
TO OVETlCOME i:'EAR 

by Charles HcLaurin 

The first people that I accomanicd to the Sunflower County 
Courthouse in Indianola, lliss. ~ave &e the spirit and coura~e to 
continue. 

I will always remember Au s ust 22, 1962 as the 'day that I 
became a man. It was on this day that I 1,as to test myself for 
courare and the ability to move in the face of fear and danr,er, 
danger such as I had never faced before. 

_About 7:30 a.m. that morninr,, I had been around to the homes 
of peop,e who had r,iven me their names as persons willinR to ~o to 
the courthouse and attempt to register to vote. I qas very dis­
appointed, I had only boon able to find three of the ten. The other 
b~ro11se of fp~r had left home roth~r than say so to me. 

Since, I was ~oin~ doun to the Courthouse for my first time 
I too was afraid; not of dyin~ and not of the man (Mr. Charlie) 
per say, but of the pot1ers the sheriff's department, the police 
department, the courts; these are the powers and the forces which 
keep Ne~roes in their so-called places. The night riders would not 
be so fearful if it wasn't for the sheriff who would be on their 
sides, or the policemen who would arrest the Negroes who had been 
shot by the mob, for breach of the peace. The NeRro just happened 
to he in the uronp; place at the ""Cir,ht time. So for this reason and 
many others, this ~oar Nerro nu s t fncc a hostile police court, he 
must stand before a prejudiced jud~c and be sent to the County Farm 
or the State prison, for a crinc committed h, others ~hose skin 
happened to be li~hter and bri~hter, this is the system nnd the 
effects of that system and of t he people subjected to the system. 

So much for the in-between. About 8 a.n. 1 I had only three 
people to ~o to the courthouse, this t1as the day I learned that 
the numbers were not important. I learned that a faithful fel1 was 
better tha n an uncert~in ten. 

These three old ladies ,,hose ages ranged from 65 to 85, knew 
the uhite man and his ways, they knew him because they had lived 
worked and raised families on . his plantations, and on this day, 
they would come face to face with his sons and daughters to say, 
"He Hust be Free;" Noul 

Tommie Johnson, son of one of the ladies active in the move ­
ment in Ruleville was to carry us down in his car. About 8:30 
Tommie came to where I was stayinr, and we went to pick up the 
three old ladies. After we had them in the car; off we went, 
down the highway south on 49 highway. 

He drove past an American service station operated by three 
white brothers known as the Woolenhams. These were bad brothers. 
They were known to beat up Neftroes ~ettin~ off the Greyhound bus 
when it put them off there. They also pulled guns on Ner,roes who 
asked for air in thei r car tires. As we passed this station I 
could not help but watch to see if they noticed the car , for this 
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car had taken six brave ladie s do•~n wee ks earlier, and all the 
white poeople knew it. On and on pas i;in g the people in the cotton 
fields; trucks and busses nlonr. the? sides of the hir,hway; men, 
women and children moving to rh y thD of the beat of the hoe; working 
hoping and forever saying 11 lord 1 my time ain't long, this work will 
soon be over, I'll be free." 

Now Doddsville, five miles south of Rulevil le. Doddsville is 
the home of u.s. ~enator Eastland, James o. Eastland that is. 

The lir,ht turned red just as our car reached the intersection 
nnd we s topped. A strnnRe little place this was, five or six 
buildin~s old and run down from the years when cotton was Kin~ and 
the Neeroes were even more plentiful th an they are today. DoddGvfll~ 
,,liere many years aRO the burninn of Nc~roes was a S1tndAy spe ctacle· 
where uhites younr, and old delir,hted at th:I. B flv11 which killed 
the spirit of the old Negroes and set the stane for the place-
fixinP, of youni ones not yet born. 

On and on ~y eyes takin~ in as much at a hlance as possible. 
The old ladies talkinc tcllinn tl1e stories of the years none by; 
me with knees shaking mouth clo~cd ti~htly so as to not let them 
hear the fear in my voice. I am fcelinR the movement of the car and 
the rumblin n of the motor as we move on and on towards our destin­
ation, Indianola, county seat of Sunflower County. As we move 
past - the little town of Sunflower one of the old ladies said, 
''Won't be lonn now''• At that moment my heart seemed to stop; 
fear, so much fear, realizing what danner could lie ahead for us 
especially me. A smart Nigger trying to channe a way of life liked 
by everyone; at least it seemed tl1at wny. 

Indianold 1 the city limit s of Indianola, state of lfississippi; 
county of Sunflower I am tl1e police. These are the words of Indian~ 
ola's trusted police officer, Officer Shark . As we move into the city 
passing the number of Ras station s alon ~ hinhway 82 I could almost 
speak now. ~ I was ~oin~ to face the man (~r. Ct1arlie) in the 
courthouse. I was filled with fear but this I must do; do this or 
continue to die. Not that I ,,as dead and walkinn as such, but one 
who is alive I;"""real life hut dead in mind, dead in ability to say 
do or act in a ,,ay that ,,ould ~ive attention to one's presence in 
society. 

We turned off the hi~hway and again we drove south, this time 
through a neinhborhood, a white neirhborbood. Then around a corner 
and there was the courthouse tl1c police station and the sheriff's 
department. All of the bir. powers to~ether. We pulled up in front 
of the Courthouse. The buildinR was an old faded brick type with a 
fourth d~or that opened on a different street. 

As I opened the door tor.et out I r.ot a fcelinR in my stomach 
that made me feel weak. Sweat started to form on my forehead nnd my 
mouth became moist. At this point I was no lonr.er in command, the 
three old ladies were leading me 1 I was followin~ them. They gout out 
of the car and went up the ,,alk to the courthouse as if this was the 
lonr, w~lk that lead to the Golden Gate of Heaven, their heads held 
hir,h. I watched from a short distance behind them; the pride with 
which they walked. The stronr. convictions that they held. I watched 



as they walked up the steps in to the bui ldin~. I stepped outside 
outside the door and waited, thinkinr, hon it uas that these ladies 
who have been victimized by uh itc faces all of their lives would 
suddenly walk up to the man an d say , I want to vote. This did 
something to me. It told me so~cthinR ■ It was like a voice speaking 
to me, as I stood there alone, in a stranne place and un unknown 
land. This voice told me that althounl1 these old ladies knew the 
risk involved in their being there they were still willinR to try. 
It said you are the li~ht, let it shine and the people will know you, 
and they will follow you, if you sh ow the way they will RO, with or 
without you. 

So they did, I ask one nir,ht; I told them ,•hat to do and when 
that day came I followed them. The people are the true lenders. 
We need only to move them·; to shou them. Then watch and learn. 

The ladies came out of t he courthouse and found me day-dreaming. 
They told me tl1at the man in th e office had told them that the 
office was closed. At that I ,,cnt to see. I tried to open the door 
but it was locked. I knocked but no one opened the door. I uent back 
to where the ladies Here and we ,,ent back to the car. 

As we drove aHay I looked back at this place, called Indianola 
for one day real soon I would mak e a speech on these ~rounds. 
Surrounded by hundreds. That dream came true 3 1/2 years later. When 
we held one of the greatest Freedom da ys in the state around the 
courthouse. 

Charles McLaurin 
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