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PREFACE

MYRLIE EVERS-WILLIAMS

 



 



 



This book is a tribute to the forgotten heroes of the modern civil rights movement and to the man who contributed so much to the freedom struggle and to my life: Medgar Evers. Medgar was an integral part of the civil rights movement that began long before the media exposed America to the struggle of those who had embedded into their very being the hunger for justice and equality.

Those freedom fighters possessed raw courage and bravery enhanced by a generous dose of determination to secure these rights at all costs. They were aware that the ultimate price—the loss of life—might be that price. They did not seek recognition or glory. There was no glamour, just an unbreakable bond between those on the front lines. They were the “salt-of-the-earth,” moving through their fear and placing all possessions, home, family, jobs, on the sacrificial plate of freedom.

Civil rights activists of the early ’50s embraced spirituals as an enhancement to a sometimes flailing movement. The spirituals were food for the soul, a gauge of progress and exploding emotion that could be heard in mass meetings held in churches, and later expanding to auditoriums that held thousands. Songs such as, “I’ll Keep On Inching Like an Old Inch Worm,” “I Shall Not Be Moved,”  “Can’t Let Nobody Turn Me Round,” progressing to “We Shall Overcome,” all filled the air with hope for a better day.

Negroes, the descriptive name used in the ’50s, moved into three self-determined categories: the youth and the elders who boldly stepped to the drum beat of FREEDOM NOW; those who encouraged the slow, legal process; and the middle-class “don’t rock the boat” mentality. The mix of ideologies sharpened the action plan for involvement and drew a wider national participation of activists.

However, as we revisit and analyze the history of the civil rights movement, too many of the early freedom soldiers are unknown, their contributions unrecognized. Yet it is through such heroic efforts displayed during the initial modern struggle that we enjoy the progress of today.

While touring a southern college campus before a lecture, I stopped along the way to dialogue with some students. I asked, “Do you know who Medgar Evers was?” A puzzled look crossed the faces of the students. They all agreed that they had never heard of him. One young man guessed, “Was he one of those old baseball players in the Negro League?” Another asked, “Did he play basketball?” I responded, “No, he was a civil rights leader in Mississippi until his assassination in 1963.” They looked at me with a nano-second of discomfort, shrugged their shoulders, and walked away saying, “Never heard of him.”

Although this incident happened two years ago, it is firmly embedded in my memory as is my almost frantic search for Medgar’s inclusion in corporate booklets and calendars distributed during Black History Month (February); the search for more than a sentence about him in books on civil rights leaders.

Medgar Evers never craved recognition. Whenever I raised the issue, encouraging him to seek credit for his work, I was always met with an icy stare and firm voice saying, “It’s not about me, it’s about the mission and the little people.”

Knowing Medgar’s wishes, I am still moved today to see the quiet, strong, and steady force that he was recognized as—one of the indestructible foundations of the civil rights movement.

Is this wish only a selfish one? No. Our youth today are more in need than ever for excellent role models, for examples of strong, unselfish leadership. They must be able to make the link between the past, the present, and their future.

Inquiries are made on the lack of media coverage during the early’50s. In Mississippi, we lived behind the cotton curtain. The news of lynching, physical and mental brutality were made known to the larger American population via Western Union telegrams wired to the NAACP New York headquarters, then distributed in press release form directed to AP and other press sources. National television shows that irregularly included Lena Horne, Nat King Cole, and Roy Wilkins were always blacked out with no reason provided—simply a dark screen, until the offending guests departed. The demonstration and arrival of the Freedom Riders initiated a momentum in news coverage.

Only through dedicated research are the hidden gems of history past discovered for all to see. We are privileged to have internationally renowned history scholar Manning Marable assume the responsibility of shaping Medgar’s life whereby we can more completely understand his time, his challenges, his dreams as well as those who worked with him.

As for me, after 40 years plus, I found memories rushing through my being as a flood, draining the life from my soul. As I reviewed Medgar’s speeches with his hand written notations, photographs, love letters, his driver’s license covered with dry blood from that fateful early morning of June 12, 1963, poll tax receipts to vote and numerous other artifacts, I realized that one never completely recovers from such a tragedy. But to use that horror as fuel to continue the unfinished work is the victory.

I was privy to emotional spillovers at home by a man who was extremely private. In anger and frustration, Medgar put his fist through the flimsy wall of our living room when Clyde Kennard died. What lingers most was the time he came home tired and defeated—bearing all of the weight of the movement of the NAACP in Mississippi. He sat on the arm of a chair in the living room, put his head  in his hands, wiped away tears and said, “My people, my people. Will they ever be ready?” Within a moment, his resolve returned, and he answered his own question. “Yes, yes, we will be ready!”

Medgar Evers loved life, he loved his family, he was fully aware of the threats to end his life. He said at a mass rally days before his assassination, “If I die it will be for a good cause. Perhaps my death will do some good.”

His family honors him. Through this book, may you get to know him—to remember him.
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In the popular American imagination, the historical period of 1954-1968 in the Black Freedom Movement—widely termed the “civil-rights movement”—is often characterized by charismatic African American political leadership. When the civil-rights struggle is discussed, one immediately thinks of the soaring language and powerful personality of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and for good reason. King personified for millions of Americans the unfulfilled promise of American democracy; through his creative and savvy use of public discourse, he brought into sharp focus the burning issues at hand. King was the most prominent representative of his generation’s charismatic-black-leadership tradition, but there were many others: Wyatt T. Walker, Ralph David Abernathy, Hosea Williams, Joseph Lowery, Fred Shuttlesworth, and the young Julian Bond and Jesse Jackson. In national politics, few possessed the oratorical skill or charisma of Harlem congressmember Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Within the black labor movement, the brilliant and persuasive language of both Asa Philip Randolph and the skillful organizer Bayard Rustin inspired and sustained the intense activism of millions of people. 


These powerful personalities attracted much of the media attention and analysis about the civil-rights movement, then and even now. Yet at the local level, in hundreds of cities and towns, in thousands of neighborhood churches, schools, and community centers, another kind of black leadership was predominant. They rarely received the degree of media focus or scrutiny that the mostly male charismatic figures attracted. They labored tirelessly, making telephone calls, visiting people’s homes, organizing community educational meetings, building support for the cause at the grassroots level. The speeches they delivered rarely were made before television cameras or for radio networks. They were only occasionally quoted in local newspaper accounts of civil rights-related events. Yet they were the foundation of the movement’s successes.

