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Interviewee: Bertha Marie Burres 
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BB: Got involved with SCLC in 1967, and they looking for somebody to take they 

notes from around here in their meetings; and I was good at taking notes 

because everybody that had organization here in Quitman County, I was their 

secretary, so. [Laughter] They had to meet on different nights in order for me to 

be able to take their notes. So, I got interested in that. I came back home 

because I left my husband, and these are my six children. They taken that picture 

without my permission and everything, and so that’s the way they’re being seen 

all over the place. They are at the museum in Memphis, and— 

SB: I read about his exhibit, and I think they took it out to California. 

BB: Mm-hm. We were on the Mule Train. 

SB: Do you mind if we start, so I get all of your information chronologically and make 

sure we cover everything, you know. I don’t want to miss anything you’re telling 

us on the recorder.  

BB: That’s the train. That’s where we was headed to Batesville, then we were going 

south to 82, and then we went east. 

SB: So did you—you knew Roland Freeman? 

BB: Oh, yeah. He was the only one that stayed back—well, he wasn’t the only one, 

but he was the only one that was interested in my children and me, because I 

had all of my children on there, and my baby was just three years old, and the 

oldest one was nine, so. 
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SB: And look! 

BB: Yeah, look at them now. 

SB: Marna, do you want to look at this while we start? Oh, we did start, okay. All right 

then, let’s begin. Good afternoon. This is Sarah Blanc and Khama 

Weatherspoon, and it’s September 24, 2010, and we are in Marks, Mississippi 

with—well, why don’t you introduce yourself to us, actually? 

BB: I have a lot of names, but I’m going to give you my original name. I was born as 

Bertha Marie Burres, and at the time, I had just come back home because I was 

separating from my husband, and we had been in Chicago for a while, a couple 

years. So, I use Bertha Burres, that’s my name. Although you see me in different 

situations as Bertha Johnson and Bertha Crawford and Bertha Luster, but that’s 

me. So, I prefer to use my maiden name, Burres. 

KW: Could you give us a bit of a background on your husband and children, your 

parents and grandparents? 

BB: Well, that’s my grandmother up there, and she was out in the country, so they 

decided—her and her husband decided they would move to town, and they got 

the house that I was raised up in, and the people redid the house and everything. 

And that’s where she was when she passed. 

KW: And what was her name? 

BB: Alberta Moss. And her husband is Benjamin Moss. So, my mother stayed across 

the street from her, at this angle. And my momma’s house—Momma and 
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Daddy’s house was on the corner of Third and Humphrey. So, my daddy was a 

minister, and my mom, she worked for a little while, you know, like driving him 

when he was trying to get his start, stationary in Quitman County. It was just 

starting up, and they’d have a few days where they’d take the children to—she’d 

take the children to the churches where they had their classes at. Wasn’t having 

too many classes then because they didn’t have a curriculum or anything to go 

by, so she would haul the children there. So, when I came in, I moved back 

home. My husband was in the service. He got in the service, he says, so we 

could get married. 

SB: And how did you meet him? 

BB: At church. But that happened to be one of the bad ones. [Laughter] 

KW: And where was this church? 

BB: Church of Christ. The church is still up there on Anderson Street, but when I 

come back, I didn’t—I went there, and I didn’t like the way they was, you know, 

communicating and everything. They wasn’t.  So, I just stopped going. And then I 

got interested in civil rights working and everything. After taking these people’s 

notes about what they were trying to do and get done in Quitman County, I was 

interested. So, I took their notes and we had our meetings, and I was beginning 

to understand a lot more about it because I wasn’t interested and it didn’t bother 

me one way the other. So, I got interested in being a worker, you know. So, I did. 

And I liked it, you know; I liked what they were doing, what they were trying to do. 

They was trying to accomplish something that would’ve been a lot of help to us, 
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and so I kept their reports and everything, and then when after Dr. King was 

assassinated—well, he came here first, and we got a chance to carry him around 

and let him look and see how things was here, it wasn’t really nice. We was 

standing in streets, that’s supposed to be a town, and it’s full of water, you know. 

Houses was broke down and so Mr. Signer came into town and he built houses 

that kind of widen out the city. A place of residence for the black people. The 

white people’s across the railroad. They’re between the railroad and the river. 

And we were over here—it wasn’t very much for us to do except farm. Yeah, and 

we picked cotton, chopped cotton, chopped beans, chopped the grass down, 

picked the cotton when Billy got in a lot of cotton pickers; after they got all of the 

cotton picked, then we was out of a job.  Oh, yeah, we was out of a job. So, we 

were just around. When you don’t have nothing to do, you just idle, you know, 

and you can get into a lot of different stuff, and they not all good. So, I began to 

notice that our young people, you know, going in the wrong direction. So, they 

asked me to help get an organization started here, so I said, okay, that’ll be fine 

with me. But they wanted me to sit and interview older people to see what they 

wanted to learn, if they would be interested in learning, bettering themselves at 

certain things like math, and counting money, and writing their names because 

all they were doing was writing a X. So, they learned. We got the program after 

me sitting down with about seventy-five of them that told me what they would 

want to learn if we got a school for us, is what they were calling it, so, yeah. So, 

we did that for four years; it was a four year experiment program. 

KW: And what did they want to—what were some of the things they wanted to learn? 
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BB: Learn how to write their name; learn how to count their money; learn how to get 

anything that was available for them, to get like Social Security, Medicaid, 

medicine, how to get a doctor; how to get food; and if there were anything they 

could get like Social Security. And they wanted to learn how to do that and how 

to go about doing it, because they said they know, they heard about it, but they 

didn’t know how to go about doing it. So, my job after the program got started 

was to go around and educate everybody on the program that we had in the 

county, and it was everybody that was in Quitman County. It was mostly based 

on the county, and that’s it. So, we got the school started for the adult class, adult 

ABE class, and then later, they wanted to educated the children, have something 

for the smaller children to do when the parent did find some work to do, you 

know. They would also have a way to take care of their small children or get 

somebody to take care of them. 

SB: So, how did you get the job taking notes for the civil rights organization in town? 

BB: Because I was the secretary and I was volunteering, and I told them, I said—they 

said, we can’t pay you nothing much. I said, well, if each one of y’all would give 

me a little, I would, you know, be able to pay my utilities, because my mom and 

dad paid my rent. He told me to find a house and not to worry about the rent, but 

they didn’t want me and my six children in the house with them. [Laughter] And I 

can understand that, because they’re beginning to get, you know, up in age and, 

you know, a lot of time, a lot of noise, loud screaming, and it happens some time, 

and they kind of, you know, set you off in another direction. [Laughter] You wish 

you had some earplugs to put in your ear, you know. 
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SB: So, when did you know there was a movement? When did you realize that 

something was happening in Mississippi? 

BB: When I came back home and I started going to the NAACP meetings and Voter’s 

League and Quitman County Association, and there was another one, can’t 

remember it. But anyway, it was four of them; I was secretary to all four of them, 

and when SCLC came in after Martin King’s assassination, then they needed 

somebody to take notes for them, so I took notes for them. Everybody said, let 

her take them, she keep up with you, she can keep up, I said, no, I can’t! I’m not 

a short-hander! I didn’t take shorthand, you know; I missed school because I got 

married too early. But I got up to the tenth grade. I completed the tenth grade 

before I left and started having children. I left here and went to California, and I 

had four children out there. And my husband left California, and he had to go 

overseas, so I had one child over there. And come back to Memphis after he did 

his tour over to in England, and I had my last baby there, my daughter. But 

before then, you know, I just go to each one of their meetings, and all of their 

meetings was similar; I don’t know why they had those four different groups, but I 

guess that was the groups they had in this area, so they had just about the same 

people went to one went to all of them. And so they the one that recommend to 

SCLC that they use me as their secretary. And they said, well, you know, she 

might be busy when you all have a meeting, she might not be able to do the 

meeting for you all because we’re going to have her busy. Yeah, they say, okay, 

that will be fine, because it’s something that benefit us. And that’s what we were 

looking for. So then, when they came in, they wanted to work on the Mule Train. 
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That was the last thing that Dr. King had talked with them about before he got 

assassinated, and they had to put it together. He gave them a rough draft of what 

