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John Dittmer interview of Shelton Stromquist, in October,
1980, Madison, Wisconsin. .

The interview began with Stromquist briefly describing his
dropping out of Yale in May, 1963 to travel to India for the
summer with the Experiment in International Living and
spending the following academic year, 1963-64, in Germany--
working and studying in Heidelberg and Berlin. Stromgquist
returned to the United States in May, 1964, went to
Mississippi in June, and reentered Yale in the fall.



STROMQUIST 2
I traveled around for that year and found
myself, well, I was, of course, very aware of
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interesting experience of then hitchhiking
through Mississippi anonymously on my way

o taste
North and getting a2 little eaae of what was
in store,. It was a pretty sobering
experience. The whites who picked me up, in

pickup trucks with guns very prominently

displayed, were very aware of what was coming
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noin sin terms o

ja 1t f what Civil Rights stuff was
going on, and a lot of hatred in his voice
I was left in a gas station overnight and

There was nothing specific. You know, "We're
going to get those people when they come
down. We're not going to let them do that to

us," that kind of thing. I g
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on a semi, and with some relie

()]

[}

got up No

"3
H
t
(=}

and settled brief

[
w

back with my family near

Chicago. The
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exactly how I made
the contact, but there was a SNCC field

representative in the Chicago area who was

interviewing people,
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for the summer project.
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to try to
put himself in a position fto actually prevent

me from doing it.

No, my mother was a liberal, in fact, Park

Forest, which was the community I grew up i

was a very white suburb and there were som

D

attempts of black families to buy homes, and
there were some pretty nasty things that went
on in that community too, some crosses hurned

on lawns and so forth. I can re
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vividly that my mother was coming home in a
car - this was when I was in high school -

and a news report on the radio, a local
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rian and I had grown

up in a very liberal community within that

suburb. So, from her sid
problem. My father was n
political. He was a dece
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Right. The family drove me down.

like going off to college
there was another edge to

back in the country and I

disorientation at first.
the people from vYale who

whom I didn't really dire

e this was not a

ot particularly

nt, humane person,
conservative, and

al fear that
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it. I was recently
think that

sense of

I found that even

had come wer

D
53

eople

ctly know. They



were a handful, and they were people who had
gotten active during that year that I had
bheen away So, I didn't really have any

and reputation, certainliy, but not in a
WAL WA LY
personal matser. So, I felt a little

group sessions - the very moving speeches by

, and Jim Travis and Jim

Forman - stressing that this was not going to
be a picnic and the role playing. I didn't,
having not heen to Mississippi before and not

a ot
having at% of the specific knowledge about

the Movement there, I d

..... < 7

N

dn't really know

got assigned to
people had personal contacts and knew people
or wanted to go to a certain area, and
pursue that kind of aggressively. The

project director for

D

ach area kind of

interviewed people and made some selection

As I recall, there was a preliminary
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remember meeting Andy Barnes, the project

director, and talking with him brie
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it wasn't a sor
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of decisive choic

M

. It was
pretty clear that Vicksburg was a different

kind of place than a lot of other

communities. The expectations were going to
be different. The people weren't expecting
the same kind of resistance and violence and

all, not that there had been a lot of
preparation, but just given the kind of

community that it wa

0

, a sort of aspiring
river town and [it] had an interest in
maintaining its good name in Northern circles

as emwe, To some extent that proved to be

true.

I wonder if I could interrupt right here for
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I think it was the second.
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time, that the black peop

e

e

t

hey were working with may not want them o
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may not like them. Did you get any sense of

O

that?

I don't have any real clear memories of that,
Again, it may have heen a function of my

being somewhat more on the periphery
of trying to get myself oriented, you know,

coming into it with certain blinders of my

0

wn of not wanting to, you know, perhaps not
wanting to deal with certain issues. My

4

impression, however, is that the atmosphere



between the first and second training

3oodman disappearing. I felt that I was made
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a need to define what the role of these white
kids was going to be, and for them not to
have any illusions or pretentions about
grander things. But basically the feeling I
had in that first training session was of a

group of seasoned SNCC veterans, with

surprising openness in some ways, welcoming

som
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pr
intentioned white kids inteo their world; and
trying to build enough bridges so that the

two could work together. I mean there wer

1

practical and pragmatic reasons for doing

that too. SNCC workers didn't want to get
themselves in hot water because of a lot of
stupid things that white wvolunteers did.
They also recognized very pragmatically, and

I think were pretty open about that, that

they needed the white volunteers, not bhecause
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of the accounts of the second session that

I've read things changed quite a bit.

It's interesting, I don't know and I'm not
really asking you, bhut perhaps the
difference, I wonder if there was 2
difference in those who wanted to

organizing, I mean the voter registration

»

Schools.
I don't know. It would be an interesting
guestion to see how people sorted themselves

out in making those choices and whether there
was some clear differences in theX groups.

I think there was a problem as 1 look back on
it., I think that the Voter Registration and

or

«Q

anizing the FDP was a very concrete kind
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of task that people could sink their teeth
into It was clear what vou needed to do;

to do. In a month and a half there had to he
a statewide peolitical organization bhuilt and
=
it had to be built from precincts amd
4
counties, then the state That meant a lot

of canvassing. It meant in some places a
parallel voter registration drive, in other
prlaces less emphasis on voter registration
and just more emphasis on political
organization. In contrast to that, I think
people who were running Freedom Schools and
trying to organize community centers were in
a much more amorphous kind of situation. It

was much less clear what they should be doing

2

from day to day. They had to go out an
recruit students, and the whole business of
white kids teaching bhlack kids about their
own culture was a much stickier kind of
problem. Particularly in the context of
everything that the disappearance of
Schwerner, Chaney, Goodman stirred up. I
think that that second group of people were
left in a kind of quagmire. At least that
was my view in Vicksburg for a period ot

time. They tried with varying success to
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a little about your work in Vicksburg

We le
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t Oxford Saturday. Let's see, as I

cal
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, there was a group of people who left
early Friday evening. Among them were

Schwerner, Chaney, and Goodman in cars.

There were also buses that left then Saturday
morning, and some of the rest of us left at
the same time in cars. We drove straight

through arriving early Sunday morning and
then falling asleep. We avoided Mississippi
as much as we could. We went through
Memphis, and then down through Arkansas and

Louisiana and then just crosse

(o8

over intao
Vicksburg. You know, at that time, parancia
was rampant and with some good reason and we
decided that... We didn't know whether we

were going to be met by the

n

tate police
right at the border and turned away or what.