Their undeserved obscurity and marginalization is partly derived from the politics of gender. As anyone who has seriously participated in grassroots, neighborhood organizing can attest, women are far more likely than males to emerge as the critical leaders in most working-class and poor neighborhoods. Women activists are far more prevalent than males in the building of civic capacity—whether within faith-based institutions or in groups engaged in educational reform, community safety, and/or public health. Day-to-day political-organizing work is rarely glamorous or exciting. Much of it is mundane, boring, and quite difficult: typing and processing letters; making numerous telephone calls; meeting frequently with small numbers of people at their homes; preparing and serving food; fundraising; finding places for people to sleep or to live; organizing childcare; driving people to and from meetings; negotiating with local ministers, businesses, and schools to obtain space for activities; sustaining communication between group members; and representing the interests and objectives of one’s group to other constituencies and organizations. Added to all of this is the profoundly human dimension: the loss of time and intimacy with one’s partner or spouse, children, family, and friends; the financial costs; the physical and emotional pressures; the burden of ostracism and harassment for advocating unpopular views. To be a “leader” in this context is to assume the burden of these necessary responsibilities and tasks. Within a society structured hierarchically by gender, women disproportionately assume these responsibilities. This was certainly the case within the Black Freedom Movement, especially in the patriarchal culture of the U.S. South in the mid-twentieth century.1


The general “story” of the Montgomery bus boycott of 1955-1956 usually mentions the courageous individual action of Rosa Parks, a respected, middle-aged seamstress whose arrest for refusing to surrender her seat to a white man on a segregated public bus was the spark that started the public protest. Yet the focus then concentrates on the public leadership of local black ministers such as Martin Luther King Jr. and Ralph David Abernathy, ignoring other individuals who actually did as much—or more—to make that boycott successful. A key figure in this regard was college professor Jo Ann Robinson. The Women’s Political Council, an African American women’s group chaired by Robinson, was instrumental in the planning and building of the boycott. After Parks’s initial arrest, for example, Robinson mimeographed 35,000 handbills calling for a mass boycott of Montgomery’s segregated buses overnight. Members of the Women’s Political Council made enormous personal and financial sacrifices for nearly one year to win their victory over racism.2


Robinson epitomized what several authors have described as servant leadership, a model of civic engagement that seeks to inspire change through personal examples of sacrifice. The servant-leader achieves the goals of change by transforming how oppressed people perceive themselves, awakening the sense that by and through their own energies and actions they have the capacity to both resist oppression and achieve meaningful results.3 Two excellent models of this type of transformative leadership who made enormous contributions to the modern Black Freedom Movement were Septima Clark and Ella Baker.

Born in South Carolina in 1898, Septima Clark established “citizenship schools” to teach poor and rural African Americans basic educational and home-economics skills, as well as the importance of becoming involved in civic affairs and voting. Impressed with the civic-engagement model Clark had established, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) adopted and promoted the notion of citizenship schools. Before long, Clark’s citizenship schools had successfully trained tens of thousands of new community leaders, many of whom became influential in hundreds of local communities across the South. Clark rarely attracted public attention or the lavish praise of prominent national leaders in the civil-rights movement. But her personal sacrifice and dedicated effort in building local sites for black civic education made a profound difference in the success of the movement.4


Ella Baker’s servant-leadership role in the movement’s development, which has only recently been richly documented by historian Barbara Ransby, can hardly be overemphasized. Born in Norfolk, Virginia, in 1903, Baker began her career in public leadership as the head of the Young Negroes Cooperative League, which promoted cooperative black economic development. Joining the NAACP’s staff in 1940, Baker rose to become the director of branch organizations. In 1957, Baker and Bayard Rustin organized the important Prayer Pilgrimage for Freedom at the Washington Mall on the third anniversary of the Brown v. Board of Education desegregation decision. Critical of the NAACP’s bureaucratic structure and petty organizational in-fighting, in 1958 Baker agreed to accept a leading administrative role at King’s SCLC headquarters in Atlanta. Baker again encountered a patriarchal structure, as leaders such as King and Abernathy routinely excluded females and young people from making important decisions. In February 1960, when Southern black college students initiated the sit-in movement, Baker supported their efforts to organize independently from the SCLC and to develop a model of activism that was genuinely democratic and fully participatory.5


Baker became convinced over her many years of activism within the Black Freedom Movement that a different kind of leadership was required to build and sustain a fundamental transformation in the lives of oppressed people. This would involve the elimination of the social distance that frequently set apart better-educated and more economically affluent Negro leaders and their white liberal allies from the masses of working-class and poor blacks. Political actions  needed to invite the participation and perspectives of all sectors of the community, not simply those who possessed the material resources and other socioeconomic advantages of middle-class status. Exclusionary practices such as relegating women to the margins of decisionmaking, Baker recognized, also had to be contested and replaced by more egalitarian, participatory approaches for addressing people’s problems. Baker described this general approach toward political organizing as fostering “group-centered leadership” rather than building “leader-centered groups.” The group-centered leader is a facilitator who seeks to inspire others to become involved in political activities through personal example and dedicated service.6


The unique leadership characteristics of the nearly invisible and underappreciated women servant-leaders were also present in Medgar Wiley Evers. In most standard textbooks of African American history, Evers is either barely mentioned or completely ignored. In the third edition of August Meier and Elliott Rudwick’s From Plantation to Ghetto, Evers is not cited.7 More recent studies of the Black Freedom Movement generally mention Evers, but only as the victim of assassination, or as a relatively obscure leader referenced in connection with his nearly decade-long role as the NAACP’s field secretary in Mississippi. For instance, Jeffrey O.G. Ogbar’s excellent study, Black Power: Radical Politics and African American Identity, refers to Evers’s murder only as an event that pushed local NAACP chapters “to greater militancy by more firmly and boldly affirming their rights to self-defense.”8 Barbara Ransby’s outstanding biography of Baker goes somewhat further, mentioning that Medgar Evers and another Mississippi-based civil-rights leader, Aaron Henry, “never fully agreed with the NAACP leaders in New York not to form alliances with other civil rights groups, and both men worked closely with the SCLC and other groups on particular campaigns.” Ransby also briefly mentions that Evers’s “assassination sent anger and fear ricocheting through movement circles and elevated Evers to the status of a national martyr.” 9 Joanne Grant’s Ella Baker: Freedom Bound only mentions Evers among a list of civil-rights martyrs.10 In Chana Kai Lee’s For Freedom’s Sake: The Life of Fannie Lou Hamer, Evers is referenced only twice,  without any substantive comment about his central role in building the Freedom Movement’s foundations in Mississippi.11


