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Jim Formen - November 12, 1965

Well, we were discussing the question - you were talking about
the shift from voter registration to protest polities, Yeah,
nu.gay contention is that actually the whole desire and the
whole motivation around the voter registration project was really
a drive toward protest politics because a lot of people in SNCC
were telking about the saving importance of the Black Belt coun-
ties in partioular, so that there was a general orientation that
you had %o try to get into these areas and to build some kind of
political base, But that voter registration was & technique
that should be used as an organizing device, And I think that
in Mississippi in partioular, that you ocan't just see the freedom
vote as the first manifestation of - what you would call, say
voter registration toward protest politiecs, _but that it has to
be considered in certain evolutionary stages,| because even going
back to 1963 - well, first, I mean, people s ed registering
voters in MeComb in August of 1961, and that got interrupted with
the arrests and the jails - and the jailings., But that when
people went into Jackson, it mainly was the people who were worke
ing in direct action - lLafayette, and Diane Nash, and MoKinney,
end ( » Fédhein Brooks and Peul Brooks, There was the
feeling that you had to begin mobilizing people and they ran up
against this whole cornerstone of fear, which is very rampant in
Mississippi. And people started working on what I call - what
wes called the poll tax cempaign for 1962, I think Mississippi
allowed two months for the payment of these poll taxes in certain
election years, And 1962 was e congressional election year. And
people did search out L.T. Smith and Rev. (Remaefl )s 2nd those
people were really Disreend ( Bevel ) and Brooks and :ma other
people that were there - because I remember them saying that these
two candidmbes who had agreed to run for Congress - and they felt
that running bleck candidates would be an important step toward
motivating the people to register to vote, So that people werked
during the spring in limited fashions on those campaigns. Now,
Moses entered the picture because he had - came up from MeComb
to Jackson and wanted to work in those campaigns and worked as
submerged cempaign director for R,L,T, Smith, And that that was
done, you know, with the full awareness of the whole SNCC execu-
tive committee and staff at that time, because all of us felt that
that was a very important thing, in terms of building some form
of orgenization end working on the question of motivation., I
think that the - and following that cempaign, after that summer,
after the primary in June, "62, people went around and got peti=
tions seying if I were - if you could have voted in this election
would you have voted for Jemle Whitten or Rev, Tremmell. Imean,
which was reelly in a sense something of a freedom vote, but it
wasn't called thet, I mean - cause s I recall
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!ﬂy‘dimtly, and that that petition was used even when people

up. t was presented on the opening
day of Congress, of '63, but it dldn't get anywhere at that
particular time, maybe we didn't have & lot of signatures, and
the kind of support wasn't there, But there are certain naturel
things that have to be considered, given the fact that people
worked in those cempaigns in '6l. And thet wes that - the dle
was sort of cast for people working in elections. I mean that
that was sional election at that time, and the next
election that came up was the Governor's race, in the fall of
*63, Well, by that time, when there had been a greater buildup
of forces, in Mississippl, which even made the contemplation of
such an action as that as possible, but the (I don't know, I've
forgotten how we started talking about this) - but 1t's true
that the limited number of people registered had an effect upon
the deelision to run people in the Governor's campaign, but the
point that I'm trying to stress is that there wes a natural see
quence, there was a naturel line, that it wasn't just the fact
that we'd registered so limited people that you decided to run
candidates in the governor's race, I mean, as I see it, it's
another manifestation of trying to focus public opinion on the
situation in Mississippi. And also trying to build motivation
soross the state, trying to get people sort of involved in the
politicel process,

JM: Then the only semse in which the freedom vote could be a
new idea was in the exact tactical form it took,

JP: Yeah, the whole question of going around the state, say
with a freedom ballot, I mean - it had to take that tactical
form because - I mean, you just didn't have people that were
registered to - across the state, to make any kind of signifi-
cant dint on -« in any governor's rece., And the idea that
freedom vote was to show to the country - you know, Just as it
was attempted in the Whitten cempaign, you know, that if Negroes
could vote that they would have voted for this person rather
then the racist candidate, And also, I mean, that the thing
that was shown on the R.L.T., Smith campaign, that you could get
to a lot of people., I mean because you dn't deny the poli-
tical candidates access to TV time, even though it had to be
paid for in some instances, but, in the R,L.T. Smith campaign,
I think there was some free TV :‘:1- that was even obtained,

