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O: Well, many of you have had the opportunity to speak with Bright Winn one-on-

one. Some of you had the opportunity to go bird watching, so that’s exciting. We 

have known Bright, or I can say I’ve known Bright, for several years now. I think 

we did an interview, maybe in 2008, at the Freedom Summer Reunion. 

W: Yes, and I think we did at the thirty-fifth year. I’ve forgotten. But, yes, it’s been, I 

think nearly ten years that I’ve known you, yeah. 

O: Yeah. It’s been a wonderful ten years, I have to say. 

W: Yes, definitely. 

O: In your packets, of course, you read an excerpt of one of those oral history 

interviews where Bright is talking about his experiences in the movement. Also, 

he shared with me yesterday a book called Freedom Summer, which we’re 

going—as soon as we get back to Gainesville, I’m going to order several copies 

of this book. It’s written by Bruce Watson, and it profiles, my understanding, is 

four different activists from Freedom Summer, and you’re one of the four. 

W: Yes. 

O: And it’s very powerfully written, from what I understand, and so we’re going to 

use it to prepare for next year. 

W: Great. 

O: But I’m going to kind of skip along introductions and, without further delay, turn it 

over to you. 

W: All right, thank you.  

[Applause] 
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W: There are highlights in life, especially when you get to my position in life, and that 

is to meeting young people who are directional and curious and intelligent. So, all 

of the time I’ve been here, I want to say, it has been a pleasure to meet you and 

you are the age of my youngest child. I can see my own children, the boys, as 

they grew up. It’s just—it’s nice, and I thank you for being you. 

Unidentified female: Thank you. 

W: [Laughter] I’m going to talk today about something I think I talked to it, with it, to 

my older son. I think we’ve talked about it once. Individual things I have talked 

about in relation to the subject, but I never put it together. It’s just one of those 

things that hangs out there. We had heroes: common, uneducated heroes; 

Harvard-educated heroes; working-class heroes, we had heroes who did 

wonderful things and we had heroes who did stupid things and we had folks that 

made great accomplishments and made mistakes. So, that’s all history. Today, 

I’m talking about what I think is partially my mistake—mistakes. At the end of the 

day, we still got the vote. At the end of the day, we’re still here today. So, if I had 

done or had not done, I don’t think it would have made a great deal of difference, 

except it affected lives. At Oxford University, where we went to Orientation, they 

had a Southern lawyer there—distinguished, big, booming voice. And somebody 

said, well, sir, what about law and order? He said, remember, what you are doing 

is within the law, but realize it is against the order. And the order trumps the law. 

Okay, you know. And the people I’m going to talk about: Mrs. Magruder was the 

lady who let us into her home in Indianola. She had her own home that she had, 

you know, created with her own hands and her own entrepreneurship; she had 
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owned the White Rose café, a juke joint bar and dance place that she had built 

up, sold, got her home. She was an elder. She was the great aunt to Dr. Stacey 

White, whom you have met and who will be with us again today. She was an 

uneducated academically, old lady. She dipped snuff like that, and she’d reach 

down and get her can, spit in the middle of a conversation. That was the way it 

was. She liked to tell me about the Old South, the horrors of it. When, on Sunday 

morning, she’d get dressed up in her fine clothing, her church—you know, church 

ladies, they dress, and she would get whatever fine she had and walk to church 

on the sidewalk, on the wooden sidewalk. But, if white people came, she had to 

step in her Sunday shoes into the mud and let the white people pass, then get 

back up on the sidewalk and go on to church. You know? One of her relatives, a 

cousin, was murdered in the Delta, shot by the very man who shot Emmett, who 

killed Emmett Till. After Emmett Till and that whole thing, and that cracker got on 

Look magazine and says, yeah, we did it, and we’re proud of it; within three 

months, he was at a gas station, and this black man looked at his cross-eyed, 

walked in there—he took out a gun and he shot him dead, that was a cousin of 

Mrs. Magruder’s. And, of course, he was tried by a jury of his peers: end of story 

there for him. So, this is Mrs. Magruder, who had her own truck garden in the 

back. I come from farming people and we would hoe and talk together. She had 

chickens on the side and I took over. I took over her chickens, because my uncle 

was an egg rancher. I grew up, going out there on the egg, and I loved my 

chickens. I took over chickens while I was there, she didn’t have to raise a finger. 

That was Mrs. Magruder, and Wednesday night the world stopped and everyone 
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sat down and watched Marshall Dillon, because she was deeply, profoundly in 

love with Marshall Dillon and Gunsmoke. That was her night on the T.V. That 

was Mrs. Magruder. John Harris was the project director under Charles 

McLaurin. Once Freedom Summer got rolling, and once we moved from Ruleville 

into Indianola, John Harris took over as project director and McLaurin directed 

from afar. Frankly, he’d been in it for, like, five years, and I think he was resting. 

John Harris, I was twenty, twenty-one, he was twenty. He was twenty years old, 

young black man from Birmingham, Alabama—grew up in Birmingham, 

Alabama—went to Howard and made the decision to come down here. He was 

appointed Project Director of Sunflower County. The next person I talked about is 

Karen Koonan. She was from California. She was white from California and lived 

in the L.A. area. In getting to Mississippi, she didn’t come down with Freedom 

Summer, she came down towards the end of summer and the poor dear 

hitchhiked up to someplace in Illinois, visited her sister and her bastardly brother-

in-law. The brother-in-law had a trucking company and he hired other truckers to 

take, and he said to her, I’ll get you a truck you a truck ride down to Memphis. 

