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To my family, and the generations of Americans yet to be born


To Brendan and Naomi




You and I have a divine responsibility to transform America.


—JAMES MEREDITH


One day the South will recognize its real heroes. They will be the James Merediths, courageously and with a majestic sense of purpose facing jeering and hostile mobs and the agonizing loneliness that characterizes the life of the pioneer.


—MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.
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Dawn of a New Era: on October 1, 1962, I stormed the holiest temple of white supremacy in America—the University of Mississippi—with the help of 30,000 American combat troops, federal marshals, and two of the bravest men I have ever known—Justice Department official John Doar (left) and James McShane, Chief of the U.S. Marshals Service (right). I was not a civil rights activist. I was a warrior. And I was on a mission from God. Photo: Library of Congress




Prologue


“FUCK YOU, NIGGER!”


“You’re gonna die, nigger piece of shit!”


“We’re going to string you up and set you on fire, you fucking nigger!”


It is October 1962.


I am walking across the campus of the University of Mississippi, surrounded by a crowd of screaming young white men.


They are sometimes joined by young white women, freshly scrubbed, lipsticked, and powdered paragons of southern beauty, who run up to me and scream the most filthy combinations of curses you could ever imagine, their faces contorted in paroxysms of rage.


The men surround me in teams by day and spend their nights trying to torment me out of my sleep with noise and threats that continue all night, every night.


I am Public Enemy Number One for every racist in America. I will soon be at the top of a widely circulated “death list” of twelve Americans scheduled for assassination in Mississippi. Death threats are pouring in from across the United States, nearly one thousand so far, many detailing the gruesome ways I will be killed.


Rocks start to fly in my direction, the screaming intensifies, and the crowd surges closer. I am unarmed and wear no protective gear.


But I have no fear, not a molecule of it. The screaming is now a few feet from me, but I hear nothing, only silence. I see no faces. I am traveling in my own world. I am thinking of history, of America’s and my own, of black kings and Indian queens, of vanished ages and empires. I am thinking of generations long dead and far in the future.


I have a slight smile of serenity on my face. I have no fear.


I have no fear because I am a black man in Mississippi and to be so means I am already dead. And a dead man has nothing to fear.


I have no fear because my father sent me on this journey. He guides and inspires my every thought and step. He is invincible, and therefore so am I.


I have no fear because I am an American citizen, heir to a sacred covenant of citizenship bestowed on me by George Washington and the Founding Fathers and Mothers of the nation. Thanks to this covenant, U.S. Army soldiers and federal marshals are traveling right behind me. They are carrying guns. They are supported by a vast arsenal of thousands more guns, jeeps, helicopters, communications gear, and military personnel plugged into the most awesome instrument of physical force the world has ever seen—the American military machine.


I am literally the baddest dude on Planet Earth, more heavily guarded than the president of the United States. I am the biblical David armed with the physical force of thirty thousand Goliaths.


The mob pushes closer. I am serene, completely at peace, focused like a laser on the destination of my journey, a classroom a few hundred yards in the distance.


I am a Zen samurai. I am invincible. Nothing can harm me.


I have been put on Earth for a reason, to restore the power and glory to my bloodline, and to all Americans.


I am not a civil rights activist, I am not a protester, and I am not a pacifist. I am not a Republican and I am not a Democrat. My political affiliation is Black.


I am an American citizen, and a son of Mississippi.


I am a warrior.


And I am on a mission from God.




CHAPTER ONE


Beast on the Highway


I WAS SUPPOSED TO BE ASSASSINATED ON JUNE 6, 1966.


It happened in late afternoon, on a roadside two miles south of Hernando, Mississippi.


It rained early that morning and the trees were still damp, and the fresh, earthy smell of the countryside was everywhere.


The first signal of danger came softly out of a thicket of water lilies and honeysuckle vines lining the highway, an ice-cool voice that said, “Jaaa-mes.”


“James, he’s got a gun!” someone yelled.


Heads snapped.


My intended assassin popped up from a clump of bushes. He was a chubby-looking white man wearing sunglasses and a white shirt, and he toted a fully loaded 16 gauge automatic Remington shotgun.


I caught a glint of afternoon sunlight shining off the gun barrel.


After walking through open farm country, I was moving down into a long hollow with thick, junglelike foliage on either side. It was an ideal ambush point.


“James,” said the man. “I only want James Meredith.”


He called it sort of cold, like he couldn’t bear to have my name in his throat for more than a second.


Then he came right out and shouted: “Meredith—I only want James Meredith! All the rest of you stand aside!”


I’ve seen a lot of movies, but no Hollywood director could have made a man look as cold-blooded as this one. This was the white face the southern black man had been staring at through 350 years of history: the hard eyes; the fleshy face; the hard line of mouth; the supremely confident, homicidal arrogance of the Beast of White Supremacy.


It was the face of the deputy sheriff, the face of the man freed by an all-white jury after murdering a black man, the face of vicious young men carrying Confederate flags who hit civil rights workers with ax handles.


