the Southern Negro and
How Can We
Observations based on work

Jennie L.

My general impression is very fa ible--much has been
and is being done by the SCLC, and a good start made by SCOPE,
When we consider the century during which the lot of the southern
Negro became worse rather than better, it is surprising that the
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last decade and a half has not brought complete chaos. Most of u

northerners find hard to realize that Negroes were not only
denied good jokt he us istian churches, public transporta-
tion, public i KS & restaurants, but that their
schools usuall eceived only the textbooks ~arded by the white
schools and were taught by the products of such schools. That

this present Negro revolution could be conducted with so little
violence on the part.-of the Negroes is remarkable and does great
credit to Dr. Martin Luther King's influence and his insistence on

non violence. That thousands of Negroes are nonethel:

to register and to try to prepare for their startlingly new re-

sponsibilities as voters, shows good work by many.

The crowded SCOPE office in Atlanta hummed with ever changing
files of who is doing what and where. The tiny SCOPE office in
Marion seemed to be furctioning surprisingly well in spite of having
no telephone, except the use of one in a funeral parlor on the

other side of a small cafe. The courageous dedication

workers is overwhelming.




uccess is even more impressive because of
e of SCOPE workers and the irregularity of their terms
The majority of SCOPE workers seem to be of the
explosive age of eighteen to twenty-five; older people may be
less idealistic, less courageous or more deeply involved in family
care and career building. However this brave, quick~-acting age
has liabilities--overconfidence, inexperience, carelessness, and,
at times, poor judgment. They drive any one's car they can get
hold of, apparently without realizing that there is such a thing
as driver education, banging SCOPE cars into eight inch curbs,
("l guess we are all just so much for the cause that we consider
any one's car, for all,") driving far above legal limits, ("Good
practice for civil rights workers~-may need it for a get away
some time,'") and even inability to shift out of second gear.
These malpractices must cost SCOPE much. They often revolt against
the authority not only of white government officials, but even of
black or white SCOPE officials. Three girls simply would not get
up and go to work on time. One serious, studious Negro youth
when told by the assistant director to do the dishes said "Il ain't
goin' to do no dishes.'" As a matter of fact | volunteered to do
those dishes--and about half of all the dishes done during the
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four days | was in Atlanta; it did me no harm and | believe helped

a little to remove from the Negro's mind the stereotvpe of a bossy
g P a DOssy

white person who does no dirty work. A similar and more arduous

labor was that of a young white male teacher who dug a hole in the
hard red clay of the backyard in which to burn and bury the garbage
which otherwise would get pretty odorous between the once-a-week
collections. In this case a Negro youth did help to throw loose

dirt back over it, after the art teacher had left on a photographic




tour for SCOPE. | thought perhaps it was to break this Negro stereo-
type of inactive whites, that another white woman and | were asked
to sort and arrange a big blanket cupboard which obviously hadn't
been put in order for many weeks. Some of the SCOPE workers,
however, both black and white, were very industrious, keeping
steadily at their typing, clipping, filing and accounting without
frequently repeated orders. Bad judgment was exhibited sometimes
by young people who made a point of black-white embraces on the
front porch of Freedom House to ''give those crackers who rubber
when they drive past, something worth rubbering at." This is as
understandable as the antics of many of our soldiers when they
nervously face the possibility of danger, but it does your cause
no good to antagonize its opponents unnecessarily. Inexperience
may be responsible for the irregularity of meals, but might this
not be improved by careful advance planning, perhaps by the vice

director, of meals, including the purchase of food as well as its

preparation.

More important than what SCOPE is doing now, is what it will
do for the tremendous needs the southern Negro will soon face.

