STORIES FROM A CIVIL RIGHTS PILGRIMAGE
Follen Community Church, U.U.
Food for Thought Program, January 18, 2018

INTRODUCTION
- Betsy Leutz

In October of 2017, 10 Follenites were
among a group of 40 “pilgrims”, to visit
landmarks in the history of
reconstruction, Jim Crow and the Civil
Rights movement. Other Follen folks,
some who are here tonight, have taken
similar trips in the past. We visited sites
in Alabama, Mississippi, and Tennessee.
Front: Betsy and Walter Leutz, Harriet Peterson. Back: Toby Sackton, Marcia Butman,
Wendy Slattebo, Lucinda Duncan, Jim and Maggie Herzig, Dottie Vacca

Along the way, we learned about and met some of the most remarkable Americans alive today; people who
changed history through their undaunted courage and spirit. The pilgrimage, sponsored by the Living Legacy
Project, in partnership with the group, Coming to the Table, encouraged us to engage in deep conversations
and thought about the legacy of slavery and the power of the Civil Rights and Racial Justice Movements in
today's world.
We invite you to join us in our journey. The stories and the music we share with you tonight are personal
impressions, not meant to be a comprehensive history, nor a travelogue, but impressions that we hope may
lead to more conversations and thought, right here, right now.
Our first day, on the bus in Birmingham, our Living Legacy music guru Reggie Harris, asked us the following
question:
“How do you call a movement into being and sustain community?”
His answer… “Through shared stories, shared culture and song.”
In that spirit, we’ll start tonight, as we did that day,
with a song of the Movement,
Woke up this morning with my mind
Stayed on freedom (x3)
Hallelu, Hallelu, Halelujah
Verse 2: Walking and talking with my mind….
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Reggie Harris

MARTIN LUTHER KING: MONTGOMERY TO MEMPHIS
- Harriet Peterson
In 1954, 25-year-old Martin Luther King, Jr., arrived in Montgomery,
Alabama to lead the Dexter Ave. Baptist Church, the church of
Montgomery’s black elite. A little more than a year after his arrival, Rosa
Parks refuses to give up her seat on the bus, sparking the Montgomery bus
boycott and King becomes its leader.
A couple of weeks into the boycott, King is receiving 30-40 threatening
phone calls and letters per day. He is told by a credible source that a group
of whites has plans to kill him. Late one night about one month into the
boycott, he is ready to give up. He sits at his kitchen table and prays. Later
he recalled, “At that moment I experienced the presence of the divine as I
had never experienced Him before.... Almost at once my fears began to go.
My uncertainty disappeared. I was ready to face anything.”
Dexter Avenue Church

Three nights later, King’s home is bombed. An angry crowd of hundreds
gathers, some brandishing guns. The 26-year-old King walks onto his front
porch and immediately the crowd calms. King tells them, “Go home and
don’t worry. Be calm as I and my family are. We are not hurt and remember
that if anything happens to me, there
will be others to take my place.”
King’s leadership in Montgomery
catapulted him onto the national stage and threats on his life continued
for twelve years. At age 39, he was assassinated as he stood on the
balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee, the last stop on
our pilgrimage.
Has anyone taken
his place?

Above: The Lorraine Motel, site of the assassination, now part of
the National Civil Rights Museum in Memphis
Right: The assassin’s view, looking toward the Lorraine Motel, now
the museum