She took the ride and those two white guys said, you mean you’re going down 

there to fuck them niggers? She says, no, I’m going down for voting. They said, 

well, if you’re going to be giving it to them, you’ve got to give it to us, and they 

raped her on the side of the road as she was trying to make it to Mississippi. She 

arrived, a bit torn and wounded. Then there was myself on this story, the four 

components, and my job in Sunflower County: I was Communications Director, 

which meant that on almost a daily basis, I talked to Atlanta, I talked to COFO in 
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Jackson, I wrote press releases and sent them out, I stayed by the Citizens band 

radio at the Freedom School as the voter registration team would go out and 

canvas in the various areas. I stayed close, because if they said we are being 

chased, you know, well—best I could say, well, go fast, because I didn’t have any 

guns and I couldn’t call the police, but at least they had communication. If it was 

serious, I could call the Justice Department, I could call the FBI, and maybe they 

would call a sheriff or something. So, that was my job and I took it quite seriously. 

When we had new houses to live in, I would look at the houses and I would thank 

the people and I would say to the workers, that’s the window you dive out of 

when the front of the building is burning. So, security and safety were what I did. 

One of the problems—the many problems—is, we had at that time no education 

on group dynamics, on hierarchical distribution of labor. We were young kids, 

most of us out of college or in college, and we really didn’t have people’s skills as 

such. We didn’t have the institutes now that go and teach corporations how to 

behave and how to work in a group. We didn’t have that. John Harris, who died 

recently of complications with diabetes, and because he is dead I feel more 

comfortable telling this story. John Harris had never lead anything. He didn’t 

know how to give orders in a pleasant manner, say no in a pleasant manner, and 

if you had legs and skirts, you got all of his attention. So he wasn’t the human 

being I would have assigned to head. He also really did like to sit around for long 

hours of time watching soap operas while we were trying to go out and canvas. 

That’s history. Heat was coming on; we knew it was getting difficult. We could 

feel things; we could feel that, within the white community, things were going on. 
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John told me, I’m going over to the Winn Dixie store. I’m going to walk in and talk 

to that guy, and I’m going to ask him what price he will give us if we buy forty 

repeater 22’s. I said, you know what’s going to happen: they’re going to think 

we’re armed. He said, that’s what I want them—I want them to know we’re 

armed. I want them out there to know that if they come here, we’re going to have 

an army shooting them. I said, I disagree. I think we should stick with 

nonviolence. He said, I’ve tried nonviolence. Bullshit. He went over to the Winn 

Dixie, and he talked to the Winn Dixie fellow, and he tried to get prices on buying 

a lot of guns at a time. Of course, he didn’t have the money and he didn’t do it, 

but he put in a seed. Not good. At that time, he—okay. That, there. We continue 

on with tension. Suddenly, the ACLU or a do-good organization decided that they 

had fifteen young black men from Detroit who needed to be part of the 

movement. So, they sent them down here for a week. COFO just called us up 

and said, we’re sending over these fifteen guys. Put them to work. It wasn’t 

unusual to get outside volunteers—not fifteen at a time. These young men 

arrived; they were not acculturated to Mississippi. They were from Detroit. When 

we walked downtown and white people glared at them, they glared back. You 

know? When I went downtown with Mississippi black guys, white people glared 

at us, they just turned their eyes. They looked somewhere else, they didn’t—

these young men glared back. We didn’t have the money to feed them. We said, 

COFO, where’s the money to feed them? Well, you know, volunteers were—as 

you guys—fed themselves. These guys didn’t have any money. So, there’s a 

problem of feeding them, there was a problem of housing them, and they loved 
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the White Rose. They were out partying. So Charlie Scattergood, over in 

Moorhead, said, well, I’ll take them over here and see if we can canvas, because 

Moorhead was small and he could hit every house. He took them over there and 

the way they got over there, is we had a pickup truck, and we put them all in the 

pickup truck. And I spoke of the order. At times, I would have to go to SNCC 

people, I’d say, wait, no, you can’t drive to Jackson like that, you know better. 

Black people in one seat, white people in another. You folks are driving off 

integrated, you can’t do that. Black and white could not ride together because, as 

soon as you do, people know. No Mississippians drove integrated. If it was an 

integrated car, it was always separate. I’d have to catch our own people and say, 

don’t do that. Karen Koonan, I would occasionally—she would walk out and she 

was a foxy thing, and I’d have to say to her, no, you’re not going out canvassing 

dressed like that. Period. And here I am, twenty or twenty-one years of age, 

acting like, no, young lady, that skirt’s too short; but I did. Well, these guys were 

to go to Moorhead and they all got into the pickup truck that I had arranged, and I 

went back into the office and I came out, and there’s Karen Koonan, running 

across the grass. These young guys like this, and she has on hot pants. She’s 

this white girl and she jumps in the back of the pickup truck with all of these 

young black men. This is against the order. And they drove on over to Moorhead. 

And I didn’t stop it, I just—I could have, at the last minute, yelled, made a big 

scene, and in front of these black guys, said, you know you cannot be with black 

men in the back of a pickup truck, and for God’s sakes, you know you can’t be 

with black men in the back of a pickup truck dressed like a vamp. I didn’t say it. 
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They all went over there, and that night they’d gotten an abandoned church to 

sleep in. I got a call. Now, at this time, John Harris is gone on a little vacation, so 

that put me as the person in charge. Those kids did not stay; they wandered out 

into, as a gang, into Moorhead. One of the guys, from Delta College—from 

Moorhead College—a group of white young men, and they’re coming together. 