A large group of people not only totally lacking in political
experience but many of their abysmally ignorant, will be herded to
the polls! One member of my class, hearing that | had once gone

to Africa, asked, '"Did you drive?" 'Naturalization'" was an unknown

word. Perhaps they'll not need to know much fundamental world

geography or anything pertaining to immigrants, but they had to be

told that they are American citizens. This, too, is understandable,
humi liatingly so, and they do need to be able to sign their own
names and to fill in the date before and after the "19" on a date

line. "l can't see very good,'" alibied several. "l was the oldest




of seventeen and | couldn't go to school," said another with, [|'m
sure, complete veracity. Their prevailing ignorance does not,
however, prove stupidity; many of them showed the same sort of
shrewdness and g judgment which were characteristic of a northern
white farmer | ice knew who had somehow escaped the clutches of
all schools. Their questions in class showed good thinking.

"Why don't they want us to vote?"

"What's politics?"

"Why don't we have Negro history?"

"Why do we have to have politics?"

Two members of the class had their own checking accounts and one

these told me he was about to sell a little timber. And their
appreciation of our efforts to help them was touching. Several
met me in their church and, after service, patted my arm and said,
"It's good of you to come 'way down here to help us.'"

"1 worked at the hospital from ten last night until eight this
morning,'" said one, '"but | knew |'d better come here to class be-
fore | go to bed.'

One woman brought me a couple dozen nice tomatoes she had
raised. Another woman said, "l know it not good to be late to
class, but my daughter and | late today to finish this for you,"
and handed me a handle~less cup glued firmly to an overturned
reen cotton

saucer, the whole trimmed with bits of black, red, and
’ ?
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brick brack braid glued on. "See,'" sh 3 i ¢ ou put dirt in

here and a little plant and it can grow over."

A large inexperienced electorate is an easy field for a dictator,
as the recent history of several new countries shows, but this will
not necessarily happen in our deep south. However we remember that
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one of the world's most tyrannical dictatorships was formed in one




of its best educated countries. Also there is very strong religious

feeling among the southern Negroes and two of the ministers | met

seemed to be exerting very fine influence for freedom, without re-

aliation. One of them used his own incarceration after the Selma

as an illustration for a Sunday School lesson on "Christian

Strength Through Conflict." "I'm more of a man now, than | was

he told his congregation i nest reassurance. 0One day
he drives a truck to Birmingham to get the supplies ordered
the little cooperative store which the Negroes of Marion have
formed since they started to boycott the stores which do not employ
Negroes.
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mold Negro o M help in their political education, but the
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he contrast between what whites and blacks
know, will be humiliating to the latter and will
former support for their icial superiority theory. Southern
latter is not accepted by
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| was terrified when | went to Alabama to help educate Negroes
who are going to vote. Maybe my f la at Freedom House in
Atlanta started fear in me--every SCOPE worker present, seemed to
have spent some time in jail for the cause 1 constantly made jok-
ing references to hair breadth escapes from pursuing southern of-
ficials intent 1 K dominant whites stay
of

Marion,

the Director had so he can get you through--there won't |
any trouble. hadn't even thought of trouble getting to M
where | was to teach, but this put the idea into my mind.

Atlanta seemec Lt v At first
asking James
| were driving could just c s that median
where we want to g | snorted the sort of re

abiding adult 1 make and continued to drive. James hinted, as

teen-age boys do, that he wanted to drive until | finally let him

and then | really was frightened=--he put the c up over 60 and |
asked him to slow down. He did momentarily,
him not to drive my car s« ] he said he hadn't
and slowed a hen ¢ oped hard and harder
on the accelerator as he tol
102. This ;poke in my sharpest, school
James slowed some, but said, "We usually go the
| told him he was doing almost twice the limit he
car, | mean. A freedom worker never knows when he'll

this fast, and practice is good."

motioned him down each time he got up to ©5.
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Finally | suggested that we stop f gas ar | would go

to the Ladies Room. "Oh, we can't," said nmes; '"lt's in these
little towns where they jump you--we won't be safe until we get to

big city,"

