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 Gwen Dolan Patten / CD 11

SoundMan: Selma to Montgomery, Interviewee Dr. Gwen Dolan Patten [ph?]. Tape 11.  

Q: Gwen, since we’ve been chatting I really didn’t give you my preamble to all of this.  We’re just going to have a conversation.  I know enough to know what I don’t know so I’m going to ask the kinds of questions that we need to have.  And this isn’t a drilling so, you know, it’s not like 60 Minutes.  We’re just talking.  And there’s some touchy points that I want but also some collaboration so I need you to help me along the way, because as I said the content of this will be what helps shape and direct the structure and the drive of this movie.  So how did you get involved in this business down here?  Were you from this area?

Gwen Dolan Patten: No.  I’m originally from uhm.. Angstrom, Michigan.  I was born in Detroit.  But I came south every summer.  My mother would put my brother and I in a footlocker every summer and send us down here for the entire vacation period.  And I loved the south.  We would come to Montgomery; relatives on all sides.  And uh.. I loved Montgomery and my folks were involved here on the ground in the Montgomery bus boycott.  My father up in the small hamlet called Angstrom, Michigan about 20 miles outside of Detroit, uh.. little factory town that Henry Ford threw up for his factory workers.  And my father was very instrumental in turning that hamlet into a city, getting the streets paved and the- the streetlights and all of that business.  So we were basically- I come from a- basically a political civic-minded uh.. family.  Uh.. not just my immediate family but my grandparents and my great grandparents on both sides and I knew them all.  Uhm.. very uh.. independent family on both sides, very self sufficient.  Uhm.. my grand daddy uh.. on my father’s side was a contractor and employed up to 40 people uhm.. given the amount of work that he had.  And my grandfather on my mother’s side was uh..- he raised horses and had his own uh.. horse farm here in Lawrence County and then he moved it to uh.. Montgomery and he was a- a trotter.  He used to go to Kentucky and all.  So that sense of independence, that sense of who we are as a- as a people, we were known as race people when I was coming up in the 40s and the 50s.

Q: My folks were known as race people too especially my grandfather and sometimes I use that term with young people, they have no clue of what I’m talking about.  How do you explain to kids today the positiveness of being a race person and what it meant?

Gwen Dolan Patten: Well because uh.. Jim Croll [ph?] uhm.., you know, was like up in our faces and uhm.. the dignity and the pride that my family had uh.. they mustered at every- at every opportunity.  Whether it was in the larger society or even in the home.  Uhm.. we watched Ed Sullivan and if uh.. Louis Armstrong was on -- we’re talking about the 50s -- my father would yell out, “Bob, Quinn, colored people, colored people on television, come on down, come on down.”  And so, you know, it was a constant- Ebony graced the coffee table, you know, the Jet magazine, you know, was in the bathroom for you to have short readings.  And uh.. and so you just constantly talked about uhm.. Negro people and the importance of Negro people.  Uhm.. my- I had two protests.  My first protest uh.. I was 9 years old and I was here in Montgomery Alabama.  And uhm.. every Sunday my grandmother on my mother’s side would put me, my brother, and our first cousin, we called him cousin brother Al, she only had three grandkids, and we would get on the bus and she would always say ride at the back of the bus and look out uh.. the back window cause it’s fun to see the uh.. scenery go backwards.  And that was the rationalization cause I knew nothing about you couldn’t sit up in the front.  You know, I knew nothing about that.  And so one Sunday afternoon uh.. I decided that we would stop in- in town uh.. at the square in Montgomery and get some ice-cream.  I was the oldest and uh..- and the only girl and uh..– and I know of flaunted uh.. my seniority if you will and uh.. we got ice-cream cones and I wanted a cup of water.  And I paid 3 cents for this cone shape cup of water; it was at Ligget’s [ph?] drug store.  And uh.. I went to sit on the stool to drink the water and the soda jerk called me pickanini [[ph?] and I didn’t know what that was.  But I knew it was something derogatory.  So I poured my cup of water on the counter- counter, looking dead at her, 9 years old eyeball to eyeball and told my brother and my cousin let’s go.  And when I told my grandmother ah, she just looked at me and uh..– and hugged me and I never rode the bus again.  And so that was my first inkling.  And then uhm.. my second inkling was oh I guess around 57, I’m looking at television and here comes Ms. South America a- I mean Ms. South Africa and she- we had black and white TV but it was evident that she was at least blonde, whether her eyes were blue or not I don’t know.  And that disturbed me deeply and I asked my father, “Are there white people in Africa?  I thought all people in Africa were Negroes.”  And then we began to have a whole discussion around apartheid and I’m 50- 1957 and uh..- and all of that.  

