
 

The Foundation for The Gator Nation 
An Equal Opportunity Institution 

Samuel Proctor Oral History Program 

College of Liberal Arts and Sciences 

 

Program Director: Dr. Paul Ortiz 241 Pugh Hall 

Technology Coordinator: Deborah Hendrix PO Box 115215 

 Gainesville, FL 32611 

 352-392-7168 

 352-846-1983 Fax 

 

   

 

The Samuel Proctor Oral History Program (SPOHP) was founded by Dr. Samuel 

Proctor at the University of Florida in 1967. Its original projects were collections centered 

around Florida history with the purpose of preserving eyewitness accounts of economic, 

social, political, religious and intellectual life in Florida and the South. In the 45 years since 

its inception, SPOHP has collected over 5,000 interviews in its archives.  

 

Transcribed interviews are available through SPOHP for use by research scholars, 

students, journalists, and other interested groups. Material is frequently used for theses, 

dissertations, articles, books, documentaries, museum displays, and a variety of other public 

uses. As standard oral history practice dictates, SPOHP recommends that researchers refer to 

both the transcript and audio of an interview when conducting their work. A selection of 

interviews are available online here through the UF Digital Collections and the UF Smathers 

Library system. 

 

Oral history interview transcripts available on the UF Digital Collections may be in 

draft or final format. SPOHP transcribers create interview transcripts by listening to the 

original oral history interview recording and typing a verbatim document of it. The transcript 

is written with careful attention to reflect original grammar and word choice of each 

interviewee; subjective or editorial changes are not made to their speech. The draft transcript 

can also later undergo a later final edit to ensure accuracy in spelling and format. Interviewees 

can also provide their own spelling corrections. SPOHP transcribers refer to the Merriam-

Webster’s dictionary, Chicago Manual of Style, and program-specific transcribing style guide, 

accessible at SPOHP’s website. 

 

For more information about SPOHP, visit http://oral.history.ufl.edu or call the Samuel 

Proctor Oral History Program office at 352-392-7168. 

 

-October 2013 



MFP-004A 
Interviewee: Otis Brown 
Interviewed: Dr. Paul Ortiz 
Date: September 12, 2008 
 

O:  Okay, so, we’re right here with Mr. Otis Brown, and we are interviewing him. 

We’re part of the Sunflower County Civil Rights Reunion Committee. And Mr. 

Brown was a key activist in the civil rights movement. And Mr. Brown, I wonder if 

we could start, if you could tell me something of your early childhood and growing 

up, where you came from, and how you got to be involved in the movement. 

B: Okay. I was born here in Indianola, Mississippi on August 3, 1945, and I grew up 

here and went to school here, whatever you call the school. Jim Daniels, I think, 

the one came along one evening, and he was trying to go around interviewing 

people to get them come register to vote, and as he was doing it, people were 

pulling their shade down and locking their doors. And so I felt shame about this. 

So, I seen Jim, and I talked to him; I take him home, he talked to my parents. 

And my parents fixed a meal for him, because seeing that he hadn’t eaten. 

These people down during the summer, some of them were living off ten dollars, 

twenty dollars a week. And sometimes, that money didn’t come through, ten, 

twenty—somebody would send them a little stipend, you want to call it. So, that’s 

where I got involved from there, after talking to Jim and getting him fed and 

talking to my parents, and I got involved from there. 

O: So Jim, he was a volunteer for SNCC? 

B: Yeah, SNCC, right. 

O: Okay, wow. 
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B: He was down for that summer. He left the following summer. I think he stayed 

down about a year and a half.  

O: Okay. Mr. Brown, when did you first hear about the civil rights movement 

activities, like in a wider— 

B: Oh, I heard about civil rights with the bus in North Carolina, was it North Carolina 

they burned? 

O: Mm-hm. 

B: Yeah. In [19]61, yeah, whatever. 

O: So, can you tell me, when you started getting involved in the movement here, 

what were some of your everyday activities that you were . . . ? 

B: Oh, I did voter registration, and we also had a Freedom School helping kids with 

their lesson, helping some people learn to read and write. Liz Fusco, I think, was 

in charge of the school. She lived in Connecticut, about eight miles from me in a 

different town. I’m surprised she’s not here this year, unless she’s coming in late. 

Yeah, some people probably going to be in late. And there were other people, 

George, Gladys, different ones participated. They also were my classmates. 

O: Mr. Brown, could you tell me what happened inside of the Freedom Schools? 

Because a lot of people don’t know about the Freedom Schools, like, what were 

their purpose? 

B: I’ll just repeat it, teaching people to read and write, helping people to get on 

Social Security, welfare. Some people’s old enough to be drawing Social Security 



MFP-004; Brown; Page 3 
 

and they were told they couldn’t draw Social Security. It was education, voter 

registration, and other stuff. Most people think just going around just integrating 

places and all this. It was trying to inform people of rights and the things that 

they’re entitled to, and to try and to help people learn to read and learn basic law. 

Whatever. 

O: Yeah. When you started getting involved in the movement, what kind of 

resistance did you face in Indianola? 

B: Oh, I faced resistance in my home, too, because there were members of my 

family saying, what you doing that for? It’s not going to help us, because we’re 

going to make it either way, which we are. My family were, it don’t matter. Always 

going to be that handful who make it regardless of how good or how bad it is. 

And my family exceptional, we’re gifted at surviving, working, making money. 

