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(Anne) Would you talk about your participation in eventa that led up 

to the '63 freedom vote./, and how you Into Mlssleslppl. 

(Al) Well you'll remember (cough) that Medger got shot and the 

marches had been held and nothing had happened and the NAA. I think 
with fifty 

It was formed ~housand dollars In bond money tied up in 

Mlsslsslppl and nothing had come of that. Voter Education Project 
DO 

bad sent a lot of money in and ~voters had been registered In the 

state to speak of, Negro registration had remainded around 20, 000 

and the general sense was that Mississ ppi was changeable , there was 
A' 

something you could do about ir., 1ne whole national leadersblp was saying 

we'll come back and tty Mississippi In 10 or l5 years, we' ll do the surrounding 

area first, theny we'll come In later and uh, In fact when I first arrived 
July 

in Jacksl"'ll which was :m:)K4th. 1963 . there was a court order to 

integrate the parks In Jackson, but we couldn't even g5 but we couldn' t 

even get two car loads to do that~ It was, In a sense, a terrible defeat. 

The police arrested everybody when they did anythtn'!J fu 4:ouldn't picket. 

The enemy was the pollee, Jt was a police state that's all. The only pollee 

state that l've ever seen function with such efficiency that in this country 

that there was no way of even getting to notice It---It was just that way. 

And 1 remember one day, we were sitting around the freedom house in 

jackson and the Democratic prlmary was coming up in Misslasippl. Th.ia 

must have been In August and lt struck: me that It was Impossible for a 

Democratic Party to be held without expresalng some kind of dissent 

because that would be taken to mean that Negroes Ln Mississippi were 
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satisfied with the situation. But the problem was how do you protest, how could 

you make a uh even token showing when rbere was no uh break ln the solid 

wall? And then it occurred to me that South Africa which of course Is uh 
) 

much worse tllan Mississippi whenever there was an election the Africans 
' ./ 

would hold a national day of mourning/ to protest being excluded and I 

began to think about bavtng a day of mourning In Miss lsslppl and then 

it struck •e that In South Africa the law was that Africans CCiuldn't 

vote but 1n this country ln MlssiBslppl the law was that Negroes could 

vote so wby should you have a day of mournlng, you should have a day 

of voting. Well that gets you back. to the same circle which iB that you 

can't vote, so bow do you have a day of votlng? WeU if you can't vote 

and you're supposed to be able to vote suppose you try to have your own 

election. Why is It any less legitimate thalli the illigitlmate election that's 

being held with you lllegally excluded from participating In that? So, 

It seemed to me that the Democratic Primary couldn't be allowed to 

be held without having a day of protest In the form of a vote. I talked 

to people about that---T talked to Charlie Evers and Ed King and Aaron 

and Bob and some others 1 think Tlm )enklna was down there, I'm not 

sure. 

(Anne) Who Is he? I, we know that be's around here participating in 

the Highlander worlcsbop. 

( AI ) He was at the time 

(Anne) Where could 1 get bold of him? 

(Al) Well, l think he Is practicing law In W~ington, he was then 

ln law school a.a Yale. 

I 
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(.Anne) lB he Negro? 

(Al) Yeah, he used to be senlorQ') president at Howard, he was 

NS.A vlce-presldent and tbere was a big movie made called the Streets 

of Greenwood In which he ao~as the central figure. He was 

(Anne) Yeah, l 1 ' • 

(At>lWen that' s blm. the one that preaches the endless sermon 

(Anne) oh yeah 

(&1) In Greenwood. l can't be sure whether Tim was, l don't 

tblnk he was
1

Ln the first discussions, but sometime along In there, 

he was involved very much with what was going on/ Well there were 

some questions over the Idea, but basically people were enthusiastic. 

Charlie Evers asked me to do s wrltten memorandum and then try 

to flnd sa.e money for lt. 1 thinic he I saw lt as an NAA project. 

Uh, my own view was that it bad to be a COFO project. It bad to be 

donef jointly ln order to have any~ validity. Now I'll skim 

cause the details could go on and on. The idea of doing It In the 

Democratic primary uh. eventually gave way to the Idea of doing It in 

the general election on the grounct of why should we be limited to the 

Democratic Primary. But there were 06HJ!X token freedom votes 

ca---held ln both the Democratic Prlmarles 'iiiKif.KX which are little 

footnotes which have been forgotten. In the first Democratic Primary 

which was, I thlnk ~n Augueat , the protest vote was pretty well 

conflned to Greenwood and Jaclcaon and l think the estimate was 

probably a thousand or two thousand people took part. And It was 

held under dC circumstances that made It almost Impossible for 
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it to be emulated('j> widely because the" 11. Harvard law studei\t was 
doing research in Mississippi law tltt tL 

