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O: Could you begin by stating for me your full name and where you were 

born, and  . . .  

T: My name is Jerry Tecklin. That’s my full name. And I was born in St. 

Louis, Missouri in 1938. 

O: Now, Mr. Tecklin, thinking back on your earlier life, what—can you think of 

what events or what it might have been that drew you to the movement in 

later years? 

T: Well, I grew up in St. Louis, Missouri, and that was—there were a lot of, I 

was always in contact with black people in one way or another. Usually, it 

was in a totally segregated environment. I went to high school in the 

[19]50s, and my high school was—I think it was the first high school in any 

border state to integrate. I guess that was, well, right after the Brown 

decision. I was involved in student government there and highly involved 

with the successful integration of the high school. It was a very trying kind 

of experience, in a way. For the community, anyway. So that was—I was 

totally involved in that. And my neighborhood was integrated, too. This is 

because it was a lower middle-class neighborhood, so . . . that was an 

initial kind of contact and involvement in these kinds of civil rights-type 

issues. And, as I went to college, I was interested in history and literature 

and did quite a bit of reading; stuff like Richard Wright, and became more 

aware of things and interested, curious, about the South. In 1958, I came 

south on a jaunt, hitchhiking jaunt, to Mississippi, as a matter of fact. And 
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just sought answers, you know, to what was happening on racial 

questions. One of the things—I picked cotton. I didn’t have any money, I 

was just hitchhiking around, asking questions and getting filled in on 

things. That, of course, filled me with a lot of . . . well, kind of bitterness 

about what was happening, because it was pretty obvious. 

O: Who were you asking? Like when you’d ask the questions 

T: Mostly whites. I had very little contact with black people. I lived with some 

white farmers and worked for them, and everybody I hitchhiked with was a 

source of dialogue and information. I continued reading—I felt that I knew 

quite a bit about Southern politics. You know, I read up on it quite a bit, 

did some papers and that sort of thing. When I was in graduate school, I 

was visited—I was keeping track of what was happening somewhat, but it 

wasn’t that easy to get information. I was in New Mexico at the University 

of New Mexico, and a friend of mine, somewhat on a jaunt of his own, 

went down and stayed, hung out at the SNCC office in Atlanta for a 

vacation period or a dropout period of some sort. When he came back, he 

told me about this summer project he heard about that was being 

planned. I immediately responded to it and sent a letter and applied. And 

that was before they had even been gestated it as an idea. So, as it turns 

out, this was communicating with Mendy Samstein, or whatever. I think 

that was his name; Mendy, anyway. 

O: And you had another friend at the University of New Mexico? 
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T: He had come down, put on a pair of overalls and kind of hung out, you 

know, like many people did. I think he did some voter registration. And 

then he was no longer affiliated, he did something else in his life. 

O: But that’s where you were going to school also, was the University of New 

Mexico? 

T: Yeah, yeah. Yeah. So—but the gist of that story is that, according to 

Mendy, anyway, I was the first volunteer in the Mississippi Summer 

Project. Now, that may not be true, but that’s what I recall as being part of 

our dialogue. So that kind of sets it up. I specifically attempted to work in 

Ruleville, where I ended up, because I knew that Senator Eastland was 

from Sunflower County, and I thought, well, that’s the heart of the beast. 

Let’s see what it looks like. Yeah, I thought I was pretty wise, wised up on 

everything. You know, I came down here, of course I wasn’t hardly at all. 

After I met people like Moses, Bob Moses, and various other SNCC 

people, it was pretty clear that I had a lot to learn. 

O: What were some of the things that you started learning as a civil rights 

worker? 

T: Well, that I guess the main thing was that it was a local movement and the 

local people had to take charge of things themselves. I think that was 

maybe the main—and I think I learned that people were more, I didn’t 

expect people to be as—I thought they were more victims than they were. 

I didn’t expect them to be as intelligent, as informed, about what their own 

condition was and how to better it. I just didn’t think they were as smart as 
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they were, and as courageous, for that matter. Or, you know, all the things 

that were said, was after all of that; that was part of my education also. 

O: Mr. Tecklin, what kind of activities—when you got down to the Delta—

what did you begin working? 

T: Oh, yeah. I think I was a little bit unusual in that . . . there wasn’t . . . 

SNCC attempted to set up a project structure, you know, where people 

would be involved in Freedom Schools, voter registration. I think there 

was a literacy element. But there was also an attempt to set up a research 

wing at each project. You know, with an individual who’d be responsible 

for kind of assembling information, keeping track of—not so much 

creating an archive—you know, keeping track and creating an archive—

but more or less scouting out the situation, sort of economic and social 

research to seek out some further direction for organizing, etcetera. So I 

took that pretty seriously, being a research person. 

