SOUTHERN PORTRAIT: CITY WITH A FUTURE, GREENWOOD, MISSISSIPPI; by Mike Miller

" Greenwood, Mississipri, The Chamber of Commerce calls it UCity With A Fu-
fure". The Charber tells visitors, in its pamphlet on the city, that in 1834 a
site was chosen and named, after Jom Willlams, "Williams' Landing", "Among
those who brought cotton to this point to be shipped was the last of the great
Choctaw Chieftans, Greenwood Leflores In 1844, Williams! Landing was of suf- _
ficient size to be incorporated; the town was incorporated under the name of the
Choctaw Chief, 'Creenwood!, From that time, it became clear that Greenwood was
destined to be one of the Deltatls leading cities-" :

One hundted and nineteen years later, Greenwood Leflorel!s great grandson,
Wiley Branton, head of, the Atlanta based Voter Education Project, came to Gréen=
wood to testify at the trial of local voter registration workers. Greenwood,
Masissinnl is the center of a voter registration drive covering the great Mis-
‘sissioni Delta region. Dozens of young Negroes working with the Student Nonvio-
lent Coordinating Committee fervently hope that Greenwood is a city with a fu-
tures They are daily risking their lives to make this hope come true. They were
on trial because they believe that there must be full equality for Negroes in
Masissinrl and in OGreenwodd if this is to be a city with a future, There are
20,436 peorle in Greemwdod, and 47,142 people in Leflore Countye 52% of the
city's residents and 6446% of the county's residents are non-white—the over—
whelming majority of them being Negroes. ‘Between one and two per cent of these
Negroes are registered voters, That is why the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Comidttes ("Snick") decided to work in the city of Greenwood, the County of Le=-
flore, the Delts region, the State of Mississippi. :

- - On June 18, 1962, "Snick" field secretary Sam Block came to Greenwoods His
purrose was "to teach the Negroes of Greenwood their rights, duties and obliga=-
$ions as citizens mder a constitutional form of government," His program was to
instruct Greenwood Negroes about the Constitution of the United States of America
and of the State of Mississipri and to encourage them to register to votes The
job was not an easy one. Mississiopi Negroes have been bea.%en, killed, evicted
from their homes and fired from their jobs for seeking to do what is their Cone
. stitutional rightt repistering to vote and vobing for publie officialse A
shell of fear and apathy, built around the Mississippi Negro after 100 years off
de_facto slavery, met Block on his arrival to Greenwoods - o
¥ Block is 2 years old, born and reised in Mississippi. For some time after
his arrival in Greenwood,'ﬂe couldn't find a place to stay: Negroes were afraid
to be assodiated with him, When he’walked down the street, they crossed to the
other side, He was’whispered about, called a "Fyeedom Rider”, When he went vi-
siting door to door, a nolige car followed him to each house, parked in front and
the officers inside wrote things down on a pad whose purpose was well understood
by the Neégro residents of’the strect., Block was jailed several times, He was
beaten up by three whites, and just escaped being hit by a speeding pickup trucke
Demends for protection by the Justice Department received lots of attention in

Washington D.C., but Jittle action.

On April 2,71963, the Magar and Commissioners of Greenwood issued a State-

fient which reads, in part; "Negroes for many years have been applying for voter
registration in éremwood, Mississipni. No instance has been cited where any
applicant, colored or white, has ever been intimidated, molested, or in any wWay
interfered with." The Statement was reprinted in the journal of the White Ci-
tizena! Cowncil. €the @ifizens 'Official Journal of the Citizens Councils ©
Amerdicas Anril, 19633 Vols 73 NOe _ ‘

A chronology of events in the town best tells the story: August 26, 1962,
Sam Bloek and three other SNCC field secretaries had to leap from the second




”

floor window of their office to escane a white lynch mobs _(lcigpe_:;.ﬂ}l_‘)_é% Le e
County Board of Sunervisors foted to drop the suyrglus food program whlc ’hadf%giped
agintain some 22,000 Négroes; the majority of whom are seasonal workers and’ share=
cronpers,  February 20, 1 63, Sam Block reported that four Negro businessesy one
lock from”the STiTos on 115 E. McLaurin Street were burned to the grounds -
otk said, "I believe this was an attempt’to burn down our offices" February 22
1963, Block was arrosted for his statement, and charged with "making sEaEemen%s cal-
SoTated to incite the breach of the peace."‘ February 25, 1262, 150 Negroes packed
the County Courthouse at Block'!s trial to hear him refuse to accept a suspended sen-—
tence if he agreed to drop all voter registration acti itiese. 202 more Negroes tried
to witness the trial, but could not get in. February 26 & 27, 1963, 2 total of 150
\Iegr?es weAt to the County Courthouse to register to vote. Febtuary 28, 1963, James
Travis, 20, a SNCC field secretary and native Mississippi Negro, was shot by three
w’z‘mite assailants sevenmiles from Greenwgods The operating physician at the Univer—
sity Hosnital in Jackson renorted that Travis would havé died instantly had the bul-
let henetrated his body with'more force March 1, 1963, Sam Block and Willie Pea-
cock, aNeC fteld secretaries, were shot at by white assailants in an untagged care
March 21, 1963, the Leflore Coumty Board of Sunervisors voted to reinstitute the
County program of surplus food distribution after representatives of the U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture said the government would handle the program if Leflore of-
Picials wouldntt,” March 24, 1 63. SNCC office set’on fire; office equipment com-
nletely destroyed, but re s salvaged, March 26, 1963, shotgun blasts shattefed
the front door and bedroom window of Dewdy Greene, STe, father of George Greene

auce staff member, and Dewey Greene, Jrs; recert Negro aprlicant for admission to
the University of Mississinnis March 27, 1963, ten SNCC field staff arrested for

Mineiting to rict". They were nrotesting the lack of police protection.