done there that summe~ound a law which said that if you were Illegally 
wli'•~ 

excluded from registering you could vote anyway and then"your vote 

would not be counted lt would be set aside and you could appeal It 

Ln your county. And under this old law_~ which was designed to pr;,qtect 
~~err umber of e) 

whites really, uh. mostly in Greenwood, egroes who had been denied 
,) 

registration rights went to vote, but Lt took as you can imagine great 

courage because you still had to go down and try to vote and It was nor 

going to be counted so i~ its lmpac¥was DOt going to be very great 

and therefore the number of people who could he Induced to do it was 

small and mostly where SNCC was panicularly well organized which was 

really then in Greenwood. SNCC had pretty well reduced well, there was 

a t ills freedom house in JAckson, but Greenwood was one community where 

they stUl bad a, thelr k:lnd of workers and some strong support. And un, 

the second prlmary it was expanded, }hls t1 me the NAA got into the act, 

I think probably, you might say the fir;;tPs primarily a SNCC gesture, 

the second one was more an NAA one with all those impUcations ,one side 

wasn't particularly cooperative . The NAA one, they distributed ballots 

and anounced a tally of votes which was for the runoft, which was the 

Democrat ic runoff between Paul Jnb.nson and C d emao. And they announced 

that Coleman bad won the vote illy 22. 000 to 900 or something. Well there 

were several problems with that not ... .X not the least of which was 

that there wasnlt ~ anybody on the Ill ballot that stood for what 

anyone would have wanted him to stand for , Coleman was )ust the lessor 

of two evils and was running a rather rascist campaign and you could make 
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a strong case out given a free election, Negroes wouldn't have voted 

for either one ao that that second ballot uh wCJS also In a form of a 

rather weak gesture more than anything else. But as I say the decijslon 

to run In the election lnscfead of In the primaries gave the virtue of tlme 

to organiZe and being able to run your own candtdate so you didn't have 

to vote for the two unacceptable candltlares and liJC of making clear you 

weren't just Democrate,you weren't the Negroes in the party's pockets 

you were a voice of certain principles---you expressed tbem 

so, that's how it went from the primary Into the election. 

(Anne) Thank you~ Now what about after the election) and the reaction of 

the leaders to •.. who ha.d worked on the mock election? And, what were 

your after thoughts and your . what was sort of y0ur vis1on to come out 

of this? 

(Al) Well one thing was clear In the election, that was that llh, 

pollee had the state sufficiently controleed the election would have been 

pretty well surpressed if lt had been left just ln the state. There wasn't 

any attention being pald. everybody was being arrested all the time, the 

atmosphere was totally • . • . . there wasn't any way of sort of appealing 

to people and you couldn't get much Interest, i tried to arouse people 

to the oppression by calling the newspaper people but the generally 

attitude avas well those girls aU got Jc:llled In Birmingllam nothing as 

bad as that bas happened in Mississippi so it's really not news and everybody 

knows that Mississippi doesn't let Negroes vote so what are you mklng a big 

fuss about. We ran Lnto this kind ot not MililtX indifference, but of I( judgement 

of wbat was news and tjwas very difficult to ov~le • So tile orlg nal 

Inspiration of thought to get outside people In came In the process of 
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trylng to figure out how do you let people know about what's going on.,---

If you can't get the papers to record lt. And the way you do It, Is you 

get people down to see lt and In the process of that you let them tell what 

they 've seen and nK«j(iD{ that would Interest out.slde people. So ub, 

confronted with this total oppression dfXI!IaC~ in Mississippi, It 

Is just an absolute pollee state no break In the barrier, only silence about 

It T called Stanford and Yale beEause they were the two schools I was tied to, 

I would a eventually, ln fact I went to Yale and I'm going(?) to Stanford, but 

uh f1rst 1 called and said that we'd want them ..... to come down to help 

and uh, the rest of it Is the story of thelr coming and the beginning of 

attention and the beginning of awareness around the country of what was going 

on . Decision that that led to was bav ng a massive number of pe::Jple come in 
,rou could 

to demonstrate the thing Dn a larger scale because ln that brief time 

prevent some more. . . . . • and so one lesson the lOf;KX election taught, 

was that If you wanted to chance Mississippi you bad to do it wltb outside 

help. And then another lessEIJI was that the vote was the iliJjiCX most 

effective , vulnerable point ln the established power because we never 

kidded ourselves that getting Misslssipoi Negroes the vote was going to 

chance the economic power ln the community or that t would end the injustice 

in the courts or any of that. If you bad to pick the one place where they would 

the white supremacy people were the most vulnerable was the vote, cause 

nobc(t"t)n the United States could defend not letting Negrmes vote. And they 

knew they were vulllerableso they were lUustratlng all, the worst aspect 

of their ub whole apparatus to protect this exclusion of the vote. They saw 
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It as the most exposed one. So by concentrating on the vote and uh the Issue 

of the right to vote we had aomethJng which we touch the vulnerable spot 

and open doors that could be followed through to try to touch other things 

lUce economics and legal problems and so onf. Clearly not that we ...•. 