Q: You talk about your grandfather in Lawrence County.  I’ve asked other people about these people in Lawrence County are very special, very strong good folk.  Give me your take on the kinds of people who ultimately, you know, rose up and said I deserve to vote.

Gwen Dolan Patten: Uh.. Lawrence County is a very, very special place.  Uh.. my maternal roots are in Lawrence County.  Uh.. our church uh.. is in Lawrenceburg [ph?].  Uhm.. it’s a Methodist church.  It has the Cahaba, uhm.. the- the original dome from the capital, which was in the Cahaba before it moved to Tuscaloosa, before it moved to Montgomery sits atop this church.  And uhm.. the people are the salt of the earth.  Uhm.. very basically quiet as a culture, you know.  Uh.. not that they’re non-verbal but they were very quiet people, very deliberate people, very uhm..- as- as the souls would say somewhat set in their ways and they did what you call a lotta studying.  They didn’t make quick decisions.  They did just study.  You had to study this for a while.  And then once the decision was made then that was really it and they stuck by their guns.  So people all over the state of Alabama, black folks, were clambering for the right to vote.  You had all kinds of uhm..– I’m trying to think of the old names uhm.. that groups had.  Every county had a civil right- uhm.. voter- voting rights league.  Uhm.. Montgomery had it, Dallas County had it at- you know, Professor Reese [ph?] comes from the Dallas County Voters League.  Rufus Lewis [ph?] in Montgomery, you know, had the Montgomery Voters League.  And so you had all of these associations: Birmingham, Huntsville, Mobile, uh.. La Floi [ph?] down in- in Mobile, Rufus Lewis in Montgomery, John Hewlett [ph?] over here in Lawrence County, uh.. Fred Chuttlesworth [ph?] up in Birmingham, Dr. Hurfurt [ph?] up in Huntsville a- and all.  And they would kind of interact even though transportation was difficult uh.. but they would somehow get together and a lot of them were called the Alabama Christian Human Rights project and they had Christian names attached to them as well.  And uh.. Lawrence County when they would come to these meetings- I’m a little girl now, uh.. you can- you can tell them.  Uh.. they weren’t urbane.  If you notice I’ve listed all of these places which are city- citified, and also you had Macon County but Macon county was collegefied, you know, uhm.. bourgeois.  And here you have these souls from Lawrence County, the salt of the earth, you know, sitting just as erect, listening to every word and uh.. you just knew they– they would be steadfast.  So SNICC uh.. gravitated to Lawrence County- well gravitated to the black belt.  We were in Wilcox County, Dallas County, Lawrence County, later on Green County, which is Utah, Sumter County; in other words the- the black belt.  Uh.. the black belt swamps across from east Alabama uh.. over in Bullock County, Macon County, all of Montgomery County, all the way over to uh.. the Mississippi line which is Sumter County.  Well somehow Lawrence County black folks-- and I know if it was the proximity to Tuskegee because SNICC had liberated Tuskegee, uh.. had declared it uhm.. the uh..– the organizing zone; uh.. declared– just took over.  Stay in the dormitories, ate in the dining hall, went to classes whenever and the student body supported SNICC’s uhm.. presence there.  And the administration couldn’t do a dog on thing about it, you know, cause this- this was rest and relaxation.  So I don’t know if Lawrence County in proximity to Macon County, you’re just coming two counties, but also Wilcox cause we were organized down in Camden.  But somehow Lawrence County gravitated the- the uhm..– the response of the people, uhm.. the uhm..- the discipline of the people, uhm.. the willingness, you know, to risk any and everything for first class citizenship -- that’s what we’re calling it --and at that time you called it the human rights.  We didn’t say civil rights; we said human rights.  And uh.. they just seemed to have that spunk and that uhm..- that bravery, that courage.  And then Lawrence was just so– so damn oppressive.  You know, these crackers, these plantation owners here, you know, I mean they still had the whip, you know, the lash.  And uh.. during this period uh.. we had sent representatives over to Mississippi with the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party and indeed <coughs> our liaison was Sammy Young and- in ’64, and when he came back we discussed whether or not a- a model or replica of the MFDP throughout the state of Alabama would it be a model for Alabama.  And we were still in the discussion of this prior to the march uh..  to Montgomery for the vote.  And SNICC people were over here in Dallas County and we had SNICC people in and out of Lawrence County at the time.  And in our discussions- and SNICC people, as you very well know, we can talk; we can talk for three days nonstop.  And uh.. we decided that that model would not fit uh.. Alabama.  One, we looked at the characteristics of black folks throughout the state and we were not all agrarian.  Even though Lawrence County was agrarian, uhm.. Birmingham was not.  It was– it was factory, it was steel mills, uhm.. they- and they had a uh..- a militant union.  You know when you meet Fred Chuttlesworth, the firebomb if you will, the fire brand, uh.. you can see that unionization the uh.. sense of understanding class in terms of relationship of workers and who owns the factory and that kind of stuff.  And you go down to Mobile we had dock workers, you know, who were part and who- who knew a little bit about the long shore men.  Again, another union but from another uhm.. industrial uhm.. center.  You know, docks and cargo and loading and so forth.  So we had a real mixed kind of black uh.. character throughout Alabama whereas Mississippi was basically agrarian from top to bottom.  And so we were- we felt we would never get unanimity, uh.. you know, that- on- on that level.  So uh.. Lawrence County people uhm.. really wanted to be independent; they wanted their own ind- and they thought– t- uh.. discussed early on we get the vote to vote for home <inaudible: mumbles>.  And– and so these kinds of discussions were going on as we day in and day out took people down to the registrars office, you know, got beat up, got thrown in jail, back and forth and all of that.  Uh.. you know, we saw it as a tactical uhm.. stand, you know, to get the vote.  It wasn’t like the end all.  That was just a tactical uh.. position and what we gonna do with the vote we’ll- we’ll just keep on studying and worry about that later.  

