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 Dorothy Frazier / CD 6

Q:  SNCC was here long before SCLC and I remember speaking with Maria Varela.

Dorothy Frazier:  Um hmm.

Q:  And she was kind of like undercover in Dallas County, Selma doing voter education, but really trying to check out what the voter registration thing was doing.  So you guys had a presence here before SCLC.  Were you involved in any of that?

Dorothy Frazier:  Well, I wasn’t involved in any of that, but what happened was uhm.. they knew that we were having some problems and-- and I don’t really honestly remember ah.. recall how I got involved, except there were-- I met uhm.. a person named Larry Fox.  <Laughs>.  I’ll never forget him.  I have a friend name Timothy Maize [ph?].  He’s always talking to me about uhm.. if there’s one person you remember in SNCC it’s-- it’s Larry Fox.  We spent a lot of time together.  Uhm.. what these people did was they took us under their wings.  It was like mentoring, mentoring about how you do the protest, you know, ah.. and trying to keep you out of harm’s way as much as possible.  You-- you know, don’t be such a hothead.  And-- and so that’s what I learned.  You know, I learned working with people because, after all, I was a-- I was a student uhm.. and-- and I was on this campus ah.. organizing students, and George Wallace was the Governor and we had a-- a president who was Levi Watkins, Dr. Watkins, who had to answer to Governor Wallace.  And here we were trying to know down or add to, whatever we were trying to do, and he was hindering us.  And-- and so ah.. I mean I just felt that it was my job, because if I was going to uhm.. be-- continue to be a slave, there was no need for me to get an education.  So I said, “I’m just gonna give it all I got.”  And I started organizing students and ran into uhm.. students.  And, you know, in the beginning it wasn’t a lot of us, because a lot of them were a-- afraid.  You know, I-- I kind of think it was because of their background, you know, even though I knew my mother and my father ah.. I knew their background, but when you-- when you’re young, you know, your parents want-- want you to be safe.  And they figured I was gonna be safe on campus, but it wasn’t that-- it wasn’t that way.  It wasn’t.  So they-- SNCC, they took us under their wings and molded us, but they-- they weren’t hotheads either.  They were cool and calm.  They didn’t put us in dangerous situations.  Ah.. they showed us how to get out of.  And-- and a lot of it was by negotiation.

Q:  Good.

<Crew talk>

Q:  So SCLC is called in.  There’s some frustration in Dallas County about the progress of the voter registration after it.  And this thing starts to heat up in January of ’65.  Am I right?

Dorothy Frazier:  That’s right.

Q:  What do you remember?

Dorothy Frazier:  Well, as I said, I-- mainly my focus was here in Montgomery, but it was a carry-over because black people in Montgomery needed to vote too.  So uhm.. I remember, you know, listening, you know, at people talking and-- and meeting the different characters that were coming from these different counties.  So the natural progression was for it to come ultimately to Montgomery.  So we started doing the same thing.  You know, we started registering people ourselves, ‘cause at that time, bla-- I’m telling you, blacks, they were afraid to register.  You know, they were afraid to register.  I know in those other counties, because they were much more rural than Montgomery.  We were city people, okay?  But we had the same problems with white folks who didn’t want us to-- to get our rights.  So uhm.. you know, we did from time to time, you know, uhm.. you know, just travel.  And it wasn’t incognito, but we would go and see what they were doing and see how we could bring that back, you know, to the different communities here in Montgomery.

Q:  Right.  I’m interested in your perspective of Selma’s not that far.  It seems like a century away and it was a long walk.  

Dorothy Frazier:  <Laughs>.  It’s a long walk, alright.

Q:  It’s a long walk.  But feedback was coming all over the place.  I’m interested in your perspective of what was taking shape there, the protest, and ultimately Bloody Sunday, from your posture here, only fifty miles away.  Do you remember Bloody Sunday?

Dorothy Frazier:  Oh, yes.  I-- I re-- I wasn’t there, you know?  I wasn’t there, but I heard about it.  And that really upset me.  I was on campus here in Montgomery.  

Q:  People will never know what we’re talking about, so you’ve got to put Bloody Sunday in at the beginning of your sentence.

Dorothy Frazier:  Well, we heard about it here in Montgomery, and being a student uhm..

Q:  You’ve got to say Bloody Sunday.

Dorothy Frazier:  Oh.  <Laughs>.  I remember hearing about Bloody Sunday.  I wasn’t there on the bridge that day.  I wasn’t there.  Uhm.. I was in Montgomery.  And we saw the picture, you know, with them falling like, you know, just puzzles, you know, just falling all down and it was painful.  It was very painful to watch.  And so I knew that we were gonna have some repercussions here in the city of Montgomery.  And we just got busy.