really the changes. WeU then the question was what about, what will be 

the purpose of this massive program in the summer ln specifics incidental 
whAt 

as to vMXt Mlsslppl Negroes ..••. and make the Negro in Misslsslpl aware 

that he could now struggle tor change without being alone, without being 

punJshed for no purpose whlch was the mast frustrating thing before, 

was to suffer and see no results. Well, there were a lot of Ideas about 

that what the summer should be aimed at doing, endless discussions about 

how to use a thousand people. Since It was clear we bad to have them there 

In order to achieve the basic goal but to have them there net doing anything 

was obvirusly impossible. I remember once, I think It was Tim .... 
only 

but somebody suggested that ..,half jokingly that the best thing a thousand 

people cruld do was to go to Mississippi and start running around the state 
..,..... 

asking questions . find out for themselves what Misail ' ! J!i-was all about, 

just a . ..• •• • .. . •.••... •• •• structures. But that was never a major pollli.bll tty. 

Once you were going to bring a thousand people, it was clear they should not 

all be students yru needed lawyers, you needed doctors, you needed mlrustera 

and it was very easy to see all the roles that everybody could flll and the 

National ClilfllXX Churches got Interested very early, they were very eager 

to help with various things like money which they had and none of us d ld. 

Then you had the whole civil rights groups together and over a period of 

time It sifted down to a voter project and a kind or ril: communlry project 
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In those days they were community action IDd uken iD place yet. Anyhow, 

the idea was ro have a voters' project and a project of education ub we became 
Jllfl• 1' I C o&> 

evenutally the freedom schools and at flrst there were all thesetldeas about 
Summer 

cultural programs , some which carne off, some which didn't like the Freedom • 

Theater did come and helped and other kind of ancellary thJ!lngs but on the 

vote, then the question was what was this over all vote being almed at 

within thla general overall contecy of wanting to get the people there 

and tben wanting them to have something to do constructively and then 

wanting the vote to be one of the things that they were doing because lt was 

the most vulnerable Ulustration of Mississippi repression for everybody 

to see. What exactly to do about the vote , well In '63 yw had the governerahlp 

election , it was easy, ln '64 there wasn't one ••.• the congressional and 

the presidential, so at that polnc the logical thing to do was to try to f tgure 

out where the moet interest could be aroused in a political way for voting. 

Tbe trouble with the congressional was that It wasn't until November 

and so If you bad Jclds in M ssisslppl this summer or anybody ln Mississippi 

this summer they couldn't work on anything more Immediate than N"vember 

would kind of wealren their impetus so and atterall presidential elections 

coming up and that was the major Item In the country , so why not aim 

at the presidency? Of course In 1963, Kennedy was alive and and their 

freedom. • • . • • . and Us e assumption was that we would be attempting to 

keep Mlsslllijlpl for Kennedy. One of the blg Issues ln the election of '63 

was whether Paul Jdlnson was vigorously oppoeed to Kennedy , which one was 

Kennedy's candidate. ln fact, we said In our campaign that we were the only 

candidates that were for Kennedy. It was one of the tliings that the Freedom 

campaign said in the fall of '63. There was no thought of a third party, 

! 

I 
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we were the Kennedy Democratic Party. So that the idea that there would be 

anyldnd of &J pport for a national third party was not present, it was always 

clear even though we were runnin~the general election that we were the 

only Democratic Party in MJsslssippi. We were running ln the general 

election cause we couldn't get In the Democratic Primary but everyone 

was a Democrate In the sense that we were for the national Democratic 

Party . They were not satisfied with lt, but they were for lt , for Kennedy 

for re-election. Ub, now then the second, the following summer when 

this all was to go on, Mississippi was to be selecting delegates to represent 

them at the National Convnetion , clearly the white Mtsstsstppt delegation 

would be opp~ed to Kennedy and subsequently Lyndon Johnson so therefore 

there was to be a carry over, there was to be a fight made over the 

selection of delegates. And that's how we evolved Into the Idea of challenging 

the delegation at the National Convenqlion. There would get the me& t 

publicity of showing, most publicizing what was going on, what voting 

was all about In Mississippi • It would be the mcs t relevant to the issues of 

civil rights and to the question of getting peeple to feel that their work In 

the summer would be aimed at soq~e process that would have a culmination 

to It and they would be there to participate in It. So that's why it was 

decided to contest delegates to the Demo:rarlc Convention . But lt did mean 
~,'lie. t 

that we ewere at least,"one of the reasons that we would be contesting 

delegates was that they weren't Democrates, Paul Johnson's people. 