Even in memoirs and commentaries by veterans of civil-rights struggles, Evers barely merits any attention. For example, in Lay Bare The Heart, the autobiography of Congress of Racial Equality leader James Farmer, Evers’s name appears only twice. One reference is among a list of civil-rights activists who were killed; the other citation has Evers stating that the Freedom Rides of 1961 were “a bad idea and hoped we wouldn’t come to Mississippi.”12


A modest body of literature and films about Medgar Evers and his personal sacrifices to the struggle for freedom nevertheless has managed to keep his legacy alive. Chief among these sources is, of course, Myrlie Evers-Williams’s inspirational account with William Peters, For Us, The Living, published in 1967.13 Former Mississippi civil-rights activist John R. Salter discussed Evers’s role and many contributions to the movement in his 1979 book, Jackson, Mississippi: An American Chronicle of Struggle and Schism.14 Four years later, an adaptation of For Us, The Living written by actor/activist Ossie Davis made its way to television. Directed by Michael Schultz, the film featured actor Howard Rollins Jr. as Evers, alongside actors Irene Cara, Paul Winfield, and Laurence Fishburne.15


In Mississippi, African Americans continued to push for greater civic recognition of Evers. In 1987, Mirtes Gregory, a businesswoman and civic leader in Jackson, initiated a campaign to build an honorific statue of Evers. Local supporters organized an effective fundraising campaign that attracted donations from thousands of individuals. On June 28, 1992, a life-sized bronze statue of Evers was unveiled at the Medgar Evers Public Library in Jackson.16 In 1988, the Afro-American Studies Program at the University of Mississippi, in conjunction with the Mississippi Network for Black History and Heritage, produced a commemorative booklet, “Remembering Medgar Evers . . . For A New Generation.” Describing Evers as an “unsung hero,” the booklet praised the civil-rights leader for leaving “a powerful legacy of faithful and selfless service and of fearless sacrifice, a common legacy of all Mississippians regardless of race. . . .  There are those who will argue that we should try and forget the turmoil of the 1950s and 1960s, to forget the struggle to achieve democracy, to forget Medgar Evers,” the booklet’s author, scholar Ronald Bailey, related. “But those who fail to remember history are doomed to repeat it. . . . Medgar is symbolic of the very best of what Black people, what Mississippi, and what the United States can produce.”17


The courageous effort of Myrlie Evers-Williams in calling for the conviction of her late husband’s assassin, white supremacist Byron De La Beckwith, provoked a new generation of Mississippi prosecutors in the late 1980s to re-examine the nearly thirty-year-old murder case. On December 17, 1990, Beckwith was finally arrested for Evers’s murder. After a two-week trial, a jury of four whites and eight African Americans found Beckwith guilty. In 1997, the Mississippi Supreme Court upheld Beckwith’s murder conviction.18 Beckwith’s conviction led to an increase in public awareness of and interest in Medgar Evers. Within a few years, several new books on Evers appeared, including Adam Nossiter’s Of Long Memory: Mississippi and the Murder of Medgar Evers, Jennie Brown’s Medgar Evers, Reed Massengill’s Portrait of a Racist: The Man Who Killed Medgar Evers? and Maryanne Vollers’s Ghosts of Mississippi: The True Story.19 Filmmakers initiated new projects dealing with the Evers assassination. In 1994, Home Box Office aired an investigative report, Southern Justice: The Murder of Medgar Evers, narrated by civil-rights leader Julian Bond.20 Columbia Pictures and Castle Rock Entertainment two years later produced a major multi-million-dollar feature film on Evers’s murder and its legal aftermath: Ghosts of Mississippi, directed by Rob Reiner. Based on Vollers’s book, the film starred Alec Baldwin, Whoopi Goldberg, and James Woods.21 While Ghosts of Mississippi was an informative and entertaining film, it ironically failed to explain the content of Evers’s political ideas and actions, or why Beckwith and other white racists feared and hated the civil-rights leader. Evers is a ghost in his own film, because the audience cannot hear him in his own words.

In the late 1990s, Myrlie Evers-Williams, who at that time also served as the national chair of the NAACP, founded a nonprofit organization, the Medgar Evers Institute (MEI), with the goal of preserving  and advancing the heritage of Evers. In 2002, MEI, in conjunction with Communications Arts Company, produced a video documentary, The Legacy of Medgar and Myrlie Evers. MEI hosted youth leadership-training conferences, public lectures, and other educational events in Mississippi.22 Local elected officials finally began to express their appreciation of and active support for Myrlie’s efforts. In March 2003, the Mississippi state legislature issued resolutions honoring the historic contributions of both Medgar and Myrlie Evers. A commemoration marking the fortieth anniversary of Evers’s assassination, held at Arlington National Cemetery on June 12, 2003, was attended by Myrlie, Mississippi senator Trent Lott, and Mississippi congressmembers Bennie Thompson and Chip Pickering. Members of the Mississippi congressional delegation successfully moved a joint resolution adopted by the U.S. Congress, declaring the week of June 9-16, 2003, the Medgar Wiley Evers National Week of Remembrance.23


This book, developed in partnership with Myrlie Evers-Williams, is part of this larger effort to preserve and promote the ideas and example of servant-leaders such as Medgar Wiley Evers, whose dedication in the face of racist intimidation and violence made it possible for millions of Americans to achieve their constitutional rights. The best interpreter and observer of the difficult struggles in Mississippi in which Evers was engaged is Evers himself. Through his own voice, and in his own words—in memoranda, telegram messages, personal notes, transcribed public speeches, fragments of written texts—the true dignity and dedication of the man becomes crystal clear. Evers personally eschewed the limelight, modestly preferring that others bask in public recognition while he labored on the sidelines. Most people who had encountered Evers didn’t “think that Medgar had any gumption at all,” Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall reminisced in 1977. “And that’s how he got so much accomplished. People underplayed him. He had more courage than anybody I’ve ever run across.”24 Perhaps now, a half century removed from Evers’s initial appointment as NAACP field secretary in Mississippi, his model of servant-leadership will come to the forefront of public memory and appreciation.