Q:  What does that mean, “We got busy?”

Dorothy Frazier:  We organized.  We kept organizing.  See because I actually started this when I was-- in 1964, as I said, when I was on campus ah.. the first coming to uhm.. the campus of Alabama State.  But uhm.. at that time, after Bloody Sunday, we just organized our students and we were gonna help them.  We were gonna go down there.  That was first of all.  But then uhm.. it wasn’t quite right for us to go.  We had to wait until they made some decisions and then that’s when, you know, I-- I went down to Tent City.  Uhm.. I was escorted down there.  And see this is something else that I think people really ne-- need to know about, the young people especially, our men protected our young women.  We never went anywhere alone.  Even when Tent City-- I remember going ah.. the night, it was raining.  Oh, it rained so badly down there I didn’t stay in the tent.  <Laughs>.  I came back home.  But the young men would drive, they would make sure that you were comfortable, so-- and I kind of think the young people today need to understand that, the-- the men are still men and-- and the women are still women and-- and wo-- men are protectors, even though women want to feel that we are definitely uhm.. we can do it all ourselves.  But we honestly can’t.  We need our men.  And we don’t need to keep putting our men down.  It was a great respect for each other, uhm.. some of which I don’t see today, you know, and-- and that dismays me.  You know, I know the-- the buzz word is get all the bling-bling you can, but I think you can get bling-bling and-- and keep your sense of dignity.  And we had a lot of dignity back then.

Q:  Excellent.  You mentioned Tent City and the rain.  I’ve seen the pictures.  Believe it or not, I’ve even seen some footage.

Dorothy Frazier:  Okay.

Q:  There is some film footage of Tent City.  Not a lot, but some.  What was Tent City all about?  I mean why were those people in tents?  You know I know.

Dorothy Frazier:  Yeah, well, you know, from my perspective, they were-- they were protesting.  You know, they needed shelter.  You know, let’s face it, there were no hotels down in that area.  There were no hotels.  They couldn’t stay anywhere.  So uhm.. shelter was much needed.  When-- and there were so many people from around, ah.. not just the United States, but, you know, different parts of the world.  Like I s-- I met many people from Canada.  Uhm.. it was a-- a way of-- of housing-- housing people so they could stay place-- someplace.

Q:  All these people fly in from all over the country into Selma and they started the march and then fifty marchers take off and they get to Montgomery.  You guys were part of the process of preparing for this hoard, this onslaught of people.

Dorothy Frazier:  That’s right.

Q:  To me, that was incredibly significant and momentous to think there were thousands and thousands.

Dorothy Frazier:  Thousands.

Q:  Walk me through that day when King gets up there on the capital steps.

Dorothy Frazier:  Well, I tell you, we made a lot of phone calls.  I mean I don’t even know <laughs> about long distance phone calls.  I don’t even know how it manifested itself back then.  But there were-- there were a lot of phone calls.  I remember uhm.. calling.  People were just volunteering to make phone calls.  And from the students’ perspective, we called the schools and we’d get in touch with the student government persons, the persons on campus.  And, you know, the call went out, you know, “We need help.”  I don’t even know how it took place.  I still don’t understand how these people got the word, but I know we-- the telephones and I suppose telegrams, you know, they were having ‘em in that day.  And students were coming from all over.  I don’t know how they got from Canada.  I met pe-- I had people in my house from Winnipeg, Canada.  But that’s how it just happened.  It just-- and I think when people saw the news media, that upset a lot of them, so-- and they wanted to be a part because they knew something was wrong down here in Montgomery, Alabama, in this great state of Alabama, so they just came.

Q:  Were you there that day?

Dorothy Frazier:  Down at the capital?

Q:  Down at the capital.

Dorothy Frazier:  Oh, yes.  I was down there.

Q:  Paint me a picture of what it was like.  Describe it to me.