It means that we had to say that we were functioning as Dernocrates, 

If we were to challenge a Democratic delegation. No one ever suggested we 

should , well l don't mean no one ever suggested but lt was never seriously 

thought that we would contest slmultaneoulsy the Republiclan delegation 

althoul!'ll technlcallv. I don't see anv reason whY not to 
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they were equally rajlcls t, but noboJly h.ad the intention of not supporting 

Kennedy , I mean there wasn't even an issue uh, wbeliber Republicians 

even It G<' ldwater baJdn't been the candidate and it wasn' t clear he would 

be the candidate there was no serious effort to ch.allenge the Republican 

the racists Republicans in Mississippi which Is an Indication of bow 

strong and committed everybody was subconsciously to the Democratic 

Party . So that started the Freedom Democrarlc Party put of the freedom 

ballot came the Idea of challenging the delegation at the Convention and 

then the Congressional people the following fall, the narure of the Convention 

well, 

(Anne) Before we start on the .. • • .. The big thing that's missing Is the 

logistics and the a!f;'f{;al Idea for the Freedom Democratic Party and 

the Ides of challenging the Democratic Convention, bow the , this was 

dec ded upon, how the situation WLth COFO and the}f whole Idea of 

Mississippi ~Freedom Democratic Party, the APril meeting, how 

this came about who was responsible for it 7 

(Al) Well, COFO was never really strong on precedure, so there 

wasn't any clear basis for deciding how things were to be decided , there was 

a nebulous norton that all the participating organizations had to agree to 

something. But, in terms of voting strength , it was very difficult to know 

who bad votes Ln COFO, uh, SNCC workers tended to vote all of the 

time to vote at COFO meetings, uh, but did that mean thar all NAA anembers 

could vote Lf they showed up , well sometimes people would come as 

delegat~s , sometime they would cone as an indivldua even though there 

were delegates assigned . As long as there was no Issue, you see It 

didn't matter very much. and lt was the only convention at which there was 
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speclft:votes bad taken place that 1 can remember and the Aaron Henry 

nomination which was by convention and everybody wanted Aaron to run, 

It wasn't as If someboUJ opposed hl.s nomination and you'd have a question 

of who could vote. Aaron was then head of COFO as well as head of NAA 

In Mlssisslppi so he was the 

(Anne) ¢ this was in '63 when you ran him for governor, I'd been 

wonderlng . ........•..... 

(Al) oh yeah, there was a convention to nominate a candidate 

for governor and Aaron was nominated. 

(Anne) 

(AL) 

(Anne) 

(Al) 

when was this In September? 

Maybe October first. It was In the early fall. 

Right 

That convre tlon nominated AAron , now Ed was added to 

the ticket after the convention adjourned. Ub, but everybody was very 

excited that Ed would runbecause It made It an Integrated ticket and 

of course, because of ttls own WjXXX qualities , a o that there was no Issue 

about that. It one of the coopeaatlng organizations bad opposed the nomination 

of Ed there woulcb/t have offered lt because there was no convention 10 
\ 

nominate . The convention had authorized the nomination of Aaron and 

authod zed the campaign and Ed was the obv1ous candidate to add to the 

ticket for lieutenant governor . Uh, but sorret!mes COFO staff meeting, 

see there w!ll.8 an effort for a while to distinguish between membership 

meetings and staff meetings , in that case the COPO staff would have been 

usually Interpreted being SNCC staff was, there were three people from 

CORE who were there full t ime , plus Charlie Evers from NAA and maybe 
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one or two from SCLC , but the general Idea of staff was that they were full 

tlme , paid ln a sense, SNCC wasn't paid much, but full time staff 

ll'lember, of course they would be at staff meetings, whereas a larger 

audience would Include representatives of the NAA chapters around the 

atate!ff or CORE chapters where tllere were---very few of those you 

know , but they would then participate in a convention which was not just 

staff. but was also membership . But the bo~derllne of who could do what 

was quite fuzzy and SNCC bad begun to become lf.Y lmbecled In this Idea 

of participatory democracy . Within SNCC It had b~gun to, to uh evolve 

before this In a sense It llad roots earlier . But SNCC now began to 

perceive this as the only sort of acceptable way of dealing with the 

problems of organization . Pa.rtlcipatory democrac,Y wa.e sort of , quite a 

different approach than the other organlzartona were used to and It 

coofused them a great deal, they weren't quite sure, vlf/.t it was all about 

and SNCC also began saying it awas, tend&ncy they spoke for the people 

became very strong even though, a.e Charlie EVers would point out, 

wa.e Increasing their resentmenr,foy say they speak for the peJDple but 

they have 3 Mississippi or 8 Mississippi natives working with SNCC, where as 

we have whatever It la---10, 15 thousand people wbo are members of N AA. 

