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K:  Am I pointed in? 

O: Okay, if you could just start with your full name and date of birth. 

K: Oh yeah, that. [Laughter] I’m Karen Koonan. I came to Indianola when I 

was nineteen years old. I’d just turned nineteen. I came in September of 

[19]64, and I think it was about four days after I got here, I was staying in 

a house that was different from where the other people were staying, and 

someone came and delivered a message that everybody had been 

arrested—except me, of course, because they didn’t know where I was 

staying. So I think I got a phone call, I got a phone call from Jim Dann at 

the jail, and he said, go down to the Freedom School, everything’s wide 

open, they arrested us down there and the car’s there and the key’s there. 

So I got ready to go and I walked, and it was the longest walk of my life. In 

my memory, it just seemed like miles, and I remember because I had 

already been told to walk off—I’m sorry, she was waving at me, she 

distracted me, I’m sorry. [Laughter] I had already been told that, every 

time a car comes you have to turn around and look and see, and if there’s 

a white person in the car you get way off the road because you could 

expect that they would try to run you down. Every time a car came, I was 

terrified. Every time I heard a dog bark, I was terrified. And I walked and I 

walked and I finally got to the Giles grocery store, and I felt like I was 

being embraced in a family, because then they called other people and 

we all went down to the Freedom School together. But that walk, in my 
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memory, for thirty years, was the longest walk of my life. When I came 

back here in 1994, I realized that the walk was about four blocks. And in 

my memory, it was such a significant event and such a terrifying event 

that it had stretched itself out. I thought that was kind of an interesting 

thing to see; I was shocked when I saw how short that walk was. The 

other story I have to tell is, we were all—my mother was very worried 

about me, and so she called the Justice Department and she ranted and 

raved and said, my daughter’s in danger, do something about it. So they 

sent the FBI to talk to me. It was on the porch of Mrs. Magruder’s house, 

or on the steps of Mrs. Magruder’s house, and they said, has anyone 

threatened you? I said, what do you mean? They said that they, you 

know—because being here was a threat. They said, well, has anyone 

come up to you and said, we’re going to kill you? I said, well, no. They 

said, well, then there’s nothing we can do unless someone actually comes 

up to you and tells you that they’re going to kill you. I thought that was 

kind of silly. [Laughter] Then they were getting ready to leave and they 

were in their car, and I thought it was kind of interesting that they were 

both Southerners, too. And other civil rights workers are outside, and a 

car full of white men pulled up and they jumped out and they started 

beating—I think it was beating Charlie Scattergood, and the FBI just sat in 

their car. I was standing next to their car and I was saying, do something 

about it, and they said, this is not in our jurisdiction. That was a very 

radicalizing moment for me, because I went down there it was to teach 



MFP-030; Koonan; Page 3 
 

reading and to make a statement, and I felt that with a moral statement, 

people could be educated and the federal government would step in when 

they realized that all these things were wrong down here and make things 

right. Then, at that moment, I realized that the federal government was 

part of the problems and I could no longer look to them to be part of the 

solution. That’s my two stories. 

O: Wow. You know, the Freedom School story is one that hasn’t really been 

told as well as other aspects, like voter registration and stuff. Could you 

talk a little bit about that, about your experience in the school? 

K: In the school? 

O: And, like, setting the curriculum up, and . . . 

K: Well, by the time I was here—I don’t know what it was like in the summer, 

if it was more organized, but by the time I was here, it was kind of like 

trying to pull the pieces together with a hat because all the people had 

left. So my memory of it is pretty scattered, you know; of it being pretty 

scattered. We would start little classes, but I don’t know that we were 

consistent. It wasn’t like there was a curriculum that we carried through for 

months and months. We would do a series of classes, a series of reading 

classes. I remember mostly working with individuals on the literacy test 

and some basic reading skills, and I remember having—I was a dancer, 

and so I taught dance classes to the kids. A lot of the work of the school 

was just kind of administrative work, too, keeping the center open, having 

people welcomed, unpacking the books that kept getting sent down. We 
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had a fabulous library, just an incredible library, and helping the kids find 

books that would, you know, be interesting to them. It was the first time 

people saw books with black faces in them. People in the North made a 

real effort to send those books down, so it was like—I think my memory is, 

at that point in the fall and winter of [19]64, [19]65—there was a lot of 

individual work, there wasn’t a lot of structured curriculum. I think, in the 

summer, it was much more structured. 

O: How did the students respond to the books and the dance classes? 

K: Well, in terms of the books, I think the students and adults—the kids and 

the adults—responded in the same way I did. I never knew, and they 

never knew, that these kind of books existed, that told this black history 

and included all kinds of people in there. So it was like a real eye opener. I 

mentioned yesterday, I had started reading Black Reconstruction by Du 

Bois. 

