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B: Good afternoon. It’s September 23, 2011. This is Sarah Blanc and Jennifer Lyon 

with the Samuel Proctor Oral History Program. We are here in Ruleville, 

Mississippi, interviewing Ms. Margaret Kibbee. Ms. Kibbee, can you begin by 

telling us a little bit about where you were born, and growing up? 

K: I was born in San Francisco, and I grew up in Mill Valley, ten miles north of San 

Francisco. So, that’s where I started. And my parents had been involved in the 

labor movement in the [19]40s, so there was a political interest there. My mother 

was involved in Democratic politics. So, as a teenager, when I realized that being 

on the U.S. Equestrian Team was not going to benefit the world or my 

pocketbook, I knew that I was going to be a service person. I knew that I was 

going to provide service, and I was concerned about problems and issues; peace 

and poverty in the U.S. I was an interested person. I was looking forward to being 

in the Peace Corps. John Kennedy was president during my high school years, 

and I was looking forward to being in the Peace Corps. And then I was also 

following the civil rights movement in the South. And it just looked incredible. I 

mean, in Mississippi was just people getting killed and nobody doing anything 

about it, and my mother and I would say, they need to send in the National 

Guard! They need to go and protect people! And it occurred to me that with the 

civil rights movement and Peace Corps and all this, that my resources as a 

young person, eighteen and nineteen, would be better spent if I went south in the 

civil rights movement. And that I could provide service and more of a 

contribution. Don’t get me wrong; things are not paradise in Mill Valley and 
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California, I think you all know that. There at Florida, you know that, too. But the 

kind of problems that we had in California were more complicated—they were 

types of things, real estate and housing discrimination—that I really wasn’t 

equipped to deal with. So, I felt that the direct action approach that young people 

were doing in the South was more appropriate to me. I wanted to go in [19]64 

summer more than anything in the world. At that point, I was eighteen. I’d just 

turned eighteen, actually. And I really wanted to go south. But I didn’t have the 

money. That was pure and simple. My parents, whose fortunes go like that, that 

year, and so I was dependent on getting there myself. So, I made it up in my 

mind that I was going the next year, and I’d do a lot of babysitting. And I 

abandoned the idea of getting my own apartment and a lot of other crazy things 

that I didn’t need. And started saving my money, so that when the spring got 

there, the spring of [19]65, I was ready to go. Mrs. Hamer actually came to my 

college, the College of Marin. There was a group of us with the Friends of SNCC 

chapter at College of Marin, and out of that group, about four of us decided to go 

south. But we didn’t go together as a group. And I applied through Friends of 

SNCC, had a psychiatric interview in San Francisco, and they decided I was only 

crazy enough to go to Mississippi, and not crazy enough to run other people 

crazy. The questions were very clear to me, and emphasized how, just because 

you have some education and you’re from Mill Valley, you are going to go there 

and you’re going to take direction from a person with a second-grade education. 

And you should say, you know, that you have to understand that. So, I was 

looking forward to this. And I did a lot of reading. I knew to have the right attitude 
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I had the SNCC attitude that you don’t go in there trying to run things. You go in 

there to enhance things. You work with the organizations that’s there; the people 

who are there. I understood this very well. I got a letter approving me to go, and 

as soon as school was out, I made arrangements to take the bus to Jackson, 

Mississippi. My mother was glad that I wanted to go, and terrified I was going. 

Actually, she had grown up in Durham, North Carolina and she knew how bad 

they were there, and she figured it was much worse in Mississippi. So, she was 

horrified, really scared. They gave me that book, Three Lives for Mississippi, by 

William Radford Huey, and hoped that I would change my mind. So, I dived into 

the book, read it, and appreciated the information and was on the bus. So, I 

arrived in Jackson. It was kind of disorganized. We went on a demonstration. I 

was surprised at the contrast between the demonstrations in Mississippi, where 

you’re walking like this, you’re not looking at anybody, you cross the street with 

the lights, two by two, you don’t take up any extra room, and just carry the sign, 

and you do this in a very orderly fashion, and then you return. Where, in San 

Francisco, you take over Market Street and act a fool. And so the different people 

were talking about where to go, going to outlying counties. And there was a car 

headed to Sunflower County, and they said it was hot in Sunflower County, you 

wanna go? Okay, and that’s where I got. There turned out to be the best thing in 

terms of changing my life that coulda happened. You see, I’m still nearby, ‘cause 

I didn’t move to Washington County till the eighties. But anyway, you met Otis 

Brown, Junior? 

B: Yes. 
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K: Okay. He was the project director when I came here. And, as a project director, 

he was probably one of the most honest, sincere, and hardworking project 

director we ever had. Now he makes jokes about not working now. Has a big 

mouth, too. I told him one time that if he could live his life compacted into a few 

months, he’d probably take a deal and do that. But anyway, he did work really 

hard all the time. And he was the one that we got our assignments from and did 

what we were supposed to do. Most of our work involved voter registration and 

we had our blocks marked. We had, like, a clipboard, and you’d walk around and 

you’d go around, and you had a list of everybody who lived on that street, and 

you checked who had tried to register to vote, and who did. Now, the Voting Act 

was not recognized in Indianola in 1965 when I got there. So, you would take six 

people up to the courthouse and you’d be lucky if one or two got registered. But it 

was something that had been going on for a while. You were explaining to people 

the process. They knew what was going to happen. And we would take turns; 

sometimes, going to get people up there, and then sitting on the courthouse 

porch as people went in there. Now, I don’t know if you’ve been to Indianola. You 

see a pretty brick courthouse. Well, it was an old, dark mahogany wood in those 

days. And there was a porch, and that’s where we sat and kept track of who went 

in there. So, that was a lot of what I did. The sheriff would talk to me when no 

one else was around. When somebody else was around, he pretended like he 

didn’t know me. So, basically, I don’t think he disliked me. But he was careful to 

keep up appearances. So, voter registration was the focus of our work, and 

fundraising. We would get on the phone; we’d do fundraising. Now, let me tell 
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you some of the other things that kind of knocked me out when I got here. I didn’t 

understand how poor was poor. That even though money meant a little bit more 

then than it does now . . . People working for three dollars a week, or day, that 

sort of thing, I couldn’t comprehend that. People did domestic work for, you 

know, no money. I couldn’t believe that. There were a number of houses that had 

limited on-site plumbing, or none. I almost never lived in a house with an air-

conditioner. You’ve got a fan. Sometimes I lived in a house where you shared a 

bathroom with six other families. It was, like, a place with rooms and everything 

like that. And I was always having to move because the landlord put pressure on 

the people with whom I stayed. But that was the other part of working with SNCC 

which you were passed off to the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. That 

you lived with the families and you lived and worked among the people with 

whom you were working. You didn’t stay in a hotel or special housing, come out 

and deal with the people. You lived in the community and people knew you that 

way, which . . . . Now, the other thing that shocked me, and I don’t know how 

relevant this is, but I just, you know, to me it was noticeable at the time, was, 

besides low income to no income, ‘cause back in those days, you have to keep in 

mind, we had no food stamps, limited commodities, which were kind of a joke, so 

when you had nothing, you had nothing. Maximum welfare, and then that was 

very arbitrary; they controlled that and did what they wanted to with that, you 

know, and later on it was found you couldn’t do that. But, back in that time, they 

