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About the Collection 
 

These poems are by classroom teachers in the 2018 National Endowment for the Humanities 

(NEH) Teacher Institute, ñThe Civil Rights Movement: Grassroots Perspectives from 1940-

1980.ò 

 

The institute was hosted by the Duke University Franklin Humanities Institute, in collaboration 

with the SNCC Legacy Project and Teaching for Change. 

 

The people honored by the poetry are veterans of the Civil Rights Movement. The authors 

learned about their work from SNCC Digital (www.snccdigital.org), the CRMvet.org website, 

and additional resources shared during the institute.  

 

The approach used to write the poems is from a lesson by Linda Christensen called ñUnleashing 

Sorrow and Joy: Writing Poetry from History and Literatureò in Teaching for Joy and Justice: 

Re-imagining the Language Arts Classroom (Rethinking Schools, 2009). 

 

Learn more about the institute at the Teaching for Change website, 

http://www.teachingforchange.org/daily-neh-summer-2018 

 

August, 2018. 
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Amelia Boynton 
By Shonda Dawson 
 

When you write about me make sure you tell them that my 

commitment to social action did not start on the Edmund Pettis 

Bridge and that I had been putting my hand on the freedom ploy 

long before the sixties 

Write that I was inspired by my mother, a committed suffragist 

Write that I was taught by my father the importance of land ownership 

Write that when I was 10 years old I went with my Mama on horse and buggy traveling from 

place to place to take women to register and cast their votes 

Write that I grew up with the expectation to become a leader 

Write that I learned farming techniques from George Washington Carver at Tuskegee University\ 

Write that I help revitalize the Dallas County Voters League with my husband in the 1930ôs 

Write that I instilled the lessons and virtues and values into my sons, and my son challenged 

segregation in bus terminal in Boynton v. Virginia a case that ruled segregation was illegal in 

public transportation 

Donôt forget to tell them that I wrote a book about my uncle Robert Smalls, yes the same Robert 

Smalls that escaped from slavery with his family on a stolen confederate vessel, to raise money 

for our cause   

Write that I dedicated my entire life to teaching my people the value of land ownership  

Write that I was so committed to voter registration that instead of eating fried chicken, green 

beans and sweet tea we planned a mass meeting for a voter registration rally 

Write that my home was often used as a place or refuge and rest for the civil rights workers 

passing through 

Write that in 1964 I was the first black woman in the history of the state of Alabama to run for 

congress 

Write that I was a business woman 

Write that I was on the frontlines of the March from Selma to Montgomery and that I was tear 

gassed and beaten unconscious on Bloody Sunday 

Write that at 104 years old I crossed the Edmund Pettis Bridge again for the 50th anniversary. 
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Write that I was called the matriarch of the voting rights movement 

Now if you are going to tell them what I did please make sure you tell them what I said 

On humanity: 

ñOnly until all human beings begin to recognize themselves as human beings will prejudice be 

gone forever. People ask me what race I am, but there is no such thing as race. I just answer: "I'm 

a member of the human race.ò 

On life: Write that I believe ñthe quality, not the longevity, of oneôs life is what is important!!!!ò 

When recognizing my life remember I lived by one mantra: A voteless people is a hopeless 

people 
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For Amzie Moore 
By Ben Phillis 
 

Write that I had to pick cotton to care for myself in the Jim Crow 

South when my mother died at age 14. 

 

I became a registered black voter in the 1930s. Systemic violence 

did not deter me. 

 

I risked my life in World War II for a country that gave me only second-class citizenship. Seeing 

the world changed my view of that level of citizenship and alleged white superiority. 

 

I used hard work after returning to America to gain business opportunities and wealth in my 

community. Even though meritocracy is often a myth for the oppressed, still I rose. 

 

I had more wealth than many black people around me. I was constantly worried for those who 

were worse off than me, so I fought for them to have food, clothes, and a job. 

 

I went to the Emmett Till trial, though it was packed with white community members, white 

police, and the possibility of death. The black community went to show white people that there 

would be no more of what weôd experienced the past 30-40 years. There was strength in 

numbers. 

