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S: Okay. Y’all ready? Do y’all want to meet Helen Sims or is it all right for the 

Storyteller? I mean, you’re talking to me, so . . .  

O: Whatever you’re comfortable with. 

S: Oh, I’m comfortable right now. Let’s do this. 

O: All right. Could you tell us why—I mean, why the museum? Why is it 

important for us to learn this history? 

S: I think that, if history is not accurately portrayed—if history is not available 

to the people of the present—then they will live a life in the future 

miseducated, misinformed. I think that each one of us has a responsibility 

to record and document. In my life, my stepfather was old enough to be 

my mom’s dad, and he was a storyteller. Part of the African culture is 

storytelling. When we came over to America, we didn’t know how to read 

and write, but we knew how to tell the stories. It was always important for 

us to accurately tell our children about their past, so that they could 

embrace it, learn from it, and cast the positive as well as the negative onto 

their children. It was important, imperative, for me to begin working with 

passing on the stories in an empowering way, to encourage the young 

people that yes, this be your past, but look at what a powerful impact that 

you past has had on your present. And, if we continue to learn and 

embrace those positive, powerful things that made us who we are today, 

who we is, then it will make us better people in the future. So, we passing 

the torch of knowledge in the present, of the past, to the future. 
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O: Now, at the University of Florida—I hate to say this, but, unfortunately—

many of our students, if you ask them, who was Mrs. Fannie Lou Hamer? 

They have no idea. Can you tell me about her? I mean, who she was, and 

why we should know about her? 

S: Fannie Lou Hamer was a woman that, I believe, God—and this is my 

opinion—that God had called Fannie Lou Hamer for a season such as the 

1960s. Fannie Lou Hamer was a determined, anointed woman of God 

who, when she found out what her rights were, and the fact that she had 

been denied so many different things, and that there was a movement that 

would help you put those rights in perspective—in the forefront—then 

when she received the knowledge and the process, which was registering 

to vote, learning about constitutional rights, human rights, knowing many 

ways how we were already denied and deprived; Fannie Lou Hamer, at 

that point, was called to be the woman that she was. In other words, she 

was like a sleeper. She was a person that was waiting to be touched with 

the knowledge that you are needed. You can make a difference. And, 

when Fannie Lou Hamer realized that her people were suffering from a 

lack of knowledge, they was not informed of their rights, and, 

understanding what full right would give each human being in the state of 

Mississippi, especially blacks in the Mississippi Delta, then Fannie Lou 

Hamer enlisted in the army of human rights and civil rights, equality and 

justice for all. And she said, I am a soldier, I’m willing to fight, and I will 

fight all the way to my last breath. In other words, ladies and gentlemen, 
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Fannie Lou Hamer decided that she would devote the rest of her life 

helping other people who had been denied, deprived; who had had 

injustices imposed upon them because one man thought he was better 

than another man. One race wanted to be dominant, and the other race 

wanted them to be recessive. So, what’s happening now is recessive. 

Excuse me? Excuse me? 

Unidentified female: She had a question. 

Unidentified female II: I wanted to ask a question. So, she actually did make a 

change for you to know about her? She has to make a change. 

S: Well, let me say it in a language that The Storyteller would tell you. I think I 

need to kind of keep it in character, because that always explains better 

Fannie Lou Hamer and her life. Fannie Lou Hamer realized early on that 

somebody had to stand up for those who could not stand up. And she 

realized that somebody had to speak up for those who could not speak up. 

And she realized that fear had taken so many people and cowered them 

down to where they was just accepting things as the way they were. And 

Fannie Lou Hamer was one of those people that said, no, we’re not going 

to take it anymore. We going to stand up, we going to fight for the rights of 

people, whether they be black or white, poor, disenfranchised; we going to 

stand up and we going to fight for them. And we going to fight even if it 

means losing our lives. And no, we not going to turn around and hate as 

they have hated, but we going to love them and we going to keep on 

fighting. And she said, if I fall, I’ll fall five feet, four inches forward, not 
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backwards. She kept marching on, knowing the cost, because she knew 

that every human being deserve human rights, civil rights, equal rights. 

And then she believed in the Word of God, that we was all God’s children, 

and we deserve the best that America had to offer. We had worked for it. 