he wanted them to do, so that’s what they had, and they had to do all of the other 

in-between work like finding out how far it is from here to Batesville, how long it 

would take mules that was freshly shoed to walk, because, you know, they’re not 

used to walking on concrete, and so they had somebody to shoe them. They had 

a place to keep them over ‘cross the railroad, over there.  And this teacher on 

this side of the railroad on that first street over there, he had a place. He had 

some land where he could, you know, leave them there, and they could put some 

hay out there and feed them. He made sure they was fed and everything every 

day. And from there, we had to find them first. So, everywhere that they heard 

about there was mules, they wanted more mules than they did horses. But some 

of those wagons end up with a horse—excuse me—two horses leading the 

wagon. But, in most places, it was mules; we had mules. And to get ready for 

that, they was having rallies. I had to make out all of the fliers and everything for 

the rallies, and if they had somebody coming in to talk, you know, different from 

us. They was trying to get the people interested, but most of them wasn’t 

interested. They didn’t even try to come out to the rallies unless somebody was 

coming that they heard of and they wanted to see them. So, that’s the way it got 

started. And then from there, it went to, well, they decided we’ll talk to the 

teenagers, maybe they’ll listen. The teenagers listened. And they tried to keep 

the staff from going to the school. They’d tell them if they go back to the school, 

they was going to put them in jail. They ended up doing that, because we was 
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getting pretty close to time for them to get out of here and head to Washington, 

so they didn’t have a whole lot of time, because this thing was just put into effect 

after Dr. King had passed. And so, because one of his main reasons for the Mule 

Train, he said it was because he would like to get on the Mule Train and 

experience the experience that the people did when they went West, and that’s 

why he was looking forward to doing that. And riding the Mule Train, you know, 

sometime, not all the time. But that was his baby, they call it.  

KW: Ms. Burres, what was some of the foundations of the Mule Train, like what was 

the purpose of having the Mule Train? 

BB: To demonstrate to the people that we are in a poor condition down here in 

Mississippi and nobody seem to care. There were needs that the people down 

here need. We needed a doctor that would wait on us according to, you know, 

the problem that we had. And it would have to be a doctor that somebody else 

was paying, because the people weren’t able to pay him money. People that 

raise chickens will give him a chicken or something like that, like, you know, like 

they have in the old days. They was doing that, so that was all they could do. So 

they had to get somebody that was interested in our health condition, as well as 

the white people’s health condition. And so, that was one of them; we had a 

whole list of things that we put together, and nobody really believed that. But we 

wanted jobs, we wanted information on different things that would help us, and 

better books. We were using the books from the white school, and we was just 

so far behind, because they got almost new books every year, and we didn’t. But 

our education had to come that way. It had to start that way. And so, after that, 
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they was wanting better housing and food stamps—when people couldn’t get 

food stamps and they was afraid to go and try to get food stamps, and they was 

wondering why they couldn’t get them. Somebody tell them what to do to go and 

get them, and they’ll do that, and then sometime, the attitude that some of the 

white people would give them would frighten them away. So they just, you know, 

didn’t feel like they were accomplishing anything, and they wanted to do more 

than what they were doing. And they was wanting us to help them do the thing 

that we later learned and did for them. So, that was one of the things, some of 

the things that mostly got everybody to kind of cooperate. You got to those 

meetings, you find out there was mostly ministers, because the ministers the one 

that started it. And they had their wives with them. So, all of the ministers that 

helped in the civil rights, they had their name on each one of these buildings. But 

when they took their names down and the alphabet to paint that up there, some 

of them got put back on and some of them didn’t. Like the name that was on this 

building—it’s not on there anymore—but the one, S.A. Allen is on that building 

over there. But it was about ten to twelve ministers around here in this area and 

other areas of Quitman County. They all came together and this is what they 

wanted to do. They wanted to better Quitman County. And they wanted to do 

something to let everybody know that we are here. We need you all’s help. And 

we want to know how to get it. And so, the main purpose of the Mule Train was to 

go and take our message to Washington, to let them know that we were people 

down here that needed help and it should have started with the president. And 

so, we was going to take the problem up there to him and ask him to help us, 
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because some of us was eating good and some wasn’t. We raised pigs and then 

we got to the place where they didn’t want us to give them any slop. You know 

what slop is: leftover foods and stuff. They didn’t want us to give them our 

leftover foods. And my uncle used to get—he had sixteen children, him and his 

wife, so he needed a lot of food [laughter] to feed everybody; he needed a lot of 

food, so. He would work at this school and he would get all of the leftovers and 

take them home to slop his house [laughter] and the pigs. But that was too good, 

I guess, they didn’t want us to do that. They said it wasn’t healthy. Instead, they 

went and threw it in the river, Coldwater River over there. And the people, that 

made them upset again, so. When they got started on the Mule Train, they were 

having rallies, but it wasn’t a whole lot of people at the rally, because they 

wanted to know, when y’all getting ready to do something, then, you know, let us 

know. And me, I had to stay in the office all the time because I had to answer the 

phone, take the messages, do the notice for the rallies and everything, and I 

just—there was only so far, you know, so much that I could do, being as one 

person. But the guys, they said they’d help if I need help, and I said, I need 

somebody that’s going to be able to help me that’s going to be here. So, I guess I 

did a pretty good job, because they left me there to do it all. Nobody helped. But 

they would help sometimes, but people still didn’t want to go on the Mule Train. A 

lot of them went to Washington for the rally, but, the main rally, but they didn’t 

want to ride the Mule Train. They said, that sounds dangerous. And they figured 

that we’d get picked on, you know, by different peoples going through some of 

these towns in Mississippi, you know, they all white. And they didn’t want—no, 
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that’s dangerous. And you going and taking your children? I’d say, yes, I am. I’m 

taking my children, because my mom and daddy not able to, you know, look after 

them. And I had just had a baby. You know, I mean, she was a little more than a 

baby, she’s three years old. But I ended up taking them all, all six of them. I was 

going to take just four and leave the other two here. But I told Mom and Daddy 

before I left, I said, we getting ready to pull out Mom, Daddy. I said, now, if you 

don’t think you can do this—she said, well, when you going to be back?  I said, I 

have no idea when I’ll be back. She said, well, then I think you better take your 

children with you. [Laughter] I said, okay, no problem. All I had to do was to make 

sure all of the messages was given to the person that they supposed to be given 

to, and then I could keep up with my children. But then I had to work on 

something for everybody to do, and work on everything; where we were going to 

stop, how long it was going to take us to stop, when we’re going to travel, and 

make sure that if we’re going to stop at a church that evening, that they would 

have food ready for us. We carried food with us, we carried latrines with us, we 

carried food for the horses with us, and those trucks followed us as we went 

down the highway, but before we get to that, the children—the teenagers, the 

children in that year, 1961—they did not get a chance to graduate. And I’m so 

sorry for that. But that’s the way it was. They had just finished the high school 

down there in 1960, and the children in 1961, they didn’t have a graduation 

because of—they left the school when they put the SCLC staff in jail. They put 

five or six of them in jail because they came to the high school again and they 

told them not to. So, after they did that, the children just walked out of school, 
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and the teachers walked with them because they said, they were my children and 

