to vote in Alabama and elsewhere in the South. The Voting Rights Act transformed American democracy and in many ways was the last act of emancipation, a process Abraham Lincoln began in 1863.


This book tells the story of the struggles of ordinary people, many unknown to most Americans, who were, in fact, quite extraordinary. They risked all to obtain a fundamental American right that had been codified in the Constitution’s Fifteenth Amendment, though it was not fulfilled until 1965. Since then the Voting Rights Act has been repeatedly challenged. Not only has it survived, but it has also been expanded to protect other minorities facing similar obstacles. Those challenges, however, persist, and the Act’s most potent provision may soon face its ultimate test before the US Supreme Court, which may well strike it down. But if that should occur, it will not deter those who fought for its creation, battled to expand it, and struggled to maintain it. The fight will go on in courtrooms and, perhaps again, in the streets. The essence of the Voting Rights Act can never be destroyed, for as Martin Luther King Jr. wrote in 1963 while imprisoned in a Birmingham jail, “I have no despair about the future. . . . We will reach the goal of freedom . . . all over the nation, because the goal of America is freedom.” And we can also take comfort from the nineteenth-century abolitionist Theodore Parker’s words that King famously quoted at the conclusion of the historic Voting Rights march: “The arc of the moral universe is long but it bends toward justice.”1


THE SIGNING INTO LAW OF THE 1965 VOTING RIGHTS ACT WAS THE culmination of a struggle almost one hundred years in the making. Prior to Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, only five states—all in New England—allowed black men to vote, and when New York joined their ranks, it required that they own property. In the South almost all blacks were considered property and, as slaves, were prohibited from voting. No sooner had the Civil War ended than former slaves and free black men began demanding the right to vote throughout the South. Meetings and rallies were held in Virginia, North Carolina, Kentucky, Georgia, Alabama, and Washington, DC, where, in January 1866, the National Convention of Colored Men, with delegates from twelve states, both North and South, demanded “the right of impartial suffrage.” They hoped that President Andrew Johnson would come to their aid.2


He did not. In a stormy meeting with Johnson that February, the new president, a Tennessee racist more sympathetic to poor southern whites than to slavery’s victims, told a delegation headed by Frederick Douglass that black voting was a “hollow, unpractical idea” that would “cause great injury to the white and colored man.” Johnson despised Douglass, the former slave whose brilliance as a writer and orator had made him an international celebrity. “I know that damned Douglass,” Johnson later told an aide. “He’s just like any other nigger and he would sooner cut a man’s throat than not.” Under Johnson, “Presidential Reconstruction” permitted the former rebellious South to rejoin the Union easily and resume their political—if not personal—subjugation of its black population. It was left to the Republican-dominated Congress to assist the former slaves.3


During the period later known as “Radical Reconstruction” Congress, in 1866, passed and sent to the states the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, providing black people with the rights of citizenship and legal equality but not the right to vote. Because Johnson resisted all these efforts, Congress’s Reconstruction Act, passed over Johnson’s veto in 1867, divided the South into military districts occupied by federal troops and prohibited the former confederate states from returning to the union until they ratified the new amendment. The Fifteenth Amendment, passed in 1869 and ratified in 1870, prohibited the federal or state governments from denying any American’s voting rights “on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude,” thereby granting an entire generation of black men—many of them former slaves—the right to vote and, with it, the chance of winning political office. (Their wives and daughters would not receive that right until the Nineteenth Amendment was adopted in 1920, but they too were politically active, organizing meetings and often acting as armed guards protecting those who gathered to discuss the issues of the day.)4


Radical Reconstruction brought southern blacks political freedom, and they embraced it enthusiastically. As many as two thousand served as state legislators, city councilmen, tax assessors, justices of the peace, jurors, sheriffs, and US marshals; fourteen black politicians entered the House of Representatives; and two became US senators. But the new era of black activism did not last long: Northern support declined, a conservative Supreme Court abolished many of the laws designed to assist black citizens, and terrorist groups like the Ku Klux Klan and the Knights of the White Camellia destroyed black schools and churches and murdered at will.5


By 1877 southern white Democrats had overthrown every new state government and established state constitutions that stripped black citizens of their political rights. To circumvent the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, legislators created clever devices that would disenfranchise black citizens for the next eighty years. These included not only literacy and “understanding” tests, poll taxes, and residency and property requirements; among these devices was also a “grandfather clause” that exempted white men and their male descendants from literacy tests and property qualifications if they had voted prior to January 1, 1867. That date was important because it was three years before the Fifteenth Amendment guaranteed black citizens that right and just before the all-white Democratic Party primary barred black candidates from political participation. The new laws gave the greatest power to local registrars, usually appointed by state governors, who would choose which applicant succeeded or failed. The intent of the laws was explicit: “The plan,” said one Mississippi official in 1890, “is to invest permanently the powers of government in the hands of the people who ought to have them—the white people.”6


The laws were disastrous for newly empowered black citizens. In Louisiana 130,000 had been registered to vote in 1896. By 1904 only 1,342 remained to exercise the franchise, if whites permitted it. Virginia’s 147,000 black voters were reduced to 21,000. Eighty-three percent of Alabama’s electorate was again white in 1906, compared to only 2 percent of theoretically eligible black adults. “At first we used to kill them to keep them from voting,” declared an Alabamian, but “when we got sick of doing that we began to steal their ballots; and when stealing their ballots began troubling our consciences, we decided to handle the matter legally, fixing it so they couldn’t vote.” By the early twentieth century black disenfranchisement, like economic and social segregation, was complete throughout the South, and it remained almost unchanged for the next sixty years.7


THE DIGNITARIES WHO CROWDED INTO THE US CAPITOL’S STATUARY HALL on August 6, 1965, to witness the signing of the Voting Rights Act were well aware of the injustices that the new legislation was intended to redress, though most had never experienced them directly. The attendees included US senators and representatives, military officers and diplomats, business and labor leaders, clergy and educators, cabinet members and Supreme Court justices, and even a US president’s daughter, Luci Baines Johnson. Almost lost in that crowd was a special group who had experienced these injustices directly and had long fought for voting rights. So for these guests, seeing the president of the United States create a law that would at last put the federal government decisively on the side of African Americans as they registered and voted made this day especially exciting.8


Among the witnesses was Rosa Parks, the fifty-two-year-old former seamstress best known as the woman whose defiance touched off the first modern mass African American revolt in December 1955 after she refused to give up her seat on an Alabama bus. Her friends knew this was no accident of history. She was a long-time committed activist and NAACP official who, since the early 1940s, had secretly organized meetings of Montgomery’s Voters League, preparing black citizens to register and vote, an effort that might cost them their jobs or even their lives. She quickly came to symbolize a woman who not only encouraged black people to register but also possessed the courage to try to do so herself. Her first attempt ended in failure, as did the second. Taking the exam a third time, she copied her answers to use as evidence in a lawsuit if the Board flunked her again. Perhaps the three registrars realized who they were dealing with, because this time, in 1945, she passed. The next obstacle was paying the $1.50 poll tax. It didn’t seem like much, but black voters were required to pay it retroactively, so Parks, at forty-two, paid $16.50, “a considerable amount of money,” she later noted. Following the bus boycott she continued working to register black citizens who were still denied the right to vote.9


Thurgood Marshall was there. Just three weeks earlier President Johnson appointed him Solicitor General of the United States, the first African American to be so honored. Marshall was already a legendary figure in the civil rights community. As the NAACP’s premier lawyer, on numerous occasions he had rushed south to aid black prisoners languishing in jail cells on trumped-up charges. At the same time that he appeared before local magistrates who considered him unqualified to be a member of the Bar, he argued cases before the Supreme Court of the United States. During one such case, in 1944, he argued that a Texas white-only primary was unconstitutional. In Smith v. Allwright, eight of the justices agreed. When other southern states refused to accept the decision on the grounds that it covered only Texas, federal judges ruled against them. These successes encouraged thousands of black southerners to try to register. Although he would later be celebrated for winning the case of Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, it was his victory in Smith v. Allwright, he told one interviewer, that gave him the greatest pride. “Without the ballot,” he often said, “you have no citizenship, no status, no power in this country.” With it, anything was possible.10