My nervousness increased. Was | being hurtled along
by a paranoid boy who was still thinking in terms of cops and rob-
bers, or was there really danger? | knew that he had been arrested
for Freedom work with trial the following month. We stopped in
two cities-=-Birmingham and Selma.
got to Marion, found the tiny SCOPE office and were

kindly Negro boy whom | never could recognize again
because 10 A.M. my eyes were almost shut and my mind dazed.
went to a Negro home where we were kindly received, James went
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sleep at once in a back room--he had had no sleep he said, for

hours, but | knew that he could have slept five in Atlanta had he

wished. | was feeling the humid heat as much as the gripping fear,
so | did not sleep, but did feel better with a big fan in front of
me and a glass of ice water inside me.
slipped away as we were fed a good dinner and
to the home of a generous, courageous Negro widow
in Freedom workers although her house is small
children. | asked if she might have trouble be-
my being there and she answered, smiling composedly, 'Yes,
ain't afraid of dem; when de Lawd wants me, he'll take me.
1 jail and all my children.'! Obviously she was not afraid
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but the next morning when | said I'd like to walk around
see what the town was like, as | usually do in a new pl
eriously that I'd better not-~|'d better just drive and she
lled my attention to white people across the street, staring

]

do any harm but others might."

"Dey is all right--won't




street on which she lived marked the line between Negro and Caucasian

residences. So | drove daily to the SCOPE office, although | craved

exercise. Often as sat on the porch of the SCOPE office, waiting

for the hour at which my class of illiterate, eager-to-learn, ap-

preciative Negroes, would begin, cars of sneering whites drove

slowly by, with such venomous hate on their faces as | had rever seen.
the office, other SCOPE workers asked to use my car and they

returned it with a 180 mile increase on the speedometer

though the town they were supposed to have gone to, was only some

20 miles away. They said, gleefully, "Now your car will be known

all over Perry County as an integrationist car!'" | was suddenly

aware of their youth--twenty years olds constitutionally drive with

gay abandon and, sometimes, lack of adequate planning. | didn't

let any one else drive mv car after that, largely because several
y > ]

people asked to borrow it who couldn't drive but thought they could.

But | drove it for them many times, bringing prospective voters
to the Courthouse to register, or taking ether SCOPE workers up and
down country roads and helped them try to persuade frightened
Negroes to register. The leader of the Marion SCOPE told us to be
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back by &4 o'clock always. My hostess said that that was right be-
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cause most of the trouble started after dark; she told me it was
better not to go out after dark except to the biweekly mass meetings
of the movement in a church to which | took her and several of her
children. | still didn't know whether | really needed to limit my
restive feet to my hostess' lot and the village square, but |
obediently did as | had been told.

Not only was my body restricted, but my mind too, for | saw
no newspapers except a Negro paper of Civil Rights news. When |

heard radio or TV news, there was usually mention of a Negro youth




being jailed, or shot--often in Mississippi. Suddenly this came
nearer. A Civil Rights worker said to me casually, after discussing
a second hand car she wanted to buy, '"We're going to Greensboro
tomorrow to march from one of the churches they burned, to the
other. Do you want to go?"

"‘No," | said, then | looked inside for the reason | had said
it. First, | was a little afraid of being beaten and cattle-prodded;
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second, | was fonvinced of the usefulness of repeated demonstration
(especially in comparison with the tremendous need for the teaching
| was doing) and, thirdly, | was frankly afraid | couldn't stand
the heat, a five mile hike would not ordinarily bother me, but with
the temperature over 90 and the humidity ghastly, | was afraid |
would not only be useless, but a care. | refused, also, to let the
others take my car because it was my means of escape when the month
for which | had volunteered would be up--l depended on it for some
1500 miles of travel home. Anyhow, | had seen quite a few Negro-

owned cars on farms and some in town which | thought could be used.

that evening of 200 jailed Freedom Workers in a prison
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camp, and of the use of tear gas. More of the Freedom Workers from
Marion went to Greensboro to march again the next day and were
teaching my last class.
let me telephone if | am stopped tomorrow on my way
hostess! daughter.

t know--her family had all been in jail together, as

she laughingly recounted. Then she added, '"But we could look after

you." So | gave her the names and addresses of three people who

should be informed if | were jailed. She must have told her mother
because she said to me reassuringly, as | left early the next

-

morning, ''Dey won't stop you-~-might stop us Negroes, but not you--
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