
The Last Time I Saw Selma 
by Milton Mayer 

fT̂ HE FIRST t i m e I saw Se lma the re 
was a s ign a t t he n o r t h edge of 

t o w n t h a t r e ad , "THIRTY THOUSAND 
WHITE FARMERS IN DALLAS COUNTY 
BY 1930," a n d a n o t h e r a t t he east edge 
of t o w n , o n t he M o n t g o m e r y h ighway , 
t h a t r ead , "SELMA—DALLAS COUNTY'S 
FASTEST GROWING WHITE COMMU
NITY." B o t h signs w e r e s igned, " C h a m 
b e r of C o m m e r c e — H . H o h e n b e r g , 
P r e s i d e n t . " 

I t was c r o w d i n g 1930 t h e n , a n d it 
d i d n ' t look as if Da l l a s C o u n t y w o u l d 
m a k e it; a n d if Se lma was Da l l a s 
C o u n t y ' s Fastest G r o w i n g W h i t e Com
m u n i t y , all t he o the r s were sh r ink ing , 
because Se lma wasn ' t g r o w i n g fast o r 
slow. T h e r e were stores a n d houses for 
r e n t a-plenty, a n d th i s was jus t before 
t he Crash . T h e b o t t o m was o u t of 
A l a b a m a co t t on (which c o u l d n ' t com
p e t e w i t h T e x a s ) , a n d the t r a i n in 
a n d o u t of Se lma h a d o n e d i r ty o ld 
day coach w h i c h was r u n n i n g nea r ly 
e m p t y . 

Se lma was dy ing , a d y i n g t o w n o n 
a d e a d r iver . T h e m i g h t y A l a b a m a — 
a n d it was a n d is m i g h t y to s e e — h a d 
b e e n k i l l ed l o n g ago by the r a i l roads . 
Se lma was poor , a n d Se lma was 
seedy, l iv ing o n its a n t e b e l l u m gent i l i ty . 

A n d its gen t i l i ty was f ad ing fast 
away. T h e sons a n d d a u g h t e r s of t he 
b ig o ld famil ies in t h e b ig o ld houses 
w e r e g o i n g away to school a n d they 
w e r e n ' t c o m i n g back. S o m e of the b ig 
o ld houses h a d o n e e lder ly w i d o w o r 
sp ins te r in t h e m a n d o ld N e g r o serv
an t s w h o c a m e by the day. Roof-gut 
ters a n d o u t b u i l d i n g s a n d porches were 
sagging, s id ing a n d f lu ted c o l u m n s 
pee led , a n d b r o k e n w i n d o w s in the ra t -
r i d d e n at t ics u n m e n d e d . F ive t h o u s a n d 
do l la r s b o u g h t you a block of Se lma 

w i t h a p o r t i c o e d m a n s i o n o n it a n d 
a s t and of live o a k a n d m a g n o l i a , a n d 
the re were n o takers . 

As I r e ad t he p a p e r s nowadays a n d 
see t he n a m e s of Se lmians l ike Cla rk , 
S m i t h e r m a n , W i l s o n , a n d even C o n 
nors , I c an ' t f ind a n a m e t h a t I recog
nize. Yes, o n e : Sheriff C la rk ' s lawyer , 
W . M c L e a n P i t t s . M u s t be a son o r 
g r a n d s o n of O l d J u d g e P i t t s ; t he re a re 
a few lawyers, I suppose , a n d a b a n k e r 
o r a doc to r or two, w h o m a i n t a i n t he 
o ld family pract ices . B u t I d o n ' t see 
any Boyds or Pe t t u se s or Owenses o r 
K i n g s — o r H o h e n b e r g s or H a g e d o r n s 
— m e n t i o n e d a n y w h e r e . T h e Se lma of 
1965 is n o t the Selma of 1929. 

N o r is t h e Selma of 1965 the Se lma 
we r e a d a b o u t i n t he p a p e r s ; n o t h i n g 
is, I guess. Selma is j u s t a n o t h e r t o w n 
excep t for its above-average record o n 
race. T h e p a p e r s d o n ' t b o t h e r to tell 
us t h a t the H o t e l A lbe r t is l o n g since 
desegregated , a n d the r e s t au ran t s a n d 
the movies , a n d all w i t h o u t demons t r a 
t ions or v iolence . Se lma is be t t e r t h a n 
a t h o u s a n d o t h e r towns i n t he Sou th . 
B u t n o b o d y tells us a b o u t t ha t . 

