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INTRODUCTION

TRENT WATTS

The Lord saw it, and it displeased Him that there was no justice.
ISAIAH 59:15

“THE ‘LONG HOT SUMMER’ IS ABOUT TO BEGIN,” WROTE REV. EDWIN KING, chaplain of Mississippi’s Tougaloo College, to a fellow Methodist minister on May 29, 1964.1 In that summer of 1964, approximately one thousand volunteers—most of them white college students, but their ranks also included doctors, lawyers, and clergy—from California, Ohio, Michigan, New York, and a host of other states came to Mississippi to work with local people and other civil rights activists on what became known as the Freedom Summer project. For three months, movement workers canvassed cotton fields and black neighborhoods urging and instructing people how to register to vote; they lived with local families and built Freedom Schools where black men, women, and children were taught the rudiments of civics as well as black history and art, music, and drama. More broadly, the Freedom Summer project attempted to support the grassroots civil rights movement in the state by encouraging and enabling black Mississippians to claim basic civil rights and a dignity that a Jim Crow society had systematically attempted to deny them.2

The Mississippi Summer Project, as the initiative was initially called by movement workers, provoked a scathing, indignant reaction from many white Mississippians, who viewed the civil rights work that summer as nothing less than an invasion. Congressman Thomas G. Abernathy wrote: “Agitators in the civil rights movement, all mature adults, have for months been carefully mapping strategy and tactics for disorder in our State.” Governor Paul B. Johnson Jr., who campaigned for election in 1963 largely on his opposition as lieutenant governor to James Meredith’s 1962 racial integration of the University of Mississippi, said of the summer project: “We are not going to allow a group of outsiders to come in and drive a wedge into the unity of the state.”3 Johnson’s conception of “we” was of course limited to the majority of Mississippi’s white population; only such a definition allows his assertion of “unity” to be credible, despite most white Mississippians’ insistence that race relations in the state were fundamentally sound and mutually acceptable. Not all white Mississippians were Klansmen, of course, and only a small percentage of the state’s whites responded to Freedom Summer with overt violence. That said, the threat of violence, as black Mississippians knew, was real and liable to manifest itself without warning. “In this summer,” wrote a northern journalist, “the stranger is the enemy, and the men of Mississippi wait and watch for him . . . Every man watches and every man is watched.”4 Most student volunteers were not naïve about the dangers they faced in the state. One wrote: “Mississippi is going to be hell this summer . . . I’d venture to say that every member of the Mississippi staff has been beaten up at least once and he who has not been shot at is rare.”5

The state of Mississippi, directly through the Sovereignty Commission, and indirectly through the Citizens’ Council, defended racial segregation as the foundation of the “Mississippi way of life.” Of the Citizens’ Council’s influence, historian Charles W. Eagles writes, “By February, 1956, one observer declared that it had ‘in fact become the government in Mississippi’ and it ‘controls the legislative and executive and judicial arms of government.’”6 Few white Mississippians spoke openly or publicly in contradiction of the views espoused by those organizations. To have lived in Mississippi during the period from the Brown school desegregation decision in 1954 through the Freedom Summer of 1964 was to have heard little from politicians, most newspapers and clergymen, and most of one’s neighbors—if you were white, that is—other than that the state was increasingly the target of atheistic, Communist-inspired race mixers bent upon bringing chaos out of order.7 With F.B.I. Director J. Edgar Hoover openly questioning not whether but rather how large a role Communists played in the broader civil rights movement, who could blame an average white Mississippian for thinking the same thing? Given the tenacity with which the state government and many of its citizens clung to white supremacy, it would have been surprising had there been no violence. But Freedom Summer came. And the violence came.