did as they wished. If you were lucky, you got thirty dollars a month for your 

children. But they were cutting that all the time. Like the lady who worked as our 
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secretary got cut off welfare. So, we paid her twenty-four dollars a month to be 

our secretary at the office. You had phones where you had to go through the 

operator. You didn’t just pick up the phone and dial. And at Sunflower, you had a 

crate phone, you know, like you see on old 1930s movies. But there you had, in 

Indianola, it was big-time. So you just picked up and dialed for the operator, told 

her the number you wanted. Also, two other things were very noticeable about 

Indianola in 1965. The health of people when they got in their forties, was the 

other thing that was incredible to me. I didn’t know people who took so much 

medicine when they were only forty years old. And they had to take seven and 

eight kinds of medicine just to stay alive. They had a time paying for it. But they 

had to. They had no choice. You had no ADC or when we had ADC but we had 

no Medicaid. So, the other thing that was really remarkable and I don’t care what 

anyone says, the civil rights movement changed this: the Indianola that I came 

to, or the Sunflower County I came to in 1965, was a police state. They watched 

your every move. They had somebody looking at you, every move. And I know 

this because you could pick up the telephone and if you said the wrong thing, or 

something derogatory about their phone service, or at somebody that you weren’t 

supposed to be talking about, the phone would start ringing. So, we knew they 

were listening to us. ‘Course now, Otis, and the other person that we used to 

work with, Julie Seeker Smith, we would fall out laughing when that happened, 

and we knew what was going on. But that you knew that you were being 

watched. And you knew that there was a certain level of control that was 

enforcing a fear that had been ground into people. And so, for people to 
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overcome, it was a remarkable thing. And then eventually, of course, the fascist 

state dissipated. But that’s what we had: a very controlled thing, just like you see 

in the movies about Nazi Germany. I mean, it really was that bad. If you were in 

the black community, things were being watched. We didn’t have city services 

like you do today. I remember on Church Street, not very far from our office, a 

dog died. Big dog, died in the middle of the road. Nobody picks it up! It just stays 

there, really, until it rotted. At the place where, you know, maggots were crawling 

on it and everything else, you could smell it a block away, but this is on the black 

part of town. And of course, stuff like driving down the street and all of sudden 

you start shaking and you know you’re in the black part of town. That’s reality. 

‘Course, there were some funny things, though. In one place where we were 

doing some voter registration, Moorhead, the housing was mixed up a little bit. 

So, I’m working with myself and Mrs. Olive Booey, a lady that I used to work with 

a lot. She used to fix us coffee when we were doing guard duty, I’ll tell you about 

that in a minute. Anyway, she and I were canvassing in Moorhead together, and 

we knocked on a door and there’s two ladies in the house who looked white. And 

we said, oh, I’m so sorry, we’ve got the wrong house. I didn’t mean to bother you. 

And so we left. [Laughter] And then this man, old black man, came running 

behind us, and he said, Come back! Come back! Those ladies wanna hear what 

you have to say! And we realized that they were just bright, you know, that we 

didn’t recognize that. And he was related to them, they were all related, and he 

said, my sisters wanna hear what you have to say! So, we came back and they 

really did, they weren’t worried, ‘cause I think one of them was already 
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registered. So, the reception that you got could be really kind of warm. And 

sometimes you’d be out in the country and you’re talking to these old people who 

couldn’t read, but they knew something was happening. And you know, they’d 

say, I’ve been waiting for this day! So, you had moments like that. But the other 

thing that we were embroiled in was with the Mississippi Freedom Democratic 

Party. With really nothing, they had done a remarkable job of organizing the 

community in that they were trying to follow the way that the Democrat Party was 

supposed to be. You know, we were not a primary state, we were a caucus state 

where you have your precinct caucus, your town, city, whatever, city caucus, and 

then your county, and then your district, no, on to the state. And that’s how you 

elected your delegates to the convention. So, they were organized that way. And 

so we had block meetings. And they would have, like, a little chairman of the 

blocks, so we would attend some of the block meetings and those were pretty 

nice. And they would talk about current events that way. And you would have 

mass meetings when you could. But, you see, after the Freedom School in 

Indianola burned, we had no place to meet where you’d have a mass meeting. 

Churches were out. I mean, that church had burned and that was one. So, we 

had no place to meet. So this goes back to the other main thing that we were 

doing in addition to voter registration, is that we were trying to replace the 

Freedom School or building a community center. And everything would go 

against us. We had a time. I mean, they’d do things to sabotage who we were 

trying to buy the land from, or work against the Baptists, who had the original 

school, so we really had a time. And we couldn’t bank the money. So, we had the 
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money locked up in the store, Martha Ford’s store, in Indianola, in a section 

called Bayers Danis, right down the block from the St. Benedict the Moor Church, 

black Catholic Church. But anyway, that was kind of like our bank, and our food, 

everything. ‘Cause eventually, I wound up moving in the back of Martha Ford’s 

store with Otis and the other people working, and Cephus, and the others who 

worked in the movement. And this was luxury, because even though the 

bathroom wasn’t right there in the place where we were, we could come out and 

go around and use the restroom and the bathroom and the kitchen, and, you 

know, we were eating. And sometimes Otis and this other young man would help 

Martha Ford in her store. But she had some brothers and sisters, or some 

children from New York, and said, help the freedom workers. And she did. She 

was really a very nice person. And if it hadn’t been for her, I don’t know what we 

would have done. But, anyway, she kept our money. And so, in return, we had an 

office down the street from her store. But, in those days, it was a dead end. So if 

you went to bomb our office, you had to go past Ford’s store. She was at 

crossroad, and at the end of the crossroad was our office. And so, the only way 

to go to our office was to go past the Ford store. So, if we had enough people, 

we kept a guard person at the office and one at the store. When we had the full 

staff during the summer of [19]65, we had several people up. And Otis’s rule 

was, you had to be there from twelve to four. Anything that happened was gonna 

happen then: if it didn’t happen then, it wasn’t gonna happen. You’d go to bed at 

four o’clock in the morning. So, I took my turn. And he took us out on a shooting 

range, and we’d practice shooting, and I realized that I didn’t like handguns at all. 
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So, I had a rifle. We sat in the car and I had the rifle down in the back seat of the 

station wagon, and sometimes I would just do it from twelve to two, and 

somebody else would relieve me from two to four, and sometimes I’d just go from 

twelve to four. And I stayed up many nights in the office when we had a full staff. 

I liked that fine because they had a lot of books and I could read the books. 

Anyway, that was part of our job. And I remember one night I didn’t have the gun. 

And I was so scared. I was really scared, because it’s almost like they knew it. 