I mean, but all that has to be looked at in the background of
an isolated Mississippl, where you didn't even - where you
couldn®t even distribute leaflets beck in the fall of *61 in
Jackson, I mean, there was a little paper put out called the
Volee, and if you were passing it out on the streets in Jackson
you would be arrested, you see, snd so that there was very
1little way of communicating w!&h people, And one of the things
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that developed in the R.L.T, Smith campaign was getting TV time
and speaking to people about issues, And of course the cam-
paign for governor only accuntuated that, you see, so that it
seems to me that the name “"Freedom Vote" was a new name, but I
just don't see it as eny different, because -~ I mean, even
across the South, not just in Mu{ulppi = I mean, 2ll of us
were telking about the fact that Negroes were a majority in a
lot of the cmnuu' and it has to be remembered also, at that
time, that you didn't have the reapportiomment cases of the Su
reme Court, you didn't have the decision of “one men, one vote
and the ro&usﬂoﬂns by these state legislatures that #n Georgila
for instance, the counties - and I still think this is true in
meny instances - really held the basis of power in these areas

I mean that whole machinery, designed so that the cowmties, and
especially the Black Belt counties, had an inordinate amount of
power in the state legislature, So by people working in specific
counties, there was obvious recognition that this was a slow
long-range xamou' but that it was 2 naturasl area for you to
work in., Then you'd go and work in the congressional districts
too., As we indiocated that the - that at that time a lot of ener-
gy was put into - that 2 lot of people were very concerned about
how you break the isolation of Mississippi, and I mean, jJust in
this country in general, the terrors of Mississippi, you know,
were not really known, violence was occurring, and except for
specific situations, you get some national attention through the
press, you know, NMississippl itself had to become & resl nationsl
concern, And so one of the things that - some of the positive
things in terms of the freedom vote was this whole question of
external-internal pressure. I mean people in motion in Missise
sippi, and then, of course, some pressure from the outside which
came about, you know, from the Yale and Stanford students coming
into the state, primerily because of the fact that they were
white and they represented a certain power establishment, I

mean that there were lines of relationships vis-a-vis their
parents, and their congressional districtz, you know, a Congresse
men from California gets excited when some parents called him
f:ol‘hil constitueney, you see, about somebody being in Missis-
sippl.

JMs Then the freedom vote would really become the first time
th:: protest politics in this form is (@vertly?) seen by the
nation,

JF: Yeah, well, that I think is true., Well, I mean, you gotts

accentuate 1t, I mean, I don't went to say by the nation,
( ) I mean by & greater segment of the
population,

JH:
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JF: I mean, I think that the consequences of the rntdn: vote
were important even inside the state b wha was
thet & tremendous emount of resources were poured into the free-
dom vote, and - there'd always been a shortage of cars, and in
the last two or three days before the freedom vote I think we
rented about twenty cars, And people saw that it was possible
if you had the transportation, I mean, ... to mobilize large
segments, you see, and people began to think in terms of state-
wide op.raum' after the freedom vote, because they had gone
into areas, they'd obtained names, thq’&u&o contacts, and that
was very important in terms of the summer of '64, Now it was
around that thc of course, that & lot of frustration was set-
ting in the slow wﬂ' rassn:luon. but also around
oag oy g obiy B and killinge, aid you know, the
egony of trying to organize in these areas, and devikcp concern
for the rest of the country. Now there was a lot of talk, I
meen there wase lot of talk ebout bullding a confrontation be-
tween the state government and the federal goverrment, I mean,
during the freedom vote or right after the freedom vote. And
there were some of us that, I mean, I was in this category, who
f.l'.‘ that 1t was a ulhko to think thlt, say in the summer of
that the D t, when 1t would bo ubxvihd
in &h‘ rece for prons.dua m going to really try to mount some
sort of confrontation wsth troops and things like thnb. end that
out of the discussions around the summer project - or rather that
from that project we ought to establish some long-range basis
that people should be used in orgenizing (
that would be lasting beyond the summer ( ). Becsuse
Just to bring, you see, I mean what happened was that the freeé
dom vote did focus 2 lot of attmntion on Mississippi because you
had the Ysle and the Stanford students down, and it pointed out
elso that it was very important to get people from a lot of
congressional districts around the country involved in !u.luuippi
- that there would be a lot of anxiety and concern on the part o
the country end specific individuals because people were comi
from congressional districts - but that - and that maybe if a lot
of these people got in you had this kind of confrontation, but
that concept was soon abandoned, I mentioned that because there
was & lot of discussion around the time of the freedom vote about
trying to bulld some sort of confrontation between the state and
federal government,