One of the young black men looks over, and there’s his buddy from Detroit, 

white. He says, you son of a bitch. You’re calling me nigger down here? You son 

of a bitch. We’re going to have it. And he kneeled down on the ground and said, 

here. Come get me. He challenged a fight. And thank God for the cops, because 

they came at that time. No telling what would have happened if those two groups 

had gone together. The cop ordered them back to the church. By that time, I got 

there, and frankly, there was almost no talking sense—my definition—no talking 

sense to these young men. They were riled and ready to go. I spent the night in 

the church with them to quiet them down and make sure they stayed in the 

church. Within a day or two, their time with us was up, and they were gone. But 

this added to the tension that was in the entire county at that time. I was a 

handyman. I had my tools and I was already into plumbing, and Mrs. Magruder’s 

refrigerator had gone out. It was beyond me and she said, well, can you find an 

appliance? Well, the only appliance dealer in town was a white guy. So I said, 

could you come over, please—and, of course, this was business and he didn’t 

know who the hell I was—he said, yes, I will. Be there at 11 o’clock. And, at 

about ten to eleven, I walk in. Walk into the front room, you walk into what would 

have been a dining room but was a walk-through bedroom and into the kitchen. 
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On the bed, the double bed, is John Harris and Karen Koonan. They slept there. 

They were having an affair, and they slept there every night, but they’re there. I 

said, hey, I got white people coming here. You guys have to—and John said, 

fuck him. I said, man, we can’t—he said, fuck him, I’m staying here. Well, bingo, 

the white guy comes and he comes in the door, and walks through the dining 

room, he goes in there, he tinkers with the refrigerator, and he has to go back 

and forth several times to his truck to get parts. Each time, there is this John 

Harris and this Karen Koonan lying on bed together. Well, just as the guy was 

finishing up, Mrs. Magruder came home and she saw that and she sat down. The 

white guy collected his money and left, and she said, Bright, they’re going to 

boom us. That’s how she pronounced bomb. She said, Bright, they’re going to 

boom us. What did I say? Oh, no, don’t worry, they’re not. She said, Bright, 

they’re going to boom us—foregone conclusion. I never saw her angry, but she 

said, and he is from the South, and he knows better. Well, end of that chapter. 

The next thing we know, we get some folks down from the town where Yale is—

where’s Yale?  

O: New Haven. 

W: New Haven. We get a group of volunteers, as per usual. Once a month, we got, 

you know—this, it was six or eight people, more our age, an integrated group. 

They were Socialists, they wanted to do miracles with the world, and they came 

down. They helped us canvas and John Harris, at this—by now, he’s gone on a 

vacation—and everyone carred up and they went up to Drew. They canvassed in 

Drew, which was not a pleasant place to be. Drew was a hot spot. At the end of 
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the day, I radioed, I stayed back for security, and they said, we need cars now 

and I drove up towards Drew. As I was driving up, a pickup truck on the 

highway—Highway 49—was coming like that at me. I saw and still can see today 

the most ferocious, most angry man yelling. I could feel his words, yelling and 

driving at me like that with such ferocity. I am still affected by it today. I got up 

there to Drew and collected people and drove back down, and I told folks, okay. 

It’s not good. We’re going to stay in tonight. I don’t feel good. Finger to the wind, 

it’s not good. Well, these Yale folks were these New— 

Audience: New Haven. 

W: These New Haven people were there. They were wonderful and they were 

intellectual, and our group says, oh, man, you know, we’ll go to the Rose. Let’s 

go to the Rose. I says, okay, you can to the Rose, but stay afterwards. Don’t go 

anyplace else. I stayed at the house by the phone, and I got tired, and I thought, 

well, I’m going to go to bed. No, let me just—and I fell asleep. Otherwise I would 

have been in my bed. People came back; they had partied, they felt great. Some 

of them came back, and that woke me up. I sat on the couch and chit-chatted, 

and Linda Davis went into the bathroom and took off her dress, because she was 

going to go to bed, too. Then we heard, boom, and she came out of the 

bathroom and screamed. My bedroom was ablaze with a gasoline bomb. We all 

got out and there’s more to that, but in sticking with this, we got out. Mrs. 

Magruder had my hand. She was in her nightgown and slippers, and she’d 

somehow grabbed her overcoat, and the guys on the outside had to literally tear 

her fence down so we could get out of the property away from the fire. As we 
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crossed the fence and she stepped over the barbed wire, she said, I told you 

they were going to boom us. So I have lived this and had this in my mind all of 

these years. I’ve never told about Karen Koonan and John Harris, and they 

bombed four places that night. That’s a record in Mississippi. Every place got 

bombed, but four in one night. The answer that I, as an old man, will never 

know—because I would have to ask the Klansmen—did you bomb us ‘cause it 

was Klan Night? Did you bomb us ‘cause a white girl rode with black guys? Was 

your intent so ferocious and beyond average because you knew a black man 

was lying in a bed with a white woman? The answer of which I will never know. 

Questions? 

Joanna Joseph: I have several, sorry. What happened to Karen Koonan? Did she just 

go back, or . . . ? 

W: Karen Koonan and John—the poverty program came, which was, of course, we 

knew then, to preempt us, and it did. It preempted SNCC. She and John got jobs 

in the poverty program, further south in Mississippi. Then they split their ways 

and John went back to Alabama for a while, then came to California, joined the 

Communist party. Karen came out to California and lived her life on. She married 

a black fellow, divorced the black fellow, has two daughters. Both of her 

daughters are Muslim and she lives happily ever after in San Francisco. So . . .  