Charles Evers was also waiting for President Johnson that day. Nearly twenty years earlier Smith v. Allwright gave him and his younger brother Medgar, both Mississippi veterans of World War II, a chance to vote against a man they despised, Senator Theodore Bilbo, who was seeking renomination in the July 2, 1946, Democratic primary. Bilbo, a virulent racist, wanted blacks deported to Africa, supported the poll tax, fought antilynching legislation, and, above all, opposed black suffrage. “If you let a handful go to the polls, . . . there will be two handfuls in 1947, and from there on it will grow into a mighty surge,” he warned his supporters. “The white people are sitting on a volcano, and it is up to you red-blooded men to do something about it.” The Jackson Daily News, which had endorsed Bilbo, told black voters: “DON’T TRY IT. . . . Staying away from the polls . . . will be the best way to prevent unhealthy and unhappy results.”


The Evers brothers managed to register in Decatur, their hometown (the state legislature had exempted all veterans from paying recent poll taxes), and accompanied by a group of fellow black veterans, they went to the courthouse to vote that July morning. There they found twenty armed men barring their way. One yelled, “You niggers are going to wind up getting yourselves killed and everyone around you killed.” Charles, always more quick-tempered than Medgar, had brought a gun with him and tried to use it. Medgar stopped him, telling him, “Charley, it ain’t worth it.” The brothers and their friends left, followed by a black Ford, whose passenger pointed a shotgun at them all the way home. Angry, they decided to arm themselves and return to the courthouse. But they did not really want a bloody confrontation with men, many of whom they knew since childhood, so they left their guns in the car. As they approached the polling place, they again faced a hostile crowd and left, this time for good. “I was born in Decatur, was raised there, but was never in my life permitted to vote there,” Medgar Evers later said.11


What occurred next was extraordinary, a sign that a new generation was entering the fight for voting rights. Although Bilbo easily won the nomination, the NAACP and the newly formed Progressive Voters League complained that Bilbo’s intimidating statements had kept thousands from the polls and urged the Senate to impeach him. The Senate’s Committee on Campaign Expenditures agreed to hold hearings in Jackson, the state capital, in December. Few black activists were optimistic: The Committee was chaired by Louisiana Democrat Allen Ellender, Bilbo’s close friend, and the other members were either southerners or Republicans who cared little about voting rights. Ellender refused to permit NAACP lawyers to act as counsel for witnesses who would appear voluntarily, so many feared that few if any would risk testifying against Bilbo. But to everyone’s surprise, two hundred black Mississippians, mostly veterans, appeared at the segregated courthouse on December 2 seeking to testify. Vernando R. Collier, a veteran and NAACP official in Gulfport, testified that as he and his wife approached the polling booth in city hall, a group of white men stopped them, then began beating and dragging them from the building. Others described numerous violent incidents that occurred that day, and some testified about their unsuccessful efforts to register to vote.


The committee eventually found Bilbo innocent of any charges meriting censure, but the newly elected Republican Congress, sensing an opportunity for mischief, refused to seat him. The matter ended some months later when Bilbo succumbed to cancer.12


Medgar Evers became the NAACP’s first field secretary in Mississippi in 1954, a post he held with distinction until his assassination in 1963. Following his death, Charles Evers assumed his position. In 1969, thanks to the Voting Rights Act, black voters in Fayette, Mississippi, elected him mayor, the first of his race to win the office since Reconstruction.


John Doar, the assistant attorney general for civil rights, was also seated in Statuary Hall that morning. Bored with his Wisconsin family law practice, he joined the Justice Department’s Civil Rights Division in 1960, three years after the Civil Rights Act of 1957 authorized its creation. The Act also gave the attorney general new powers to prosecute those who obstructed voting in federal elections, but the legal route was filled with obstructions and almost inevitable failure. Doar, unwilling to trade one stuffy law office for another, soon went south to see personally what black Americans experienced when they tried to register to vote. On a trip to Haywood County, Tennessee, he visited a rural church and met sharecroppers, all of whom had been evicted from their land simply because they tried to register. Their courage affected him profoundly and convinced him that his original decision to leave Wisconsin had been correct. He was now on the front lines of a historic struggle against injustice, and there was no other place he would rather be.13


These and other trips to Mississippi, Alabama, and Louisiana showed Doar the inadequacy of the 1957 law and its similarly weak successor passed in 1960. Doar’s efforts in Dallas County, Alabama, told the tale. In 1961 only 1 percent of eligible black citizens were registered to vote compared to their white counterparts, 64 percent of whom had encountered no difficulties and could vote. After finding reliable witnesses willing to risk testifying to alleged discrimination in open court before a hostile judge, Doar filed his first lawsuit on April 13, 1961. But the trial did not occur until May 1962—thirteen months later. It took an additional six months for the judge to issue his decision. Judge Daniel Thomas declared that the registrars had indeed been guilty of discrimination, but because they had resigned their posts and had been replaced by a new board, presumed innocent of wrongdoing, there was no need to issue an injunction prohibiting discrimination. Doar appealed Judge Thomas’s decision to the US Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit, which ruled in September 1963 that discrimination had occurred but rejected the Department’s request that it order registrars to evaluate the suitability of black applicants as it did whites. Nearly three years of legal efforts had met with failure. And discrimination in Dallas County continued.14


Doar’s experiences, along with those of other members of the Civil Rights Division who were also in Statuary Hall that day, had helped shape the Act. They hoped that this legislation, by giving the federal government the authority to intervene directly to guarantee black people the right to vote, would at last eliminate literacy tests and end the power of southern registrars.


John Lewis was there. At twenty-five he was already a veteran activist, leader of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and a man who had seen the inside of more jails than a career criminal. He had begun fighting for voting rights in Selma, Alabama, in 1963, two years before Martin Luther King Jr. chose that city to create a crisis that would force President Johnson to send a voting rights bill to Congress. In 1965 Lewis had almost died on Selma’s Edmund Pettus Bridge in the assault that had paved the way for the event he was celebrating this day.15


And of course, King himself was present for the signing of the Voting Rights Bill. Although trying to desegregate some of the South’s most dangerous cities had occupied his time recently, winning the right to vote was always high on his agenda. On May 17, 1957, in an event at the Lincoln Memorial called to commemorate the third anniversary of the Brown decision, King told a crowd of twenty-five thousand that disenfranchisement was a form of slavery. “So long as I do not firmly and irrevocably have the right to vote I do not possess myself,” he said. “I cannot make up my mind—it is made up for me. I cannot live as a democratic citizen, observing the laws I have helped to enact—I can only submit to the edict of others.” Therefore, “our most urgent request to the president of the United States and every member of Congress is to give us the right to vote.” That request was ignored then, but now, more than eight years later and at the cost of three lives, it had been answered.16


He was surprised that he had lived to see this moment, having told colleagues that he had expected to be assassinated during the voting rights campaign. Another threat had also haunted him: J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI had long wanted to destroy King and his movement, and in recent months they had very nearly succeeded.17


Parks, Doar, Lewis, and King shared one other similarity besides their presence in the Hall that day: they were all either Alabama-born or had spent time in the state in the course of their work, and their experiences there had profoundly affected their lives. As one of the most extremely segregated states in America, Alabama had become a decisive battleground in the struggle for civil rights, and it would be instrumental in the passage of the Voting Rights Act. “Mark it well: Alabama passed this law,” the Alabama Journal would complain on August 9, three days after the signing ceremony in Washington. No other southern state played such an important role in the history of the civil rights movement—from the 1955 Montgomery Bus Boycott, to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 desegregating public accommodations, to the brutal events in Selma that resulted in the 1965 Voting Rights Act. Ironically, Alabama’s intense racial divisions made these civil rights victories possible.18


Parks and Lewis both called Alabama home. In 1961, the same year Doar filed his first lawsuit against the registrars of Dallas County, Alabama, an angry mob in Montgomery beat Lewis badly while he was working as a Freedom Rider. Montgomery had also launched King’s career as both pastor (at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church) and as leader, first of the city’s famed bus boycott and, eventually, the civil rights movement itself. In many ways, then, the story of the Voting Rights Act and its defenders is also the story of Alabama and the depredations and struggles that took place there.