We had fought in the war. We had died for it. And now she and a few 

other brave soldiers was going to stand up and fight for those that wouldn’t 

and couldn’t fight for themselves. She was determined to make a 

difference, and a difference she did make. Students with education, with 

food and nutrition, with human rights and civil rights and equal rights, she 

stood and faced down the biggest and most powerful people in this nation. 

She faced them down because she said, you have a right to be treated as 

a decent human being. And she said, if we cannot be seated to represent 

the blacks in the Mississippi Delta, the blacks in America, then I question 

whether this be America. She questioned the Constitution; she questioned 

the Founding Father’s principles that this great state was founded on. She 

faced them down. And, because of that, we today enjoy to the—and many 

others, but especially Fannie Lou Hamer: with her commitment and 

dedication and sacrifice, we are allowed to register, we are allowed to 

vote, we have many rights that we were denied. Because segregation 

means separation. But integration mean togetherness, and that’s what 

Fannie Lou was fighting for. Did I answer your question? 

O: Oh, yes.  

S: Okay. [Laughter] 
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O: And George, Reverend Lee, even fewer people know— 

S: About Reverend George Lee. Reverend George Lee was a Baptist 

minister, and he came to Belzoni, Mississippi. He scraped, in spite of the 

circumstances—his mom, family, being dead—and he managed to get 

him education. Went to New Orleans and worked on the banana docks, 

shipping and packing bananas and things of that nature. And he saved 

money, enough money to ultimately leave that setting and come—buy him 

a printing press, start a grocery store, open up a business, become a 

successful businessman in Belzoni in Humphreys County. Called into the 

ministry in 1930. Most people that you will learn that really made a 

difference, God had a calling on their life. George Lee was no different. He 

was a man with a calling on his life, a successful businessman that was 

put in a position to make a difference, and a difference he made. To 

everyone that would listen, even in his congregations, his church, he kept 

preaching voter registration; voter rights. One day, he was empowered 

with a vision by God that, one day, we would be able to choose the 

congressmen and even the president, and we could become 

congressmans and presidents. He had a vision and a foresight into the 

future like no other, and he would not be denied. He was a wealthy 

businessman by the standards of the Mississippi Delta, but he would sell 

his soul that his other brothers could not enjoy the liberties that God 

intended. So George Lee made the ultimate sacrifice. He died for voter 

rights and voter registration, but he preached it in his congregation and he 
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preached it up and down the streets. So, he was a man that I want to 

honor, and that is why the first African American museum of history and 

heritage founded in this county was founded honoring and wearing his 

name, because he paid the ultimate price and he wouldn’t back down. He 

didn’t sell out. He wanted me to have the right to register to vote, but more 

especially, to choose the candidate of my choice.  

O: Mrs. Sims, could you tell me about your vision for the museum and the 

connection between the civil rights struggle and the blues? 

S: When I started working with the after school program back in the [19]90s 

and doing research—and, unfortunately, black history month is just one 

month—and working with the children to do their black history projects, I 

began to dabble and dig into history. I always had a love for it. But, looking 

at how much we miss eleven months out of the year; how much that was 

in the pages of history, that was not known to many children in many 

communities, especially this one, and finding the role that people like 

George Lee played in American history, Mississippi history, and knowing 

that it is an element of pride and empowerment and sacrifice that need to 

be taught every day, are available to teach—on a desired basis, but 

necessary; that people would be able to learn from whence they came. 

How did we arrive at this point? We made it because of Reverend George 

Lee, Fannie Lou Hamer, and many, many others that I could call local 

people that other folk don’t even know about. My goal was to make sure 

that they knew a woman by the name of Pearl Carpenter, a man by the 
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name of Ernest White, and many other people of the civil rights 