“Just James Meredith,” he said, moving up from the bushes and toward the shoulder of the road. I wished suddenly that I had brought a gun, that I had prepared better. Things were happening so fast that I had no time for fear.


My first move was to go toward the man with the gun. I was going to take the gun away from him.


I started toward him, at first convinced I could stop him. I had always felt that I could stop a mob with the uplifting of a hand. Because of a divine responsibility I felt to advance human civilization, I believed I could not die.


But something made me change my mind.


When I saw his face, I knew he was not all there. He looked deranged. I stopped because it struck me that the man must be a nut. I decided I could not deal with him and began to turn away.


He raised his gun and took aim.


“Hit the dirt!” a voice called.


People dived for the pavement and into the dust, crawling frantically across the highway trying to find someplace to hide, scrambling for shelter behind some cars parked beside the road.


He opened fire. The gun roared.


I ducked and dived to the pavement, making him miss the first attempt. The shot went skipping across the highway. I went down hard, my arm held out to break the fall. My pith helmet, cane, and sunglasses smashed into the pavement.


The shooter calmly moved up closer, raised the gun, and methodically opened fire again, hitting me with the next two shots.


I caught the biggest blast in my head. Over a hundred pellets hit me in the head, neck, back, and legs. I was knocked flat.


I lay in the middle of Highway 51 south of Hernando, Mississippi, looked around, and saw no human being in sight. Everyone had vanished behind cover or under the grass, seeking refuge from the gunfire.


I wriggled to the other side of the road, aiming for the relative safety of a gully, but collapsed in the shoulder.


Then there was absolute silence.


The shooter vanished in the brush.


Moments passed. I shouted, “Who? Who? What? Is anyone getting help for me? Oh, my God, is anyone going to help me?” It was an obvious question, a plea. Anyone in the same situation might have asked the question.


I could see the blood starting to come, puddling, coloring the rain-softened dust and gravel beneath my head.


I called out, “Ain’t nobody gonna get me a car?”


Someone crept over and snapped a picture of me.


“He’s shot in the head!” a nearby reporter called into a pay phone to his bureau in Memphis. The man on the other end of the line flashed out an Associated Press bulletin that ricocheted out to hundreds of teletype machines on news desks across America, “JAMES MEREDITH IS DEAD.”


My name now joined the grotesque procession of public figures who would be murdered by gunfire in this decade: John F. Kennedy, Malcolm X, and three men whom I knew personally, Robert F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Jr., and a towering giant of a man whom I consider to be the founding father of modern Mississippi, Medgar Evers.


My assassin would enter the tormented fraternity of past and future American assassins like Lee Harvey Oswald, James Earl Ray, Byron de la Beckwith, and Sirhan Sirhan. His name was Aubrey James Norvell, and he was a gap-toothed, chubby, forty-year-old unemployed hardware clerk who lived in an upper-middle-class neighborhood in Memphis. He was a Purple Heart veteran of World War II, and a devoted bird hunter.


His neighbors said he was a quiet, Christian man.


I was joining the list of more than five hundred black men lynched in Mississippi in that century.


I was entering the pantheon of “civil rights martyrs,” the scores of black and white Americans who sacrificed their lives in the fight to make America live up to the vision of the Founding Fathers.


My wife would now be a widow with three young sons to raise on her own.


The only thing was, I wasn’t dead yet.


I was lying facedown in the gravel on the side of a road in northern Mississippi.


Stray impressions bounced around my brain. “That man shot me like a Goddammed rabbit.… He took his own good time about it.… Why did I come to Mississippi unarmed? … A man ain’t ever supposed to be helpless.… If I’d had a gun I could have got that guy.”


On that day I was on summer break from Columbia University Law School in New York City, where I was in my first year of earning my law degree. I was on a mission to get my fellow blacks in the South to exercise their rights as American citizens and register to vote.


On the day I was supposed to die, I had a Bible in one hand, an ivory-tipped walking cane in the other that clucked against the pavement, and I was walking through an earthly paradise called Mississippi, a land I consider the center of the universe.


To me, Mississippi is the most beautiful country in the world, during all seasons. In the spring, all is green and fresh, the air is clean and sweet, and everything is healthy. As a boy I knew that any running stream of water was fit to drink.


The fall of the year is perhaps the most colorful. Nature begins to fade away. The grass dries up and draws closer to the earth. Trees and bushes start to color and a slow deterioration asserts itself. All remaining fruits and nuts come to full maturity. A great feeling of urgency is generated by such abundance. You feel that time is squeezing you and harvest you must. The temptation to gather the falling nuts—acorns, hickory nuts, scaly barks, pecans, chincky berries, and all kinds in abundance—pulls you to them.


Winter is my favorite season for looking at the land. Everything, except for the cedar trees and a few other evergreens, is bare. You can see for miles.