N o b o d y tells us a b o u t t h a t any m o r e 
t h a n a n y b o d y tells us t h a t a genera
t ion ago F r a n k l i n D . Rooseve l t l i s tened 
to W a l t e r W h i t e ' s asser t ion t h a t t he 
on ly Negroes i n t he N a v y were 
messmen a n d t u r n e d to his Secretary 
of the Navy , F r a n k K n o x , a n d said, 
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" F r a n k , m a y b e we c o u l d h a v e some 
N e g r o b a n d s m e n in t he N a v y . " W e 
d o n ' t w a n t t o h e a r a b o u t w h a t w e 
were twenty-five years ago a n y m o r e 
t h a n we w a n t to h e a r a b o u t w h a t Sel
m a is today. 

W h a t we w a n t to h e a r a b o u t is the 
b lack-hear ted wickedness of w h i t e Sel
m a , so t h a t we m a y b e w h i t e r - h e a r t e d 
free of charge . W e h a d a b i g Se lma 
d e m o n s t r a t i o n o n t h e M o n t e r e y P e n i n 
sula in Ca l i fo rn i a a few weeks ago. 
N o n e of the speakers said t h a t we Cal i -
fornians , by pass ing P r o p o s i t i o n 14 for 
segregated h o u s i n g , h a d p u t t he c l u b 
i n the h a n d s of t he Se lmians w h o at
tacked J a m e s R e e b . N o b o d y said tha t 
two of t he P e n i n s u l a ' s five towns , Car-
m e l a n d P e b b l e Beach , a r e J i m C r o w 
towns. O n e of t he local bea t s ca r r i ed 
a sign r ead ing , " W h y A r e T h e r e N o 
N e g r o P o l i c e m e n or F i r e m e n in M o n 
terey?" A n d o n e of t he h ighes t offi
cials of the P e n i n s u l a sa id t h a t the sign 
was u n f o r t u n a t e . " T h i s d e m o n s t r a 
t i o n , " h e said, "is a b o u t S e l m a . " 

So we t h a n k G o d t h a t we a re n o t 
as o t h e r m e n a r e — i n Se lma . W e t h a n k 
G o d tha t n o b o d y tells us to see t h e 
Selma racists as they see themselves o r 
the Ca l i fo rn ia racists as the Se lma ra
cists see t h e m . A n d w e t h a n k G o d t h a t 
n o b o d y tells us w h a t we d o n ' t w a n t 
t o know. So the Se lma racists h a t e us 
t he m o r e for o u r hypocr isy , as w e h a t e 
t h e m the m o r e (just as we h a t e d H i t 
ler) for p u l l i n g t h e ske le ton o u t of o u r 
closet. A n d so the wheel of h a t e t u r n s . 

W e A m e r i c a n s a re hyster ical these 
days, a n d I r e c k o n w e s h o u l d be . W e 
c a n n o t bea r t h e spectacle of o u r n a k e d 
c o n d i t i o n at h o m e o r a b r o a d , in Viet
n a m o r in A l a b a m a . A n d by " w e " I 
m e a n you a n d m e a n d W a l t e r L i p p -
m a n n , w h o says ( a n d the italics a n d 
the e x c l a m a t i o n m a r k a r e b o t h his) , 
"Selma is not only an American trag
edy. It is an American disgrace. Selma 
is happening in a country which is en
gaged in defending freedom through
out the world!" B u t we a re n o t de
f e n d i n g f reedom t h r o u g h o u t t he w o r l d , 
least of al l i n V i e t n a m , w h e r e W a l t e r 
L i p p m a n n d o u b t s tha t th i r ty p e r cen t 
of t h e S o u t h V i e t n a m e s e s u p p o r t t he 
g o v e r n m e n t . N o r is Se lma e i the r a 
t ragedy or a disgrace. Se lma is a look-
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ing-g lass—and a t r i u m p h . A n d it sym
bol izes t h e on ly t r i u m p h " w e " h a v e 
ach ieved i n a long t ime . B u t t he " w e " 
w h o have achieved tha t t r i u m p h a re 
n o t you a n d I a n d W a l t e r L i p p m a n n , 
b u t the poores t a n d wors t oppressed 
a n d mos t i na r t i cu l a t e a n d m o s t reli
g ious m i n o r i t y in o u r gung -ho secular 
society. I ts re l ig ion has even m o v e d t h e 
w h i t e chu rch . 

Everybody k n o w s t h a t the i n t eg ra t i on 
ba t t l e is w o n . I t wil l t ake a n o t h e r hal f 
c e n t u r y o r so t o m o p u p , a n d a n o t h e r 
two o r t h r ee cen tur ies to e l i m i n a t e 
t he b igot ry tha t has its las t -di tch s t and 
i n t h e oppos i t i on , N o r t h n o less t h a n 
Sou th , to in ter rac ia l m a r r i a g e . B u t t h e 
ba t t l e is won . M e a n w h i l e t he h a t r e d 
a n d the fear a n d t h e f rus t ra t ion tha t 
c rea te rac ism go o n m o u n t i n g as " w e " 
go it a l one in a t t ack ing N o r t h V i e t n a m 
w i t h o u r conven t iona l w e a p o n s of na
p a l m a n d p h o s p h o r u s a n d gas. 