I was responsible for them, so I went with them.  So they did, and the one 

teacher got beaten with a rifle barrel and all in her face was just messed up, and 

after school was out that year, it was so close to being out anyway, she just left 

and went back home. I think she’s from Memphis. And that was the end of that, 

but the way they went about doing it was not. It was really sad, because the 

policemans got together, the highway patrolmen got together, and some of the 

offices that in Quitman County for different jobs and things, they all got together 

and decided that they wanted to run them peoples out—run the children back to 

school. And they couldn’t do that, because once they start shooting over their 

heads and slinging their clubs and things, children just scatter. They just run all 

over town. And I don’t think anybody went back down to the school. The principal 

was left down there by himself, mostly, because the ones that was there that 

didn’t go with the children, they didn’t stay at the school. But, after that night, 

everybody got interested in the Mule Train, and after they got interested in the 

Mule Train, they said, wow, yeah, we going on these busses. We going on this 

Mule Train.  But then, when they found out that they couldn’t go because if they 

went they wouldn’t be able to get their jobs back when they come back, they 

wasn’t going to be able to get their jobs back. And then a lot of them that worked 

on the plantations and places, they was losing they house. They couldn’t even 

keep their house. So, that was that. They divided up. If the man went, the woman 

stayed. If the woman went, the man stayed here, you know. Somebody stayed 

here in the family to keep their job. And then, one time, they threatened the 
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whole family, that if you split up like that, you’re still going to lose your house and 

your job. So, there was one lady here, she had her children, was involved in the 

segregation of the schools, and the first black boy that was going to graduate 

from high school that year, he wanted to go, but he couldn’t go, because they 

told him if he went, he was going to come back and he was going to start in the 

eleventh grade, do that grade all over again, and then go back to the twelfth 

grade just like that. And he didn’t want to waste all that time; he thought that was 

a waste, so his dad and momma talked with him and told him, you go ahead on 

and get your grades, keep your grades up, and we’re going to be here.  And 

neither one of them went. So, later on, his dad was in a march from Memphis to 

Oxford, Mississippi, for the first black to enter Ole Miss. And he was in that march 

and he had a heart attack, and he died. But we was all back by that time. After 

we had the rally and told the people about the Mule Train and everything, 

everybody had to register. I had to take the names and the names of all the 

children and things, so when we left, they told us, we’re not only going to have 

the Mule Train, we’re going to have some busses, too. And they had to find out 

what kind of busses they had. It was hot that year, too, in the summer—this was 

in May. Some of the people, most of the people, young and old, that went, they 

got on one of those Greyhound busses. So, they were nice and cool. They’d say, 

it’s too hot out there to be riding in a wagon. [Laughter] I said, y’all about right, 

but you know, we all get tanned anyway in the summertime, you out there in that 

field. So, they went on, and was there when we got there. They was already 

there. They had been there for almost a month, because it don’t take that—the 
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busses just stop in certain areas picking up people. Started here, and then 

headed to Washington, D.C. And we started here, after it stopped raining that 

day. And I won’t forget it because it was on my son’s birthday, one of my sons’ 

birthday. So, we went halfway to Batesville, then we stopped for the night. That 

wasn’t that far. [Laughter] But then, it had to start off that way, because the mules 

wasn’t used to walking in those shoes, and then on the concrete. So after that, 

they decided that we would make another trip and stop right on the other side of 

Batesville at Courtland. And we had to stay at a—pull all of the wagons up to a 

church there because there wasn’t a house, a church over there that we could 

use. The church was out across the field, so it was kind of wet. So, we would, 

you know, got as close to the church as we could so we wouldn’t get stuck. And 

from there, we do up to twenty-five miles. When we got almost to Atlanta, we did 

thirty miles one time during the day. We’d stop at twelve and feed everybody. 

Well, first of all, we’d get up at four o’ clock in the morning and cook breakfast. 

Everybody, you know, ate breakfast before they left. Then at lunchtime, around 

twelve to one, we would stop on the side of the road where there was large 

spaces and vacant lots where we would fix some lunch, because we was looking 

for the people in the next town that we was going to stop at to have dinner for us. 

They did, they did. They cooked dinner and brought it to the church and we all 

ate, and then they would take us home with them, when they take us home with 

them at night. They’d pick who want to go spend the night with them. They’d 

bring us back to the wagons, to the church early in the morning, because we had 

to, you know, we just get up around four o’ clock so, they had to get up to take us 
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in, so if they weren’t going to be able to do that, then you know, then they would 

not take us unless they made some type of arrangement with somebody to come 

pick us up. And we had a good time on that trip. We’d run into complications a 

couple of times. And then the man in charge of the wagon train had to, you know, 

speak. We weren’t supposed to say anything. We were only supposed to, 

whatever, let him do the talking and whatever him and the officials decide to do, 

that’s what we had to do. And you what he was doing, hmm? 

SB:  Was he a member of SCLC? 

BB: Mm-hm. 

SB: Okay. 

BB: They picked him, I guess because of, I guess because of his attitude. He has a 

nice attitude. 

SB: Do you remember his name? 

BB: Yeah, his name is in that book; Bolden. Willie Bolden. 

SB: And did you think that he was a good representative for the group? 

BB: Yeah. After I got to know him, I thought he was a good representative to be the 

person to lead the, you know, be the leader of the group. I thought that he fit my 

description of a person that’s leading, guiding a group of people. Yeah. And after 

he got back home or got out of the Mule Train, got off of it, then he became a 

minister. He went to school to become a minister.  And he went back home to 

Atlanta, Georgia, but now, most or the workers like that, they were nice. They 
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had to have a nice attitude, because people sure was looking for them not to 

have one. And so, they had to have a nice attitude. And they got to know a lot of 

the people around, because during the day, when they had did their business 

that they had to do and they had to leave, then they would go and visit different 

peoples in the neighborhood and different areas. The rural areas, they would, 

you know, take three or four go that way or three or four go this way, or three or 

four go east, west, north, and south, all of those areas they had taken care of. 

They go and meet those peoples and ask them questions about what they like to 

do and everything. And that’s what, that’s one of the reasons they was more 

determined then, when they saw the conditions here. They’re from Atlanta, and 

none of them had to live that way. So, they was more willing to try and help us to 

get in a better condition. So, that was good. But then, you know, the job that all of 

us had, one was to do what the ramrod said; two, everybody stay on his or her 

wagon; three, everybody had to help. And the ladies, the older ladies had to 

make sure that we cooked. The younger ladies had to make sure that we had 

enough food on the truck to cook for everybody. The teenaged girls, they’d 

babysit. They’d make sure that they kept all of the babies interested in eating, 

and whatever they wanted to snack on they had for them to snack on. The boys 

would help with the feeding of the horses and the mules. And the teenage boys 

would brush them down, you know. They would always brush them down at night 

before they went to bed. And the men, they would make sure that nobody 

disturbed us that wasn’t supposed to be out there. Because most of the churches 

was in the, back out behind trees and things, you know. But for our safety, and 
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for our safety, we had men with patches on round their jacket to let you know that 

if you had a problem, you could call one of those people and they would stop and 

see what the problem is; maybe somebody got sick or didn’t feel good, you know. 

And they would stop at the nearest place where there was a hospital. I know, 

because one time I got sick. I had migraine headaches, and I just couldn’t stand 

nobody even talk to me. Your voice was just like a loudspeaker, you know, when 

you talked, and I couldn’t stand that. So, they stopped to put me in the hospital 

one time, and they said, how long was I going to be there? And they said, about 

two or three days, and we ain’t got that much time. They said, can you check her 

and give us the medications so we can leave this evening? So the doctor would 

say, yes, if that’s the way you all want it. And they looked at me and they said, is 

that all right? I said, sure, that’s fine; knew I was going to say yes. But we had 

fun. At night, we would have the rally; a couple of the guys would speak and tell 

what we’re doing, why we’re doing it, and they would feed us and they would pick 

out who they were going to take home, and we’d spend the night at their house. 

But, when the times when we would got to a church and spend it on the church 

ground at night, then they had the mens watching during the night while the 

women and the children slept. And the children would play, oh, they would play 

just like—they was having so much fun, they were playing hard. That’s what the 

teenage girls had to do, make sure that the smaller children had something to do 

to keep them busy, keep them together, and to watch them to make sure they 

didn’t go astray, you know, outsmart you, and get nosy. They’d see an opening 

somewhere and they’d be wanting to go into that opening [laughter], they would. 
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But then me and another young lady had to always check the inventory to make 

sure we had enough food. The young adult would tell us about how much food 

we’re using, and what we need, what we’re getting low on, so we can send 

somebody to get it. 

SB: And this was on the trucks? 

BB: Mm-hm, take the trucks and get the food. And what we have left, then we would 

send it back here to Quitman County. During the day, that’s what they’ll be doing. 

Bringing back clothes because they give us clothes, the lady even went in and 

gave me a mattress for my children to put on the bed of the wagon, and they 

gave us radios, can openers, anything portable like that that we could use, you 

know, without electricity. And most of it was with electricity, we didn’t have that. 

SB: And this came from the church for the most part? 