<crew talk>

Gwen Dolan Patten: No, I was at Tuskegee; I was a student.  And we took uh.. SNICC’s, Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee’s philosophy to heart.  And there were two underpinnings:  let the people talk and do not ever underestimate the intelligence of the people.  Well, at Tuskegee we thought we were the people and SNICC had come in.  And so therefore we will organized our own formation; we would not be folded into SNICC.  And so we organized the Tuskegee Institute Advancement League called TIAL and we were our own leaders and our own advocates.  We did not permit surrogacy.  And SNICC was not about that anyway but we wanted to make certain that we ran our own program in Tuskegee and in Macon County.  So we had our own citizenship schools out in the county and, you know, our own movement taking people.  And SNICC would assist us and would help inform us, you know, what their experiences and so forth.  I’ll never forget uh.. Stokley, bless his heart ________ __________, uhm. Stocky was talking about, you know, we need to just quit college; you know, uh.. college is irrelevant.  And I looked at him -- I was a student leader, I wasn’t student body president then but I was as student leader -- I say, “How dare you come down here talking about students ought to quit college, you finished Howard.  You got your degree.  You know, so I mean so how dare you.  And secondly the movement does not need dumb people; the movement need the best and the brightest.”  And that’s when we coined the phrase Scholar Activist.  And– and our organization had to be organized. I would not permit students to cut classes.  I was the student leader.  I was chair of the direct action committee.  I don’t know if I was student body president at this time or not but anyway I had that position.  And uh.. my idea was cause we were picketing uhm.. the grocery store downtown, we were picketing the bank cause the bank would not uh.. receive the money to build low income housing uh.. in Macon County for poor people, uh.. we were picketing Big Bear cause they wouldn’t give us jobs, we were taking people back and forth to the registrars office, uh.. and so we had just a lot of uh.. action going on.  Now we were going into the so-called white only restaurants and, you know, we were just going to the state part and swinging on the swings.  Just a whole lot of action but it was organized especially around the pickets.  So all of the students who had cars were organized into a brigade and uh..– and so students would go and demonstrate every hour on the hour when they didn’t have classes.  So we had a constant flow so you didn’t have anybody out there all day long.  And this was to the consternation of some of SNICC people because it was so organized.  And even to this day uhm.. personally I get on a lot of folks nerves because I am a very organized person including Southern Christian Leadership Conference.  I– they asked me to coordinate uh.. the Selma to Montgomery uhm.. commemoration I- 1990 I think it was, whatever year that was, 25 years, and I accepted the uh.. challenge.  And I sent out a PSA on a radio and sent letters out asking people to come to a planning meeting.  It was held at my church and I sent it to all of the churches, the fraternities, the fraternal organizations, the social and savings clubs and all.  And over 300 people showed up for a planning meeting and we broke down into committees and so forth.  And so uh.. Reverend Lowry [ph?] say, “Gwen, everything is just so organized.”  I say, “Yeah, we’re being organized people.”  You have to remember we come from a history of the Montgomery bus boycott which was an extremely organized movement that sustained itself for a whole year.  And so that’s kind of embedded in this community when it comes around movement stuff.  And so uh..- and, of course, SNICC, you know, they were kind of used to uh.. you know, uhm..- they became better organizers but they were kind of used to that– yeah, improvisation and– and uh..-- and I didn’t like surprise attacks.  Okay?  You know, we needed to know when- when the posse was gonna come and stampede us; we needed to know all of this <cough> because we didn’t wanna have panic.  So I don’t know if that helps?

<crew talk>

Q: So get us into the Selma movement.

Gwen Dolan Patten: Okay.  Uhm.. Bernard [ph?] and Colia [ph?] Lafayette, SNICC kids, are in Selma uh.. organizing.  It’s ’64 now, okay.  And uhm.. Tuskegee kids, students, uh.. we’re being dispatched to different counties: Lawrence County, Dallas County.  We pretty much gravitated to Lawrence County.  I don’t know if it had a lot to do with the Jackson family cause uhm..– cause there was just a closeness there and uh..– and Sammy Young was just very impressed with the people in Lawrence County.  He was just absolutely enamored by them.  But he always liked rural folks anyway.  Uhm.. I don’t know if that had something to do with Macon County being rural itself.  And uh..- and here we are.  And Jimmy Lee Jackson is killed uhm.. then there’s a call to march to Selma.  Students supported that uhm.. and Tuskegee then became really the rest and relaxation center for this- not only for SNICC organizers but also for SCLC organizers but they didn’t come in and out as much as the SNICC organizers.  I had an interesting position because my grandmother’s rental home was SCLC’s freedom house in Montgomery and that’s where Reverend James Beveld [ph?] and Reverend James Orange, uhm.. Dr. King’s lieutenants, that’s where they stayed.  And uh..– and that ha- happened while I was in high school, you know, that relationship, which was in ’61 and– and ’62.  Now we’re in ’64, ’65 but I gravitated more and more to SNICC uh.. because of the intellectual discourse and the philosophical approach, you know, to who we were as a people and where did we fit, you know, in the scheme of things called United States of America.  Uh.. and they permitted women to be a part of those discussions whereas SCLC uh.. even though I could have somewhat those discussions mainly within the religious realm, and I am a very religious person and studied the bible, studied the bible then as a scholar, you know, not only in terms of faith but also studying the bible as a– as a scholarly book, as it- so we could have some discussions but they were not- with SCLC but they were not on par uh.. as- as with SNICC.  I felt more like a peer in SNICC.  And so uh..- and then SNICC did not dictate.  You know, SCLC had a tendency to kind of dictate uh.. as to what your role would be in the movement whereas in SNICC you determined how you fit in the scheme of the– of the movement.