SO, W

D
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decided to increase our chances of
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large lot that was surrounded hy woods.
Well, you know, it was a wooded lot, on =

sort of periphery, as I recall, between the

white and bhlack community, in the black
community but close to the white community,
not too far from downtown. We fell asleep

and we woke up to the news that three Civil
Rights workers had disappeared. I had gotten
to know Andy Goodman some in orientation, not
well, but suddenly things became very sober
and very serious. We sat around watching
television, basically, for a couple of days
trying to let what was happening sink in.

Our project director was in and out, and as I
recall, we sort of made some tentative steps
into the community that first week. We got
to know a few of the leaders in the black
community, a doctor particularly, a barber;
and these were sort of the active black
middle class in the community with whom we
fully expected to work closely to build this
rolitical structure. It gets harder now to

sers—et give a running chronological



some way this separated me from the rest of
the project. The numbers of us who came in
that first group were very small. There were
five or six. Our project director was in and
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really into other things and didn't show that
much interest in doing the Voter Registration
work. We held some initial meetings, around
the city initially, and then basically Harold

Ickes and I, who came to be the two primary

[®)

people from the white volunteers who were

involved in FDP work, divided

L
D

i

sponsibilities between the city and the

0
0

unty; and much of the summer, my time
during the summer then was spent in the

county. What increasingly came to

o2

e the
absence of a project director, two black
college students from the community who had
shown an interest in the project from the
outset stepped into the FDP work and with

Harold and I, we were- sort of the four of us

who basically organized the thing.
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summer work, and got involved in Vot
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Registration and FDP organizing. My

recollection 1

0}

that Johnny and Harold,

e

again, worked in the city. Harold grew up

with politics.

No, he's the son of the...

of the Secretarv o

4

[ 1}

Interior [in Franklin

D. Roosevelt's Administration.]

And, in fact, he's stayed in politics. He
was Kennedy's platform floor manager at the
Democratic Convention, and he's deeply
involved in New York City politics running
campaigns. So, he knew what he was doing.
(laughter) You know, it was basically a

question of making contacts for him in



<
v}
=
l_] v
Q
o
0
b3
A
5}
!
D)}
1—1'
=
&
[
3
(n]
t—f
9]
)]
D
t
o
53
=]
D
D
t
I.l e
2]
[(e]
n
|._l
3

churches 1ir

spokesman trom that segment of the black

0

ommunity would speak, some city wide

about doing that. Voter registration was not
all that high in Vicksburg, but there weren't
the same impediments that there were in other

communities. In fact, I think that helped us

in some way because we could have some

success in actually getting people regist

(1]

red
to vote. The rural areas of Warren County
had not been worked at all, and there was
very little connection, as I recall between

the city leadership

-

n Vickshurg and the

black community. There was a wide range

]
20

kinds of black communities. There were

0

ertain areas of the county where there wa
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me black land ownership. There were small
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businessmen who were doing logging opera

and that kind of thing. There were other
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those areas We operated basically on the
same organizing principle, making a few
contacts. Generally, it was Willie and I

that worked in the county. We'd
the car having heard about somebody in a
certain area and go visit them in their
homes, and ask them the names of some other
people, and visit those pecople. Maybe get
together a small meeting of two or three
people and try to contact the minister about
using a church for a public meeting, and had
some success. We had some good meetings.
There were some very painful incidents as

well.

Church burning, as I recall.

There was a community center that was burned,
Bovina. The most painful for me was in the
northern part of the county, Jjust outside the
plantation areas. We had learned about an
older couple. He was the deacon of a nearby

church whom p
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with us that time, Johnny Ferguson and Willie

appeared to us it looked like we might be
able to get in without them seeing that we
had actually gone there because there was a
hill in the driveway, and then we could drive
behind the house, and we'd be out of sight.
So, we tried that. We arrived at their home
rather abruptly and got into the house rather
quickly, hoping that we hadn't been seen. We
watched from the house as the truck that had
been following us then turned around and came
back past the house, and then it appeared
that we had heen seen. So, we went ahead
with our business. We made plans for a
meeting. They seemed to be interested and
willing to take leadership. Their church was
AoLt-but just a mile down the road. We left,
and I don't recall whether it was that night
or the night after, we heard later from a

black man who was on his way home from work



) I house who were
putting on the Klan garh. They then drove up
to the house, pulled the older man and woman
out aon the lawn and beat them up and bhurned a
cross in their yard. We immediately
contacted the F.B.I., and it was one of those

was clearly a case where we had gotten these
folks in deep trouble, and it was really
hard. Toward the end of the organizing
period, bhefore we actually had precinct
meetings to really get the FDP formally

organized and elect delegates to the c¢

0

unty

convention, we had a series of meetings that

0N

Jim Forman came [to] on a Sunday atfterncon.
One of them was in that church. Another,
which was our first meeting inside the
plantation area, and we had worked very
circumspectly there, partly because of his
previous experience with violence, and

because we were scared for ours

1]
-

ves too, and

it was difficult. We had no idea what

t

Q
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xpect and whether people would turn out.

The church was on plantation land. The



, but you just never knew
hey were under
of meetings on a Sunday afternoon, and we had
an advance group that would arrive at each
meeting hall early and get things ready, and
then once thé meeting was started they would
take off to the next meeting, and so we sort
of léapfrogged across that part of the
county. I was in the advance group, and when
we arrived at this church, and we were
already running behind schedule by an hour,
so that what would have been an hour in
advance of the meeting was really time for
the meeting. We got there to this church in
a plantation area, and there was nobody
there, not a soul. You know, it was
understandable. We figured what the heck. It
saddened us, but we knew why. We weren't
there more than about five minutes and
suddenly people began appearing, coming
across the field, driving up in their cars,
By the time Forman got there, there was a

full house. That, I guess for me, in many
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because it was in an area wher
reason to bhelieve that things were really
going to take off.

Obviously, your work, but were there key
local people involved in getting that

turnout?

Oh, yes. I think Willie Johnson and Johnny

Ferguson were the key people in that project.

They were local, they were known, not known

so much in the county, but they were known to

be local or they quickly made it known that

they were local.