See, we were dealing with very scary people. So, if you had a gun, it didn’t 

matter that there were ten guns against you. They weren’t gonna take too many 

chances. So, anyway, most of the time I had a gun. So, yeah, we were trying to 

raise this money, and we had the money in Mrs. Ford’s store. At one time, a 

bomb was thrown over to our office, but they were so far away they couldn’t get 

there, and it was just in our driveway. So, we saw it the next day. They made 

bombs out of Coke bottles and some kind of rag, and gasoline. Usually, they’d 

get drinks from the country club, which was not that far from there. They’d make 

‘em there. But they had to be, like, a street away and throw ‘em over a row of 

houses. So, they weren’t that good. And so that was the only way they got to 

bomb the office. But they couldn’t go down there without us seeing them. So, if 

you were by the store, you could see ‘em. You knew what was going on. So, 

that’s what we would do. And Mrs. Booey, who lived across the street from the 

store, she would bring us coffee, and stuff like that, you know, instant coffee. 

[Laughter] I had planned to go back home and go back to California at the end of 

the summer myself. And, at the end of the summer, everybody else left. And I 



MFP-016B; Kibbee; Page 11 
 

saw all the things that Otis was trying to do, and all the things that were still going 

on, and things hadn’t changed that much. I mean, we still had all this stuff to do, 

all these people to register, the community center to build, and all these things 

going on, and I said, I couldn’t leave all this on Otis. And so I didn’t go back 

home. Then I called my mother and told her to go to College of Marin and cancel 

my classes, and please try to send me some money. And that didn’t work. So, I 

worked out something with my grandmother. I couldn’t make it on five dollars a 

week. [Laughter] And I smoked, too! But you could get cigarettes for a quarter a 

pack, so that wasn’t that difficult. And, you know, they didn’t query about that, 

nobody under the age of twenty-one, so I could go deeper places and enjoy 

myself, even though I was nineteen. At that time, I sort of committed myself to 

being in Mississippi. I did go back that winter and try to do another semester, but 

I didn’t really fit anymore. It didn’t work. So, I knew as soon as that semester was 

over, that I was just gonna give up trying to live in California at that point. And I 

think the other thing that got me about everything—once I got in Mississippi and I 

saw how things were working, and I saw that, I always felt like, well, if everybody 

knows how Mississippi is, then we’re gonna do something about it. And then I 

realized that . . . they’re not gonna do anything about it unless we make ‘em. It’s 

not a question of not knowing. You’re just really gonna have to fight for 

everything you get. And I also realized that there was a pervasive racism that the 

country as a whole was not committed to ending. And they really liked the idea 

of, ooh, look at that awful Mississippi! I’m glad we’re not like that! And—they 

were, you know? But it was different. But I could see it. And I had never been 
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able to see it before I was in Mississippi. And when I came back to Mill Valley, 

and—yeah! This place is racist! And they’re not even admitting it! At least 

Mississippi isn’t fooling themselves! [Laughter] So, I felt more comfortable with 

the straight-up honesty of Mississippi. So, as I said, at the end of the summer of 

[19]65, I realized that I was not going anywhere. And that I was part of the 

movement and I wasn’t able to extricate myself from it, so I didn’t try. We had to 

give up on the community center in Indianola, so we moved over to Sunflower, 

and we were able to get some property there with no problem. And we did build a 

very large community center, with a living quarter, where Otis and Ruth and their 

kids lived. And different people like Charles McLaurin and people like that would 

stop by, and Ruth and I would cook, and they’d come and eat. If people came 

from out of town to visit, we’d do that. And we had different projects. We had the 

special elections in Sunflower. It was the first court-awarded election where a 

black person really had a chance to win. And we found out later on, some—well, 

we felt like it was gonna happen anyway—that there was gonna be some selling 

out and some sabotaging of the election. But we had a chance. We believed we 

could win. And there were a lot of people, a lot of resources were poured into it, 

and a lot of people came from out of state. The Free Southern Theater came and 

put on a play, and we had rallies and speeches. It really looked good and, I 

mean, every day, I was going out and dragging people, you know, explaining 

how to vote and explaining what the election was about to people. And Otis and I 

were poll-watchers to the last vote count. The very last vote count. I know that 

throwing votes away was not the problem. They counted the votes that they 
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could interpret. But I did see ballots that I knew were messed up on purpose. I 

mean that people were scared and just marked up anything. And that couldn’t be 

counted and that other people would stiff vote. We had that problem. So, we lost 

that election, but we had different projects. We’d had a little Freedom School in 

the community center. We had a little sewing co-op, made little pullover tops that 

we’d get scrap material from different people who sewed. We’d get them to mail 

it to us. Granted, we were always getting boxes of clothing and different 

contributions that you could get from different places. And this one lady started 

making clothes for children, beautiful clothes. She didn’t have money, but she 

could sew. So, anyway, we had a thing where people made these tops with these 

squares. They were patchwork tops. And they were very nice, actually. And we 

sold those, usually out of the state, but we were able to make them with scrap 

material, so it wasn’t real expensive. I did go to North Carolina one time, to get 

some cheap fabric there. But, for the most part, we raised material and fabric to 

make the tops with. We weren’t associated with the bigger poor people’s 

corporation, but we had our little sewing co-op for a while. And we had political 

meetings there, and we stayed in Sunflower. And then, later on, things got kinda 

hectic, and there were different little inside fightings, so we wound up moving 

back to Indianola. And Otis got a job with the JAG Corps, which was a men’s 

employment thing, and I got a job with Legal Services. To me it was kind of like I 

was moving into the same kind of thing I’d been doing with Legal Services at that 

time. It was an OEO program, so it was a poverty program. Also, we had more 

freedom to do things. You could do a lot of different things with Legal Services. 
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We had a genius director. He had been kicked out of Ole Miss and started the 

Legal Services program. And he would let us do things that we weren’t supposed 

to do. Like voter registration and working on elections, and stuff like that. He 

covered it up. But we were expected to do that, because he knew that was the 

only way you’d make a difference, or make changes. So, we did that. But then I 

was also put in a position of doing welfare hearings and helping people get 

money, and then making it fair. You know, this arbitrary and not giving somebody 

benefits for no reason was against the law. In the [19]70s—I think that’s when the 

Medicaid program first came into being. Well, it was in being before, but it was 

mandatory that the state provide Medicaid. But Medicaid then was only provided 

to the children. The payee for the children didn’t get Medicaid, but the children 

did. So, there would be a lot of discussion about when a person should get on 

Medicaid or ADC and then Legal Services filed a lawsuit to put the mothers on 

ADC with their children. And that was something Legal Services did. Back then, 

you could do class action lawsuits, so, you know, if there were certain things that 

you thought you should do something about, they did redistricting cases. There 

were other organizations that did, too, but we did a lot of them. Redistricting 

cases, and things like, see, just like, back in the elections. Special election we 

had in Sunflower, and elections back then, once black people started voting: all 

of a sudden, everybody was elected at large. Your city council, your board of 

aldermen, they weren’t elected from their district or their beat. They were elected 

at large. So, the people in one neighborhood would be representing everybody. 