 

I wanted some fairness in the courts, but it would not come under the current system. So I looked 

to make change. 

 

I had no fear of the small-minded. 

 

I stood up to white supremacists that I knew had killed three or four people. 

 

I claimed that I wasnôt that brave, but my actions speak leader than my words. 
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I proposed a major voter registration movement in Mississippi that helped change American 

politics forever. Ella Baker sent me Bob Moses, who I helped grow into a powerful young 

leader. 

 

I helped SNCC build essential networks to organize that voting movement as a local leader in the 

Delta region. I used my position as an NAACP official and a business owner to protect and 

serve. 

 

I put life, liberty, and property on the line for people I hardly knew. 

 

I was certainly impressed by them, though. The blue jeans wearers had an astounding lack of 

fear. 

 

I gave those blue jeans-clad SNCC workers living in my house cheese and peaches. This 

physical sustenance in good company sustained us all mentally. The constant smiles from SNCC 

organizers never faded. Those smiles celebrated our successes in Mississippi, both large and 

small. 

 

Write that I, Amzie Moore, was not unknown and should never cease to be. My role, like every 

other single human in the movement, was indispensable. 
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Anne Braden  
By Bethany Hobbs 
 

Write that I was born into a white, middle class family. 

That like others in the South, we went to church on Sunday.  

And itôs alright with me if you write that I was moved by 

religion.  

You know, I loved the parts about universal brotherhood and 

sisterhood,  

Of loving your neighbor as yourself.  

But write that the world I grew up in didnôt align with the teachings of Jesus.  

Because when my clothes got old,  

They became hand-me-downs for a Black girl who was taller than me. 

So the clothes were not only worn out, they also didnôt fit.  

My family thought it was generous and compassionate. I didnôt.  

Write that I was taught to be paternalistic,  

But that even as a child I was questioning. I was developing a different idea of fairness.  

 

Write that I was educated. I went to college! And that was a big deal for me at the time.   

Ok, I admit. I didnôt want to go to an all womenôs college at first.  

I mean, I was worried I wouldnôt find a husband, yôall!  

You can write that.  

But I figured World War II would decrease the number of men on campuses anyway, so I did it. 

And what a relief to be surrounded by only women!  

Write that I had been taught to make myself as attractive as possible to men;  

to hide the fact that I have a brain since men don't like smart women;  

to learn to make men feel important;  

to be a belle of the ball;  

But write that in college I no longer felt I had to downplay my intelligence.  

I found mentors who showed me that my life could break through the limits of womanhood I had 

been offered.  
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Write that I learned life is about building stronger communities,  

And that personal happiness wasnôt as important as contributing to making the world better.   

 

Write that I took my career as a journalist seriously.  

And when I was covering stories from the courthouse in Birmingham in 1946, 

I knew it was wrong to see a young black man sentenced to 20 years in prison 

for accusations from a white woman that he looked at her  

in an ñinsulting way.ò  

But be sure to write that it wasnôt just wrong  

because of the injustice towards the Black man;  

Write that ñthe white woman, by playing into the stereotype that white women must be 

protected, was doing something terrible to herself.ò  

 

And my political consciousness was expanding again at that time.  

Write that I realized I grew up white- absorbing the picture provided for me 

of myself as privileged because of the color of my skin.  

Write that I,  

against all efforts of people to socialize me for that particular place in society,  

sure as hell refused this way of life.  

Write that I decided, ñNo, I have had enough!ò  

I refused to be a tool of white supremacy.  

Write that I was certain of this, ñIn this racist society we who are white will overcome our 

oppression as women only when we reject once and for all the privileges conferred on us by our 

white skin.ò   

 

And itôs important for you to write one more of the ways I had been a part of American society. 

Write that I had believed people were well off because they were smart, disciplined, and 

hardworking.  

And that if people were poor it meant they had made bad decisions or were lazy.  