2

EMMETT TILL: MONEY, MISSISSIPPI
- Lucinda Duncan
It was 1955 and he was a cocky 14-year-old boy from Chicago, spending the summer with his mother’s
uncle, in the small Mississippi town that had once been hers. On a dare, he flirted with the sales clerk at the
local general store. She said that he let forth an approving wolf whistle at her. His two local cousins bolted
from the store, racing to the nearby fields to hide from certain trouble.
That night, two men came to his uncle’s home and demanded
that they be given “the right boy.” The uncle pleaded with them,
said he’d put his nephew on the bus to Chicago the next morning
if they would just leave him alone that night.
Of course, they wouldn’t. They took him to a place where he was
beaten, where the tip of his nose and both ears were cut off and
his eye gouged. When he was close to death, they used barbed
wire to lynch him. It was barbed wire that connected his small
neck to a 75-lb. metal fan from the local cotton gin. It was
barbed wire that held him close to the fan when he was tossed
that night, into the Tallahatchie River.
Days later, the boy’s water-logged corpse was dragged out. Local authorities wanted to bury him
immediately in an unmarked grave but his mother insisted that her son’s remains be sent to her in Chicago.
His mother also insisted on a public, open-coffin funeral, and allowed
photographs to be taken of her child in his coffin. She wanted us always to
remember his name: Emmett Till.
In every way this is a grisly tale. But some good things came from it.
Photographs of Emmett Till’s mutilated body were seen in news photographs
all over the world and went a long way to galvanize public support for the
newly coalescing civil rights movement.
Two men were arrested and tried for Emmett’s murder. At the trial, Emmett’s
uncle identified the two as the murderers, an act so courageous and so
dangerous that he left Mississippi the next day and never returned.
Last year, the clerk, Carolyn Bryant, broke her 60-year silence and acknowledged that parts of her story- the
most inflammatory parts, were false.“ She said, “Nothing that boy did could ever justify what happened to
him.” 1
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https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/27/us/emmett-till-lynching-carolyn-bryant-donham.html?_r=0
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SEGREGATION THROUGH A CHILD’S EYES: JOANNE BLAND, SELMA, ALABAMA
- Maggie Herzig
When Joanne Bland was 4 years old, her pregnant mother went to the hospital – the black hospital in Selma.
The baby in her womb had died and she needed a blood transfusion. The black hospital didn’t have the
equipment or blood. It had to be transported by Trailways bus from a black hospital in Birmingham. When it
arrived, several hours later, it was too late. Joanne and her four siblings were motherless. Blood from the
white hospital, minutes away, would have saved their mother’s life.
Their grandmother came down from Detroit to help raise the family. Around
Easter each year, some relatives in Detroit sent hand me downs to Joanne’s
family. As the youngest girl, eventually, they would be passed down to Joanne.
But one Easter, a beautiful blue dress arrived that was just Joanne’s size. As
soon as she put it on, she felt like a princess. At the bottom of the box were
shoes but none that fit Joanne. Her grandmother said she’d take Joanne to
town on Saturday to get some brand-new shoes, a real treat.

Joanne Bland

At the store, Joanne was so excited, she ran through the crowded store, saw
the perfect shoe on display and tried it on. It was too big. When the clerk saw
this she said, “You have to buy this pair because that little nigger put her nasty
feet in them.” There was no money for a second pair of shoes that day.

Joanne’s grandmother explained that most stores
in Selma had a policy that colored people couldn’t
try on anything without buying it. She said, “One
day God will make it right. Always remember that
no matter what white people call you, you will
never be a nigger. You are blessed and God loves
you.” Her grandmother explained that one day
they would have freedom. Joanne was confused.
Didn’t Abraham Lincoln give us our freedom?
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THE FREEDOM SUMMER MURDERS: PHILADELPHIA, MISSISSIPPI
- Dottie Vacca
I was 22 in June of 1964, about the same age as the three civil rights activists who were in Meridian,
Mississippi with hopes of establishing a Freedom School and helping black people register to vote. The
county of Neshoba was in an uproar over the passing of the national ruling initiated by President Johnson to
end systematic racial segregation and openly and violently defied it. The Ku Klux Klan became stronger and
more violent.
Edgar Ray Killen, a white Baptist minister, reportedly a “good Christian” and a pillar of the community, a
loving husband, devoted father and family man masterminded the assassinations of James Chaney, (black
from Mississippi), Michael Schwerner and Andrew Goodman, (both white and from New York).
Killen’s plan was carried out by the Neshoba county sheriff, the deputy sheriff
and other Klan members. The three civil rights workers were jailed in the
county jail at three in the afternoon. Chaney, Schwerner, and Goodman were
denied their right to a phone call. The Sheriff’s office lied to anyone who called
to inquire about the whereabouts of the three. At ten p.m. they let the three
go, but the sheriff had planned their ambush by 12 to 20 Klansmen. The
Klansmen shot the two white boys each once, but James Chaney was shot three
times by two people. Their bodies were then taken to an earthen dam on the
property of one of the Klansmen where a bulldozer and operator were waiting
to bury the bodies.
After a forty-day search, an informant told the FBI where they were could be
found. Although the assassins were identified, county officials refused to
prosecute them. The federal government then tried them for conspiring to
deprive Chaney, Schwerner and Goodman of their civil rights (by murder) and seven of them were found
guilty. None of them served more than six years. Once released, they sold their story to Life Magazine,
knowing they could not be tried again
for the same crime. However, forty
years later, “Preacher” Killen was
brought to trial and found guilty of
manslaughter. Last week, Killen died
in
jail at the age of 92.