And so there were court cases about that. I know Legal Services did a training on 
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Goldberg v. Kelly. That was the one that you can’t make a change in a person’s 

benefit without a fair hearing. You have to give them a ten-day notice and you 

have a right to request a hearing to question it. So, there’s arbitrary just cutting 

people off of something. You couldn’t do this anymore. You had to have a 

reason. And the person had a right to respond. And sometimes they made a 

mistake. So you could win those hearings—you could win some of them. You 

couldn’t win ‘em all. But you could win some. In fact, then, the Welfare 

Department awarded paid disability. They paid disability benefits, so you would 

have hearings on people’s disability, which is actually much easier than they are 

now, because the Welfare Department didn’t have the resources to pay 

somebody to prove that you weren’t disabled. So, you could just take it from a 

doctor, this person is totally disabled, that’s good enough! Doesn’t work now. So, 

you could win your hearings that way. So, we did a lot of stuff with welfare; the 

food stamp program came into being, we did a lot of stuff with food stamps. I got 

so good at calculating food stamps, because you bought your food stamps then, 

you didn’t just get your allotment. You bought food stamps. Do you understand 

how that works? 

B: No, actually. What do you mean by buy them? 

K: You bought them. 

B: So, you had to pay for them? 

K: Yeah. They had figures from the Department of Agriculture. And they would 

decide that a family of four needed two hundred forty dollars to eat for a month. 
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But, based on your income, your percentage of your income was used to 

determine how much you’re supposed to pay for your food stamps. Now, a 

person with no income could get food stamps for free. That was true. So, there 

were a few zero-purchase food stamp people. But, if you had some income, 

even, say, thirty dollars, maybe you’d pay ten dollars for your food stamps. Say a 

third of your income was committed to food, then if your food stamp allotment 

was two hundred forty, but maybe your income would only allow you to pay a 

hundred, then you paid a hundred dollars and got your food stamps. But this was 

a problem to come up with that much money at once. So, there were different 

other ways. Then they fixed it up so you could buy your food stamps twice a 

month, and there were still a lot of problems and then people never agreed with 

how much they were supposed to pay. As I say, I got real good at calculating 

food stamps. And, trust me, food stamps are calculated down to the day. You 

know, four and one-third weeks, and one month, and all this, and they’re pro-

rated. If you applied for food stamps on the fifteenth of the month, you’ve got 

food stamps from the fifteenth to the end of that month, when you got approved. 

And they took their time about approving it. So, that was a lot of what I did with 

legal services my first few years, but that was something, to me, that was part of 

something that I was doing and that I believed in doing. And Legal Services gave 

me training on how to, kind of on-the-job training, but I had lawyers. I mean, I had 

people backing me up with court things. They gave me the training to make it 

useful or worthwhile, you know, where I could use. Actually, I had some 

information or wasn’t just, you know, going the Bogarting way, loudmouthing, 
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talking about welfare workers; I had the information to those laws and I knew how 

to advocate for my client. So, I did this quite a bit in my other years with Legal 

Services. And I did a few Social Security hearings. Back then, there was only 

Social Security, but you were trying to get people Social Security Disability. So, I 

started learning how to do that. In fact, it was kinda funny. There was a judge 

who started with me. I mean, I was just doing hearings, and he was just hearing 

hearings. [Laughter] And we didn’t like each other. [Laughter] He was so mean! 

He wouldn’t approve anybody. Argued with the people, everything else. And he 

was real hard on people who had high blood pressure who were overweight. And 

then he started trying to lose weight and he couldn’t lose that weight. [Laughter] 

B: And this was Indianola? 

K: Yeah, this was in early [19]70s. But the administrative law judges came from 

Jackson, and they could come to Greenwood to a federal building and have 

hearings. So, I had started doing Social Securities. But I was learning the laws 

and the regulations and how they were applied and how they worked. And a non-

attorney could go to an administrative hearing. So, I learned how to do that. 

When they got rid of the purchase requirement for food stamps, then you just got 

your bonus. And they figured that, when your stamps ran out, then you’d just take 

your money and go buy food, which makes more sense. It meant that you didn’t 

have to keep up with money and you didn’t have to sell food stamps. ‘Course, 

now they do it with the EBT card.  

B: Right. 
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K: But, back then, you had a book of stamps. You had to keep up with the book. 

[Laughter] And the food stamp workers had to stack ‘em in numerical order. I 

mean, it was the way. But why they really reduced the purchase requirement 

was, actually, there was pressure from all over, because food stamp issuers, or 

sellers, started getting held up. They had several armed robberies. And I don’t 

know if anybody got hurt, but I knew it was only a matter of time. And they were 

realizing when they were giving people training on how to react during an armed 

robbery, you know, wait a minute. [Laughter] You know, you are a food stamp 

eligibility worker. You shouldn’t have to have training on how to deal with an 

armed robber. And it was becoming, you know, that the guarding and the security 

required for this money. And you were talking about a lot of money. So, they got 

rid of that requirement. And then, after people just started getting their bonus 

allotment, you didn’t hear, people just weren’t worried about their food stamps. I 

would—I would do a few food stamp hearings. I did that up until I left Legal 

Services. But I would probably maybe not have one a year. And then it would 

be—usually, an error where the person is working for. Let’s say they working for 

Main Street Nursing Home, but Main Street Nursing Home is really owned by 

some corporation someplace off. So, they have reported to their worker where 

they work. But when their stuff comes in on the computer, it shows up a name 

out of New Jersey, and so they think they’re working for two people and they’re 

not. And then when they figure that out, they get it straight, and that was how you 

could win some hearings. ‘Course, there were other hearings; you were arguing 

about whether or not they said something, and I didn’t know my nephew was 
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working, ‘cause you have problems if you’re getting food stamps for everybody in 

the house, you’ve got to . . . the people report their income too. But I just stopped 

doing food stamps. And then, of course, you had the advent of the SSI program, 

and you no longer had welfare disability. You just had ADC. But you had the 

welfare—you had SSI disability. So, then it was under the auspices of the Social 

Security Administration. So, that was a totally different thing, and then of course, 

we did start getting lots of representation of poor people with the SSI program, 

because then it would start covering children. And I won’t drag you through the 

history of, they covered the kids of a certain level this year, and they didn’t that 

year, and then you had Zevley and then you didn’t have Zevley and it just went 

on and on and on. But you have a lot of hearings and a lot of litigation, so to 

speak. And with Legal Services, there was a lawyer who—she and I, every once 

in a while, we picked out a case to go to court. We were a hundred per cent 

successful with cases we took to court, ‘cause we didn’t take very many because 

the scope of review was so narrow. But we did—you could do them. Everything 

that I told her, said, this needs to go, and I’d show her why, and then we would 

do it. And sometimes, I would think that a case didn’t need to go, and I said, will 

you look at this case? And we’d write a letter explaining to the person why it 

doesn’t need to go. And I would have explained it to the person, but if the lawyer 

sent ‘em a letter, then that was that, because I couldn’t take it to court anyway. 

But I knew when something was winnable and when it wasn’t. So, like I said, I 

was grateful that I had a chance to work for Legal Services after being in the civil 

rights movement, so that I couldn’t really leave it. I didn’t have to. 
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B: Right. 

K: So, have I left anything out? Have I . . . any questions? 

B: Yeah. I have some questions. We’ll have to backtrack. But I’d like to hear more 

about your meetings, when you were in SNCC. How often you had them, and 

how long they were, and what usually occurred— 

K: Well— 

B: During a meeting. 

K: Are you talking about the meets we had here in Mississippi? 

B: Yes. 