But write that when I was working at the Louisville Times, I often helped Carl Braden write 

reports about labor organizing.  
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Write that Carl, who had grown up in a working class family, helped me commit myself to 

ending class oppression. And that I helped him commit himself to the battle against white 

supremacy.  

Write that I married Carl Braden so that we could work together.  

 

Write that we bought a house for Andrew Wade, a Black man, and his family.  

And we bought the house in an all white neighborhood. 

Write that we didnôt do this because we were traitors to our race or that we were ñreds.ò 

Please, yôall. This nonsense! But to use communism to divide people was a real tactic.    

But we didnôt do it to save the Wade family, because I was never intended to be a missionary! 

We did this because it was the right thing to do!  

We did it because we had been working for fair housing with others in our community for years! 

We did it because our consciousness demanded it.  

 

I wasnôt alone in my understanding,   

So donôt write that I was the first Southern, white, middle class woman to recognize these 

contradictions.  

There were so many who did this before me, who were also doing it at the same time as me,  

so write that I was a part of a legacy.  

 

Write that I was an activist,  

A strategist, an organizer. Write that I was a mentor.  

Write about the ways I supported the movement while also participating in it. 

With my humor. With my refusal to stop. With my belief that weôre going to win.  

  

Donôt write about how anything in my life was extraordinary, just write one last thing:  

In any of the places in your life youôve been given one option, you do have another choice.  

ñYou donôt have to be a part of the world of the lynchers. You can join the other America.ò    
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Annie Pearl Avery 
By Jessica A. Rucker 
 

Write that I was born in Birmingham poô and didnôt come off no 

college campus/ 

 

That I experienced police barging into my home searching for my 

brother 

And that my uncle was lynched/  

Write that I was exposed to continuous violence  

So I went down to that station to meet the Freedom Riders/  

 

I couldnôt get through the police barricades, but write that I managed to meet Wilson Brown/  

 

Write that I was arrested in Georgia and my life was threatened/  

 

So I walked the Edmund Pettus Bridge on Bloody Sunday/  

 

I sat at the lunch counters and I carried weapons for protection 

What that I said, ñLord if that man sits and pours ketchup on me, Iôm just gonna have to go 

offéò/  

 

I was gently asked by Reverend Shuttlesworth to leave the counters because like me, he wasnôt 

sure if I could practice nonviolence/  

 

Write that I had a habit of pushing the movementôs limits/  

 

So I began organizing with SNCC/ 

 

I directed voter registration in Hale County, Alabama and /  
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Write that Iôve never abandoned my commitment to civil rights struggle/ 

 

I was arrested in 2014 at the Alabama State Capitol and two weeks ago I was supporting the Poor 

Peopleôs Campaign/  

 

Write that I believe ñwhen you stand up for right, right will prevailé 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NEH Summer Institute 2018 Civil Rights Movement    11 

Bayard Rustin 
By Jordan Dietrich 
 

I ask of you no shining gold: 

I seek not epitaph or fame: 

No monument of stone for me, 

For man need never speak my name. 

 

You probably donôt know my name, and thatôs always been ok by me 

I wrote these words in high school, where I learned a thing or two about partial freedoms  

An integrated school in 1920s West Chester but no dinner in white friendsô homes 

As long as you reap the seeds I sowed, I do not care if you know my role 

 

But if you must reveal that I was the movementôs ñintellectual engineerò 

Write that I was born with freedom on my mind 

Descendants of border state slavery told ñnot yetò 

Came into this world the same year 62 black bodies hung like ñstrange fruitò 

 

Write that I learned my moral compass from maôs Quaker faith 

But grandpa taught the value of hard work   

Together, they taught many children to stand up for human dignity 

Their support of the NAACP meant I learned of Jim Crow from visiting scholars 

People like DuBois brought word, right after he kicked me from my bed 

 

Write that I was enraged by the injustices of my southern brethren  

But donôt think life in West Chester was without its faults 

Yet ma taught me "hate was a tiresome thing" 

I would not give in, devoting life to solutions instead 

Long before famous moments, I practiced direct action,  

an independent warrior determined to take on Jim Crow 
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Write that education called, but three colleges later, justice called louder 

Singing along the way, I found my way to the Youth Communist League 

From town to town I spoke out against war, believing millions of guns  

did nothing to pull us from poverty 

 

Write that just like America time again, YCL abandoned racial equality  

But A. Phillip Randolph had a plan.  