In the summer there is maturity. The grass begins to level off and seed. A feeling of repose overcomes you. You have the urge to pull alongside the road and take a cow path up into the bushes and lie down under a big tree. The effect of the heat shows everywhere. Blackberries begin to ripen; muscadine vines begin to hang from the burden of a good crop; and a blacksnake is likely to cross the road at any moment or shoot back into the bushes. Since the crops are nearly all laid by now, the whole state takes on a relaxed and idle atmosphere.


Summer was also the most suitable season for a lynching.


On this day, I was supposed to be lynched by shotgun.


In those days, not that long ago, the simple fact of being black in Mississippi was enough to get you shot down on the side of the road in broad daylight.


I wish there was some way for me to explain the awful fear that permeated the atmosphere of everyday life for every black person in America then, especially those in the South.


I wish there was a way to explain what it was like to be black, moving down a deserted highway at night behind the wheel of an automobile, and see car lights blink on in the darkened rear of a service station, and see a car bearing strangers pulling out behind you.


I wish I could put into words the sinking feeling in the stomach and the nervous twitching in the face that came over a black American when he confronted a southern lawman.


I wish I could explain the long history of murder and castration and death in the night; explain the humiliation and insult of the theory of white supremacy; explain all those things that were the excess baggage of the black American’s mind, whether he lived in Scarsdale, New York, or Philadelphia, Mississippi.


Their root was fear. And in my own way, that day in June 1966, I hoped that by walking down that road I could remove at least some part of that fear.


I was at the northern tip of Mississippi, walking south along Highway 51, the first highway paved in Mississippi and the highway that most blacks who migrated from the mid-South had taken in heading North.


Ahead of me lay a tottering empire of white supremacy, where Americans of African heritage were still prevented from exercising the most basic right of American citizenship, the right to vote, by the lingering threat of state terrorism. For the past ninety years, if you were black and you tried to vote or encouraged others to do so, you easily could get yourself beaten or killed.


But what few people realize is that whites in the South were as unfree as any black, too. White supremacy was official and legal—it was enforced by judges, law enforcement, banks, and community leaders—and a white person who failed to acknowledge and carry out the mandate of white supremacy was as subject to persecution as any black.


Two years earlier, in 1964, two white New Yorkers, Michael Schwerner and Andrew Goodman, were summarily executed along with their black colleague James Chaney. Their killers: a gang of Mississippi law enforcement officers and Klansmen. Their crime: encouraging their fellow Americans to enjoy the rights of citizenship, by registering to vote.


My mission on this march was to inspire black people to overcome their fear, face down the beast of white supremacy, and register. I did not want this to be a mass demonstration, quite the opposite, I wanted the image of a lone unarmed American, protected only by a Bible and his American citizenship, to inspire black people to go down to their county courthouse and demand to be treated as Americans. Ever the perceived outsider, I sought no organized support, and the mainstream civil rights organizations offered me none.


I wanted to prove that one black man could walk free in the South.


President Lyndon B. Johnson had signed the Voting Rights Act in 1965, but the law was meaningless as long as blacks in the rural South remained gripped by fear. That fear was historically ingrained, and no one knew for sure whether it was still justified in the wake of great changes that were beginning to take hold in the South since the Supreme Court school desegregation decision of 1954.


I began the march the day before, Sunday, June 5, in Memphis, a city in Tennessee that was at the same time considered the northern capital of Mississippi and the cotton capital of the world. The march would end in Jackson, the capital of Mississippi, the citadel of white supremacy in America. Early that year, I announced what I was planning to do and my plans were broadcast through the media.


I headed out of the Memphis Sheraton-Peabody Hotel, talked to a few reporters, and covered the twelve-mile first leg to the Mississippi state line. White passersby looked pop-eyed at the little column; a few heckled and waved rebel flags. Little knots of blacks waved at me and called out encouragement: “We’re praying for you!”


When I first announced my walk, I welcomed any able-bodied man who wanted to join me. I insisted that I did not want women and children, because I felt deeply that women and children should not have to take the risks we would face. It was for this reason that I did not take my wife, Mary June, or my six-year-old son, John.


I felt it was time for the American Negro to assert his manhood, to take his own chances, to risk his own life to conquer his fear of white supremacy. I also said I wanted no one to accompany me who would become a burden on the Negroes of Mississippi, imposing upon them for lodging or food. Any whites who cared to come along were welcome, and three of the men walking with me were white.


I passed in peace the first day. I was walking, taking it slow, enjoying my notoriety. The journey was to cover 220 miles. I planned it so it would end on June 25, my thirty-third birthday.


On the second day, I passed the giant road sign that read “Welcome to Mississippi, The Magnolia State,” a sign that, if you were black, seemed more like a macabre threat than a welcome. I crossed the state line and passed into the beautiful pine hills of the land of my birth. The press, apparently following the lead of mainstream civil rights leaders, had largely ignored the march, but there was a contingent of reporters and policemen trailing the march, just in case, including fifteen Mississippi state troopers, assorted sheriff’s deputies, and FBI men.