Edgar Ray Killen (top right) and the
other KKK conspirators
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THE GRAVESITE OF JAMES CHANEY: MERIDIAN, MISSISSIPPI
- Jim Herzig
45 of us are on a bus driving through rural Mississippi. It is late in the
afternoon and very quiet. There is barely another car on the road. I’m still
thinking about the murders of Andrew Goodman, Michael Schwerner and
the black activist, James Chaney, who was killed while his girlfriend was
home with their 2-week-old newborn baby, a baby he never met. We pass a
few desolate looking homes on the road, not much more than shacks.
We get to Chaney’s gravesite and stand around the tombstone. Another car
comes down the road from the opposite direction that we came from. And
then stops just before us. I wonder if there is a local coming to harass us. But
it isn’t. A 50ish year old black woman gets out of the car, walks to us and is
greeted with hugs by our tour leaders. She walks up to the tombstone and
starts to tell us about what a brave man James Chaney was and how he
inspired her to devote her life to compassion and helping the oppressed.
She is so dignified and centered that she makes me cry. Then she reveals
that she was the baby that her father James Chaney never met. As she
concludes and walks by me, we embrace.

Angela Lewis at James Chaney’s gravesite
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JIMMY LEE JACKSON, MARION, ALABAMA
- Walter Leutz
On the third day of the trip, we visit Zion United Methodist Church in Marion, Alabama and talk to civil rights
veterans there.
At the front of the church is a large photo of a young black man Jimmie Lee Jackson. He was killed in a police attack on a peaceful
march in Marion, held to protest the arrest of a civil rights worker.
Jimmie Lee was 26, a Vietnam veteran, a church deacon, and a civil
rights activist.
Marion is the County Seat of Perry County, Alabama, near Selma. In
1960 it was home to about 3,300 residents. In 1965 almost no blacks
had the vote in Marion – or anywhere else in Alabama - although
many had tried repeatedly to register, including Jimmie Lee. The 500
people who marched the night of February 8, 1965, were walking
three blocks to the county jail where the civil rights worker was being
held. State troopers attacked the marchers, who scattered. To block
press coverage the troopers shot out the street lights and took
reporters’ cameras. Jimmie Lee, his mother and 82-year old
grandfather ran to a café near the church, pursued by troopers. The troopers clubbed Jimmie’s grandfather
to the floor. His mother tried to pull them off, and when Jimmie tried to help, the troopers threw him
against the wall and shot him twice in the stomach at close range. He died eight days later.
The police attack in Marion and Jimmie Lee’s
death added fuel to the planned voting rights
march from Selma to Montgomery that took
place just two weeks later. On March 7, 1965,
about 600 people, led by John Lewis and Hosea
Williams also met police brutality – in Selma at
the Edmund Pettus Bridge. State and local
lawmen attacked the marchers with clubs and
tear gas, and drove them back across the bridge
to Selma. But unlike the attack in Marion, this
assault was in broad daylight with the news cameras rolling. The international coverage of charging horses
and beatings of peaceful marchers in Selma helped convince President Lyndon Johnson to introduce the
Voting Rights Act that same month.
Congress passed it in August.