There were people in my neighborhood, oh, you’re going to get our house 

burned. And there were whites—because I worked for a white at the time—but 

he didn’t say anything. I think he the one that hit Jim Daniels and Charles 

Scattergood. When he did that, I quit working for him. 

O: Oh, he hit him? 

B: Yeah, he kicked Jeff out of the car and hit him. You know, want to beat him up, 

but everybody stopped, you know, they grabbed him and pulled him back. Get 

away from here, you troublemaker instigator. You know, so. I worked here at a 

restaurant, and I stopped working for him then, and I went full-time civil rights.  

O: But your family was pretty successful in business or in farming? 
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B: So-so in business. My father worked for the grain elevator and he had his own 

sideline business. Before then, he was electric, but, you know, they passed a 

law, blacks had to work under whites, blah blah, you only could make so much. 

So, he gave that up. He’s not going to be working for no one, when he’s making 

$75 a day, and they only want to pay $25 a week. So, he started off selling 

peanuts, then they started selling hot tamales, and then snow cones. So my 

father make ten times more money on the sideline business, two days a week, 

than he does on his job. There was twelve in the family, twelve kids in the family. 

Nine boys and three girls. 

O: Wow. Can you tell me, Mr. Brown, like you were active in the voter registration—

what would you do, how would you talk to people who were afraid of registering 

to vote? Like how, would you sit down with them one-on-one? 

B: One-on-one, two and three. You know, you got more discouraged—you’d talk to 

ten peoples, you might get one out of ten might say, yeah, come down tomorrow, 

I’ll think about going down to register. So, if you did one out of ten, you was, you 

could put pretty fair progress. Then, as more and more people become 

registered voters, you started doing four out of ten, whatever. And then some 

people went out on their own. I not only took care of Indianola, later on, let me 

see, because [19]65, they all left here and I became the county coordinator. Jon 

Harris was the county coordinator before he left, he’s from Alabama. Him and 

Jim Daniels close together, him and Carolyn. So I just got back from 

Albuquerque, and they gave me a money box with $118, maybe $140, but they 

owe out like four or five thousand dollars. They owe the gas station about $1,800, 
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they owe Guy McComb maybe $2,000, and they owe the telephone business 

about $5,000. And they gave me the money box, plus they were giving stipends 

to the people in Ruleville and all other places, you know, the young folks who 

were working for them in Ruleville where they began at. They were giving them 

$20 stipends a week. Kids in Indianola wasn’t getting anything. And that would 

do, too, so I would get set on that stipend money, and I told them there wouldn’t 

be any more stipend money. Then I had to figure out a way that I’m going to pay 

these bills. I think two days later, the lady from the telephone company called and 

saying, who there? I said, they’re all gone. She said, well, who is this? Otis. Well, 

who in charge now? And I said, I guess I’m in charge. She said, you have a 

$5,000 telephone bill. I said, I just found out about it. I said, I will take care of it. 

I’m going to try to have it taken care of; I don’t know how, but I will have it taken 

care of in six weeks. So, I’m kind of—I did take care of that bill in six weeks. I 

taken care of all the bills I think in about two months—the service station. 

Because I kept the service station in business. They had gotten so bad, they had 

to pre-pay for their gas because they sold a civil right work. And so a lot of time, 

they didn’t have the money. If had—in them days, what, $300, you can fill up a 

whole truckload of gas, you can order wholesale, you know, put it in the ground. 

So, sometime on weekends, if I had the money and I didn’t need it till a couple 

days, I’d let them have the money, and they’d wait to have gas on the weekend. 

It was on Church Street, it’s no longer there. Used to be a Guff Service Station 

on Church Street. 

O: But it was a service station and the owner was friendly to the movement, or . . . ? 
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B: Yes, yes, in some kind of way. Pete Peck worked at the front of store, and Eddie 

Philip owned the pool hall. They were partners there. And in some kind of way, 

they gave in and let us have gas on credit at the time. You know, even though 

gas was cheap in that day, you know; was about thirty-two cents, twenty-nine 

cents a gallon, and we had all these old different cars. None of the one who, 

now, the judge in Washington, she had a Buick. We called that the taxi cab, 

because she only took you to Ruleville only, taxi for Ruleville. Allen had a 

Volkswagen. We get hit, we’d take a hammer and beat it back out, straighten it 

out. That car got hit so much, but it kept running.  

O: How did it get hit? 

B: Sometime people hit us intentionally, or whatever, you know. Different driver, you 

know. Everybody just about drove the car. Allen would work and repair some 

things on it. When he couldn’t do it we’d take the car to Guy McComb, the one 

with the yard, that’s the fellow I said we owe about $2,000. And I paid him out. 

From then on I’d pay people off if I needed something, no problem. I can go to 

Guy, he’s working on two cars, he got three mechanics and two are working on 

one together, and he’s doing another one. I bring him my car and he’d take care 

of me right away.  

O: Okay. Because back then, I mean, it seems unusual that—a lot of businesses I 

know were hostile to the movement, but what you’re saying is that there were a 

few businesses that you could work with that were kind of sympathetic or that 

would give you credit or . . .  
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B: Yeah. There was a couple other businesses, later on down the road. I even got 

credit from one of the post officers. He’s dead now. Like, we had to mail letters 

out to raise funds, and I’d go to him and he would let me have credit with stamps, 

stamps only, up to six weeks. But I always paid in four or five weeks or two days, 

whatever. And I mailed the letters out, and he just trusted me. 

O: At the post office? 