Events in the years just before 1964 promised to threaten white supremacy in Mississippi, and thus help to explain why the white response to Freedom Summer was so vigorous and so visceral. Determined to thwart the 1954 Brown decision and other challenges to racial segregation, white Mississippians in the Delta created the Citizens’ Council, a group that, according to one historian of the civil rights movement, “pursu[ed] the agenda of the Klan with the demeanor of the Rotary Club.” The Mississippi legislature followed suit with the Sovereignty Commission, a state agency tasked with thwarting racial integration in the state and with rallying support for Jim Crow throughout the region.8 With the testing of segregated transportation and other facilities by civil rights activists and voter registration work in the early 1960s, white opposition to the civil rights movement in Mississippi gained renewed energy. In 1961 the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) determined to assess the Interstate Commerce Commission’s willingness to enforce the Supreme Court’s 1960 ruling in Bruce Boynton v. Virginia that prohibited racial segregation in interstate terminal facilities and bus seating. White and black Freedom Riders took commercial buses from Virginia into the Deep South. Violence against the riders peaked in Anniston, Alabama, where Klansmen, with the cooperation of Alabama law enforcement officers, attempted to force an end to the Freedom Rides. A mob there firebombed a Greyhound bus; the riders barely escaped their attackers’ plans to burn them alive inside the vehicle. A second bus, a Trailways, was boarded by eight Klansmen, who beat the riders, showing special violence toward whites.

On May 17, a second wave of reinforcement riders left Nashville for Birmingham. When they and subsequent riders reached Jackson, Mississippi, they were not assaulted by mobs, but rather were quickly arrested, eventually filling both the Jackson city and Hinds County jails; many riders were taken to Parchman, the state’s penitentiary, where they were held under harsh, degrading conditions in one of the nation’s most notorious prisons. The Jackson Daily News wrote: “The ridiculous conduct of the so-called ‘freedom riders’ up to this point leaves an open question whether they should be in jail, at the Whitfield Mental Hospital or the Jackson Zoo.” However, the state’s goal to intimidate the riders into abandoning their plans to work for civil rights in Mississippi did not succeed. Historian John Dittmer points out that “veterans of the freedom rides were among the shock troops of the Mississippi movement of the 1960s, fanning out across the state, organizing the dispossessed.”9

In the meantime, each year in the early 1960s brought evidence that the Jim Crow settlement in Mississippi was under fresh assault: in 1961, the Freedom Rides and attempts at black voter registration in Mc-Comb; in 1962, the racial integration of Ole Miss by James Meredith and efforts at voter registration in the Mississippi Delta; in 1963, the Jackson movement against segregated public accommodations and the Freedom Vote to demonstrate black Mississippians’ desire to exercise their constitutional rights; and in 1964, the Mississippi Summer Project and Congress’s passage of the Civil Rights Act. Still, the murders of black Mississippians Herbert Lee and Medgar Evers, among many others, as well as the earlier slayings of Emmett Till and Lamar Smith, demonstrated to all Mississippians that there were men in the state who believed that the Mississippi way of life was worth killing for. Questioning the established order brought consequences for blacks and whites alike and demanded an unusual tenacity and determination to act upon one’s beliefs.

This book features the photographs and writings of one person who followed his convictions, spoke and acted against Jim Crow, and paid—physically and emotionally—for those actions. The heart of this book is a group of forty-two black and white photographs taken by the Reverend R. Edwin King Jr. in the summer of 1964.10 King, by that time long involved with civil rights activities, worked closely with the major civil rights efforts in the state during that year. Most notably, he was a leader in the formation of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) and served as a delegate to the Atlantic City Democratic convention that August when the MFDP challenged the seating of the state’s all-white Democratic slate of delegates. He counseled and advised summer volunteers and leaders of the various civil rights organizations. He corresponded with and invited students and clergymen to participate in the Mississippi movement.

He also had the presence of mind sometimes to carry a camera. The bulk of the photographs in this book were taken by King in June and July of 1964 in Greenwood, Jackson, Philadelphia, and Madison County, Mississippi; a few were taken in Atlantic City, New Jersey. The content is exceptionally rich: Martin Luther King shooting pool in Philadelphia, and then exhorting a crowd of young black men to believe in themselves and to register to vote; Andrew Young and Martin Luther King interviewing victims of Klan violence in Philadelphia; King and Ralph Abernathy inspecting the ruins of the burned Mt. Zion Methodist Church; black and white volunteers in candid shots in the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO) office on Lynch Street in Jackson; and veteran movement activist Bob Moses in the Pratt Memorial Methodist Church in Jackson after listening to Martin Luther King speak on behalf of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party.