W h a t w e h a v e w o n i n Se lma is t h e 
ba t t l e . W h a t we are losing in V i e t n a m , 
a n d everywhere else i n the wor ld , is 
t he war . F o r we are the m i n o r i t y r i ch , 
we Amer i cans , a n d we c a n n o t t h i n k of 
a be t t e r way of s t o p p i n g C o m m u n i s m 
t h a n to kil l the u p p i t y poo r . A n d so 
i t was i n m y day in Se lma l o n g ago. 
W e were t h e w h i t e m i n o r i t y , a n d w e 
c o u l d n o t t h i n k of a be t t e r way of 
s t o p p i n g in t eg ra t i on t h a n to k e e p the 
u p p i t y N e g r o e s w a l l e d u p . 

I wasn ' t a Se lmian , or a S o u t h e r n e r , 
b u t I spen t m a n y a long,; l a n g u i d 
week a n d m o n t h in Se lma over a per i 
o d of fifteen years. A b ig o ld h o m e , 
across f rom the H o t e l A l b e r t o n B r o a d 
Street , w h e r e Miz J u l i e r u l e d a large 
family (or let i t r u l e itself) f rom a 
s ickbed; a n d w i t h h e r four sons a n d 
h e r o t h e r son-in-law I ca r r ied h e r to 
h e r g rave . B u t I m e a n to wr i t e a b o u t 
Se lma he re , a n d n o t a b o u t m e . 

N o b o d y h a d ever h e a r d of Se lma 
then , o r ever w o u l d . T h e last ba t t l e of 
t h e W a r h a d been fough t t h e r e — b u t i t 
was a week before A p p o m a t t o x a n d 
i t wasn ' t a n y t h i n g l ike t he big ba t t l e 
w e ' r e n o w told it was. A n d n o b o d y 
o u t s i d e of Se lma h a d ever h e a r d of 
t h a t ba t t l e . A n d tha t was the last t h i n g 
t h a t h a d ever h a p p e n e d i n Selma, or 
ever w o u l d . 

O u t o n a w a s h b o a r d t u r n off f rom 
t h e M a r i o n J u n c t i o n r o a d was O l d 
C a h a b a , the first cap i ta l of t he s tate , 
a t ang le of Span i sh moss a n d Che ro 
kee roses, t u m b l e d w i t h fallen a n d 

worn-away tombs tones and , a m o n g the 
s t i l l -s tanding ch imneys t h a t m a r k t h e 
b u r n e d shant ies all over the South , a 
few grea t ch imneys of t he grea t houses 
of O l d C a h a b a . O l d C a h a b a was 
d r o w n e d o u t — t h e A l a b a m a at f lood 
backs u p i n t o t he C a h a b a t h e r e — a n d 
the capi ta l was m o v e d to M o n t g o m 
ery. I used to go o u t to C a h a b a to 
c o m m u n e w i t h d e a t h a n d decay, i n 
c o m p a n y w i t h R a b b i J o e G u m b i n e r of 
Selma a n d S a m p s o n L i g h t n i n g , Caha -
ba 's only c e n t e n a r i a n a n d on ly ci t izen. 
" I t be a m i g h t y p lace d e n , " said S a m p 
son, " b u t it d o n e g o n e d o w n . " 

Selma, too , was d o n e go ing d o w n , 
w i t h o u t even h a v i n g b e e n a m i g h t y 
place. B u t a few years after t he last 
t i m e I saw Se lma we got i n t o t h e 
Second W o r l d W a r to M a k e the W o r l d 
Safe for Democracy , a n d Cra ig F ie ld , 
a flight t r a i n i n g center , was set u p 
outs ide Se lma, a n d Se lma d o n e w e n t 
u p a l i t t le . A n d in t h e news p ic tu res 
of Se lma these days I see t h e n a m e s 
of low-wage a n d n o n - u n i o n m a n u f a c 
t u r i n g p l a n t s t h a t w e r e n ' t t he re at all 
in m y day o r i n the day of M . H o h e n -
berg , P res iden t of t he C h a m b e r of C o m 
merce . Se lma d o n e w e n t u p a l i t t l e 
m o r e ; e n o u g h to b r i n g in all k i n d s of 
n e w peop le . 

M a y b e mos t ly o n e k i n d , c o u n t r y peo
p l e a n d b o o m t o w n p e o p l e a n d p e o p l e 
possessed of n e i t h e r a n t e b e l l u m n o r 
p o s t b e l l u m gent i l i ty . I h o p e tha t some
body some day takes t he t r o u b l e to 
f ind o u t w h o they are . 