J: Also, what made you decide to actually be involved with the movement rather 

than kind of just watch from afar and be like, I hope it all works out for them? 

W: Yes. It was, as I said the other—several nights ago—it was happening in San 

Francisco. My consciousness had been raised because it was happening and it 
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was in the news. Charles McLaurin had come to my college and spoke to us 

about it. And I had recently been introduced to my younger sister, who was four 

years old, the product of adultery and the product of my father and her mother, 

and her mother was black. So, it was no longer of afar. You know? The black 

folks over there and I can—right there was my sister. So, having her in my 

consciousness and the consciousness of the [19]60s, and I did have some 

righteous indignation and I did have a sense of justice; I signed on the dotted 

line. No one of those things, it was a conglomerate of those things that got me to 

the point where I could sign there.  

Unidentified female: And Mrs. Magruder? How did she— 

W: Mrs. Magruder—two-thirds of the house was destroyed, but not her room or the 

bathroom. So they kind of cut away, and she lived there. Now, two days after the 

fire—maybe a day after the fire—people were coming, and a young man who 

introduced himself as Hodding Carter, Junior of the Delta Democratic Times, a 

young white Mississippian, of which I hadn’t met many. I was angry and upset. 

He was saying, well, what about this and what about that? He says, does she 

have insurance? And her insurance carrier was Sheriff Cap, of this county. I said, 

yeah, but the son of a bitch probably won’t pay. Hodding Carter walked calmly 

over and said, ma’am—as a white man, saying this—and he says, ma’am, this is 

my card. If you don’t get your insurance, you call me. How wonderful. He was a 

good—those people were good. So. Yes? 

Sarah Blanc: How did you stay involved after you went back to San Francisco? 



MFP-011C; Winn, 

 

13 

W: Well, I didn’t. I’ll tell you why. Shortly after getting to San Francisco—or the 

dates, I . . . Stokely Carmichael declared black power. As when Gandhi said, the 

Indian movement must be of Indians, and asked Europeans to step out and said I 

love you, Stokely Carmichael said, we want white people out, we want you to get 

your ass the fuck out of our project ‘cause you’re shit. Then, I walked into a 

Freedom House on Fillmore Street with my girlfriend, who was a black 

Mississippian and came home with me. I said, hi, my name is, and we’ve just 

come to Mississippi, and what are you guys doing and where can we fit in? They 

said, you can’t. My heart was broken. I did not continue in the movement 

because I was told to get out of the movement, and in a very negative way. So 

there are things that I carried on in my life that were movement-bound. As a 

contractor, in thirty-five years of plumbing, I brought through thirteen apprentices, 

and I think eight of them were minority. It was a time, in San Francisco, if a black 

man walked up to the counter at the plumbing wholesale house, a black man, 

just took down and said, okay, Bright Plumbing, what do you want? Because I 

was the only contractor who had non-white people working for me. So in that 

sense, yes, I carried on in the movement, but as far as picking up a picket sign 

and going to demonstrations, I didn’t, except for the strike at San Francisco 

State, so.  

O: Bright, can you talk about that strike at San Francisco State, because I don’t 

think that’s something a lot of us in the Southeast really— 

W: Yeah. My dates, if my mind—[19]69. In [19]69, the Black Students Union—which 

had some Black Panthers in them, and was a very good intellectual movement 
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on campus—said to the administration, you’re not teaching us about us. The 

history department does not teach the history of the most important group in 

American history. We want you to do that. Well, the history department and the 

administration said, you know, there’s some history, and there’s some books, you 

study it and you be good. Well, they became a bit more militant, and said, no. We 

want African studies, Black American studies, etcetera. The more the 

administration said no, the more militant they got. Finally, the administration said, 

okay, okay. We’re going to let you have Black History, and they said, that’s not 

enough. But, we will choose the professor and we will choose the curriculum 

within that. Well, no way is that going to happen. I’m talking about the Board of 

Directors, you know, as Trans-America Corporation, one of their people; Miss 

Hearst is on the Board of Directors, all of this corporate world is on the Board of 

Directors that control us and control these people of color. So, throw in some 

picketing days, throw in some rallies, etcetera, and the black students reached 

out. They said, the issue is now a Third World issue. We’re talking Chicanos, 

Asian students, American Indians, whoever you want; people of color, they 

encompassed all of them, and so now we’ve got Chicanos saying, yeah, we want 

black history. We want Latino history, and we want to tell you what we want you 

to teach us. You know? Well, it got to the point where it was at loggerheads and 

nothing was going to happen, and a strike was declared. We had, in that time, 

the longest student strike in American history. It lasted a semester plus, or two-

thirds, I can’t give you the exact time; but it was the longest. Columbia University 

had already happened. 
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O: Oh, okay. 

W: The strike at Columbia had happened, and I can recall, I had a teacher and I was 

in the speech department and she was an attorney. She taught the course on 

Freedom of Speech. She brought in the films of the Columbia strike, and there 

we are, we’re watching it and we’re seeing the students, we see the cops come 

in with the batons and everything. We saw it, and I walked out of the door, and 

there were the cops with their batons. I . . . I hate to bring up the point again, I’m 

a plumber. I understand these pipes running up the building. I just climbed up to 

the top of the building, and I can see the whole thing. There were the cops 

coming, and there were students already occupying the administration building. 

You know? I yelled some things from the top, and everything, and that began our 

sit-ins and our demonstrations. 

Margaret Block: Bright, can you tell them about President Hayakawa? 