BB: All of this come from the different peoples that was at church. See, they would 

keep us at they house at night, and then they’ll see us, you know, need things, 

and so they just give it to us. They gave me a table, a fan, a mattress. She said, 

it’s a mattress for your wagon so your children can have somewhere to lay on 

that’s soft.  I said, okay, thank you. And we was expecting everything to be under 

control in Washington, but when we got there, it was chaos, pure chaos. Some of 

the guys on the inside throwing cigarettes and firecrackers across the fence on 

the policemen, and sometime they would retaliate by coming in there trying to 

find out who it was so they could get a couple of them and take them to jail. They 

took a lot of people to jail.  
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SB: Anyone with you? 

BB: Huh? 

SB: Did they take anyone with you to jail? 

BB: Yeah, mm-hm. They took us to jail. They told us that we all had to go to jail.  

SB: And what happened then? 

BB: We went before the judge, and the judge said, y’all come back here again, I’ll put 

you in jail and keep you there. [Laughter] But now, they had to have a reason to 

arrest you, so they knocked the watermelons out of our hands that we was 

going—we were going to eat watermelon up on the Capitol steps—and they said, 

no, you can’t get up there. You can’t even get up that far. And the bigger children 

of mine, you know, my children, the nine-year-old, eight-year-old, seven-year-old, 

they were carrying watermelons. The smaller watermelons. 

SB: What are your children’s names? 

BB: Ah, Brenda, Buddy, Michael, Nelson, Terry, and Trudy. [Laughter] 

SB: And is that in order of age? 

BB: That’s in order of age. I always go that way, that’s the way I remember them 

best. Yeah, a couple of them got nicknames, but that’s because the children 

couldn’t say their names. The older children couldn’t say their names, like Brian 

over there. His name is Brian Michael. But they couldn’t say Brian, so I said, we’ll 

call him Michael or Mike, whatever. So they call him Michael [laughter], and 
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Terry, they couldn’t pronounce his name, so they just call him Terry. His name 

was Terence. And Terence got a new name, Terry. Everybody calls him Terry. 

And Brenda, they call her Brenda. Trudy, they call her Trudy. The children, well 

since she was the baby, everybody could, you know, above her could say Trudy. 

And so— 

KW: Do they remember a lot of what happened? 

BB: No. The only ones that remember are the two oldest ones. They remember some 

things. 

KW: How old were they on this trip? 

BB: They were nine and eight. Nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three . . . [Laughter] 

That’s the way I had them, every year. So you start at nine, you end at three.  

KW: Were your parents still alive at this time when you guys were on the Mule Train? 

BB: Mm-hm. My mom just died this year. She was—back end of March—she was 

eighty-eight. And my daddy died in 2006, and he was ninety; he was coming to 

his ninetieth birthday, he was eighty-nine.  

SB: Were they worried about your safety when you were on the trip? 

BB: Yeah, they were. I’d call them when we would get to certain places where we 

could use the phone, and I would call them and let them know that we were 

doing okay and where we are and how far we had to go. But we actually didn’t go 

all the way to Washington D.C., not on the mules and wagons, because we got to 

Atlanta—it took us about twenty-seven days to get from here to Atlanta, Georgia, 
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and everybody was resting and relaxing and everything, and they called us and 

said, y’all got to be there in three days. I don’t know what y’all thinking about, got 

to be there in three days, I said, how can we get there in three days? It took us 

almost thirty days to get here! But that was about halfway, so we said, well, 

gonna have to find another way to get to Washington, D.C. So they did. They 

checked with the rail train, put us on that train, took them wagons and mules, put 

them on there, and we went to Virginia. And we got off at Virginia, and they got 

those mules and wagons off the train, put them back together. And we boarded 

them again, went across the river, into Washington, D.C. 

KW: Ms. Burres, who were some of the figures involved with the Mule Train? 

BB: Let me see. I can remember some of them, but I can’t remember all of them, so. 

It’s still in the tablet that I kept up with. This is the tablet I had, and believe it or 

not, they started putting these tablets out again.  

KW: Yes, it’s a composition notebook. 

SB: You kept this when you were on the road? 

BB: Mm-hm, because I had to keep up with how many people get on the train, and 

how many of them get off. Because every time they get to a place where there 

was going to be a bus coming up there, a lot of them would get off the Mule Train 

and get on the bus. But we started off with . . . 

SB: It’s incredible that you still have that. And that’s everybody that was on the train? 
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BB: Yeah, we started out with eighty-three people. But, when we got to Washington 

D.C. we didn’t have eighty; we had about seventy-five, sixty to seventy-five, 

because I added as we stopped in different places. And then some would get off 

and I had to keep up with how many was added, and how many got on, you 

know, got off.  And one boy, we had to leave him in Alabama someplace, 

because he jumped off his wagon before it stop and broke his leg. And we had a 

mule that kicked a horse to death in Grenada. We hadn’t gotten that far then. 

That mule kicked that horse to death. Said, no, we got to wait, we got to take 

another day, because we got to replace this horse. And see, that’s what the 

patrol did, they rode the horses mostly. They were on the horses, and whenever 

we needed some attention or something, they would go and tell the ringmaster 

up there. They called him Ramrod. They would go up there and tell him, and then 

he would determine whether or not we were going to stop or not, and take care of 

him. But I have them here separated, and children, the children from the adults, 

and the staff from the regular people. That’s the way I would keep up with them. 

But this is just putting them down there, just keeping up with them that way, 

because we started out with eighty-something children—women, men, children, 

staff. And they had some extra helpers, you know, on the trails. They had the 

people that couldn’t handle the mules, or couldn’t guide the mules to drive the 

wagon for them, and some of the young men, you know, they did that. But most 

of them. That was a young man that jumped off that wagon, just ‘cause it’s a 

wagon, I guess he thought we wasn’t going to get—he wasn’t going that fast. But 

I guess he thought that he was going to be all right, because he just done jumped 
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off of there, broke his leg, and we had to leave him in Alabama. He said that was 

where he was from, so he could go on and get his family to come and get him. 

And then we had a horse ride up for some reason, and knocked that—turned the 

wagon over down in the wade-in off the highway, and tore that wagon up.  

SB: Were people in the wagon when it was turned over? 

BB: There was a couple of them, there mostly was those teenage boys—they was in 

the wagon, so they jumped off, most of them, when the wagon was going down 

off the highway.  They jumped off. But only one person was left on there and he 

was trying to control the mules. Well, shoot, they run down that little hill, and 

shoot. Flipped that wagon over. So, whoever had anything in there, you know, 

everybody helped them pick up the stuff that they had. But this is the—that’s the 

roster. 

SB: Is this the first page? 

BB: Mm-hm. 

KW: I see your children’s names. 

BB: Yep. Come to find out there was some more Johnsons on there, so. [Laughter] 

SB: And what were some of the other complications that you ran into? Were there 

maintenance problems with the wagons?  

BB: We went to Eupora, Mississippi, they said we wasn’t going any farther. We was 

stopping outside the city limit. They wasn’t even going to let us go through that. 

Now, see, we had planned on stopping at Winona. We stopped at Winona and 
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Duck Hill, and Winona; now, that’s eight miles, ten miles apart. And so, you 

know, we stopped there—they stopped us at Winona. We weren’t planning on 

stopping there, because we really had just taken off from Winona. The police 

came up to the wagon and said, you’re all not allowed to pass through here. And 

we said, you know, Bolden says, why? He said, this is a public highway. He said, 

yeah, but we’re not going to let y’all pass through here. So he said, could you 

take me into town so I can use the telephone? He told him, sure, I’d be glad to 

take you into town. And he got on the telephone and he told them what had 

happened, that they were stopped. 

SB: Who did he call? 

BB: Washington. And they said, why they stopped? And he told them, he said, we 

weren’t allowed to go through the town. You know, on the highway. The highway 

wasn’t exactly going through the town, but they got it even better now, because 

you know, you can go on and bypass it and you never really know when you 

really bypassing unless you reading. But he got there and he talked to somebody 

in Washington—the lawyer, that’s who he talked to, the lawyer in Washington, 

and he told him that, said, well, if we can’t come through there, tell him that we’ll 

just have to pack up here and come there. And everybody said, no, no, no, no, 

we can’t have you coming here! Well, we’ve got to get by some type of way. And 

he said, let him go through, let him go through. So they decided to let us go 

through, but instead of letting us go through, they offered us their hospitality. 