B: Yeah. It wasn’t here, it was in Sunflower. I can say that, because he’s dead now. 

[Laughter] I would have said it if he was alive, he would have been retired now. 

He gave me credit at the post office. There were different people gave it to me, a 

couple of whites, a couple of blacks. But some people probably gave because of 

my family and because of me. See, I as a kid, I was a hustler. I made money. 

When the civil rights movement came along, I had about $10,000. That’s 

considered a lot of money. That’s what I lived on, worked on, for four years. 

Because I went four and a half years, I worked.  

O: So you had money saved up that you could use. In 1964, you would have been 

about twenty, twenty-one? 

B: Nineteen, twenty. Yeah, I also helped bail peoples out of jail. You bail people out 

of jail, we never get that money back. We had thousands of dollars tied up. 

Sometimes, the case never came up, it was a lot of crap. That’s how the city was 

able to buy new police cars and stuff. In the civil rights movement, they improved 

from four police cars to eight. 

O: [Laughter] From the bail money? 
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B: Other stuff, fines and bails and stuff, yeah. Because I would show up for a lot of 

crap stuff, but it didn’t discourage me. I had one problem—I went to jail, and even 

though I could get out right away, I couldn’t get everybody else out. If I go to jail 

with you, you’re going to get out with me. Otherwise, I won’t leave jail. Fair is fair. 

I figure, if I can get out, you should be able to get out. My father got us out a 

couple of times, and he said, no more. Because his business got hurt in the 

process. He lost about $5,000 in three months, one year. 

O: How was it hurt by the— 

B: Some people were afraid to buy from him, you know? Because he’s my father, 

some people were afraid that the whites see people buying from him, they might 

not have a job. Some of them, you know, you’d be surprised at the things that 

went on. Simple stuff people got fired for. Some people got fired from their jobs 

just going to civil rights meetings, you know. Some people got kicked off the farm 

for just going to listen to, just some time they catch—they see them talking with a 

civil rights worker. It was hostile. It was black and white. Some blacks were 

hostile too. You know, these just ain’t all white, some blacks were hostile. 

O: Yeah. I’ve heard about the White Citizen’s Council here, they seemed to be really 

active. 

B: Yeah, the John Birch Society. They were born here in Sunflower County in the 

courthouse. Then, when they got smarter, from the Klansmen to the John Birch 

Society—in other words, they take advantage of you by signing something, they 

document all this stuff.  
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O: Well, Mr. Brown, in those days when you were working on voter registration and 

doing all of the different things that had to be done, when did you start to see 

changes happen in Indianola? Like, how long before it was you saw things 

maybe— 

B: Between nine months to a year you see some progress; very little, but you see 

progress. You see some movement forward and some movement backward. You 

also seeing people start leaving here. You know, people forgot, during the civil 

rights movement, more people left here in large numbers than any time. You 

know, when school turn out here every year, they sometime put extra busses on, 

because kids were leaving, going to Chicago, St. Louis, Detroit, Milwaukee. They 

were leaving; there were no jobs here, so they went to those places. Some 

stayed, some came back. Some would make money so they had money to go to 

school, college or high school, and get clothing. You got to look at time. That 

time, I think the average household income was fifteen hundred dollars a year. 

You know, some people working with three dollars a day, fifty cents an hour. The 

minimum wage, I think, was $1.15 at that time. Might have been less than that, 

$1.15. A lot of people still didn’t pay minimum wage, you now, because they were 

there. Most people here, they depend on farm work; they got paid by the day; 

three dollars, five dollars to chop and pick cotton. Maybe $2.50, four dollars. Four 

dollars for a hundred pounds of cotton, they’d pick, but that was very rare to get 

four dollars, three or $3.50 for a hundred pounds of picked cotton. And that’s 

only, like, five or six weeks of the year. You’d chop five or six weeks a year, and 

that was a limited amount of people those jobs were for.  
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O: What did you think, Mr. Brown, about the Freedom Summer, and the whole thing 

of bringing a lot of outside folks to Indianola? 

B: It was nice, but it was poorly organized because we all were young. We didn’t 

know much about business, how things run, but we learned as we went. Yeah, 

we mostly were all self-taught, even though some of them had went to college—

in theory, but in reality, they faced reality. The law may say you have equal right 

in this, but in reality, it wasn’t true. We learned reality, instead of in the 

classroom, in the real world. We were in the show room.  

O: How did being in the movement change you? 

B: I don’t know, I think it’s hidden to me, because I’m sure I’d have been worth 

millions otherwise. [Laughter] I was a hustler. I had already had my goals set. My 

goal was to own a grocery store, a motel, and a small farm, because I had the 

down payment on one or the other at the time. And that just changed me 

completely. So, I went four years without working. I stayed here and worked, I 

went to work for JACS, John Atkins Community Service Group out of 

Washington. A lot of, just couple—we did things for the nuclear power industry, 

living in shipyards and stuff like that, but we did other stuff, too, I don’t talk about. 

You know how the government, you have other groups investigate other things? 

So, that’s what I did for them. I worked for a year and a half for them, then I quit 

because they wanted me to move to Virginia. In reality, I was moving on paper 

every six, eight weeks, I suppose we moved. But a lot of times, I’d just get 

somebody’s telephone number in that area, use their address, pay them twenty 
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dollars a month to take messages, and they’d tell me what I needed to do. So, 

you know, it worked out well. But when they moved out of Mississippi and wanted 

me to move to Virginia, I left them. So I stayed here a year, and then I moved to 

Connecticut in May 1971, and I’m still there.  