Together, we pushed FDR to desegregate defense, but couldnôt win the troops 

How many times must we endure partial freedom 

 

Write that in 42, Uncle Sam called my name but I preferred jail 

 ñAny practice which separates man from his brother is evilò 

3 years of straight agitation I made sure they regretted incarcerating me 

 

Write that I didnôt want to go to Montgomery 

But no one tells Randolph no 

Out with the guns & the guards, in with their Sunday Best, 

As they basked in the non-violent light, Ella & I found SCLC 

 

Write that we didnôt mind the movement used our tactics but not our names 

After Greensboro Ella said it wasnôt about hamburgers,  

but I won myself a bite 20 years before 

Convinced a waitress serving me wouldnôt stop white customers 

 

Write that sometimes your enemy is clear 

Hoover was no friend of mine 

Yet sometimes your enemy looks like your brother 

Powell Jr. threatened to spread false rumors about the King & I 

I learned loyalty is conditional, respectability politics ruled 

Over 20 arrests did not protect my role 
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Yet write that the movement meant more to me than any relationship 

A hundred years after emancipation it was time for the big 6 march 

Make the world see our demands for freedom and jobs too 

Every detail covered, I willed a success 

A quarter million dreaming will do  

 

Write that injustice anywhere called my name 

I was not confined to one and spoke my mind 

I never hid myself from the world, but the world wasnôt always ready for me  

Even childrenôs books donôt tell my full story but I hope you do 

ñThe barometer has moved.ò The LGBTQ community demands their freedom too 

50 years after our March, Obama granted me a freedom medal as wedding bells began to chime 
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Bernard Lafayette Jr. 
By Griffin Pepper 
 

Write that I was afraid. 

As a child, my nightmares of visiting ghosts would keep me 

awake. 

So, I went to the cemetery. 

Night after night, I returned, unbroken, to defeat my demons. 

Write that I fight my fear. 

 

Write that I was a grandson who loved his grandma. 

She taught me the harsh reality of living in our skin  

in the South. 

One day, we paid the streetcar conductor our fee,  

walked to the back of the car. 

The conductor pulled away, trying to steal our fare,  

and we ran. 

Grandma almost fell as she reached for the rail,  

humiliated by this conductor, 

But she never gave up her dignity. 

 

After that day, I committed to the movement  

and joined the NAACP.  

At twelve years old. 

Write that I learned from my ancestors,  

and I will not let them down. 

 

Write that I was only one of thousands of souls  

committed to nonviolence. 

That James Bevel, 

Jim Lawson, 
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Ralph Abernathy, 

and Colia Lidell, my wife, 

Write that we chose nonviolence to win people over  

by showing them love. 

 

Write that I was a Freedom Rider, 

And I have the scars to prove it. 

One on my head, about the size of  

a golf ball. 

Itôs sore still. 

 

Write that I took Selma with Colia. 

With SNCC, we volunteered to lead the voter registration drive, 

To give our brothers and sisters a voice, 

To unify us with our democratic rights, 

To insist that justice come to Selma. 

 

Write that I was beaten but survived 

The same night Medgar was shot and killed. 

 

Write that I saw individuals fight against the system, 

And write that they believed justice would come. 

 

Write that we still believe. 

Write that we still work. 

 

  



NEH Summer Institute 2018 Civil Rights Movement    16 

Sprouting Revolution: Betita Martínez 
By Billy Rutherford 
 

Write that revolutionary roots run through me, 

roots that sprouted up from a new seed 

planted with my fatherôs words that I still heed. 

He told stories of the campesinos rising, 

Zapata marching in from across the horizon 

coming to Mexico City, laying rest to the old sun 

our people dancing to the beat of a bold gun, 

my heart racing in my fatherôs lap like Zapatistas on the run. 