movement. The Lee family, that’s how I got my niche or my touch with the 

civil rights movement. I started when I was a little girl, singing with the Lee 

family—not George Lee family, but another great civil rights family here in 

the Mississippi Delta, right her from Belzoni of this county. The movement 

at that time—the movers and the shakers of the civil rights movement after 

the death of Reverend George Lee, my mom and dad were they 

neighbors. My father married the Lee daughter. So, my connection with 

the civil rights movement became very strong. And then I understood how 

important it was that we teach our children, recognize our unsung heroes, 

highlight who we was. Don’t run from the truth; recognize who we are, 

embrace, and then learn and move forward because we made a 

difference in the state of Mississippi through the civil rights struggle. And 

that is why it is so important for me to honor Reverend George Lee with a 

museum with his name on it. That, when people like yourself come in—I 

could him the story about the Civil rights Movement, Reverend George 

Lee, and I could tie the blues and the gospel and the struggle of the cotton 

fields of the Mississippi Delta together, and tell them that you can’t have 

one without the other. It was because we struggled so hard doing the time 

and the transition from slave to sharecropper. From sharecropper, 

suffering the injustices that we did because we never work long enough, 

we could never work hard enough, we could never pay the debt that we 

didn’t even owe. So, we had to sing about an injustice that was powerless 



MFP-110; Sims; Page 8 
 

to do anything about, and when we sung about it in the juke joints, we 

sung about it one way. But, when we sung about in the church choir, we 

sung about in a different way. Because, when we was around Mama in the 

cotton fields, we could say it one way; but, when we was in the church, 

round the pastor, we had to sing it a different way. So, the difference 

between the blues and the gospel was where you were when you were 

singing it, because both of them represented the truth of a people that was 

struggling in a time. To me, blues and gospel is just true life experience, 

but when you get the spirits in you, you see you sing it a little different. 

And when you in the church, you dance to a different drummer’s tune. But, 

if you look at the drummer, he be the same one on Saturday night as he 

be on Sunday morning. But, see, in the juke house, I could tell really how 

Johnny was doing it when he got drunk, but when I got to church, what I 

had to do, I had to say with the Lord, you got to help me because Johnny 

be a drunk. But in the juke house, I said, Johnny be a drunk. In the juke 

house, he drinking that old corn liquor that old Papa Joe moonshining over 

across the creek over there. But, in church, I couldn’t tell off on Papa Joe, 

so I had to do it one way in the church house and another way in the juke 

house—but I wasn’t confused, I know who I be talking to. So, because I 

could dance in the juke house, it allowed me to connect to my African 

roots, because music is a universal language, but music also heals. And 

the music in the cotton fields of the Mississippi Delta healed the ills of the 

people that was in the field. And then, when we got to the church house 
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and we talked to our spiritual connection, it began to heal our ills. So, we 

go from blues, the cotton field, to heal our ills, to the church house, to our 

spiritual connection. And then, because of the struggle that encompassed 

the civil rights, the sharecropper, the slave, we receive blues in gospel 

music. And that is the connection that healed the people in the state of 

Mississippi. That’s where we drew our source of power; our spiritual 

connection to the gospel, our spirit connection to the blues. Because the 

blues allowed us to get a spirit connection from the bottle. When we got to 

dancing and drinking, we did get forgetting some things. But, from Africa, 

our roots: music heals, the dance heals. So, even though we were 

disconnected, what made us—and what makes us who we are, keeps us 

connected. That’s how music and our spiritual blues. I don’t know whether 

I answered your question or not. [Laughter] 

O: Beautiful. Mrs. Simms, you’ve become a very noted educator, museum 

director; we’ve heard all about you in the state of Florida, and we’re just so 

honored to be here today. I wonder if you could—what have been some of 

your favorite stories about, maybe, young people who have come through 

here that you’ve had a chance to touch with your stories? And what have 

you seen as an educator in terms of making a difference with that? 

S: What I’ve seen, in terms of that, is making—to make a difference, you first 

have to be available to the people and willing, sometimes, to tell stories 

that some people don’t want to hear. But you have to press on to keep 

telling the stories, until people realize they need to hear it; that it’s okay to 
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hear what is being said, and then to receive it, because we can get the 

empowerment, we can get that story has to upbuild our lives. The Bible, to 

me, is a book of a series of different stories. Our life, to me, is a book of a 

series of different stories. And we must tell them and keep on telling them 

and making them available, because what happened in the [19]40s is still 

happening today. People hate. People love. People laugh. People get sick 

and people die. Those are the common things—[19]50s, [19]60s, [19]70s, 

twenty—twenty-first century, nineteenth century. There are things that we 

will always have in common. So, we are to build on our positive and 

negative to become the people that we are. And, if I tell my story or how I 

overcome infidelity, alcohol, drugs, hatred, prejudice, racism, interracism, 

facism, and how I struggle with those things, surviving over, I overcome. 