I suspect t h a t they a r e t h e root less 
rednecks , r o o t e d o u t of the c a n e b r a k e 
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by the w a r a n d the col lapse of co t t on 
a n d the p r o m i s e of i ndus t r i a l j o b s — i n 
w h i c h last t he N e g r o m i g h t have his 
on ly o p p o r t u n i t y to m o v e u p a n d com
p e t e w i t h t h e m for work . T h e Selma 
N e g r o in m y day was, as I ' m sure h e 
is for t he mos t p a r t still , a house serv
a n t o r a j a n i t o r ; t h e c o u n t y N e g r o a 
fantast ical ly mi se rab le c r o p p e r whose 
c r o p was " a d v a n c e d " before h e ever 
m a d e it. T h e h o u s e servants in t he 
h o m e o n B r o a d Street go t u p to $2 a 
week a n d " t a k i n ' s " f rom the k i t c h e n ; 
m y l i t t l e gir l A m a n d a is n a m e d after 
o n e of t h e m , A m a n d a L a r k . 

A m a n d a L a r k he ld t h a t h o m e a n d 
t h a t family toge ther , a t $2 a week. 
M i s t u h B e n , the pa t r i a r ch , p a i d n o 
a t t e n t i o n t o the house , a n d Miz J u l i e , 
t he b e d - r i d d e n m a t r i a r c h , never saw 
he r o w n pu r se . A m a n d a L a r k , joyous , 
v i r t u o u s , a n d wise, m a n a g e d t h e 
m o n e y , t he house , t h e k i t chen , a n d the 
six ch i ld ren a t $2 a week. A n d w h e n 
A m a n d a L a r k said, "Y'a l l p ick u p d a t 
stuff dis m i n n i t , " o r " O u t a m a h 
way, ch i l e , " o r , " G o on , now, A h a in ' t 
go t n o t i m e fo' s t u d y i n ' y ' a l l , " t he six 
ch i l d r en m o v e d to it . She was t he h e a d 
m a n , at $2 a week. If she said to Mis
t u h Ben , " A h needs money , M i s t u h 
B e n , " a n d M i s t u h B e n said, " G o get 
it o u t of m y wal le t , " it m e a n t t h a t she 
n e e d e d m o n e y to r u n M i s t u h Ben ' s 
house . 

W a s A m a n d a L a r k h a p p y ? W e r e any 
of t h e m h a p p y ? Of course they sang 
a n d they l a u g h e d , a n d they p r a y e d a n d 
they s h o u t e d , a n d they never com
m i t t e d suic ide (or m u r d e r o r r ape ) . 
Of course some of t h e m (bu t n o t m o s t 
of t h e m ) pi l fered a l i t t le ( l ike p o o r 
w h i t e folks), a n d some of t h e m ( b u t 
n o t mos t of them) go t l ikkered u p a 
l i t t le (l ike r ich a n d p o o r w h i t e folks) 
o n S a t u r d a y n igh t ; a n d you h e a r d , o n 
occasion, w h e n a servant o r a j a n i t o r 
d i d n ' t show u p , of a c u t t i n ' o n W a s h 
ing ton Street . B u t n o t h i n g ever ap
p e a r e d a b o u t t h e cu t t i n ' i n t he Se lma 
Times-Journal, o r a b o u t a n y t h i n g else 
t h a t any N e g r o d i d o r was d o n e by. 
W e r e they h a p p y ? 

A bel iever w o u l d say yes, a n d a n o n -
be l i ev ing psychiatr is t w o u l d say yes. 
B u t a pol i t ica l ph i l o sophe r w o u l d say 
tha t t h a t was no t the ques t ion . If 
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m a n is a pol i t ica l a n i m a l , h e is n o t 
a m a n unless h e pa r t i c ipa t e s i n his 
gove rnance ; a n d t h a t n o N e g r o in 
Da l las C o u n t y (or any o t h e r c o u n t y 
d o w n t h a t way) ever d id . A n d h a v i n g 
n o p a r t i n his gove rnance , h e h a d n o 
h u m a n p a r t in his c o m m u n i t y . N o 
t r u a n t officer c a m e to see if h is chil
d r e n were in t he N e g r o school t a u g h t 
by near- i l l i terates . ( T h e w h i t e schools 
looked be t t e r , b u t they w e r e n ' t m u c h 
be t t e r t augh t . ) F o r the Negroes , t he re 
were n o h e a l t h measu res o r po l ice p ro 
tect ion, n o s an i t a t i on or sewage system, 
n o wate r , n o p a v i n g or p a v e m e n t s ; 
n o t h i n g . B e t w e e n five p . m . a n d e igh t 
a .m. t he Negroes of Selma d i d n o t ex
ist. B u t they were a ma jo r i t y of t he 
p e o p l e of Se lma a n d the coun ty . 

