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MEMORANDUM 

To: Tim West 

Fm: Joe Sinsheime~ ' .. 

Re: Interview With Willie Peacock 

Dt: December 20, 1998 

Enclosetl is an interview I conducted with Willie Peacock, SNCC field secretary in Mississippi 
from 1962-65. ·Peacock was particularly active in the Greenwood, Mississippi area during the 
1963 voter registration campaign. -

In the interview, Peacock discussed: 1) the development of a NAACP chapter at Rust College in 
1%1 in the wake ofthe Greensboro, NC sit-in demonstrations 2) meeting Bob Moses in the fall 

I . 

of 1961 3) the renewal of the Marshall County Voter's League in 1962 3) Amzie Moore's 
relationship to Bob Moses and the other young SNCC organizers 4) the formation of a.-singing 
SNCC quartet featuring Peacock and Hollis Watkins 5) working on voter registration activity in 
Sunflower County with Mrs. Fannie Lou Hamer 6) the assassination attempt on Jimmy Tr~vis 
and Bob Moses outside Greem~ood in 1963 7) arid problems in the 1964 Freedom Summer 
campatgn. 
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Interview.with Willie Peacock 
Jackson, Mississippi · 
February ·a, 1985 

If you want to just go ahead and· start, I will turn the 
tape on. 

8kay. Let me give you a little background information about 
myself. I was looking for a way, I was conscious of what 
was happening with my people in I•1ississippi and throughout 
the South. I hadn't been much in the horth . I was young and 
about fifteen years old I left hom®' and just went around the 
state for about a year. 1f1y parents didn't know where I went, 
it was just-- I went from one-- in those days it was not 
dangerous, it wasn't safe. Like many kids would be wandering 
around, tied down to some kind of job, or something. Because 
Jim Crow was very much alive. 

But I went frem my home town in Charleston which is in 
Tallahatchie county to the various cities that 
they said, little tovms and counties that they said WPre 
very bad for black people such as Carroll County, Carrollton, 
Leflore County , all points through the Delta; hitched around.; 
hitch hiking, working a little bit. Such as a teenager at 
that time could get . 

And then I came back home with the determination that, 
to finish high school and go to cmllege, and try to get some 
skills, credentials so that I could be some kind of force 
in helping, joining forces 1Ni th whoever came up to help 
bring about the kind of liberation in ~,ississippi that would 
save the lives of my people, because they were being lynched 
left and right. It wasn't even news anymore. The only time 
it became news again was when Kack Charles farker and I:mmett 
Till were lynched. And that kind of got attention focused 
on Mississippi . There were people even that I had heard 
about-- lViedgar Evers , Amzie I1:oore, and Dr. 'l' ...... b. Howarth, 
and many other black people that were trying to be progress
ive, who were going to f.1ount Bayou which was in Bolivar 
county, meeting every Sunday , not every Sunday but I think 
something like once a month. They had a campaign going on, 
don't buy gas where you can't use the restroom which was 
the first statewide direct action.type movement, thing that 
I remember happening,that happened in my time. 

So I followed my plan. I went off to Rus~ college li1 
1958. In 196~ the sit-in movement in Greensboro happened, 
people at sit-ins. Students on campus, those who had the 
same kind of ideas that I had came to the front and we began 
to know each other; talking, meeting, and trying to think 
about what would be our part to play where we were since 
we were students and we knew the kind of decadence that was 
nroun~ us , and the things that we were submitted to in Holly 
Springs, Ivlississippi as students. 

So we started right then and there. ,,e vvere the main 
support for the local theater, yet we had to sit ~p in the 
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"craw's nest," up in the balcony, separate you know. So 
we started there, boycotting, and we got h1 .I. College 
students' body, student government to meet with us and 
to do something jointly. But then Mr . Roundtree got to, 
something got to the President and it was almost like 
they were forced to go to the movie. And then we kind of 
intensified, from that point ·~60- ' 61 we intensified our 
efforts. And we started-- we felt we needed a structure 
to work from , so the first chapter, college chapter of 
NAACP was organized. That is when I met IVledgar Evers . 
That was the second time actually that I had met Medgar , 
because I had already attempted to vote around my home 
town and so he came and I told him of the results. I 
was refused and I sent an affidavit to him to get to the 
right places. And in '61 I helped organize this chapter 
on the campus. 