Dorothy Frazier:  Well, first off, uhm.. we marched.  You’re talking about from St. Jude that day, from St. Jude we went down to the capital.  Well, I did march from St. Jude’s to downtown and all the s-- we had signs and we-- we didn’t have Nikes and all the nice shoes to wear, ah.. we just had shoes.  And I remember I was surrounded by mainly the people that-- that were in my Alabama State ar-- ah.. brigade.  And people were singing.  I-- let me just share something else with you before I go there.  My father, I had no idea my father would always shadow me when there was a protest.  See my father was not a non-violent person.  And I have a photograph in my possession where my father was-- this is like maybe four or five deep back from me, if that far, and he always had a weapon.  And I didn’t find out this until years later while my father was really ill.  And I showed him the picture.  He says, “Yes.”  He said, “And I had a gun too,” but I was never injured.  But getting back to that day, uhm.. people were really uhm.. they knew they-- they were gonna hear King, and when King would speak, people would listen.  Then you had-- you would have all of these police.  Uhm.. I guess they were troopers.  They were on horseback.  And then you had the other people that were, “Nigger, go home,” or whatever they were saying.  But we were undaunted.  Uhm.. the feeling was that we were gonna march to that state capital and we were gonna talk to that Governor.  I mean we were gonna tell that Governor that, “You’re not gonna get rid of us.”  And it wasn’t just black folk there, you know, there were all-- all races of individuals that were there that were together to tell the state of Alabama, “Well, you gonna stop this.”  Now we’re like forty years out.  It hasn’t stopped.  And-- and that’s the sad part about what we did back then.  Uhm.. and-- but now, what-- what I see, I think people have forgotten that what we did back then helped them to get where they are today and they don’t need us anymore.  And-- and that-- that pains me.  And I’m just not talking about some young people, I’m talking about older people who says that, you know, “What you guys did is-- it just doesn’t matter.  You need to stop talking about it.”  And-- but as far as my feeling is, uhm.. that was a great day for me.  ‘Cause see uhm.. when-- when you-- when you know ah.. people in history that were there, ah.. King, just-- not just King, ‘cause he couldn’t have done it by himself.  Uhm.. but just to listen and to be inspired and-- it was just a wonder-- I will tell you something.  I have in my possession what they call a slop jar.  You now what that is?  A little thing people used to have in their bedchamber with a little top on it.  I would always carry, unfortunately, that with me when I protested.  And I had it that-- that day because I had been arrested one time ah.. while protesting down there, and when I got out-- and the reason I-- I went to jail, they said that if you would get out of the-- the ah.. march you couldn’t go back in.  So I was sent to jail, along with hundreds of other people.  So after I got out of there, my mother said, “You always take this slop jar with you.”  So I always had this big bag and the slop jar and I still have it.  So uhm.. it’s-- it was just a matter of pride and-- and doing something for all people, not just for people in Montgomery.

<Crew talk>

Q:  Tell me about the administration.  How did they react to all that you students were about?

Dorothy Frazier:  Well, the president uhm.. D-- Dr. Watkins..

Q:  I need to hear, “Of the university,” or, “Of Alabama State,” so again people will know what we’re talking about.

Dorothy Frazier:  Um hmm.  Well, I want to talk about the ah.. administration at Alabama State.  Ah.. they-- a lot of them didn’t want us to be involved ‘cause their jobs were at stake.  They couldn’t control ah.. the black kids on the campus, so their jobs were at stake.  And I’m sure that George Wallace had many conversations with Levi Watkins to keep us in line, ah.. which didn’t-- we-- we protested in his office, we had sit-ins in his office.  And it is my understanding that there’s a dossier on me there.  And when my son attended Alabama State, one of the presidents ah.. that was there at the time my son was going back in the late 80s, or middle 80s, uhm.. the president that was there at that time asked my son if he was gonna be like his mother.  <Laughs>.  And he is.  My son’s just like his mother.  So I-- I certainly would like to see those ah.. those records.  But I-- I was nev-- never uhm.. expelled.  I was suspended.  But there was a-- a professor, my professor, I’m-- ah.. Dr. G. Garrett Hardy.  I’m a socio-- I was a sociology major.  And what he did for me was so profound.  I very rarely attended classes.  But what he said to me, and told his-- his other professors, “Not to fail her, because what she’s doing is for mankind.”  And he was a grand human-- a great humanitarian.  And that was one of the reasons I had ah.. gotten a sociology degree, because of him.  I was going into law, but he brainwashed me <laughs> and told me, you know, “You’d be better served here in sociology.”  And he was absolutely right to some extent, ah.. Dr. Hardy was.  But he definitely went to ah.. our professors.  I know he went to mine.  And-- and I really ultimately, you know, I never failed a subject because of my-- my protesting.  But we had ah.. instructors there that really didn’t want us to do it because they were afraid.  Something that they weren’t ah.. doing and-- and they-- you know how adults are.  You know, they have bills and cars and-- and they wanted the money to keep going.  Ah.. but we kind of told them if you were a slave the money was gonna stop anyway.  So I think the young people at Alabama State today uhm.. from the ones that I have been in conta-- they just don’t have the-- they don’t know the history.  And the present administrations at Alabama State, they do anything really to-- to encourage the ones-- like I’m sitting here.  There are-- there are lots of people in this city that could work with that civil rights ah.. project that they have going over there at Alabama State, but they keep us out.  I don’t know what they’re afraid of.  But they weren’t back in the 60s doing what we did to help Alabama State because we were like getting maybe two million or three million dollars.  And uhm.. so I don’t think the-- the present administration, neither the students are really-- they don’t know what-- they don’t know. 