We apeak !or Mlaalaslppl and SNCC would say that that was only the 
they were _./ ''" 

middle class, and\~anlpulat~the Democratic structure. So 

you had all this tenalon of who was spealdng for v.h o. The inclination 

being to sei2e upon the Image of speaking for the Mississippi Negro very 

strong on the part of SNCC and one of the things that was resented bu 

the other groups, at least by some of the other groups. Now NAA, also 

( 
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felt since it financed the thlng pretty well, tbe NAA had a lot of money tied 

up ln bonds , so usually, or felt It was left with bills for other activities 

cause other groups oouldn:t pay them. The National NAA could get ltlto the 

act Whlcb rut~er corn )licated things, because everything was not peaches 

and cream between Charlie Evers and Aaron ln Mississippi and the 

national office of NAA -.~ere were tll'eaions there, which uh found occassional 

expression in thls general vortex of contusion . ~anyway, SNCC 

because there was this vagueness about decision making process, 

was Inclined to think that It 1111hould make decisions Increasingly, ub, 

that is to say they would see themselG'es as under standing M sslsslppi 

Negroes better, being closer to the gress roots , being more Democratic 

ln Its par ticipatory Democracy sense and being workers they would always 

thlnlc of themselves as being workers dolng the organizing, everybody else 

was sort of sitting off ln the grand stand so, lt seemed to them increasingly 

natural they should mak:e decisions • Uh. Other groups resented that . 

And those of us who were ln sort of thls middle poe ~tion of trying to bold 

COFO together because It seemed so essential that it be held together really 

had to be pragmatic, 1 mean we tried to take each situation and flgure out 

some way so that whatever was possible would be acceptable to everybody 

without really try!g,g any general principles which could guide each new 
I 

situation. General principles were just not avatible 01: appliclble to every~lfS 

dl!ferent constituencies and Ideas and contributions, sort of internal . 

So there was really no procedure for decisions and and many decisions were 

made by SNCC by default, sometlmes , now the question of how SNCC made 
I 

Its decisions Is a further complication , cause as you know, SNcc.:Attanta 

was not always Ln agreement w.th SNCC ln Mississippi. 



AL LOWENSTEIN 14 

(Anne) l don't know too much about that 

(Al) Well, that' s BnJther area that had a great deal of friction on and 

off, not always, but Forman and Moses didn' t think the same way. where as 

later It became very clear there were strong strains within SNCC of 

different attitudes about working with wbltes and working with the structure 

or 1» trying to pull the whole structure down or ...... . 

(Anne) And thls came mostly from Atlanta? 

(AI) Well no. It' s not that clean cut a decision, but there were , 

SNCC Atlanta had a strucutre. there Wllf:l an executive committee and that 

executive committee would meet and uh, I once almost, it' s funny looking 

back: at lt, I almost once was In Atlanta, when they were halting an executive 

committee meeting and I was the mediator In some ways, and uh Bo b 

bad asked me to corre to rhei!Jf.c executive committee meeting to explain 

the project and tty to held him to persuade them to accept lt because 

there was great resistance to lt . And ih, I was at the Atlanta airport 

for hours welting for Bob to~ return a phone call to know where to come. 

r bad to be sure 1 waatt Intruding. And uh, he sald that I'd come to Atlanta 

he had na de the great point that I should come to the meeting and then liiOC 

as happened with Boil a great deal other things came up and the phone call 

that I • l never got a phone call baok: from blm, I d( just sat in the alrport 

till finally I uh, wondering whether I should come just anyway feeling so 

sllly being there, l called the meeting and got Marlon Wright who was then 

on the SNCC executive committee and she told me the meeting was just Ill out 

over Jhe was very ilC upset about the meeting . Sle caane to the airport and we 

talked at the airport then about what had happened, but that was one of those 

) 

( 
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potential turning polnts ln a sense. wbere possibly the uh, events might 

have flowed differently Lf something earllers had happened about getting an 

understanding of what the role of the SNCC el{4cltve committee was going to 

be , clarifying what people's relationships would be to each other . But Bob's 

fortf! was never organlztn; structurlng, he never was a great believer ln .•.. 

lost a llfiXX fight in SNCC about SNCC which he thought never should be 

structured at all , very bitter jll@( fight about that with Forman when the 

split came very deep and uh, all the forerunners of this were present. 

though not In slmpllstlc ways,.. ln other words, Bob would later uh, Bob 

was very much opposed to structure, butBob at this point was very much in 

favor of the summer project which was In a sense structure. And was also 

very much ln favor of white people coming In working , cause he thought that 

would help to blow open the whole situation in Mississippi quite correctly, 

1ougb later he became as you !mow, unwllllng to even talk to white people. 