Then my life struggle will help my daughter’s story, if she keep on telling 

the story. I hope I answered your question. [Laughter] 

O: Yes, you did. And you, when we’ve talked—we talked on the phone and 

you were telling me that you have, or, this is a volunteer effort here. Could 

you talk about what that’s meant and who has helped you and how you 

have built this museum, and . . . ? 

S: The museum was built, and it’s starting—it was a grassroots, and still is, 

effort. A lot of people recognize the struggle to want to do. I want to do 

whether anyone else want to or not. There was a calling on my life to tell 

these stories so that my children’s children and others will know them. And 

there was a few other people that felt the same as I did, and this is—
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you’re talking, now, a decade and a half ago. Recently, we have more 

people that is, for whatever reason, are involved with cultural heritage and 

all of this stuff now. And we can talk more freely because even our 

governor, previous governor, Haley Barbour, he promoted civil rights. And, 

even now, they’re getting ready to do one of the biggest civil rights 

museums in the world, I guess, in Mississippi, in Jackson, the state 

capital. So, it’s okay, after a while, to say what we’ve been saying for a 

decade and a half. But we wanted to say it; we wanted to highlight it and 

embrace it and pass it on, whether anyone else wanted to or not. So, that 

means a struggle back then was with a group of people that were poor folk 

that said, yes, this is our past. Yes, let us get together. Let us build what 

they say we can’t build. Let us do what they refuse to do. Our fear of—

unconcerned. And we decided that we would get together, a few of us, 

and since that time it has been a few of us. And, because of a few of us, 

we’re moving on a very slow pace. But we’re doing it. And, if you really 

look at it, we are truly connected to the cause, because only that which is 

genuine can produce that which is genuine. Sometimes, we can have too 

much resources. Sometimes, we can take the struggle out of the struggle 

and lose the authenticity of the reason why we’re here. And, when we do 

that, it’s no longer genuine. And I know that God has allowed us to pace 

this case, that we could keep this race and journey, I think, because of the 

way we have to do what we’re doing. This is a fifteen-year journey. Other 

people come in, decide that they’re going to do it, and do it almost 
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overnight. We have had to sacrifice and suffer and struggle, take 

rejections; been denied and deprived to get to this point. But we are 

determined, and this is where we’ve come. And we know our journey has 

been a good one, because it has been an authentic journey by people that 

picked the cotton; that was part of the civil rights movement. Know what 

the struggle is about. I didn’t read it in a book; I lived it. You see? So, the 

difference is, when I put up a display, I put up one out of meaning and 

connection, not out of the way I think it’s supposed to be or the way 

somebody written it in a book. When I tell the story, I can tell it with 

conviction and compassion because I lived the injustices. I took the 

injustices. It was like licks rolled off of my back. I had to shake them off 

just like that. I had to do it because I believe that George Lee and Fannie 

Lou’s struggle wasn’t in vain. I became spiritually connected to what they 

endured. So, therefore, I can reflect and project Fannie Lou, George Lee, 

and so many others on so many different levels, because now we face a 

different meaning. The struggle here is a great one, but it’s not a black 

struggle, it’s not a white struggle, it’s a power struggle; it’s a people 

struggle. If it’s not my baby, I’m not going to rock it. You see, there’s a 

different kind of fight that we got to fight now. When we say we the first 

civil rights museum in the state of Mississippi, twelve years old on 

December 1, that don’t shake off nobody’s back but ours. We’re proud 

that, twelve years ago, we decided that we need a civil rights museum in 

the state of Mississippi. It was seated in a twelve-by-twelve dimensional 
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building; shall I say, room? Because a building, twelve-by-twelve is mighty 

small. But, we decided that Mississippi would have the first xivil rights 

museum twelve years ago, December 1, chartered with the state of 

Mississippi. We decided that we would give Mississippi her due. The 

Mother of Blues is who I be. I decided that Mississippi needed, along with 

these other folk here—‘cause I decide nothing by myself—the Lord 

touched our minds and said, Mississippi don’t have a blues music award. I 

got up and I said, you know one thing, children, I be the Mother of the 

Blues. I be calling my children home. They done got confused; they don’t 

know who they be. They were born in the cotton fields of the Mississippi 

Delta. Some of them left home and went North; some of them went South. 