T h e i r c o m p l e t e s q u a l o r was com
ple te ly isolated. B u t o u t of t h a t squa l 
or , o n S u n d a y m o r n i n g , c a m e the 
who le r e s p l e n d e n t N e g r o w o r l d i n t o 
the R e s p l e n d i d Presence . T h e y exis ted , 
all r i gh t ; n o t in F r a n k l i n Rooseve l t ' s 
N e w D e a l or L y n d o n J o h n s o n ' s G r e a t 
Society, b u t i n t he N e w J e r u s a l e m a n d 
the G r e a t - G e t t i n ' - U p - D a y , i n t he o n e 
Society t h a t a d m i t t e d t h e m a n d ad
m i t t e d t h e m first t h a t were last. T h e 
K i n g d o m . C l e a n a n d dressed i n t he i r 
f i n e s t — t h o u g h the c h i l d r e n i n t he i r fin
est m i g h t be shoeless—they w e n t to 
C h u r c h . R a b b i J o e G u m b i n e r a n d I , 
t w o N o r t h e r n e r s , m a r v e l e d . H o w d i d 
they d o it, w i t h o u t wa te r , soap , o r 
money? T h e w h i l e Se lmians d i d n ' t 
k n o w o r care . 

W h a t c o u l d t h e w h i t e Se lmians h a v e 
d o n e if they h a d cared? H e r e was a 
b o r d e r l i n e economy, t h e city's, t h e 
county ' s , a n d the s tate 's . T o rel ieve t he 
s q u a l o r of the N e g r o e s — n o t to say hi r 
ing t h e m at w h i t e m e n ' s w a g e s — w o u l d 
h a v e wrecked t h a t b o r d e r l i n e economy 
in n i n e t y days. Se lma, a n d Da l l a s 
C o u n t y , a n d A l a b a m a were (as they 
say d o w n t h a t way) jus t too p o ' to 
to te it . 

W h a t c o u l d t he whi tes of Se lma 
have done? W h a t can the whi tes ( a n d 
blacks) of A m e r i c a d o i n all t he wor ld ' s 
V i e t n a m s , besides s top k i l l i ng t h e 
Vie tnamese? If we A m e r i c a n s were t o 
subs t i t u t e jus t ice for the scanda lous p re 
tense of a id , in a w o r l d two- th i rds of 
whose p e o p l e a re h u n g r y , w e ' d s ink t h e 
A m e r i c a n S t a n d a r d of L i v i n g i n n ine ty 
days. W e h a v e n o i n t e n t i o n of l e t t ing 
jus t ice o r God l iness t o u c h t h e A m e r 

ican S t a n d a r d of L iv ing . N e i t h e r h a d 
the w h i t e Se lmians in t he T h i r t i e s ; a n d 
thei rs was m u c h lower t h a n ours . 

So you see h o w it was in Selma, 
a n d h o w i t is ou t s ide Selma. 

W h i t e Se lma surv ived o n the backs 
of t he u n l i m i t e d supp ly of d i r t - cheap 
N e g r o labor , t o w n a n d c o u n t r y . A n d 
j u s t survived. T h e stores sold the N e 
groes b r igh t - s t r iped shoddy. T h e l and
lords a n d the b a n k s d o u b l e - c o m p o u n d e d 
in teres t o n t he advance t he N e g r o l ived 
o n , a n d the m o n e y - m e n took a fat 
m o r t g a g e o n his sk inny cow. T h e N e 
gro d i d n ' t u n d e r s t a n d the w h i t e m a n ' s 
ca l ' a t in ' a n d w o u l d h a v e h a d h o al ter
n a t i v e if h e h a d . T h e i n su rance com
p a n i e s issued h i m policies cons is t ing 
of n o t h i n g b u t loopholes . W h e n R a b b i 
J o e G u m b i n e r s q u a w k e d o n behal f of 
t he synagogue 's j a n i t o r , t h e i n su rance 
agent , o n e of t he n e w m e n m o v i n g in, 
said, " W h a t d o you w a n t to m i x u p 
w i t h the Niggers for?" 