Q: So now Jimmy Lee Jackson’s murder was a big trigger, a big ignition, I’m told, for this idea of the impulse to march from Selma to Montgomery.  Where were you when you heard about this?  How did you get involved in all that?

Gwen Dolan Patten: Uh.. I was at– in Macon County at Tuskegee and, of course, it was through the grapevine, through the movement grapevine.  Uh.. it was not on television okay.  And uh..- and we would hear.  I did not know Jimmy Lee Jackson; had never been in Perry County, uh.. Marion, Alabama.  So I- it was- but it was the connect.  He was young, he was 19 years old; I was young, I think I was 19 or 20 at the time and so there was that- that human connection.  And so uh.. when the call came to march to Montgomery uhm.. Tuskegee students wanted to know what role will we play.  And it wasn’t like a question.  You know, it was like what role will we play?  And the thing that hit me most, because I’ve always been practical and what’s– and do what’s simple, just be simple, Richard Right’s just be simple kind of approach, and it dawned on- on us that they’re gonna need food.  It did not dawn on us that we would march initially.  But it did that they’re gonna need food.  And see the week before-- now we did see blood- bloody Sunday on TV, uh.. that happened, uh.. cause we had televisions in what do you call the uh..– in the dorms in the main parlor or whatever we called that, and we saw that reenactment.  You know, the- not the reenactment, the uhm..- the footage, you know, the UPI footage or whatever.  And we were appalled.  And so we decided that we were gonna march that Wednesday and meet the people from Dallas County in Montgomery.  And uh..– and we thought they would be there that Wednesday for some reason.  I don’t what it was.  And we had no idea that it was gonna be stalled or- or, you know, it was gonna be a turnaround.  And then that happened.  You know, Judge Johnson issued an injunction to Tuskegee kids to tell us that we were not to march.  Well that didn’t mean anything to us.  That was just simply a piece of paper and so we all– we organized, uh.. they went through– the school went through this parental, what is it uh.. in loco parentis [ph?].  And so we got on the phone; we got, you know, permission from our parents and we signed uhm.. papers that the school will not be liable and we stopped every car that passed through campus and collected buckets of money and chartered us some busses.  And, you know, and- and the uh..- the school workers, the cafeteria workers and the laundry workers and all they were right on with us because see we had been having our own movement at Tuskegee which was basically a class movement within the cass, within the race because the bougie [ph?] kids swammed in the Negro pool on Mondays and Wednesdays and the working class kids swam in the same Negro pool on Tuesdays and Thursdays and so we were fighting all of that kind of foolishness.  And uh..– and the bougie folks wanted their kids to integrate the school downtown, the white- you know, so called white school downtown.  Poor black people lived in town cause if you go to any town you’re gonna find black folks on the periphery because they have to walk to town to clean up- clean up the white folks houses, sweep, clean up the yards and we thought it made much more sense, simple, that the kids downtown should integrate the school downtown.  It was in walking proximity.  And also we were having intense struggles because TIAL had formed Tuskegee Institute of Advancement League and we were also struggling with SNICC, you know, philosophically and, you know, and all of that.  And uhm.. so we decide we were gonna go to Montgomery on Wednesday anyhow despite the injunction.  And we did that.  And there were like 2000 students at Tuskegee and I guess about 1800 went to Tuskegee.  