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Annie Bell Scott, Charles Robertson/CD7

<Crew talk>

Q: Selma to Montgomery.  Interviewee Annie Bell Scott, tape seven.  All right, so now I’m gonna sit right here kind of snuggled up to the lens.  Don’t worry about the lens.  The camera will do a few pans and movements.  Just stay focus on me, and I’m just gonna have a conversation.  Now you know I don’t have any paper.  I don’t have any question or any that sort of stuff. So I’m gonna pick up on what you say and try and guide you through it, uh.. you know.  The only precaution I- or instruction I have is that even though this is conversational they will never hear my voice, they will never hear my question, meaning in the film, uhm.. the audience. So sometimes I might ask you to make sure that the subject of your answer is in, you know, somewhere up front.  So if I ask you if the color of your dress is blue, you say, “Yeah it’s blue.” Well we don’t know what it is because we will- so you’ll have to say, you know, “Yeah my dress is blue.”  You know what I’m saying.

Annie Bell Scott: Oh okay.

Q: So now I don’t know exactly where to start, but tell me, you and your husband during the days of the Selma, protest in Selma and the voter’s registration effort all that, you guys were living where and what were you doing?  What was your husband…?

Annie Bell Scott: Uhm.. we was living on uhm.. Tea Pile [ph?] Place, uhm.. which is uhm.. called St. Claire. And at that time was when uhm.. everybody was in the field.  Well he said that if you don’t wanna work then don’t bother my money.  Okay so after uhm.. I decide, I said, “Well, I’m not gonna work in the field no more,” and my husband felt that he could support me.  So then uh.. he- this guy came up.  I was standing on the porch and he came up and said to me that uh.. you supposed to be in the field.  I said, “No I ain’t.”  He said, “Uh.. you got to go out there and uh.. pick cotton and hoe just like anybody else.”  I said, “I’m not going in the field and do anything.”  I said, “Now you got peoples out there doing it.”  I said, “I have did it.”  I said, “But I’m not doing it no more.”  I said, “This is it.”  I said, “You said that if I didn’t want anything from you that mean you wasn’t gonna do anything for me.  So I didn’t ask you for anything.  So that telling you I’m not going.”  So then he told me I had to move.  I said, “No problem.”  So uh.. I told my husband when he came in what he said.  So he went up there and talk with him and he told him, said, “Well, said if my wife gotta go, said then I have to go too.”  So he told him, okay.  So during the time I guess about uhm.. maybe a couple of days after that they brought uhm.. a tent.  They- cause I stayed with my sister.  So they brought the tent in and the set the tent up down there. Then uhm.. we were the first one moved into the family there. So we considers family cause everybody was there together. So uh.. after that then uhm.. then…this-

<Crew talk>

Annie Bell Scott: Oh so after we got into the- the uhm.. we called Tent City, then there was uhm.. uhm.. Manny Glover came in and Viola Mays [ph?] came in, and Madonia Davis [ph?] they came in.  So we all was uhm.. one big, happy family there together, and we had a lot of peoples that came in from different places and gave us uhm.. food and clothes and money. And they was there, you know, to help us.  Whatever we needed they was there.  They would send it.  We’d have trucks coming from every which way, bringing stuff in. So we were there for, well I say close about a year.  But we enjoyed being there. 

Q: Did you really?

Annie Bell Scott: We enjoyed every bit of it.  And you know, sometime now I go by there and look and I think about when I was there.  We was- and my- me and my four kids we were there and my husband. We just- it was like one big family.  Everybody was trying to help each other. And that was the most important part.  As a like a- well I’m gonna take this and you take that and all- nah uh.  What all that we got, and got along good together. And I feel that during the time uhm.. that we was there Calonia [ph?] and her son and husband was three of those in the family.  Then uh.. Viola was her and her momma, and her son was in the family.  We just had- everybody was tried to.  If we need to wash or whatever we need to do we get together and do this. And it’s like- it was more like we was kin to each other and it was that we just that.  We- we had- it’s- it’s kind of, you had to see it to really believe how it- how it worked out.  It just- preachers from all over was giving us. The churches and thing was giving us. And uhm.. John Huley [ph?] he was the uh.. sheriff at that time, he was there helping us.  We just- I think if I had to I think I could go back there and stay in peace cause we had such a good time there, and we could, ooh, laugh, talk.  And it’s different like, on somebody’s property then- it was like we was on our own property.  Nobody could tell us to leave we were there, and we were happy together.