O: And you’re doing that in Ruleville. 

T: Yeah, yeah. So I didn’t do any voter registration work or any of this kind of 

fieldwork, but I assembled information from interviews. I ended up actually 

doing a lot of interviews on violence incidents and stuff like that, and 

statistics; stuff that was the basis for some reports, socioeconomic kind of 

report about the area, which I guess was pretty good, because SNCC 

then wanted me to stay on, on the basis of that. And then I did. Then I 

also got a lot of statistics, local statistics and stuff, wrote some articles; the 

basis for articles. So I had a little different function. I ended up being a 
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kind of administrator in addition to that, because there wasn’t enough—

there wasn’t an environment for doing research, you know, going out. So I 

did a lot of other things, too, kind of an administrative handyman around 

the place. 

O: Okay. And I assume, in compiling these statistics—or what would be your 

sources? Now, you talked about doing interviews. Where would you get 

your information for the socioeconomic statistics that SNCC was . . . ? 

T: Gee, you know, I just remember asking a lot of people and taking a lot of 

notes to get a full picture of the community and how it was organized: 

black people. But, also, I made forays into the white community, too. For 

instance, I spent some time with the mayor, pumping him. And I guess I 

can say this on a tape, I even stole stuff off his desk. [Laughter] Which 

was really fun. 

O: Did he know you were part of SNCC? 

T: Oh, yeah. Well—I tried to maintain a disguise, but I don’t think it fooled 

anybody, yeah. And then, after a while, of course not. But later on, as I did 

other research in Mississippi, in Jackson for SNCC, I did phony identity 

stuff. Graduate student working on Southern politics, what can you tell me 

about, you know etcetera. But, you know, I got in and talked to some 

really interesting people; people in the South, despite the hostility, were 

very open, white to white. I mean, I talked to bank presidents in Jackson. I 

just walked in on them and, sit down, son, [inaudible 10:33]. Yeah, I went 

to Ole Miss. And, you know, before long, he’s telling me all kinds of stuff I 
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wanted to know—which, you know, was not high intelligence kind of stuff; 

maybe a little bit overblown in what we thought we were finding out about 

the system and all of that, and I doubt it was anything that was really 

useful in any way. But it was a— 

O: Were there surprises when you talked to these presidents or mayors or, I 

mean, how were you interpreting these exchanges, I guess? 

T: It was—yeah, there were some surprises. I felt like sometimes I was 

getting new information. I felt like I was always sleuthing out something, 

but again, in retrospect, I doubt if any of this was very valuable in any way. 

Actually, the best research that I did for SNCC had to do with a couple of 

things which were significant. I researched and wrote The Condition of the 

Alabama Negro and The Condition of the Arkansas Negro, which were 

two important SNCC documents that were modeled on a pamphlet that 

was written by—guy’s name I can’t remember—but it was called The 

Condition of the Mississippi  Negro, which had, you know, it was pretty 

available and people knew about. I can’t remember the guy’s name, black 

guy, very intelligent fellow. But I modeled those documents on his, and 

strictly statistics, mainly, out of government documents and census and 

that sort of thing. But was kind of new. You know? I mean, comparing in 

the death rates and that sort of thing, black and white, it just hadn’t been 

written about very much and compiled in one place, and served as an 

important press documents, informing the press, you know, handing press 

packets and that kind of thing. I wrote a lot of other stuff. The main thing 



MFP-029; Tecklin; Page 7 
 

that I was involved with in SNCC, which was not in Mississippi, was the 

aborted Black Belt project, which was the post-Mississippi Summer 

Project conception, to expand it over the entire Black Belt of the South. I 

did the basic research on that, compiling all the county statistics for the 

Black Belt. That was discussed at a meeting in Atlanta, a SNCC meeting 

in Atlanta of all the SNCC field secretaries in Atlanta, and the upshot of all 

of that—I think this was dramatized in somebody’s account of the whole 

thing—was that all of the field secretaries were very upset by this massive 

plan coming so quickly after— 

O: After— 

T: Everything, you know, you throw more shit at us. And lots of other things 

were involved. What they wanted at the meeting, as I recalled, was, 

whoever wrote this document, stand up. [Laughter] And I knew what they 

wanted and I knew what was going to happen, so I stood up, and that was 

it. You know, white domination of the—this is a white project, and it 

brought out a serious schism in SNCC that was always there and 

developed later. You know, people know about that, to that whole kind of 

black power schism which ended up with whites being thrown out. I guess 

I was involved in that, in some way. So I worked in the research office in 

Atlanta for a long time, clipping and writing stuff; press releases, some 

press releases. I did some of that also in Ruleville, as a matter of fact, 

now that I recall, press release stuff. Dale Gronemeier was the main 

person for that. Am I rambling on here? 
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O: Oh, no, no. This is fascinating. I mean, I’ve never heard about this, about 

the research aspect of it. 

