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believe that when the Negro population of Mississippi has gained the full freedom 
of the vote that a new day will dawn and change will become possible . 

During our stay in Mississippi we saw a radio tower erected at the McComb COFO house. 
It is a part of COFO ' s conmunication system. Eight such towers will be erected a ­
cross the State of Mississippi so that every station within the state can reach every 
other station and any radio car operating within the state will never be out of comm-
unication 1nth some home base . 'This will greatly facilitate the 
coordination of program as well as add to the safety of personnel . This radio system 
and the necessary equipment is financed by concerned groups in the north. Rabbi 
Richard Schenberger of wbite Plains who was with us in McComb helped raise a goodly 
portion of this money in his community. 

Monday was Freedom Day . Our strategy was to transport carloads of people to Magnolia 
and attempt to register them at the County Clerk ' s office in the Court House. We 
had been informed that the registrar would not be in his office and that registration 
"'o.'OUld be impossible .COFO had been told this in the past . It seems that the registrar's 
office closes Whenever COFO schedules a Freedom day. On this day, October 26, 1964 
the reason given was that the registrar, who is also the Court Clerk, would be in­
volved in a ttUrder trail . COFO decided to go ahead with the scheduled Freedom day. 
Tbe leaders felt that in view of the tradition of closing the office, etc., and be­
cause Freedom day had been postponed in the past for similar reasons that we could 
not postpone this activity again . At 10:00 a.m. the first carload of registrants, 
accompanied by ministers, arrived in the parking lot of the Pike County Court House 
in Magnolia. The driver of the car was Jesse Harris . They were greeted by Sheriff ' s 
deputies and approximately 15 uniformed State Policemen . The sheriff approached and 
informed them that the registrar ' s office was closed by a Court order and that they 
should leave . This encounter took place at the side of the car in the parking lot . 
They informed the sheriff that they liOUld not leave that they had come to register 
and that they 'rould go into the Court House and see the order for themselves . He 
told them that they should leave . The upshot of this encounter was that three of the 
group, including Jesse Harris, were arrested. 

Vle were, at first, told that the charge against these people was contempt of court . 
Later we learned that they were charged with trespassing and refusing to obey an 
officer. wbile the discussion was being held in the parking lot I arrived driving 
the second carload of potential registrants . As I came down the street toward the 
Court House and entered the block on which the Court House is located a State Police­
man, in uniform, stepped from the curb and photographed the car and occupants with 
a moving picture camera. This before we had entered the parking lot. It was 
before we had come to a stop at the curb . He was obviously expecting us and when he 
saw the car he iiLn:ediately began photographing it and us. 

passengers disembarked at the curb, I turned arcund in the parking lot driveway 
and, on orders from Freedom House, broadcast via radio, left the scene immediately. 
I made a second trip from McComb to later in the with five passengers . 
\-/hen we arrived in Magnolia we were informed, via radio, that anyone attempting to 
enter the courthouse to register to vote would be arrested on charges of trespassing 
and refusing to obey an officer. All of the persons in our car decided to return to 
McComb and to regroup . He did so without incident and I spent the remainder of the 
day, until approximately 3: 30 P.M., canvassing homes whose occupants had indicated 
an interest in traveling to Magnolia on that day to attempt to register . At 4 :00 P.M. 
Reverend Donald Custis, in the company of five local Negro persons, was arrested in 
the parking lot . To my knowledge, all of the persons arrested did not enter the 
Court House, did not reach the Ccurt House steps but were met and incarcerated in 
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the parking lot . All of the charges were the same, trespassing and refusing to obey 
an officer . 

One of the men arrested who was part of the National Council team in McComb was Dr . 
Kenneth Bell, PhD., a teacher of Botany in Forman Christian University, Pakistan . 
Dr . Bell is studying this year at the Pi~tsburgh Theological Seminary . After his 
arrest, Dr . Bell was in a room while County officials were fingerprinting and photo­
graphing the arrested persons. In his company was a young Negro housewife. The 
man Who was fingerprinting her gripped her by the wrist and roughly pulled her toward 
him, tore her dress, charged her with not being cooperative and said, "come here you 
nigger bitch" . In the process of this brief struggle Dr . Bell tbought that the ~~man's 
arm had been broken. He said, "that 1 s no way to treat a lady. " wbereupon one of the 
men grabbed him by the shirt front and told him to mind his own business . Dr . Bell ' s 
shirt was torn around the collar . wbile the deputy sheriff was twisting the woman ' s 
arm she, in self defense, bit him and was subsequently charged with assaulting an 
officer . Because Dr . Bell was a 'ntness to the scene he will appear at her trial. On 
Tuesday morning, because we had to return to Pennsylvania that day, ~trs . Custis, Bob 
Kwik and I went to Magnolia to post bail for Donald Custis . Parked the car in the 
parking lot, I entered the Court House, made the arrangements, having been met in the 
parking lot by a very courteous official-looking but civilian-dressed individual who 
asked "May I help you this morning?" I took the man 1 s directions J entered the Court 
House and went through a door into an office . After entering the office I noticed 
there was another door on the other side of the room giving access to another counter . 
At this point I realized I had entered the "white entrance" and that the other door 
from the other hall giving access to the other counter was the "colored" entrance . 
This is symbolic of official life in Mississippi. The Sheriff ' s office has twu doors . 
One, "white" and the other "colored." 'Ihe Courtroom has twu doors with the same 
designations and the Courtroom itself is segregated . All bathrooms are segregated 
and when our people were arrested they were racially separated "~thin the jail itself. 