I was thinking in terms of people outside of

the project. I've heen trying to think of
the names. I met these people for the firs
time this summer. They are a small black

couple, in a small suburb right outside of

t

Vicksburg. Bill Melish stayed with them when

he was there. In fact, I was going home..

Is it on the fringes of the park?
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STROMQUIST: I know who you mean.

DITTMER: She was dynamite, vou know

STROMOQUILST ¢ Yes.

DITTMER: Really dynamic.

STROMQUIST Had been a schoolteacher?

DITTMER: I'm not sure. They are both in their sixties

now, but Ed was telling me that they were

very instrumental., I don't know if this was
after the Freedom Summer or not, but we were
taking Bill's son out to stay with us for a

week. Obviously, they had kept up their ties

=

both ways. For a long time after that.

STROMQUIST: There are a couple of people that occur to me

that it might have heen...

(TAPE INTERRUPTION)

STROMQUIST: It was more in terms of th

1]

work in the city
that the local leadership of the community

was more decisive, I don't recall clearly
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that Dr. Shirley, who was one of the key
people and who was very visible when he
worked in the city, I can't recall that he
attended any of the county meetings. He may
have. He stuck his neck out, you know. He

was a medical doctor in private practice who

L
Qo S uad 0@‘ mMar<e
had obviocusly a certain mer= autonom

1=

[

(o]

A
people in other jobs might have had, but

here's no question that he stuck his neck

t

out and wenf a long way in making this effort
credible. Things happened later that caused
some'very serious splits in the community,
and you know, people like him came to be

criticized.
What was the nature of that criticism?

I don't really recall the criticism surfacin
that much during the first summer. I
certainly didn't sense any reservation on his
part or on the part of other leaders in the
black community in supporting the Freedom
Democratic Party. They were visible. They
organized the county convention. They were
the spokespeople. They attended the state

convention. Sometime during the following

year, in my view anyway, this split
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...developed, and I wasn't on the scene.
It's difficult for me to say with any
certainty how it developed. I'm sure that
they had some reservations from the beginning
about the style as well as, perhaps, the
content that developed of the work that was
being done. I'm sure there was some
pragmaticism on their part, in terms of
maintaining their leadership in the
community, not being bypassed by what
initially appeared to bhe, you know, a
potentially very important organizing effort

in that community.

[Paul Cowan] says that when you people went
in there one of your first intentions was to
overthrow this middle class black leadership.

Is he exaggerating?

I think he's exaggerating. I think he's



He's very

honest about it in the bhook [The Making of An

House. He was precccupied with the problems
of people who were hanging around the Freedom
House. He saw himself in a very key position
as the communications link to Jackson. He
was the conduit for the politics of what was
going on in the state wide level. Likewise
would conduit to the state level of what was
going on in Vicksburg. I think he developed a
kind of rarefied view of what was happening.
We worked very closely with that leadership
in the black community during the first
summer. It couldn't have been done without
them, and there may have been some
uncomfortableness on both sides, but it
certainly was not that first summer an effort
to overthrow their leadership, at least in
terms of the FDP organizing. People may have
been talking about that in the Freedom House,
but that was not what I saw, and I don't
think that's what happened. I mean, Dr.
Shirley and Eddie Johnson and Pink Taylar,
they were the delegation that went to the

state convention, and they represented that
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community. We felt very proud of what had

been done in Vicksburg, i

felt by both the volunteers, and I think by
this leadership, this middle class black
leadership that came from Vicksburg, over the
lack of openess in the convention, bhut it was
a managed convention. I think we were
political, the volunteers were political
innocents. I think that the black leadership
in the community may have seen it in somewhat
more ideological sense, but it was a real
sense of disappointment, you know, that
Vicksburg was not represented, that in our

mind the slate of delega

I-f
1]

s was selected that

had been pretty much hand selected. I thin

N

in retrospect th

D

re were good reasons for
that happening. I think Paul acknowledges
that too, but at the time there were some
disappointments. Thét aidn't lead me, in a
fundamental sense, to guestion SNCC's
politics and what it was doing in this state.

I felt a sense of personal disappointment, I



had come from the distri
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t. It didn't really
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go beyond that: but in the succeeding vear
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there developed a very seri ivision
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u
within the community. Those volunteers who
stayed - it was complicated, and a lot of it

Willie

was told to me second hand. -S¥eer Johnson

tremendous person and he, you know, for
someone who had not been involved, really,
hefore the summer began, he had grown
tremendously. He was kind of a basically shy
and somewhat retiring person, .but he was
solid. You know, when he spoke, he spoke
with conviction and he was honest. He was
the right person for that job. The
volunteers who stayed during the winter were
basically among the people who had been
involved in the Freedom Schools and community
center work. I don't think any of those of
us who were involved in FDP organizing stayed
on. The Freedom House was bombed in late
September. We had had some forewarnings of
that during the summer. In fact, it was kind

of an interesting commentary on the relations
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made his way around the bars.

Oh, really? I wasn't aware that was tried in

Vicksburg.

Oh, yes, he had minimal contact with us, only
a kind of occasional contact. We didn't want
to blow his cover. You know how terribly
frustrating it was. He tried, and there
really wasn't a lot he could do. He and
others helped to set up an interesting
meeting one night at a Catholic church with
white young people in the community who were
back home for the summer from college and who
had been hearing all of these terrible rumors
about summer volunteers; but were distant
enough from their own community in some sense
to be willing to take certain personal risks
and meet with us. So, under the auspices of
the local Catholic priest we had a meeting.

They were very cautious about how they



communication. Now, that

I was getting around to was that

some time later in the summer, in the

evening, a voung, white, workin

class kids showed up all of a sudden at the

]

reedom House,

kind of unexpected, and we

didn't know them.
ot of
with a mixture of motivations.

They were obviously there
They were

curious, there was sort of a certain amount

of bravado. going

You know, they ar

]

actually walk up to this place where

creatures were living; but they also as we

talked had some
weren't sure at
take them - bhut
were willing to

had heard about

House.

They weren't real specific,

things to tell us - and we
the time how seriously to
they had heard talk, and they
tell us the talk that they

plans to bomb the Freedom

and it

may very well have been that what they

overheard was not real specific,
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September.