T: Oh, now, the research office at SNCC is something that people might be 

interested in. It was a serious office there. It was headed by Jack Minnis— 

O: How do you spell his last name? 

T: M-i-n-n-i-s. Jack was . . . I don’t know if he was really, you know, I’m really 

not absolutely true—sure—how influential either he or any of the people 

who were involved in research, how influential that information was in any 

decision making because I was never involved in any decision-making 

process. I sort of viewed myself as a technician and tried to just work as 

hard as I could and do my job. But it could be that there was a lot of 

influence out of that, out of the research office; there was some 

intellectual input from that direction, anyway. We had a vast clipping file; 

read every newspaper, all the Southern papers, and most of them—a lot 

of the Northern papers do all the press. There were maybe three or four 

people clipping, and then I think we have even employed a clipping 

service. So, somewhere, there’s a lot of clip files. I don’t know where they 

are anymore, but they exist someplace, and if anybody wonders about 

them, that’s the origin of it: accumulation of information. So, I’m not 

finished. So, I left there, though. I worked there in research for a long time 

and that office became a kind of—there was a lot of dissension in that 

office. Jack was very radical, and not everybody was. He began writing 

these diatribes, internal for circulation—which were really very good, now 
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that I look back on it, very funny—attacking the president and the 

administration. It wasn’t ever clear within SNCC whether we were 

supposed to support the administration or attack the administration, and 

there was a great deal of confusion amidst his radical, really radical 

politics. It just became kind of a paranoid, weird place to be, so I bailed 

and went to Arkansas and worked in Arkansas for the rest of that year. I 

think I left some time, maybe September [19]65, something like that. 

O: Where did you work in Arkansas? 

T: Little Rock.  

O: Little Rock. 

T: Yeah. Put out a paper there with my wife. 

O: Oh, what was the title of the paper? 

T: That’s a good question. It was modeled after the SNCC paper, which I 

think was called Student Life or something like that. The Arkansas paper, I 

still have copies of it. I can’t remember— 

O: Were you working with SNCC in Little Rock? 

T: Yeah, oh, yeah. Bill Hanson and Jim Jones, Ben Greenwich . . . yeah. I 

can’t remember, yeah, I guess I did some research there because I did 

publish the—we did publish The Condition of the Arkansas Negro, but 

then I remember spending a lot of time just reconditioning a multitude with 

press and printing. I think I became a printer there and just worked gobs 

and gobs of hours getting the printing press to print the newspaper. 
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O: In your mind, Mr. Tecklin, with all of the experiences you had in the 

movement, how do you think the movement changed the nation? 

T: Oh, enormously, enormously. To begin with—well, I don’t know if I can 

begin or end anything, but I can ramble through it—there was just a direct 

exposure of the way state power works and the hypocrisy of American 

politics; the kind of false environment, you know, politics try to create 

around themselves, you know, image creation and the way they define 

issues and talk about issues, and present it all as a kind of high school 

civics class lesson. That, pretty much, was attacked and split open by the 

students, by what was exposed by SNCC and what they exposed in 

Mississippi, and the stories that everybody took home as told and spread 

through support groups. There was a vast educational process that went 

on there about politics in America. I think people began to understand that 

the Mississippi model, as it was, exposed, was the way America was run. 

Then the kind of activism that was instilled in the students was carried 

over into the anti-war movement, for sure. If you looked for anti-war 

activists, you know, they were many, many people from Summer Project. 

That’s also true of the women’s movement, and I know that to be a fact. 

Also, the student to SDS. I don’t know how many SDS’ers were involved 

directly, but through the fact that so many students were involved in the 

Mississippi Summer Project, there was a spinoff into SDS and SDS 

rhetoric. The whole participatory democracy thing, I think, probably was a 

SNCC spinoff. So, gee, that’s a pretty big influence. [Laughter] Yeah, 
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that’s a big influence. I don’t even remember how many students there 

were in the Summer Project, but it almost seems—the impression is that 

there were thousands, but I don’t think so. I think there was maybe only a 

few hundred or maybe seven hundred, at the most. 

O: Yeah, it was several hundred. I don’t know the exact number. I’ve seen it 

quoted, but the impact, as you’re saying— 

T: Right, right. The impression is, there must have been thousands of them, 

but I’m sure that wasn’t the case. I know that wasn’t the case.  

O: Right. Were you ever involved in any of these subsequent activities, like, 

say the anti-war movement or SDS? 