And I came to find out that it was the more conserva
tive students who were dealing with the NAACP, so some 
of us, a few us just split off from that and we started 
trying to knock on people's doors and trying to get 
people to attempt to register to vote. By this time, the 
fall of ' 61, Bob Moses came to campus, because -- that 
was when I met him and Amz ie l!11oore . They were trying to 
get busloads of students to come down to Oxford to the 
federal court where the case dealing with voting pract
ices in Charleston, Tallahatchie county was on trial 
there. And the plaintiffs would always fill the court 
with these local white people. 

Right. 

So that they would not be intimidated. Bob and Amzie 
strategically came to the campus and the president of 
the school was very receptive, Dr. ____ Smith and them 
were able to get maybe a busload and a few cars of people 
to come do\vn . And being from Charleston that was a big 
step for me because naturally I saw all of these white 
people who knew me, who knew my parents, who knew all 
of my relatives, and whatever repridals they could have 
taken because I was there. 

And it seemed like to me from that point on there 
was no turning back:. ~~~e started, we intensified-- well 
I was graduating that spring of '62. From that point 
on, through the winter, on through that summer we 
intensified our efforts. By that time I met Prank Smith 
who is now in 1Jashington, D.C. He was with SNCC. Bob 
never got back to the campus, he was busy down in 
McComb , and going around the state trying to coordinate 
things. 
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Did you know at the time vrhat was happening in If.cComb? 

Yes, I knew what was happening. 

Was that through word of mouth or ? 

It was on the news. And then there had been some SNCC people 
that had come through, Chuck f11c0ew and Dion Diamond. Actually 
they were the first people who came through for 3r.cc. But 
they went back to Lousiana, they were serving .•• they had 
got arrested and they were serving time. ~hey had a charge 
of insurrection I believe, which was a serious charge. So 
they never got back and 

And as I was saying, Frank Smith came from Georgia,from 
county and we started organizing, doing some 

serious organizing. he went throughout r:arshall county, e 
Soto county and :Senton county, all of these are rural counties 
right there together, making contact with people who we had 
heard about by word of mouth that had been trying to do 
things all the years. These were our initial contacts. There 
were always people in the communities who had stood out in 
trying to do things. So it seems you never really have to 
go empty handed so to speak, to anyplace that you are trying 
to do something with. There is always somebody there. fu1d 
if you ask the right question people will tell you who to 
go to right away. 

So we started coordinating, in coordinating with what 
we were doing we told them what efforts were being made in 
i.Viarshall county. These kind of people kind of knew each other, 
you know, had been together some kind of way. And then they 
would tell us about other people in that same area we were 
working in. And then we started coordinating, gathering 
information and kind of consolidating our efforts. ii.e were 
kind of at the same time-- it was the consensus that voter 
registration should be the thing·to move on first. 

The people in the communities felt that? 

Yeah, these contacts. 

That voter registration was the first thing that needed to 
be done? 

Right, because ... 
Now were a lot of these people old NAACP people, or younger 
people that you were seeing? 

Initially most of these people I· would say were from middle 
age to elderly people working, doing things, standing up, 
standing out for a long time. So we started there, we were 
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Peacock (cont.): able to organize the IV:arshall County Voter 's League, or 
activate it, I think it already existed because there 
were , in all of these particular counties except a few 
they always had a handful of people, black people that 
they would let vote. 

Sinsheimer: Right. 

Peacock: And usually these people were Masons . And since they 
weren 't allowed to partie ipa te in the white fv1asonry, this 
was something that the white Illasons had to do to control 
everything, not illegitimitize the fuasonic order, to keep 
it looking legitimate to these people, that it was some
thing worth having. 

But in the main there was no registered voters , they 
had no power. So when we really started pushing that is 
when we got resistance, and the more resistance the better 
organized we got . And I left Marshall county in ' 62 and 
our office. I went home to Charleston to decide which 
way I was going in my life, because I was a pre-med 
student and had been accepted to school in 
Nashville , Tennessee . And I needed money, my parents 
wanted me to teach school for awhile. I applied for a 
teaching job-- they wanted me to come home. I applied 
for a teaching job there, I was refused a job because 
:---:--:----- Lindsey who was on the faculty at Rust College 
had become the first black man since Reconstruction to 
run for political office, he ran for Congress. And we had 
gotten a petition together to get his name on the ballot. 
So this is what was held up in my face by the superintend
ent o:fi' education when I got to him. "You went to the 
school where Lindsey is from." I said yes. 