But in retrospect,

summer,

or at
particularly

the place was bombed in

I attribute some good faith to
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community, and for whatever other reasons

they made a contact with us and gave us
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bombed. It was bombed in a very seriou

n

way

that only sheer accident prevented some

8

ody
from being killed. It was a big bomb. It
was placed under the house towards the middle

of the house. It just happened that people

£

ere sleeping, and there were a lot of people
in the house. There was a family at that
point, Bessie Brown and her seven kids, were
sleeping on the first floor towards the front
of the house; and the volunteers who were
still there were sleeping on the second
floor. There were several people who were
still awake, and it just blew a hole right up
through the house and a huge hole in middle
of the second floor. One of Bessie's kids
was thrown out of the cribh and was cut by
some flying glass, but that was the only
injury. It was just incredible. The
bedrocoms were sort of on the perimeter of the
house and the bomb was right in the middle ot
the house. There were a lot of books on the

first floor. That was the library, the
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Freedom Library, and in some ways I think
that may have absorbed t

blast to some extent, hut it was a very

distance between the summer volunteers who

stayed and the black leadership in the

community. I don't really know how it

]
i

happened. I'm not sure, in some measure it
was something that had been there all along,
but because of, out of pragmatic reasons on
both sides, it had been worked around during
the summer. I'm sure it was in some sense on
part of the black leadership in the
community disappointment over their
experience with the Freedom Democratic Party

state convention. It may very well have been

)

recognition on their part that this thing
wasn't going anywhere, not anywhere in that
sense, but it wasn't going to pose any
serious threats to their leadership in the

community, and that they were fre

D

, in a way,
to cut themselves loose from it and to work
on another bhasis. It probabhly was in some

measure ideological. I think it was caught
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up in a lot of personal stutf that was going
on too

Aaron Shirley was there after that too?

Yes, yes. In fact, he really the second
summer came to... My recollection again is
that he was one of the leading people in the

NAACP voter registration drive, but was by
that time very separate from what remained of

the COFO workers. I kept in touch. We had

Y

this was November. €reer Johnson appeared
very suddenly in New Haven. He had come up
for a SNCC meeting in Washington, and then I
had been urging him to come up and do some
speaking in Novembher. He appeared, as I
recall, very suddenly, unexpectedly and spent
about a week with me in New Haven. It was
clear that he was having real trouble with
the whites who had stayed, that they were not

following his leadership, and that he was
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and talking with people, that whole fall was

just

n

o chaotic just everywhere, in terms of
communications, in terms of resources, and of

course, the letdow

3

after Atlantic City, and
all this interoffice bickering. That was

probably a piece of all that.

particularly difficult because there hadn't
been a continuity of leadership from the
beginning of the summer through the end.
Andy Barnes just had gradually disappeared as
project director, and in the absence of his
leadership we had had, again from my view in
we
terms of the FDP work, a kind of collaboratee
leadership. It was basically four people.
I'm sure that Harold and I played more of a
role, made more decisions in retrospect than
we should have, but I don't think it was the

same thing that Paul described from the
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He was at the Freedom Summer conference in

Jackson last year on a panel, and one of

the

things that he said was his experience was so

shattering over ten years later that for

the

tfirst time he could have a conversation with

a black person without being very nervous

(laughter) O0Of course, I'm using this

incident or this confrontation with "Pappa

Doc” in my paper as an example of the kinds

of things the blacks were saying were

widespread, in terms of whites trying to

over. Now, I sort of dig myself into a hole

and try to climbh out of it at the end, but I

was wondering if in its

D

ssentials, is hi

n terms of the

e

narrative correct there
meeting with Bobh Moses, wanting to start
paper, wanting to have some sort of

independent show from SNCC?
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involved in that part of it at all?
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the white volunteers, my recollection is

Other people would come out and canvass when

we needed them. Other people were involved,
their thing. Being as deeply involved in
hat as I was, took me out of the coffice a
good bit. It took me out of that world that

Paul was describing and that he was sort of
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to the
difference hetween the first and the second
waves., I think that the second; Paul's guilt
is accountable in part by the experience of
that orientation the second week in the
context of the disappearance of Schwerner,
Chaney and Goodman, the sort of tensions that
that produced between SNCC workers - guilt on
both sides. Bob Moses certainly had lots of
guilt about whether this whole
just going to come apart and that they were

(ots of dastg
be deert—ag=+n, but this was just the

oing
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beginning. I think that group were more
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1at was going on, by tall
about it in sessions, were more immobhilized

by fear than those of us who were there. We

could look at the television. We could talk

among each other, but then we walked out in

the black community, we walked down the
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white gas statio

3

S.

Nobody was heating us over the head, nobody

was dragging us to the river and throwing us
in. When that second group came, because of

the lack of definition of what their job was,

(o]

particular project of anybody saying, "Go d

vou do this." They were groping around for
what to do, and for whatever reasons they
didn't get as deeply involved in the
political organizing as we were. I think the
paper grew out of that frustration of what do
we do? Well, here's something we can do.
Here's something we know how to do. We know
how to write, a lot of us have worked on
newspapers; on the face of it, it seems to be
something that's needed. You know, "Let's do
this."” You know, putting a tremendous amount

of energy in the newspaper.
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Yes, It was
have done that sort of thing, and with a lot
of resources and knowhow to find the
resources to do it. I felt very distant from
the paper. I think, maybe, and there are a
lot of dimensions to it, I can remember
feeling shut out of the paper, just being

sort

(@]

f personal things, and if I felt shut
out, I think there must have been a lot of

people who did. It really took off, and it
became in the background, I think it was...
What was the paper in Alabama that was

selling? “

The Southern Courier?Q/
J

Maybe I'm confusing the first and the second
summer, but my impression is that the people

who were doing the Vicksburg Citizens' Appeal

very much had the Southern Courier in their

mind, and they sort of saw the Citizens'

)]
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Appeal becoming the Southern Courier o

Mississippi or whatever. I mean I think there

were a lot of very grand ambitions that got
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poured into that. Adam Hoketrotz, you know,

was involved. People whose commitment to
journalism and to writing were pretty deep
anyway. When the meeting with Bob Moses took

place, I don't have the kind of clear memory

Paul did as a result of this. In some ways,
the person that I recall much more clearly
attempting to mediate this thing that was

going on with Andy Barnes, is Jesse Harris.

Jesse was an incredible person. I haven't

~
o]
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= track of him and where he..

He's still in Mississippi.
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Wait, I'm thinking o

You've heard of Jesse Harris-?