Photographs of civil rights activists and activities are not rare. Scholars have long noted that the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s was to that point the most photographed and filmed social movement in American history. Of course, the media did more than document the movement. American and international press coverage of those events shaped observers’ understandings of the significance of the history they were witnessing and figured in the ways both supporters and opponents of the movement conducted themselves.11 For instance, one of the avowed purposes of Mississippi’s Sovereignty Commission was to provide speakers, written material, and film to the rest of the nation to assure other Americans that all Mississippians were satisfied with the state’s racial order.12 State business and tourism interests were also concerned that national coverage of the civil rights movement was potentially bad for business. Northern journalists too were well aware of that fact. One wrote:

The state very much wants tourist business. Consequently, tourist information centers and guide books are very common, but they omit mention of some sights the more adventuresome or curious tourist might like to see. For example, they do not mention the Reverend R. Edwin King, a white native of Vicksburg who has an authentic Ku Klux Klan cross. He found it one morning in his front yard . . . The Reverend King, who is a Methodist minister and an integration leader, keeps the cross in his tool shed. There is no charge for viewing it.13

Movement participants as well documented their efforts, both as witness to the significance of their work and as visual evidence to convince observers throughout the nation that conditions in Mississippi were particularly un-American and demanded amelioration. The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) itself had an official photographer, Danny Lyon, from 1962 to 1964. In 1964 SNCC published The Movement, a documentary history of recent civil rights work in the South and in other parts of the nation. Along with scores of memoirs and autobiographies by civil rights activists, university and commercial presses have published collections of photographs by journalists who documented the social revolutions of the 1960s. And recently, the University Press of Mississippi published a collection of photographs taken by a number of movement activists themselves.14

However, this book is different in significant ways from all those others. First, King’s status as a liberal white Mississippian active in the movement means that these photographs and words represent a rare perspective. Also, unlike many members of the state and national press, King was a trusted figure to the subjects he photographed. Consequently, the national figures and local people in the pages that follow appear candid and relaxed. The collection, then, might usefully be considered as family photos from the Freedom Summer movement. Each photograph is accompanied by Ed King’s reflections on the specific photograph, the summer of 1964, or the civil rights movement in Mississippi in general. The combination of the unpublished photographs with King’s unpublished writings makes the book a significant record—a firsthand account by one of the most important civil rights activists in Mississippi history. Some of the words in the pages here below are drawn from King’s own unpublished memoir material, while much is taken as well from various oral histories conducted with King or interviews and correspondence that I have had with him in recent years. The words and photographs in the pages to follow, then, represent a candid perspective of Ed King’s record and recollections of that significant summer, a perspective that especially deserves full acknowledgment by historians and other people interested in the history of the civil rights movement.

As we reach the fiftieth anniversary of so many significant moments in the civil rights movement in Mississippi, Rev. Edwin King deserves fresh recognition for his work on behalf of the state of Mississippi and its citizens, black and white. Many Mississippians had concluded by midcentury that the state was beyond redemption. King might well have joined and remained part of the migration that took so many Mississippians in search of a freer climate. Instead, believing that “there was no hope [of] the white community doing anything significant to change itself,” in late 1962 King and his wife, Jeannette, both native white Mississippians, decided to return to Mississippi to participate in some way in the movement for social change spreading in the state.15 They knew, as so many black Mississippians did, that such work carried the possibility of danger as well as ostracism from those who admired, feared, or simply acquiesced in the status quo. Their involvement in civil rights work would also cost the Kings and their families many old friendships. Indeed, King’s interest in racial justice and reconciliation had already by that time caused enough controversy to force his parents to leave the state. A fellow Methodist minister told the Kings: “I want to tell you something very important, and I hope this makes you feel better. I do not for a minute believe that you are communists. I have listened to some of the people who say you are, and I don’t accept their arguments. However, I’m afraid your son is.”16 Such rhetoric demonstrates the powerful confluence of anti-Communist and anti–civil rights attitudes in the state—as well as the nation—at the time, and helps to explain why so many white Mississippians saw the questioning of the Jim Crow order as radicalism that was at least irresponsibility, if not much worse.17 Such attitudes produced an atmosphere of great potential peril for Ed King and other civil rights activists in the early 1960s.