The grapevine is strong because I didn't see a jru~itor 
or anybody, but the word got back to rv1rs . Birdie Keglar, 
who was our contact there in my home town of Charleston . 
She got the word that I had been refused this job and 
why and everything almost before I could get home. Bob 
r1:oses and Amz ie Koore, they were making their rounds, 
making contact with these people. And they heard about it 
and they came straight to my house and told me that they 
needed me, you. know. And they heard that I was getting 
ready to leave, go to Detroit or something to work. So 
I had not even unpacked my clothes. And I told my parents 
what I was going to do and naturally they were wanting 
me to do something else. 

Finally we left, we left that evening and stopped at 
a couple of places where there were mettings going on at 
churches, it was like a revival but they were actually 
political meetings. This is the kind of secretive work 
that Amzie was doing, all throughout the state. Amzie 
was the man, he was doing things all the time. And ver,y 
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quietly, but very, very effectively. And so he was, nat
urally he was Bob's contact, he was like a father to Bob 
in every way. 

Right. 

So we left that evening, went to Cleveland to Amzie's 
house. (break) I was supposed to go to, it had been 
decided that I would go to Sunflower county, to Ruleville, 
they didn't have anybody working there on an ongoing 
basis. But they had many interested people, you know, 
had interested people, when I said many I was talking 
about four or five. That's enough. 

And I was looking forward to doing it, and I was 
mapping out in my mind the strategy I would use because 
that was really like s~tting right on the edge of East
land's plantation, which was a very ruthless type of 
situation. And thinking about how to do that. Amzie had 
a plan. I could sing so, and Hollis could sing, talked 
about putting together a quartet, a gospel quartet. Be
cause Amzie had done this before. Sing gospel at these 
churches, and then spring this on people, and get out of 
there. Come back go another place and do the same thing. 
So I was looking forward to this. 

vJhen did you first meet Hollis-:- (Watkins)? 

I met Hollis in '61. After he got out of jail, him and 
Curtis Hayes. But then v1hen we got to Cleveland that 
night, we got sidetracked. This was about one o'clock in 
the morning we got a call from Greenwood, r ississippi. 
And it was Sam Block calling. And the building where they 
had the office upstaiEs was surrounded by, I guess we 
would call them 1"Jhite Citizen Cou.."Y1.cil people, people, 
white people who had been put up to do this by the wJhi te 
Citizen's Council. fu1d they had clubs and chains and 
different kind of paraphenalia, and they were getting 
ready to come up the stairs where the office was. In the 
office was Sam Block, Lawrence T. Guyot and Laverne Brown 
were sleeping. 

So they called and asked, called Bob and asked him 
that they needed to get the federal government in there 
because their lives were at stake. So Bob told them to 
try and get out of the building and we were on our way. 
I don't know what we were going to do Vlhen we got there. 
I guess nonviolence the Hell out of them or so!:lething 
(laughter). But that was really strong on our minds, what 
are we going to do when we get there. But we got in the 
car and left left for Cleveland, left for Greenwood. ~ hen 
we got there it was about two o'clock in the morning. e 
went upstairs, it was over Burn's studio, on Avenue I, 
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614 Avenue I. We went up there. Fapers and stuff had 
been scattered, the doors were wide open, and saw a 
window open. Learned later that Sam and Guyot, who was 
a real big guy , about 6 '4A and about that wide, they 
had to pull him through this little window (laughter). 
:e burned his hands on a r;:~l wire, you know, coming down, 
they had to come down the side of the building like that. 
&~d they got out. 

So Bob and I looked around. 1rJe wanted to sleep, we 
went to bed there where this had happened. And Bob turns 
on this noisy fan, just like it wasn't nothing, you know. 
And I just said a little prayer,"'.Phis man turn on this 
loud fan, if I be here in the morning Lord, I will thank 
you ." (laughter) 

So when we woke up-- well I guess-- we woke up, I 
guess it was early morning, late morning. And Sam return
ed first. And they sat down and told us the story of 
what had happened, just as I was telling you. The pro~ 
prietor of the building who lived downstairs, he wanted 
us out of there, you know. So for about two weeks it 
was just getting into it, to that kind of action. 