They said, y’all can come in and go by the school and take a shower, you can 

use the gym over there to take a shower, and bathe the little children if you want, 
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because we know it’s hot out there, and y’all been on them wagons all day, so if 

you need us to get you any food, tell us what, and we’ll get you some food. No, 

we wasn’t really planning on stopping here. And the man said, oh, you all wasn’t? 

No, we wasn’t planning on stopping here, you all stopped us. And then they 

wanted to offer their hospitality and opened the school to us for us to use if we 

wanted to take a shower. We’ll buy you some food. No, we have food. And so 

they said, well, we sorry we had to hold you up, but it was just something else 

that had to be taken care of. I said, mm-hm, yeah, I know. And they let us go. 

They figured that they had done satisfied us by being nice, well, they didn’t want 

to change they mind, because they didn’t want Washington to come there. 

Because I know they watching television and seeing how the people was 

gathering up and what they were doing in Washington. Ooh, they were totally 

out. So we went on, and the only other place that we got stopped was in Georgia. 

We was kept at a National Guard Armory for a whole day. We missed the day 

that way, because we were trying to get permission to get on I-20. Because the 

Governor of Georgia said, no, we’ll have traffic backed up for the longest. I said, 

yep, but if you all let us go on and get out there early, you know, we was about 

fifty miles from Atlanta. Forty-five or fifty miles, I think it was. I don’t know how far 

that was, but it wasn’t that far, and we wasn’t planning on—we were only 

planning on using that day to get to Atlanta. We did not make it to Atlanta that 

day. So they decided that they would—they went and got us food and everything, 

told us to come in the National Armory, sit down, rest, some went to sleep. Some 

of the men went to sleep, most of them. Everybody was still woke, playing with 
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the children, you know. After that, they brought us breakfast that next morning, 

and told us that, you all can leave, but you all going to have to leave early in the 

morning. What time to you all usually get up and get out on the road? We said, 

we get up at four and be out on the road by five. He said, no, y’all got to be out 

there on the road by four. Can y’all get that done? We said, sure, we can. And 

after spending that day in Georgia—Douglasville, that’s where it was; 

Douglasville, Georgia—then we were permitted to leave. We had to get on the 

interstate at four o’ clock. So, to get to the highway that we were going to take, 

see, we about—nine, he said, would have been the rush time, so by that time, we 

would have been off the highway, off the interstate. So that was the only 

problems we had, but the people was standing on the side of the road in every 

little town we went through, whether it was an all-white town or an all-black town, 

they were just standing there, just looking. No incidents. And I was surprised, 

because we had mostly prepared ourselves for problems, and we didn’t have any 

problems, you know, that disturbed all of us. See, and I said, well, it turned out 

better than I thought it was, because I thought for sure I was going to have to be 

guiding my children from somebody if they come up here and mess with my 

children. [Laughter] 

KW: Since you encountered no problems, did Dr. King’s death have any effect on the 

Mule Train or the success? 

BB: Yeah, because it was him; it was his idea. That’s why it went through, because of 

his desire to have that Mule Train come through Mississippi, to start in 

Mississippi, in Marks, Mississippi, and go all the way to Washington, D.C. That 
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was his plan. But as I said, the plan got—we left here on the thirteenth of May, 

and we was supposed to be in Washington on June 17, for Solidarity Day. And 

we was just getting to Atlanta, because of the stops, the wagon problem, the 

horse problem, and people getting sick, a boy jumped off the wagon and broke 

his leg. What else happened? And you know, whenever anybody else had to use 

the bathroom, we would have to pull off the road, and everybody take turns using 

the bathroom. We had a couple for the ladies, a couple for the men. So when the 

men got through using their bathroom, then some of the ladies and girls and 

things go in and use it—we moved faster that way. So that wasn’t a problem. 

Stopping and eating wasn’t a problem, and everything kind of went okay. And if 

we didn’t stop at a church that night for a rally, then we just had a rally ourselves 

on church grounds. You know, we’d get up and talk, we’d say, you all are doing 

so far, so far you are doing good. But we still got so many miles to go. And we 

sing, the ladies, we fix dinner for them to eat and everything that was not 

perishable, that wouldn’t be destroyed and get sour on us. And my son over 

there told me, he said, all I remember was we had pork and beans all the time. 

He said, we didn’t have nothing, but y’all fed us pork and beans all the time. I 

said, boy, please. I fixed more than pork and beans, and I know you didn’t eat 

only pork and beans. I said, so you was the only one that eat them, and it wasn’t 

that you couldn’t help it, either. I said, that was by choice, if you wanted to eat the 

pork and beans. But they had breakfast food. We’d fix eggs and bacon, sausage 

and stuff like that in the morning for them to eat, and we had water for them to 

drink. These was plenty pops to drink for them. They had snacks. We’d give out 
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snacks at lunchtime, and sometime we would stop in between. If something, you 

know, come up in the road or something, we had to wait and stop in between 

there, and give them all snacks, something to drink, something to snack on. 

Everybody was fine, nobody really complained. No complaints. They just said it 

took so long. And I had on kneepads, and boy, my leg was tanned. Deep-tanned 

all the way down there. You know, it took three years for it to go away, out there 

sitting in that sun on that wagon.  

SB: And what did you do when you were actually moving? When you were on the 

move and travelling, how did you pass the time?  

BB: Oh, I had one mule, and my friend had the other mule. They said, you all can’t 

drive no wagon that way! We have been driving it this way ever since we got 

started. They said, what? Both of you got a reign? Uh-huh. That’s the way we did 

it. And when we wasn’t doing that, I’ll be back there sometimes singing with the 

children. They liked to sing. 

SB: What did you sing? 

BB: Oh, some of the road songs that we sung on the road at the rallies, you know. 

“Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me Round” and songs that, see, what was the 

other one that we always sing? A lot of people sing it now. Oh, a famous song. I 

can’t think of it. They’d sit down and they’d play games, you know, they’d tell us if 

they had any new games, then they would talk about the games they had, I said, 

well, y’all know some games, too. Why don’t you introduce this game to them. 

Okay. So I’d, you know, remind them about the games I played with them at 
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home, and, you know, they went on, they said, oh, well, okay, then that’s fine, 

that’s fine. They tried them all out. And I said, Trudy, what my baby doing today? 

And she’d give me a big smile, and she’d say, I learned a game, too. Somebody 

gave her a book, you know, she liked the book, and she said, will you read it to 

me? I said, yeah, I’ll read it to you. And I read the story to her, and she’d go to 

sleep. Yeah, they seem to have fun. They get out there and they play games, 

Little Sally Walker and all that stuff. Run in a circle. We got to Atlanta, everybody 

was glad they got to Atlanta. They fixed to have a big dinner for us when we got 

there, and they toured us first, while they was putting everything out, the food 

and the plates and everything. We went by the church that Dr. King ministered at, 

and then they took us by his gravesite, you know, where they’ve got him in there, 

and so both places they showed us around there, in Atlanta. And so I said, that’s 

good. My children said the only thing that was nice, oh, they went to a juvenile 

home, or school, wherever, when we was in jail. We was in jail three days.  

SB: So you were separated from them? 

BB: Mm-hm. We was in jail three days. I asked them, I said, what are y’all going to do 

with my children? They said, they’re going to be fine. You don’t have to worry 

about them. They have a place that they put the children, and they play together. 

Do you want them to stay together? I said, well, of course I want them to stay 

together. They said, well, they’ll be fine. We have somebody in charge to help out 

at the school and everything because they had all of the children over there. 

They had, ooh, they had a lot of children—not only the ones that was on the Mule 

Train, they had those that was already there in Resurrection City. They had their 
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children out there, too, especially the small ones; anywhere from ten under. So 

that meant all of mine, and I told Brenda, Brenda, you better look out for my 

baby. [Laughter] So, she looked after the baby. And I told that oldest boy there, 

Buddy, I told him, I said, you better keep your eyes on Terry. There he is up 

there.  

SB: Were you afraid for your children? 

