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CE:  I’m Charles Eagles.  Uh, you mean where I am from now?  I live in Oxford, 

Mississippi and teach at the University of Mississippi in the Department of History.  

 

DRM:  And what is the name of the book you wrote on James Meredith? 

 

CE:  “The Price of Defiance: James Meredith and the Integration of the Univ.—of Ole 

Miss. “ At one time it was called the University of Mississippi but I had to put that in 

for the editor.   

 

DRM:  Describe the racial and political landscape of the University in the late 50s 

and early 60s. 

 

CE:  Wow, that’s a big question.  Um, the racial landscape here uh was like it was 

throughout  most of the south.   Strictly segregated by race.  Uh most people I think  

did not really question that or think it odd in any way that the races were 

segregated. And by segregated we don’t mean uh “kept divided,” we just mean black 

people were kept subservient so they would be at the University of Mississippi 

working but they would be in subservient positions working as cooks or janitors or 

people working on buildings and grounds. They would, in some ways, be right there 

with white people, but yet completely apart.   

 

DRM: What did the university represent to white Mississippians at the time? 

 

CE:  I think to understand the, the role of the university in Mississippi in the 1950s 

and early 60s you have to realize that there really was not a, a focus of attention for 

the state.  As the saying goes, the two biggest cities in Mississippi were New Orleans 

and, and Memphis.  So there was not an urban area where people looked for 

leadership other perhaps political leadership in Jackson.  So the university with its 

sports teams and [coughs] with Miss Americas and with the children of many 

members of the elite coming to school here, this was the, the cultural intellectual 

center of the state for most people.  And the recreational with the sports teams.  I’m 

sorry. So its,its, its. You asked about the racial landscape, kind of a cultural 

landscape of the state was in many ways pretty flat as also.  And so any institution 

like the university of Mississippi that, that uh offered a lot of things to the state 

became very important and attractive to the people in the state.  So it was not 

surprising that, that most of the folks, people in the legislature had ties to the 

university, most of the people in the uh I would guess in the financial and economic 

elite had direct ties to the university. So it was uh it played a leadership role unlike 

most universities that I’ve know about.  That was a terrible answer.   
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DRM: Talk about Henry Murphy and Clennon King and previous attempt to 

integrate the university. 

 

CE:  Well there had been several attempts before James Meredith to integrate. Uh, 

and even perhaps more significant than that uh there are many people who suspect 

that there had been people who were African American, who were enrolled at the 

university unknown to everyone who was here.  Uh, Harry Murphy the uh soldier 

who was here during World War II is the prime example.  He, he came here as part 

of the military and—training program, enrolled in regular classes living in a dorms 

but because his application was misinterpreted uh when he joined the military he 

was assumed to be white when he was in fact colored.  My assumption is that 

when—on the form where it had race, he put a “C” which he understood to mean 

“colored” and everyone else understood to mean “Caucasian.”  And he was fair 

enough completed that he passed for white.  I think a lot of people, I am one of them 

assume there were others before him who were the sons or grandsons of wealthy 

people in the state—white people—who were born of black women who were here 

enrolled unknown to all their colleagues uh they were probably what we would 

consider, and people at the time would have considered, to have be African 

American if they had known about it.  SO there had been earlier African Americans 

here.  In the 1940s and 50s a number of people applied to, who were African 

American, applied to come to school here, and their applications were routinely 

rejected one way or another.  Ah Charles Dubra  a Methodist minister from the coast 

applied and he was rejected, ostensibly because the undergraduate school he went 

to was not  accredited.    Uh, uh Medgar Evers applied, and uh was rejected for law 

school.  So there were a number of other people—Clennon King in 1958 applied to 

come to graduate school, was rejected also.  Now there were other extenuating 

circumstances in almost every one of those cases.  Uh Clennon King’s case, for 

instance, He simply had not completed the appropriate application materials, had 

not sent in the required documents, and so they had a legitimate basis for his.   In 

many of the other cases they had to almost create an excuse to turn them down.   

But there was a consistence pattern of, of rejecting any black applicant.   

 

DRM:  Talk about the obstacles that the university put up to prevent his enrollment. 

 

CE:  Well James Meredith applied in, in January 1961 to was finally admitted 

October 1, 1962.   So there is quite a period in there in which he is having to uh, uh 

fight or contest through the courts uh the university’s opposition to his enrollment. 

You know, uh at this late date I hope we can look back and see that uh the devises 

and the excuses the university created were almost comical.  At the time, they were 

deadly serious, and they are still serious, but they are almost so outrageous that we 

have to laugh at them.  They told him, originally, for instance, that he was going to be 

rejected because of overcrowding at the university.  Well it meant that Meredith and 

perhaps a half a dozen other people were rejected for overcrowding.  There is not a 

university in the country that couldn’t accommodate a dozen more students at any 

time without worrying of overcrowding classrooms and dorms.   So that was a 
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trumped up excuse.   Uh they, they fought him at every, at every turn.  Uh, finally he 

had to uh sue to uh gain admission. Went into federal court, with the help of the 

NAACP.  And even in federal court they threw up every roadblock they could.  