7

BLACK POWER, LOWNDES COUNTY, ALABAMA
- Marcia Butman

We walked over the bridge in Selma in silent
contemplation and remembrance of the
courage and commitment AND brutality and
violence that occurred there in 1965,
including the murder of James Reeb a UU
minister from Boston. The next day we
traveled from Selma to Montgomery, the
same route that marchers took in 1965.
Here Viola Liuzzo, a UU activist from Detroit
was shot dead by the Ku Klux Klan as she
shuttled marchers to the Montgomery
airport.
The route went through Lowndes County which in 1965 was 81% black and 19% white: not a single black
person was registered to vote. The people of Lowndes County founded the Lowndes County Freedom
Organization, to work to get black people elected, with support from Stokely Carmichael and others from
the Student Non Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). The idea of Black power really got started in
Lowndes County.
I was excited about being in Lowndes County-- in 1965, I heard Stokely speak-- I was awed by his
intelligence, commitment and courage. And his 1967 book Black Power helped me figure out what to do in
the age of Back Power - he declared that whites had a much-needed role to play---to work in their own
communities, where the problem originated, to eliminate racism.
We stopped at the Lowndes County Interpretive Center, part of
the Selma to Montgomery National Historic trail. We were met
by April Baldwin, a young National Park Service Ranger. April
grew up in Birmingham and attended Tuskegee University
where she fell in love with the history of the campus and
changed her major to history. She got a National Park Service
internship her senior year and then a job as a ranger in Lowndes
County. April shared with us the history of the county and the
march. Her passion and knowledge, her love of history and of
the people who made it, radiated through the room and
through us. April gave me hope.

April Baldwin
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MRS. WILLIE NELL AVERY: VOTER REGISTRAR, PERRY COUNTY, ALABAMA
- Wendy Slattebo
Willie Nell Avery spoke to us at Zion United Methodist Church in Marion. She told us much the same story
she related in a 2014 broadcast of “Standing on the Side of Love”. And I quote her words: “Basically when I
moved to Perry County, my husband was not a registered voter, and there were lots of other people who
weren’t. We decided that we were not really citizens until we were registered. Every time the registrar’s
office would open, I would go and attempt to get registered. We had to take a test. I took the test and each
time the board was open, I would go back, and they would tell me they hadn’t graded my paper. That went
on for a while. Finally I told them: if you have misplaced my test, give me another one. But they knew my
walk, I guess! When I would walk in they would look up and say, “Well we haven’t graded yours yet”.
“After everybody was turned down, we wrote letters to the Justice
Department, telling them the treatment we were receiving. They had
a hearing in Mobile on the case and my husband happened to be one
of the persons to testify. So in June ’63 they allowed my husband to
become a registered voter, mine followed in July. I never filled out
another application. I guess they thought when they allowed the two
of us (to vote), we would stop, since we had achieved what we
wanted. But we didn’t have enough people registered to vote, less
than 300, and we knew that would not make a difference, so we just
kept pursuing.”

Mrs. Willie Nell Avery

In that 2014 broadcast Mrs. Avery concluded, “From 1961 until now, I
have been involved in a lot of things and in some ways its better (here)
and some ways not. I’m a (County) Registrar, the Sheriff is a black
person, so I see it as better, but the fight is still here… we are still
fighting and still struggling and I’m still trying to make a difference in
our lives.”