BB: Yeah, at first I was, because I didn’t know what kind of a condition they was 

going to be staying in, you know. Was they going to be able to play, and play 

games, whatever. And I had this friend of mine go over and check on them when 

they put me in jail, so he come by, he said, them children is having fun. I said, 

They are? What are they doing? And so he told me about the games that they 

were playing and everything, and they was eating, they would let them eat any 

time they wanted to. They had a lot of fruit and stuff for them out there to eat on. 

So them children was fine. They was singing, they was swimming! I said, 

Swimming? What y’all doing swimming? You can’t swim! But they had a little 

kiddie pool out there, you know, where they can just go in there and sit down in 

the water there and everything, and they had my baby in there kicking at the 

water. There kicking in that water. I said, gee, whiz. But they were taken care of 

very nicely. When I got out after three days, I went to pick them up, they said, 

Momma, can we stay a little longer? I said, can you stay a little longer? You want 

to stay? Uh-huh, we want to stay. Let us stay till the end of the week. I said, I 

ain’t never seen nobody get put in jail and then they want to stay there. We 

wasn’t in jail. Y’all was in jail. [Laughter] I said, shoot. I said, you’re not kidding. 
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The watermelons they knocked out y’all hands, that’s what’s for supper. And they 

put us in jail. I said, I don’t like no watermelon. 

SB:  Did they get to have their watermelon on the Capitol steps? 

BB: No, we didn’t get it. They arrested us. And that’s when they took the children over 

to the juvenile center. And they told me they had some watermelon, though. I 

said, we did, too. Probably some of our watermelon. But they enjoyed it. They 

stayed there until—they was there four days after I left. I was calling them every 

day—y’all ready to come home? No. I’d say, y’all ready to come over to where 

we are? No. I’d say, well, no. You ain’t come up here to play at the place all the 

time. You supposed to be with me. You don’t mind us playing and swimming, it’s 

hot out there, and we get a chance to swim, and they feed us good. I said, long 

as you are getting some food, y’all satisfied. But I let them stay the rest of the 

week and I went and got them on the weekend. They really enjoyed themselves. 

Now they remember that.  

SB: And what did you do once you left the jail? 

BB: Once I left the jail, then my job was to make sure everybody got back home.  

SB: So, that was the end of the trip? 

BB: Just about it, because once the judge got through with everybody, then you 

know, he told them, y’all come back here again, I’m going to give you some time.  

SB: And what was the charge, exactly? 
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BB: Well, they charged us with messing up the street—busting the watermelons on 

the street. And we didn’t do it, they did. The police did. You know, he just took his 

club and hit and knocked the watermelon out of them children’s hands, and the 

ones that we was carrying, he just took ours and got it close to the ground like 

that, and then dropped it. I said, that sure was low-down. They said, yep. 

SB: How long did it take for you to go to court? 

BB: Those three days. There was so many people there. They locked us up like on 

Monday, and Wednesday we got a chance to see the judge, and the judge was 

letting a lot of people go anyway. He said, I’m getting tired of you all coming in 

here. I’d say, well, tell them, they’re the ones bringing us. The police was the 

ones bringing us there. They said, take them to jail. Take them to jail. Take them 

to jail. 

SB: Everyone on the Mule Train went to jail? 

BB: Uh-huh. Everyone on the Mule Train went to jail. 

SB: Did they have room for everyone? 

BB: Oh, they had room for a lot of people in that jail. And the courtroom was always 

full. Yeah, they had more than one judge that was letting us go. 

SB: Did you have any sort of representation? Did they give you a lawyer? 

BB: Oh, yeah, we had a lawyer.  

SB: Oh, yeah, you had a lawyer in Washington. 
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BB: Yeah, in Washington, D.C. we had a lawyer. 

KW: Ms. Burres, how successful do you think the Mule Train was in accomplishing its 

original goals? 

BB: I think it was—not fully, but three-fourths of the way. 

KW: Okay, and why wasn’t it fully successful? 

BB: Because the way they were handling the things in Washington, and you know, 

President Johnson went on and passed the laws and things, some of the laws 

that we had asked for, but he didn’t pass all of them. And so, well, I said, well, we 

got a good start. Any time you can make that much success, I always said that 

was a pretty good start. And a lot of the people from the Appalachians and 

people from California and all, they were there, and a lot of them said that they 

had some of the same problems that we were having in Mississippi. But they 

said, y’all really messed up. Ooh, yeah. Didn’t have nothing. Couldn’t get nothing. 

I had to be there until everyone was gone. I said, some of them don’t want to go 

back. Some of them can’t go back to Mississippi. They said, well, you know what, 

send them anywhere they want to go. Wherever they want to go, just get them a 

ticket there, and we’ll see them later. And I said, okay. And I told them, well, you 

ain’t got to go back to Mississippi if you don’t want to. Oh, really? Good. And that 

was either about five different places that, you know, out of where everybody 

wanted to go. Five different places they wanted to go. 

[Telephone rings] 
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BB: Excuse me. It was a lot of fun, and it was helpful, because a lot of things that we 

was facing before, when we come back, the ones that did come back, they tried 

to make a difference. And the mayor asked me, he said, well, what is it that you 

all need? We need what you need. And he said, oh, well, maybe I better ask you 

what it is that you want. I said, we, want what you want. And he said, the mayor 

said, well, you all back here to start some more trouble. I said, no, we not trying 

to start trouble. And he asked me, he said, well, what is it that you want? Since 

you’re the one up here. I said, I was wanting some of the same things the people 

out there was wanting. He said, well, you the only somebody up here talking. And 

I said, oh, okay. He said, now, I’ll change things for you, anything you want me to 

change for you, I’ll change it. He said, but I don’t see nobody behind you saying 

they want any change. I said, well, I was representing; I was representing them, 

you know, I was speaking for them. Well, if you can’t come here and speak for 

yourself or be here behind you while you speak for yourself, I don’t think they 

want it. I said, you know what we mean. You know what we want. I said, you all 

don’t have to try and be, you know—  

SB: —Playing dumb.  

BB: Right, like you don’t know. We want better houses. We want to be able to get a 

job. We want food to eat. If we can’t buy it all, we get food stamps. He said, yeah, 

you do. I said, all of us don’t get it, because they don’t know how to come and get 

it. So, I come out and speak for them. Oh, you going to go home with them? No, 

they’re going to come and do what they’re supposed to do to get food stamps 

and to get on welfare, I said, because some of those people out there in the rural 
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areas, they’ve got sick children. Their children are sick, nose running all the time. 

They don’t have no money to get no medicine. They need it. They need help. 

And that’s why we went to Washington on the Mule Train, to let people know that 

we need help. And so he said, okay. I agree with you, you need help. But we still 

can only do a certain amount of things for you all. I said, I understand that, but 

then, you know, the people that are in charge, that are running for certain offices 

and things, they can speak up for us, just like I’m speaking up for them, that’s not 

back there. You can speak up for them, because we know that we have that 

need. And he said, well, all I can say is you’re a brave woman, come up here by 

yourself telling me what you want. [Laughter] I said, I told him, I’m not trying to be 

big and bossy and unafraid, but somebody need to talk up for us, and if I get a 

chance to do it, I will. 

SB: And what was his name? 

BB: Oh, I don’t remember that man’s name. I’m not good with remembering names, 

and excuse me, but remember, especially white people. I’m not good at 

remembering names unless they met me or confronted me about something that 

I’m not guilty of. Then I will remember his name. 

KW: Well, Ms. Burres, since you said the Mule Train was about three quarters 

successful, do you attribute that success to the election of current black political 

figures such as Barack Obama? 

BB: Mm-hm. I consider that was a start—a start in part for all of the things that have 

changed, and I do believe we made that start. Because it didn’t only change 
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here, it changed all over the United States, and other places also, because I 

heard people say, you know, that it’s good that somebody had the courage to go 

and speak for us, because we wasn’t getting anywhere. And so I said, well, that’s 

good. Good they can appreciate the fact that we did take the chance to go up in 

there, because we never had any idea what would happen. We went up there 

thinking and hoping—just hoping to be the type of people that can live in 

wherever they wanted to live, comfortably. And, you have to have a job to live 

comfortably. Only job they had around here was cotton picking, chopping. 