O: Okay. So, Mr. Brown, when you first heard about the reunion—the first reunion—

what were your thoughts about it? 

B: No problem. I thought we should get together. I had kept contact with everyone 

anyway. I wasn’t the only one. I went to see 95 percent of the other peoples, 

even much in Alaska. I went to see Jim Daniels in California. Who else? Bright 

Winn in California, Karen Koonan in California. A couple people I missed in 

California. I went to New Mexico and seen Allen and a couple other people in 

New Mexico. I didn’t fool with people on the East Coast, I just did it by 

telephone—Hershel Kaminsky, he live in Brooklyn, New York. We talk by phone, 

and we see one another off and on. Who else? I went different places and I kept 

in contact with people. People here, people there, because I did a lot of traveling. 

Always have done. I’m unusual. I’ve seen most of the world. I’m an exception to 

the rule.  

O: But you could see as you were traveling, Mr. Brown, you could — 

B: Just call me Otis. Forget all that other stuff. 

O: Okay, Otis, all right. So, when you were travelling, though, and talking to 

movement activists, could you see that . . .  
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B: That they had changed? 

O: Yeah. 

B: Some changed before left here, because what happened is they brought the 

Head Start program, and that’s the first weak part of the civil rights movement. 

They offered all the veterans jobs. And most of them took the jobs, including 

McLaurin, all of them. So in a sense, the leaders of the movement was drained 

away. They got their money and they ran. And now we’re left there fighting the 

back, a few of us. But I say, the way the system started draining off towards the 

Head Start program and other things, and different programs came along. 

Because people do need money. I ain’t faulting them ‘cause they left. They need 

to take care of their family, they need income. So, the Head Start was a good 

Trojan Horse, the way I see it. And I was offered a job, too. I said, no, thanks. I—

funny, though, I didn’t take nobody’s money. I took a stipend one time, from one 

organization that was doing what I wanted to do: voter registration in this county 

and Washington County. I think I worked two weeks for them. But then, they 

gave me a rental car; that was a deal, I made a deal with them. I had that rental 

car for four weeks and they paid half my gas bill, so that was the compromise, 

the Delta Ministry. Because I got a couple people jobs who worked with us here, 

and they need money, so they wound up working with the Delta Ministry. So—a 

lot of compromise. I seen what would happen, a lot of things, ahead of time. I’m 

sort of pretty good with math, and I came from a family that we can see things 

other people don’t see, more business-like. You know, people give, they got a 

reason. Very few people give to be giving. That’s rare. But there are people out 
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there who give to be giving. Yeah, so. People always say, what’s in it for me? 

And that’s what I ask myself, what’s in it for me? But then I say, well, somebody’s 

got to do the job. Maybe it’s what I want to do—but you know what my father 

say? You doing this for nothing and you not getting paid? That ain’t like you. I 

say, well, somebody got to do it. Somebody got to be John the Baptist. Pissed 

on, shit on, and so everybody else can move on. So I decided to be that. Yeah. 

O: When did you decide to move away from Indianola?  

B: [19]71.  

O: And after doing all of that work here, why didn’t you stay? 

B: Well, no jobs here for me. People in structure, black and white both—see, I ran 

for mayor of Sunflower, Mississippi in 1967. A lot of things—I’m just now skipping 

over—I was so busy doing so many different things, because I’m in left field, I’m 

more radical than everybody else. I’m out in left field. They’re more, like, center-

right field. You know, you got—I called the NAACP right field conservative, then 

the others are center field, and then you’ve got right field, you know. I’m more 

radical. ‘Cause talk—you know, I remember them saying, give the white folk a 

little more time. Said, you gave them two hundred years. It’s time to move on. 

And that’s why I join with COFO and SNCC and all of them, because they were 

more radical. Yep, and until they—I’m going to bring you up to par. I left here 

after we couldn’t build a Freedom School back. See, when they left, I came back 

from Albuquerque from the rest—and I’m skipping a lot, because your book, I’d 

probably give you a whole book on me, but one of these days, I’ll do it myself. I 
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got back to when they gave me the money box, and gave me the problem: 

everybody leaving. They left within a week from when I got back from 

Albuquerque.  

O: That was about [19]65? 

B: [19]65, right. John Harry, Jim Daniels, everybody wanted to go back to school, or 

they ran out of money, or whatever, you know. Everybody had their reason. They 

came to stay one summer, but they stayed more than one summer, most all of 

them. Some only stayed three months, but John, Jim, all of them, Charles came 

down from Jackson, he stayed. I think he married some young lady in Cleveland. 

He stayed with them, then he broke up, whatever. He was in and out, because I 

don’t think he stayed with Head Start that long, either. We used to talk, and we’ve 

seen the writing on the wall with what happened. So, Charles worked for a lot of 

different things. He sold cars, you name it. He did all the oddball jobs and I didn’t 

want to do that. Because people think they’re doing you a big favor; in some 

sense they are, but I don’t see any way with me. When you hire me, I’m doing 

you the favor. I’m going work for you. You didn’t give me nothing. I’m going to 

work for you. That’s why I left here, because there was no money and no jobs 

here. I want my kids—which I have four daughters at the time, I had three 

daughters, four daughters. Had to think about it, last daughter born in 1970. 