K: Okay. We had, as I said, they had the weekly block meetings. Where you had, 

like, a block chairman, and the people on that block would come, and they’d have 

political stuff. And the strength of those block meetings varied from block to block 

depending on how good the chairman was. ‘Cause there was a wonderful person 

who was real active in the civil rights movement for a long time in Indianola, Cora 

Mae Johnson. If she’s still living, she doesn’t know she’s in the world. But she 

was a very strong person. Crippled Cora, we used to call her. But she was real 

active: she was ready to, you know, get out and do anything you asked, and very 

good in the movement, and she had her block meeting every week for a good 

year after the others had stopped. ‘Cause it took a little bit of encouragement 

from the workers like myself. And there was another young lady college student, 

friend of mine, lived in Indianola, name of Jenkins. And she and I would go visit 
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the block meetings. See, they usually cooked a cake. I like my cake. [Laughter] 

They’d serve homemade cake that they made, and I was pleasantly surprised 

that I kind of liked the food. You know, I really didn’t mind. I liked boiled greens. I 

got a little tired of pinto beans and chicken backs every day, but I realized 

different ways you could make it more interesting and it would taste really good. 

And that’s what a lot of people I know who—pinto beans was like a daily food, 

where you just ate lots of them. Sure enough, my kids, when they came along, 

they all ate them. [Laughter] So, you had the block meetings, and they would be 

relatively short, but you would have ‘em, you know, weekly. And we didn’t have 

to go to all of them, but they were kind of another way of helping keep up with 

who was registered and who was not, and you could talk with people at the block 

meeting. Are we getting so-and-so to see the light, or anything like this. And a lot 

of times, you’d get people who were real reticent, and sometimes you had to just 

listen to people and find out why they didn’t want to register. ‘Cause I remember I 

was talking to one lady, and she said, well, does this mean I’m registering for 

Martin Luther King to be the president? I said, no ma’am, you are registering to 

vote for who you want to be the president. And as far as I know, he’s not running. 

So, this is for you to choose, for you to have a say-so. And so we . . . you’d just 

see why sometimes people would have a real reason, and otherwise they were 

just scared and just weren’t gonna go. But a lot of times, once they did it, they 

just felt like a weight was off and they’d, hey! That wasn’t so bad! And, ‘course, 

we had problems with voter registration until we finally did elect a pretty nice 
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circuit clerk, and he recognized the Voting Rights Act, and he would register 

people. So, after that we didn’t have a problem. Now, as I said— 

B: When was that? When was he elected? 

K: He was elected, and I wanna say, he took office—it was late in [19]65, or he was 

running in [19]65—but see, that summer, he wasn’t there. So decrepit, slavery-

time person was the circuit clerk. So, the Voting Rights Act went into effect that 

summer, but it wasn’t recognized in Sunflower County. And see, just like things 

like you have in California, where you could—different people could go down the 

street and register people, ‘cause I was a bird dog in California, where you’d 

knock on the door. The registrar couldn’t go to your door, but the bird dog could, 

and could rely on people to register for elections and that sort of thing. We did 

that all the time. You couldn’t do that. You went to the circuit clerk’s office 

between eight and five or you didn’t go. And courthouses would close for fishing 

on Thursday afternoon and that sort of thing. So, yeah, you had to go when they 

were open. Only the circuit clerk and their deputies could do it. And they had a 

little test. It wasn’t the long one that I’ve seen; we had a little short one. But there 

were still would have some stupid questions on there, like certain interpretations 

of a particular section of the Mississippi Code. And it could be anything. But 

people practiced and they’d come up with an answer, and finally pass, and once 

they decided that they were gonna get registered, sometimes they’d make a 

commitment: I am gonna get registered. And they wouldn’t give up. They kept on 

going till they got registered. And there were a lot of people went five or six times, 

and then they got registered. So, anyway, when Eli, Sam Eli, got elected—and I 
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can’t remember exactly when he took office—but after that, once you got the 

people up there, they got registered. And once the word got out, I want to say . . . 

it was the beginning, it was the fall of [19]65 ‘cause it was after other people had 

gone, or it was in [19]66. I just really can’t remember. Then you would have 

countywide meetings. There was a church in Sunflower: Friendship Missionary 

Baptist Church. It was a little building. Anyway, they allowed meetings. And so 

we had meetings there. They would be countywide meetings. They were pretty 

well-attended. And you would have a chance to go over certain things. You could 

give legal information, consumer information, and we’d tell people about, you 

know, that’s not really a good idea to buy, have an account with the candy man, 

and all that kind of stuff. I mean, the number of people going through black 

sections of town selling stuff for a lot of money, was really incredible. Then 

people hiding from ‘em when they came to collect the money. That was before 

truth in lending. So, there was a lot of buying furniture and they got repossessed, 

but they couldn’t get you with the deficiency like they could after [19]68. Anyway, 

we could discuss a lot of consumer information and political information and try to 

explain issues and why certain things were important, so there’d be a certain 

amount of singing . . . but there was more information. Sometimes, you’d have an 

out-of-town guest or a lawyer from Jackson. But there would be a group of 

people who were active every day who knew as much about political law and 

election law as any lawyer from Jackson. So, we could dispense a lot of 

information ourself. And that’s how the mass meetings were. You didn’t have 

them all the time, but you had them somewhat regularly. And we were having a 
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hard time having them in Indianola. But we had them at Sunflower, so that’s 

where we had most of our meetings. I think there was a place in Morehead 

where we went sometimes. But we’d mostly focused on Sunflower. 

B: And when you had your block meetings, were those usually in someone’s home? 

K: Yes. They always were, those little block meetings. Yes. They were always in the 

block chairman’s home. 

B: Okay. 

K: Yeah, they’d be in their living rooms. They’d be kind of crowded, but, well, back 

in those days, too, people didn’t really have a separate living room. There was a 

bed in the corner. I mean that was a, you know, bedroom, ‘cause, yeah, houses 

were pretty small. And the Ella Baker philosophy of organizing and for the civil 

rights movement was skip the middle class and the teachers, and the business 

people, for the most part. I mean, business people did come and join us, but self-

employed. But go to the poor people. Those are the people who you’re gonna 

work through. Those are the people that are gonna bring this around. And that’s 

what we did. And they were right. They received us, and tended to be a little bit 

more radical and those were the people that you could work with. So we were 

oftentimes in, you know, very poor housing. But the rough-looking streets, those 

were the houses that you could do something with.  

B: Do you have any questions? 



MFP-016B; Kibbee; Page 25 
 

L: Yeah. So, you mentioned guard duty and having to learn how to shoot a gun, and 

that kind of stuff. You know, being in [19]65, and hearing about all these people 

getting beat, were you concerned for your personal safety and the safety of those 

around you as a SNCC worker? 