I have not met him. I have read and I'm

reading quite a bit about him.

Incredible guy. He had some of the qualities
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mediating role of ftrying to get this thing to
work, and trying to inject, episodically,
some leadership that the project needed. I

felt a great deal of support from Jessie for

1)

the work that we were doing with the FD

g

He
came to some of the meetings. He spoke with
us. He seemed genuinely pleased at the

fairness of the
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personal contact had a lot of support and
gratification from him. Somehow, I think,
the meeting with Boh Moses must have revolved
around as part of the account of it implied,

that the other sort of initiatve was going on

- the Citizens' Appeal and the Freedom School
stuff and not so much the FDP. I certainly
didn't come away with the same kind of sense

of disappointment.
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How was Moses' answer to what Paul said?
Paul said that he was angry at the time. I'm
not so much interested in specifics of that

meeting, but your impressions.

center of things, yvou know, and I think that

some people felt some guilt about that,
Relatively safe, but...

Yes, and you know... You people aren't going
through the same kinds of things that we're
going through. It was that sort of a macho
thing. I think that there probably was some

concern on the part of - and I think, Paul's

-+

llection o

H
D
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that is correct - some
concern on the part of SNCC workers that the
FDP organization in Vicksburg was middle
class. There was some fear of that element
dominating the statewide organization. So we
didn't get a lot of attention, and I think

that contribu

+

ed to the sort of rudderless

kind of course that the project... Again,
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successtful FDP organizing effort going -

rom Jesse Harris - I don't recall us

sid
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seeing anybody follow us regularly. People

came through, but there was not the kind of
direct connection to Jackson

Was Andy Barnes driven off, or how do you
account for his long absences from the

project?

I don't know what happened. I don't know

what was happening with Andy. I think Paul's
account overstates the extent to which it was
a conflict with the volunteers. I think they

oo,

were just pulling him off #or some personal
things. I think the more he was gone the
more difficult it was for him to be there
because things didn't stop. All of this pent
up energy and guilt and whatever else had to
have an outlet, had to something; and
decisions were being made in his absence.
Then he came back into a situation where he
felt that, "Well, look I'm project director
I ought to have been consulted about this,"
Hor Volupnleers
and Rem—Pemree said, "Well, look, you know,

you weren't here., What are we suppose to

do?" So, then that gradually built on
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itself. At the time, I recall being

convinced that there were things pulling him

He had been in college in one of the state
black colleges. He had dropped out and had
worked, my impression is, kind of on the
periphery of SNCC during that previous

winter. I think he had demonstrated some

of courage, but I think that Vicksburg was

also not a place where they would want to put

somebody that was real important fto them as a
key organizer. Andy was availabhle. He was
from, you know, "down the river." What's the
town. .

Port Gibson?

Yes, from Port Gibson, which was a tough

place at that time. I mean, you know, Port
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Anybody who comes out of Port Gibson has to
have lived through hell and have a lot of
courage, but I think it's true, that given

Vicksburg's low priority, in terms of the

n

tat
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wide pi
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ure, that Andy Barnes is not

(o}

ne of the better and more together leaders

that SNCC had to put in as project director.
They had a lot of offices to fill. I'm not
tearing him down, I just think that he, for
whatever combhination of personal reasons, he
wasn't prepared initially to assume really
decisive leadership. He didn't have the
quality, and then it became only more
difficult as the summer progressed. The
whole "Pappa Doc" business and the whole sort
of preoccupation with that sort of rudderless
direction of the project was very much
centered in the otffice, and around Paul, and
in my view, among the Freedom School and
pesy\e.
Community Center, I can remember countless
meetings that we came to, and eventually I

think what we developed was a kind of project

structure that had representatives of the

-+

leaders of each of the project components
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that would get together and try to make

dec
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sions. I'm not sure we, even with
basically white volunteers and Johnny

guson and Willie Johnson, did much bhetter
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in terms of developing any project wide
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direction and ‘eding coherenX, 1 think Harold

and I didn't have a lot of patience
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trictly FDP. The pressures were building,
and it was a short time to organize a county
wide political structure, and it was easy

enough to focus your energies just on that.

I sounds as though vyou're savying that vou
were just really wanting to disassociate

vourself from that.

Increasingly so, increasingly so. Paul was
in a position where he couldn't. His job was
omq
to be in that... Somebody had to be in the
office., Somebody had to bhe the sort of
communications 1link within the project and
between us and Jackson. For all of the sort
of tameness of Vicksburg, there were enough

incidents to make people jumpy and scary and

to need to be concerned about working.



STROMQUIST :

STROMQUIST:

you were one of Al Lowenstein's people., Did
vou know Al at Yale? It doesn't seem that

vou came down through that stream.

No,

=
{

lidn't know Al until after the summer

{

project. I did get to know Al then, but I
was not involved in the fall of 1963 campaign
in Mississippi that Al was so instrumental in
recruiting people for from Stanford and vale
and Harvard. My contact with Al was after

the Democratic Convention and back in New

he
Haven asfew came through. I never felt real
comfortable with Al. You know, he was an

overpowering kind of personality, and I
always felt a little intimidated by him. 1In

fact, I think a lot of people did.

For whatever other reasons, he didn't push as
hard with me as he did with other people
about SNCC. The Yale Civil Rights Council,

thos active, were clearly
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ommitted to supp i
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r g SNCC, and to raising

funds for SNCC, and fto getting SNCC speakers
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Okay. Well, this is an interesting episode

£
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and I think a very important one. Th
Encampment for Citizenship, I think it was
originally called the Encampment for Youth,
was a kind of world youth conference that was
designed to bhe a counter conference to the
Soviet bloc dominated World Youth Conference
that occurred - I don't think it occurred
every vear, mayhe every other year, every

five years or something - anyway, there was

Q
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coming up. Al got involved through ADA,
or whoever, in being the director of this

project. So, he made the rounds recruitin

2

[0



Long Island, as I recall. But, he very much

went to people who had been involved in

the
Civil Rights Movement, who had been in
e tad eluns

Mississippi. It became clearA;hat he was
trying to, to me anyway, that he was trying
to recruit people away from continuing in the
involvement, going back to Mississippi with
SNCC and into the Encampment for Citizenship.
You know, he had a kind of low keyed

asyra
anti-Communist £ewwm. I don't recall him
railing against SNCC in those terms, but
there was certainly a lot of pressure to look
at other alternatives and to not to continue
to be involved with SNCC. There were a lot
of people who were on the fence, who were
very drawn to Al in personal terms, and who
'perhaps had some persconal doubts about SNCC
themselves. I think it was Al's magnetism as
much as anything and his ability to sort of
get people to helieve in what he was talking
about that did it more than any negative. I

decided that I wasn't going to go to the

Encampment for Citizenship - though he put a
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great deal of pressure on me to~3o - and that
I was going to go back South A couple of

other people at Yale decided they would go to
the Encampment for Citizenship, but then

would go South. Al eventually got around to

proposing that people who wanted to go to

e

(®]

Mississippi, go to the Encampment first
which was going to last about a month, and
then go work for NAACP in the Voter
Registration drives in Mississippi. So
became clearer and clearer that this was
really a kind of alternative social activism
that he was proposing and that it was

steering people out of SNCC.