CHAPTER I

BRING JUSTICE SURE


Documents 1-11
 (December 1954-December 1955)





Go Down, Old Hannah 
. . . I say, get up dead man 
Well, well, well 
Help me carry my row 
Help me carry my row 
I say, get up dead man 
Help me carry my row 
Well my row so grassy 
Well, well, well 
I can’t hardly go 
Can’t hardly go 
Well my row so grassy 
I can’t hardly go. 
I say, go down old Hannah . . . 
Don’t rise no more . . . 
If you rise in the mornin’ . . . 
Bring judgment sure . . .  



Traditional song, recorded by African 
American prisoners, 1964-1966.1




THE TRUE ORIGINS of Medgar Wiley Evers’s political life can be traced back to the Mississippi state constitutional convention of 1832. The delegates at the convention adopted the principle of “universal white manhood suffrage,” eliminating all property qualifications on the franchise.2 The state’s small free-black population, while permitted to own property, was excluded from voting. After the Civil War and the abolition of slavery, Mississippi experienced a brief period of democracy, as black males won the right to vote. White racists launched retaliatory violence against African American elected officials and voters, culminating in the overthrow of Reconstruction in 1875. In 1876, the Democratic-controlled state legislature gave local voting registrars the authority to demand “complete and correct answers” for blacks seeking to establish their qualifications to vote.3 A series of repressive laws was passed, designed to roll back the gains African Americans had achieved since slavery’s demise. Among the most outrageous was Mississippi’s so-called “Pig Law,” which defined the theft of a farm animal worth ten dollars or more a crime of grand larceny, punishable by up to five years in prison. The Pig Law increased the state’s prison population by over 300 percent in less than five years, providing involuntary convict laborers for work on Mississippi Delta plantations.4


The legal and political regime of white supremacy was, however, not established until 1890, when the state held a new constitutional convention. Delegates adopted a series of provisions deliberately designed to exclude African Americans from voting, including the poll tax and literacy tests.5 Blacks were also kept from the polls through outright violence and lynchings. Between 1882 and 1927, 517 African Americans were lynched in the state of Mississippi, the highest number in the nation for any state during this period.6 


A backward, repressive political culture rooted in violence was firmly consolidated by the early twentieth century, making “Mississippi” symbolic for everything undemocratic and oppressive in the U.S. South. In 1949, noted Southern political scientist V.O. Key Jr. observed critically that Mississippi had to be considered “in a class by itself. . . . Yet Mississippi only manifests in accentuated form the darker political strains that run throughout the South. On the surface at least,” Key added, “the beginning and end of Mississippi politics is the Negro. He has no hand in the voting, no part in factional maneuvers, no seats in the legislature; nevertheless, he fixes the tone—so far as the outside world is concerned—of Mississippi politics.” 7 The state’s most notorious practitioner of racist politics in the first half of the twentieth century was Theodore Bilbo. Elected Mississippi governor in 1915 and 1927, and elected three times to the U.S. Senate—in 1934, 1940, and 1946—Bilbo bragged that “the best way to keep the nigger from voting” was to visit him “the night before election.”8


This was the oppressive world of white domination and black subordination into which Medgar Wiley Evers was born on July 2, 1925, in Decatur, Mississippi, the child of James and Jesse Evers. James was employed as a stacker at a Decatur sawmill; his wife, Jesse, took in laundry and ironing for local white families. The Evers family was never well-to-do, yet it managed to acquire land and a modest degree of security. Jesse was a devout Christian, extremely active in the Church of God in Christ, and her piety and deep faith had an effect on all of her children. James attended one of the town’s Baptist churches, serving as a deacon of the congregation. Both parents preached to their children about the importance of self-reliance, pride, and self-respect, values directly contradicting the “customary” values that African Americans were expected to assume. As a child, Medgar was taught that during Reconstruction, his maternal great-grandfather had killed two white men in a dispute and had managed to avoid white retaliation by escaping from town.9


James Evers was frequently called “Crazy Jim” by local whites, partially because he adamantly refused to step off the sidewalk in deference to whites as they passed. “He had a reputation of being mean,” Myrlie Evers-Williams now relates. “You didn’t mess with him. Nobody .” James Evers would constantly preach to his children: “My family will be able to walk on the sidewalk. [Whites] will treat them with dignity. They will be able to register to vote.”10 The senior Evers emphasized that Negroes should never be apologetic or ashamed of who they were as black people; they should never attempt to negate or deny their black heritage and culture. These were lessons that profoundly affected young Medgar and formed the foundations of his core personal and emerging political identity.

Young Medgar was especially close to his brother Charles, three years his senior. It was Charles who gave Medgar his nickname, “Lope,” because of the stride in his walk. Educated in racially segregated public schools in Decatur and Newton, Mississippi, Medgar was forced to walk twelve miles each day. Both he and Charles bitterly resented seeing neighborhood white children being transported on school buses to local public schools, while they had no choice except to walk. Medgar’s childhood was typical for an African American youngster in his community, but something seemed to set him apart, even then. Years later, Jesse confided to Myrlie that when Medgar was a boy, he would sometimes “pull away and go up under the house,” thinking to himself. “Sometimes I would go out and look for him, and he would just be leaning against one of the posts [in the yard] . . . just thinking . . . It’s just the way he is.”11 Medgar constantly dreamed about things that were difficult to explain to others.

When Medgar was about fourteen years old, a neighborhood friend of his father’s got into trouble, supposedly for “sassing a white woman” at the local fairground. The black man promptly was apprehended and brutally beaten to death. The lynching had a profound impact on Medgar’s feelings about the racist conditions that surrounded him and his entire family. He was determined to escape the omnipresent pain and fear that Jim Crow segregation imposed on every black person.

As a teenager, he sought ways to assert himself. According to Myrlie, in high school young Medgar was a zoot-suiter, wearing  oversized suit coats and baggy slacks, the hip style also favored at the time by young Malcolm Little, who would later become better known as Malcolm X. Medgar often wore a large, stylish hat, tilted to the side. “His vocabulary” at the time, Myrlie adds, “was a little on the raunchy side.”12 In 1943, Medgar prematurely left high school and, lying about his age, followed his brother Charles into the army.