T: Yeah, yeah. I was involved in the anti-war movement in New Mexico. I’m 

trying to think. Oh, yes, and also in Wisconsin, where I had a teaching 

position at . . . 

O: What did your parents think of all your activism? 

T: Well, my parents are very uneducated people, really. They were 

immigrants and somewhat elderly when I was involved in all of this. Their 

very conventional racial attitudes—not really racist, but certainly with the 

most, with enough . . . conventional racist interpretation of everything—

they weren’t opposed to it, but they were certainly mystified by what I was 

doing. But I didn’t have any close parental supervision, you might say, I 

was on my own. So I didn’t have to confront that issue very much. 

O: Okay. Did you find yourself, after you came back North, did you find 

yourself explaining what had happened or explaining the movement to 
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people up north who might have thought they knew? I mean, thinking 

back in your early experience, in your hitchhiking to Mississippi—kind of 

doing like a canvass, trying to educate yourself—but now, you put yourself 

in a different pair of shoes several years later. Now you have the firsthand 

experience trying to tell people about what’s happening back up north. 

T: Yeah, I did that a little bit. Seems like a couple speechmaking things, like 

to a couple of groups in St. Louis; student groups, I think it was, I’m not 

really sure I remember correctly. But a little bit. And then I didn’t because, 

for one thing, I started graduate school. I was continuing graduate school, 

so I didn’t have any time to do any of that kind of work. But, in terms of 

spreading the message, I guess people did sort of look to me to explain 

this because of my veteran status, you know. Then the only other thing I 

can remember doing is setting up a speech, maybe just once, for John 

Lewis in New Mexico. John came up and kind of tried to make that a 

fundraising thing. But, other than that, it petered out. My figurehood for—

SNCC figurehood—petered out rather rapidly. 

O: Mm-hm. If you were thinking back on your—I mean, you talked earlier 

about how the movement changed America, but how did the movement 

change you as a person? 

T: Well, I think it loosened me up a great deal, and in some ways it made it 

possible for me to fall in love and get married, because there was a lot of 

falling in love and human relations like that going on. That opened me up 

a little bit, and in fact I did get married while I was in the movement; 



MFP-029; Tecklin; Page 13 
 

because of that, I think. I think it instilled a hell of a lot of humility, which I 

didn’t have. And that’s continuing, incidentally, starting with today. 

[Laughter] Continuing today. Yeah, I needed a lot of arrogance 

illumination in that I think that was a really good for me to see how smart 

and dedicated other people were and that not all communists and activists 

were Jewish. 

O: Right. 

T: That was my conception, that, gee, everybody who’s doing good in the 

world is really a Jew. I saw people from all over who were keyed in to 

things and really sharp. It made me hopeful, I think. I think I had a very 

pessimistic view of American politics, where things were going, and I was 

really trying to radicalize myself in a very extreme way because of that 

interpretation. But I thought I saw in Mississippi a whole different human 

kind of confrontation that was beyond real simple political talk and much 

more serious, in a way. I think I saw the whole human side of things, 

which I—you know, I was pretty much isolated to academics, and . . . 

humanized. I was just humanized as a person and intellectually. Really 

important.  

O: What is your hope for the outcome of this conference, or of the reunion? 

T: I have no hopes whatsoever. I don’t intend to become involved in 

Mississippi. I mean, I want to be involved on my home turf, which I’ve 

tended to be all the time, but politically active. That’s a handful enough. It 

seems to me the folks down here have things well in hand. There are a lot 
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of—I’ve been made aware of a lot of problems, especially in education 

down here. I have been intrigued, actually, and maybe despite what I just 

said, might just get involved because it really looks interesting, some of 

the efforts that are being made to do something with the educational 

system to keep it from deteriorating any further than it has. It seems to me 

that it’s a pretty sad situation right now. If the educational system of 

Mississippi got to be vastly improved, it would really change things here. 

So I might fool around with that. I’ve kind of met somebody here, so 

maybe this conference has done a little networking kind of thing. Met this 

young lady who has a little summer project going now, which you ought to 

investigate, maybe, with youth in the Delta. Specifically, I think she’s 

working in Ruleville and maybe some other community, an enrichment-like 

program for high school students, maybe elementary and high, I’m not 

sure. I’d kind of like to get behind that, so I might get a little involved at a 

distance. I’m not coming down here to register voters for these folks. 

[Laughter] They don’t need me. They don’t need my research, either. 

[Laughter] 

O: Well, Mr. Tecklin, it sounds like the dinner is starting. I know I don’t want 

to take up more of your time— 

T: Yeah, let’s, yeah— 

O: But thank you so much for your time, this has been very informational. 

T: Thanks, Paul. 

[End of interview] 
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