507 liobile St,
Hattiesburg
Miss,

Aug, 1, 1964

To the Editor of the Gazette:

Just outside of Nattiesburg, about two miles down the road, there
is a rural community called Palmor's Crossing, Presumably there is a
creck neoarby; I have not seen it, The community itself consists of a
cluster of stores, a sciiool, two churches, and perhaps 100 ramshaclkle
houses, In one direction there is a smmill; in another, o few small
farms, The stores arc all owmed b y vhites, but Palmer's Crossin- is
a predominately, thougzh not exclusively, Negro community,

The school is called the Barl Travillion Attendance Center, It is
for Negroes; in fact, it it the only Negro school in Forrest County,
outside of those in the city of Inttiosburg itself, All grodes, from
first to twelth, are housed here, In 1957, the county cloed down the
many onc-room gchoolhouses provided for Negroes, ond mmswiohoent -
consolidated all tho schools in a single building, Any Negro child,
any age, who wants to go to school from rural Forrest County must
came hero, A'large floet of busses brings the clildren from over
30 miles awny,

This =t is the logic of a sogrogated school syntem. First you repeal
the compuleory cducation lav (Mississippi is the anly stete that has
done this), "Then you close down the schools and make children travel
hours by bus, On this basis you justify having only one school fmx
Mxyxmmx bocause of tho small .0 _ number of Negroes who want an
education., And thon for dessert you point out tlot in Forrest County
the Negroes havo n brand new school house] (White kids in Pelmerts
Crossing are bussed somevhere else to school. But there are plonty of
white schools in the county),

The Swamer Project has two Froodom Schools in Palmor's Crossing, at
cach of tho clurches, Uk hold classes in the morning ond evening, Tho
two schools have ninc teachors, . Althouzh ¥yssissippl newepapers pretend
that all the sumer velunteers arc "beatniks and wierdes" fthis is an
ectual quote from the Govornor on TV), the teachers at Palmer's Crossng
are mogtly profossionals, 'k have only ono porson who has not yot completed
collogo, Ohe teacher has just greduated, one is now in graduate ochool.
A fourth is a housevifo, and tho other five, including mysclf, aro all
utnucham by profossion, Two New Yorkers teach slum ciildren in Harlem, and

ke it,

Wle are a highly qualified group, but it has boen rough, Much of vhat
we lnow about toaching must be unlearncd or relearnod here, The standard
acadomic approach has not worked at all well, even when material has boon
simplified and vocabulary sterilized, The lids we are dealing 1dith are
not troined to listen to and absorb information prosented ins point-by-
point, ormanized, "lozical," manner, One dey, for éxample, we had a
guost locturer, a history professor from Californim, wiio is travelling
around Masissippi wikh the Swwer Project, Ho rod about tho Civil
War and Reconstruction, He took pains to make his points clear and
etroightforward, but opinisons voried about his guccess in gottin his
informotion across, My opinion was the bloakost, It scemed to him thot
ho must presént his motorddl "simply," but my impression wes thet he
had mislocated the souree of &k the problem, The students do not scem
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to be able to follow a point=-by-point presentation at all, vhether simple
or complex, They learn b y télking, by conversation, by rambling around
and beating the noarby tushes, And they learn by acting things out,

Lot me give an oxample of this last mothod. One day we had e losson
on the US Congress., Most of the kids knew tho basic facts (how long
congressmen serve and do on) s but no one hod any understanding about
the politicnl procoss. None had oven so much as heard of congrossiocnal
committecs, Instead of giving thom a lot of data about this, I had them
act out o committee mesting, I appointed one zirl as a Scnotor with a
bill to prosent, and divided tho rost of the class into pros and antis
on the committec, The girl introducod a bill to giwve poor MNegroes in
Mississippl 'money, The Idds wore quite gZood in arguing the merits of
the proposal, The nogative side brougzht out all tho standard argumentos
givo thom money end thoy won't work, they all have TV sots, life is
cheapor Jdowm there, Graduslly tho bill sivdifted from federal a2id to a
minimum wage law: meko tho white omployers pay better wages, (Fact:
colorod maids in whito homes get about throe dollars a day), At tlis
point it occurrod to somcone thot we irere the wrongz committes to deal
with this bill (wo had chosen to be tho approprictions comittoo), and
we were gblo to tabla the motion, a neat parliamctary trick,