They took on other names and now, they be denying they own mama. You 

see, the group started here in the Mississippi Delta, they be my children. 

Last year, on November 26, me and Denise Le Salle had an inaugural—

what they call it, Blues Music Award; they called it pre-, before the real 

thing, you see. And we got on the stage and said, Mississippi need its own 

blues music award. It need a blues reunion. We got to do some things for 

Mississippi. So, we decided that going to do some things because we be 

the last, seem like be the least. But, you see, until you come home to your 

family reunion, you ain’t here, now, children. If you don’t recognize who 

you be, you’re all confused. Some of them want to be soul, some of them 

want to be hip-hop, some of them want to be rock and roll, but you be my 

children. I be the Mother of the Blues. So, I be calling my children home in 
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2013. We going to be having the first big blues awards in the history of the 

state of Mississippi. Grassroots movements like this sit back and look at 

what we don’t have, what we haven’t done, and what Mississippi 

deserves. Mississippi deserves the best, but she be the last one on the 

list. But I said, before this old grey-haired woman leave here, everything 

that God can put among these children here to tell this old lady to do, I 

decided that we going to be doing it. So, now we got a blues reunion, 

chartered with the state of Mississippi; blues music awards and a blues 

ball. Some of them say it going to do a lot for cultural heritage tourism, but 

that might be so, but that be all right, too. We going to recognize 

Mississippi. It be time I get my due. I’m going to grit my step one more 

time before I leave here, children. So, we decided that Mississippi 

deserves the best, and everything that she hadn’t done from fifteen years 

ago when we set out with the George Lee Museum’s  early days, to 

recognize what we haven’t done in the Mississippi Delta, what we 

deserve, and to tell our children, you deserve no less than Memphis, 

Jackson, anywhere else in the world. You worth it, and you deserve it. And 

it’s not about black folks. It’s not about Belzoni. It’s not just about 

Humphreys County, but it’s about the whole Mississippi Delta, the whole 

state. We have been last and least, but these old folks sitting hometown in 

Reverend George Lee, Pinetop Perkins and Denise La Salle, say, we 

going to be the first to do some things. We might not be recognized for it 

all, but the state of Mississippi got to know that they registered. We 



MFP-110; Sims; Page 15 
 

decided that we would be the first civil rights museum, first blues music 

awards, first blues reunion, first blues ball. And we went, got us some 

lawyers, and we incorporated them things and chartered in the state of 

Mississippi. This little movement right here, we decided Heritage Village, 

and we went for Heritage Village. We decided that’s what we was going to 

do, seeking the shelter. But that was it. Now, any more questions aside? 

O: I know you’re busy, but just one more question. Could you talk a little bit 

about the role—when people think about the blues, they often think of 

people like Pinetop Perkins or B.B. King. But black women, like Betsy 

Smith and Ma Rainey, played such an important role. 

S: Role in the blues. 

O: Can you talk about the role that women played? 

S: Oh. I think blues music was just like every industry. Lorraine, Bessie, and 

a whole lot more of the women of the music back in the day in the cotton 

fields and the juke joints of the Mississippi Delta, they sung the music just 

like the men did, but the women was the ones that—Billie Holiday, just so 

many different people that was singing different types of music and 

singing, especially the blues music, was not recognized for the work that 

they done till later on. We start digging the blues history and we realize 

that we had some of the most famous blues singers and some of the best 

music, speaking to the hearts and the minds of the women, and we played 

just as important role in the music of the blues. Koko Taylor, for instance, 

for a long time, was known as the Queen of the Blues. Then, after the 
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death of Koko Taylor, we crowned—Denise La Salle was known for the 

Queen of Soul Blues, that’s why the Mother of the Blues tell them who 

they be, because they don’t remember—but, anyway. Koko Taylor 

rightfully owned that title, the Queen of the Blues. And, after her death, we 

crowned in 2009 Denise La Salle the Queen of the Blues after the passing 

of Koko Taylor because we recognize the role of women in American 

music and especially the blues. We have some of the most famous 

singers in the world in blues music that comes from the Southern region, 

and we need to highlight or recognize those, and that’s what we did. We 

call it The Divas. See, we famous for a lot of things that’s not yet known, 

The Divas Blues Music Awards, named honoring Denise La Salle. It’s 

called the La Salle’s Divas Blues Music Awards, and that’s to recognize 

every woman that ever sung the blues. So, it’s a lot of work that’s going to 

come out of this little area, and we have laid a great foundation to 

recognize the women of the blues, the role that they have played in 

American music, and help our young people to realize that, yes, women 

do sing the blues, and we have sung it very well, and we’ll still sing the 

blues. [Laughter] 

O: Thank you so much. Right now, I don’t want to take any more of your—I 

know you’re really busy— 

S: Yeah, but I love—I am so glad that you came and give me an opportunity. 