The date of the bill’s signing, August 6, had been picked specifically for its historical significance. On that day in 1861 President Lincoln had signed the Confiscation Act, freeing all slaves who were being used to aid the Confederacy; that act was a precursor to the Emancipation Proclamation, which liberated the rebel states’ remaining slaves. To assure that no one missed the connection between the sixteenth president and the thirty-sixth, President Johnson had ordered his lectern placed so that he would be flanked by Lincoln. When the president arrived in the Statuary Hall at noon, he took his place to the left of Gutzon Borglum’s celebrated bust of Lincoln, a likeness that also adorned Mount Rushmore. To Johnson’s right was Vinnie Ream’s marble statue of the Great Emancipator, commissioned by Congress in 1866 when the talented female sculptor was just eighteen. To heighten the historic nature of the occasion, Johnson also evoked the spirit of George Washington: behind him was John Trumbull’s immense portrait depicting the Surrender of Cornwallis.


The president’s speech, televised nationally, also reflected a sense of history. Johnson reminded viewers and the assembled dignitaries that the bill he was about to sign into law was long overdue. “To seize the meaning of this day we must recall darker times,” Johnson said. “Three and a half centuries ago the first Negroes arrived in Jamestown. . . . They came in darkness and they came in chains. . . . When the Liberty Bell rang out in Philadelphia it did not toll for the Negro. When Andrew Jackson threw open the doors of democracy they did not open for the Negro. It was only at Appomattox a century ago that an American victory was also a Negro victory. Yet for almost a century the promise of that day was not fulfilled.”


Now, when the Voting Rights Bill became law, “that promise will be kept,” the president declared. “Today, we strike away the last major shackle of those fierce and ancient bonds. . . . The vote is the most powerful instrument ever devised by man for breaking down injustice and destroying the terrible walls which imprison men because they are different from other men.”19


Speaking to his southern brethren, Johnson asked them to accept the changes in “habit and custom” brought by recent civil rights laws—changes that would liberate white as well as black citizens. “Today I say simply this: It must come,” Johnson said. “It is right that it should come and when it has you will find a burden that has been lifted from your shoulders, too.” To the black members of his national audience, he offered a challenge: “you must register; you must vote. . . . Your future and your children’s future depend upon it and I don’t believe you’re going to let them down.”


His remarks finished, Johnson then invited his audience to watch the signing of the bill in the President’s Room, located on the Senate side of the capitol, where Lincoln had signed the Confiscation Act 104 years earlier. More than a hundred people followed Johnson into the small, richly furnished chamber. Johnson sat behind a mahogany desk, the very desk he had used when he was Senate majority leader. It too was specially selected because the president wanted Americans later to have a physical object that reminded them that Lyndon Johnson was the one who brought about this historic achievement.20


The president methodically scratched “Lyndon B. Johnson” at the bottom of the last page of the document, after each stroke bestowing a pen on those who had helped make this day possible. At least fifty were passed out. Vice President Hubert Humphrey received the first pen, Senator Everett M. Dirksen, the Republican minority leader who had helped draft the bill, the second, and Senator Robert Kennedy, the third. Handing one to Dr. King, Johnson, who had always disliked King’s public demonstrations, told him his work was now done, that the time for protest was over.21


Even at a moment of glory, Johnson couldn’t resist a bit of revenge. He ignored CORE leader James Farmer, who had annoyed the president by refusing to call off demonstrations during the 1964 presidential campaign. Heretofore, Farmer had always had a good working relationship with Johnson, but after this incident he could no longer reach the president by phone and received only perfunctory notes written by an aide. Hoping to receive one of the pens, Farmer had intentionally seated himself near the president’s desk, but as he later wrote, “It seemed everyone in the room got a pen . . . except me. The president passed pens to my right, to my left, over my shoulders, but not to me, all the while his eyes avoiding mine.” Roy Wilkins tried to help by pointing at Farmer and yelling, “Jim Farmer, Mr. President, Jim Farmer. Give Jim a pen!” Nothing happened. Then, Whitney Young, Urban League director, called out, “Here’s Jim, Mr. President. Jim Farmer. He hasn’t got a pen yet.” Finally, Farmer walked up to the president and took a pen from his hand while Johnson looked elsewhere.22


Following the signing ceremony, King and other civil rights leaders (but not Farmer) met privately with the president at the White House. All still felt the glow of the ceremony. “There was a religiosity about the meeting.” a presidential aide recalled. “[It] was warm with emotion—a final celebration of an act so long desired and so long in achieving.”23


Absent that day were other men and women whose names were less well known than the president and the preacher but whose actions were essential to the successful passage of the Act. Missing, for instance, was Amelia Boynton, who, with her husband, Sam, began their fight for voting rights in Alabama in the 1930s, when Martin Luther King was a child. Sam Boynton’s efforts ruined his business and his health. Missing too were Bernard Lafayette and James Forman, two young members of SNCC who went to Selma in 1962 and 1963 and helped create the movement King relied on when he arrived in 1965. The voting rights movement needed enemies as well as friends, and those roles were played masterfully by Jim Clark, the sheriff of Dallas County, and Governor George C. Wallace. Their brutality aroused the conscience of the nation and intensified Johnson’s desire to push for an immediate voting rights bill. Had Clark and Wallace been invited, it was unlikely that they would have come, but the fact remains that without their actions, there might have been nothing to celebrate that day.


The history of the Voting Rights Act is filled with similar ironies and accidents. Whereas Selma, Alabama, was ground zero in the struggle, it was the death of a young activist, Jimmie Lee Jackson, in nearby Marion that actually led to the march on “Bloody Sunday,” which shocked the nation and probably assured the passage of a law to protect the rights of black voters. That event was almost canceled; when it occurred on Sunday, March 7, 1965, Martin Luther King, whose movement benefited the most from the ensuing police brutality, was not even there. During these and many of the other stages in the story of the Voting Rights Act, as Lyndon Johnson noted in the most famous speech of his presidency, “history and fate” came together “to shape a turning point in man’s unending search for freedom.”24


That search continues. First enacted in 1965, the Voting Rights Act has been reexamined by Congress and then extended four times—in 1970, 1975, 1982, and in 2006. Each time the Act has been amended to meet changing times and circumstances. It will undergo congressional scrutiny again in 2031. Few deny its importance; it ended a half-century of practices that prevented African Americans from exercising what Johnson called “the most basic right of all,” and it transformed American politics by turning a once-solid Democratic South into a Republican stronghold. But the Act nevertheless has powerful critics who believe that it has served its purpose and that the election of America’s first African American president proves that it is no longer needed. Among such detractors are Supreme Court Chief Justice John Roberts and Associate Justice Clarence Thomas, both of whom have expressed doubts about the Act’s necessity, thereby raising the possibility that the Court might soon abolish it. To others, the Act is a fundamental part of American law and must be preserved without major change.25


It is impossible to understand fully the significance of the Voting Rights Act to people on both sides of this debate without first considering how the Act came about and why. The story of its creation and of the forgotten men and women who risked their lives to dramatize the need for such an act should form the foundation for any assessment of its ongoing importance. Marked by heroism and sacrifice, oppression and triumph, the origins of the Voting Rights Act reveal both its necessity and its promise.