W: Oh, yes.  

B: That was fun. [Laughter] 

W: Oh, yes. You were living out there then. 

B: Yeah. 

W: Okay. Well, in this turmoil, President Summerhill—a very nice, mild-mannered, 

intellectual fellow, I talked with him—wanted to do right, but he was caught 

between the students and the Board of Directors. He couldn’t do anything. He 

walked off. He handed in his resignation and said, there’s no reason for me to go 

further because it’s not happening. The Board of Directors looked around. They 

needed a president. So, who did they get? S. I. Hayakawa, Japanese, Canadian-
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born Japanese. He was a professor of semantics and the leading semanticist in 

America at the time, or the most renowned. They made him. Of course, I know 

we have in the Hispanic community, they’ve got, what is the Hispanic Uncle 

Tom? I should know this, ‘cause my kids use it, but there’s a Hispanic Uncle 

Tom. There’s Indian community, there’s Tonto; in the black community, there’s 

Uncle Tom, you know. I don’t know what the hell the word for the Japanese word 

for Uncle Tom, but he was a Tom. [Laughter] He just was a Tom, and his first 

act—here we’ve got the sidewalk in front of the school, big picket line at eight 

o’clock in the morning, and a student-owned pickup truck with big boomers on it, 

You know, saying things about the hooroo and the rally and the, you know, 

strikers and everything. This president jumped up onto the sound truck and 

pulled out cords and electrical things like that, pulled it out. Now, let’s not argue 

free speech, but that’s what he did. He is there; there’s a student pulling his 

jacket, he’s going like this to the student and pulling more wires out of it. He 

became a United States senator from California and the governor at the time 

became President Ronald Reagan. They loved him. They loved it, because he 

stood up against this rabble. He wouldn’t allow us to do anything, and he said, no 

more rallies, you cannot gather on the campuses, you know. In the student 

union, where we met and argued, he put in ping-pong tables. He said, these kids 

need activities. [Laughter] So he put in ping-pong table to placate these students. 

The man was a dork. [Laughter] You know? The strike went on, successfully so, 

until Christmas break. Christmas break took some of the wind out of our sails. 

Then, the last two, finals time and everything—by the beginning of the following 
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semester, the strike had lost its wind. What really dented the strike was, we had 

demonstrations every day on the quad. You folks use that term, quad? 

Audience: Sometimes. 

W: Yeah, well, we had a quad, and we had demonstrations and rallies and 

speeches, and then Hayakawa would get on the microphone and say, this is an 

illegal crowd, this is an illegal gathering, you are breaking campus law, get off. 

They would have three quarters, like this, of police who would push us out and 

arrest a few along the way. This was almost clock-setting work, you know? It 

happened every day for quite a few weeks. Towards the end, before winter 

break, our numbers were growing, the cops’ numbers were growing, till on the 

final day we had at least a thousand students and, on the other side, they had 

seven hundred cops. They had cops over here, twenty cops on horseback. You 

know, you have a cop wade in and say, split up, break up, and you might or you 

might not. You have a horse walk through, you split, you get the hell out of the 

way. They had twenty horses, men, cops on horses, they had twenty cops with 

dogs there. They had borrowed cops, they had Campbell, California, Oakland, 

California, Milpitas, California, San Jose—they borrowed cops from all over the 

Bay Area; they were there. The Highway Patrol was there. They had us 

surrounded on the usual three sides, and it was that day that the Black Students’ 

Union decided, we’re taking it to the max. They were going to fight back. So, they 

came on campus. They marched on campus that day with their usual picket 

signs, except they were two-by-fours. [Laughter] They had vowed. They had met 
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and they had vowed, we are going to meet the cops today with our sticks, and we 

are going to fight. 

Lauren Byers: This is before police officers had guns on them? 

W: Oh, they all had guns. 

B: But I don’t know when that started. 

W: Oh, they all had guns. Oh, no, no. In San Francisco, all the cops have been 

armed all my life, including the campus police. 

Nailah Summers: They weren’t so eager to shoot as they are now. 

W: Yeah, yeah. So they marched on, but logistically, what happened was all of the 

white students gathered around them. All of a sudden, the cops kind of pinched 

in, so all of the BSU are like this. Well, there’s no place to swing. There’s no 

place to do anything, you know? Because we are really like this, a thousand of 

us. The cops are pinching us for three sides. I’m no dummy and I don’t need to 

go to jail; I’ve been in the jail. So, I was kind of over on the open side, and I had a 

young lady’s hand. I’m looking at this mess, I say, we’re okay because we always 

have that side. Out of, like, voom, came a line of what we call tactical squad 

police with all of the regalia and the big, long ones, and they came running to 

envelope all of us. They were going to arrest all of us, because Hayakawa had 

said on the speaker, if you do not disperse, you will be arrested. They came 

around like that. What saved me is, some people were running out. There was 

opening as the cops came around, and I have those—I will never forget 

moments, because this young lady and I are running. That cop, who’s the lead 

cop, is looking me right in the eye, and he is saying, you are my focal point; you 
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are the one that I’m going to go around and get everybody. In that, what, eight 

seconds or whatever it was, he and I are maintaining—but I was running this 

way, and he was following me, meaning the line was going this way and all of 

these people were escaping that way. He kept his eye on me, and at that 

moment, chivalry died. I was dragging this young girl and I thought, okay. 