JH: But then, tbu uu was teken up again with the - the idea
of the muqo the regular Democratic Party of Mis-
sissippi, wasn't 167

JP: Well, not in terms of necessarily - of that confrontation
in terms of the summer project, but it was in terms of - there's
no question about it, that the formation of the Freedom Demo-



JF =5

oratic Party, and the challenge at Atlantic City - there was a
confrontation, as well as there was a confrontation in the cone
gressional challenge, But the objectives would be different,

I meen, there was talk around the freedom vote about & confrone
tation between the state and federal government - you know,
sending in troops, this, that, and the other, you know, & lot
of that was written about, But you see, even, you know, I mean
- given the feet that - well, I was saying, back to this whole
question of ( s I mean, you know, it was antici-
pated that - you (build a) little basis in these congressional
districts, and that you get your forces stronger, and that you
could also move into Jaokson, and that that's important, because
what happened was that in '61 people found that it was just ime
possible to even organize end to work in Jackson, because of the
repressive police force, you know, and with the Tremell campaign

and - which was later than ( ) campeign, Tremell dled -
you know, people got out of Jackson and were organizing in these
districts and duilding ( ) basis so that you didn't, say

at the time of the freedom vote, you didn't spread out from Jacke
son, but what you had then was a converging back into Jackson,
«ss You know this is 2ll haphazard and ) = I don't know
what 1t means...

When I wes in Jackson, see, and all the staff was right there
in Jeckson, and people were talking about the difficulty of ore
genizing, and I knew I had a lot of opposition against, say, the
direct action staff concentrating in Jackson, because it was in
Jackson, see, that the White Citizen's Cmuwh had the strongest
hold, eand the police had the dogs, and so forth, and it was the
state cepital, which meant that the opposition, you know, was
the strongest right there in the state capitel, Loglcally you
could sssume that the kind of control that was had over Jackson
did not exist in a lot of these outlying areas, That you could
find 1t easier to organize in these rursl areas than it was...
in Jackson, see, now, - thet wes the discussion, I don't know if
the discussion itself helped people to move out, What I'm saying
is that a lot of this is not caluulated, but it seems to me what
you have to do ( ) 1s to look back on it and put it
in some sort of fremework and to interpret it. But people knew,
you know, that at some point you had to go back into Jackson,
you know, and of course after that freedom vote there was, you

y il. during the freedom vote rather, ( )
was the whole emphasis on building the Jackson office, because
at that time the concept of COFO was getting stronger and stronge
ery  aee
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JM: Then, the 1dea of SNCC really was to build a confrontation
but the form 1t would take was sort of...

JF: Well, it wasn't really spelled out, I mean, you know,

this program called operation
MOM -~ Move On Mississippi., Which was not drawn up until after
the MeComb thing, and, the whole idea was to get ten to fifteen
cities in Mississippi that would move on fome form of direct ace
tion, But you know, people didn't spread out at first, and they
were t d in Jackson, and it was very, very dil’ne\xlt to
orgenize pesple, The idea really was just to build groups of
people and independent orgenizations all over the state and no
one could predict the timetable, but 1t was just assumed that
these forces would begin to euiun, and to make some uniform
protest, And we came g year or two earlier then what I had en-
ticipated « ( ) op '64, but « you see, I think you heve to
look at it in terms of guerrilla warfare, and that to me is the
best snelogy. You develop a:1sttle base, and then you develop
another 1little base, another 1ittle base here end some more people
there, and - that concept made the freedom vote possible, because
there were already initial conteets in 2 lot of these areas, snd
thet you then move in, you know, into the stronghold, which is
what (Johnson 1s), Rether then working in the enemy stronghold
and then trying to ‘fam out and then converge on it.