So it was about two weeks we didn't have any place to 
stay, we were just staying in different places every 
night. (Inaudible portion) Well , we were doing a lot of 
organizing I should say but we didn't have a base where 
people could contact us. Sometimes we would go back to 
Cleveland at night and we were piled up on Amzie's 
floors, you lmow, every night. 

And we were staying out in Ruleville, Indianola, this 
is in Sunflower county and worked there. We knew we could 
work only for about an hour before the police would come 
and try to round us up, they would round us up and take 
us downtown . Distributing literature without a permit. 
So we never could at that time get anything, get any 
local people to participate too much in Indianola, but 
Ruleville-- this is where M.s . Hamer , Ms. Sessions , and 
a few other people I can't think of right now . Really 
they were very courageous people in this small town. 

And we started taking busloads of people over to 
Indianola (the county seat) to register to vote. I was 
there-- ~1s . Hamer v,ras among some of those people when 
they .attempted to .register. And when I saw her, she was 
at the meeting, at the mass meeting after she had 
attempted to register to vote-- and I heard that voice, 
it stood out above everybody's, you could know that there 
was something different about her. She never, she got 
put off (her plantation) that night, she couldn't go 
back to the plantation worked for many years, and had 
been the timekeeper, responsible for keeping the books 
for this plantation master. But just because she attempted 
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to register to vote, she fell out of graces with him just 
that quick, you know. He wanted her tc take her name off 
the books but she didn't naturally. (Inaudible portion) 

She was harassed, everywhere she went, everywhere 
she stayed, somebody seemed to inform the authorities 
where she was ••• and they would shoot up the place. So 
this was in '62, we were really moving now. L10re people--
Charlie Cobb, , Charles r.icLaurirt, they 
came up from Jackson where they had been dealing with 
the sit-ins here (in Jackson) and also other things. 
Jesse Harris, yeah. So they came on up to the Delta, , and 
we got, we were working, we were working four or five 
towns a day, kind of softening up things. And then finally 
we began to settle in different places, we got a little 
established where we set up a little office and somebody 
had taken us in and we could stay there. 

and in '62 that is when organizing at that level began, 
we started coordinating, giving the people whatever we 
thought they needed, whether it came from the SCLC, 
NAACP, CORE-- CORE was always with us, David Dennis and 
George Raymond Canton. lr•Je just started fanning out in 
the whole state and dug in and started organizing and 
listening to the people about what they felt needed to 
be done. And coming up with a means by which, we were 
coming up with a vechicle by which this could be imple
mef1ted, that is what really happened I think. And really 

j1,1sL being with the people and trying to give them courage 
and inspiration to go on, singing at mass meetings and 
going on like that. 

And emphasizing to them the need to have what we call 
a grass roots organization, whereby they would have the 
structure and discipline to move on their plans according 
to priority. uoter registration and then other things, 
jobs and whatever, elected officials, and maybe sometime 
get to where they would be conscious enough to talk about 
changing the whole system. That is really where we felt 
the need was, and people would have to walk through what 
they had to understand what it was all about and partici
pate in it so they could see the need for a total change. 

And we wanted to do it in tvvo years, so we were mov
ing fast. Ate very little, we didn't think about it. 
Because we diill1't intend to be doing this all our life, 
you know. But as we went on we found that freedom was a 
constant struggle, you never could say that you had it 
made, it was something that you have to do all the time, 
trying to be self-determined. 

But we had gotten some real basic grass roots 
organizations, the buds of them started by '6J. And in 
'6J we were moving, Greenwood had burst open, it was just 
a popular thing to go in and register to vote although 
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they were refused. And then we had the structure, the 
local structure and the enthusiasm of the people. Then 
in February of '63 I believe it was, fuarch , I don't 
remember exactly when Jimmy-- it was February , some time 
in February we got a break through a_nd we got about 128 
people to ~o do~TI to attempt to register to vote at one 
time in Greenwood. And Bob (I11oses), Randolph Blackwell , 
and Jimmy Travis drove over from Cleveland to see if 
this was true. They didn ' t much believe it (laughter). 

So they wanted to see names and all that. They just 
couldn't believe it. :3ut that night we tried-- they got 
ready to go back to Cleveland-- we tried to get them 
to stay because we had seen some people circling the 
office and we figured that-- with dark glasses on and 
no tags on the car, about four cars-- we figured that 
somebody was going to get hurt if they ever left town. 
But they left. 

Right. 