So lots of things changed. But, the lndlvidi.IJ.a may have changed views and 

positions but the baslc lines of difficulties and tensions or the klnds of questions 

that were raised and the lclnds of thlngs which later emerged were always 

latent and present In that period of turning around In Mississippi. And, uh, 

at one point when SNCC, SNCC staff, I don't know whether this was Mlsslsslppl 

SNCC or Atlanta SNCC , 1 could check and find out , But at one point SNCC 

decided that It was against the summer prol)eet and letting whites In unless 

they were ln a ratio of nine NEgroes to one white . tn other words, If you 

could only get 50 Negroes In you could only take whatever lt would be-- -6-­

whites. Uh, and this ratio was prcposed by SNCC. Now 1 remember Charlie 

Evers and some of the NAA people Aaron very upget about this, because 
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thel) in prin¢11e were opposed to i~ /mrer it was said thl t Charlie Evers had 

tried to scuttle the summe~ project, but he never cooperated, there was a 
,,~ 

lot of bitterness about that . Now tbisltlot the subject of your papers, I'm 

not trying to get lnto the question of all that bad feellng and hatred between 

SNCC and NAA and Charlie, but lt is a very complicated and J< c:ll(OfA"X t<­

difficult thing. I'm an admirer of most oflK theae people on both sides which 

is why .being a mediator was like being a hypocrate. But the dissent, the 

different view of wXMX what the summer project should be , «MKX bow to 

recruit for It, who should be recruiting, what rules they should functlon 

under , where should they live , who should give them instructions 

(Anne) What were some of the reasons the NAA was opposed to it? 

Or were they ever given a chance to be opposed to It? 

(Al) Well they were , officially they were for It, but they were left 

ln a position, that ls through COFO , they were left in a pos!ttion where 

declslons were made w~ut them all the tlme, you see they found themselves 

ln the position where not only were declslons made, made in a procedure 

they were opposed to , that Is made by SNCC really, but they also , theye were 

also decisions they opposed as decisions , ao It was not only the wrong decisions 

but also arriving at them the wrong way. And if you' re opposed to a decision 

but you had a crack at It you may accept It, or If you' re In favor of a decision 

and you don't lilce the way It was arrived at you may accept that as, as an 

ultimne end, but when you're opposed both to the decision and to 

the way it's reached you know and that was going on, now some of the 

SNCC people were quite eager to exclude NAA people, felt that It would be 

a reactionary influence so that anfind of partlctpa~y Democracy or voice 

of the people belng beard in a way the NAA was the enemy or at least the 
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obstacle. And uh, so that feeling manifested Itself In different ways also, 

Charlie uh, well I em 't ~ remember now what the occasion was, 

the one convention which the SNCC people slttlng in one part of the auditorium 

had uh made their dlsdlection for hlm very ~r by well booing and carrying on 

when he was introduced. It was a pretty messy business Jr was supposed 10 be 

a unity rally , someone like Roy Wllklna had come d~ I forget who. lrwaa 

designed to embarrass 

(Anne) 

(Al) 

Spring of '64 

ISo you had that ldnd of Increasing hostlllty back and fourth . 

Charlie In his pJace was lncllned to denounce in public uh what he regarded 

as Irresponsible , uncouth , sexually loose uh, all kinds of things that 

the freedom house came to symbolize to hlm. So they IK felt that he was 

uh, almost sort of worse and not an ally and he should be ...... Ar/NAA 

also had problems because it bad these feelings that Its money was used 

and Its name was used and lt never bad a right to make decisions and 
' 

waa trying to carry its own program • One point, Charlie, more than once, I.Rr J 
what are we screwing around walttng for thls business 10 happen, why don't 

we just do our own summer project. Use the NAA chapters as the base 

and recruit the people through us and we' ll have them . there fUll time 

d !rector and he waa quite excited about it. Uh, and It's rever been true or 

fair to say that he waa opposed to a summer project. lr: was just not true. 

He waa perturbed over some of the ways the summer project waa proceeding 

and but not to the idea of a summer project. 

Well we've got about flve or ten mlnltes more, so If there Is &O«nethlng special 

you want to focus on 
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(Anne) Because we' ll have a chance to talk about the convention 

.. •. town. Let' a go Into SNCC being opposed to the summer project and 

that whole thlng. 1 think that' s very Important. 