Strung out behind me were an odd-lot, tiny handful of followers: the young black vice president of a small New York recording company; a white Episcopal priest from Monroe, New York; a dapper Memphis black man who owned a gas station and sundries store; and a Washington radio man who had volunteered to be my press secretary.


I felt like a dazzling figure with my bright white pith helmet and walking cane made of ebony and ivory, which was presented to me by the chief of a Sudanese village with the words “We shall arrive.” The cane symbolized strength, and the ultimate reunification of the dispersed black peoples of the world.


I looked like an elfin Don Quixote, a lonely pilgrim barely five feet six inches tall and 130 pounds, wearing a pith helmet set crooked on my head and sunglasses that rode too high on my nose. It was an image in line with Time magazine’s description of me as “frail and introverted.”


I’ve been accused of having both a “Messiah complex” and a colossal ego, and both are true. As I walked alongside the two-lane blacktop in the scorching Mississippi heat, I could feel the spiritual presence of my late father walking beside me, and along with him were no less than Jesus Christ and the Founding Fathers of America. There was George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Frederick Douglass, along with my African and Indian royal ancestors, all marching with me.


There was never a time I didn’t feel divinely inspired. All of my life I studied for my role. I feel like God or some force greater than me provided the mission but left it to me to decide how to carry it out. I had no close friends. My most important mentors were Moses, Christ, and Joseph of biblical times and to a lesser extent, Charles de Gaulle and Napoleon.


Leading our procession, I felt, was God. The Bible in my hand was my ultimate protection, its words my guiding wisdom. Surrounded by all these titanic forces, I felt immortal. I could achieve nothing less than total victory.


On that day, as on all the others of my life, I was inspired by God, and by the greatest man I have ever known, my father. I was inspired by a divine responsibility I have felt my entire life to restore my people to the power and the glory they once enjoyed on this Earth. That purpose sprang out of my own mysticism, a sense of mission and of destiny that has always marked me as a loner among blacks as well as whites.


I was fighting for full citizenship for me and my kind. I was at war against fear.


I was on a mission from God.


When I was born, my father was a Methodist, so I was first baptized in the Methodist church and they sprinkled me. Then I listened to the Baptists for a while and I figured I better not take any chances, so I joined the Baptist Church and got submerged. Then I decided to become completely interdenominational, accepting the truth and power of all human religions. As Mahatma Gandhi put it, “I am a Hindu. I am a Muslim. I am a Jew. I am a Christian. I am, after all, a human being, and I am connected to all my fellow human beings.”


I’ve been sprinkled, I’ve been baptized, and I’ve joined churches without any initiation at all. When I die, I bet some church will come up and plant me.


On the second day of my march, every so often someone by the roadside wondered aloud words to the effect of, “What the devil are you trying to prove walking 220 miles in the dead of summer?”


I replied that if I could walk unarmed through Mississippi, then I might just soothe the fears of black people and inspire them to get out to the polls and vote for the first time in their lives.


Out of nowhere, someone said, “There’s a guy up the road says he wants to kill you.”


But I was busy reading newspaper clippings about myself and thinking about the journey I was on, and I disregarded the warning. I hardly blinked. I just shrugged my shoulders and kept on walking.


I’d gotten countless death threats before, and my father had taught me that there was no way to prevent the mishaps of nature, accidents, or the acts of a fool or deranged person. These were the hazards of life. I had learned long before that the two greatest wastes of one’s time are regretting the past and worrying about the future. But just in case, I had taken out a large life insurance policy before the march began.


I focused instead on the heavenly land I was traveling through, the sweet fragrance of the pine trees, the crunching of my footsteps in the gravel, and the buzzing of nature all around me.


Mississippi is mine.


And one must love what is his. I love Mississippi like a bee loves honey.


I love Mississippi because of the beauty of the countryside and the old traditions of family affection, and for such small things as flowers bursting in spring and the way you can see for miles from a ridge in winter.


Always, without fail, regardless of the number of times I enter Mississippi, it creates within me feelings that are felt at no other time. I feel love because I have always felt that for Mississippi. Love of the land. There is the feeling of joy. Joy because I once again have lived to enter the land of my fathers, the land of my birth, the only land in which I feel at home. It also inspires a feeling of hope, because where there is life there is also a hope, a chance.


At the same time, there was a feeling of profound sadness. Sadness because I was immediately aware of the special subhuman role that I must play because I was black, or face death. Sadness because it was the home of the greatest number of blacks outside Africa, yet my people suffered from want of everything in a rich land of plenty, and, most of all, they endured the daily obscenity of being stripped of their rights as American citizens.


My most dominant thought was, “If only I had my fair share in the running and managing of the state of Mississippi, what a wonderful land this could be.” And I always ended the meditation with an assurance to myself, from myself, that I would have that share in my land or die trying to get it.