And the cafeteria workers prepared us bologna sandwiches and an apple and some cookies: so a little brown bag.  And we took our little bags and we had no idea that we were gonna meet the– the racism and the foolishness of white folks.  We really had no idea.  We were really, really naïve.  We knew that white people could be mean but we also had, you know, this- this schizoid thing that, you know, people in government, you know, would be civil.  You know, while I was a student at school- school house ________ and did all of those foolish things but somehow we just thought they would be somewhat civil.  And uhm.. then the FBI and we thought that they would like serve as a buffer but they became as much of an enemy as the state troupers because they would not protect us.  And the state troupers threaten us and accosted us and pushed us and– and when we would step out of the uh.. periphery uh.. they wouldn’t let us back into the circle and then we would- some foolishness about if you step on state property that was some kind of infraction and you gotta stay on city prop--  all kinds of craziness and they put us all in jail, a lot of us in jail.  And we ran them crazy in jail; sang free- freedom songs and all of that.  And uh.. and we became very, very critical of SCLC and uh.. but understood, you know, their- their approach and I- and I wasn’t a part of some of those strategy meetings in Birmingham at the AG Gaston Hotel with Dr. King and Jim Foreman and uh.. who was with SNICC and we began to see- I could see the importance of protection cause like again I say, you know, we don’t want any surprises, you know, panicky and all but at the same time I didn’t want it to be so dramatized that it would take out the struggle of what it meant to try to register to vote as a- as a Negro.  You know, that- this thing had to show the character of the people and uhm..– and so that was that.  And uh.. seeing that Tuskegee students really had no power in terms of shaping how that movement from Selma to Montgomery would look, we had no power, we decided that we would be a part of the food brigade, that the people had to eat.  And so we negotiated with the school, uh.. Dr. Foster and the cafeteria people, you know, to prepare pots and pots and pots of food.  And uh..- and so that’s– that was basically our role.  And then of course after we had, you know, abated our hostility toward SCLC-- cause see SCLC did not support our little march that we had that Wednesday if you can follow my uh..- my uhm.. progression there and when we went to go s- seek refuge at Dexter, okay, it’s 3 o’clock, 4 o’clock in the morning and Dexter was right down the street from the state capital, and somehow that church was open, I don’t know how it was but somehow unless- I don’t if somebody broke into it or what I don’t know.  But the church was open and we went in there and went to sleep on the pews and on the floor and– and everywhere we could cause we were exhausted.  And when we woke up that morning it was cold, the lights would not come on, and the toilets would not flush.  So we were absolutely furious with SCLC.  And so there was this great -- great as we would say down south -- great debate between Jim Foreman and James Beveld and we were ringed by the state troupers, all the Montgomery police, and they were getting ready to say that we were trespassers.  And uh.. students from Alabama State came down and uh.. they had been beaten, you know, earlier on– by- on horseback, Alabama State and Tuskegee students, and they came down and they served as a buffer for- cause we weren’t coming out the church.  We were not coming out that church facing the city police and the state troupers.  We just were not gonna do that.  And so when the students from Alabama State came down as a buffer then we came on out.  And then that’s when we began to sit down and discuss what will be our role in this march cause evidently we had no power. 