<Crew talk>

Q: So just a little but more cause you had started to continue about what a wonderful experience it was… your kids they enjoyed it too.

Annie Bell Scott: Oh yeah.  Yeah.  They did, and uh.. matter of fact my oldest son was uh.. I think was planning on meeting ya’ll somewhere in Atlanta I think.  But I don’t think he gonna be able to do it because they wouldn’t let him off work.  He tried to take off and they wouldn’t let him.  So uh.. that’s what he told me night before last, but uhm.. he’s gonna help me with the book. And uhm.. I’m going to- I lose one of my son, the baby boy.  I lost him in February.  So uhm.. the other three, well I got one in Texas and they remember.  So they gonna get all, everything they can get together and send it to me and we gonna just sit down and put it together.  What a nice feeling.  Yeah, we gonna have a nice feeling with it because he just- that _____________.  I think it sometime now and it just- you know you ever felt that your own the world and didn’t have a dime.  Well I get thing about it.  It would’ve made feel- makes me feel good.  It really do, cause we were there.  We was like a family.  We help out each other.  Every- everybody cook. They eat, and it just it’s- it’s a good experience.  It really is.

Q: So now, you know, did you ever feel threatened while you were there? 

Annie Bell Scott: Well uh.. shortly after we first got there we uhm.. have a lot of driving, passing the highway uhm.. shooting in the air and stuff like that. But we had a lot of peoples around there that start shooting back.  So that took care of that. And we just made our mind up we here.  We not gonna be run away. So that is the reason why we was there in the first place cause we was on somebody’s else property. So we had to go. And this is the same thing happen to the rest of the family. They had to do the same thing. So we just decide that uh.. we wasn’t gonna let nobody come in there and send us out. So we had enough protection there. 

Q: Well I think that’s important for kids to hear as I was telling you earlier that this museum experience is principally for young people because I mean, you know, the non- violent movement has such a monolithic kind of image _______________, but Black folks fought back.

Annie Bell Scott: Yeah, they had to.  Uh-huh had to because if left of them uhm.. when they said, “Move,” we wanted to know how far. But when you make your mind up this is what I got to do because I’m grown, and it doesn’t matter your color from mine, we know right from wrong.  You do too.  So we gonna handle this together. So we step together. We really did. And I and – I oof, I think about it.  It was surely a lot of fun.  It really was.

Q: Well I get the impression that it’s such a strong, strong memory.

Annie Bell Scott: It was.  It was.  It still is.  I- I think about it like it just happened.   

Q: So all good things come to an end.

Annie Bell Scott: Right. Right.

Q: And you guys- ultimately the tents were taken down.  You guys left and you moved.

Annie Bell Scott: Yeah.  We went to uhm.. one went this way and one went that way.  Well we always stayed in contact with each other. We always did, yeah.  So after they took the tents down and everything uhm.. a matter of fact uhm.. I was the last one left.  I was the last one left, yeah.  Everybody left and I was the last one left, uh-huh, but I en- I enjoyed being there.  You know, I had no problem.  Once we uh.. I think once they realized that we was not going to uhm.. run cause that’s expect- what they expect of you anyway. So they wasn’t- know that we not going to run. We going to fight.  And when you oh in a place and you can’t see in there, you don’t know who in there. So I think that’s what kind of slowed things down.  We- we ain’t had no problem with that.  

Q: What else would you like to say again?  You know, I’m not trying to milk this for all it’s worth because you wanna save some for your book.  I understand. What else would you like to say about this?  You’re the major witness that we have, and I’m so proud to have you.

Annie Bell Scott: Thank you.   

Q: So, you know, but this was also a part of the story of the quest for freedom.  

Annie Bell Scott: Yeah.

Q: The title of this film is, you know, Never Lose Sight of Freedom.

Annie Bell Scott: Uh-huh. Yep.

Q: And as a phrase, as a kind of, you know, title for something, did you think that you were a part of the effort to realize freedom for yourself and other Black people (inaudible)?

Annie Bell Scott: After I- after I got into it then uhm.. we start- it start, you know, kind of __________ here that if you continue and stand up then you can help somebody else.  So that’s- from that on that’s what started, got me thinking up here. And I know there’s a lot that I wanna say, uhm.. but you’ll read about it in the book.