Q:  I get it.  Years ago, when I did the videos at the Civil Rights Museum in Birmingham, we did a version of it and I knew something was missing.  And I said, “I need to talk to the young people of that time who were involved in these protests.”  So the client agreed with me and we started talking to a lot of young people and there were folk who did not want us to talk to these people, and for interesting reasons, because some of these young men and women who were out there..

Dorothy Frazier:  Oh, they did yeah, in Birmingham.

Q:  They were diminished thereafter by being called jailbirds.

Dorothy Frazier:  Oh, yeah.

Q:  And the jailbirds never really have gotten a chance to tell their stories.  And so when they heard that I was interested in hearing their stories and gonna put it on a film, they just came out of the woodwork; wonderful ideas, wonderful stories.  And those examples, I think have been somewhat of an inspiration for some young people who have gone through there, through the museum.  And so it is curious to me why a lot of people who were key to the effort then are not a part of any of this telling of this history.  Now that you’re here with me, what are young people supposed to know about this?  What would you want to say to them?

Dorothy Frazier:  What I-- what I want to tell them, to know your history.  You know, I-- I sit here as a mother and a grandmother today, and when I was eighteen I had no idea that, in protesting as I was doing, actually the one that started organizing them, that I’d be sitting here today.  What I’d like to tell them is to know your history.  I don’t say uhm.. stop doing what you’re doing.  I don’t say, “Move into a neighborhood oh ah.. or go to ah.. the five-star restaurant, but you’re black.”  My brother has a ah.. several fish aquariums in his home.  And the other day I was looking at all the different fish.  And you know one thing that I noticed?  That the fish that were alike were together.  They didn’t mingle with the other fish.  The goldfish were with the goldfish.  The little sharks were with the little sharks.  But see man doesn’t do that.  We integrate.  We want to be a part of other cultures, but we deny our own culture.  You know, we really do deny.  It’s like if you talk about it, it’s gonna make you less than what you are.  You’ve got to say that you’re a part of another culture to make you be okay.  And I think the young people need to know it’s okay to be African-American.  It’s nothing wrong with it.  We took great pride.  Because as I said earlier, you know, if I was gonna be a slave, why should I go to college, if I wasn’t gonna get ah.. a business started or work for someone, and if I was still gonna be a slave then I don’t need the education.  But with my background and my family, I knew I was going to get an education, ‘cause, you know, I wasn’t good at cooking and cleaning, so white folks wasn’t gonna hire me.  I wasn’t good at that.  <Laughs>.  I’m still not good at it.  But I think it’s a sense of pride that we need to know that we-- it was for that time.  We did what we had to do at that time.  And eras change, so I suppose they’re doing what they’re doing now for the time.  But we’re still not out of the woods yet.  We really aren’t.  I’m-- I’m looking at what Bush is doing now, you know, with the aliens, you know, the illegal aliens.  And we-- I mean, so we’re looking at African-Americans, you know, you’re-- you’re not sought after as much ‘cause we’ve got other folk that, you know, is out there taking your place.  

Q:  So what should these kids be doing?  If the job isn’t done, and it probably never will be done as long as it’s the society we have, what should these kids be doing?  I can hear these kids now saying, “Yeah, well that was back then.”  Today it’s about, as you said, the bling-bling.  It’s about the BMW, the money.  Not all the kids are this way, but I mean there’s no SNCC today.  There are not battles to be fought.  It’s not like it was then.  And the title of this film is, ‘Never Lose Sight of Freedom’ and Amelia Boynton did a nice take on freedom yesterday.  Is that what this is about?

Dorothy Frazier:  It is, but-- but it really is, it’s still here, it’s just covered up.  Ah.. as I said..

Q:  What is the it that we’re talking about?