Yeah, I got started early in life in a lot of things. And we were going to build a civil 

rights school, by the Freedom Building back on Jefferson Street, and we tried for 

all kinds of permits. That didn’t happen. They were going to build a building right 

over here, I got the permit and then the city turned me down later, saying that it 
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wasn’t zoned for that. And I got lawyers, architects, had to draw a plan four or 

five times, they turned me down. A thousand dollars, just in mud. So, I moved to 

Sunflower in the end of [19]65 or [19]66, I started building the building in 

Sunflower in about [19]65. We built a Freedom civil rights building, with a school, 

auditorium and a place to live, a place to cook, libraries, office, everything. We 

got the building started, I wound up—I did most of the electrical work, the 

plumbing work, myself. I hired a carpenter to put the frame—we fell out. So, I got 

somebody else to come along and help me finish the building off. I piecemeal put 

it together. The building went up to 1970-something. And outside, the building 

was covered with steel from the county courthouse. When they tore the county 

courthouse down, they had that big heavy sheet steel on top, and I put that 

steel—I went there with a caliper on, and some glasses so the man didn’t know 

who I were, and I got three truckloads of steel and wood for one hundred and 

eighteen bucks. He thought it was junk. It was junk, but I thought about, you 

know, somebody’s junk could be somebody else’s fortune. So, I wound up using 

the stuff on the outside of the building. It came out perfectly, had enough steel for 

that. That took care of the whole outside frame. So, I went to a different place 

and I bought lumber. I went to the hill—to the sawmills in the hills in Wyoming 

and I bought lumber where they were getting a two-by-six, would settle for a 

dollar, maybe forty cents for a twelve foot here. I go out to Wyoming and get it for 

sixty-eight cents. So, I borrowed a fellow’s truck. I had three hundred and some 

bucks, and I went out, and a fellow during lunch time, he gave me a bargain 

because I paid him cash. He gave me an extra fifty two-by-sixes. I forgot how 
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many two-by-sixes we used. I used quite a few two-by-fours. Must have used a 

whole truck load of two-by-fours. I got them as I needed them. We had gotten the 

money. I went on a speaking engagement, or I would read newsletters and stuff, 

and people sent money, and I kept stuff tight.  

O: So, the building was called, like, the civil rights building, or— 

B: The Freedom Center.  

O: The Freedom Center, okay. And that was in Sunflower. 

B: Sunflower, right. And the Sunflower County Improvement Office also 

incorporated myself. See, like I told you, I had a little business background. So, I 

incorporated myself as the Sunflower Improvement Association and got a state 

charter.  

O: Wow. 

B: And we’re supposed to do the tax work. I didn’t do it for the state, I did it for the 

fed. And they had me order in 1967 or [19]68 and Internal Revenue, they gave 

me a clean bill of health. They said I’m the only one they ever did the taxes for 

that had no problem, because I put everything down, dotted every I and every T. 

And I didn’t pay myself, either. But, see, I shop around. If they don’t sell, I don’t 

buy. Everything must be on sale. I’m going to negotiate. If I go to a lumber yard, if 

I spend a thousand dollars, what’s in it for me? Always get something out of the 

deal. The lumber yard, different one gave me—one fellow gave me a commode, 

some gave me some paint that he was going to throw away. I think I must have 
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gotten forty gallons of paint for five bucks. It worked, who cares. Let’s see. I 

bought sheet rock, plywood, different stuff. Some of it wasn’t perfect, but we cut it 

and make it perfect. Inside the building, the flooring for the floor, I got a good deal 

on that. I just shop around. Because being black and being young, they don’t 

expect you to come in and buy nothing. People in them days—money was tight 

in [19]65 and 19[66]. It was tight, man. And I would sometimes go there and I’d 

get a whole truckload of stuff at a time. I’d take it there for three hundred dollars. 

If I don’t have a thousand dollars when I get back, I’ll pay you. [Laughter] Yeah, 

so I always negotiate, and I always made notes of this; I put it in the book, too, I 

did that. I made notes of what I did. So, we built that building, and I left Sunflower 

in [19]69. 

O: But you ran for mayor first, right? 

B: I ran for mayor in 19[67], I lost by sixteen votes. They had a special election that 

year in May, May the second. I lost by sixteen votes, and the mistake were, I told 

people I didn’t believe in God. If I kept my mouth shut and played a politician, I 

probably would have won the mayorship. You know, here, it is very important for 

you believe in God. Even though they say they believe in God and do the 

opposite. I believe in a God. But, you know, I don’t necessarily acquire about the 

Jesus version. I’m not against Jesus, not against nothing, but I think we put too 

much emphasis in praying and look for somebody else to do for us. We’ve got to 

get off of our butt and do it ourself. That’s why I’m a Quaker. The Quaker’s 

version is that you must seek and find God yourself. I don’t have nobody praying 
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for me and all, I don’t need that stuff. You know, each person must seek and find 

God for themselves. Well, anyway, I lost that one.  

O: What was your platform? Like, what were some of the issues that you were trying 

to get people to— 

B: Better school. I was going to bring some jobs there, I had lined up a fellow in 

California when I was thinking about becoming a mayor. He moved his printing 

thing to Sunflower. I forgot his name. I just remember all this stuff. That’s when I 

started traveling, that’s when I start traveling. Because it would be cheaper for 

him to operate out in Mississippi than it would be out in California. Shipping 

costs, labor costs, would be less than one-third of what it was in California. I think 

he got killed in a car accident, I forgot what it was. He was going to move his 

printing thing to Sunflower. I talked to somebody in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania—

because I went around to different places—and I met this Jewish fellow, he said 

maybe he might do some business in Sunflower, too. But, you know, talk is 

cheap. But, anyway, these people promised me, and I promised them a tax base, 

sewer for the town—because at that time the black side didn’t have a sewer. 