[Laughter] I said, every man and woman for yourself, and I took off. I got ahead 

of him and he ran behind me and got everyone behind me, you know, and 

enclosed the group. They ended up arresting four hundred and forty-four people, 

all bunched in, and the Black Students Union, they kind of put their stuff down 

because there was no fighting. We were bunched in. Some of my commune 

sisters—I was living in a commune at that time—some of my commune sisters 

were there and I could see them. You know, the cops just had to, they were 

taking their batons, their black batons, and going, is it the right color for you, 

bitch? Poking the women with their black sticks. It makes you sick, you know. 

Then, of course, how do you get four hundred and forty-four—well, it took hours, 

you know. They had six paddy wagons, which can only put about sixteen in the 

paddy wagon, and they had them going back and forth to city hall like that. Like 

that, I stood on the outside, I saw people I knew. I called other people that might 

be able to help them. One young girl I’d gone to church with, and she was in high 

school. Her father was, you know, like the bishop of the community. I had to call 

him. I said, Dr. Ward, your little girl is . . . he was pissed, because she played 

hooky from high school to go there. No, she was there. The strike ended up, 

there were concessions made by the powers that be. We did have a Third World 
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Studies program. Students had input into the program. There were compromises. 

We never got exactly what, but there were broad—as important. I finished and 

started hitchhiking across the United States and, for the next three years, 

travelled around. Any time I visited a university and looked at, you know, there 

was Third World Studies on the curriculum. In Tennessee, there was Third World 

Studies. In Michigan, there was Third World Studies. So, our strike, even though 

we didn’t get all we wanted—even though some people were blinded and had 

fingers blown off, some people spent a couple years in jail, it was worth it. A 

fellow who got his fingers, I said earlier today, and my heart goes out to him, but 

he wasn’t following a nonviolent philosophy and he planted a bomb in a locker in 

a dormitory. The bomb went off and took out his eyes and several of his fingers. 

Had it not, then some poor student would have gone by, and it would have been 

as bad or worse. My roommate was caught in the bushes and he was stinking of 

gasoline. He got a year in prison for that, Crutch; Leslie Crutchfield. He got put in 

jail and he was part of the Black Student Union. We didn’t talk about that. You 

know? Violence, one of the rules—in the Black Student Union meetings, they 

never talked about violence, so they could honestly say, the violence is not from 

the Black Student Union. They would go around the corner and talk about it, but 

it wasn’t at a meeting. Before and after the incident, he and I never talked about 

why he was in the bushes smelling like gasoline, but he served a year in prison 

and other negative things. So, he paid his price for doing that. But it was worth it. 

It changed the map of education. Now, Third World Studies, from what I 

understand, have shrunk. I’ve got to tell you, it’s not my fault. If you don’t have 
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Third World Studies and you want Third World Studies, I don’t point the finger—

it’s your fault, it’s on you. It’s on you. We proved that you can do it. You can go to 

administration, and if it means time in jail, if it means loss of, that’s what you do. 

You’ve got to do it. To do it today, to do anything today, I would go a lot further in 

trying before I resorted to demonstration. I really . . . but that’s what I know, and I 

don’t have the energy and the impatience of youth. Or the intelligence of youth, 

you know. [Laughter] Yes, yes. Any other questions? 

Sarah Blanc: We hear a lot of racism and discrimination in the South and places like 

Mississippi, we don’t hear as much about it in more progressive areas like San 

Francisco or the North in general. It almost becomes more challenging as a 

problem, because when less people are aware of it, less people are interested in 

challenging it. So, how have you seen that change since your time in school, and 

what is it like now, and do people try and glaze over it in dubious ways? 

W: Okay, well, in San Francisco, we’re a beautiful, beautiful city, and we are re-

gentrifying. So our racism is diminishing, because the only folks that are there or 

becoming there are of a certain social economic class. I don’t care if you’re black 

or Asian or Latino, if you got money, you don’t get racism in San Francisco. You 

know, you’re one of us. Now, one time in San Francisco and you had money and 

you weren’t white, you weren’t one of us. Now, in San Francisco, it isn’t a skin 

discrimination, it’s an economic discrimination, and people of color can get in, but 

they gotta have money. Our schools, we still have district kind of schools, so one 

school will be more predominant one race or the other, but they try to balance it 

all of the time so there are representations within the school. It goes back to 
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neighborhood and schools feeding, and I think we stopped bussing, so we don’t 

have quite the integration we had. I’m white; I associate mostly with white people. 

I have children of color, I know a lot of people of color, and, of course, as you get 

older, you associate with fewer people. So, a good number of the adults that I 

associate with are white. Whereas, forty years ago, when I associated with white 

people, they were actively talking about niggers and spicks. They were actively 

saying, we cannot integrate or we can’t do this or that. Now I associate white 

people in San Francisco, it doesn’t happen. They don’t have the hate and the 

bitterness. They are perfectly comfortable with, you know—but these are also, as 

I said, people that fall within this class, so. The many, many, many people of 

color that we have, black and Latino, are moving out of the city and going 

elsewhere. What is going to happen in San Francisco, I can see the 

demography: San Francisco is going to become, without discrimination, and 

without design, it’s going to become an Asian city. It is becoming an Asian city. 

Neighborhoods, my old neighborhood, when I grew up as a kid from age two to 

ten, it’s an Asian neighborhood. The commercial street is Chinese restaurants, 

Vietnamese restaurants, Thai restaurants; the stores are owned, owned, owned 

by Asians. You walk down the street, Asian, Asian, Asian, and that’s happening 

all over the city. It’s because they watch their money, work, do what is necessary, 

plus there was—when Hong Kong was about to become China again, for the ten 

years prior than that, Chinese were coming to the West coast, and our law was 

such—it probably still is—if you have a business, if you own a business, you can 

get a green card. They were coming right, left, and everything, and buying small 
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businesses in San Francisco and the entire West coast, so that would give them 

a foothold to come in, the Asian people. So, I think that they hold racism at the 

same level as most other people, in that, if not checked, they can be racist. So, 

does that answer your question? Questions? You better ask, because I’m going 

to die soon. 