Despite its empowerment of millions of black Americans, the future of the Act remains in doubt. Although it did succeed in eliminating many of the fundamental injustices that prevented black citizens from voting, some have endured, and should the Act be overthrown by the Supreme Court or significantly revised by a hostile Congress, the sacrifices of those who labored in its behalf will have been in vain. The circumstances that gave birth to the Act may not have an exact parallel today, but their echoes can be found across the country in more subtle and more insidious efforts to prevent black people from having a voice in the nation’s future. Only by knowing its history, then, can we truly appreciate what the Voting Rights Act achieved and how it remains necessary to preserve American freedom.
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Although he is only twenty-one years old, Bernard Lafayette is already a seasoned civil rights activist: a veteran of the Nashville sit-ins, the Freedom Rides, organizing in Mississippi, he now comes to Selma to take a job nobody wanted. © AP/CORBIS





ONE



PLANTING THE FIRST SEED


BY 1962 THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT HAD ALL BUT GIVEN UP ON SELMA, Alabama. Bernard Lafayette, a twenty-one-year-old member of the recently created Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), learned as much that summer when he visited the organization’s headquarters in Atlanta. A city of some thirty thousand people, 57 percent of whom were black residents, Selma was the seat of Dallas County, an area encompassing roughly a thousand square miles in central Alabama. The racial inequality of this area was legendary; it was so entrenched and institutionalized that SNCC had practically no luck in its attempts to organize the city’s black population so as to fight for their civil rights. The economic plight of blacks was even more serious: more than two-thirds lived below the poverty line, barely subsisting on what they earned by working the land as sharecroppers and farm hands or as the city’s laborers, janitors, and maids. For SNCC Selma seemed like a hopeless case. But for Lafayette it represented a golden opportunity.1


A student at Nashville’s Fisk University, Lafayette had just finished his final exams and longed to return to his more exciting life as a committed civil rights activist. He was a veteran of Nashville’s sit-in movement and had spent the last several years honing his skills as a nonviolent protestor in some of the civil rights movement’s most dangerous battlegrounds. Now, in the summer of 1962, he was again looking for a project he could call his own—and he was about to find it. Although he did not know it at the time, his performance in the coming voting rights campaign would make him one of the founding fathers of the Voting Rights Act.2


Born in Tampa, Florida, and reared in the local chapter of the Baptist Church that his grandmother founded, Lafayette’s ancestry was an unusual mix of African, Cuban, Bahamian, and French. Sophisticated and smart, he was naturally drawn to religion, and after receiving his minister’s license in 1958, he sought further instruction at Nashville’s American Baptist Theological (ABT) Seminary, where he roomed with John Lewis, a shy, earnest young man from Alabama. Both were attracted first to the Reverend Kelly Miller Smith who, in 1957, joined Martin Luther King Jr. in organizing the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and later became head of its Nashville branch. Fusing Christianity with social activism, Smith risked his six-year-old daughter’s life in the violent struggle to integrate the city’s schools. For Lafayette and Lewis, the hefty, handsome preacher was a model of inspiration and emulation.


It was Smith who introduced Lafayette and Lewis to an even more influential figure, Reverend James Lawson Jr. Born into a family of Ohio Methodist ministers, Lawson received his own preacher’s license when he graduated from high school in 1957. But he followed his faith in a different direction. Joining the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR), he became a committed Christian pacifist. It cost him his freedom when he was imprisoned for thirteen months in 1951 for refusing to fight in the Korean War. His interest in Gandhi’s principles took him to the city of Nagpur in central India, where he was a teacher and campus minister at Hislop College from 1952 to 1955. He came to Nashville in 1957, studying at Vanderbilt’s Divinity School and holding Tuesday night workshops, at which he taught his brand of nonviolent civil disobedience that was rooted in Christianity.


Lafayette and Lewis attended Lawson’s Nashville workshops and were struck by the spiritual power of his appeal for nonviolence. “When you are a child of God . . . you try thereby to imitate Jesus, in the midst of evil,” Lawson told his students. “If someone slaps you on the one cheek, you turn the other cheek, which is an act of resistance. It means that you . . . recognize that even the enemy has a spark of God in them . . . and therefore needs to be treated as you, yourself, want to be treated.” Lafayette and Lewis—along with figures like James Bevel, Diane Nash, and C. T. Vivian—later became prominent civil rights activists in Selma and elsewhere. “We were just kids,” Lewis later recalled, “totally mesmerized by the torrent of energy and ideas and inspiration washing over us . . . in those Jim Lawson workshops.”3


In the view of its acolytes Christian nonviolence was not just one tactic among many, a strategy that could be discarded for another if it failed to work; rather, it was a way of life. As a philosophy that required extreme commitment and self-sacrifice from those who practiced it, nonviolence deeply challenged many of Lawson’s students. Lafayette, who had spent some time in Philadelphia’s mean streets when his father took a job there, was more accustomed to fighting back when attacked. “When the time really came to turn the other cheek, I wanted to know if I could do that,” he later recalled. “Could I actually feel love for somebody who was abusing me? Those were the questions I had to face.”4


Lafayette’s faith was bolstered in February 1960 during an event that occurred after more than a year of exposure to Lawson’s teaching. The occasion was a desegregation campaign that had its origins in one of the weekly workshops. During a meeting a woman had spoken up, her voice tinged with anger. “You men don’t really know what life is like in segregation,” she said. “We are the ones who shop. When we go into downtown Nashville there is no place that we can stop with dignity and rest our feet. There are no restrooms that are not marked . . . ‘Colored.’ . . . There’s no place that [you can] sit down and have a cup of coffee. So . . . we’re the ones who bear the brunt of the racism . . . in Nashville.” It was a challenge as much as a statement of fact. In that moment the Nashville Movement was born.


Soon Lafayette and hundreds of other students occupied stores in downtown Nashville, taking seats at segregated fountains as angry young whites cursed them, poured ketchup on their heads, then dragged them off their stools. The protestors remained true to nonviolence but were arrested while their attackers went free. That following Saturday, February 27, was going to mark the second wave of the sit-in, but as Lafayette and his colleagues were leaving Reverend Smith’s First Baptist Church, “young toughs,” all dressed in black pants, black leather jackets, and motorcycle boots, assaulted them. The men knocked to the ground and brutally kicked Lafayette’s friend Solomon Gort. Instantly, Lafayette threw himself on top of Gort, protecting him from the blows and distracting the men in black, exactly as Lawson had instructed him to do. In response, the men began beating and cursing Lafayette. Attempting to defuse the situation, Lawson approached the leader of the pack, but the man only spat on him.


Then, something extraordinary happened. Lawson quietly asked the tough if he had a handkerchief. Startled by the question, the man pulled one from his pocket and gave it to Lawson, who cleaned himself up.


That small touch of humanity gave Lawson the opening he was hoping for—a conversation ensued. Lawson asked him what he drove, a jalopy or a motorcycle? Motorcycle, the man said. How fast did it go? Lawson asked. What had he done to it? While they chatted, Lafayette and Gort ran off. Although Lawson did not convert the enemy into a friend, he had, however briefly, breached the wall of prejudice and established common ground on which both could peacefully stand. The incident had a powerful effect on Lawson’s young protégés. The workshops had not been a waste of time, Lafayette concluded. Further, the incident had aroused his protective—not his aggressive—instincts. There was something to this philosophy after all.5


In the months that followed, Lafayette committed his life to nonviolence. In 1961, while attempting to desegregate interstate bus terminals as a Freedom Rider, he was almost killed when a crazed mob attacked his group in Alabama. During the campaign he was arrested at least ten times and survived Mississippi’s dreaded Parchman Penitentiary. Not all of his experiences were so harrowing, however. In early 1962, while he worked with other young men and women desegregating the downtown businesses in Jackson, Mississippi, one of his fellow activists caught his eye. Her name was Colia Liddell, a brilliant young organizer and assistant to Medgar Evers, Mississippi’s NAACP field secretary. Within a month they were engaged.