Very few people has sewage in the house and the street wasn’t paved. I was 

going to pave the streets and get street lights. But now, Sunflower have all of 

them things. Sunflower was a dead town, sewage run in a ditch, you know. Raw 

sewage in a ditch there. Well, anyway, I was going to work with the people to 

have better school, try to get the parents involved. Anyway, I lost by sixteen 

votes, and I ran for county supervisor that same year in November and I lost by 

thirty-one votes. I was sold out. I found out one of the fellows who was supposed 
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to pick up people—you got to look in turns—in them days, people lived in the 

rural, very few people had cars. He supposed to pick up a certain section I had 

divided into routes, and my mind told me to check, go behind and check behind 

everyone, and I didn’t. Found out the next day that seventy-five people weren’t 

picked up in that area alone. You know, he didn’t ever go to pick them up and he 

told me he had picked them up. So, I lost by thirty-one votes for county 

supervisor. And I think the system there, the people I worked with, started to 

grow weary of me, because I eventually was outside of Sunflower. I started 

working on the Box Project. That’s a self-help thing that began in Connecticut. It 

really chased, it really began in Canada. But they moved to Plainville, 

Connecticut, that’s why I moved to Plainville. I was on the board there. There 

was a point, you put a Northern family with a Southern family to help them out. I’d 

say like, you’ve got a six-year-old, this person got a five-year-old. You might send 

your clothes that are too small, or you might send a check every other month to 

help them out. It was a self-help; communication, one-on-one. So it wasn’t that 

much involved with the Box Project. We just line people up and then we ask 

questions, once a year, once every two years. I think going—and it work out 

pretty well. It’s still going on now but not as well as it were. That was just 

covering the Mississippi Delta. Then I ventured to Arkansas, then Alabama, 

Minnesota, the Indian reservation out there one time. I think I signed a couple 

Indians for the program there, too, and now it’s covered different states now, I 

believe in Alabama and other places. It’s not as big in Mississippi like it used to 

be. That brought a lot of money to Mississippi. Some kids got a college education 
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from it, a couple people got homes built from it. That’s why I like being in the 

background. I don’t want to be seen, I like to be anonymous. You know, do things 

quietly. You gotta line peoples up, and some people came out very well after the 

deal. A lot of kids got a college education from the Box Project. And there were a 

lot of things I was involved in, [inaudible 32:16]. So, they got mad at Sunflower 

about that, because they wasn’t getting attention no more. But, why ain’t we 

getting it all? Said, no, it’s not for everybody to get it all. It goes by your income 

and how much progress you make, because some of the people we helping 

wasn’t trying to help themselves. You get them stuff, and they wouldn’t even was 

the clothes, they’d throw it away. So I’d be, you know, sort of like evaluating, 

being judge and jury, one would say. I’m helping you, but if you ain’t trying to help 

yourself, why should I continue to help you? I want to help somebody get out of 

the rut, not just stay in the rut. So, some of them got mad about that. So, some of 

the people, same people I worked with in Sunflower, turned against me. They 

had me charged for threatening kids with a deadly weapon. At that time, 

Mississippi law—and it still is—a weapon is anything six inches or more. And the 

kids didn’t know what was going on. They told them, go and say, yes, yes, yes. 

They didn’t know they told them to say I had pointed a gun at them. I found this 

out a year later. Kids said, they didn’t tell us, to just go and say, yes; whatever 

they say, yes, yes, yes. I didn’t threaten them with a gun, but they say I 

threatened them with a gun, because I always kept a gun for us to go hunting. I 

moved the gun from the library to the office, because we went had hunting I think 

a couple days before. I put the gun in the office because the library was locked. 
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And I thought about, let me move it, and I locked it in the office, because you 

don’t want to leave a gun lying around. Had to be locked up. So, I think I’m on my 

way to Russia then. I went to the Justice of the Peace—Justice of the Peace 

court, we call it Kangaroo Court. I know they were going to find me guilty, I talked 

to several lawyers about it. Said you, [inaudible 34:07]. They said, yeah, we firing 

you, going to send you thirty days, I think a hundred dollar fine. I don’t remember 

what the fine was, blah blah, I didn’t worry about it. So, that happened. I said, 

well, I want to appeal it. Two days later, five days later, I was in Moscow. That 

was my first trip to Moscow and everybody—to piss everybody off. How he going 

to Moscow? He not working! I went to Denmark first, had dinner with the King 

and Queen of Denmark. That’s why I got involved in Quakers. It was the Quaker 

group I went with and it was nineteen hundred dollars. I met a lady in South 

Africa raising money for Sunflower, and she the one told me, you should take 

that trip. I said, I can’t afford it. So, she gave me two hundred dollars right then 

on that trip. And sent me two more hundred. Then, somebody else gave me the 

other money, and so I went to Russia. And you’re supposed to be a college grad, 

have a master’s degree, had to write a thesis and all that crap, and I had did 

none of it because I got kicked out of school here. So, I went to Russia and I 

came back. That’s one of the things, it all—funny thing, though, when I came 

back from Russia, I was having a house built here in Indianola. I was fixing to 

move back to Indianola, had a house built in Indianola. And I went to Russia, and 