Early that second morning of my march, when I walked over a rise, with the harsh Mississippi sun baking the pavement of Highway 51, I beheld the town of Hernando lying before me like some Hollywood director’s idea of a small town in the American South: a few small stores, some old decaying mansions, and many, many unpainted board houses where the Negroes lived.


It was the first town I had come to in Mississippi. I saw white faces at windows, and white men standing in front of their shops or staring blankly from the lawns of their homes. I didn’t see any blacks. At least, I didn’t see them anywhere around the main street. But they were waiting for me when I walked into the main square of the town. Some of them had been there for two hours, standing together on the far side of the square.


There were young black men, children with pure young faces, and old men bent with age. Most were wearing the long blue overalls of cotton-field workers, and they did not seem to know what to do as I approached. Some looked away, some stared at the ground. All of them were aware of the group of whites, silent and sullen, who watched us from the far side of the square. For both the whites and blacks of Hernando, nothing like this had ever happened before.


I walked up to the group of blacks and started shaking hands. I urged them to register to vote, because that was one of the keys to the future, and they said, “We’re gonna register, we’re gonna register.”


I swept through the crowd shaking hands like a politician, and, when I finally left, I was beaming and there was a new spring in my step. I asked someone, “Did you see them? They were men!”


We went around to a café to have something to eat. I was enjoying a cheeseburger and a glass of milk when an old black farmer came over and pressed a dollar bill into my hand. He had probably never earned more than three hundred dollars in a single year. “You just keep that,” he said. “You just keep that.” I still had that dollar bill in my pocket a few hours later when I was shot.


I entered Mississippi on foot with no food, no tent, no sleeping bag, no backpack, and $11.35 in my pocket. That was it. I knew the black people of Mississippi would take care of me.


Our little procession passed the southern edge of Hernando, where Highway 51 narrowed from a four-lane highway to a two-lane road. Carloads of whites wheeled past to goggle and heckle, little knots of blacks waved at us and called encouragement: “We’re praying for you, James!” I had made it fourteen miles south from the Mississippi state line.


A few law enforcement officials and reporters tagged along slowly in their vehicles. Jack Thornell, a twenty-six-year-old cub photographer for the Associated Press in New Orleans, rested in a parked car with a friend from United Press International, waiting for a Life cameraman to show up with some soda pop.


I remember thinking things were going even better than expected. An old farmer and his family came down to the highway and gave me water, in full view of the white people across the road. I remember a Negro maid in one white home who edged down the clothesline to the road and gave me a little wave.


Then something strange happened. The cars that had been following, or leapfrogging alongside me, moved up the road and parked on the shoulder. Some of the men in the cars walked on to a small soft drinks store. I couldn’t see the sheriff’s car or the highway patrol. I was left there with a few friends and reporters.


We were an hour out of Hernando, walking south, when Claude Sterrett, a friend from New York, arrived.


“Jay,” he said breathlessly, “I met a man down the road who said someone’s waiting for you with a gun. He’s gonna shoot you.”


I ignored the warning.


I got shot.


And now, according to the Associated Press and the NBC Huntley-Brinkley Report nightly news broadcast, I was dead.


That year, I would be the most admired black man in America after Martin Luther King, Jr., according to a national poll, so my obituary would be a prominent one. It would run in newspapers around the globe from New York to Tokyo, Peking, Moscow, Paris, and Johannesburg.


And the vast majority of the headlines would be variations on one theme: “James Meredith Is Dead, Integrated the University of Mississippi.”


My whole life would be boiled down to a single night in 1962, when I forced my way into the holiest temple of white supremacy in the United States with the help of thirty thousand American combat troops.


All was still.


I lay motionless in the dust as blood trickled out of my wounds.




CHAPTER TWO


An American Rebel


I AM IMMORTAL.


I live in the pages of American history, after the Little Rock Nine and the Freedom Rides, and just before the Cuban Missile Crisis.


A half century ago, I engineered a constitutional crisis that forced the president, the Supreme Court, and the armed forces of the United States into a direct legal and physical collision with the governor of Mississippi and thousands of his armed forces and civilian volunteers.


The result was a fourteen-day insurrection by the government of Mississippi that climaxed in a battle between a mob of 2,000 white civilians and a force of 400 U.S. deputy marshals and some 30,000 American combat troops, including national guardsmen, military police, and airborne paratroopers. Two people were killed and hundreds were wounded, an American state was disgraced, and a great American university was nearly destroyed.


The state of Mississippi was in a state of open, official, declared physical rebellion against the United States on the issue of race. That is a very difficult story for America to understand, and it’s a story you won’t find properly told in most history books, but that’s precisely what happened.


In this crisis, the president of the United States had to invoke the Insurrection Act to stage a lightning combat invasion of an American state that refused to comply with federal law. Time magazine called it “the gravest conflict between federal and state authority since the Civil War,” and U.S. News & World Report wrote that the event “came close to being a small-scale civil war.”