Medgar served in a racially segregated army field battalion in both England and France during World War II. During his stationing in France, he became close friends with a French family, and became romantically involved with one of the family’s daughters. Medgar was unaccustomed to being treated like a full human being by whites, and his experience must have affected him deeply. Medgar questioned whether he should even return to Mississippi. “He was very much in love,” Myrlie states. Medgar learned to feel deep affection for “someone of another color and could see past the color.” But once he made the decision to return to the segregated South, the idea of coming home with a French bride made absolutely no sense. The majority of the United States at that time, including Mississippi, had made interracial marriage a crime. Despite his decision, Medgar privately kept his precious photographs and letters of his French romantic acquaintance for years, destroying them only when he married Myrlie Beasley.13


 



In 1944, the U.S. Supreme Court in Smith v. Allwright had outlawed the “white primary” election, which in the solidly Democratic South was a principal means of disfranchising black voters. In 1946, the Mississippi state legislature passed a law exempting returning soldiers from paying the poll tax. Without pausing to realize that there were over 80,000 black Mississippians who had served in America’s armed forces during World War II, the legislature’s actions almost overnight created thousands of highly motivated black potential voters in the state. Returning from Europe, Medgar and Charles were determined to cast their first votes in their hometown of Decatur in the Democratic primary election. Bilbo was on the ballot, running  for reelection to the U.S. Senate, but he had several opponents. Election day was set for July 2, 1946—Medgar’s twenty-first birthday.

Medgar, Charles, and four other black World War II veterans walked to the county courthouse. Word about their plans to vote had spread, and Decatur’s main streets were nearly vacant. A cluster of about twenty well-armed, angry white men stood at the courthouse entrance. According to Charles Evers, they held “shotguns, rifles and pistols. . . . We stood on the courthouse steps, eyeballing each other.” Whites who recognized Medgar and Charles and who knew and respected their parents urged them to leave before violence erupted. The county sheriff, watching the confrontation, did nothing to assist the blacks in voting. Indeed, the sheriff “wasn’t going to let us vote, but he didn’t try to beat us or arrest us,” Charles Evers recalls. “He knew he might have to kill us first, and he didn’t want to do that.” Finally, it was Medgar who decided that it was not worth the bloodshed that would be necessary to try to vote. “Come on, Charlie, let’s go,” Medgar stated. “We’ll get them next time.” As they departed, one enraged racist yelled, “You damn Evers niggers going to get all the niggers in Decatur killed.”14 Although Medgar and Charles were denied the right to vote that day, several thousand African Americans had been permitted to vote throughout the state. This was only a tiny fraction, less than 1 percent, of an estimated 350,000 black Mississippians of voting age.

Medgar enrolled in Mississippi’s black Alcorn College (later Alcorn State University) in 1947, and soon became one of the most well-respected and popular students on the campus. A business major, Medgar excelled in both track and football. He edited Alcorn College’s student newspaper for two years. Medgar received national recognition by being named in the Who’s Who in American Colleges. During his college years, Medgar continued his personal habit of extensive reading, expanding his explorations to literature, especially poetry. He also deepened his interest in and commitment to political activism.

In 1947, with his brother Charles, he met a prominent African American physician, Dr. T. R. M. Howard, who owned property in  the Mississippi Delta. Howard advocated for blacks to begin asserting themselves as an economic and political force. Howard’s arguments certainly made much political sense to Medgar, and his obvious affluence added to his local prestige among Mississippi blacks. As Myrlie recalls, Howard was flashy, flamboyant, and self-assertive: “Big laugh, big flirt.” He had started a small life-insurance company to provide coverage for working-class and poor black families as an alternative to the exploitative practices of white-owned companies. Howard constantly stressed that all African Americans, no matter how impoverished, should be given some degree of security and respect.15


Medgar’s first encounter with newly arrived freshman Myrlie Beasley says much about the self-confidence of the young man. Myrlie had been raised in a strict, conservative, black-middle-class household in Vicksburg, Mississippi. Before her departure to attend college at Alcorn, her grandmother and aunt sternly warned her, “Baby, now don’t you get involved with any veterans!” Soon after arriving on campus, with a small group of other female students, she encountered a cluster of Alcorn football players. One of the players made eye contact with the seventeen-year-old Myrlie and confidently walked over to her. Myrlie was standing against a utility pole. “You need to stop leaning on that light pole,” Medgar said with a smile. “You might get shocked.” Myrlie recalls: “[He wasn’t] cute, but attractive . . . I tossed my hair. I was intrigued by him that very moment. . . . My poor grandmother and aunt! Before they could get a mile away from dropping me off, my fate had been sealed with a veteran.”16


Medgar and Myrlie began to see each other socially. Medgar boldly began to plan the young woman’s entire future life, much to her consternation. One day Medgar announced to her, “I’m going to make you into the woman I want you to be. . . . [You’re] going to be the mother of [my] children.” Myrlie may have been only seventeen years old, but she boldly responded, “You don’t know me. . . . You haven’t kissed me, you haven’t even held my hand!” Myrlie reflects now: “Where in the heck is this guy coming from, you know? And I asked him about this . . . he said, ‘I’ll let you know when I do’”17


Young Myrlie Beasley soon became the object of Medgar’s romantic attention, but he made it plain that she would have to make some changes. He constantly quizzed her about whether she had read certain books or articles. He appreciated literature and frequently in his everyday conversation displayed a remarkable vocabulary. “I can’t tell you how many times during our courtship I excused myself to get to my room and pull out my dictionary,” Myrlie recalls, in order to understand what Medgar had just said. He displayed a deep awareness of national and global events, and even at this early stage of his life, held a strong set of political beliefs. Medgar detested Negroes who were embarrassed or ashamed about the color of their own skin. Decades before “Black is Beautiful!” became a popular political slogan, Medgar had embraced his blackness, and encouraged Myrlie to do the same. “Wear your hair nappy,” Medgar advised Myrlie, referring to a more natural hairstyle for black women. “I learned from Medgar, who said, ‘Be yourself,’” she says. He also taught her never to accept white racism and discrimination. If Mississippi whites were clearly for something, regardless of what the issue was, one could be certain that Medgar Evers was against it.18


In late 1951, at the Mount Heron Baptist Church in Vicksburg, Mississippi, Myrlie Beasley and Medgar Wiley Evers were married. Both families expressed serious reservations about the marriage. Myrlie had not yet graduated from college, and her family had hoped that she would pursue a successful career in the arts. Medgar’s brother Charles and his parents were less than entirely happy with Medgar’s choice of a life partner. Charles had proposed to his younger brother that “they become rich landholders in Mississippi. . . . Medgar’s community of Decatur was very, very upset,” Myrlie remembers. “One of their very special sons [was] marrying a girl from Vicksburg.” Local blacks complained, “Aren’t any of our girls here good enough?”19 Despite these reservations, the young couple was in love, so both families were reconciled to the inevitable. The young couple moved into married student quarters on the campus during the early months of 1952. Medgar completed his degree work that Spring, and received his undergraduate diploma in May 1952.  Medgar accepted a position as an insurance salesman with the Magnolia Mutual Insurance Company, owned by Howard. The couple would have to relocate, however, to Mound Bayou, the historic all-black town founded in the Delta by Isaiah T. Montgomery back in 1887.