7 By,the end of March, Greenwood became intemationally infamous. The police
dogs had been use,? on a group Of Negroes se king to register to vote. And, Richard
Gregory, citizen ick Gre%ory, Neﬁro comici had come fo Greenwood to join the free-
dom hovement, Sneaking later of the Studen Nonviolent_coordmating Committeels

work, Gregory 8aid, "This is the greatest organization in the world," And, on an=
other occasion, "The’most Peared groun in the South today is SNCC."

s g, the end of July, over 1300 Negroes have sought to register to
vote. As far as SNCé workers know, less than 100 have passed an examination that re-
quires,the annlicant to interpret any of 285 sections of the Mississippi State Con-
stitution, The adequacy of the interpretation is judged by a white registrar of
voters.  Negro college graduates have failed. £ e

~ Behind the sto of voter registration efforts, vioclence and intimidation 1s_an=
other talew-of povezy and of economic presgures against the Mississippl Ne%ﬁo. The
sﬁor%rhis simply told with the Foilowing statisties from the U, Se Censuse e aver-
apgé Mississinol Negro eams $1,LLL ver years The ufban Mississippi Negro earns
$2,100, His ruralj nonfarm countérpart receives $1,271, And, the rural farm Negro
—=the sharecronner, tenant farmer, farm 1aborer—-receives $97L . (1960 Census, ‘jG-en—
eral Social’and Economic Characteristics——Mississippi“, pp, 118, 132.) Viewed in
sfiother way, the 1960 Housing Census reports the following on plumbing facilities

In household wnits with nonp=-white headst there are 207 ,611 qccupr}ed tnits; 62ﬁ160f-
have exclusive use of a flush toilet; 7,570 share 2 flush toilets 137,881 use "other
toilet facilities or none's (1960 Census, "Hous:.nsg, Mississiprif, De 13.)  And con-
Aitions are getting worse not better, '"The (farm) worker who has traditionally
1ooked toward cotton nicking ns a means of laying up Some winter money has had an
wncommonly thin seasone Wage rates...have averagéd lower than in recent yearss
Machines have picked a record portion of the cropess" (Mississi i Farm Labor Letter;
Mississinni Employment Security Commission, November 13, .

: “According to the 1962 report of the National Sharecroppers Fund, "The need for

ow dobs in the rural 35uth hag been intensified by acceleration in eotton harve
gebhgnization. Tn 1950, only 8% of the cotton crob was machine harve§ted...The

Denartment of “Labor estimated that in 1962 the harvest was 57% mechanized, Between
1959 and 1961," neak emrloyment declined by at least 250,000, while production drop=
ped less than 3 per cent." (The Condition of Farm Workers in 1 623 Report to the
Board of Directors of National Sharecropners Fund; Fay Bennett, Exece Secretarys.)
- *The attemot to register to véte is an attempt to find a voice for these.prd?-
1ems, Yet tHe very attempt leads, in many cases; to increased economlC deprivatione
Two examnles, which could be reneated many times, are reported by a SNCC voter reg—
jatration workers’ mps, L.Cs (it is best not to use her name) had gone down to reg-
jster on Anril __, 1963. She worked for four days and was fired. She had been
worldng at the _____for six’or seven yearsee.She rents a house from Mrs. ____*
, a Negro, said that he was told not to

. v stored to vote," Mrse LeCe has five
pick un any more rent from people who have regli g F.VI.{ wSrkéd i e.wag
) for cight years, When he was fired on Monday, g
22{? t’c).g?d xﬂfﬁlﬁetgl:{ied.{ateg inythe aay and was told by one of the Negro workers
there that he had overheard the boss say that he fired Mre V. because he had gome
down to register to vote," There are seven neople in the V. famjly. Siak
The fight for freedom in Mississipni continuése. YOU CAN HELP OTER REGIS1H%=
TTON EFFORTS TN GREENWOOD. “WE NEED: tyvewriters, office supplies, electric mimeo=
grarh machines and suprlies, ham radio equipment, automobiles to transport people

fyom the fields to the Cownty Courthouse where they register to vote, buses '?o
£ransnort them to mass meetings, food and clothing to provide these necessities for
those who are fired from their jobs because they try to register, and mor}ey to pay
the $10 ver week salary that SNCC field secretaries are supposed to receives

Send tor SNCC; 708 Averue MI"3 Greenwood, Mississippi. Fhones h53-:1282.
For more information, writes SNCC; 6 Raymond Ste} Atlanta 14, Georglde
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