K: Yeah. You knew, I explained it. This was a police state. They had a certain 

vested interest in you not succeeding, and they were trying to sabotage whatever 

you did, and ultimately their last-ditch thing would be to kill you. Now, as to 

whether they had a full-scale plan to eliminate all of us all the time, no. It turned 

out, Otis, they really did target Otis. But it was kinda funny. You had funny little 

things like this, where you’d have people, snitches, I mean, white snitches, who 

would say, you know, just call on the phone real quick and tell him, don’t go to a 

certain place, and he listened. And he doesn’t know exactly who it was, but it 

kept him alive. So, I don’t think they were as concerned about whether they did 

anything to me or not. But if I’d been in the way, in the wrong place at the wrong 

time, they probably would. And, of course, I wasn’t totally stupid. There was one 

day I made a mistake when I was on my way back home from the office, back to 

where I lived, which was further down from—and I turned wrong. And I really 

didn’t know my way around Indianola at all. And I didn’t want to stay there. And I 

realized, oh dear, where is this street going to? And this man saw me, and I 

looked just like a civil rights worker. I mean the quintessential civil rights worker 

with the sandals, and the clipboard. [Laughter] And long hair, and so he called 

me and he asked me who I was, and what I was doing there, and I told him I was 

lost. And he said, you turn back around the way, where you came from. Get back 
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around there and stay over there! [Laughter] And so I retraced myself and tried to 

figure out where I was. But I got back in, you know. They obviously didn’t like me, 

but if I left them alone, they’d leave me alone. I mean, they didn’t like me. You 

know, we had things like, we would—MFDC was trying to get people on the 

ballot. You couldn’t really do anything in the Democratic Party then, but we would 

run people as Independents, and to do that, you had to get a certain percentage 

of the electorate to sign a petition. So I did a lot of that. And we turned this 

petition in to this old Wade Townsend. Old, rural guy. That’s right. His son is a 

circuit judge now. Oh, no. He’s not a judge now, but he’s been a judge. Anyway, 

his father was an old man then. And I remember I had to take my petition to him. 

And he said, you know, I don’t agree to what you’re doing. You know, he just 

wouldn’t be a part of the movement, didn’t agree with what I was doing. But, you 

know, you’d threatened. So, they realized that we were there and we weren’t 

going anywhere. And you never knew when some crazy would get out of control 

and get you anyway. But, you know, you just had to look out for yourself. But, like 

I said, they like hundred-percent odds. You know, they didn’t realize how sorry I 

was with the gun. I mean, just me having it kept me safe. 

L: Well, another question I have is, I’m a graduate student and I’ve read a lot about 

the civil rights movement, but it’s a lot different when you’re reading it and people 

are trying to interpret, and so there’s a lot of debate as to whether or not the 

movement was, you know, a top-down movement of these charismatic leaders, 

or if it was something that’s grassroots and bottom-up social action. So, you 
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know, as somebody who was on the ground during that time period, where do 

you, you know— 

K: I want to say—I’d say the important thing, the strength of the movement was the 

fact that it went everywhere, was in the community. That the Mississippi Freedom 

Democrat Party and the SNCC workers, that that was what was good about it. I 

mean, a movement where you just have one charismatic leader is kind of 

useless. I mean, it’s good to have a great charismatic leader for fundraising 

purposes, if nothing else. But you need that for the publicity and certain things, 

the rallying people and that sort of thing. Oh—of Martin Luther King, there was a 

picture of him, a great big poster in Ruleville, right down the highway a little bit. If 

you came into Ruleville, they had a big old poster of Martin Luther King. I think it 

was at Highlander in Tennessee, but it was printed under: Martin Luther King at 

Communist training schools. [Laughter] 

B: Fantastic. 

K: And I don’t have an excuse for laughing about that poster. It was, people went in 

and strengthened the people who were already there and sort of gave it 

organization and gave people a purpose. You know, let’s form a Democratic 

Party and let’s get in the political thing. There was something to a union where 

we were trying to encourage people, farmworkers, to get together to work so you 

could get to a dollar and a quarter a day and that sort of thing. Well, of course, 

back then they were still picking cotton. It was going out then, though, but you 

were still picking cotton. What would you get—two or three dollars a hundred 
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or—you know, it was hard to pick a hundred pounds of cotton. Although I had a 

friend of mine, he’s on the Supreme Court—well, he’s a appeals court judge now. 

And he said, there were two things he was gonna do. And here, they took kids 

out of school to work. They didn’t have to go to school. They didn’t have any 

mandatory school laws at all. They had been gotten rid of. They took kids out of 

school to work, and, but even had the split session. You know, where there was 

not that much going on in the field, you went to school in August and September 

and then in October—when you really, time to get all that cotton in—the schools 

were shut down. And then you went back in the winter. And you know, I 

remember talking to ‘em, see my older stepchildren, that they used to pray for 

rain so they could go to school. ‘Cause my ex-husband and his first wife, they 

were sharecroppers. And you had a crop to get in and it took the whole family to 

get it in. And they used to just wish it would rain so they could go to school. But 

they’d take turns. You know, this one would go, and this one would help and all 

this kind of stuff. Some of the old girls knew how to work, drive the tractor, you 

know, so they’d be doing farm work. But Tyree Irving—if you read court cases 

you’ll see his name, Tyree Irving—his mother believed in school and in church. 

Those were two places you were gonna go. And he said, I couldn’t go to school, 

come home and pick a hundred pounds of cotton. [Laughter] And he did. He’d 

miss his school. And he wound up going to law school and becoming a lawyer. 

And eventually got to the Supreme Court. So, well, it’s the appeals court, 

actually, but a lot of cases that are appealed to the Supreme Court are decided 

at the appeals court level. So, anyway, there was talk of doing a union and there 
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was a lot of talk about wages. And you gave a lot of information about that. That 

was pretty hard, but we talked about that, and talked about wages that’s in the 

factories. And, of course, the factories were discriminatory until they really 

needed more workers and black people could work there. At some of the harder 

factories it was hard to get black women on, where a white woman could work. 

So there were a lot of issues like that. But, so as far as your movement, it was 

especially in Mississippi. And you had some good speakers and some local 

people who, to me, were really interesting and fun to listen to. But the movement 

itself, the strength of the movement, was the inclusiveness of your community. 

And you went to people who had not been sought before. I mean, like I say, if 

you read about Ella Baker, you will understand exactly the philosophy that was in 

Mississippi and Alabama where you went to the poorest people, actually the poor 

neighborhoods, and you worked with them and they worked with you. And they 

responded to you. So, the important thing with the movement that it got into the 

community, that it was not a charismatic figures and people from the top. We 

knew Guyot was our leader but we—he didn’t appreciate how much stealing we 

did from the main office. [Laughter] ‘Cause they would sometimes have statewide 

meetings for people in the movement. And we would go, but whenever we went, 

it was always for secondary gain. I mean, we’d go to the meeting, we’d listen to 

the information, but we would also go to the office and steal—or we’d go to this 

place called Steuben’s Kitchen. It was a black restaurant, but it was an actual 

restaurant, which we didn’t have. We had cafés, but it was fun sitting in a real 

restaurant sometimes. Or it seemed like a real restaurant. And then we would 
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take a shower. I mean, that was something that was a luxury. We didn’t, nobody 

in Sunflower had a shower! [Laughter] Two people had bathtubs, and I made 

friends with a enough people and I managed to start taking a bath every day. 

But, somebody smells pretty raunchy! [Laughter] I’d say the important thing in the 

civil rights movement definitely in Mississippi was its reaching out to the 

community and affecting people in the community and the fact that it found these 

real strong individuals in the community. 