In 1952, the Evers household moved to Mound Bayou, and Medgar began to travel extensively throughout the Delta, visiting hundreds of impoverished homes to sell life-insurance policies. Although he had been raised in Mississippi, Medgar could scarcely believe the incredible poverty and backwardness of the Delta region. “That [experience] gave him his real taste of poverty on the plantations,” Myrlie now reflects. “He said to me, ‘At least I can call these people ‘Mr. and Mrs.’ I can give them a sense of dignity. I can help them when they need to escape.’” Sharecroppers who owed their landlords incredible sums of money, which they could never hope to repay, simply would vanish from their shanties in the middle of the night, fleeing to Memphis and then, frequently, to freedom in the north. Medgar courageously decided to assist them.

When Howard and others came up with an idea for expressing their protest to segregation codes—an automobile bumper sticker which clearly stated, “Don’t buy gas where you can’t use the rest-room”—Medgar enthusiastically endorsed the campaign.20 “If you used one of the bumper stickers on your car, you were taking your life in your hands,” Myrlie recalls. “Either [you were] beaten, your car damaged, fired if people knew where you worked . . . [only] a few people [would] do it. Medgar was one of the ones.” At first Myrlie urged her husband not to jeopardize their safety by participating in the symbolic protest campaign. “But I loved the idea of it,” she says.21


When Howard decided to establish a local civil-rights advocacy organization, the Regional Council of Negro Leadership (RCNL), in 1952, Medgar became a founding member. By 1953 he was assisting rural blacks to register to vote, and promoting memberships in the NAACP. During his years in Mound Bayou, Medgar continued to read extensively, especially about the emerging independence struggles that were erupting in Africa and the Caribbean. Medgar became  particularly interested in the Mau Mau uprising against British colonialism in Kenya. The imprisoned leader of Kenyan anti-colonial resistance, Jomo Kenyatta, came to personify black militancy in Medgar’s eyes. Africans employed revolutionary violence to combat white minority rule in East Africa; Medgar pondered whether the same radical resistance should be used by oppressed blacks in the Mississippi Delta against their white oppressors. “Why not really cross the line? we wondered,” Charles Evers recalled about his brother and himself, writing in 1997. “Why not create a Mau Mau in Mississippi? Each time whites killed a Negro, why not drive to another town, find a bad sheriff or cop, and kill him in a secret hit-and-run raid?” Charles Evers had become convinced that violence was the only answer, but his younger brother ultimately could not accept it as a strategy for Negroes: “We bought bullets, made some idle Mau Mau plans, but Medgar never had his heart in it.”22 Nevertheless, when Myrlie and Medgar had their first child, a boy, he was named Darrell Kenyatta Evers.

Unlike Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Medgar was not an advocate of “nonviolence” in the face of white terrorism. He purchased a rifle, and over the next years carried it with him in his automobile, in case he had to protect himself and his family. He concluded that “race war” was a very real possibility throughout the South’s Black Belt region, if blacks collectively ever created a real political movement to resist their oppression. If white structural racism—the extensive socioeconomic institutions of white prejudice, power, and privilege—was relatively “permanent,” what practical options or alternatives did African Americans have? Perhaps blacks should consider demanding a separate, all-black state of their own, based on a territorial separation between the races. Myrlie explains that Medgar believed “you must always be prepared for whatever comes our way. And we were talking about the guns, the arms, collecting what we would need to fight if by chance we ended up in a race war. Which he felt could possibly happen. . . . [If we] found ourselves in a separate part of America, how we would not be starved out, how we would be in a location where we would not be surrounded  and wiped out at one time. . . . [H]e was thinking about building a nation . . . of black people.”23


Between 1952 and 1954 a new generation of African American leadership emerged throughout Mississippi, impatient with the lack of progress in reforming the state’s legal policies of rigid racial segregation. Prominent within this activist group was Amzie Moore [see Documents 3, 4, and 5]. Born in 1912, Moore had been involved in the “Black and Tan” faction of the Republican Party in Mississippi. After serving in the segregated armed forces during World War II, Moore helped Howard start the Regional Council of Negro Leadership. In Columbus, Mississippi, a strong civil-rights advocate was Dr. E. J. Stringer, an African American dentist who in 1954 was elected president of the state conferences of NAACP branch organizations. In Clarksdale, the key figure was Aaron Henry. Another World War II veteran, Henry had been the first African American in Coahoma County to cast a ballot in the Democratic Party’s primary election. In 1954 Henry was elected president of the Clarksdale NAACP branch. In Belzoni, the Reverend George Lee and grocery store proprietor Gus Counts organized an NAACP branch in 1953-1954. Lee was also a prominent RCNL officer. These grassroots local leaders were successful in assisting growing numbers of Mississippi blacks to register to vote. Lee even openly gave sermons predicting “the day when the Black people of the Delta were going to elect somebody to the United States Congress.”24


It was in this hopeful, changing political environment in the fall of 1953 that Medgar Evers made the fateful decision to apply for admission to the University of Mississippi Law School. Myrlie immediately thought her husband’s idea was “selfish and foolish.” She was pregnant again, and financially the couple was especially vulnerable. An application to the University of Mississippi by a Negro would spark tremendous public controversy. “It would highlight [Medgar’s] existence in Mound Bayou and his work that he was doing on kind of a secret basis on the plantations [with poor black tenant farmers],” Myrlie later explained. Evers’s parents also strongly disagreed with their son’s decision. During an emotional family discussion, Medgar  became “so upset he turned over his chair when he got up from the table and walked out.” He accused “all of us of being short on ‘longterm wisdom’, of not being able to see beyond ‘the immediate complications.’ . . . But we couldn’t see down the road the benefits of his breaking down the barrier at Ole Miss.”25