M i x i n g u p w i t h t he Niggers was 
real ly b e y o n d c o m p r e h e n s i o n i n Se lma 
(as w h e r e wasn ' t it?). T h e Nigger s 

were h a p p y , w e r e n ' t they? T h e y w e r e n ' t 
c o m p l a i n i n g , were they? ~No-suh, boss. 
T h e y w e r e n ' t p u s h e d a r o u n d , o r m a d e 
to get off t h e s idewalk, or c l u b b e d or 
lynched ; n o t in Se lma. I never h e a r d 
of t he K l a n ' s b e i n g i n t o w n in those 
fifteen y e a r s — a n d I ' d h a v e h e a r d if it 
h a d been . N o r e d n e c k r a b b l e posse was 
n e e d e d ; t h e r e was n o m o r e " w h i t e 
l e a d e r s h i p " t h a n t h e r e was N e g r o lead
e r sh ip , a n d the b lack a n d w h i t e p u l p i t s 
(except for R a b b i J o e G u m b i n e r ) were 

as m u t e o n race as they a re today o n 
V i e t n a m . 

T h e m y t h o s was all t h a t was nec
essary, t he m y t h o s of w h a t t h e whi tes 
cal led "social d i s t ance . " B u t social dis
t ance d i d n ' t m e a n t h a t t he whi tes d i d 
n o t feel a responsibi l i ty for " o u r o w n 
N i g r a s " w h e n they were s ta rv ing o r dy
ing ; a t t he behest of the i r w h i t e pa
t ients t he w h i t e physic ians took care of 
Negroes as a m a t t e r of course. W i t h i n 
t h e absolu te ly fo rma l i so la t ion the re 
were never theless t he vestiges of a com
m u n i t y , half ex-slave a n d half free; a n d 
w i t h i n t he c o m m u n i t y was a n always 
a m u s e d concern , b u t a real concern , of 
the whi tes for o u r o w n Nig ras , w h o 
go t al l t he cast-off c lo th ing a n d food 
a n d shoes, a n d w h o , ins ide t he h o m e s 

where they w o r k e d , go t t h e love t h a t 
br idges social d i s tance . M o s t every 
h o m e h a d its A m a n d a L a r k , a n d if 
t he we t -nur s ing of w h i t e bab i e s by 
m a m m i e s was gone , a g o o d dea l of 
the rest of t he a n t e b e l l u m l ived o n . 
Bi r ths a n d b i r t hdays a n d w e d d i n g s a n d 
funerals of o u r o w n Nig ra s c o m m a n d e d 
the observance , a n d even the a t t en 
dance , of the i r mas te r s a n d mistresses. 

T h e r e was a lot m o r e love i n Se lma 
t h e n t h a n n o w , a n d , I t row, a lo t m o r e 
in slave t imes t h a n in m y day. W i t h o u t 
love m e n fight for jus t ice . A n d w h e n 
m e n f i g h t — w h a t e v e r they f ight f o r — 
the re is always less love . A n d wi th 
o u t love t h e r e is n o d u r a b l e jus t ice i n 
peace. A m e l a n c h o l y circle. B u t t he love 
of a m a n for a N i g r a — a t h i s mercy, 
l ike h i s dog—is n o t t h e love of a m a n 
for a m a n . So the love h a d to go , in 
Se lma, a n d t h e N e g r o h a d to settle 
for jus t ice f inally; a n d m a y b e lose 
himself s o m e t h i n g i n t h e process, a n d 
m a y b e lose us s o m e t h i n g too. If h e is 
e q u a l to us w h e n h e is e q u a l , h e 
w o n ' t be e q u a l t o m u c h . 

If Se lma was be t t e r t h a n mos t 
towns l ike i t — a n d i t w a s — i t m a y 
h a v e b e e n because i t was n e w e r . I t 
d i d n ' t go back m u c h before t he 1850's, 
a n d a lmos t as far back as it w e n t t he re 
were J ews there , a n d a J e w i s h syna
gogue . T h e s e were p r o s p e r o u s J e w s of 
t he " r i g h t , " i.e., G e r m a n , k i n d , whose 
cu l tu ra l level was h i g h e r t h a n t h a t of 
mos t of the a n t e b e l l u m gent i les . Mis-
t u h Ben ' s p a r t n e r in T e p p e r Bro the r s , 
" W h e r e a C h i l d C a n B u y , " was M a x 
H a g e d o r n , Miz J u l i e ' s b r o t h e r , a n d 
M a x H a g e d o r n was jus t a b o u t t h e 
weight ies t m a n in town . H e r ead The 
New York Times, t h e on ly m a n i n Sel
m a I ever k n e w w h o d id . H e t h o u g h t 
t h a t th ings w o u l d c h a n g e i n t h e Sou th , 
no t , of course , in h i s t i m e o r m i n e , b u t 
some t ime , a n d i n some u n i m a g i n a b l e 
way; a n d so d i d his cousin, M a y o r 
L e o n Schwar tz of M o b i l e . 