 

Write that I didnôt rely on the lies I heard in school, 

for my father educated me so I wouldnôt grow up a fool. 

I knew Uncle Sam bombed Veracruz and spilled my peopleôs blood, 

and that stars and stripes meant conquest was roaring in like a flood. 

 

Write that even as I grew up learning revolution,  

I believed my own skin was adding to pollution. 

My suburban school had a freshly cut green lawns and pale faces 

telling me that brown kids, like black kids, were nothing but disgraces. 

Going into town, I learned to navigate the back of the bus, 

being told to accept second class status without a fuss. 

 

Write that I am Betita Martínez, whose name reveals I am a Chicana, 

and I claim this name to stand with the people, my people, la Raza. 

Remember that I once hid this name and called myself Elizabeth Sutherland, 

scared that I would not put food on the table if the white man knew my motherland. 

 

Write that as a grown woman, being a publisher in New York did not gain my fatherôs praise, 

for he wanted more for me than some change, a picket fence, and kids to raise, 



NEH Summer Institute 2018 Civil Rights Movement    17 

so he pulled me outside the Big Apple, beyond the belly of the beast  

to Cuba, where the revolution was sweeter than Snapple, rising like bread with double yeast. 

 

Write that socialist Cuba created a socialist me, 

and I came back to the beastôs gut with new eyes to see 

that the life I must live I canôt find in soap operas on TV, 

so instead I joined the struggle, coming to SNCCôs office excitedly. 

 

Write that the four young souls ripped from their church in Birmingham  

sent me South in ó64, quitting my job with a mission in hand, 

to chase freedom that summer,  

traveling distances like a marathon runner. 

 

Write that my motherôs white skin and European roots didnôt shield me from white supremacy, 

and that shared oppression led to my belief in Brown and Black solidarity, 

a bond that lasted past SNCCôs move to be all-black, 

which left me with confusion and a bag to pack. 

 

Write that I went to the part of Mexico they call new but I know is old 

land that colonization ripped from home to fit an American mold. 

I next went to the bay and ran for governor 

seeking to become the peopleôs comforter. 

 

Write that I was not red or blue, dissatisfied with the two-party system, 

knowing that both options dull our mind and keep us in prison. 

Iôve seen identity politics do much of the same, 

keeping the downtrodden apart without seeing whoôs truly to blame. 

 

Write that I see white supremacy crushing black, brown, poor without stopping to hesitate. 

Write that I wrote, ñlet us tear down all such prisons together. Go liberate!ò 
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For Bob Moses 
SNCC organizer  
By Andrew Stein 
 

Write that I am a teacher 

That I learned of the Movement first from students, who started 

sit-ins 

That I risked my life for those students 

For their mothers and for their fathers 

And for their children 

For my three children 

 

Write that I was in Mississippi 

That I learned from the warriors of this state 

And amplified the voices of these warriors, the real Cold Warriors 

 

Write that I am part of a family of organizers 

That I learned from Ella Baker 

That I am the legacy of Ella Baker  

And I learned from Amzie Moore 

Who taught me about the significance of voting rights 

Who helped me to establish the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party 

 

Write that even though I began the project of voter registration in the Delta  

Even as I nurtured the leadership of other younger SNCC volunteers 

I walked in their shoes 

James Chaney 

Mickey Schwerner 

Andrew Goodwin 

Joyce Ladner 
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Maria Varela 

Judy Richardson 

I continue to walk in their shoes 

 

Write that I embodied solidarity between North and South 

And between peoples of the Global South  

My wife Janet and I moved to Tanzania to teach the mathematics of liberation  

And afterward I went to Cambridge to earn a PhD in the philosophy of mathematics  

 

Write that I am still a math teacher today  

Director of the Algebra Project 

Student, leader, warrior 
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C.C. Bryant 
By Sarah Bugay 
 

Write that I asked Moses to come down  

Way, way down to Mississippi land. 