O: Oh, right, great. When you were in Mississippi? 

K: Yeah, that’s right. I just carried it with me everywhere I went. It was just a 

total education for me. And, you know, I had already finished a year of 

college; I had never heard of it and I’d never heard of any of it. I never 

knew anything about Reconstruction. So it was so interesting to me to be 

reading it while I was here. I think local people, it was really about just 

having books, period. Then, books about black people was like an added 

benefit. 

O: Did you have any contact with local educators? 
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K: No, no. I think there was a lot of resentment of us. I think the teachers and 

some of the administers were in a very privileged position and there was a 

fear that their position would be jeopardized by us, so I don’t remember 

much contact with those kind of people at all. 

O: Just out of curiosity, where are the books coming from? From different 

places in the North, or— 

K: Yeah, different. There are Friends of SNCC chapters all over the country, 

and they raised—my parents, there was a parents’ committee that my 

parents belonged to. There was a town in Iowa, I think, that adopted 

Indianola and sent us clothing, sent us books, sent us bail money. My 

mother was a dancer, also, and so in January of [19]65, she came and 

toured through the state of Mississippi, teaching dance in difference 

places. [Laughter] 

O: Wow. Now, where does—I mean, most people would say that the 

Freedom Schools was an alternative model, that reading and stuff like 

that, traditionally and educational thing you teach, but where did dancing 

fit in, in your ideas, to a person’s total education? 

K: I had studied dance with Pearl Primus, who was one of the people who 

pioneered bringing African dance to the United States. In fact, she was my 

godmother. My mother had danced with her. So I taught African dance, 

and I think for the children who took the class, it really countered their 

notion of what Africa was all about, from what they had gotten from 

television—which was, you know, undignified, uneducated savages. 
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That’s what they had believed that Africa was about. When I taught 

dance, I taught about the dignity and the strength and the power of the 

cultures in Africa, in West Africa. I taught dances from Ghana and Nigeria. 

So, Africa—what I was trying to do was to change that concept of Africa 

and Africans at the same time as letting them have a lot of fun, because it 

is a lot of fun, and find a way to express themselves physically. And, you 

know, they kept coming. 

O: How did the movement change you or your life, your attitudes? 

K: It changed everything about my life. [Laughter] As I said, I had just 

finished one year at UCLA as a dance major and I was going to be a 

dancer. I had, you know, my parents were kind of art people and they 

raised me with certain values, so what I did here and what I learned here 

wasn’t totally alien to the way I brought up, but I never thought of myself 

as a political person or a person who was going to be an activist. I was 

involved in being creative. After I left here, after the school burned and I 

couldn’t really figure out what I was doing here, I went back to New York 

to dance. That lasted for about six months and then I decided to go back 

to school because, when I was in New York, I was typing. [Laughter] I 

said, this is not what I want to be doing. So, when I went back to school, 

the war in Vietnam—the protests against the war in Vietnam—were 

beginning. Because of the lessons that I’d learned here about our system 

and how there were fundamental problems with the economic and political 

and social structure of the United States, it was a very natural 
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development for me to get involved in the anti-war movement, which I 

immediately did when I went back to school at UCLA in California. I 

continued to be involved with the civil rights movement; I worked on a 

newspaper called The Movement Newspaper, which started off as a 

Friends of SNCC newsletter and then it became a SNCC paper. Then it 

became a joint SNCC and SDS paper, so the links were being made 

between the civil rights movement and the student movement. This 

newspaper actually was—a complete set was published by Stanford, by 

Clay Carson, put it together at Stanford. It’s a very interesting book 

because it documents the period from [19]65 to [19]70, and it was the first 

paper to cover—you know, a national paper—to cover the breadth of the 

civil rights movement in the South, the beginnings of the movements in 

the North, the anti-war movement; it was the first newspaper to cover the 

farmworker struggle, and it started to make those links. So, if you have a 

chance to get that, you really should. It’s a really powerful historical 

document.  

O: All right. Well, thanks for sharing your story. Is there anything else you’d 

like to talk about? 

K: No, it’s just what I said yesterday afternoon, it’s just the sense of 

community here. And also, as a political—someone who’s been a political 

activist for almost forty years, the thing I was telling my kids yesterday 

was, the interesting thing here is that about eighty percent of the 

community is sympathetic. Not only that, but most of them were active. 
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This wasn’t a movement where there was a vocal minority. This was a 

movement that really touched the hearts and minds of most of the black 

community, so you really felt that sense of being part of everybody and 

not just being on the fringe.  

[End of interview] 
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