On January 16, 1954, Medgar submitted his formal application to attend the University of Mississippi Law School [see Document 1]. A white neighbor from Medgar’s hometown, Jim Tims, was an “Ole Miss” alumnus who had the courage to recommend him. But as Charles Evers relates: “Most local whites thought Medgar applying was an outrage. Mississippi state pride required that its best university be high-toned, and Ole Miss couldn’t be high-toned with nigger students. Case closed.”26 In September 1954, the Mississippi Board of Higher Learning rejected Evers’s application. Medgar immediately requested the support of the NAACP in filing a lawsuit against the University of Mississippi. Stringer and other local NAACP leaders had an alternative suggestion—that Evers accept a position as their state’s first NAACP field secretary. Myrlie’s immediate response upon learning of the offer was to admit that she was “scared to death, but if that’s what you want to do, let’s try, because it also means that we come as a package, and that I will have a job.”27 On November 24, 1954, Evers became the field secretary of the NAACP in Mississippi. The Evers family relocated from Mound Bayou to Jackson, where they moved to the segregated Maple Street Projects. In January 1955, Medgar and Myrlie opened the NAACP office in Jackson. Medgar was only twenty-nine years old, but he was confident that he was prepared to be an effective advocate for racial justice.28


On May 17, 1954, in the historic Brown v. Board of Education decision, the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson precedent, which had established racial segregation in the nation’s public schools. Armed with this legal triumph, NAACP national leaders urged their members in the South to petition their local school boards to abolish racial segregation. At the forty-fourth annual NAACP convention, held in Dallas, Texas, July 1-15, 1954, NAACP Legal Defense Fund Director Thurgood Marshall called for new desegregation litigation targeting public transportation, residential segregation, and municipal parks. On September 3, a group of 250 African American leaders throughout the state circulated a public statement endorsing public-school desegregation.29


Both Charles and Medgar Evers had reservations about the Brown decision and the general strategy of racial integration pursued by the NAACP. Charles Evers believed that “full, instant integration would fail,” and thought that desegregation had to be gradually phased into schools over a twelve-year period.30 The legality of school integration, and the probability that it would usher in the general desegregation of society, generated what historians now describe as “massive resistance,” especially in the Deep South. In November 1954, in a special session, the Mississippi Statehouse passed a resolution calling for resistance to “any efforts to force integration” on the state. The legislature passed a “pupil placement law,” providing for the individual assignment of students to specific schools. The measure also created new “administrative remedies” for students who disagreed with their school assignments. These educational devices were explicitly designed to make school desegregation extremely difficult, if not impossible. The legislature also tightened literacy requirements for voting, with the clear objective of eliminating blacks from the polls.31


In July 1954, in Sunflower County, Mississippi, a local plantation manager, Robert B. Patterson, along with several businessmen and public officials, formed a “Citizens’ Council” dedicated to the preservation of white supremacy and militant resistance to school desegregation. By October 1954, twenty Mississippi counties had Citizens’ Councils. In early 1955, during the same weeks that Medgar and Myrlie Evers were establishing the Jackson NAACP office, the Citizens’ Council headquarters in Jackson opened. By August 1955, the state organization claimed Citizens’ Councils in sixty-five of Mississippi’s eighty-two counties, and a mass membership of 60,000. Mississippi blacks publicly identified with the NAACP and the cause of school desegregation quickly fell under severe attack.

On September 9, 1954, thirty NAACP members in Walthall County, Mississippi, were forced before a local grand jury for supporting school desegregation. On September 16, a local NAACP meeting in Amitie was disrupted by law-enforcement officers who seized the branch’s records.32 Blacks who signed school-desegregation petitions were routinely fired from their jobs, or had their mortgages or bank loans foreclosed. NAACP state president E. J. Stringer and his family were brutally harassed: His wife was fired, their liability insurance was canceled, they received multiple threatening telephone calls, and they were audited by the Internal Revenue Service.33


In Belzoni, in April 1955, there were several incidents of African American-owned business and automobile windows being smashed by whites. In one case, a note was left: “You niggers paying poll tax, this is just a token of what will happen to you.” On the evening of May 7, local NAACP activist Reverend George Lee was murdered in his car; a gun blast tore off the lower left side of his face. Remarkably, the local sheriff claimed that Lee’s death was merely a traffic fatality, and that lead pellets embedded in his face were “dental fillings.” Evers and NAACP Southern Regional Director Ruby Hurley investigated Lee’s murder, and learned that many local blacks were “terrified” by it. One to two thousand blacks nevertheless came to Lee’s funeral, which had to be held outside to accommodate the number of mourners. The local campaign of racist terror, however, continued. On November 25, 1955, the former president of Belzoni’s NAACP branch, Gus Courts, was shot twice, in the stomach and left arm [see Document 2].34


It was in this context of spiraling white vigilante violence that fourteen-year-old Emmett Till, a black Chicago teenager, was kidnapped and murdered in Money, Mississippi, on August 28, 1955 [see Document 7]. Till’s murderers were arrested, tried, and declared not guilty by an all-white jury. Till’s unforgivable offense was whistling at a white woman. The Till case, and the courageous decision by the dead boy’s mother, Mamie Bradley, to publicize the brutality of his death, made Mississippi racism notorious throughout the world. Evers worked exhaustively on the Till murder, along with Aaron Henry, Amzie Moore, and Ruby Hurley [see Documents 5 and 8].  According to Charles Evers: “All four dressed like field hands and slid around the Delta, looking for criminal evidence, trying to convince folk who’d known Emmett Till to risk their lives by being legal witnesses. Whites harassed them, but they pressed on. Medgar wanted to shame all America with the story of Emmett Till. He wanted to make the civil rights struggle a mass movement.”35 In a 1968 oral-history interview, NAACP field organizer Howard Spence, who assisted on the Till investigation, declared: “Had it not been for Medgar Evers, who was NAACP secretary at the time . . . it would have just been another ‘case’ that’s been forgot. . . . The Emmett Till case was the beginning of the Montgomery bus boycott. It was the beginning of a lot of incidents in the South that began to make the Negro aware of the fact that he would have to get out and expose himself to these racists—to these people that were gonna kill him.”36





1 Medgar Evers, Assistant Field Secretary, NAACP, Memorandum 

DECEMBER 1954 
REPORT ON MISSISSIPPI

 



In 1954 there were a number of things that happened in Mississippi that we deem progress, and of course the unequaled leadership that the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People provided was unquestionably the reason for such. Certainly other organizations had their effects, particularly the Regional Council of Negro Leadership, but the unwavering position taken by the NAACP was phenomenal in Mississippi.