Well, where were the funds for the Encampment

coming from?

I don't know. I don't know. My recollection
is that ADA was involved and that Joe Rauh

was prominent in it, but I really don't know,.
Now, would you have been paying your own
expenses for this? Would there have heen

scholarships?

No. I think there were scholarships. I
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don't recall if tha
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factor in deciding

whether to do it or not. I don't recall if

But you know it's in the back of my mind,

v
—
—

...but I've never seen anything hard. You
know, there have always been speculations,
"Well, he had all this money to fly around on
airplanes." Well, it could have been Nelson

Rockefeller.

Yes. I have no idea who was subsidizing it.
He made the program sound very appealing.

You know, it was really going to bhe issue
oriented. They were going to have lots of
high powered people coming in and he dropped
all these high peolitical contacts, as far as
people coming to speak, and he included an
occasional SNCC person who had agreed to come
and spend a davy. It.soﬁnded like it was
going to he an Al Lowenstein pressure cooker

kind of thing and that had a certain

attraction to it. For whatever combination
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Vickshurg.

Now, this Encampment did come off as youy
recollection, or do you know that Al was
going to the pecople who had been in
Mississippi and trying to...

. Detw: loy
OCh, yes. Bruce Twtwider, who is my closest
colleague at Yale in the Yale Civil Rights
Counéil, and who had worked in Holmes County;
went to the Encampment, and then he arrived
in like mid or late July as I recall. So, it

would be interesting to talk to him about

what actually happened there. I'm sure at
the time I had, you know, people told me, but

I don't really recall.
Do you know where he is now?

My last contact with him was several years
ago, and he was living on a farm in Vermont.
I could probably dig up the name and address

o

fwam his mother, who lives on Long Island.

Well, you know, without much trouble if vyou
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can do that I would appreciate it because I'm
not that far from Vermont.

Yes. It's interesting to me, you know, I
haven't kept track of how much of that side

of what Al Lowenstein was doing has come up
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story.

This is the first I've ever ran across it and

n

0
D

ne of these articles that have come out
al
recently about SNCC have wluded to it. So, I

think what it is...

And to the extent that he was still linked to
what was going on in the South, it was
clearly with the NAACP and their parallel of

the voter registration drive.

You said you first met him in the fall of
1964 when what, friends of SNCC and Yale that
you.

Yes, like a friend of SNCC group, right.

..and he was speaking to you as a group then

or as individuals?
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No, mai

memory

o'clock

local r

it was
two or
"Come o

absolut

It was
life he
about i

turmoil

STROMQUIST &

11y as individuals., My clearest

f him is him showing up like at ten

0
)]

at night and dragging people off to

estaurant; yvou know, a handful of

the same way up until the very end.
meet him until a year before his

He came to Millsaps and Tougaloo for
under a Woodrow Wilson internship,and
just that way, calling up people at
two thirty in the morning, you know,
n over for coffee.” Just

ely...

always a mystery what if any personal

1

a

=

had was like, not that he didn't talk

t. I mean his personal life was in

, and then he was in some cases quite

open about that, but that was the clearest

memory

veterans who were at Yale

project

I have for how he operated with the
oOR

the summer

work.

did, then in the fall, individually
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Yes, I think so. I fhink so. Again, what
I've heard later sort of bhlurs with what I
experienced. I don't recall him giving me
the real hard sell. I think if it was done,
and I'm sure it was, it was done more subtly
than that. I think he was disturbed about

the convention and he certainly communicated

that to us.

Did you go to the convention?

No. No. I was back home.

What was your reaction to it?

I was outraged at the way the FDP had been
treatedz and I supported the rejection of the
OMPYM‘%-‘ )

<ompeny, I was moved by Fannie Lou's
testimony and all that, but I don't recall
being tugged in the direction of going
around, "No, this is pretty reasonable. This
is a step." I think I was prepared to
suppeort that view that, you know, we haven't

worked this hard to begin to -token seats and

things like that.
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What was the mood you sensed in Mississippi

4 b S b

building up to this? I mean did people in

1

charge really think, really think that FDP

had a chance?

There's a lot of retrospect. You know,
Forman writes, "Well, we knew all along that

this wasn't going to work."

Well, no. I have to be careful to try to

just a kind of an exercise, it certainly

wasn't in the air. I didn't feel it at the
state convention. I didn't feel it in things

- building up to the state convention. I mean,
I think there was a sense of, "Look what's

been done. Look what's been done in a month
and a half to mobhilize people all across the
state into a peolitical organization." You
know, they can't turn their back on this.

This is just too impressive of a phenomenon
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As I said, I felt some disappointment at the
EBHH£3

way the convention was managed, but I don't

recall that sense of disappointment lasting

all that long. It certainly didn't intrude

in my support for the FDP or

N

NCC and
whatever fund raising and support we could do

in the North.

Then, you did come back in 19657

Yes, I came back in 1965, I didn't go
through the orientation again, which I guess
technically people were supposed to do, and
it was just outside of Jackson, people were
arrested. There was a whole lot of confusion

at the beginning of the second summer too.

Oh, this was at Edwards.

Yes, it was from highway 4 toward Vicksburg.

What is there? I'm trying to remember. It
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think they sold it. So, it was used for

awhile for Civil Rights kind
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activities.

Well, I didn't go to that orientation, and as
it was, the whole summer project was delayed

because the whole new class got put in jail.

In Jackson?

Yes, there was a demonstration in Jackson,

right., ..