L i k e t he H o h e n b e r g s a n d a dozen 
o t h e r J e w i s h famil ies , the H a g e d o r n s 
b e l o n g e d to t he Se lma C o u n t r y C l u b ; 
this, m i n d you, in t h e T h i r t i e s . T h e y 
be longed to every th ing , a n d they h a d n ' t 
to s t o o p to get in . B e i n g in, a n d b e i n g 
Jews, they h a d reason to k e e p away 
f rom " t r o u b l e , " if t r o u b l e s h o u l d ever 
appea r , a n d to worry a b o u t R a b b i J o e 
G u m b i n e r ' s r ad ica l i sm. B u t b e i n g Jews , 
a n d h a v i n g once b e e n i n Egyp t , t hey 
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s u p p o r t e d N e g r o char i t i es ( i n c l u d i n g 
T u s k e g e e ) far heav ie r t h a n the gent i les 
d id . H a p p y , oh , h a p p y , those A m a n d a 
L a r k s w h o , i n Egypt , h a d jobs in t h e 
h o m e s of those w h o w o u l d never q u i t e 
forget the i r o w n Egyp t . B u t t h e H o h e n -
bergs a n d the H a g e d o r n s , l ike t he Pe t -
tus ' a n d the Kings a n d t h e O w e n s a n d 
the Boyds, sent the i r c h i l d r e n away 
to college; a n d w h e n R a b b i J o e G u m -
b i n e r of Berkeley w e n t b a c k to Se lma 
( a n d to ja i l ) a few weeks ago, t h e o ld 

J ews of Se lma, l ike t h e o l d gent i les , 
were far to f ind. 

T h e last t i m e I saw Se lma it was 
i m m o b i l e , w i t h n o t h i n g to m o v e it o r 
mob i l i ze it. N o t h i n g m o v e d . N o t h i n g 
cou ld , excep t gent ly d o w n . K e e p i n g 
cool , e a t i n g a n d s leeping, a n d t a lk ing . 
T a l k i n g always a b o u t t h e o l d days, 
a n d t a lk ing a b o u t t he Niggers , o ld 
t imes a n d new, in always a m i a b l e 
mockery . T h e Niggers were t h e conver
sa t iona l s taple . " T h e a h she is, s i t t i n ' 
o n t h ' cop in ' scre tchin ' h u h h a i d , e n 
A h say, ' A u n t Mary , yo h a i d ee tch? ' E n 
she say, 'Sho ' d o , M i s t u h H a r r y . ' E n A h 
say, ' W h y n ' t yo ' scretch it h a h d u h ? ' E n 
she say, ' A h do scretch is h a h d u h , b u t 
i t eetch.' " U n d e r t he slow, c r e a k i n g 
ce i l ing fans o n the v e r a n d a h i n Se lma 
in t he even ing , t h a t was t h e way i t 
w e n t , a n d the y o u n g whi tes w h o stayed 
i n Se lma g rew u p less l i t e ra te t h a n 
t he i r e lders ; " c u l t u r e " m e a n t w h a t t he 
whi tes were , n o t w h a t they h a d . 

K e e p i n g cool, e a t i n g a n d s leep ing 
a n d t a lk ing a n d vis i t ing. A n d h u n t i n g 
a n d f ishing a n d s w i m m i n g a n d b o w l i n g 
a n d poker . A physical wor ld , s l i pp ing 
f u r t h e r a n d fu r the r b a c k i n t o t he physi
cal. W a r t i m e o r peace t ime , it gave a 
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e n u m b e r of i ts sons 
to t h e A r m y — a n y a rmy . T h e re l ig ion , 
ar t , books , a n d m u s i c of t he a n t e b e l l u m 
r i ch were losing g r o u n d fast. I t a l k e d 
w i t h the l i b ra r i an , t he ed i to r , a n d two 
of t he teachers occas ional ly ; t he re was 
less r e a d i n g i n w h i t e Se lma , p e r cap
ita, t h a n there h a d b e e n fifty years be
fore. Books cost m o n e y , a n d the l i b ra ry 
was too far to go i n the h e a t . 

A g e n e r a t i o n before N o r t h e r n e r s go t 
i n t o the i r cars to go a r o u n d the corner , 
S o u t h e r n e r s d id . B u t they w o u l d s t a n d 
half t he n i g h t in a cold, wet duck-
b l i n d , a n d w a l k t h r o u g h t h e fields a n d 
t h e swamps for p a r t r i d g e th ree days 
i n a row. " E n A h say, 'Onc le , w h a ' 
k i n e u h b o i d dis h e a h ? ' E n h e say, 

'Da ' s u h k i ldee , boss, ' E n A h say, ' E n t 
n o snipe? ' E n h e say, 'No-suh, boss, 
da ' s u h k i ldee . ' E n A h say, 'Dey good 
fuh ea t in ' ? ' E n h e say, Wo-suh , boss, 
A h gives ' em t u h m a h ch i l l un t u h 
eat . ' " 