That we worked to register our voice, our thoughts, our 

opinionsðour right to vote. 

For the right to vote was announcing our citizenship 

It was declaring our rights 

Write that I knew we lived in Klan Kountry 

I Know that. 

I Knew that. 

And despite all that knowing, knowing what the white men might do to me; knowing what the 

Klan might do to me, 

Write that I knew what was rightðthat without freedom for all, there is freedom for none. 

 

Write that I fought back. Oh yes, I fought back.  

Struck back with my organizing, 

Punched back with my talking, 

Fired back with gunfire. 

 

Write that while they could, and did, bomb my barbershop, my house, and my brotherôs house, 

they could not destroy the movement.  

Write that their acts of hate could not match our collective objective. 

 

Write that I said, ñYou canôt come here and start. Someoneôs got to bring you.ò 

Write that we in McComb understand community 

And our community was ready for a change. 

 

Write that I am C.C. Bryant  
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For Clyde Kennard 
By Youssef Carter 
ðððððððððð 

ñOde to the Death Angelò 

 

Itôs true my eyes are dim 

My hands are growing cold 

Well take me on then 

That I might at least become my soul 

 

(Clyde Kennard wrote those lines three days before his death in the summer of 1963; while 

unjustly imprisoned due to his attempt to integrate Mississippi Southern University, he 

contracted colon cancer and was still made to labor on the cotton plantation of Parchman 

Penitentiary. This military veteran was denied medical attention. Due to his failing by health, He 

was later released but not exonerated. Weighing less than 100 pounds, He wrote those words as 

his body was rapidly deteriorating.) 

ðððððððððð 

 

If by chance you should drive 

along highway 32 

and cross the Parchman 

And you should pass a large tree 

Standing wide 

Tall and proud 

At its base 

 

There is an etching 

Of a name 

Passed down to these tired bones 

From wrinkled hands 

Calloused from many harvests 
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Sentenced to the hard labor 

Of trying to make a way 

When there was none 

If by chance you should find that tree 

Know that at its base 

Is where I buried a silent prayer 

Into a soil burned by the bloody sweat 

Pulled from the backs of a blues people 

Sentenced to the hard labor 

Of trying to build a nation 

Behind enemy lines 

 

If by chance you should plunge your hands 

Into that Mississippi soil 

Know that at its base 

Is where I asked for the strength 

To die a good death 

 

If by chance you should remember me 

Write that I was strong 

Tell my mother 

That I did not die alone 

My Lord was with me 

 

If by chance you should remember me 

Write that I was brave 

Write that I tried to free my people 

Write that I tried to free you too 

Write that I am still here 

I am standing with you 

Encouraging you to hold the line 
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Dear sons and daughters 

You still have a long way to go 

You still have a lot of ground to cover 

Not only can you do it 

You must 
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Colia Liddell Lafayette  
By Jillian Villars 
 

Write that I, born and raised in Hinds County, Mississippi in 

1940 

Follow in the footsteps of my mother and father 

both registered voters  

Write that I grew up in the pews of the progressive Baptist 

church  

And in the red dirt fields where my father organized farm laborers  

Write that my childhood home was a place of refuge for voter registration activists  

Write that my big brother and I crawled stealthily through the peach orchards and pecan groves 

Waiting for the mailman to leave us a buffalo nickel each day 

Write that once we tried to spend our buffalo nickel on a Coke 

But a white customer poured the coke on the floor  

And let her dog lap it up 

Saying sheôd rather give a dog a coke before us 

We were 3 and 5 years old.  

 

Write that I went on to attend Tougaloo College 

Where I founded the NAACP Youth Council in Jackson 

Write that I organized on behalf of women, youth, workers and the homeless  

Write that our organizing convinced Charlie Cobb to stay in the Mississippi delta ñwar zoneò in 

ó62 

Write that I experienced police brutality in the Birmingham in ó63  

 

Write that I was a field secretary for SNCC in Alabama 

that I became executive secretary of SNCC 

 

Write that I love farming 

Write that I love the red dirt of Mississippi 
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that I can farm anywhere 

That I taught my children to farm  

Outside Canton, Mississippi 

Where Black Power was born 

 

Write that I am a Pan-Africanist  

That my roots go back to indigenous West and East Africa 

Write that I was an organizer in the Black Power Movement 

Write that I was an editor for the Jackson Advocate  

Write that I worked for Cynthia McKinney 

When she ran as the Presidential candidate for the Green Party in 2008 

Write that I ran for US Senate in 2012 

with a top priority of free education for all  

from preschool through college. 