my payments were due, what? Two weeks that I got back. And I had a brother 

who had a pregnant girl, and she was in the hospital, and so she needed 
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seventy-five dollars to get out. If she didn’t pay seventy-five dollars, the hospital 

would keep her and the baby and the bill set to run. So I paid seventy-five 

dollars, and I gave her two hundred and forty dollars to buy clothes and whatever 

she need for her baby. So that left me with a hundred and forty dollars; my house 

payment due, and I got to move into my house, too. And JACS called me, 

somebody from JACS, they said meet them at the airport. That’s who I went to 

work for. They offered me a hundred dollars a week with benefits, gas, and all 

the other stuff. So, I did that. After two weeks later, I said, I want a hundred and 

twenty five dollars a week for me to work for them. And the first person I met with 

was George Bush’s father in Corpus Christi, Texas. Everybody met with these 

so-called educated folks but they couldn’t balance their checkbook. That goes for 

all of them. I can’t remember all of their names. Everybody had a semi-Ivy 

League, college, top of the line. I was the only black there in Corpus Christi, 

Texas. But when it come down to the math, they couldn’t balance their 

checkbook. I was the only black there and I showed them how to do this and do 

that, and so I started working with JACS four weeks later. Yep. So, I stayed there 

a year and a half, and you know where I stayed before.  

O: So, you ended up leaving Sunflower and then you— 

B: Moved back here. 

O: Did some travelling, you moved back here. Did you ever consider staying in 

Indianola? Or did you think, by that time, were you pretty much thinking I need 

to— 
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B: Not really. When we bought the house here, it wasn’t the house we wanted 

before I went to Russia, and they didn’t want to sell me the house I wanted. I had 

to threaten them about a house on the white side before they sold me the house 

over in front of Gentry High School. It still there now, I rent it out. And my wife 

had said, we’re gonna leave here in a year and a half. And in a year and a half, 

we were gone.  

O: Wow. To Connecticut? 

B: Yeah. We moved to Connecticut, right.  

O: Have you ever thought about moving back? 

B: No way. No way. I move to South America before I move back here. I just don’t 

want to come fight, criticize. Let people go their way. If I can help out, I can help 

out. I’d rather do it anonymous. I do help out if they call me. Different one call me 

every now and then and ask me to help out. Stacy and I work very good together, 

on different work. She a good worker. You know? She learned, and I told her, 

you going to want to do most of your work yourself. You got to watch what you 

doing, you need to check behind people because you can’t trust people. You 

know, have faith but keep trying. Put a rope on so, when it jerk, you know to 

check on it.  

O: Otis, so, now that you’ve come back for the—now it’s 2008, its another Freedom 

Summer reunion. What have you seen change? I mean, what has changed here 

and what hasn’t changed? 
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B: I see cosmetic decoration. You have blacks in power, but most are the wrong 

blacks. The people who we had to fight against, they’re the ones that took all the 

power. The people who did the fight, they out of the picture. You know? You got 

people—I won’t say all, I’ll say ninety percent of the people not representing the 

people. Race ain’t got nothing to do with it, black or white. You know, a snake’s a 

snake. You got snakes in power running things just for themselves. Then the jobs 

for themselves. There might be ten percent who want to do right, but they are a 

minority, they’d all fall. And ninety percent or seventy percent got ways of solving 

them. There are not much support services. We give too much lip service. So, I 

figure that I can—the best way that I can help people how to get around, find the 

laws that work in their favor. I sometimes do research with people or find 

somebody to do it for them. You know, you work around stuff. You do it 

anonymously. A lot of things happen. True, I might have done something to do 

with it, but I’ll deny it. You know, you got the rich folk playing the game, 

somebody else doing that [inaudible 40:03], so you got to have the other side 

doing the game, the liberal side. The liberal side don’t have enough power to 

follow through. Most of them are broke and poor. Like when I went out to New 

Mexico, I went out to see Allen’s wedding. It was a trip. Everybody at the 

wedding, I think—Allen had about a hundred-something people there, and I think 

he only raised three hundred and some bucks. I say, wow. Three hundred and 

something bucks. He had people that lawyers and doctors, but they poor lawyers 

and doctors. I met a lawyer that been practicing twenty-something years, only 

make forty-four thousand dollars a year. I said, wow. But he happy with the job. 



MFP-004; Brown; Page 25 
 

You know, I’m not against that. He happy. He enjoy his job. But his wife take care 

of dogs and cats, and she make sixty-nine thousand dollars a year. So, the man 

happy, don’t want a lot of money. More power to him. You know, I don’t mean to 

put him down. But I’m surprised, all of Allen’s friends don’t have a pot to piss in. 

[Laughter] 

O: Otis, I know you have a busy schedule today, but I wonder, if there were three 

lessons that you could teach to young people about the movement, what would 

they be?  

B: That’s a good question. First, I would tell a kid, love yourself. It begins with you. 

You got to learn to love yourself. And loving yourself, that means, you know, do 

the right thing for you, not for somebody else. Go to school, get a good 

education. I say, even though your parents not—respect your parents. You 

disagree with them, don’t say it to their face. Keep it to yourself. But say it 

proudly. Give them the courtesy, respect. And third, I would say, if you go to 

school—you do those two things, the third, if you work hard at it, everything that’s 

going to fall in place, I guess. But you got to do some reading. Quit going by 

hearsay. But then, some of the reading ain’t accurate, either. Mostly, the history 

written about the civil rights movement is junk. 

O: Really? 