Tho othor day wo cmployed a combination lecture and role playing thot
worked this way, TFirst I road, or rather told about, an article in the
New York Times about Nogro voting in fayette County, Tenn, Five years
azo in this particular county virtually no Negroes voted; today, after
an intonsive civil rights drivo, there are more Negrocs rozistered than
whitos, The nowspaper articlo stressed the fact that the candidates
in the oloction for sheriff, thouszh both white, wore courting Nogro votes
in mony unheord of and once inconceivabhbe woys. After = briof discussion
my class had the followinz role playing situation. The class playod a
group of votor canvasgers; I nloyed an aged Nogro wihio was reluctant to
go to the court house %o register, The madin argument that I used was
thet it wouldn't do any nood, because things never get any better in the
gouth, The class was able to point out to me thet they had learned in
Froedom School that voting doeg do good, becouse in a cortain place in
Tenn, gaing have been made already,

We have undertaken to onroll Father small children (aged 8 and up),
and those are our worst problems, It's difficult to find anything conotructe
ivo for them to do, Onco whon it wms my turn to babysit I tried to hold
a losson on polities, Nono of the littlo kids Mnew what politiés or
governmont were, so I asked them if thoy lmow what the mayor is, Somecone
volunteered that tho mayor is sort of liko a horse, (This lod to a
epelling lesson on "mayor" and "mare"), In order to zot down to real
basies, I asked il anyone had ever scen a otroet or road, Yos, they had,
How, I askod, did thoy think streots ond roads got thore? Who made them?
Hore the eivics lesson camo to an ond, M"God," a little gmirl replied,
A lengthy thoologlenl discussion followed, "Doos God moake trocs?" ™Yoo,
"Do pooplo moke trees?" Mio," "Doos God make houscs?"™ "Yos." "Do
people mako houses? ® "Mo,° God makos everything,® This position scemed
unassailable by lozic alono, so, thinldng that sometldng massive must be
done at once, I asked a fow of the moro sober-minded boys if they hhd over
Scon somconc build o house, Indeod thoy had, and I launched them on a
long description of how this is done, making surc that real poople -
figured prominently in tho doscription., It was not vithout interest,
but it wasn't a civips lesson,

One day wo listencd to the rocording of "In White Amordca,™ the
Broadway play about Negroos in the US, The kids were struck by the
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ineldent in tho Littlc Rock intogration riots, in which a small Negro girl
doscriboc movingly how sho was spit on ond cursod as she tried to go to the
previously all white school, Our discussion soon camc to examine

the purposon of school intogration. All the kids woroe totally convinced
thet intogration will nmoon that thoy would got schooling as zood ac the
wites, It wap, for thom, a very simpleo neint: Negro cchools, in hundreds
of little wnys, arc not as 7ood ac 1dte sclools,

I tricd to moke thoe question moro thoorotical. Suppose Missiscippl
should deeide to spond as much money on Negro oducation as it doos on widte,
8o thot the tam schools would really be equal, Vould thoy still favor
intogratod schools?” For somo of the kids this posnilbility was too incredible
to accopt soriously. They could not imogine Missiscippi makdng Nogro schools
cqual, Dut othors saw that tho point of the question was xkk whethor
integration hns a value in itself, opart from ecunlity it would bring,