Q: Okay.  Well let me ask you this.  I did some interviews.  I did one of the films for Eyes on the Prize years ago and I did the Harold Washington story, Mayor Washington in Chicago.

Annie Bell Scott: Uh-huh.

Q: Great man, great era, you know, and one of the things that were missing along the way in the telling of this story was an actual witness who says to us that they knew that they weren’t one of the big wigs. They knew that they weren’t one of the entertainers, but they did something real small to help Harold Washington get elected, and that they were all- they felt so tied into the experience of progress, something happen for other people.

Annie Bell Scott: Right.

Q: You know, did you feel that way about your contribution, and you know, and secondly what would you say to kids today who don’t have a sense of that at all?

Annie Bell Scott: I would say uhm.. number one I think their family should uh.. try to teach things to them, plus what they- the family already know would help.  And if you keep talking to them, then they gonna start wondering about this, that, and whatever, and then they gonna start asking questions. And when they start asking questions, that mean the parents include, well I don’t say all the teachers will do it, but there are some that would try to help in a round about way, you know, not losing the job or stuff.  You can understand what I’m saying here.  Uhm.. I would expect for the children to stand up for the right thing, and as long as they stand, divided we fall. And if they don’t get together to try to keep this going, then you got a problem.  It’s like you getting back where you started from. So therefore we gonna have to try to help in whatever way we can to keep this going, especially for the children.  Yeah, cause see they- they younger than we is now, so they can do where- and once they get in their mind that this is what this lady did or this is what this lady did, then they gonna say, “Well I could do it too,” and that gonna keep it going. They gonna- they gonna stand up.  I- I just have a feeling that some kids out there is gonna be hanging right in there with us. Where we done been they coming right on behind us and keep it going, yeah, that’s what I feel about it, and that’s what I would love to be able to see before I die, these children keep going. They can do it. All they gotta do is have the faith. As long as they have that faith they can do it. And I would love to see it.  I really would.  I really do.  I enjoy it.    

Q: Well good. Well you know something we can cut. We’re through.

<Crew talk>

<New Subject>

Man: Selma to Montgomery.  Interviewee, Charles Robertson, Tape seven.

Q: So I mean doing all of these interviews I’ve been quite fortunate to be able to have these kinds of conversations and very informative by the way. But I generally start off by asking same basic question.  How’d you get involved in all of this? 

Charles Robertson: Okay. Well the interesting thing is I was in…

Q: You’re looking at the lens.

Charles Robertson: I- I was look- I’m looking at you.

Q: No, you wasn’t…

Charles Robertson: I was.  Okay.  Uh.. I’m- uh.. I was in Chicago. I was about to register at the uh.. institute, the art institute in Chicago, and uh.. the bombing in Birmingham, one of the girls that died that was killed was Sylvia Robertson. And my sister’s name is Sylvia Robertson.  Even though she was supposed to been in Lafayette in boarding school it just hit me because it happened and uh..  Birmingham the news is not clear, but you hear that Sylvia Robertson was killed in Alabama in a bombing. And so uh.. you know, I just felt that at that time that I was in the wrong place. So I came back and I got involved with SNCC, uh.. the Student Non Violent Coordinating Committee. And uh.. SNCC had uh.. organizations in Alabama, Mississippi, Georgia, and throughout the south. And uh.. that’s how I got involved. It was basically because of my- my sympathy to the- the girl Sylvia Robertson who was not my sister, but at that time I felt that it was and I had to do something. And so I came and got involved in voter registration. 

Q: So what was the idea of, I mean SNCC, what are those letters, that acronym?  What did it call up in the minds of students at that time, young Black students?

Charles Robertson: Okay.  Okay at the time uhm.. the uh.. student non-violent coordinating committee uh.. acronym SNCC uh.. operated basically on college campus. I guess the big thing at the time was sitting at lunch counters, uhm.. you know, that kind of uhm.. desegregation impetus uh.. and it was the student non-violence.  And it was the student non-violence. And so as we got into that bus desegregation because as you know it’s- John Lewis was one of the people who got involved. So SNCC was really a campus, primarily a campus based, and uh.. and then it reached out into the community when uhm.. you know, politics and- and voter registration became the- the real impetus for uh.. freedom of Black people is that if you’re going to get free you have to become voters because you’re disenfranchised. And the interesting thing is that uh.. you know, in say Dallas County for an example, 80% of the population- population was about Black, about 80%.  And we had less than 300 registered Blacks, and they were 300 people that were controlled by the system or the system could control.  