Lafayette and his fiancée were now members of a new organization, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, pronounced “Snick”). Founded in April 1960 in the aftermath of the sit-in movement, its driving force was James Lawson’s Nashville students, including Lafayette, Lewis, Nash, and Bevel, all of whom wanted a group separate from Martin Luther King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference, which funded the meeting at which SNCC was created, and the more conservative NAACP, which relied on the courts to win their victories. As in Nashville, SNCC would take to the streets to win their freedom, mounting desegregation campaigns and voter registration. They would become the shock troops of the civil rights movement, going wherever they were most needed. For instance, when the Freedom Riders faltered under violence in Montgomery, Alabama, in May 1961, SNCC members Lafayette and Nash joined the group so that it could complete its mission.


Nonviolence had sustained and empowered Lafayette during each new crisis, and as the summer of 1962 approached, he began looking for his next assignment. Visiting SNCC’s headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia, he considered his options. James Forman, SNCC’s executive secretary, showed him a map of the South dotted with tacks, each of which indicated where the movement was active. One place, however, was marked with a giant X. Lafayette was immediately drawn to the spot.


That was Selma, Alabama, Forman told Lafayette. SNCC had abandoned the city because organizing voters there successfully “was too hard.” As soon as SNCC workers arrived, they were arrested, then run out of town. During the past decade only seventy-five blacks—twenty-eight of them college graduates—had tried to register, and all had failed; this in a county where fifteen thousand were eligible to vote. That dismal record had aroused even the Justice Department to send lawyers to examine the situation. Attempting to steer his young colleague away from such a difficult assignment, Forman urged Lafayette to join Bob Moses, who was working in Mississippi, but Lafayette refused. “I want to . . . develop a community to the point where the community [is] willing to go to jail and take a stand. That’s when you get change,” he said. He would go to Selma.6


LAFAYETTE COULD NOT HAVE PICKED A MORE DESPERATE—OR MORE challenging—community in which to take a stand against racial injustice, as African Americans’ oppression was practically the cornerstone of Selma’s history. Founded in 1819, Selma had quickly become the center of the region’s Black Belt, so called for its rich, fertile soil. The cotton grown in this area was the foundation of its economic success, but so too were the slaves who picked it. The slave trade’s season began in September each year and ended in April, a lengthy window that gave Selma’s slaveholding elites ample time to replenish their ranks of workers, many of whom often had perished during the growing season from starvation, accidents, or disease. Wealthy citizens would congregate in one of three large buildings built especially for their use when purchasing slaves. There black prisoners were exhibited and examined—men and women who would work as carpenters, blacksmiths, seamstresses, house slaves, or field hands. This combination of rich soil and plentiful slaves made Selma and Dallas County the dominant cotton-producing section in Alabama.7


Selma’s economic success also brought woe upon the southern city. In the nineteenth century, thanks to the influx of German immigrants who began arriving in the late 1840s, Selma had also become famous for iron casting and gun making. Those industries along with the city’s naval yard made Selma militarily important to the Confederacy during the Civil War and, therefore, a prime target for the Union Army, which struck on April 2, 1865. The city’s guardian, General Nathan Bedford Forrest (later the first Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan), fought bravely but was overwhelmed by General James Harrison Wilson’s superior forces. According to Selma legend, the “devils from Hell” laid waste to the city, destroying homes and businesses, molesting women, and setting afire the bales of cotton that had long sustained the county’s wealth. A week later Robert E. Lee surrendered.8


Federal troops occupied Dallas County during Radical Reconstruction and transformed its political environment. Four African Americans were appointed policemen in Selma. Among elected officials were two congressmen, five city councilmen, five county commissioners, and thirteen legislators—all black. Congressman Benjamin Turner, a former slave who transformed himself into a successful businessman, urged his colleagues to enact what he called “universal suffrage and universal amnesty”—universal voting and pardons for former Confederate leaders.9


However, the end of Radical Reconstruction brought an end to black progress in Selma and Dallas County. Whites quickly returned to the offices that black politicians recently held, and between 1882 and 1913 voting plummeted and nineteen lynchings occurred in the county, a record that startled even the most racist whites. “Why now,” wondered a former Confederate officer, “when the negro is doing no harm, [do] people want to kill and wipe him off the face of the earth!”10


In the twentieth century a different kind of slavery existed for Selma’s black residents. Jim Crow laws mandated strict racial segregation in the city, as they did elsewhere in the South, and the sharecropping system kept land ownership concentrated in the hands of wealthy whites and imposed crushing financial burdens on black farmers. These institutionalized barriers to full social and economic participation kept the vast majority of both urban and rural African Americans poor and isolated.


Selma’s black population also saw their newfound political rights formally stripped away for good. In 1901 Alabama created a new state constitution designed to prevent black suffrage, and the state later amended it twice, in 1946 and 1951, giving significant power over the registration process to the board of registrars. Applicants were forced to fill out a questionnaire, and if they made even the most minor error, they were rejected. They were also tested orally on the state and federal constitutions as well as confronted with questions so abstruse that law professors would fail them. The registrars also sometimes required that applicants be accompanied by voters who would “vouch” for their honesty. Because whites refused to act as vouchers, the few black residents who could vote assumed the role until those who did it regularly were forbidden from helping their friends. The results of these tactics were not surprising. African Americans constituted 57 percent of Dallas County’s population, but less than 1 percent of them were registered at the county courthouse in downtown Selma. It was even worse in Alabama’s rural counties like Wilcox and Lowndes, which had black populations of 77.9 and 80.7 percent, respectively—but not a single person was registered.


Other forces, some more official than others, conspired to keep Selma’s black residents voiceless and impoverished. Selma was the home of the first ultrasegregationist White Citizens’ Council, established in 1954, whose businessmen controlled the economic life of the city. Perhaps Selma’s most strident opponent of black equality was the city’s sheriff, Jim Clark, who dressed like George S. Patton and, with a private posse at his beck and call, ruled with an iron fist. Clark, the voting registrars, and the city’s longtime mayor, Chris Heinz, were the face of racial inequality in Selma. Their primary aim was to maintain the status quo that had elevated Selma’s white residents over their black neighbors since the city’s founding. “Selma,” said Heinz, “does not intend to change its customs or way of life.”11


LAFAYETTE HAD HEARD ABOUT SELMA AND HAD READ UP ON THE CITY’S history, but, in the fall of 1962, he wanted to see the situation there for himself. While his fiancée remained behind in Jackson, Mississippi, preparing for their wedding, Lafayette asked SNCC for a car to take him south. He wanted something new, large, and comfortable. Not a good idea, his colleague Julian Bond told him. A black man who arrived in Selma in a fancy car would stand out immediately. Bond recommended instead a 1948 black Chevrolet—heavy, reliable, and ordinary. Nobody would notice the Chevy; in addition, its heavy doors and small windows would offer some protection from snipers. “It’s hard for them to get a very good shot at you in this one,” Bond said. Lafayette agreed; but despite these precautions, it would not be long before everyone in Selma knew the black man driving the black Chevrolet.12


In Selma, Lafayette was not without allies. There was a small group of veteran activists who had been risking their lives and careers for decades trying to improve the lives of the city’s black residents. These activists were led by Amelia and S. W. (Samuel) Boynton, graduates of Tuskegee Institute, who in the 1930s had worked for the Department of Agriculture teaching black tenant farmers and sharecroppers how to survive—if not prosper—in Alabama. They quickly learned, however, that it was an almost impossible task. Black farmers were totally dependent on the owners of the land they cultivated. These landowners, overwhelmingly white, also sold the sharecroppers their equipment, animals, feed, seed, food, clothing, and medical care. When it was time to be paid, the owners subtracted what they were owed, leaving the farmers almost nothing. The Boyntons found it difficult to be a part of such a cruel system, so Mrs. Boynton resigned in 1936, the same year they joined the tiny and powerless local chapter of the NAACP led by a railroad worker named C. J. Adams. Together, the Boyntons and Adams reopened the Dallas County Voters League that same year, an organization dedicated to encouraging black Selmians to register, though it had accomplished nothing since its founding in 1926 and, as a result, shut down. The Boyntons also tried to secure funds to support farmers who wished to purchase their own land.13