For the first time in the history of the University of Mississippi a Negro made a formal application to its School of Law. There had been no other formal application by a Negro to any “white” school in the state of Mississippi since Reconstruction.

The NAACP here was instrumental in getting the applicant for Ole Miss. Even though the applicant was not admitted his application is still pending for further consideration.

The governor of Mississippi . . . was told that 99 percent of the Negro population of Mississippi, which is 45 percent of the total 2,200,000, was in favor of voluntary continued segregation. Now, this happened after the historic decision of the U.S. Supreme Court of May 17, 1954.

Now to prove his theory, the governor decided to call in a cross-section of Mississippi Negro leadership for July 30, 1954, which naturally had to include the “radical” NAACP head, Dr. E. J. Stringer, whom the governor would have been most pleased not to have invited, since he had already called in his “good” Negro leaders and briefed them on just what he wanted from them. However, since Dr. Stringer was also endowed by God to use his thinking faculties in the case of emergencies, he immediately called for a statewide meeting of Negro leadership including the governor’s good Negro leaders. Now the governor, with his groundwork laid, was caught in a rather precarious position when more than two hundred (200) Negroes, representing many civic, religious, and fraternal organizations turned out just five days prior to his meeting which had been scheduled for the same issue for discussion, but from a different point of view.

And on that momentous day, July 30, 1954, ninety-nine (99) out of one hundred (100) Negro leaders before the governor of Mississippi and his Legal Educational Advisory Committee, of which the governor is chairman, told him in no uncertain terms that they would have no part in any scheme to circumvent the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision on segregation in the public schools, thereby immediately putting a public end to the propaganda that 99 percent of the Negroes in Mississippi favored continued segregation.

As a result of the governor’s tremendous defeat here, he immediately retreated to an abolition plan which he had previously opposed most vigorously. The LEAC (Legal Educational Advisory Committee) drafted plans to abolish the public school which gives and was given (by the votes 2-1) by the Mississippi legislature the authority to abolish the public schools to preserve segregation.

 



CITIZENS’ COUNCILS RISE

Now during this time, “grass roots” vigilante groups began to form which called themselves “Citizens’ Councils” but more appropriately called by Hodding Carter, Editor and Publisher of the Delta Democrat Times, Greenville, Mississippi, as the “uptown” Ku Klux Klan because so many of the towns being members and holding key official positions. Possibly four (4) out of five (5) bank officials, presidents or vice, hold a key position in the Councils. Particularly is this true in the Delta counties where in some counties Negroes outnumber whites as much as 3-1 in population. Bolivar County is an example: there are 19,000 whites and 46,000 Negroes, and of course Bolivar County has one of the strongest Councils in the Delta.

Objective: “Keeping the Negro in his place.” 1. Keep him out of white schools.

2. Keep the ballot out of his reach.

3. Keep him dependent.



 



Schools

It would be only natural that such would have to be carefully planned even to the last detail so as to keep Negroes out of the institutions of higher learning for whites. You must get five recommendations from graduates of the institution you hope to attend, who live in your immediate community.

 



Voting

To cut down on the increased interest of Negroes registering and voting, an amendment proposed in the legislature was passed in the regular off-year election balloting in November 1954. The measure gave the local circuit clerks authority to reject anyone who could not interpret the Constitution as he would have. However, it was made clear to whites that it would not apply to them, but to keep the Negro in his place.

 



Dependent

It is also the objective of the Council to keep from the Negro any job that pays him a decent salary, such as factory work and skilled labor jobs. Except for teachers who are “controlled” as far as his militancy is concerned, good jobs are rare for Negroes. Now any Negro who is not content with the status quo should either go north or be branded here as a “troublemaker” and have economic sanction declared on him. And, if such doesn’t work, then there are other measures. The other measures have not yet been clearly defined. But such are the tactics of the Citizens’ Councils.

These Councils did not have their beginning until U.S. Senator James O. Eastland, who incidentally lives only 18 miles from the birthplace (Indinola, Mississippi) of the Council, started his campaign for re-election to the U.S. Senate in which he stated that such a movement was soon to begin that would spread nationwide.

It is reliably believed that from Senator Eastland’s statements of bigotry and activities the Councils had their beginning. 






Emmett J. Stringer (1929-?)—Stringer grew up in the tightly knit black community of Mound Bayou, and was already a member of the NAACP before he was a teenager. He served in the army during the Second World War for five years, and after earning a degree from Meharry Medical College in Nashville, Tennessee, he began dental practice in Columbus, where he was active in community affairs as the chairman of the local NAACP branch and leader of the American Legion. John Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 42.

Hodding Carter (1907-1972)—Newspaper editor, publisher, and author of numerous books, Carter earned a journalism degree from Columbia University in 1928 and founded Delta-Democrat Times by 1938. In 1955, he was censured by the Mississippi State Legislature for criticizing the White Citizens’ Council. As a white journalist, he opposed racist violence and denial of opportunities for black people, but mostly supported segregation as an institution. In 1946 he received a Pulitzer Prize for his editorial attacking “racial mores” of Mississippi. Ann Waldron, Hodding Carter: The Reconstruction of a Racist (Chapel Hill: Algonquin Books, 1993)

James O. Eastland (1904-1986)—A Mississippi Democrat, Eastland was first elected to the U.S. Senate in 1942 and held the seat for next thirty-six years. He was a close ally of Senator Joseph McCarthy during the heyday of his anti-communist crusade, and became a nationally known figure during the civil-rights movement as one of the most vocal and vociferous supporters of segregation. He used his position as the chair of the Judiciary Committee to delay civil-rights bills and reveled in inflammatory and often murderous rhetoric, as when in 1954 he declared that the Brown decision “destroyed” the U.S. Constitution, and, two years later, predicted that the time would soon come to “abolish the Negro race.” His political power came to be diminished in Mississippi as black political power increased at the local and state level, and he retired in 1978. “James O. Eastland, 81, Former U.S. Senator,” Chicago Tribune, Feb. 20, 1986, pg. 10. Biographical Directory of U.S. Congress, “Eastland, James Oliver (1904-1986),” http://bioguide.congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=E000018.
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