After some delay I was taken to the jail by a Mr . funn who affected the release of 
Don Custis . wbile waiting for the jailer to unlock the door he was admonishing us as 
to how he didn ' t understand w~y these people felt they had to come down and cause all 
this trouble in Mississippi. He said the registration office was closed and that 
anybody could register to vote when the office was open . He said all of this was un­
necessary difficulty . He said that the voter registrar was a very busy man . Not 
only does the man register voters but also serves as Clerk of Court, Issues Marriage 
licenses, etc . I asked him, "doesn ' t anybody get married while court is in session?" 
He replied, "of course, a deputy issues marriage licenses . " Apparently they have 
not investigated the possibility of having a deputy register voters also . 

Custis was released without incident and returned to the car which was parked in the 
parking lot . Because it was a radio car COFO headquarters asked us to stay on the 
scene to narrate for Freedom House what transpired when the registration people arrived . 
\ole did so, keeping an open microphone to Freedom House and giving a blow by blow de­
scription of What transpired . In the parking lot the small group (one minister, two 
Negro men and tw~ Negro women) was met by the same friendly gentleman wno had greeted 
me earlier . A pleasant conversation ensued while a uniformed State Policeman took 
moving pictures of the entire episode . At least thirty people were surveying the 
scene from the second floor windows of the Court House . I counted fifteen people in 
one window alone . On the steps of the Court House, behind the friendly gentleman, 
stood a contingent of approximately twenty-~ive white men in front of whom was one 
wearing a Texas-type five -gallon hat . He learned his identity . He 'lvas one Mr . Thorn­
hill who is the Grand Dragon of the Ku Klux Klan in that area . Mr . Thornhill took a 
deep interest in this civic activity and ivas observed making comments to the friendly 
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man Who was talking to the group. At one point a man wearing brown trousers with 
a green stripe down the side, a civilian sport jacket, with no hat (he had dark hair 
which was crew cut), approached the ~roup and was physically pushed back by the 
friendly gentleman . Apparently man {!2 was more eager for direct action and man #1 
discouraged his aggression. Later in discussing this with people at the Freedom House 
it was pointed out that the whole thing might have been an act for us to observe . A 
real "good guys and bad guys" plot . The group split . The two women withdrew to the 
car and the two Negro men and the minister were arrested. 

During the episode we continued to give a Mel Allen type description of what was go­
ing on and when the arrests were affected a State Policeman approached our car and 
told us we would have to move. We did so without protest and left the parking lot. 
Outside the parking lot we exchanged cars with Dennis Sweeney. He took the radio 
car and we were left with one of the cars leased by the National Council of Churches 
for the work in McComb . ( NCC has leased two cars for the project. ) vle waited for 
nearly an hour while a Negro lawyer was in the jail affecting the release of Dr. 
Kenneth Bell. During this time we stayed by the car and had full view of the parking 
lot and the back of the Court House. The white men in the second story ~nndows of 
the Court House made obscene gestures to us . Y~ . and Mrs . Beecher arrived. Mr. 
Beecher, because he carries a Press card, went onto the parking lot to see what was 
happening. As he walked across the parking lot, (he bas a full ~nite beard) the 
men in the second story sang "Jingle Bells1 " Mr. Beecher waved to them and proceeded 
on to the place where Paul Good (a stringer for CBS and Washington Post) was standing. 

In all, during Monday and Tuesday 45 persons were arrested. Among these were many 
ministers . Also, a local Negro retired minister, who is 94 years old, spent some 
time in jail. All were booked on the same charges. On 'fuesday a group of COFO staff 
people and local Negroes went to jail with the avowed intent of staying in jail until 
Federal intervention was affected. They were arrested but were evicted from jail on 
vlednesday without the requiren:ent of posting bond. Since that time, we have been in­
formed, the "trespassing" charge has been dropped against all persons and there is 
some hope that the second charge of "refusing to obey an officer" ~vill also be dropped. 

After lunch and after Custis and Bell had finished writing affidavits for the use 
of the lawyers we departed McComb and made our way north past Jackson through the 
Delta region and to Memphis, Tennessee where we stayed the night in a Holiday Inn . 
We were all relieved to be out of "the Fharaoh land.''! The next day we left Memphis 
at 6 :00 a .m. and arrived in Harrisburg the following morning at 8:30 a.m. 