Chopping beans. When they got factories—they started opening up factories—

and started hiring some blacks. Wasn’t a whole lot of them, but it was a few of 

them. Then they integrated the schools. They integrated the schools, and that 

gave some black people jobs, like the lower jobs, like janitor, cleaning up, 

sweeping up, washing dishes, cooking, more jobs that was open up for us. We 

were able to apply for welfare, we were able to apply for Social Security, and the 

doctors did their best to change things, but some of them didn’t want to. And then 

instead of changing the waiting rooms—putting them together—they’ll close 

down before they did that. But then there were some that would knock down their 

petition, put those chairs in there, and they sit on their side just like we was 

poison, you know. Oh, I touched the black, I’m going to die. Yeah, that’s the 

attitude they had. But they didn’t say anything, because they know that we were 

right. And it wasn’t anything else for them to do. We come to the doctor to get 

cured because we were sick. So, why not wait on us? We can be in the waiting 

room waiting on somebody, when finally they get through calling all the whites in 
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there, and you’re sitting up there hurting and paining and going on, and they still, 

if one happened to come in the door and it’s your turn to go up there, you had to 

wait till that person got waited on. And they knew that wasn’t right. But some of 

the doctors, they could have changed everything. They didn’t. They changed a 

few things so as to say, to keep your mouth closed. No, shut up. Bringing all that 

attention to us. Now that’s what they were complaining about. We brought 

attention to Quitman County. Quitman County needed a lot of attentions. Ooh, 

yeah. In town and water all the way up to—you had to wade in water out of your 

house to go down the street. Mm-hm. Or move out of your house. Some of them 

had boats in the lower areas closer to the Rule—the bounty land, as they call it—

they had these little fishing boats, and they would get in their boat and get some 

of the stuff they needed from somewhere else and stay till the water go down. 

And you know that wasn’t fair. Why should a person ever have to live that way? 

And I—just looking at those peoples in Haiti. It was a lot of people over there—a 

lot of people. And those children, being trapped in them buildings, that was so 

sad. It really was. That was the saddest thing I’ve ever seen. But they got help. 

SB:  And that was something that was going on in your community, that was allowed 

to go on. 

BB: Right. They slowly started doing a lot better, and I was surprised at the way 

things changed here. They did. They started letting black people run for offices in 

the elections and everything. You know, somebody would run for a school board 

member, they wouldn’t complain. They’d just go on and let them run. Even 
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though they might not support them, but you know, you got to right the wrong. It 

didn’t matter. 

SB: How long did it take after the Mule Train to get your first black elected official in 

Quitman County? 

BB: I think it was about four years when the next election came up, some of them 

was running. And then some started running and then they stopped. They let 

them run, they could run all day long if they wanted to, but that didn’t necessarily 

mean that they were going to support them. And then if you didn’t have your own 

people to support you, you wouldn’t get any support. But they had to try to get 

black people to support black people, because black people don’t support black 

people. That’s a sad reaction, but that’s a true reaction. Black people don’t 

support black people.  

SB: Why do you think that is? 

BB: I guess because they know each other too well. That’s what I say. They figure, if I 

cheat, you’re going to cheat. [Laughter] Oh, well. That’s been that way, but things 

have changed. You know, this area was known for its Klansmen, and that 

changed a lot of things, and it kept a lot of things down, you know. Every time 

they would do something, you know, they’d kind of hide it out. You know, they 

wouldn’t want nobody to know they were doing it. And then the people, the black 

people, get into it and they tell all the whites, and so they start wearing them 

sheets and things and they start doing they business and opening their business 

up to everybody. Even though they sitting back snarling at you, you know, you 
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still can come in and spend your money. That’s one thing white people love—

they will stick together on anything. They can despise a person, they can really 

despise them, don’t want them to touch them in no type of way, but if they want 

to get together with you, anybody, whoever they want to get together, they have 

their enemies, their friends, and their associated and their families, they’ll all be in 

there with them together. And I used to say, now, why don’t black people do 

that? Black people have to be pushed against a wall, and when they do, they 

come out fighting. That’s a fact that I have learned in this life since I . . . and I 

don’t understand it, but I pray, and I hope God can show us how to get together 

like we should get together. I’ll see it. Like you all coming in here like that—no 

way! What you doing with that white woman over there? And what they doing 

with that—they know they’re going to get killed over there with them white 

women! 

SB: But you welcomed us. 

BB: Of course I did, because it don’t bother me. It don’t bother me, because I am a 

person that likes to read the Bible, and the Bible said we’re all made out of one 

issue of blood. One issue of blood, and all of that blood is red. So you all are just 

as much human as I am, and I am just as much human as you are. So, that really 

don’t bother me. It never did bother me. But I just didn’t like the way they treat us, 

you know, just like we were a little puppy on a string, you know. You got the 

leash around your neck, and, come on, we’re going over here, we’re going over 

there. But gradually, slowly, year by year, they changed it. And then we had a 

black mayor. We had black alderman. Maybe one white would be in the group of 
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the five aldermen, one. And they want that desire to have that control again. 

They didn’t know how to go about getting it. But they have learned that I treat that 

man better, I can depend on him. So, they learned to start doing that. They 

learned to let black people have office. We here. We pay our taxes, we pay our 

bills. We go in the store and buy stuff. Why not? Why not. 

SB: And you said that you wanted to write a book about your experience? 

BB: Yes, I did. I wanted to write a book about my experience, but I jump from one 

thing to another, and I don’t want to do that in a book, because I need somebody 

to help me keep it down the line, you know. The way it happened, the way it 

occurred. Sometimes you have to jump here and jump there, but I don’t like 

jumping, because sometimes I just jump clean out of the book, as you say. I’m 

over here. My grandmother used to tell my brother, she’d say, boy, you thought 

you fart but you shit. [Laughter] She told him, she’d say, you over there thinking, 

you ain’t got no business thinking at all, she was trying to tell him, What are you 

thinking about? I thought you were talking about—she’d say, yeah, uh-huh, you 

thought that you did one thing and you did another, and you had to go to the 

bathroom.  

SB: How many people do you think you’ve been able to share your story with? 

BB: Well, I share my story with a lot of people from here, and they have went and 

wrote stories about them, wrote books about them, published books about them, 

and I still haven’t got no money out of publishing a book for them. I’ve just been, 

as my son told me, he says, Mama, you just telling folks about something you 
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ought to have in a book, and you ain’t got nothing for it. I said, well, they come by 

and want to know, I’ll tell them. I said, but you know, somebody could get 

together with all of the information that I have, put it together from each book, you 

would have a dynamite book. [Laughter] Because I have a—I don’t tell everybody 

the exact same story. See, I might tell about those pictures or things in that book, 

and then the others, I tell them what happened really. It’s not that I’ve told—I tell 

everything—different people’s a different story. Like sometime, I sit up and I talk 

about our attitude on the Mule Train. It don’t mean that I’m not telling the truth, it 

just means that I don’t tell everything. But, see, I want a book to tell everything all 

right behind each other as it happened. See, ‘cause some people ask questions, 

like how did you all get along on the Mule Train. And I tell them how we got along 

on the Mule Train. I say, first of all, they told us they’d have a meeting with all of 

us—especially the staff and the people that was volunteering as staff. Told them 

how we wanted everybody to behave. We want everybody to know that we know 

what we’re doing, and we’re doing it because we want to do it. And so we just 

had to tell all of the other people the same thing. Just like I said, when we got to 

Washington, D.C., it was chaos. It was pure chaos. They were running in and out 

and the police was messing with them and they were messing with the 

policemen, throwing firecrackers on them and all that stuff. We didn’t know 

nothing about all of that roughness, because we had had it. We had worked 

together. We had worked together to get everything together. That means when 

we all got there, we got there together. They got in there and they stole all of our 

stuff from us the people had given us. So I said, well, I should have known it was 
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going to be different because there were so many people in Washington D.C. It 

was a lot of people in Washington D.C. And everybody didn’t have time to talk 

about how we were supposed to behave ourselves. And people are just different. 

You very seldom see two people just alike. But people get together, they talk 

about things that’s important to them. And once they talk about things that’s 

important to them, they can relate to somebody else that’s got the same 

importance in their mind, you know. That’s how you can relate to other people, so 

that’s how you relate to people. How old are you? 