It was the climax of a year-and-a-half-long legal struggle in which I forced the federal government to honor my right as an American citizen to attend the public college of my choice in my home state.


For eighty years, Mississippi had enforced white supremacy with fear, terror, physical violence, torture, and murder, administered by its own police forces. Black people were treated as subhuman, subject to arbitrary arrest, beatings, and extrajudicial execution at the whim of the governor, sheriffs, deputies, and any white man or woman.


I am a military man and I saw this entire episode as a military exercise.


This was a combat operation. My mission was not to “integrate” the university, which I saw as a minor and relatively timid objective. My mission was to physically and psychologically shatter the system of white supremacy in Mississippi and eventually all of America, with the awesome physical force of the United States military machine.


I had returned to Mississippi because I had developed a master plan to replace what I considered the black American’s worst enemy: the principles and doctrines of white supremacy. I had no desire to destroy the customs and systems of the South; instead, I intended to build a better system and to replace the old unsuitable customs with more desirable ones. The first step in the master plan was to return to Mississippi.


That the black American was to become legally and officially free and equal was no longer a question in my mind. I was sure that it would become a reality. Whether the black American would become actually and effectively free and equal was not so certain, and it was for this objective I was prepared to fight. What most blacks and their organizations were fighting for, the principle of equality, the idea that “I am not inferior to you,” was to me a foregone conclusion.


Different wars have different goals: defending and repelling, attacking and conquering, forcing an enemy to negotiate a settlement, and, as in the case of the Allies of World War II, demanding unconditional surrender. My objective in this war was total victory: victory over discrimination, oppression, the unequal application of the law, and, most of all, over white supremacy and all of its manifestations.


I wanted to administer a sudden psychological blow that would drive a stake through the heart of one of the most powerful and destructive beasts in the American soul—the poisonous idea that any group of Americans was superior to any other group of Americans.


On the night of September 30, 1962, I entered the most sacred temple of white supremacy in America, the campus of the University of Mississippi at Oxford, Mississippi, and triggered the climax of the most momentous clash between federal and state authority since the Civil War. I started the whole thing.


I am a moment in history.


I am resurrected every year during Black History Month, when I dwell in an exalted stratosphere with giants like Rosa Parks, Sojourner Truth, Mary McCloud Bethune, Harriet Tubman, Fannie Lou Hamer, Marcus Garvey, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Malcolm X.


My praises have been sung by people including Martin Luther King, Jr., who predicted in his Letter from a Birmingham Jail, “One day the South will recognize its real heroes. They will be the James Merediths, courageously and with a majestic sense of purpose facing jeering and hostile mobs and the agonizing loneliness that characterizes the life of the pioneer.”


In 2009, The Nation magazine put an illustration of me on the cover, an imagined scene showing me and Frederick Douglass standing next to Barack Obama as he was being sworn in as president, surrounded by scores of other human rights heroes.


Sometimes I’m a footnote, sometimes I’m a few paragraphs, and occasionally I’m a whole book. At least four have been written about me, as well as hundreds of newspaper and magazine articles. I’ve been given awards, certificates, medals, ceremonial banquets, accolades, and honors. I’m a celebrity of sorts, and people stop me on the street almost daily to thank me for what I’ve done.


I am, in short, a civil rights hero.


But lots of folks think I’m a real odd bird.


I don’t behave like a “civil rights hero” at all.


That’s because I hate the whole idea of “civil rights” as it is commonly understood and discussed.


You see, I’ve always found the rhetoric of mainstream civil rights leaders and organizations to be far too timid, accomodationist, and gradualist. It always seemed to me that they behaved like meek and gentle supplicants begging the oppressor for a few crumbs of justice, for a few extra molecules of citizenship rights. I was never a part of the civil rights movement.


Meaningful freedom is rarely gained through the magnanimous benevolence of the predominant powers, but must be won on the field. In the event that I am most known for in history, I chose the University of Mississippi at Oxford, Mississippi, to be my battlefield.


I know that it may strike some people as a kind of historical blasphemy to say this, but the rhetoric and vocabulary of the American civil rights movement has always seemed upside-down and backward to me. In fact, I always found it grossly insulting to me, to you, and to every American citizen, because it always begins with the assumption or concession that some or any of our civil rights are up for negotiation. They are not now and never have been. We were anointed with and guaranteed all of these rights at birth as Americans.


Don’t get me wrong—we must address and rectify the violation of any American’s citizenship rights anywhere, any time, under any conditions. We must do it if that American citizen is black, white, Latino, Asian, or Native American; if the citizen is Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, or atheist; if he or she is gay or straight; if he or she is descended from the Middle Passage, the voyage of the Mayflower, or the Holocaust, or from illegal immigrants who crossed the Mexican border.


But if the discussion of any American citizen’s rights does not first acknowledge that all these rights are eternal, sacred, inviolate, and perfectly equal for every single American citizen, and that the very idea of molesting or negotiating for any of those rights is an obscene process, then it is in my opinion an incomplete, and therefore useless, discussion.