That was over Paul Johnson, calling the
Legislature bhack to repeal a lot of the
voting rights, the voting laws. I think he
realized that the Voting Rights Act was going
to come in and they were going to have all
these laws on the hooks for whites.

(laughter)
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Right. Right. Right. Yes, but in any case,

we found the few who had stayed on through
the winter and were still there in the
summer, and I'm sure that Willie and Johnny
were-still in the community, though they had
been burned pretty badly- Willie more than
Johnny - Johnny was not in as exposed a

position, in terms of his relations with the

white volunteers.

a el

is perscnality was
different too, and Johnny worked more that
gecond summer with the project than Willie
did. Willie really kind of kept to himself
and would do things occasionally. I always
felt that I had a good relationship with him,

want to put himself in a

(o
+

ut he didn'

t

position to get burned again. So, for awhile
anyway, we were kind of working in a vacuum
because we were expecting all these other

volunteers to come in and there was a delay

- 0of a week or two, at least. The NAACP project

was already up and moving. The split in the
community appeared by that time to be pretty
irreparable. My own political development -

I had changed. I wa

N}

seeing things more in
class terms than I had the summer before. i

was somewhat more critical of Dr. Shirley,



of rigid class analysis, but it was a sense

that there is a who
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egment of this
community. that is still unrepresented; and
that if we have anything to do here, you
know, it's really that segment of the
community that we've got to somehow get
moving and get involved., It's still
continuing under the offices of the FDP
basically, but without the clear direction of
preparing for a convention. A handful of us,
again, hit the streets and started
organizing, and this time it was much more in
terms of community issues. It was more
community organizing. It was the Alins%y
kind of style of what are the things that
really matter to people the most, in terms of
their lives? What's making a real difference
in their lives? The lack of a stop sign, the
poor garbage pickup, you know, services that
they should be getting and they're not

getting from this city. It was those kinds

of issues that we tried to begin to focu

in

meetings on with some limited success. I

guess the high point was over garbage pickup



in one bottom part of the community where
usually using the same organizing model of

church meeting and, you know,

0
Q
o
P
)}
)
1‘1‘
-
3
WQ
N
]
~

people in that community, but this time, I
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v, there were

participated in the FDP work the summer
before. We had some pretty good turnouts.

Eventually, in that community it led

+
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a
delegation being appointed by this sort of ad
hoc meeting to go and meet with the mavor,

and try to confront him over this issue over

garbage collection, and they even sat in his

H

office briefly. We were much more conscious
that summer of what our role was and how

visible we were. The summ

D
=

before, either
out of a need to prove ourselves or whatever,
just being unselfconscious about the whole
thing, we didn't hesitate to sort of walk in
arth
the registrar's office wm somebody and sort
of be very visible. The second summer we
were sort of holding back more. We were
being influenced by this SDS style of
community organizing that was done in New

Jersey. You know, that the liberals are

there to just kind of get things in motion



of, in some ways, there was not the same kind
of high pitched tension, and in some ways the
second summer was more enjoyvable, It was more
relaxed. We felt some good things were
happening, but the staff that was there, and
it was a very small staff, as I recall, even
when. people came after the orientation and
being in jail and all of that, the numbers
were relatively fewer. It was easier to
kind of integrate them. We had one woman who

was a real problem, who was on a tremendous
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guilt trip, and went flying
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things. We got the Freedom

g g

again, and the Freedom School was, again, I
think somewhat more successful that summer,
but she mobilized a group of kids to go down
on the spur of the moment and try to
integrate the swimming pool. It was without
any preparation. It was without letting
anybody in the community know this was
coming. She just took off with these kids.

There was something that got fouled up and
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thing. I mean she was a constant problem
during the summer. Well, Harold was over in

Louisiana. He had gone with CORE that

(8]

summer, and actually suffered a very serious
e
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t
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beating that he still has physical gffec
of. We went over to see him a couple of

times, Willie, I think, and Jcohnny and I.
Was he over in Tallulah?

He wasn't all that far from Vicksburg. I
don't remember the town. It was kind of a

smallish town.

Yes. That's sort of right across. That's

Madison Parish, I think.

Yes, it could well have been. It was not
far, but we didn't have a whole lot of
contact with him during the summer. I don't
recall what his reasons for not coming back
to Mississippi were. I think he may have
felt that he wanted to see more action. We

had a few tense moments during the summer,
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but it was typical of the way the community
was changing The bombing had scared the
daylights, not only out of the black
community, but out of the white community
too, and the people who wanted to see that
community grow and develop were concerned

about it's image.

And you're talking about Chamber of Commerce?

were a few northern businesses that were
there, and in fact, after the bombing there
was some evidence that they had made their

concern known t
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the political leaders i

community. Somet
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the FRI and t

e local police showed up at the

door of our Freedom House and said that
they'd heen tipped off that there was going
to be some action that night, and would we
mind their staking the place out? We said,
"No." So, they got in the bushes all night
with their guns ready, and we sat in the

Freedom Hous

D

with our

heads very

low, not

knowing quite what to expect, but thinking
that it was probably going to be a car coming
through and shooting the place up. It never
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Well, there's certainly a difference bhetween

one summer and the next, isn't it?

Yes, yes, but I mean that was the sort of,
and you know, we moved much more freely in
the community. We, in fact, got to know some
of the white families that were working for

the, I think, there was a federal project, a

L]

ederal reseach center near there - Waterways
Research Station, and there were a couple of
people, white families who worked there who

were sympathetic and had people come in.

What sort of sense did yvou have of the state

FDP effort that year?

That summer - fragmented. As I recall, it
was different in each area, and the people
were kind of digging in, as we were, and
focusing much more on local issues, but it
was really, in a sense, two different

organizations. At least, that was true of
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Vicksburg. The organization of the previous
summer that had been focused so much on the
convention, had really come apart at the
seams. The leadership had gone over, for the
most part. Too much can't be made of that

hecause, while Aaron Shirle
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still were kind of bridges the project and
to the FDP, who would go to bhoth meetings
yvou know, who would lend their names to both

eftforts. There was some more grassroots

involvement the second summer, in terms of

another strata in the community. It didn't
last,as so often happens with that kind of
organizing around specific issues. It's
difficult to hold =it togethef.

You didn't have much contact then with

Jackson, with Q'Ué“*'

No, not as I recall, but it was even less

a1l

than the summer bhefore.