Over time, King became “the most visible white activist in the Mississippi movement,” according to historian John Dittmer, who notes that King “was ostracized by his family, scorned by his colleagues in the clergy, and later shunned by ‘New South’ white moderates who entered the political arena only after it was safe to do so.”18 Ed King bore witness to his faith and took a stand for basic civil rights for black Mississippians; the words and images in this book explore and document that stand. Given Mississippi’s well-earned overall reputation for “official tyranny,” as a SNCC document characterized it, King’s active dissent from racial orthodoxy becomes all the more remarkable.19

By itself, King’s liberalism did not make him unique. There were a number of white Mississippians who by 1960 or so felt that “something was wrong” in the state, and that white Mississippians could not realistically maintain the prevailing racial order forever. However, most of these dissenters in thought kept their own counsel, hesitating to speak out because of the implicit threats or other dangers risked by white Mississippians who seemed to question the racial status quo in a state that seemed to become less tolerant of dissent each year in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Those who did attack the system, such as University of Mississippi history professor James Silver, whose head was routinely called for by newspaper editorialists and state legislators after he published Mississippi: The Closed Society (1964), offered cautionary examples of the prudence of silence. In Mc-Comb, the previously well-respected family of Red and Malva Heffner was bullied out of town after daring even to speak to civil rights workers.

That said, a handful of journalists did call for fairness and obedience to the law. Sidna Brower, editor of the Mississippian, the Ole Miss student newspaper, counseled calm in the wake of campus riots over the admission of James Meredith. For that act, she received national praise, but also the scorn of many fellow students. Longtime Mississippi newspaper editor Hodding Carter Jr. was a voice of moderation with the Greenville Delta Democrat-Times. P. D. East, editor of The Petal Paper, enjoyed tweaking the Citizens’ Council and other supporters of white supremacy. Ed King, in fact, sold subscriptions to The Petal Paper to fellow progressive students and teachers at Millsaps College. Hazel Brannon Smith won a Pulitzer Prize for her denunciations of white supremacy in the Lexington Advertiser. Smith became a close friend and advisor to the Kings. And Philadelphia, Mississippi, resident Florence Mars also deserves recognition for her denunciation of violence in Neshoba County.20 Such voices were certainly the exception, though, and no other white Mississippian so consistently put himself on the line in the 1960s for liberal, Christian principles as did Ed King.

This collection of photographs and writings represents a coherent narrative not simply because of the photographer and the time, but also because of the story that they collectively tell of a moment of hope and anticipation. Ed King believed in and still believes in a vision of Christian community in which racial divisions and misunderstandings have been reconciled, the “beloved community” anticipated by Martin Luther King Jr. and SNCC in its early years. In the pages that follow, King refers to the end of the summer of 1964 as “the last days of the movement,” a characterization that seems puzzling given the significant events of the ensuing years. What did seem to end following the year 1964, however, was a basic agreement among civil rights organizations and activists that had permeated the movement since Martin Luther King Jr. gained national prominence. Before the end of 1964, it was relatively easy for white activists to maintain that the major voices and much grassroots opinion within the civil rights movement held that nonviolent protest was the best strategy to achieve their goals, that a coalition of black and white activists should work together, and that racial integration was one of the chief ends of the freedom struggle. The years after 1964 witnessed the growth of a black nationalism and separatism that rejected those aims. In retrospect, the tensions within the movement that led to stresses and eventual breakdown in the multiracial coalition seem clear. But to the movement people and summer volunteers pictured and described in this book, the disillusionment was yet to come.

These photographs, then, represent a time when most summer volunteers and other movement workers believed that their efforts in Mississippi during those months in 1964 and later could bear fruit and that the system might still work. After 1964, that belief was harder for many people, especially many veterans of Freedom Summer, to maintain. In Mississippi and elsewhere in the nation, the alliances that constituted the COFO working arrangement shortly began to unravel. While it would be a mistake to characterize the summer of 1964 as a simpler time than the years that followed, the words and photographs of Ed King in the pages that follow do represent a period of hope, great ambition, momentum, and serious sense of purpose and possibility within the civil rights movement in Mississippi.