The t~u overriding features of the emotional landscape in Mississippi are fear and 
hope. Fear is very real in both the Negro and the white co~unity. The Negroes live 
under constant threat by the authorities. This past summer there was a good example 
of intimidation in the white co~nity . A man named Heffner suggested that conversa­
tion should be held between the COFO people and the white community . He invited a 
COFO staff worker to his home. Heffner was a segregationist. He was a graduate of 
the University of Mississippi and this last year his daughter was Miss Mississippi 
in the Miss America contest. Heffner was an insurance man in McComb and part of the 
social elite. Because of his deviant views he was harassed by the police as well as 
by local citizens, many persons cancelled their insurance with him and he eventually 
was forced to leave McComb . He went to Jackson, Mississippi and rented an apartment. 
~·lhen the people in McComb found cut ~'here he was they brought pressure to bear on his 
landlord who in turn evicted Heffner and the family so that they moved, finally, to 
'vashington, D. C. Fear is very real. 

On the other hand there is real hope . The increase of voter registration in Hatties­
burg reflects this hope. We stayed with the Bryants and they are hopeful for fruitful 
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issue from the struggle . Mrs . Dillon and Mrs . Quin, 1n spite of the harassment they 
have known in the past, each went to Magnolia and were arrested . 300 Negroes attended 
the Freedom Ralley held on Sunday evening and 200 more came to another Rally on Monday 
night . Rosa Bates, a 64 year old widow who keeps children during the day, made other 
arrangements for the children on Monday, October 26 and went to jail While attempting 
to register to vote . Deacon ~~ite, age 8o was jailed as well as was the 94 year old 
retired minister noted above. The COFO people themselves are cheerful and selfless 
in their work. They are able bright young people who know that through persistence 
change can and will be affected . 

wbat does this say to us in Pennsylvania? First of all I feel we must see Mississippi 
as a land set apart from the rest of the country. In Mississippi justice is, too 
often, injustice . The law there is the enemy. On Friday evening and, then, through­
out the weekend everywhere we went in cars and afoot we were observed and followed 
by men in police cars, sheriff ' s cars and unmarked cars. It seemed to us, during 
our stay in McComb, that the eyes and ears of the white comffiUnity are closed and 
hearts are hardened . 

Secondly,we must,also, see Mississippi as a part of America. We must see that a 
sinister enem.y is at ~urk there. COFO workers and all Civil Rights persons are labeled 
"Comn:.unists . 11 Yet at the same time the spirit of suspicion and fear which grips ordi­
narily fine and hospitable people is almost like an evil spirit possessing the hearts 
and souls and the minds of men. Mississippi is an area of our land Which needs con­
tinued assistance if true freedom is to be realized. 

Thirdly, we must accept the help Mississippi has 
and the hope expressed . He must realize that in 
satisfied to live 'd. th half a loaf and not press 
must accept from Mississippi the courage to act . 
of us ~ust reach out and make it our own. 

to offer us . \-le must see the courage 
Pennsylvania too many Negroes are 
for full civil and social rights. We 

We have the law here but each one 

The Church in Mississippi is indeed a troubling sight to behold . The ministers, Negro 
and white, are the last to raise their voices . They are very vulnerable . wben a man 
does take a positive stance he is threatened and, most often, must leave the co~unity . 
Sheriff \-larren who is active in the harassment of Civil Rights 'vorkers is a member of 
the local Presbyterian Church of McComb . The Negro church is, in many ways, depend­
ent upon whites for support . It is no wonder that many of the Civil Rights wurkers 
hold the church in very low regard if not in outright disgust . 

Comparing the Mississippi situation to our situation in Pennsylvania I would offer one 
other subjective comment. It is this : ~bereas fear and hope are the overriding 
sentiments in Mississippi I feel that cynicism and frustration grip the Negro com­
munities of the north . Here there seems to be freedom but there is not . Here the 
rights are available but withheld . Here men can vote but the political structures are 
not responsive to them. Here men can gain skills for employment but are too often 
barred from that employment. Here, above all, the barriers to housing mobility are 
almost absolute. And so the northern Negro, because be has a little ~ore to begin 
with and because there is less chance for radical change, becomes cynical and frustrated 
and settles back to live with his half a loaf. 

I feel that the involvement of the Church in the Mississippi project must be continued . 
I feel that ,.,e should not only continue to support this work through the participation 
of the ministers but that we should increase the numbers of men sent to Mississippi. 
This will make the Church ' s ,dtness more visible in the southern corrmunities as well 
as provide an opportunity for these men to return borne and to interpret the situation 
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there for their own people. Further, through sheer weight of numbers, we, as church­
men, should become more integrally involved in the decision making levels of the COFO 
Movement. These are my own observations but are shared by some other persons with 
"Whom I have spoken. In all, the week in McComb was deeply meaningful for me and I 
look forward to returning at some time in ~he future. 

JFMcK 