B: Aside from your meetings, what other activities occurred at the community center 

at Sunflower? 

K: Well, we had those kids, that we had little classes, ‘cause one of ‘em laughs ‘bout 

how I taught her how to type. But I did. I was giving typing lessons to the kids—I 

mean, not that I’m real good, but I know a little bit, and I figured that was a skill 

that’s good to have. And you should know it, and there’s certain, a few little basic 

rules that you don’t just pick up. And I thought that the students should know 

them. And so I would teach them the way I learned in my little typing class. So 

we had typing, and I tried to get them to read, and I would also help them write 

different places to, asking for materials, and sometimes we’d write the president. 

We wrote a lot of letters to—I mean, I myself did this—we wrote a lot of letters to 

the Justice Department. You know, if a place wasn’t doing right, you write letters 

to the Justice Department. They didn’t have the resources to do it the way they 

wanted to. You usually talked to an FBI agent who was pretty racist and didn’t 

care whether you got your relief or not. We had a bus station in Sunflower, and 

Otis was kinda responsible for getting that closed up. ‘Cause the bus station, 
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because they discriminated, you couldn’t do any of the Justice Department, but 

Greyhound Bus took their certification away from the place because it was 

definitely segregated. Very segregated. I don’t think we spent a lot of time on 

integration and segregation, though. I mean, we talked about it. But we didn’t 

spend a lot of time on that. We did do some with school desegregation, to not 

much avail, but, you know, we did talk about that. And we had some freedom of 

choice to deal with. But we talked more about political things. There were certain 

things going on during the Congressional challenge. I remember talking people 

into taking a trip to Washington. There was a bus set up for that. And I was just 

talking to people, getting a commitment to go on the trip. And, of course, the 

Head Start came into being. Eventually, people were interested in that. At our 

community, before the federal funds came in, we let the Head Start have their 

classes there, because it was a large enough space. And then, of course, all the 

meetings leading up to the, well, big meetings started being held at that facility 

because it was big enough for those meetings. So, people would come from 

different areas, and we’d have meetings, and then of course we geared up for 

the election in Sunflower. We had a lot of meetings about that at our office. And, 

if there was a new law coming down, something coming down that they thought 

people should have material about, they would come to our community center 

and give it out. ‘Cause, back in those days, you’d have different lawyer 

committees and different groups that operated out of Jackson that would come 

up and give us information. Day to day, people could come there and people 

would drop by all the time. We did have the sewing there, and I had the kids 



MFP-016B; Kibbee; Page 32 
 

there, but it seemed like people were always coming by. And then, as I said, 

people were traveling and wanted to see some things in the area they could 

come there. Later on, Otis got hooked up with the Box Project. So he did a 

certain amount of signing up for the Box Project. And then, of course, we always 

got some clothes and things like that, and we’d distribute those. ‘Course, that did 

create a little conflict and arguing, but, you know, we did have clothes, and we, 

like, the year that Dick Gregory sent down a truckload of turkeys for 

Thanksgiving. [Laughter] I was still hearing about the how the turkeys were 

divided, and that was the year before I came! I mean, I’m glad it was done, but it 

was still people were talking about those turkeys. [Laughter] You know, they 

would give you half a turkey if your family was under a certain size and a whole 

turkey if your family was bigger. You’d hear, he got a whole turkey and I got a 

half turkey. It was kind of funny. And sometimes, we’d have to get approved to 

give it out. So, yeah, when we finished, we had quite a bit of that. So, as I say, it 

seemed like something was always going on the community center. Of course, it 

was the year that we worked on it, we were building it, we were staying with the 

lady next door to it, Mrs. Brooks, and we’d get out there—that was back before it 

was known that lead paint made you sick. If I’m brain-damaged, that’s why. 

[Laughter] But Otis got real good at building and did a lot of work on the 

community center. ‘Cause sometimes it was hard. We built that very large 

building. Now it had some things that needed to be fixed later on, but we built 

that very large building for four thousand dollars. When we got through, that’s we 

paid for it. 
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B: Was that because of donations, or just the really tight budgeting? 

K: Tight budgeting. And Otis finding everything on sale and getting free stuff when 

he could. I mean, it’s not like we had to install air conditioning. We didn’t. But he 

would travel around and, you know, get good deals on lumber and it was a wood 

building and, you know, if he had money to pay a person who was good at 

building certain things, like making window casings or something like that, he’d 

pay ‘em to do that. And find different things on sale at this lumber place and that 

lumber place. It was a tin roof. That’s what we painted with that lead paint. And it 

was tin around the outside. So, I forget how we finally figured a way to make it, 

you, know, almost insulated, ‘cause that first winter we froze to death. And we 

were all piled on top of the heater. That was very funny. 

B: How long did the building take to build? 

K: Well, took us a pretty good while. ‘Cause we could get three pounds of hot dog 

for a dollar. We ate so much of that stuff. I don’t eat it today. And Otis would 

come by and we’d cook it and we’d eat it. So, we spent a lot of time, and different 

people would help us do certain parts, and for the most part Otis would try to pay 

them. 

L: Well, you mentioned the kind of open secret, and all this, that you were being 

watched, and that they were taking a keen interest in what you were doing. I read 

that there was often spies that would infiltrate civil rights organizations. Did you 

guys ever have any problems with people trying to spy on you guys and then 

pass information on? 
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K: We always believed that, well, you always knew that was somebody there. As far 

as spying on a regular basis, I don’t know that there was somebody doing that. I 

mean, later on, you know, we looked at my Sovereignty Commission file. It was, 

in my case, kind of stupid. They were a little overly preoccupied with who I might 

be going with, or something like that. That was a big preoccupation with the white 

folks. You always knew that there were people who—but a lot of times, it would 

be, like, for a season. You know, it would be like this year, this person was being 

paid by people to be your spy. And, you know, I remember a lady figuring out 

how she was trying to help this man read the ballot for the election and he could 

only read the white people. So, we knew somebody had worked on him. And we 

couldn’t unwork on him. And so we knew that there were always turncoats 

among you. And that was just something that happened. So, you just couldn’t 

worry about it. I mean, you were doing the right thing. If they went back and said 

what you did, that was that. The other thing, though, was that they kind of kept a 

record. When they wanted to get you off the street, they could. For instance, one 

of the times that we were supposed to make a key transaction, we’d had the 

money. They knew it. We had a time getting it, because they heard us raise 

every dollar on the phone. But we had the money to actually buy the land that we 

were supposed to buy for the new community center, the new Freedom School, 

and Otis had, one day, worn a t-shirt with “pussy” written on the back of it. And 

this was, I mean, Otis wasn’t even paying attention. When he got up and got 

ready to go he’d put a t-shirt on and took off. And at the time, nothing happened. 

Then, when we were supposed to get that land—this was a month later—they 
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arrested him for the shirt with “pussy” on it. And then it was just me and Cephus. 

And that was the night that I was kinda scared because I didn’t have the gun and 

they were riding by every few minutes. And, see, the worst, the most dangerous 

person in our area, really, they’d get the black person to do stuff. That’s what 

your problem was. You didn’t have to worry about anybody running down the 

street with a hood on. You had to worry about the black person. Well, in our case 

we knew who it was. It was Pogey Slim, Nathaniel Jack, who was the black 

policeman. And he was the one who did stuff. And he was on the police force. 