Diana Dombrowski: I think your perspective is really interesting, based on all the 

different methods of protest that you got to see, from nonviolence as a lifestyle 

into a tactic to militancy, and I thought the fact that you studied rhetoric in college 

was actually really interesting, so I wonder what lessons you learned yourself 

about communicating. Especially because you mentioned too, if Stokely 

Carmichael hadn’t just communicated what he wanted differently, you would 

have been more accepting of leaving that movement to black Americans. So, I 

wonder if you could talk a little bit more about that. 

W: Yes, and had Carmichael been polite, I would have said, absolutely, and let me 

give you money, as many white people would have. Communication is the only 

thing we have between you and me and between races. Communication is the 

only thing we have. I was trained to listen to what a person is saying—as you 

listen to what I’m saying—but also, to ask, why are they saying that? Where are 

they coming from that would cause them to say that, and if they are saying that, 

what do you they really want of me by saying it in that manner? You know. Those 

were some of the principles Aristotle put out to us. Of course, I can no longer talk 

about it. After forty years of doing plumbing, I’ve forgotten most of what I’ve 

learned. But communication is it, and I think I have an advantage over other 
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people, because when they talk, I am thinking on all kinds of different levels as to 

what they are saying. I think, as my mentor-teacher would have said—said many 

times—if we can learn this, we’ve got the world. Aristotle, in Aristotle’s day, math 

two others, and rhetoric, those were the basis to all education. You know? I’m 

supposed to remember what the other two were. I’m sixty-eight, I can forget. But 

rhetoric was one of the four bases of education. When we talk, when union talks 

to management, are they using a vocabulary management can understand, or 

are they threatening management? You know? I knew a guy who was a union 

organizer for the plumbers in the county south of me. He would go and talk to 

employers and he would say, well, let’s talk how I can improve your bottom line 

by going union. He got their attention right now. You know? He didn’t go on and 

say, I want you to pay these guys forty dollars an hour, and if you don’t, I’m up in 

your face and I’m going to be picketing. He would go in—he had a college 

education—and he would say, let’s talk about how we can improve your bottom 

line and employ more of my men. He communicated properly. If we could get one 

key to it all, it would be communication. To hell with teaching these kids this or 

that, teach them how to listen and talk. That really is the banner. Did I answer 

your question? 

D: Yeah, yeah. 

W: Okay, all right. Yes? 

Lauren Byers: You chose the kind of discussion this morning because, well, one it was 

kind of an experience that you didn’t tell many people, but what is it that was kind 

of the key significant points of your story and what that means to you historically? 
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And why that’s so—obviously, it was a traumatic experience, but what do you 

think is significant? 

W: I wanted to show us and our fallibilities. We talk about the people in the 

movement and the heroes, and God, they were heroes. John Harris was a hero. 

He did some wonderful things. Karen Koonan worked her butt off. They did 

wonderful things, and these were work I read about in the history book. But we 

were fallible human beings, and I wanted to bring that in; that, in fact, you don’t 

have to stand up and say, attention to us, we were as fallible as you. We made 

mistakes, and some mistakes that cost people a lot. So, I told that story because 

I wanted to say, look at a human being. Look at ordinary folks. We were not 

great. We were ordinary people doing extraordinary things. We were not 

extraordinary. 

BL:  I think one of the grittier issues in your story is that the presence of a young white 

woman at that time could endanger the younger black men, and that’s what your 

warning was. You weren’t saying, it’s not polite to be in the back of this truck, 

you’re saying, you’re putting them in the line of fire. How aware—and maybe it’s 

an individual case—but how aware were these women of that dynamic? Did they 

try to deny it because it didn’t seem like it had to do with what they were fighting 

for? Or were most of the women very aware of that? 

W: Most of the women were very aware of that and conducted themselves properly, 

in that we didn’t show affection, holding hands, walking close in biracial 

situations. We did do those funny things young folks do, but we did it behind 

closed doors, you know? As I said, we rode separately in automobiles, you know, 
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black and white and male and female separations. We did as best we could to 

not let the white community see that there was any crossover. I had many white 

Southerners tell me, all those black people want to do is screw our white women. 

You know? They feared that, they hated that. At times, I can’t understand why, 

but they did. It was a real hot-button item, and when he walked through and saw 

those two, a white woman and a black man on a bed together, they were 

violating every social moray of the South. I’m sure we would have gotten 

bombed, but I don’t know that we would have gotten four houses bombed. They 

hated us so goddamn much, they had to do it all. I think our behavior in the two 

weeks prior to that brought it on.  

BL: Why do you think those two individuals disregarded your warnings? 

W: Okay, I’ll speak for them as though I know what the hell was in their head. John 

was lackadaisical. He didn’t like taking orders. He really thought he knew it all, or 

at least he presented himself to us. He didn’t like—one time, we went to the 

Trailways bus depot, and he was in the back seat. We had to pick somebody up 

and I was in the front seat. A guy came out, said, get him out of here. Get him out 

of here. Well, I was just saying, yes, sir, and I was going around to move and 

circle around and get—John said, fuck you. Jesus Christ, a black man in the 

South doing that, no, no! You know, I wanted to reach around, whack, but he was 

my boss. So, John was defiant, and he took his defiance to the ultimate, to lay on 

a bed with a white woman in Mississippi. It was part of his defiance, and I think it 

was absolutely wrong. I think she was absolutely wrong, but she was, what, 
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nineteen or twenty years of age? Ditsy and was sleeping with the boss. She 

was—you know. 