y
JH: Now there is talk that by the summer of 63 the white power
structure in Mississippi was fairly confident of itself, that it
had the movement licked.,

JF: I just don't see how anybody can sey that, I mean, you know
the facts just don't jJibe with that. I mean, when you stert off
with five or six people in the summer of *61, working in MoComb,
Mississippl which was the first time that - Well, there'd been
other voter registration pitehes, I think that the NAACP was a
threat to Mississippi, but you didn't have that kind of indigenous
movement going on, that kind of protest action, that - then in
the fall, or in the spring of *62 you get more and more people
coalessing around the movement, by virtue of the Hendrie and
Lindsay campaigns, you - in‘theisummer of '62 you start with this
COFO thing which grows stronger up in the Delta « I meen it's
true that people here - had not been concerned with Jackson, end
you're opening up more and more counties, end I just can't see,
you know, I mean I really don't see how anybody - how the power
structure ( ) I just don't see how that talk hes
any reality to it. esslP in Greenwood, you lmow, we had
esteblished offlce, and we put a lot of resources in buillding 2
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base in the Delta, and that was sfbep.it was very diffioult for
us to get an office after the office got burned down, but we did
find onw, snd you had a good base up in Greenwood, a2 lot of fore
ces that were mluuns up in the Delta, We had discovered new
people, Mrs, ( ) had been discovered at that time, end there
was work and activity going around that second eonmuiwl dis-
triet, we'd moved up into Holley Springs, psople were at work in
the first congressional distriect, ( and the rest of
them had moved down into the fifth, end working in Hattiesbursg,
8o that I just don't see - and the Justice Department wes filing
more and more sults, and they were preparing for their big suits,
you know, mu:i those Missiesippl laws, It was & question of
timeg nllo nk that the freedom vote m' ou know, I meen
all the u‘lﬁuu up to the summer of *6l - 63 wes dcumtd to
::;od up the process too, But I really don't subseribe to that,

JH: Then what it would be i that, rather than the whites being
confident, they were sort of wondering because they were afpaid
that things were going to breesk dowm,

JFs h&lnd we hed had that eonfrontation up in ﬂ:o Do te,
tizen's Comnoll... up in Greenwood, where 62" you
hed - you couldn't even work, you couldn't even erpasu &
'hlnk that if mmu mt a lot of the segregationfsts should
ve known tha -on{ be long, that 1t was 2 question of
smnns for tm, mﬂnu on time,

Jii: The freedom vote would be the first time that large numbers
of whites came into Mississippi.

JP: Oh, yeah, that's true, there'd be no question about that, I
fean.as

JH:"Do you think this made & significent difference tb the move~
men

J¥F: Yeah, I think so, I mean, I think because this is first of
8ll basically a white ultnrc. and that people exhibit more con-

ecern in terms of what happens to 2 white person in s given situ-
ation as compared to what happens to the Negroes. I think that
the « that in meny ways the political harrassments around the

speeding, the tickets uﬂ so forth we had during the '63 came
paign, can be attributed in meny ways to the fact that you had
certain volunteers, and that mostly whem that subernatorial elece
tion and people wanted to play down that role, you see, I mean
because there was fear that the federal govermment might move in
in terms of protecting some ar these people, and beceuse after all,
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some of the mmnu came from some of the powerful centers, and
you know, in the country. From another point of vimr I think
that it geve additiecnal strength to the movement because it nede
more people avallable to do certain types of jobe., I think that
it increased the foous, on what wes ha it helped to pro=
Vide additional resources, you lnow, thet could get some of the
work done thet was nnd.d to be done...