Q: So now move me into the march.

Gwen Dolan Patten: So we had a delegation from Tuskegee, I was a part of that delegation, uh.. to come that day, the 21st I think it was, and march from Browns Chapel to Selmont and some of us were dressed up.  You know, we didn’t have on gym shoes, uh.. you know, cause we really again– we just- we were right on with the- with the uhm..– the principle.  But really had no idea what it meant to walk 54 miles, you know, as– that kind of soaked in later.  And uhm..- and then we went on back, organized the food brigade.  You know, transportation how to get it here.  And uh..- and then students would come and march, you know, intermittently; you know, pick up where they left.  We always had a delegation t to come wherever they left to pick up and march and so forth.  We did not have in mass like we had, you know, uh.. two or three weeks ago.  But we had a delegation- a Tuskegee presence on each uh.. leg.

<crew talk>

Q: So now what else can you tell me?

Gwen Dolan Patten: Well that’s about it, you know, strategy meetings, uhm..

Q: Well no wait, there’s more story to be told.  I mean I need impressions from you.  You organize these food brigades.  There are all these people making this dog on march and they’re squeezed into a little bit of the highway.  Right?

Gwen Dolan Patten: And we had tents and uh..– my impressions Len Chandler [ph?] in one of the tents.  I came up that night.  By that time we knew to wear blue jeans, you know, and pants and comfortable shoes and stuff like that.  Not- and a scarf cause it was rather chilly, it was a chilly March.  And I remember coming into one of the tents one night; they had bedded down, rested down, and Len Chandler, who was a SNICC musician and an organizer, was strumming his guitar playing uhm.. folk songs and people were festive.  Uhm.. the excitement was high, the– the righteousness of what we were doing was deep and uh..-and– and we were convinced we were gonna get our voting rights.  We were going down to see the man -- the man being George Wallace cause we used that term a lot: the man -- and tell him we want our voting rights.  And so when the- uh.. the mass meetings along the way in- in some of the churches uh.. were right on and rousing and, you know, we did a lot of singing.  

Q: Probably needed to be cause I heard it was cold.

Gwen Dolan Patten: It was cold.  It was cold.  That was the coldest March.  And I don’t believe it has been that cold since.  And the reason why I say that, in 1990 uh.. when SCLC had the reenactment uh.. Mrs. Lowry [ph?] and I were working very closely together and she called me one morning and she said Gwen I have to get me some summer shirts, some summer- summer blouses cause she had bought woolen, you know, and long sleeved stuff.  She says it’s so warm.  And it dawned on me that in 1965 it was cold and it drizzled.  It did a lot of raining.  

Q: A lot of these folk that you speak of from Lawrence County as being the salt of the earth.  We’ve talked to a few people and I get the impression from them that they kept their eyes, if you’ll pardon the expression, on the prize to a great degree.  This marching was going on but this lady yesterday basically said, you know, they asked me if I wanted to go register to vote and I said yes.  Cause the first time I went they asked me how many seeds in a watermelon, how many…  Ultimately it was all about that, right?  And that still became a struggle, march or no march.  I mean I know Viola Liesel [ph?] was killed and so forth but it was a while before the voting rights act.