Q: Uh-huh.  Now Dallas- Selma’s in Dallas County.

Charles Robertson: That is correct.  Yes, Selma is the uh.. is the county seat. Well the county seat is- for Dallas is Selma.  Uh-huh.

Q: So you wound up in Selma.

Charles Robertson: I wound up in Selma.

Q: Had you ever been south before?

Charles Robertson: Uh.. yes I- I am from- actually I grew up in the south.  I grew up in Selma and uh.. and- and the thing was that uh.. I left Selma when I finished high school.  I went to San Francisco, and I stayed out in San Francisco for about a year before I came.  Well really less than a year because I came back and enrolled at Alabama State University, and I guess that uhm.. you know, you- you get a little bit of a glimpse of what reality is in terms of what you can do and what you cannot do, and you expansion or expectations become greater. So as a result of being out west where Blacks experienced the great degree at the time, we felt a greater degree of freedom, uh.. integration, uh.. access to- to integrated schools and so forth.  Uh.. it kind of opened because I- I had a very integrated life out there.  And so when I came back at the time I got involved with the demonstrations on the capitol as a freshman at Alabama State. And uh.. and interestingly I was in US World’s Report.  Uh.. my picture was there. So uh.. so it was kind of interesting that my world had been expanded because I had ventured away, and you know, and so- and when you’re in the area like Selma, you do what everybody else does and what is expected of you. And I think also the fact that uhm.. my Catholic upbringing was a little bit more liberal, and so that also affected my expectation of what I ought to be able to do, and what we as a people are to be able to do because I grew up Catholic and uh.. you know, and we just had a very liberal integrated exchange, but we lived in a segregated town, and uh.. and we did what we were supposed to do.  

Q: Sure.  So now do you know Dorothy Fraser [ph?]?

Charles Robertson: Dorothy Fraser, yes.

Q: When you were on campus?

Charles Robertson: Yes.  Yes.  Uh-huh.

Q: I grew up in Birmingham Alabama and I had occasion to visit Alabama State a couple of times because I was a musician and I use to go down there and play with the bands.

Charles Robertson: Uh-huh.  Uh-huh. 

Q: Very conservative campus.

Charles Robertson: Alabama State?

Q: Yeah.

Charles Robertson: Oh well yes.  You know, I mean that- that was just the order of things.  Uh.. and I mean that is still the order is that people are put in power whom we can control or who will do what we expect them to do to maintain order, the order of the given society. 

Q: Yeah, them Houstoners [ph?] must be giving them fits.

Charles Robertson: Well, you know, they- they are trying. They are trying, and the thing I think that’s happening is that young people have- because of the fact that we had a period that nothing was happening in terms of civil rights.  I mean we thought that we were mainstream people. And so people are having problems identifying uh.. what I ought to do or what I can do to affect the situation that I’m involved in differently.  I mean people are not satisfied with their station in life.  I’m- I’m talking about primarily poor people and African Americans. They’re not satisfied, but the question is, there is no guiding light as to what they ought to do uh.. and- and- they- they are not really seeing themselves as part of uh.. the solution to a problem. So people are unhappy because of the situation, but they- they haven’t identified because we have not had consistency in national leadership.  And that’s another thing that I don’t want to jump on, but we have not had consistency in national leadership.  Uh.. we’ve had people that uh.. that we have invested our energies in. We have uhm.. you know, can- you have folks to vote, I mean I’m talking now in terms of the candidacy for president, the candidates for- for political office the we’ve invested great interest, but the interest had not paid any dividend or at the level at which we can appreciate it as a people, as a mass people.  And- and I- I think that- that we suffer on- on the national scene with national leadership, and uh.. whether or not that is a possibility where it has to be local leadership.  That is another question. We don’t have those elements at the grass root to get things moving in a very progressive way.   

Q: So, yeah okay.  So take me to Selma.  You said you were involved in the candidacy of…

Charles Robertson: Amelia Boyington [ph?].  

Q: Yeah.

Charles Robertson: Yeah, well uhm… 

Q: How that going…?