I am The Storyteller. I was given the gift of gab, and I love to tell the 

stories. I love to study history, I love history, I love people, and I love 
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music. But whatever I do, I love doing it in a positive way. I went to the 

centennial of the Civil War in April of this year. I think that it’s so important 

to put the African American story in the Civil War, and that hasn’t been 

done to my satisfaction. So we’re working with incorporating the stories. I 

have received stories over the past ten or twelve years from people that 

was eighty, ninety years old, and they have given me their stories and 

their parents’ stories of the Civil War and some of their relatives that 

participated. And we—I, The Storyteller, along with the Heritage Village 

staff here—is telling those stories, and we incorporated in the centennial 

of the Civil War. We founded, here, the Blues Society for Belzoni and 

Humphreys County. I go to the Blues Markers and tell the story behind the 

people that sung the music called the blues, and I be standing up there, 

telling you about that big corn liquor and that White Lightning, too. And, if 

y’all don’t know who Bo Jack be, he the first run off of that there White 

Lightning, you see. So, I goes and travel—I think I’m one of the first to do 

that. And we’re just proud of the things that God and the insight he has 

given us here to break ground on. And if nobody never know who we are, 

then that’s okay. Each time some of you guys come back, it’s worth it all to 

be able to share our stories with travelers and visitors and students from 

anywhere in the world. I had a young lady, Amber, come from England the 

other day. Me and her talked about two hours, me and The Storyteller, 

telling her the stories of the past. And didn’t have no idea the young lady 

had been here on a gospel tour, for thirty days, and I’m up here telling 
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about God and how he warms up and being in all of us and set up 

circumstances to allow Himself to shine, giving her the parallel in 

relationship to gospel music and the blues, and told her, if you ever sing 

that song, “Amazing Grace”—if you don’t know who Georgia Tone was, 

his name was Thomas Dorsey, who was the father of gospel music, but he 

was a blues singer first. And just sharing things that, how music 

transcends circumstances and how we become divided and then how we 

come together after the division, and the unity of love and hope in music 

and in spiritual empowerment. That young lady left out of here teary-eyed 

and she was jumping up and shouting and going on, and it was just a joy 

that when people stop here, that they are able to get something from what 

we have to give. And it’s love and respect for all of God’s people in a story 

from the old Storyteller. I’ll be your storyteller. Some people call me Lula, 

some of them, I do the Spirit of Fannie Lou Hamer. I be sick and tired of 

being sick and tired. I remember when we had to walk them fourteen 

miles. I love to talk like that, I like the way she talked. But we love loving 

on people, sharing the story of American and African American history, 

and now, in a sense, we can share it in a non-biased way more than we 

could in the past. People are coming back here to Mississippi. It’s okay for 

me to mention the word civil rights without fear of being ostracized. It’s 

okay for me to say, voter rights, human rights, register to vote. It’s okay 

now. It’s okay for me to say, white folks don’t like black folks, and black 

folks don’t like black folks, and black folks don’t like white folks, but not all 
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of us are that way. Some of us, because the love of God lives in His 

children—and, of course the Devil has his own children, too, and we give 

him that right—but what I highlight and love so much is those that be 

loving on me when I love them back. And I be loving on everybody. 

[Laughter] 

[Clapping] 

S: Thank you. I enjoyed you guys so much. 

O: Thank you, we really appreciate it. 

S: I’m hoping that, the next time you guys coming through, you all bring 

somebody, stop by here and see the old Storyteller. I’ll be here. I won’t be 

going nowhere, the good Lord don’t take me, I’m on mind still telling 

children. I tell you. So, it’s been a joy to have you guys here— 

 

[End of interview] 
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