A n d tha t ' s t h e way i t was i n Se lma 
w h e n Selma was dy ing a n d I was 
y o u n g . A n d I d i d n ' t see h o w I cou ld 
c h a n g e i t o r h o w I c o u l d h e l p c h a n g e 
it; a n d n e i t h e r d id you, a n d n e i t h e r 
d i d F r a n k l i n D . Roosevel t , a n d n e i t h e r 
d i d T h e o d o r e Roosevel t , a n d he h a d 
B o o k e r T . W a s h i n g t o n to t h e W h i t e 
H o u s e for l u n c h . A n d ne i the r d i d 
Booke r T . W a s h i n g t o n . B u t the N e 
groes t h o u g h t t h a t G o d cou ld c h a n g e 
i t a n d w o u l d show t h e m h o w , because 
h e h a d said to Isa iah , " Y o u shall wa lk 
in m y p a t h , and I will show you my 
way." A n d t h a t , i n t he i r u n u t t e r a b l e 
i gnorance , they bel ieved. 

A n d in 1965 they came p o u r i n g o u t 
of the doors of the i r c r u m b l i n g church
es—churches t he w h i t e Chr i s t i ans h a d 
sold t h e m at a p r i ce tha t bu i l t n e w 
churches w i t h p a r k i n g lots in a be t t e r 

WHILE its n e i g h b o r to t he east has 
b e e n f o u n d e r i n g i n a morass of 

po l i t i ca l mi sca l cu l a t i on a n d a W a l l a c e -
imposed c o n d i t i o n a p p r o a c h i n g ana r 
chy, Miss iss ippi has t a k e n a t u r n i n 
t h e o p p o s i t e d i r e c t i o n t o w a r d re la t ive 
m o d e r a t i o n a n d responsibi l i ty . T h e con
trast be tween Mississippi a n d A l a b a m a 
today is s t r i k i n g — a n d i ronic . 

A year ago few p e o p l e t h o u g h t t h a t 
Mississippi , r a t h e r t h a n A l a b a m a , 
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p a r t of t h e n e w Selma. T h e y came 
p o u r i n g o u t of t h e doors of the i r 
churches , c lo thed f iner t h a n the i r fin
est this t ime : c lo thed i n t he who le 
e m p t y - h a n d e d a r m o r of t h e L o r d . T h e 
Niggers . A n d they s tood o n the w h i t e 
m a n ' s p a v e m e n t in Se lma a n d w a i t e d 
(so the Niggers say) on t he L o r d . 

Se lma is n o t a t ragedy. I t is a tri
u m p h of fa i th i n a faithless age a n d 
a m o n g a faithless peop le , S o u t h a n d 
N o r t h , w h o tell t h e Sheriff C la rks t o 
go sic ' e m in V i e t n a m a n d d o n ' t go 
sic ' em in Se lma . Selma, A l a b a m a , 
t he Se lma I knew, is a n h is tor ica l ac
c iden t as the focus of t h a t t r i u m p h . 
I t cou ld h a v e been a n y w h e r e in A m e r 
ica, a n d m a y b e , except for t he spectac
u l a r sp l endo r of it i n Selma, it s h o u l d 
h a v e been somewhere else a l toge the r : 
in Ca l i fo rn ia ; C a r m e l , Ca l i fo rn i a ; o r i n 
V i e t n a m , where , if we on ly a l low t h e 
Nigger s to live a n d s top k i l l i ng t h e m 
a n d let t h e m m a k e a c r o p a n d eat i t , 
they m a y some day h a v e t h e s t r e n g t h 
t o s t a n d o n the i r feet a n d register to 
vo te . 

w o u l d try so soon to b r e a k the pa t 
te rns of t he pas t . E v e n fewer w o u l d 
h a v e bel ieved t h a t G o v e r n o r P a u l B . 
J o h n s o n w o u l d d e m o n s t r a t e m o r e p o 
l i t ical w i s d o m t h a n G o v e r n o r Geo rge 
C. W a l l a c e . B u t t h a t is w h a t has 
h a p p e n e d . 

I n Mississ ippi , t h e ope ra t i ve w o r d , 
f rom t h e gove rno r o n d o w n t o t h e 
c o u n t y regis t rar , is " c h a n g e . " T h a t 
change is b e i n g s p u r r e d by essentially 
selfish mot ives is n o t the- v i ta l p o i n t . 
F o r Mississ ippi to m a k e any effort a t 
r econc i l i a t i on is a n even t of o b v i o u s 
i m p o r t a n c e to t h e n a t i o n , a n d par t i c 
u la r ly to the Sou th . 

G o v e r n o r J o h n s o n , i n a n u m b e r of 
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