BL: In some sense, your heart goes out to them because it’s so unfair that they have 

to even consider these things, but then it’s unfair to Mrs. Magruder. 

W: Yes, Mrs. Magruder. Yes, totally unfair. She lost her house. It turns out that 

Sheriff Cap, who owned the insurance company who covered her, did give her 

the money. The house was there, she moved over to the space here, and had 

built a nice, three-bedroom, put-together place. She lived there happily ever after. 

So, yes? 

Justin Dunnavant: You mentioned a lot of resentment, I guess, from whites. But, did you 

get some pushback from blacks in the community that were not interested in— 

W: Yes, yes. We got pushbacks from blacks who were afraid. If we went to their 

door, and somebody was watching, they might lose their job. So, they were angry 

and they shut us out. I, at times, got pushed back. I can’t—I knew it was there, I 

can’t recite it, but this black guy just doesn’t like me because I’m white. He’s 

pissed, he’s mad, and he doesn’t like white people. I got that. Not a lot, but it did 

happen. Black people who just wanted us the hell out of there because they were 

afraid, and they gave us negative attitudes. Then, I went to my own home and 

moved into the Western Edition, which was a black community. I really had to 

endure a lot of black people that didn’t like me because I was white. You know, 

which—and that was the first time, outside of Mississippi, I’d ever lived in a black 

community. But rent was cheap. I was befuddled to get the vibe as I walked 

around that, we don’t like you and we don’t want you here. Then, the Black 
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Panthers came in and they really didn’t like me, really didn’t want me here. So, it 

was quite an experience. And there’s still black people that don’t like me. 

[Laughter] 

Nailah Summers: Did you feel resentment at the time? What was your frame of mind 

that was just like, white people we are—what was, other than rejection, what was 

. . . ? 

W: I was discombobulated. Being here in Mississippi shook my foundation, that I 

found out this was not the land of the free and the home of the brave; this was a 

discriminating, horrible country that did terrible things. So, I grew up—and you 

guys don’t know the term, Ozzie and Harrietsville? Well, it’s a T.V. show where 

everything was perfect, white family, nice house, never a problem. I grew up in 

that mentality, and it was shooken to—shook me to the core to be here. So there 

was that disorientation. I went back to San Francisco with my Mississippi 

girlfriend, and we went to a real estate office and were looking for a place to rent: 

not integrated, not integrated. We couldn’t get a place to rent for a while in San 

Francisco. We were discriminated against. Black folks didn’t like me because I 

was white; black folks didn’t like her because she was sleeping with a white man. 

White people didn’t like me because I went to Mississippi, and I was becoming a 

hippie, and they didn’t like that either. So, I found solace in marijuana. [Laughter] 

And experimenting with LSD and just completely—after a year of that, I returned 

to college, but I still was disoriented and numb. It took several years before I 

could say I had a consciousness again. It was a very, very difficult, confusing 

time.  
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O: After leaving Mississippi, going back to the West coast and living there for so 

many years, what does it mean for you now to come back? I mean, after being 

away and seeing what’s happening now, being a part of the Fannie Lou Hamer 

statue is almost ready. What is the passage of time . . . ? 

W: The passage of time is, again, a dichotomy. What we wanted—and we only 

understood—we thought, you get the vote, everything will be fine. We got the 

vote, and I’m very, very proud of that. We integrated public facilities, and I’m very 

proud of that. I’m disheartened that Mississippi’s school system still is a 

segregated school system. I’m disheartened by the fact that black Mississippians 

do not have the access to economic vertical mobility to the point that I would like, 

but here, oh, my goodness. All of the cafes have black employees, the motel has 

black employees. This didn’t happen. Black folks picked cotton, and that damn 

near was it. So, within the economic community, there are black jobs going on. 

Maybe they’re McDonald’s jobs, but they’re there, and I am heartened by that. 

The realization that there is more struggle to go on is disappointing. I thought we 

had the magic wand and it was over, you know? But, the fact that you can walk 

down the street at nighttime and not have to worry about being shot at just for the 

fun of it, you know? That you can go into an integrated car and go someplace, 

and nothing. One of the things that was a moment of success for me—Dr. Stacy 

White and I, about ten years ago, were driving out of Greenville and we went up 

into the hill country, because she wanted to show me a blues house. But, in the 

hills country? I’m sorry, that’s Klan territory: weeping willows and the kudzu and 

the roads going like this, and my, distances between—I was scared. I was a civil 
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rights workers by thirty-five or forty years, I was scared. Here we are, riding in an 

integrated car. Now, Dr. White—who had been a little girl, and I finally said to 

her, are you scared? She looked at me, she said, why? That speaks volumes. 

You know? We’re driving through Klan territory, or what was, and she’s not as all 

scared. She’s a citizen driving through a portion of her state, and violence is not 

a factor. Great. So, it’s two sides of the fence, though, as to what is great and 

what’s yet to become great.  

O: Well, we have, I think, prodded and probed you—[Laughter] for a significant 

amount of time, so I think we want to give you a break. But we are very, just 

profoundly grateful, Bright. 

[Applause] 

W: Thank you. Okay. 

[End of interview] 
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