Gwen Dolan Patten: No, August.  It was August.  But you have to keep in mind now that Lawrence County folks were not necessarily interested in voting for the democrats or the republicans.  They- I mean that was always the seed in the back of their heads and their hearts, we gonna get this right to vote but now- and we gonna get that come hell or high water, come life or death, but who are we gonna vote for.  See and I think it wasn’t so much SNICC via Stokley Carmichael _________ _______________ or Willie Ricks, now Macassa [ph?], as it was the people themselves when they had discussions about who are we gonna vote for.  And uh.. you know, we got the vote now.  It’s August, it’s September.  And uh.. we goin’ down there in droves and people in Lawrence County thrown of the land.  Okay, the tent city and all of that and– and the farmers planting trees, you know, just upset- just– just tra- just trompled- trampled cotton and planted trees and trees were growing- planted the trees as close to the house as they can get, you know, in these little rental shacks, tenant houses.  But the people were fierce and so now they entered the city and they still registering to vote but who are we gonna vote for was the- was the question.  And so this is what is important to us in this part of the world, you know, about the voting rights march.  It wasn’t just simply the vote, it wasn’t simply uh.. a passive participation in this thing called democracy.  It was like active.  You know, the sheriff is an asshole.  Now we got- just got to get rid of him.  Okay?  It wasn’t about trying to be in the state legislature, it wasn’t uh.. about uh.. even trying to be mayor, it was about who has the power closest to us.  Sheriff, the coroner, where we would find our young men in particular, you know, lynched and– and hanged and they were pronounced, you know, accidental death or they were– the coroner would write, you know, some foolishness.  Uh.. the school board for our children in terms of the textbooks and all of that but tho- these were the positions.  And the tax assessor.  Not so much the tax collector but the tax assessor who would assess my little plot of farmland at X amount of dollars <cough> and tax the plantation owner less than what he was charging me.  So these things and- and people in Lawrence County were studying these things, studying these things and a SNICC worker found in the Alabama legislature some place, the constitution, some place, where you can organize an independent party.  All you gotta do is just get together and meet on the court house in Hayneville and some- something very- you didn’t even have to get signatures.  Some kind of way and declare it and then have your own primary.  And we had our own primary right in Lawrence County with candidates.  People began to say I’m gonna run for this, I’m gonna run for that.  And we had our own primary and we elected our folks through the primary and uhm..- and meanwhile we had- I was a part of this discussion: uh.. what are we gonna name ourselves.  Cause this was the Lawrence County Freedom Organization; you had the Dallas County Freedom Organization.  You know, had these freedom organ- and what are we gonna name ourselves.  We gotta have a mascot.  The- the democrats are- they’re dunkies and the uhm..- the republicans they’re elephants.  Now who are we gonna be?  And uh.. some people said, well we gonna be the buzzard, eat up the rooster.  You know, the Alabama rooster that was the symbol.  And, of course, being a SNICC organizer you couldn’t tell people what to be.  But we toyed around with that, you know, well now the buzzard represents you.  