For a long time Adams and the Boyntons were the civil rights movement in Selma—and their activism ruined them. Adams, a notary public, acted as a lawyer for the black community, although he never attended law school; he was later charged with falsifying birth certificates, leading to his incarceration in the state penitentiary. The black community believed that hostile segregationists had framed him, a likely possibility. After serving a difficult sentence, he left Selma for good in 1948. But before setting out for his new home in Detroit, he gave some advice to the man acting as his driver that day. “Don’t give an inch,” he told young J. L. Chestnut Jr., who would eventually become Selma’s first black lawyer. “Never let them break your spirit.”14


Sam Boynton took Adams’s place as head of the NAACP and the Dallas County Voters League, and in the process he experienced just as much harassment as his predecessor did. After leaving his government job in 1953, he and Amelia started an insurance company, and Sam Boynton also took over Adams’s position as notary public and counselor for the black community. He had barely settled into his new positions when he was drawn into an incident that would attract the attention of the entire nation.


In the summer of 1953 Sam Boynton came to the aid of William Earl Fikes, a mentally impaired gas station attendant who had been tried and found guilty of burglary and rape on the basis of a coerced confession and questionable eye-witness testimony. Fikes was sentenced to ninety-nine years because one member of the all-white jury was opposed to capital punishment—a sentence that bitterly disappointed the white community, which largely preferred the death penalty. When County Solicitor James Hare decided to try Fikes again, however (this time for the new crime of attempting to rape Mrs. Jean Heinz Rockwell, who happened to be the mayor’s daughter), he and the other prosecutors faced new combatants—two brilliant black lawyers, Peter A. Hall and Orzell Billingsley Jr., who Sam Boynton and his NAACP colleague John Hunter had persuaded to take the case. Boynton also visited local churches seeking money for Fikes’s defense fund.


For the first time in Selma’s history, two black lawyers stood on equal legal footing with white prosecutors, police, and the judge. It created a sensation. “I don’t know if Fikes is guilty,” the handsome and elegant Hall said before the proceedings started, “but it is damn certain that the system is guilty. And I intend to try the system while the circuit solicitor tries Fikes.” The judicial system was obviously biased against Fikes and violated his rights under the US Constitution’s Fourteenth Amendment, which guaranteed equal protection and due process to all citizens: he was illegally denied a preliminary hearing, the police interrogation was twenty hours long and psychologically intense, he was isolated from his family and a lawyer, and neither the grand nor petit jury contained a single black juror, a fact to which Sam Boynton testified in court.


Hall fought tirelessly on Fikes’s behalf but in the end won a Pyrrhic victory: the indictment was overturned, the jury was removed, and a pool that now included black candidates was created, though none of them ended up serving on Fikes’s second jury. He was again found guilty but this time was sentenced to die. Hall appealed to the Supreme Court, which reversed the conviction in January 1957 on the basis of Fikes’s mental condition—three psychiatrists had judged him schizophrenic—and what appeared to be a coerced confession. But because the first conviction was not appealed, it stood, and Fikes entered prison to serve his earlier ninety-nine-year term. Twenty years later, in 1975, Chestnut was able to win his release, and Fikes left Selma forever.15


Although it had, for the moment, ended in defeat, the Fikes trial galvanized Selma’s black community. “What a hell of a fight!” Chestnut later said. “Folks brought their children to the courtroom to see black men who weren’t bowing or Uncle Tom-ing in the presence of important white people. Boynton got maybe a hundred new NAACP members.” He also inherited a host of troubles. After the Fikes case Selma’s white establishment turned on the Boyntons. The couple suddenly encountered problems: the bank called in loans, and insurance policies they had sold were suddenly canceled. Sam applied to sell mutual funds and passed the exam, but Alabama’s attorney general rejected him because of his financial problems and his “advanced age,” although he was only fifty-one. Most hurtful was the Dallas County registrar’s decision to remove him as a voucher for voter applicants because his character, the registrar claimed, was obviously deficient. At long last, the stress began to tell: Sam Boynton had several minor strokes and was hospitalized.16


Despite their financial worries and Sam’s poor health, the Boyntons continued to fight for voting rights. In December 1958 they asked a group of their fellow citizens to testify about their experiences in front of the US Commission on Civil Rights, which having received a number of complaints about Alabama voting practices, decided to hold public hearings in Montgomery. The Commission did not receive a warm reception. No hotel would accept Commissioner J. Ernest Wilkins, a former assistant secretary of labor, because he was black. The Commission was eventually forced to stay at Maxwell Air Force Base, located on federal property a few miles from the city.17


The Commission encountered obstruction in other areas as well. Their investigators had subpoenaed voting records in six counties, only to learn that half of them had been impounded by State Circuit Judge George C. Wallace, who threatened to jail anyone who sought them. When several registrars were called to testify before the Commission, they refused, claiming protection under the Fifth Amendment.18


But Judge Wallace could not gag the black witnesses whom the Boyntons had rallied for the occasion; they told their stories with a quiet but powerful eloquence. Seventy-seven-year-old Frank D. Gordon, a retired Selma schoolteacher, reported trying to register almost a dozen times without success. Once, after being rejected, he asked the registrar “if she would please point out any errors in the application so I could straighten it up and get it right,” but she refused. That was more than two years ago, but he still wanted to vote: “It is my constitutional right,” he testified.


Aaron Sellers, a farmer from Bullock County, came close to being registered in 1954—or so he thought. He went to the county courthouse with six friends also seeking applications, and when they arrived the registrar said, “We’re quite busy today . . . you all come back tomorrow with a voucher.” They found one to accompany them the next day. They were told to wait their turn in the small anteroom used exclusively by “colored people.” Then a man showed up and told them to go home. Instead, they waited, and after a half hour passed, the man returned. “I thought I told you all to get the hell out of here,” he said. Frightened, they departed, unregistered.


Sellers and his companions returned two weeks later, again with a voucher. After waiting several hours they were told they couldn’t apply because only one of the required three registrars was present. Again they left, but this time they decided to hire a lawyer and file a lawsuit against the Board—only to be informed that the registrars had resigned, so their lawsuit was moot. A year and a half passed before another Board was appointed. Sellers and a few friends visited the new registrars in 1956. The applicants were given a form to fill out, but again nothing happened. They filed applications a fifth time in September 1957, but there was no response from the Board. They went back in October, but the Board was gone; it had apparently moved, and nobody seemed to know its new location.


“Mr. Sellers, are you going to keep trying?” asked the Reverend Theodore Hesburgh, the president of Notre Dame and a commissioner.


“Oh, yes,” said Aaron Sellers, “I’m determined.”


“God bless you,” said Hesburgh.


Black merchants from Lowndes County, where not a single black had registered in the twentieth century, testified that if they showed an interest in voting, the trucks that regularly delivered their goods stopped coming. When it was time to renew their mortgages, the banks canceled them or suddenly demanded the payment of loans not yet due.19


And then there were men who paid the ultimate price for wanting to vote. Everyone knew about the Reverend George Washington Lee of Belzoni, Mississippi, the first black resident of Humphreys County to register to vote since Reconstruction. From his pulpit he encouraged his parishioners to follow his example; however, knowing that Lee had received death threats and was almost bankrupt because local Klansmen had crippled his business, few did. Nevertheless, he established a local chapter of the NAACP, and with his friend Gus Courts printed proregistration literature and held rallies. Interest in registering intensified; it was reported that some ninety black citizens intended to visit the courthouse imminently. But on May 7, 1955, while driving his car, Lee was shot-gunned to death by a group of white men. The local sheriff refused to investigate, claiming that Lee had died in an automobile accident and that the lead pellets found in his face were “dental fillings.” Although the FBI later identified the killers, they were never punished. Six months later Gus Courts was shot, and when he recovered he left Mississippi for good.