Relations, characterize the relations between
FDP and NAACP in Vicksburg, Natchez, that

whole area?
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distinct projects. The NAACP had volunteers
who were working, and they were going door to
door and cranking out the numbhers, in terms

of getting people down to the courthouse, We

looking more at economic
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issues, and trying to organize on that basis.
Oh, I think, there was a lot of sort of
fading back and forth, but there were no...

There was a lot of

t

alk, and I think Aaron
Shirley and other blacks in the community who

lent their names to and supported the

things that were going on and I don't recall

any serious attempt to bridge the two,.

I'm sorry to get into that now, but I'wve
heard so much abhout Evers and his role and

impact, and I sort of looked forward to
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trying to peel couple of lavers.
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Yes, again, my perspective is one as a very
local perspective I tended to kind of dig
in where I was and was busy with what I was
involved in day to day.

It was probabhly the best way

Well, I came out of the whole experience
feeling pretty good about what had happened,

handled whatever guilt I had about being a

white person working in a black movement

reasonably well. By the third summer, Rruce
Detunler _ .
Tutwiler and I had - we graduated in 1966

from Yale, and that

)]

pring, May particularly

we were running a clothing drive. We got an

i

0ld truck donated and drove this truckload of

clothes and books down to Vicksburg, and then

basically what I call, abandoned the truck
where the Meredith March was at that point.
We joined it somewhere in the Delta.
certainly there for the camping episode, and
then stayed with the march to the outskirts
of Jackson, and then went home. We
experienced firsthand that sort of growing

split, you know. I mean it was almost

We were
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laughable in the march You know, there
would bhe chants and counterchants, "Rlack
Power'" and "Freedom Now," and whites -

they were doing, they didn't know what to do.
They felt guilty chanting "Black Power,“ but
they just didn't know what to do. It was

almost humorous.
But for two veterans, I mean did you have anvy
chargrin or misgivings about what you saw

happening or...

Well, not as I recall. See, we were sort

(o]
HI

as I look back on it there was a kind of,

brief though our involvement was we were sort

-+

of easing out gradually. We were already
looking then. Bruce and I, in fact, both

went to Africa. We had become concerned

-about the war. We were both, actually,

increasingly concerned about what was
happening in southern Africa. We were trying
to find a way to make, you know, in our

thinking at the time, to make some links

i
D

twe

D

n the libheration movements from
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outhern Africa and the Civil Rights Movement



DITTMER:

STROMQUIST:

DITTMER:

STROMQUIST:

DITTMER:

STROMQUIST:

STROMQUIST 67

in the states So, we both ended up going to

Tanzania - I working with the American

Friends Service Committee, and initially

hoping to work in refugee centers in the

southern part of the country. Through that I
9 e .

had gotten to know Edwardo Mpndglani, and

that didn't work out. It was too complicated

for an American white to work in that

situation.

How long were you there?

Two years.

Did you see Moses there?

No

Or did he come later?

But Stokely Carmichael was there. Stokely

o &
Carmichael who Edwardo Mgndalani, whom I go
to know fairly well on personal terms, and

went to supper at his house, and would meet

him when I'd come back to town, because I was

then. ..
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talking about, in terms of the
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iberation struggle. But,
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out that, because, to say that by the time

%

e got involved in the Meredith March both of
us were already looking beyond that. It was
clearer and clearer in our support work

during the winters at Yale that the role

a1l

or
us was diminishing, and we could look at that
with a certain amount of regret, but I think
with a certain amount of understanding too.

I certainly didn't harbhor bitterness for
being pushed out of the Movement. It seemed
a natural course, and I didn't feel

Semse
uncomfortabhle with the <defense of black

consciousness, and autonomy was taking hold.

The Meredith March was in some way a kind of

nice exit.

DITTMER: Yes, it was almost like-:a film script.

STROMQUIST : Yes, right. We stopped in Vicksburg, and saw

a lot of old friends, and came to terms with
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making all that much difference in the
community in one sense The things that were

b
v
=
(D
0
i
=
«Q
|=
Q
4—1'
D

>3
D
H
D
|....|
ay)
=
(s}
D
=
I+
[®]
=
(D]
D
n

-+

I think you were part of a large force,

Yes, but no,. Aaron Shirley and Eddie Johnson
and Pink Taylor were still there, you know,

and they were going to be there and they were
going to be the leaders of that community in

all likelihood. I think in some ways, I

think we made a point of going bhack to see

-~

n3

Aaron Shirley that summer in that brief time
we were there, and I think that whatever
sense of division we had felt with him the
previous summer, I recall an amicable meeting
and good-bye. I know the Meredith March
itself was spirited, there was a sense of
real, inspite of the obvious division, there
was a sense of real movement still.

Certainly, the confrontation a and
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he march through Philadelphia, it was
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omething that everybody had to do in a
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ense, and it brought it full circle. I mean
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Did you get to the Tougaloo campus...

I believe we did, actually, ves.

. .where they marched and camped?

%9
0
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I was wondering if you have any recollections

of that hospitality there?

No, I had forgotten even that that's where we
had ended up and now the campus comes back
vividly. I think we were there only brieflv,
maybe overnight. You know, my recollection
now is there were workshops getting
organized. It was kind of a festive

atmosphere almost.

BRecause I've learned that there was a strong



STROMQUIST Yes, right, right Yes, I don't really
DITTMER: Well, that was all behind the scene.
STROMQUIST: Yes, it had already happened, ves..
DITTMER: Well, I'm going to turn this thing off,

unless you have. ..

STROMQUIST: No. I think we'wve,..

DITTMER: That should have been my guestion earlier,
Are there things that I haven't mentioned
that stand out in your mind from this

experience?

STROMQUIST: No, except that things that I've already
oY
2luded to axe salid in one way or another, and
that I felt that inspite of Paul's account of
what happened in Vicksburg that there were

some important things that happened there,

and there was some movement in the community.
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have perceived. In

h

B
(9]
t

t

1]
=

m

0

, I leftt it with a very positive feeling

......

for most of th
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involved with and as well for the leaders of
the black community who at variou
been made the target of people’s opposition.
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So, it sounds like you had positive feelings
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and have remained that way.

Yes, perhaps become more positive with the
vears. There's a certain tendency, I think,
in that direction. I haven't really talked

about the experience all that often and find
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You know, that's what I'm trying to talk

about.

END OF SIDE 4