When it comes to my rights as an American citizen, and yours, I am a triumphalist and an absolutist. Anything less is an insult. It’s all or nothing.


I befuddle people.


People have an awfully hard time trying to figure me out.


I often move in a pattern that is unpredictable and baffling on the surface.


Over the years, I have managed to baffle almost everybody, sometimes myself included. I’ve backed Democrats and Republicans, and I’ve criticized black civil rights leaders and white liberals almost as much as I’ve criticized white supremacists.


People have a real hard time putting me into words. One white Mississippian, veteran journalist Bill Minor, has always found me befuddling. “It’s so hard to separate the true James Meredith from what he says for effect,” he wrote. “He defies understanding. If blacks should build a monument to someone who did more for them and their cause than anyone, it’s him. But for some reason he has never been able to generate a following. He is not and never has been received as a hero in the black community. He does so much to detract from that image. He is highly inconsistent. Sometimes he’s a Republican, sometimes he’s a Democrat. Somehow he manages to alienate anyone who would support him.” He added, “I think James Meredith has a strange desire to confuse both his enemies and his friends. He’s the world’s most confusing maverick. He doesn’t want to be categorized, no matter what it is. I think he’s a strange person, a loner. He prefers to isolate himself. I don’t think he ever wanted to assume the role of being a leader.”


I speak in code, in historical puzzles and pathways that are often impenetrable to other people. In 2008, Australian journalist Geoff Elliott wrote this after meeting with me: “Speaking with a rich southern accent, Meredith leans forward and intones like a preacher at times, slapping my leg at one point for exclamation, and weaving between biblical, European and U.S. history and then melding them with current events, in a way that is implausible, yet the work of a genius.” But he added, “At other times Meredith wanders down historical paths that seem to come to dead ends. He is one of the strangest people I have met.”


A historian at the University of Memphis named Aram Goudsouzian called me “perhaps the most peculiar hero of the African American freedom struggle.” He strained to put my persona into words, writing, “He espoused a political philosophy rooted in his particular vision of black manhood: self-reliance, courage, patriarchy, self-defense, full citizenship rights. Though facets of his ideology connected to a broad range of civil rights activists and allies, he was sui generis, both popularly resonant and singularly odd.”


The historian wrote that I “could be brilliant, engaging, and heroic, but he also had a quick temper, nervous stomach, and tendency to crash from emotional exhaustion.” But he came close to capturing the essence of my message when he wrote, “His conception of manhood shaped his politics of self-determination: to exercise their citizenship rights, black men needed to exhibit courage, shape their own destiny, defend themselves and their families, and assert patriarchical authority.”


You see, I am a civil rights hero who is not a professional civil rights figure and never has been.


I am not your mama’s civil rights hero.


For one thing, I am not a good speaker. If you’re looking for someone to regale your annual fundraising breakfast with inspiring tales of the civil rights movement, I am not your man. My speaking style has been called disjointed, disconnected, rambling, perplexing, and even insulting.


I once reduced black members of an audience at the University of Mississippi to anger and tears when I criticized the poor English skills of young blacks. I started off the lecture by dancing to some Elmore James tunes, then I sat down and told them the truth—that without acquiring proper English skills, which I explicitly defined as not including so-called “black English,” they had little chance of succeeding in American society. Studying “black English,” I said, was a waste of time.


I was delighted at the friction, debate, and consternation I caused among the students, because to me it meant we were having a real discussion about a crucial taboo subject.


But the students seemed bewildered and furious. One of them demanded to know if I’d ever read Toni Morrison. “No,” I replied. Quite frankly, I’m not that interested in “black culture.” I’m interested in human culture and American culture, both of which were built in part on spectacular achievements by people of African blood. But I see no reason to ghettoize and diminish and infantilize those achievements by forcing them into some special subcategory of “diversity” studies or “black studies,” any more than I see a reason to relegate the spectacular achievements of great Americans like Jackie Robinson, Martin Luther King, Jr., Rosa Parks, and George Washington Carver to the forced Siberian exile of some “Black History Month.”


When the students invited me to speak with them that day, I guess they expected a civil rights hero.


Instead, they got James Meredith.


I’ve been called bumbling, disorganized, unprofessional, rude, temperamental, erratic, brilliant, courageous, a man with no limits on his future, and a loner.


I am not a team player, I’m my own team. Hell, I’m practically my own sport. I am an unpredictable maverick, indeed, an outright enigma to many people.


My ego is so enormous, and I talk about myself so much, that someone once wisecracked that my name should be changed to “I, James Meredith.”


I am a tree farmer. I grow, harvest, and sell lumber that grows on the family property I bought from my father in 1960. That’s how I’ve earned much of my adult living. I’ve never held down a “real” job. Somehow, God has always provided for me. I am also a conservative, a sometime businessman, sometime political candidate, a soldier, a globalist, husband, father and grandfather, and a survivor. An inordinately solitary man, I show all of these faces and often present another one at my critics that puzzles and occasionally angers them.