Reverend Lee’s death did not deter Lamar Smith, a sixty-three-year-old Mississippi farmer and veteran. Like Lee, he was passionate about voting and even attempted to run for office, openly campaigning against white politicians. On Saturday, August 13, 1955, he visited the Lincoln County courthouse, where a group of angry white men who resented his activism approached him. An altercation ensued, and a white man pulled a gun and shot Smith to death. The killer, his shirt drenched with blood, coolly walked away. The shooter was later arrested, but no witnesses would testify against him. The grand jury returned no indictment.20


The black men and women fighting to vote in the Deep South harbored no illusions about the forces they were up against or the reasons for their troubles. When the Commission asked fifty-five-year-old farmer Hosea Guice why the Dallas County registrars had rejected him four times, he replied, “Well, I have never been arrested and always has been a law-abiding citizen, [with] no mental deficiency, . . . I was just a Negro. That’s all.”21


WHEN BERNARD LAFAYETTE ARRIVED IN SELMA IN LATE OCTOBER 1962, he headed straight for the one place he knew he would be welcomed: 1315 Lapsley Street, the modest white frame home of Amelia and Sam Boynton. Mrs. Boynton was happy to see Lafayette—she had been working privately to obtain funding to support a full-time organizer—but her husband was not there. He’d suffered a major stroke the year before and was now living at the Burwell Infirmary.


Lafayette visited Sam Boynton that same day. It was obvious that he was very ill and had little time left, but the fire inside him still burned. Anyone who visited him there was greeted with the same question: “Are you a registered voter? I want you to go down and register,” he’d say. “A voteless people is a hopeless people.” He insisted that his wife continue the struggle after he was gone. “I want you to see that all Negroes are ready to vote,” he told her. Later Lafayette would recall the evenings he spent with Sam Boynton, the two men sitting quietly on the porch. Occasionally Lafayette would feel the older man softly take his hand and squeeze it. He thought it “an act of transference.” Boynton was passing to the younger activist the burden he had carried for so long.22


Lafayette worked quickly to acquaint himself with Selma’s other residents as well. Amelia Boynton introduced him to the members of the Dallas County Voters League, and lawyer J. L. Chestnut showed him around town, where Lafayette met a cross-section of the black community. The people were polite but not enthusiastic about his plan to organize potential voters. Even Chestnut’s own mother was unhappy. “That boy ought to go home,” she said of Lafayette. “He’s gonna get the white people all stirred up, then he’ll run back to Atlanta and we’ll be picking up the pieces.” Others expressed the same concern: “It’s not gonna come to a damn thing,” said one black merchant. “Somebody’ll get their brains blown out.” A black minister told him that his presence was not necessary—Selma had no racial problems. (“Not criticizing civil authority . . . was deeply ingrained in the black ministry,” Chestnut later explained. “King once told me that everywhere he went, the first opposition came not from whites but from black preachers.”) Most of the black people Lafayette spoke with were less satisfied than the minister, however. “This is the worst place in the world,” they said. “Nothing is ever going to happen here.”23


Lafayette was neither surprised nor discouraged. He had heard such pessimistic voices before, and he understood them. He appreciated the perspectives of the poor black people who couldn’t believe that voting might improve their lives. Further, he could comprehend why the middle class who had made an uneasy peace with the white establishment—people such as the teachers, ministers, doctors, some of them members of the Dallas County Voters League—felt they had too much to lose in the quixotic crusades that they equated with SNCC’s brand of direct action.


Not all of the naysayers, of course, were black, and not all were content merely to speak out against Lafayette. The white members of the segregationist opposition were certainly vocal in their denouncement of Lafayette’s efforts in Selma, but he had much more to fear from the extremist fringe of that group—rabid segregationists who were willing to stop Lafayette by killing him. Most dangerous among these extremists were the members of the Ku Klux Klan, which maintained a public presence throughout the American South and counted among its ranks many police officers, sheriff’s deputies, and posse members. Selma, as Lafayette was undoubtedly aware, was no exception to this grim rule.


Lafayette returned to Mississippi on Thanksgiving Day, married Colia Liddell five days later, and the couple returned to Selma on February 10, 1963. Their first home was a room at the Torch Motel (“For Colored Guests”), where visiting activists often stayed. Finding a permanent residence proved difficult. “The people didn’t want us because they suspected that they might have a bomb in their front room some evening,” Lafayette later recalled. Eventually, the couple found an apartment on Union Street. They set up their headquarters at the Boynton Insurance and Real Estate Agency.


After Lafayette’s initial visit, Marie Foster, a dental hygienist with a passion for civil rights who had tried eight times to register before succeeding, had organized a voter’s clinic to teach Selma’s citizens how to run the registration gauntlet. At its first meeting only one person appeared—an elderly, illiterate man named Major Washington. Foster held class anyway, and Washington departed knowing how to write his name. And he returned the following week with a friend who, in turn, brought another. When Lafayette and his new bride settled in Selma, they took over the leadership of these meetings, which were held twice a week. Their purpose was not only to provide Selma’s black aspiring voters with specific information—the Lafayettes and Foster distributed copies of the three-page voter’s application and went over the possible questions the registrars might ask during the oral exam, like the name of every Alabama county judge (there were sixty-seven)—but also to give them the confidence to endure the abuse they would receive at the courthouse. By the end of February fifty-three people had attended the workshops.24


It was a beginning, but this citizen army was still too small to attack the barricades of prejudice. In order to fully mobilize Selma’s black community, Lafayette would have to prove to them that the prize was worth the struggle. “Our big problem was the Negro himself who wouldn’t risk the possible loss of his job and other kinds of hardship just to vote,” Lafayette later noted. “We had to convince him that he wouldn’t ever get any place until he could vote.” For the time being Lafayette turned to those who had not only less to lose but also more energy to fight for freedom. Recalling Isaiah 11:6, which read, in part, “and a little child shall lead them,” he chose a strategy that Martin Luther King Jr. would adopt during his Birmingham campaign later that spring: recruiting an army of children—or, in this case, high school and college students—to serve as the movement’s shock troops. And where the children went, Lafayette hoped, their parents would follow.


Lafayette embarked on a recruitment campaign, trying to enlist young volunteers for the upcoming struggle. Chestnut took him to Selma University, where Lafayette picked up several students who became his followers. The university president had given Lafayette a cool reception and warned students that they risked expulsion if their civil rights activities embarrassed the school, so Lafayette continued to recruit students in secret, avoiding the president’s office. He also visited Selma’s Hudson High School, adding to his growing army while also earning the wrath of Joseph Yelder, the principal, who threatened to have him arrested.25


Selma’s black students loved Lafayette. He was young—only twenty-two—and he spoke their language and shared their culture. He was a veritable celebrity to them, their very own Freedom Rider. He loved them too, and he sought them out wherever they might be.


Lafayette found sixteen-year-old Charles Bonner and his friend Cleophas Hobbs on a Sunday morning as they pushed Bonner’s broken-down ’54 Ford along Church Street. Suddenly, they later remembered, there appeared a slender young man with a thin mustache wearing a bow tie and jacket, on which was pinned a strange button showing a black hand and a white hand clasped together above the letters SNCC. The man offered to help them and, without waiting for an answer, got behind their car and pushed. By the time they reached Bonner’s home, they knew everything about Lafayette—the reverend down from Nashville, working for an organization called “Snick,” trying to get people to register.