Dorothy Frazier:  What we’re talking about is-- is injustice.  There is injustice.  You know, our-- my parents, like I said, said an education-- you get an education and it will make you equal.  That’s not true.  You know, I do-- I really don’t believe all men are created equal.  I just don’t believe that, because it’s not true.  You’re equal in what it’s-- what you are about.  Ah.. my son ah.. attempted to finish Alabama State, but he said college wasn’t for him.  Now he’s graduating from a school ah.. January ’04, and I believe my son’s thirty-seven.  <Laughs>.  So it’s taken him all of this-- all of this time.  So what I’m saying is that the issues are still there because we’re still colored.  You know, we look at our skin, we’re not-- a lot of us might be mixed with a lot of stuff, but we-- they look at the color.  This is still black.  I can be as light as-- as I can, but I’m black.  And-- and that’s what you see.  Uhm.. I can walk into a store, people look past me.  And I can be standing at the counter talking to the salesperson and some person with lack of home training, and I’m gonna say it has been mainly white people that will just cut in ‘cause they don’t see you.  You’re invisible.  You know, since I left Alabama, I’ve been in, you know, in company ah.. professional football players, basketball players, millionaires.  And I’m gonna tell you something.  A lot of them couldn’t move into neighborhoods that they wanted to move into, mainly because of their color.  And the young people today, you know, have more discr-- the ones that are in the rap industry, in the entertainment, and that’s still how blacks ah.. can go far is entertainment, whether they’re throwing a ball or whether they’re singing.  Uhm.. and-- and then hitting the golf ball.  Uhm.. but the issue is, is that it’s there, but I thin we kind of hide it.  And when you don’t really uhm.. have the racial slurs at you, you have a tendency to forget it.  Ah.. and I’m not the one to sit here and say you always have to keep it here, but you need to keep it back here because it’s gonna come up.  It-- it comes up.

Q:  Now last words, if you have any.

Dorothy Frazier:  Yes.

Q:  About this whole experience of the movement and black folk fighting for their freedom, fighting for justice.  Again, if somehow or another you could work this title into your answer, ‘Never Lose Sight of Freedom.’  And then I have something else I want to talk to you about briefly.  Your final thoughts?

Dorothy Frazier:  Well, never lose sight of freedom is-- is what you’re talking about.  Freedom, there-- there are several kinds of freedoms.  You can be f-- free in the mind, or you can just be freedom ah.. or enslaved to the economy, you can be enslaved to a lot of things.  But freedom, if your mind is free, <laughs> no one can enslave you.  And see that’s what I got out of the movement.  You-- I mean you weren’t gonna get my mind.  You might kill my body, and I’ve been uhm.. nearly ah.. killed several times here in my own state by big, burly white bubba kind of folk.  They were gonna kill me, in fact, one time in Selma, ‘cause a friend of the family’s son had been killed in Selma and ah.. I had to go down with the family and someone from uhm.. NAACP just to investigate what happened.  And we got out-- you know where the Edmund Pettus bridge is?  That bridge used to be a little hamburger stand, I think off to the right.  We stopped off to get some hamburgers ‘cause I had worked all day.  I was a student still.  And we stopped off to get some food, ‘cause I was starving really.  And we get out, try to go to get a hamburger and we were surrounded.  The young-- the man’s name was Shorty.  His son had been murdered.  And we got out to get some hamburgers, but we didn’t get up to the door because these white men cir-- encircled us.  And there was Shorty and there was me.  And I looked at Shorty, he looked at me, and we knew we were gonna get it.  We were just dead.  That was just it.  And I remember my mother was in the car and there was a lady from Troy, Alabama that was a part of NAACP.  Little did I know, this woman carried guns in her car.  So when I looked over and saw what was coming out of the car-- guns were coming, my mother even had a gun, I wasn’t afraid.  And that was something else.  Ah.. that fear thing that I mentioned with SNCC, well for-- for some reason we just weren’t afraid.  And when those men saw those guns come out of that-- those windows in that car, they just opened.  And Shorty and I, you know, just walked to the car.  I-- and then that’s when-- when they opened up and-- from encircling us, the fear came in because I knew that I had just-- my life had been spared.  So I got in that car and I was in the back seat and I just fell in my mother’s arms.  <Cries>.  I’m sorry.  I haven’t thought about that in a long time.  And <sniffs> then I really knew how much they hated us.  And we had to come back up Highway 80 and we knew that ____________ had been killed.  And it was dark then.  And-- and we kept looking back because we knew-- we knew what white people would do.  They would call up and they’d stop you.  Well, anyway, we made it out that night.  And uhm.. that’s really what-- what kept me going because what would-- why would-- how could we live like that?  How could they hate us so much because we were blacks?  Hell, they brought us over here, you know?  But <sighs> those were just some-- one incident where my life was almost taken ‘cause we went down to investigate Shorty’s son who had been murdered by these-- some white people down in-- never found out to this day.  Shorty’s dead now.  But that’s what-- that’s what I-- I have taken away from my time.  You know, I-- I was just doing what was natural, surviving.  And that’s what I think ah.. sometimes with young people today, they think what they’re doing, you know, you know, and I’m not saying any negative about the rap, but I am ah.. going to say that at one point our women didn’t show their behinds on television.  I’ve seen some, you know..
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