Write that I support the Movement for Black Lives 

Write that Black Power and the Movement for Black Lives 

Are successors of the Civil Rights Movement 

Which began with black voters like my mother and father 

And which never really ended. 

Because the fight for justice never ends. 

And I must leave my footsteps for the next generation to follow 

They have big shoes to fill.   
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Cordy Tindell (C.T.) Vivian 
By Yeshi Gusfield 
 

Write that I was trained to resist oppression from childhood.   

 

First, I resisted with my feet, moving from Missouri where my 

family were tenant farmers to Macomb, Illinois where we had 

more opportunities.  

 

Write that as a young adult in 1947 Preoria Illinois, I sat in to successfully desegregate Bartonôs 

Cafeteria - 13 years before the sit-in movement went viral.  

 

I was there, in Nashville, when the sit-in movement finally gained momentum. I was there 

studying the philosophy and tactics of Ghandian non-violence in ministry school and there 

protesting for equal rights outside of the mayorôs office alongside the founders of SNCC.  

 

I joined the SCLC and was very close with Martin King. 

I fully embraced non-violence both as a philosophy of life and a political tactic. For me, non-

violence was truly what the movement was about.  

 

I was a freedom rider, replacing injured members of the first wave of CORE activists.  

Sent to Parchman Prison where I was beaten.  

 

In 1965 Selma, Alabama I called Sheriff Jim Clark a racist Nazi before he famously beat me in 

front of national media, exposing his immorality.  

In front of the cameras, I proclaimed, ñWeôre willing to be beaten for democracy and you misuse 

democracy in the streets!ò  

 

I led wade-ins in Florida to desegregate public beaches. 
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In 1966, I shifted my attention North to organize against racism in the union movement and to 

negotiate truces between rival gangs in Chicago.  

 

I worked on Jesse Jacksonôs 1984 campaign, I have consulted with 5 presidents on issues of civil 

rights, and I founded the Anti-Klan Network and Black Action Strategies and Information Center 

(BASIC) which my son currently runs.   

 

Write that I see the legacy of the Civil Rights Movement everywhere, that I am proud of the 

work we did, and that at 94, I continue to support struggles for justice from my home in Atlanta, 

Georgia. 
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Dorie Ladner 
By Raymond Brookter 
 

Write that Ié 

From Palmerôs Crossing came 

To protest burning crosses 

To protest daily losses 

Of dignity 

To protest right to our names 

To protest against an enemy 

That would demean and disrespect 

To protest an enemy that with cowardly mobs 

Would take your neck. 

 

Write that I 

Lived in a state where no one seemed to need us 

Except to hold one race supreme. 

They called us bottom feeders. 

Daily abuse of soul, body, and mind 

Made us wonder if the time 

Would ever come when we could be free? 

In these fields would we shed blood for Liberty? 

 

Write that Ié 

Read about heroes and heroines of justice 

In days when the world sure needed óem 

As a teenage girl, I dreamed about freedom. 

Yet told in Mississippi that such visions were vanity 

For Blacks in those times it was considered insanity 

Yet holding feelings within 

Seemed to be more of a sin 
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Being told you could be anything in this nation 

But could not win. 

 

Write that Ié 

Wouldnôt let a clerk manhandle me 

Wouldnôt let a racist jerk demean me 

Beneath my clothes 

Or strangle me. 

So, I went roughneck 

Put the attacker in check 

Turned his so-called smooth move 

Into a trainwreck. 