SB: Twenty-one. 

BB: Really? Surely nowadays they don’t have nearly the respect that they should 

have for their parents. And that bothers me, because there’s not anything that I 

can really do about that. Except whenever I see someone doing something they 

ain’t go no business, I say, you ain’t got no business doing that. Common sense 

tells you that’s wrong. Say, I know you got common sense, you going to school. 

What are you learning in school? One boy told me, nothing. I said, well, why are 

you going? Because my mama sent me. Mm, they did. But you know, if I had to 

just think about this, and they would empty all the peoples out of the Senate in 

Washington, and vote in a whole new crew, they wouldn’t know what to do. They 

wouldn’t know how to begin. Because one thing, they don’t have teachers that 

are interested enough to teach the lessons of the information they’ve got, they 

don’t know how to give it to them. And another thing is, they wasn’t brought up at 

home caring about anything. If you’re not brought up at home or raised up at 

home with some type of respect and manners about yourself, you’re not going to 
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carry it anywhere. And after that, children just do what they want to do. Parents 

do what they want to do, children do what they want to do. It’s just like, we just 

sharing this house together, that’s all, you know, we sharing a house together, 

you stay in your room, I’ll stay in mine, or I’ll be in the living room. You just stay in 

your room. 

SB: And do you think that your children’s experience on the Mule Train had a big 

impact on their upbringing? 

BB: No, I had an impact on their upbringing. Not on the Mule Train. But they did hear 

from me some of the things that I was trying to teach them. Because I tell them, if 

you want somebody to listen to you, you ought to try to listen to them sometime. 

And you’ll hear them, then you’ll know what they’re saying. But, if you talking and 

hollering and singing and going on, how do you know what they said? It could 

have been something important, and you didn’t get it. So, I work with my son—I 

have a handicapped son, Terry. I work with him when nobody believed he’d live 

to see forty-six. But he did, he’s still living. His birthday’s in December, he’ll be 

forty-seven. So, that let me know that if I can train my son and talk to my son 

about life, it can help him a lot more than just going the medical way, you know, 

taking him, giving him his medicine, taking him to the doctor for the doctor to 

check him. And he’s sitting around the house getting upset because he can’t do 

this or he can’t do that and not learning anything about what he’s supposed to be 

doing. A handicapped person can do as much as you let him do, because he’s 

going to be listening. Because he knows if he don’t listen, you’re going to sit 

there and stare him in the face as long as you want to stare him in there. And like 
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he tells me, Momma, why you staring at me? I said, I’m trying to find out, did you 

understand what I said. When you said it, what you said? I said, uh-huh. I said, 

what did I say? Oh, ah, I see you wasn’t listening. Say, how can you understand 

anything if you don’t listen. You make yourself handicapped by not listening. You 

listen, you learn. But he was so broke up by the fact that he couldn’t graduate 

from high school because he didn’t do social studies. I said, Terry—I don’t know 

what that is, no, you don’t, but you gonna learn. He said, how I’m gonna learn it? 

The way they teaching in school, I don’t understand how I’m gonna learn it. I 

don’t understand what they doing. I said, Terry, listen. Shut your mouth and 

listen. Stop this: I don’t, I can’t. That don’t get you nowhere. You learn to listen to 

what people saying, then you can get somewhere. Because you know what they 

say. When you learn it, when he learn it, he got it. I told him one day to learn how 

to, he had to learn his time tables. Terry got busy, and he learned to say his 

twos. And he came back and told me that he know his twos. I said, what’s two 

times ten. Ah, he said, let me see. I said, what’s two times ten. And then when he 

told me, I said, why couldn’t you say it right away? I had to count it up. Why did 

you have to count it up? Because I didn’t know it. No, because you didn’t know it, 

you wasn’t paying any attention. If you learn how to do ones and twos, you can 

learn to do threes and fours and the rest of them. And I stayed on, he’d come in 

from school and I’d ask him, what’s five times this or five times that? Or nine 

times this or nine times that. Not the same one all the time. I gave him a different 

one every time. And I said, don’t be waiting to count it up. Tell me what it is, then 

I know you know it. So he did it. He learned it just that way. I said, see what you 
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can learn when you stop and listen? You got to listen to somebody. Somebody 

knows more than you. So, now he likes to get on the little boys and tell them how 

to learn ABCs and they time tables and stuff like that. He was so busy learning 

his, he learned his all the way to fifteen. Go and ask him, what’s four times 

fifteen? He’ll tell you. He’ll waste no time and tell you, my momma told me to be 

quick and answer. I say, that’s right. They know you know then. He said, oh, 

okay. I know he realized by now that he has some type of handicap. I never 

treated him that way. And I told his brothers and sisters not to treat him that way. 

I say, he gonna run with you all, play with you all; any time he wanna play, let him 

play with you. They say, he slow us down. Let him play with you. Don’t you want 

to play? Simple as that. He’s trying to learn, you know. With my help, he’s a lot 

more smarter than a lot of people think he is. I fell down a flight of stairs when I 

was pregnant with him. It led to a blood clot on the brain. But I’m proud of him. 

I’m proud of all of them. Brenda is a nutritionist, she was interested in nursing 

and she then went into food. She learned to put food together and she know how 

to cook it, too. Charles was a truck driver, him and Michael was a truck driver. 

Michael still driving trucks. But Charles got diabetes and he had to get his self 

shot so he couldn’t drive no more. But he’s a security guard at a prison, a 

juvenile center; that’s what they call it in Texas. Mike is still driving his truck, and I 

always taught them, if you go out there and get a baby outside of marriage, you 

take care of it. It’s simple as that. Why do I have to? I say, you have to because 

you the one who helped got it, so you go ahead and take care of that baby. So 

they did that. Nelson, he was the soldier boy. He wanted to go to the Army so he 
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could get married. And last week, him and his wife were married twenty-nine 

years. He retired after he got to a place where his back was bothering him. He 

had surgery on his back so he retired after twenty-four years in the service. So, 

now he’s training other peoples how to drive a bus. Trudy, she was an 

accountant. She couldn’t get away from those figures. I said, you can’t get away 

from them? They’ll do you proud, girl. So, she’s an accountant. I’m proud of all of 

them. From my truck driver to my nutritionist to my accountant.  

SB: Well, we’re really grateful for you speaking with us today. 

BB:  Oh, I didn’t mind it. You get pretty lonesome when you stay in by yourself. Be 

glad when somebody want to come over and hear you talk. I know you’re bored 

from time to time. But in order to learn anything you got to listen. 

SB:  I think I can speak for everybody when I say we truly enjoyed this, and there are 

a lot of surprises—the notebook you have, the records you kept—are incredible. 

BB: Well, that was a special thing. I was keeping them out until I realized, I started 

getting together with some ladies, I wanted to put a museum in Marks. But I 

never had no one to help me with it, you know. I didn’t really know how to do it 

and by that time I’d got to the place where I was—I’m sick. I’m a person who had 

arthritis in every part of my body. And when it get cloudy, I know it. I know it. And 

I have lupus, I have diabetes. I take all that—osteo-immune system. I have all 

that. I have gout. I’ve had all kinds of arthritis, deal with all parts of my body. And 

from time to time, they still do. I’ve had surgery on one of my hands from carpal 

tunnel, and cataract on one of my eyes. This eye got arthritis in it. So now I got to 
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think about getting the other eye—get the cataract off that eye—and then doing 

my other hand. Carpal tunnel. I had a knee replacement surgery because I 

played sports in school. I ran track, I did high jumping, broad jumping. The only 

thing I didn’t do in jumping is that pole. But I played softball, basketball. And they 

was talking about getting a team for me to play football. And Mama said, girl, you 

ain’t playing no football. She said, that’s boy’s sports. I said, I’m not getting a girls 

team. She’d say, you really want to play football? I’d say, I’ll get out there and 

block just as hard as they will. I’d climb trees and buildings. I did everything that a 

boy would do and very little that a girl would do. I do like to cook. I cook. I had six 

children, I had to cook. They was right behind each other. [Snaps fingers] 

 

[End of interview] 
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