I once considered myself invincible. I always had the idea that nothing could ever harm me. That feeling was tempered by the death at age thirty-nine of my first wife, Mary June, who suffered a massive heart attack in 1979 and left me the sole parent of three boys. And it is tempered by age, as I enter the eighth decade of my life.


I puzzle people and occasionally anger them.


I am the man who once stood to many as the very symbol of integration, yet I have vehemently rejected integration as it is traditionally defined, along with “busing for racial balance” and affirmative action programs with fixed quotas and many modern social reforms promulgated by the liberal elite.


I am a civil rights hero who spent a year on the U.S. Senate staff of archconservative senator Jesse Helms as a domestic policy advisor. Helms was formerly a longtime segregationist, and was the most powerful conservative in Congress when I went to work for him. I did it because I agreed with him on opposing racial quotas, opposing welfare abuses, and a wide range of other social issues. I also sensed that he had the potential to achieve something great for mankind.


Years after I left his staff, thanks in part of the efforts of rock star Paul David “Bono” Hewson, Helms successfully championed legislation authorizing $600 million for international AIDS relief efforts, and he confessed he was “ashamed” he had done so little in his life to help combat the global spread of AIDS. I wrote him a letter to tell him how proud I was of him.


Lots of people think I was completely out of my mind to have worked for Jesse Helms.


I’ll tell you something.


It seemed like exactly the right thing to do at the time.


I’d do it again.


I am a civil rights hero who once endorsed David Duke, a former Ku Klux Klan leader, in his campaign for governor of Louisiana.


I did it for three reasons. First, he had very clearly repudiated and disavowed both the Klan and racism at this point, and had never been convicted of any violent act. Second, I agreed with many of his positions in the campaign, which were mainstream conservative. And third, he was a better man than his main opponent, who was a criminal. Duke lost. He also appears to have later re-embraced much of his racist ideology.


Many people think I was absolutely, certifiably insane to have briefly befriended and supported David Duke.


Well, it made perfect sense to me at the time, like a risk worth taking.


And I’d probably do it again.


I have always considered white liberals just as capable of racism and racial hypocrisy as white conservatives.


I object to being labeled primarily as an “African-American,” because all other Americans are not simultaneously described as Caucasian-American, Irish-American, German-American, and so on, nor should they be. I reject the idea of any American being identified primarily as a hyphenated American. A hyphenated American usually implies second-class citizenship. There is no such thing in my America.


I am just as American as anyone else. I refuse to be forced into a special category where I am expected to behave in certain ways and hold certain beliefs.


I am a black man who refuses to be labeled as an ethnically hyphenated American. I am an American with African, European, and Native American ancestors.


I am a black man who has the audacity to often be an outspoken conservative, and to criticize conservatives whenever I see fit.


I am a civil rights hero who absolutely hates to talk about civil rights.


In other words, I am a free American citizen.


At the same time, you’ll never find a man who is prouder of being black than I am.


I was born black.


This fact turned out to be the most important thing in my life.


[image: Image]


I was born on June 25, 1933, on a small farm in Mississippi’s Attala County, near the town of Kosciusko. I was the seventh of thirteen children. Three died before reaching age one.


As a boy I walked four miles to school in the morning, four miles back in the evening.


My great-grandfather was not only a white man, but the founding father of white supremacy in Mississippi.


He was Mississippi Chief Justice J. A. P. Campbell. He was my father’s mother’s father. At seventeen he became the youngest lawyer in Mississippi, at twenty-one he was elected to the Mississippi House, and when he was still in his twenties he became Speaker of the House. At the age of twenty-nine, he led the Mississippi delegation to the Confederate Secession Convention. After secession, he organized a military group and was wounded twice in early battles of the Civil War. President Jefferson Davis chose him to be the chief legal officer for the Confederate army, where he served until the end of the war.


Campbell returned to Attala County after the war and was elected circuit judge in which position he served until the United States required all high-ranking Confederate officers to take an oath of allegiance to the United States. He refused and was forced out of office. He was already the richest man in Attala County, and he established the law firm of Campbell and Calhoun, which became the biggest and most powerful law firm in Mississippi. More important, he organized the group of one hundred former Confederate colonels that staged an armed coup d’état and overthrow of the Reconstruction government in Mississippi in 1875. In 1876 he was appointed to the Mississippi Supreme Court, in which he became chief justice and served for eighteen years until 1894.


My great-grandfather J. A. P. Campbell wrote the Mississippi Codes of Law and Constitution of 1890, which established legal and official white supremacy for the first time in the Western world. He resigned because he was not pleased with what the white supremacists in Mississippi were doing. Like many white aristocrats in that era, he had both a white family and a black family. He believed that whites were superior, but that blacks should have the right to vote. He lived twenty-seven years after leaving the Mississippi Supreme Court and spent most of those remaining years with his black family. He mostly raised my father.
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