(AI) Well, SNCC , It ls unfair to say they were opposed to 

the summer project as such, just as unfair to say that Charlie evers 

was, but the question of what the summer project should be became 

very compiCated when they were opposed to some of the ideas of what 

the summer project should be was sufficient, and this waa M sstssippl 

SNCC s taff not a\tlBDta, but they were opposed sufficiently, sufflclf"ntly 

opposed so that they uh held meeting after meet ing about It, they uh 

and Bob was very much for lt and tried very hard to persu!We them to 
,..h-. RW'" li-

go along, and used his enormous per sonal prestige and ec~iema to 

try and get them to accept the summer project, ~lr opposition had 

gro~ln par) out of a fall project uh, part of It was the simple human fact 

that here were kids who had been risking their Uvea ln Miss. for a long 

t !.me and nobody even noticed lr, l mean the WI [te people who came down and 

t l!tiKKX there was publicity. It would have taken an angel not to have resented 

that 1fhls was unfair and the whites were rea llzlng glamour for a one week 

trip to Mississippi and they had been there for Je ars and nobli'Y cared. 

There was a lot of whelling up of deep feelinp that the whole Jfl1t]C.'< injustice 

n American society aimed at these people who'd come down very briefly 
tralnlng &. 

and because of their ~onnectlons and stuff bad been able to tok:e 

positions of considerable Lmport very quickly and some of the SNCC people 

worried that they «would n't be the town or project coordinator 
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or something because some white person with more skills would appear on the 

scenes, so there was that. There were tenslollB over white people leaving 

When they were arrested , not bearing the brunt of tbe puhishment1 that 

local Negroes would bear, although these very often were very unfair 

complaints, that was In fa.ct not really tbe way it was, and many places, 

It was the Negro commuolty uh , deeply trusted and wanted the white people 

to be there felt reinforced and strengbtened by the presence, even when 

they knew they would be there briefly . The SNCc interpretation of this very 

often suited their own personal resentments as co-worclrers. 50 that you 

had because of SNCC' s tendBncles to think It spoke for MississipPI Negroes 

and their own personal resentment at having the white person there appear 

and seem to try to take over they would auribute tension to the commuolty 
-' 

Negroes which l thin.lc was very untrue. It the white people who came down 

In the fall and even the next summer when there were ~ many more of them & 

generalizations were difficult they by and large related very well to the 

Negro community and by and large left a very deep , emotlorftle wlth Negroes 

"'' that helped thewblte people to gro\Wand also as well as to make Negro people 

feel less isolated. Now there were then strains within SNCC that were 

Black Nationalist, people dido/t like the fact that there was a growing bond 

~X between black and white In some of these areas, for that very reason 

resented the tie that was developing in the community. They dldn/t 

ar~ulste It quite that aNay In public. But all these factors, there were alot 

of factors that led to their ub resentments, personal , policy, theoretical, 

pracucal, certainly true but ub, SNCC as well as whHe students had 

a tend~y as the NAA used ro say of not st11ylng IK in a crommunlty uh 
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which bothered even Bob1 Bob was very trou{Jled about getting people to 

exp08e themselves to retribution by voting in the freedom vote and then there 

not being any workers 1n the town to help them to stand what retrlb utlon would 

cO«<e. So the question of how, see that's another thing that the freedom 

election In the fall. Ia tlat it really wap'i!'t run in an awful lot of counties. 

That was a result of another very difficult division within COFO as to what 

kind of a thing it could do~ Jnd the compromise arrived at, after a great 

deal of discussion and argument was that we sent letters out to all the 

Negroes we could get oo all the lists of things like professional groups, 

church groups , rtJAA chapters and so fourth all over the state, asking them 

to mall in the freedom votes by mail . We sent out may 25. 50 thousand 

letters asking them to mall ~ answers back to Jackson , and they 

didn't have to sign the bal19.t, they just had to mall It in, uh, so that 

theoretically we did cover parts of the state that weren' t covered by the 

campaign . But the campaign Itself was limited in terms of the counties 

we even went to I Tartly as a result of Bob's decsslon that he didn't want 

to go lnto places where tle couldn't leave workers to help tb1ocaJ community. 

So that was another factor you see, In some of the communities that were 

om~(ed from the campaign, were communities were NAA had or thought 

it had very strong chapters. fnd never could understand why It was that 

they weren't permitted and encouraged to ask to be part of the freedom 

vote you see. Then, the NAA sdtduled Its state convention for Bilcml right 

before the freedom vote, I mean It had scheduled it months before, but It 

held it. well of course the notion that N.A A could IJJ ve a state convention 

with several hind red Negroes, a thousJand present right on the eve of 

this, pulling them away from the communities were they should have been 
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working, would in any normal campaign been unthinkable, but In this campaign 

uh, NAA bad no reason not to do It !n a smse because nobody bad Included 

these people • And, 80 when EOFO. 

(Anne) 

(AI) 

8Ven though they were all 8 part of COFO, I don' t understand that. 