R. Edwin King Jr. is a native Mississippian, born in Vicksburg in 1936 to Ralph and Julia King and educated in the public schools there. His mother’s family had deep roots in the state, with a Revolutionary War veteran ancestor’s widow lying in Mississippi soil. His grandfather, J. W. Tucker, was sheriff of Warren County and had a bust of Robert E. Lee in his antebellum living room; his great-grandfather had fought with General Lee in Virginia. King’s father and his family, on the other hand, had no longstanding Mississippi connections; they came instead from West Virginia and the Oklahoma Territory before his father settled in Louisiana.21 Nothing, however, in either family’s history foreshadowed the fundamental challenge to the state’s racial status quo that Ed King would embrace in the late 1950s and 1960s. Indeed, all evidence suggests that King’s family were viewed by their neighbors and fellow Methodists as solid, middle-class southerners with no troubling political views. And Ed King himself makes no claims to a precocious radicalism. In high school, in fact, he won an American history award sponsored by the Daughters of the American Revolution.22 Most young men from King’s background found it simple to presume that the Mississippi way of life was solid and that it offered predictable rewards to those who gained an education, went to work, and played by the rules. It would have been easy, then, for King, as for many white Mississippians, not to have given much thought to the Jim Crow society that operated around him, especially any kind of thought leading to a conviction that it needed to be or could be changed.

King’s early years sound much like those of many other white Mississippians who came of age in the 1940s and 1950s, and later spoke or wrote of those years, including the great Mississippi memoirist, Willie Morris. King has written of his childhood in words strikingly similar to Lillian Smith’s in her memoir of a Georgia childhood of an earlier generation, Killers of the Dream (1949):

All Mississippians were taught the racial facts of life early. I was no exception. The patterns of segregation were so absolute and so assumed that there was no need for explicit teaching . . . My parents . . . taught me and my younger brother, Mack . . . to respect myself and other people, to respect family, church, society, state and nation. No teachings were overtly racist. White superiority was taken for granted. Middle class children were taught a few specific things—such as not to use the word “nigger” and not to hate.23

What, then, caused King to question the racial segregation that he and most other white Mississippians grew up accepting as the established order of things? For one thing, King was old enough to have grown up before the poisonous post-Brown decision atmosphere, in which the defense of the “Mississippi way of life” became increasingly strident. King recalled that he “happened to be there at a moment when you could still ask questions about race in Mississippi.”24 King also credits his membership in the Methodist Church for introducing him to broader national conversations about social issues and the responsibility of the Christian church. “I was proud of the national connections of the Methodist Church in Mississippi, something I began to understand when in high school. I soon became aware of strong liberal statements of the national church favoring integration (and the contradictions of the actual practice of segregation in the church).”25 That connection to a national church proved fateful; it was a connection that provided access to points of view that the state’s Southern Baptists, for example, among some other denominations, did not hear. King did have some school friends as well in the Episcopal Church who were also opened by national denominational conversations to questions on segregation. But those voices and that openness to questions were increasingly silenced in Mississippi by the 1960s.

An awakening to conditions in King’s hometown of Vicksburg also led him to question what most white Mississippians took to be the “racial facts of life,” as King referred to them. Like many middle-class and upper-class whites, King was accustomed to a kind of noblesse oblige attitude toward black Mississippians, a practice that manifested itself in occasional donations of used clothing or holiday gift baskets of food or a comfortable paternalism that allowed many whites to believe that their duties—as Christians or otherwise—toward their black neighbors had been satisfied. However, a natural disaster in Vicksburg served to shake King’s conception of race relations as well as the fundamental conditions of black life in the city. In 1953 a tornado struck Vicksburg, causing colossal damage to property as well as loss of life. King and other high school friends volunteered during the city’s relief efforts, working for the Red Cross and other agencies. King later reflected that working in the black section of town (a principle of separation that itself seemed without question) allowed him for the first time to see “the terrible poverty and living conditions of many black residents of Vicksburg . . . I was not the only student to realize this was partially the result of segregation, that there was no such thing as separate but equal. Before this I had been blind.”26 King had learned how little he, like most other white Mississippians, really had known about his black neighbors, a lesson fundamentally at odds with the white southern tenet that blacks and whites knew each other well.

King’s college years occurred in a time and place that constituted one of the few venues in Mississippi where a person could hear, if he wished, relatively open discussion of the prevailing social order. After graduating from Vicksburg’s Carr Central High School in 1954, that fall King entered Jackson’s Millsaps College, an institution affiliated with the Methodist Church.
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