Fow !dds scomed over to have thought of it just thot woy, but a littlo
pronpting gove thom an idoa, Did thoy thinl: that Negroos ond whitos in
Miasissippd really undorstood cacii othor? Theore was o ehorus of doeply
folt Noos, They quite frankly adrittoed not undorstonding white poople
any bottor than white poople undorstood them, Did thoy think this would
bo truc if whdtos and Nezroes had beon going to school togethor al) thoir
livos? Probably not, I was thon able to got in o philosophie point about
education, DEducction, I seid, is supposed to give poonle an undorsionding
of what tho world is really like, A school system that closos pEmEaf
studchts off to half the people in heir world connot do tlde, And so
segrogation deprives whitoo equally with Nogroecs,

The civil rights movement here is notldng if not amitdtious, Its
political goal this swmor iz to oust the Mssissippl delesation at the
Domocratic National Conwvention, Wo hopo %o be able to make the point
that the rogualr Demoeratic party hore does not ropresont the pcople of”
the state, and cortainly not tho people who support the national ticket.
(At tho state convention recontly tho mein problem was how to support
Goldwator wdthout aiding stato republicans), We have formed a dicoident
group, called the Froedom Domoerctic Party, and are holding precinect and
county mootinge around the stete to cloct a slate of delogates to go to
Atlentic City and prosont our challongo. At the same time, we are trying
to onroll in the Frocdonm Perty at loast 200,000 Negroos (and white, if any
focl interosted), in order to demonstraté that there o that many vho want
to participatoc in govorament, but canmot. (Only 20,000 Negroos, about 5%
of tho eliziblo population, has boen able to rozister).

Voter roglstration ic hot hard work, Toams of two spond tholr days
walldng tho stroets and roads, Imocldng at overy door, talking to overyono
they meot, Thoy have two mossagoss sign the books of the Froodom porty;
go down to tho courthouse and try to regictor., It ig not difficult to
get poople to join the Fréodam party, once you convinee thom that the
books will be kopt socrot, But metting poople to rogiotor is anothop
mattor, Thoere is a golid wall of rosistance, composod partly of
apatly, partly of lhopelosncss, partly of foar, Fou people are willing
to buck the organized hostility of the white conmunity to Negro voting.
Sovoral hundred poople have gone to tho eourthouse this summor, but in
Forreet County thore arc still only sbout 250 rozlotored Negroos, from
a population of 15,000,

Thore are poople who havo triod five, ton, even sovontoon times,
The stroy iu that tho white gouthencr rogpoctc people with gutsg if you
try often cnough you will eonvinee hinm you are determined, ond thon you
will makoo 11;.
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Ono of our jobs in Froodom School has boon to prepare young people to
work in wvoter rogistration, Thls has boen the casicst and most rowarding
part of our work, !Mpst of tho Idds cre ooger to partiecipatec, and they noed -~
no Idnd of intellocutal support from us; it is we who are learning from tham.
fn mottors liko this thoy are remarkably informed and cogont, We hove an
11 ycar old girl nomod Rita Mac who is the oqual of tho bost of ua,

At one rolo-playlng session, when I took the port of a Negro unwilling to
registor, 1 found mysolf unable to hold up the argument in tho faco of

Rita Moo's logic, common sonse, and dotormination, I could find no good
reason vhy I mmmx should not rogistcry ond was ashmmod to adndt thot I was
genred, so I triod a dirty trick: I promisod to go dewm, but said I noced

a ride to tho courthouse, This Rita Mac said sho would provide; but, as

the role playing continuod, whon sho ceme around with a friond ina cer,

I hod skipped out and couldn't be found., Rita Mao ruefully edmittod that the
dramatization lind o most reoalistic onding,

Wo hove just had a fdoed horo, ‘then it rains in this part of the country
it really reins, and today wo had a prolonged cloudburst widch tho totally
adequate sowvers wers unable to handlo, Yater on the sidowalk iz now
about anklo deop, Tho tomptation to go svimming was too strong to rosict,
and for about fiftcon minutos tho stroot in front of the offico was loaded
with coaldng eivil rizhts workors, busily splaching about and throwing oach
other into tho only non-scgregated swirming hole in Mississippi,
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