Charles Robertson: Well, okay the interesting thing is that we were interested in getting- we had looked at the uh.. voter registration tallies for the counties, for the Black Belt Counties, and we found that uh.. in, I think it was District Seven at the time, the old District Seven. And uh.. and we found that uh.. that Blacks and population we uh.. quite heavily uh.. populated Black throughout those counties. And uh.. and- and so it was easy to say well if this number of people, if we got 55% of the population, then we ought to have 55%, assume hypothetically that those who are registered voters are potential registered voters, if we can get them to vote, then we can get a politician, a congressional person. So uh.. we- we as we sat around talking we decided that uh.. that Mrs. Boyington because we had worked with the Dallas County Voter’s League uh.. in- in there efforts to- for city council and so forth in Selma. And so we wanted to get her. She was a very outspoken person.  Uh.. she- she has a history. She and her husband had a history of involvement in- in- uh.. in Black freedom fighting, uh.. in- in Selma, in Dallas County throughout the south. And so uh.. and so we wanted to- to run her as a, this is who you could vote for, this wonderful person who has all of these qualities that we would want and somebody from a part of us to represent us in Washington. So we- we ran her, and she paid the money, and we- we canvassed.  Uh.. I don’t know that we made any significant impact on the registered voters, but it was a- it was a grass root attempt to get people to register to vote because they could vote for somebody who definitely was- would be for them. And uh.. and at the time uh.. we- we were- we were quite enthusiastic. And- and the other person I wanted to mention, and I- I think that uh.. any civil right uh.. feature about this period is really remissive.  It cannot deal with two people that are my heroes, Alvery [ph?] Williams, and Worth Long [ph?].  And Alvery Williams, uh.. he was a kind of a- a Stokely Carmichael because he was the kind of person who would always- he would Challen-  We would get stopped by the police.  I mean this guy was tough.  He’d stop by the police. Alvery would jump out of the car.  He said, “Go ahead and hit me.  Police brutality.”  You I mean Avery was a real character, but you know, he was a real soulful guy, and uh.. and- and he- he would get folks.  He was- he was a very charismatic person. He would influence folks to come with him, to go and register in spite of their fears for lost of jobs, in spite of their fears for being bombed because the clans were- were- they was parade the street at night, at mass meetings and so forth.  So this guy, in my opinion, and- and along with Carmichael because I knew him as well, but I think that Carmichael speak for himself.  His name has already uh.. become legend. But Worth Long and uh.. Worth Long was the kind of uhm.. uh.. I guess he was a- a kind of a leader that would not lead you in the sense.  But he was the kind of leader who would get into you and provoke you to do those things that you felt strongly about, but you would probably be passive about them if he has not- if he had not contacted you and talk with you about taking that risk.  He was a good cheerleader, a good proctor, and he’s my mentor.

Q: All right.

Charles Robertson: Okay. 

Q: All right.  So you guys, you know, you know, offered Mrs. Boyington up.  What happened in that election?  

Charles Robertson: Well she uh.. she- she didn’t- obviously she didn’t win, but she got the- she got the Black votes.  Uh.. she got all of the Black votes, which was not- I mean we did not impact in terms of many folks going to register, which was really a great deal.  But we did get a few people registered that had not been registered, and we had people thinking about registering.  And uh.. but- but you know, it was not a failure, but it was not a success in that we were able to achieve the goal of getting her elected. But we were able to get people to think more positively about African American or Black representation because he was a person. And she had- she- she really had a lot of respect in- in the Black community uh.. throughout the- the Black Belt.  Okay

Q: So now you’re there in Selma, and the local folk Reese [ph?] and Boyington and others they called in ____________.

Charles Robertson: Uh-huh. Gilda Sleeze [ph?]  Yeah. Uh-uh. 

Q: Did you know Maria Verera [ph?] when she was (inaudible)?

Charles Robertson: Verera, yes.  She’s Catholic.

Q: Yeah.

Charles Robertson: She- yeah, when- we used to have little- little quiet meetings with her about what was going on.  You see that- that was kind of what I would say that I- we would meet with her and she was quietly working in the White community. And uh.. yeah, Verera, she was a wonderful young lady.  Undersand she was a uhm.. MC Author uh.. fellow.

Q: I think she was.

Charles Robertson: Yeah.  Yeah.

Q: Very special…

Charles Robertson: Yeah.  Yeah. 

Q: And so this thing starts to heat up. Anytime somebody calls King in it really…

Charles Robertson: Right.

Q: So what you SNCC folks think about that?

Charles Robertson: Well, you know, I- I think at the time, and just- just to speak honestly, at the time and- and I think that uh.. people will have to be able to see that we were young people and we were like one man-

[CD ends abruptly]
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