 

 

Write that Ié 

Gave the movement my support 

Against my motherôs protest 

To express or redress  

Injustice  

Done to My people 

But I remember her retort 

That I should have killed the white man 

That handled me as a sport 

So with that implicit endorsement 

I gave it my all 

 

Write that Ié 

Fought for freedom 

Until the nation saw Segregation fall. 
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For Eldridge Willie (E.W.) 
Steptoe 
By Will Ehrenfeld 
 

Write that I organized my neighbors in Mississippi 

10 years before Freedom Summer showed us what could be. 

Write that I brought the NAACP and SNCC to Amite County, 

Planting seeds of liberty that would grow into trees. 

 

Write that I held meetings on my little farm, 

Despite warnings that it could bring harm. 

Write that I grabbed Bob Moses by the arm, 

Insisting he stay, but refusing to disarm. 

 

Write that I saw a comrade killed by our representative, 

Simply for demanding the rights that ought to be his. 

From then on, I carried a gun to guarantee justice. 

Write that I lived to vote the murderer out of office. 

 

In the face of danger, 

My resolve never wavered. 

Neither sheriff nor hooded Klan 

Could interrupt my labor. 

 

Write that I stood up to be counted, 

And held firm where many faltered. 

Above all, write that my fight was successful, 

This grandson of slaves voted and ran for office 
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Ella Baker "We Who Believe 
in Freedom Cannot Rest 
Until it Comes" 
By Catherine Thompson 
 

I was born into the freedom struggle 

My grandmother, ñBetò Ross introduced me 

she refused to marry the man chosen by her enslaver 

Her resistance was punished brutally 

But she danced until dawn at every celebration-- 

her spirit unbroken and resilient. 

 

My formative years at Shaw nurtured me intellectually 

Deepening my understanding of the world around me 

Cultivating my resistance to unjust authority. 

I advocated for the right of classmates to wear silk stockings  

not because I wore them 

but because it should be their right to wear what they wanted.  

It was the twenties after all.  

Write that I found a new home in New York 

at the Harlem branch library and the YWCA. 

That I thrived on those streets 

immersed in a black political life and community organizing 

hungry to learn everything I didnôt know. 

Write that I began networking there-- 

Cultivating a black book of activists to call on from anywhere. 

I organized with the NAACP and SCLC for years, 

I was indispensable in each.  

But let them know that I was an outside within. 

I defied top down leadership 
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challenged undemocratic structures and 

transgressed gender norms ð 

like when I distributed copies of the Crisis in pool-rooms. 

I refused to pander to male egos.  

I believed in the movement, not in organizations. 

 

I built trust and relationships 

through discussion, debate, and struggle. 

Know that I was interested in creating leadership, 

not leaders.  

In truth, my ego was never at stake.  

ñStrong people donôt need strong leaders,ò yaôll.  

I think thatôs why they call me the godmother of SNCC.  

 

Write that Iôm Miss Ella Baker and I said this:  

ñWe who believe in freedom cannot rest until it comes.ò 
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Fannie Lou Hamer 
By Kasha Hayes 
 

I held the cotton boll  

in my fingers as I worked the fields  

as a child, understanding that 

ñsharecropping was just slavery by a gentler name.ò 

Write that I didnôt let that stop me. 

My mother was strong and resilient,  

and she taught me to love myself 

because black is beautiful.  

As a young woman, I was sterilized  

without my consent, 

known at that time as the ñMississippi appendectomy.ò  

Write that I didnôt let that stop me.  

I adopted two little girls with my husband, Pap 

And later, four young men taught me about voting 

I tried to register, but failed the test,  

and on the way home, the police stopped our bus,  

claiming it was ñtoo yellow.ò 

Write that I didnôt let that stop me.  

I lost my job and the night riders 

shot in my house.  

I went back to retake the literacy test 

and register to vote. I passed. 

I raised my voice in song and 

Truth-telling, joining the Movement.  

While I was in South Carolina,  

I was intimidated, and arrested, 

and brutally beaten, leaving permanent damage.  

Write that I didnôt let that stop me.  