Cause SNCC was really sort of running the operation and their 

attitude about it was 

(Anne) Do you have a cigarette 1 can borrow from you 

(Al) Aaron was In tills very tightrope posltlon of not being able to 

alienate SNCC which he had the bulk of his full time workers were SNCC 

and so he and 1 both spoke at that convention at BJloxi and we both spoke 
censer 

atxX for the freedom vote, ~ and nobody tried to ~ 1t • we rra de 

empassloned appeals for everybody to work for tbe freedom ticket and 

everybody cheered, 1 mean the convention was clearly for the freedom ticket. 

So that It wa~~n't that the freedom ticket was rejected by the NAA convention 

it was simply that the timing of It produced resentment. A lot of COFO type 

people , SNCC people would say you can see how Interested they are ln the 

election, they're going pulling all their people away from the communities 

down to Biloxi right whep we need them, but of course, they hadn't tried 

to Integrate them in the campaign structure partly out of fear that they would 

conservative forces would take over the party and would make it an image 

of sort of the establishment !dod of Negro, tbe Uncle Tom kind of Negro 

and so on. So that , you see, even ln Mlsalss \ppi, even the Uncle Toms 

were for the freedom party t"fos important to understand, l mean that 

anyone you cal an uncle tom and therefore the fight wttbin that structure to 

control the freedom party was something of great Importance to SNCC. 

And they didn't waru great number of the middle class so called conservative 
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Negroes Involved very deeply for those reasons. So It was, what I'm trying 

to say In balance It fed It both ways , you had the,onventlon in Biloxi. Certainly 

It It was going to be held right before tbe freedom vote and in a normal 

campaign It should have been a rally for the freedom vote , should have been 

a place where organl.zatlon!f' was done, people were set up to take care 

of certain prec¢ints , ballot boxes, extend the campaign ln the community, 

Wu that lclnd of thing depended on SNCC, on OOFO through SNCC using 

tbls relationship of NAA to COPO to try to develop that. And they wren' t 

prepared for that and many of them would m ve lee n opposed to that)(> 

fn the other hand the O<:lGCX emotional fervor for Aaron and Ed at 

the Biloxi convention was very strong and everybody there who bad any 

connection to it supported the freedom ticket. But that held down the 

votes. It held down the total number of Negroes who were Involved. 

!nd uh, produced deep re~sentments both ways for the reasons you can see. 

(Anne) When was the big, uh, 'big diacu$on you had about Whtber or not 

to have the summer project. (with SNCC people) 

(Al) j was held for months. I remember 

(Anne) I understand there were a series of meetings In jan. and Feb. 

s mall meetings. Who took pan in them? 

(AI) There 111ere meetings everywhere. 1 mean there wer e meetings 

in Jackson. Atlanta, you know. The big decision to have the summe~roject 

officially was made, I can check not-es to get the date, but Feb. In lacl<.son, 

.Ji was called the COFO meeting which everybody but you see before then , 

t he SNCC s taff had agreed to It, so at the COFOmeeting which agreed on 

the summer project there wasn' t any floor fight about It, the problem tllat 
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would have brought ahout who votes, it was all a~eed to before that, and that 

rally, meeting was more or less of a rally . Trying to get people primed 

for it. Uh, who spoke at that meeting:? Well, Aaron presided, Bob spoke, 

Dave Dennis. I think, for CORE, I made 'i speech about warning people that 

they were going to have retribution. Cause that seemed to be an important 

thing that people should be reminded , that is to say not the staff workers but 

the conmunity that was present at the ..•.... meetin~. There were several 

hundred Negroes from around the state there you see, through their ties 

to the Negro organiZations which were participating in COFO and since 

they were gotng to have to house people , cooperate wtth them, they really 

had to be warned of the price they were golng to pay~ Also give them the 

feel1 b[t tim this would have results, lt wouldn't 1::-e a repltltlon of payln~r 

price for nothing happening. This could open things up . A.ll of that, but that 

was really what the meeting was all about was dectded on the summer project, 

It wasn' t a debated close decision, it was a situation where the decision 

bad 1:-een made by everybody separately In their own rneetin!!'S and then 

COF0 radl!ied It and had the strategy rally, discusslng everyboclles, you 
>lho would 

know getting people to volunteer, ~rganlze homes ~X m &llvar County 

or where ever It was you see In each county area volunteer people. Then after 

that meeting we had a smaller meetinR' in a cafe ln whlcb we discussed 

who wculd be enchsrge of which spedlfk projects or area of projects for the 

summer. 'Utd uh, the business of my dolng recrultlng, someone tc else trying 

to get money, although these all overlap, but bnslc areas sort of to start from. 



AL LOWENSI:ElN 

were sketched in and worlced out mat day after the cnpo meet mg. H~ 

t•ve got to go. 
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