B: Because people like me and others don’t really tell the whole thing. We don’t talk 

about the beating and stuff we went through or the days we went, we didn’t have 

no money and were hungry. They don’t tell about the brutality because the order 
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was against us in the beginning. We’re like a rat on a sinking ship. And 

sometime, a board fall loose, you get on that board and float to land. [Laughter] I 

don’t know. I guess that’s three. I really didn’t do the third one, but I did enough. 

O: Okay. Can I get your contact information in case I have some follow-up 

questions? 

B: Okay. ***-***-****, and you just leave it if I’m not there, and I’ll get back to you. 

That’s one thing, I do call people back. 

O: Okay. One of the things I want to send you is a copy of my book. I wrote a book 

about the movement and Florida—just to see, you know, what your thoughts 

about it were.  

B: Did you do the book for this the other time, too? 

O: Well, I did a book called Remembering Jim Crow, and I’d interviewed Stacy’s 

parents, Dorsey White and Bernice White. 

B: Yeah, Hershel bought me the book, and when I got home, something spilled over 

it, I don’t know what happened. 

O: Okay, now I didn’t work on that one, no. 

B: No, Hershel, he’s bought me a lot of different books. He’s always buying me 

books because I do things for him. He says, oh, won’t you read that? I get back, 

it all spilled over! I said, Hershel, did you put stuff in the back of the car? No! We 

don’t know why the book was damaged.  
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O: Huh, okay. 

B: I got the book, it seemed like somebody poured something over it.  

O: It was a book about— 

B: Somebody did a civil rights thing here in Mississippi. Somebody did a book on 

something— 

O: Okay— 

B: There’s a lot of things books been done on. Because last time I heard that five 

peoples—were you here four years ago? 

O: Yeah, I was here. And I may have given him, I’m trying to remember, I did bring 

some extra books.  

B: Who written a book—what’s the last book was written on? 

O: Well, Charles Payne did a book called I’ve Got the Light of Freedom, and it was 

about the movement in the Delta. John Dittmer wrote a book called Local People.  

B: No, my mind is going blank on me.  

O: Okay.  

B: I highlighted the book.  

O: Now, Connie Curry, who is here, she wrote that book called Silver Rights, and 

she brought her book. You know, she’s showing her film tomorrow.  

B: Okay.  
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O: Yeah, on Drew. I don’t know, I kind of vaguely remember what you’re talking 

about, though. 

B: Ah, you know, there’s so many books, this and that. Because my nephew, he 

brought some other stuff about it. And I say, I don’t remember that, because I 

may read ten or twelve books a year. I know. Sometimes I remember, sometimes 

I don’t, because they’re basically repeat the same thing with stuff left out. 

O: Well I’ll send you a copy of this book that I wrote. What’s your address? 

B: 70 Webster Street. I’ll get you the thing. There you go. I got a sticker. 

O: Oh, cool.  

B: With an address and everything on it. You want two? 

O: Sure. Thank you. And we have leaflets about our program. 

B: What’s the project? You in research or what? 

O: Well I’m from the history department at the University of Florida and I direct the 

Oral History Program. 

B: You in Miami?  

O: In Gainesville, up in northern Florida.  

B: Okay. 

O: You know, the Gators. 
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B: Okay. I know where, yeah, I’ve been there. I don’t come to Florida, I used to 

come there. I said, I’m not going to Florida again. I keep telling lies, I’m not going 

to go to all these places I go. 

O: Well, when you come down, you should give me a call. We have an extra room 

for you could stay in, we’ll show you around on the campus. I’ll put down my 

home . . . 

B: Gainesville. You ever been to Connecticut? 

O: Every once and a while I’ll go up to a conference there, like around New Haven 

or something. 

B: I’m forty miles from New Haven, I’m eighteen miles from Hartford. Sixteen, 

eighteen, depending on where you’re going in Hartford. Yeah. 

O: Okay. It’s interesting, I’m chairing a panel on civil rights history— 

B: You Spanish? 

O: Mm-hm. I grew up in Bremerton, but my grandfather came over during the 

Mexican Revolution. My father was raised in Houston, Texas. 

B: Yeah, in our part of the country, you can’t judge by that. Because most people in 

Connecticut, they’re from Costa Rica, Ecuador, Peru, Brazil, and then you got the 

Puerto Ricans there.  

O: Mm-hm, yeah. 
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B: You probably find one out of twenty might be a Mexican American. And that’s 

why I tell people, quit assuming what peoples are. You should ask. 

O: Yeah, ask. That’s always good thing. Well, I teach a course, I’ve taught a course 

for many years. It’s called African American and Latino Histories, and the course 

is a comparison of the experiences. And so, we do a lot of readings on Puerto 

Rican history. 

B: That’s what I’m saying, Puerto Rican history. Good example, right.  

O: Afro-Cuban history. 

B: Cuba, every time—I’ve got to go to Cuba. I haven’t been there yet. I was in 

Puerto Rico three times. And I tried to get there, they were short of hotels. If they 

don’t have hotels, they don’t let you come in. Last time I was in Mexico four or 

five years ago, we were going to go to take a [inaudible 47:36]. And I know they 

were short of hotels, because a lot of Mexicans were trying to get there, too. I 

gotta get to Cuba one day. A flight out of Florida, they tell me—one a day, on a 

plane, they go there.  

O: Yeah, it’s hard to get down there. It’s hard to get there all the time. 

B: I guess they got to go out of Canada, I guess. You can go any time you want. 

O: [Laughs] Right. 

[End of Interview] 
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