J¥s Then do you think that all these white students made a dife
ference for - filled in the gep which was left by the voter edu-
cation project foney that had\bun withdram, ..

JPs Oh, I don't think that, I mean I think that SNOC iz to
be oanom.& for really nppoﬂlns that freedom vote onnpﬂ.en
when, in rut' very few other people did, The - see, I don't
think « I don't teke the position that the money for the voter
education project - I mean, I think there are a lot of reasons
that you can talk about that - but that 2 lot of them were simply
administrative, I mean, that here was a projeet that was designed
to register wﬁu-. it had poured a considersable amount of money
into Mississippi, you know, that it tmna it nry daifficult to
faives T thm: that the upsoming election
that people wanted to p e-th.e remaining money in
tho mlt strategio pmu 1n terms of getting some peaph regis-
red, in these somthern oities, I think also that one could ar-
7\« that the voter registration project had backfired, that in
61 there was a lot of designed emphasis to get IMmM involved
in voter registration, even by the administration, you lmow,
end that there wes some feeling that this would be less d.n-ue
and %B would be less u’hlmll%nsv to the camm.l But that ’:lﬁ

racism of the soclety wes very
very embedded, and that had to be Sort of thrown up to the public
Bye... that was really a conscious thing, I mean, & lot of those
espects of it,

No, I don't think that they filled a vacuum, necessarily, I mean
(JM: But it did part - ) Yesh, there’s no question sbout that,
And then I think that the .t‘ft in Mississippl had been having

e long debate about the involvement of whites in the state, there
wes & problem that they had to ultimately face up to,.,.. I mean
umuy the 1nvolmb of mm et thet time really resulted
from seversl things, going 1:3 the Petll Seeger - Theodore
Bikel concert in the spring, of * # thet was held in Greenwood,
where whites came over for ‘hc ﬂrl $ime, and nothing heppened,
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see, and then with Mike Miller and Diek ( ) coming down in
the summer of '63, end that they were able to work, and then some
other whites came in during the fall, and it wes evident by the
time that whites could work in the state of Missiesippi. So that
it was the first time that that large & number of whites had been
involved in Mississippi, but it was not the first time that whites
hed been invelved, and thet again has to be seen out of that
process, that whole development, as I see it., Simply beceuse at
the time that a lot of the m%« eeme in, we must have had maybe
ten or twelve white staff people that were wo in lMississippi
at the time of the freedom vote, I don't know, I'd have to coumt
them mp, there's Mike Mendy, Casey was over there, maybe it wasn't
ten or Mn. mt there were at least five or six,

JM: Then, it's been sald that each of these new ideas, that
they*re tried, 1ittle by 1ittle, and it is very defimitely evo-
lutionary process of getting more and more involvement, let's say
wmm‘ but it causes a sort of revelutlon in bthe power structure
every time it -

JPs: Oh, yes, that's tme, there's no question about that, Then
the other thing, see, I just think that you can't forget the
fact of the involvement - say of the whites in the Treedom vote
in the summer of '64, enother protest movement, the effect upon
the people themselves, We were not wmindful of that, I mean,
that if you're talking about bullding & national movement and if
you're talking about getting more and more people involved in the
movement, that one of the ways to do that is that you expose them
to a lot of protest situations, And I don't know, I mean I can't
ever prove it, but I think that there's a relationship between
protests that were going on in the Negro communities - certainly
the tests -« the spirit of protest which I think is in 2 lot

of northern kids, I mean, from hoth the negative and the posi-
tive point of view, Prom the positive point of view a lot of the
kida get involved, and then when they come back, to talk about
protes things in their own neighborhoods after they've been
involved in the Deep South situation, is very very minimal, I
mean, that is 1t doesn't require that mueh energy, or that much
risk, From the negative point of view is that it foreces & lot of
other peoples to say, well, if people cen do this in Mississippl,
why shouldn't we be doing something #bout our own situations, you
know? or{ougeepooplllwm, well, why should I moff&e
Mississippi, we heve problems here, snd meybe they haven't been
doing enything so thay begin o talk about doing something in
thelr o areas, you know,
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