And so, when Police Slim would drive by your house at night, you know, you 

better be careful! And then sometimes, he was alerting the way for, you know, 

the white people, certain white people. But he was always gonna be in it 

somewhere. And so he and other people were riding down the street on a regular 

basis. And this was, it was cold, and it was up in the fall, close to winter. And he 

was riding on a regular basis, and knew, and they had Otis in jail, and it was just 

me and Cephus. And we were tired. And they knew that because we’d been up 

all night the night before, getting the last of the money. So . . .  

L: Did you get the land bought, though? 

K: No. That’s when we, we had to give up on Indianola and move to Sunflower. 

B: When you moved back to Indianola, what became of the community center in 

Sunflower? 

K: It wasn’t the community center anymore. And later on, another person bought the 

property. And actually it was very nice. She came to us and said—she’d worked 
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with us for a long time. And she came to us and she said, you know, I’m so sorry. 

She said, you know, my husband and I own that property now and we want your 

permission to take the community center down. ‘Cause they needed the property 

for other things. I mean, you know, needed to go—community center in your 

back door . . . and Otis said, well, look, it’s yours. You know, we’re not using it, 

and you don’t have to ask me. And so it was torn down. But it wasn’t in use after 

we left. So your thing about spying would actually be, ‘cause I remember one of 

the persons that sabotaged our election, they put him up to run, to scare up just 

enough votes to mess things up. Afterwards, I don’t think they used him 

anymore. He became a more reliable person in the civil rights movement, you 

know, helped with other projects. But, back then, you know, that day, he made 

his money that way. So, you had a lot of that. I’m sure there were people who 

were regularly spies. The local people who were on somebody’s payroll. But you 

didn’t know who they were. 

L: You mentioned your Sovereignty Commission file. Have you gotten your FBI file? 

K: No. I’d like to sometime. I’m glad you reminded me of that. I’ll think about that. I’ll 

have to get that. 

L: You’ll have to get back to us. I’ve asked a few people about the contents of their 

FBI file and a lot of times they’re just shocked by what they find that they were 

watching and stuff, so . . . 

K: I’m sure it’s probably something that’s stupid. 

L: Yeah. 
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K: Yeah. Your question about that, I think I’m glad that I’m emphasizing to you how 

Mississippi—and there’s so many people that are not famous and not in books 

that probably—Dittmer’s book, Local People, comes as close to naming some of 

these people as anybody. But the strength of the movement was the fact that you 

did have a community, or you did have people who were interested and who, 

there were certain people that you could rely on who would step up and work 

with you. 

L: I think we’re running out of time. So, maybe a last question could be, just kind of, 

you know we talked a lot about the civil rights movement and one thing that 

we’ve all kind of been focused on is, how can we continue the effort and continue 

the movement today? And so, if you had the opportunity to suggest to young 

people, what are some things that they could do to continue your life’s work, what 

would it be? 

K: I would tell a young person right now, actually there’s several things that they 

could focus on, but they’d take an issue and work with it. I do think that there is a 

major problem with the schools now. Their education is deteriorated and I think 

it’s really serious and getting people to focus on how serious school is. It’s hard 

to go to college now, just for the money thing. I think that that needs to be 

emphasized. When I went to school, we paid nothing. You could not buy a 

workbook or piece of paper till you were out of eighth grade. Now—and when I 

came here, people had to buy everything! And that hasn’t changed. But I could 

see a lot of work that needs to be done just in improving education in schools. 

And I wouldn’t necessarily—well, you don’t have to focus on integration anymore, 
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but I think there needs to be a community commitment to good public schools. 

And there isn’t. And there needs to be. And that’s the problem even in Greenville, 

which is supposed to be better. It is better than some places. But, I would tell 

young people that you could do that. There’s some problems with homelessness 

that we didn’t used to have . . . which occasionally is important because people 

need to be thinking in terms of things that they can do and even possibly looking 

towards learning enough to do your own business or to do something for 

yourself. You’re not dependent on jobs or institutions or anything like that, or 

loans and type of thing. I would think young people could—should do something 

like that. And then a lot of it is becoming involved and becoming . . . if you could 

get people to meet in sort of like a Saul Alinsky model of a—if we could go back 

to block meetings and be talking about neighborhood problems and working 

together. And that fact that if you knew the people in your neighborhood and you 

worked with them for common purposes, elections or anything, I think you—I 

could see something with that. What are important things for young people to be 

involved in? I had a list of things. But, I think there are other issues around which 

you could, that you could work. ‘Course, back in our day, we had the draft. And 

so, a lot of us educated people about how to, you know, to stay out of the Army 

[laughter] and you could get interest that way. Now, we’ve gotta get people to go 

in the Army so they can get some money to go to school! [Laughter] Or get some 

money to live. I mean, two of my kids are in the Guard for practical purposes. 

Then, this whole discrepancy in the United States that’s going on right now is the 

divide between . . . we’re losing the middle class. You know, we’ve got wealth 
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and we’ve got not-wealth. And this division to—the class division and class 

warfare. [Laughter] But everybody wanted to identify with the wealthy class. And I 

also think a key thing, another thing that I would seriously look at if I were a 

young person, because this would involve a lot of community education but it has 

lasting repercussions for the benefit: unions. I mean, I think that’s very important. 

And people are getting out of union membership now. We had a union at Legal 

Services, and I was one of the founding members. I was one of the people who 

went to the NLRB election and had to print bylaws and everything like that. But 

the whole idea of unions and the debate that you have to unions and people 

need to be educated in that you have no federal right as an employee. You might 

have a state right. ‘Course we know that you don’t in Mississippi. [Laughter] But 

people get fooled into thinking that somehow they have these rights that are 

gonna be protected. And they don’t. And I see a certain amount of, almost, an 

attitude of slavery towards employees. You know, that you are really at the will of 

your employer. And there’s so many things that are just so unfair and people 

don’t realize that there’s nothing you can do about it. But you can form a union 

and then they have to follow the union contract. So, I think union organizing is 

something that as a young person I would definitely look to that. But there are 

other issues in a community that people could focus on. For instance, in 

Greenville, we have a school board that’s appointed by the city council. If I had 

more energy, I’d change that. But I still would voice my opinion whenever I can, 

what I think of it and what I think of the school board. But communities have their 

issues. There could be certain things going on that need to be dealt with. You 
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know, you might be in a neighborhood that has a fracking issue. You’d want to 

educate people about that. So, there are different problems that young people 

can do something about. They could take a single issue or broad issues like 

education and like unions. That would be my recommendation. And see, we’re 

losing union membership. And we forget. And now that we’re starting to lose 

benefits, we are seeing the need for it. We forget that all these things we take for 

granted are because of unions: forty-hour weeks, lunch hours, paid vacation. All 

that, all that’s from the union. From unions. And so, now they think because you 

get the places without union, oh, okay, well, we don’t need unions anymore. And 

that’s not true. And if we strengthen the unions, the non-union places will get 

better. 

B: Well, we want to thank you for talking with us today. 

K: Thank you so much. 

B: And this concludes our interview. 
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