So the right to register and vote was secured, but Willie Nell Avery told our group in October, “I never
thought I’d see the vitriol, animosity and hatred of today.
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THE TRUE EVIL OF SLAVERY, THE IDEOLOGY OF WHITE SUPREMACY:
EQUAL JUSTICE INITIATIVE, MONTGOMERY, ALABAMA
- Toby Sackton
As we visited sites of pride, resistance and horrific violence in Alabama and Mississippi and met wonderful
people, a nagging contradiction stayed in my mind.
The victories we had 50 years ago did not lead to justice. Today we face a continuing struggle. I wanted to
know why.
Bryan Stevenson, the gifted founder of the Equal Justice Initiative
(EJI) in Montgomery gave an answer that resonated for Marcia and
myself more than anything else on the trip.
“The true evil of American slavery wasn’t involuntary servitude,” he
said. “It was the narrative of racial difference, the ideology of white
supremacy that we made up to justify slavery. That’s the true evil.”
When we walked into the EJI meeting room we first saw many large jars of different colors displayed on
shelves and labeled with names and dates.
In 2015 EJI began documenting lynching in America. They identified over 4400 Americans who were lynched
between 1877 and 1950, and have begun to gather soil from each lynching site to honor and remember
those lynched.
What better illustration of the terror of white supremacy than that 4400 Americans were dragged out of
their homes or from court houses and killed by mobs between 1877 and 1950.
The ideology of slavery was never eradicated from the United States. We moved from slavery to terrorizing
black people with lynching and beating, to Jim Crow, to today’s mass incarceration and police shootings.
After the genocide of WW 2,
every German learned the
horror of the holocaust and Nazi
symbols remain outlawed 70
years later. We must confront
our own horror of American
slavery and white supremacy.
Our future depends on it.
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CHANGING THE NARRATIVE: HOLLIS WATKINS, TUGALOO, MISSISSIPPI
- Betsy Leutz
Hollis Watkins, born in Summit Mississippi in 1941, is the 12th child and youngest son of share croppers.
Hollis is a Civil Rights hero, community organizer, musician… in 1959 Medgar Evers invited him to attend an
NAACP Youth Council meeting where he met SNCC organizer, Bob Moses and joined SNCC in their voter
registration and direct-action campaigns. He has spent his entire adult life as an activist. We met Hollis at
Tugaloo College in Tugaloo Mississippi and he regaled us with stories and songs of his long life in the
Movement.
In 1961, members of the white Citizen’s Council
came to Hollis’ father and told him to stop his
teenaged son’s involvement with the NAACP. If
he’d stop him, they told Hollis’ daddy, “We can
help you.” His father refused saying, “You never
helped me with any of the other (11) kids.”
Besides, Hollis told us, “my father had guns –
they didn’t want to mess with him or with me.”
Despite Hollis’ confidence, he was arrested for
protesting and he was imprisoned. He says that
jail was, “a very dangerous place to be”. They
tried to trick you, “We gonna let you go, ”
they’d say, “ then they’d have the Klan or police
shoot you and say you were trying to escape.” Still, Hollis says he’s “thankful”. Thankful for Mississippi’s dirt
roads … “when they’re chasing you down a dirt road, they can’t get too close or get a good look at you,”
since the road throws up too much dust to see clearly between cars.
The most empowering thing, says Hollis Watkins in a 2007
video, is for people to be part of a movement… not isolated.
Fear is deep down inside everyone and you can’t allow fear
to keep you from doing (the) things that need to be done. 2
“When I allow someone to make me angry or afraid, then
I’m allowing someone to control me,” Hollis Watkins tells us
in 2017. You got to, “stay hopeful, change the narrative, be
willing to be uncomfortable, and just keep on pushing…”

Hollis Watkins as a younger activist (above) and,
in 2017, speaking and singing with us.

2

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pPeMNWZoJ0c

11

2
1

Closing song:
Ain’t gonna let nobody
Turn me ‘round
Turn me ‘round
Turn me ‘round
Ain’t gonna let nobody
Turn me ‘round
I’m gonna keep on walking, keep on talking,
walking to the freedom land
Verse 2: Ain’t gonna let injustice...
Verse 3: Ain’t gonna let race hatred…
For more information:
Living Legacy: www.uulivinglegacy.org
Coming to the Table: www.comingtothetable.org
Questions for small group discussion:
1) What did you find thought-provoking or moving?
2) What do you hope future generations will understand or appreciate about the civil rights struggle?
3) Where do you find a) hope? b) opportunities for action?
Regarding question #2:
Many of our speakers were in their eighties, veterans of the civil rights movement. Some wondered if their
stories would be heard by future generations. In the photo below, you can see Dr. Shirley Cherry, a
parishioner of Dr. King’s, who led our group tour of Dr. King’s home, while he and his family lived in
Montgomery. Dr. Cherry gave the youngest member of our group the honor of unlocking the door for our
tour of the Kings’ home, the Dexter Avenue Parsonage.
Below: Jodie Geddes and Dr. Shirley Cherry with two of our tour leaders, Reggie Harris and Annette Marquis
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