You know, like Tuskegee we’re Tuskegee tigers.  You know, the tiger represents Tuskegee.  You know, it- it’s me.  You know, and I was a cheerleader at one point.  You know, it’s us.  So they thought about that, thought about it and they came up with the panther.  Stokley had a lot to do with shaping that uh.. discussion.  Uhm.. but I think unbeknownst to him, uh.. the panther because it was not aggressive, the panther because it was the offensive, the panther because it was protective, you know, in terms of in the jungle but the panther has always been an icon in the black community, a cultural icon.  You see it at the– on the mantelpiece.  You see it as a doorstop, you know, ceramic.  You know, and plus in World War II we had a Black Panther squadron of black soldiers.  So it was not a sensational kind of uh.. symbol and all and so that’s what they came up with.  And uh..– and that just- that just- just irked attorney general Bobby Kennedy to no end.  He came down here and tried to get the folks in Lawrence County to go with the Democratic Party.  These folks, the salt of the earth, principled, had discussed it at length, the decision had been made and that was it and whatever the consequences they were prepared to handle it.  And uh.. so it was no turning back.  And uh.. Bobby was just angry.  I never forget that.  He was just angry because he wanted us to vote for this guy named Richmond Flowers who was considered a– a liberal progressive southerner but we just could not in any way fathom being in the same organization with a George Wallace.  I mean just be simple.  How could that happen?  You know, it was just impossible.  And uh.. next thing we know Eldrige Cleaver [ph?] was out here and he was fascinated because rural people uh..-- which is always interesting uhm.. in that before all of the movement and all white folks did not mind black folks having long guns.  It was part of the culture to go shoot deer, you know, shoot rabbits, you know, to put food on the table.  And it was never seen as a threat.  Okay?  And so Lawrence County folk and rural folk probably throughout the black belt, you know, believe in defending.  Now how- you know, how that coexisted with the plantation owners but once the black panther party and the movement started, you know, then- then uh..-- and I- I still maintain there were m- mainly northern white folks who were really afraid of blacks with guns than southern white folks.  I mean I think, you know, people like Bobby Kennedy just couldn’t figure that out.  And also uh.. northern and uh.. black folks because Eldridge was just absolutely flabbergasted, Eldridge Cleaver, cause he was coming down here to write for Rampus [ph?] to see black people with guns up on their– you know, on the porch and you know, guns in the house.  Long guns not little hand guns, long guns.  He was- he couldn’t believe it.  You know.  And then the next thing we know the panther was out there on the west coast and I’m not gonna discuss that but I will say that the panther was a rural animal.

Q: All that was terrific.  Especially about how the discussion about who are we going to vote for.  That helps me out a lot.  Can you help me out about tent city a little bit.  I mean, you know, I’ve got a lot.  I’ve got enough for the director to make a story out of it but I’m always looking for more. What do you recall?  This is where the site is going to be, you know, and there is probably a need for as much storytelling around that as possible.  We found a little footage, we’re going to try and dig up some more.  

#### End of CD 11 ####
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