Jimmy (Travis) was driving the car and he got shot, he 
was the one that got shot. A slug hit directly in the 
back of the seat where Bob was sitting, it, somehow it 
didn't hit him. It went through the seat. fuystical . 

And then that caused another thing to happen. irJiley 
Branton made a public statement to the press that we 
were going to make Greenwood a testing ground for civil 
rights. And then that brought in-- it kind of snuffed, 
it kind of-- we went into mobilization instead of organ
ization. Everything was mobilized. People were coming 
from everywhere and doing it for the people-- and the 
people, lot of stuff, action wasn 't coming from the 
people because organizers from everywhere stopped what 
they were doing. Because one of our-- we had already 
committed ourselves that if anyone got killed anywhere 
we would go, we would bombard that place. So everybody 
came from everywhere there. 

The federal government that didn't want to protect 
us in the first place-- the Kennedy 's--that really were, 
they didn't know what to do. John Doar and a group of 
his lawyers from the Civil Rights Division of the Justice 
Department. It was surprising to them. They spent a lot 
of time investigating us, they really did. We were very 
pissed off when we found out what they were doing. ule 
were in jail when they questioned us, that is when we 
found out what they were doing. Wow, wait a minute so 
you all are investigating us and he laughed and said, 
"Yeah." "That is what you all are doing investigating 
us." And that time, John :Uoar had a good working relation
ship with us, but it kind of made him feel bad, but he 
knew that they had been doing it all the time and he 
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didn't know how to look at us when he saw us again. 
Because we developed kind of a comraderie, we were, 
because we weren't doing anything unconstitutional, 
everything we were doing was constitutional. 

But we kind of came, sort of spring on this govern
ment and they were trying to understand how it is that 
the black people were moving like this at this time, you 
know. I guess this is what it was all about. ~-Jhat :force 
was behind the movement? 1lJhat was happening? 

So we went through that and by the spring-summer 
of '63 we were still, we were back organizing and doing 
things. Somebody came out of nowhere with this idea of 
having this kind of project for 1964. And naturally most 
of us, all of us who worked in Mississippi didn't want 
it, because we had spent too much time trying to get 
these little budding organizations off the groQnd so 
the people would have the skills of how to do things 
for themselves, regardless of where to move. And wouldn't 
be dependent on nobody from outside of their cow~unities 
to do things. Only, and if they got somebody, we were 
acting as consultants really. So that this is what you 
do, you bLow. You call in expertise and get people to 
do things, that is what we were really saying. And get 
that and go on and do things for yourself. 

But when the summer project of 1964 came into focus, 
we knew by the experience that we had had with the 
students coming for a short time. They didn't know how 
to organize, they didn't lmow, they CB.Llle with guilty 
consciences, they didn't come with the idea, they came 
with the idea of giving people a fish, instead of teach
ing them how to fish. 

Right. 

You give a person a fish, they will be hungry tomorrow. 
You teach them how to fish they will never go hungry. 
So they came with the guilty thing of giving a fish. 
And they couldn't understand why we weren't grateful 
for them coming, you know. They were angry with us and 
they started dividing us from the people, because they 
were angry with us, because we were not grateful, you 
know, that you were interfering with a. process here, 
where people, where we had people doing things, not 
allowing them to express themselves and show their own 
ability, and get results, so that they could have more 
confidence in the next step, which was very, very potent 
stuff in the early stages, because nobody was doing that 
in the USA for poor people, white or black, white or 
black. 

So naturally I understand later, as I got older, why 
the government was interested. Because that was a 
dangerous idea. Because that kind of idea is what caused 
the USA to break away from England, that kind of thing. 



Peacock (cont . ) 

(Peacock) p . 10 

That is revolutionary. But we weren ' t thinking in those 
terms, but that is what it was. That was just the thing 
to do. In our revolutions it just happened to be the 
thing to do, you know. But the establishment does not 
'v'lant to be moved naturally. It is nothing to be angry 
about, naturally they are benefiting from being where 
they are and if you are where you are you are not 
benefiting, you know . These twe forces have to meet at 
some time. 

It can be delayed by federal poverty programs, it 
can be delayed by grants, it can be delayed by giving 
grants to the police forces around the country-- that is 
thing in vogue now to beef up security to keep the people 
in their places-- but eventually these things have to 
happen when the government gets to a point where it does 
not meet the needs of the people. (Knock on the door-
break) 

End of Interview 
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