Lafayette asked Bonner and Hobbs to join his cause, and for the next hour they sat on Bonner’s porch discussing how the youths could contribute. Lafayette explained that they could canvass the neighborhoods, pass out leaflets, encourage folks to attend the voters’ clinics, and help adults pass the literacy test so as to become full-fledged citizens. Then direct action would follow: demonstrations and sit-ins at segregated lunch counters, libraries, and movie theaters until these establishments were open to black people as well as whites. There were risks, of course: arrests and beatings were likely, but Lafayette would show the teenagers “how to duck, how to dodge, how to lay on the ground and go limp,” and, most important, he said, how to respond nonviolently.


Bonner, who had grown up in poverty on a cotton farm in nearby Orrville, was immediately receptive to Lafayette’s pitch. “What Bernard was telling us was like opening a window to an entire new world. We were totally primed to take some action, against what my friend Cleo and I both saw as tremendous unfairness in the world,” Bonner later recalled. “So that’s what we did.” The teenagers accepted Lafayette’s challenge, and he urged them to tell their friends at Hudson High School about him and his movement. They did, and soon a new group was ready to follow Lafayette.26


What Lafayette’s movement lacked so far was a mass rally. The speeches on the evils of segregation, the freedom songs, the sermons and the passionate audience response, the chance to promote and publicize—nothing energized and unified people more. But a rally required a site, which eluded him. Most of the city’s black clergy were hostile, avoiding Lafayette as if he carried the plague. The Reverend Lewis Lloyd Anderson of the Tabernacle Baptist Church was sympathetic, but the deacons in his congregation were conservative, and Anderson himself had been personally tarnished in 1959 when an automobile he was driving collided with another and killed a pedestrian. He was indicted for murder and convicted of manslaughter; although an appeals court decision had kept him from prison, he expected to be tried again. Opening his church to Lafayette was just too risky.27


Then, on May 13, 1963, Sam Boynton suffered a fatal stroke, and Lafayette again turned to Anderson. Why not honor Mr. Boynton by holding a memorial service that also promoted voter registration, his life’s work? Anderson agreed but had to confront angry church officials (one called Lafayette a “rabble rouser”), who he ultimately shamed into permitting—if not supporting—the event.


It was decided the rally would be held the next day, May 14, at 7:30 p.m. at the Tabernacle Baptist Church. News went out via leaflets (“We’ll Never Turn Back. God Is On Our Side,” they read), telephone calls, and word of mouth in taverns, barbershops, and grocery stores. As word of the gathering reached members of Selma’s black community, it also caught the attention of white officials and organizations, both local and federal. Among them was the FBI. Its director, J. Edgar Hoover, hated both the civil rights movement and the Ku Klux Klan, which were bound to clash as movement activities intensified. Because of this, he assigned his agents to shadow both groups. Those observing Lafayette’s preparations informed their field office in Mobile and headquarters in Washington, DC, that Sheriff James Clark, his eight deputies, and possibly his two-hundred-man posse would watch the gathering. FBI agents had also notified the military authorities and were following events closely.28


Bernard Lafayette arrived at the Tabernacle Baptist Church at 6:30, an hour before the proceedings were set to start. The police presence outside the church seemed light. He went inside to greet people as they filed in. They seemed “serious” and “apprehensive,” Chestnut later observed. The sanctuary filled quickly, with the crowd numbering about 425, many of them high school students. “There were black people as far as the eye could see,” Colia Lafayette recalled. “It was as if you had never seen so many black people in your life.”29


Shortly before 7:30 Lafayette returned to the street to find the authorities now out in full force. There were fifty or sixty cars and at least as many police officers and sheriff’s men along with countless members of Jim Clark’s infamous posse—private citizens he had deputized to protect Selma from a black uprising. Each carried the posse’s signature weapon, a club formed from a table leg hollowed out to contain a heavy steel rod. Some were taking pictures of people entering the church.30


Lafayette returned inside and mounted the stage, joining the other men scheduled to speak that night. Everyone present could see the police cars’ red and blue lights flashing through the stained-glass windows, intensifying their anxiety. Suddenly, the door burst open, and down the main aisle strode Sheriff Jim Clark, accompanied by two deputies and a police officer, all obviously armed. Physically, Clark was a formidable figure: six feet two inches tall, 220 pounds, resplendent in his tailored brown Eisenhower jacket and silver helmet, his .38-caliber pistol, cattle prod, and rope holstered at his side. When the church deacons approached him, he presented them with a court order giving him access to the building. Clark positioned his men at the back and sides of the room and joined them there for the entire evening. One communicated with outside authorities through a walkie-talkie, while the others took notes on everything that was said. Their purpose for being there, Clark later said, was “to see if they [the attendees] were going to start any demonstrations or riots in the church and come outside.”31


The ceremony began with a prayer by the Reverend C. C. Hunter, one of the more conservative members of the Voters League, then hymns were sung and Sam Boynton memorialized. The evening’s main speaker was James Forman, the executive secretary of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. Chicago-born and educated, Forman had spent his summers as a child with his grandparents in Mississippi, and he knew firsthand the humiliations black southerners had to endure. At the age of eight, while visiting a town store, Forman apparently forgot to say, “Yes, ma’am,” to the female clerk, prompting a group of white men to threaten to lynch him. Years later, while Forman was attending the University of Southern California, Los Angeles policemen falsely accused him of robbery and beat him severely. By 1963 those experiences were turning him into “a full-fledged revolutionary,” as he declared to his audience that night.32


Forman’s sermon was titled “The High Cost of Freedom,” and Lafayette recalled that it was “one hell of a speech.” Despite the presence of Clark and his deputies, Forman said that Selma’s black citizens were fed up with the way whites were treating them, and he urged them to honor Sam Boynton’s memory by marching to the courthouse and registering to vote, even if it cost them their lives. “Before this is over some of us are going to be dead,” he said. “Even though you slay me, others will come along to take our places. Kill one of us going down to vote and there will be 1,000 to take his place.” The audience cried “Amen!” When Forman finished, Reverend Hunter delivered a closing prayer and apologized for Forman’s remarks. “You shouldn’t put all the blame on the white man,” Hunter said. “We’ve got a lot to do in our own homes and own community before we talk about these other things.” The assembly, which had cheered Forman, received Hunter’s words with an icy silence.33


The sound of shattering glass broke the silence. Outside, Clark’s men were breaking car windows and tail lights; tomorrow, the attendees would have to watch carefully for the police who would cite them for driving a damaged vehicle and, at the same time, add their names to their lists of local criminals. By now, the crowd was becoming very nervous, so Lafayette tried to restore calm by having them sing freedom songs and urging them to remain in their seats until they felt ready to leave. It was close to 1:00 a.m. when Lafayette and the last of the crowd left the building. Suddenly, a flatbed truck carrying white men armed with axe handles came roaring around the corner and stopped nearby. They leaped to the street and approached the blacks. Luckily, another white man appeared, a coach at the all-white Parish High School. He recognized the would-be thugs as his student athletes and ordered them to go home. His intervention was “the only thing that saved us,” Lafayette believed.34


Lafayette’s efforts, bolstered by Selma’s first civil rights rally, began to generate results. His staff now numbered fifty, and more and more black citizens were trying to register to vote. During the year before Lafayette’s arrival in February 1963, only about three residents of the city and its surrounding county applied each month—that is, until September and October. At that time the number dropped to zero, probably because a few months earlier the Dallas County Board of Education fired thirty-six black teachers who were working with Justice Department lawyers investigating the registrars’ abusive tactics. In June of 1963, by contrast, after five months of canvassing and the confrontation with Clark at Tabernacle Baptist, the number of applicants had grown to forty-one. Even among those who were not yet eligible to vote, the change was obvious. For Selma’s black youth, the rally “motivated everyone, particularly the students, to get involved in the Movement and to really try to get Black people registered to vote,” Bonner later recalled.35
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