Uh the lawyer for the state actually claimed that Meredith was suffering from 

mental problems and that was why he was turned down.  And he argued that after 

looking at Meredith’s medical records in the summer of 1961.  Well, the curious 

thing is he used medical records that the state found months after Meredith had 

been rejected to justify his rejection.  Now most of us realize that was uh fraudulent 

too in some way.  So they threw up all kinds of roadblocks uh and used every device 

they could in manipulating the court schedule and the hearings in order to delay his 

qualifying for enrollment in the summer of ’61, in the fall of ’61, in the spring of ’62, 

and the summer of ’62, until finally he is admitted in the fall. 

 

DRM:  Talk about Ross Barnett. 

 

CE:  I don’t know what to say about Ross Barnett.  Uh, you know Hodding Carter, the 

journalist, uh wrote that he thought Ross Barnett was actually pretty smart.  Other 

people would tell you he’s, he’s was not very bright.  Uh, I tend to come down on the 

side that he was brighter than most people thought that he was elected governor 

after all, you uh have to have some ability and some skill to be elected governor I 

think.  I think in the, in the context of the Meredith case uh we have someone who 

was not engaged in real long-term strategy.  He, he was playing everything day to 

day and as a result worked himself and the state into several boxes that were, made 

it hard to, to get out of and uh solved the problem.  But um, he, I think the key thing 

you have to realize about Ross Barnett as a politician, he was trying to please what 

he thought his—who his supporters were and his supporters were, were whites 

who were still committed to segregation.  Barnett himself was a segregationist, I 

don’t doubt that for a moment, but uh whether he would have gone as just based on 

personal views, I don’t know.  But he felt pressure from the, from the uh his 

constituents, the state. 

 

DRM: Do you think he gets a bad rap? 

 

CE: In what way? 

 

DRM:  Just in terms of his role in the whole affair.  Or what would have happened if 

he had just thrown up his hands and said we’re going to obey the law and admit Mr. 

Meredith. 

 

CE:  Well you’ve asked about eight questions there. Does Meredith--does Barnett get 

a bad rap?    Uh Barnett certainly uh bears some responsibility for what happened.  

He was aggressive in his resistance to Meredith.  So in that sense he, he deserves any 

criticism uh, much of the criticism he gets.  He’s not alone though.  There are very 

few people in the state of Mississippi in 1962, in1961 who come out looking, looking 

really good.  Uh white people.  Let me rephrase that:  in 1961 and 1962 there are 

very few white people in Mississippi who come out looking admirable.  There are 
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some, but of them are either uh aggressive in resisting Meredith or uh complacent 

and just go along with it.  So does he get a bad rap?  Uh perhaps what I would say is 

uh if, if he gets a bad rap a lot of other people deserve a bad rap, too. Including the 

Kennedys, including the people in the federal court system, many of them.  Uh other 

people in state government, people on the board of trustees, uh some people at the 

University of Mississippi.   So, uh to say that Barnett gets a bad rap and does he 

deserve it, yes, but so do lot of other people, too. 

 

DRM:  Talk about the courage Mr. Meredith needed to undertake his journey. 

 

CE:  It’s hard for me to even fathom the courage that James Meredith needed.  The 

courage—first of all, to think that it could be done, and then to think that you were 

the one to do it, is remarkable.  Then to persist though all those months and all the 

pressure, and all the publicity, uh is, is really, really impressive.  And that is only half 

of the story.  Then, once he’s admitted he has to endure the, the outright hostility of 

nearly every one he is around day-to-day. He does have uh representatives of the 

federal government with him and there are marshals and troops here.  And there 

are some friendly faculty members and some friendly students, but most of the 

people are, are hateful toward him. Harass him.  So that took a lot of guts a lot of 

courage to persist for uh nine or ten months and also get his studying done.  So to uh 

to say it took courage, it certainly did. 

 

DRM:  What were the long-term repercussions for the university and the state? 

 

CE:  The long-term repercussions were you uh know enormous.  Uh, for the 

university, the university was uh poised to experience the growth that a lot of other 

universities across the country did as the baby boom generation started going to 

college.  And this university did not grow the way most others did—it grew but not 

to the same extent. Uh the crisis drove off a lot of the best faculty members here.  

And I think it is safe to say they were not replaced by people of equal quality.  Uh so 

the university enters a period beginning in 1962 of really a generation—20 years at 

least—of uh stagnation.  And it only begins to change, I think, in, in the 1980s.  The 

town of Oxford, similarly, was poised for growth.  Lots of things were happening, 

Highways being built, hospitals being built, uh the telephone system being 

modernized, and the town does not grow significantly for almost a generation.  And 

the reputation of the university suffers dramatically  Uh it, it, it is not know for its, as 

I say in my book, it’s not know for its beauty queens and its football teams as much 

as it is for, for violence and racism.  And that lasts a long time.  And, and probably 

still effects people of a certain age in the way they think about the university.  

 

DRM:  Talk about the, the university and the state has evolved in the 50 years since 

Meredith 

 

CE:  How it’s evolved? 

 

DRM: Or in other words where are we today? 
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CE:  Well, I,I-- maybe the best way to do it. Meredith was the first African American  

to enroll here.  And the black enrollment grew gradually in the 60s and 70s. While 

the university might not have been making great strides in lots of ways, black 

enrollment was increasing to uh a few hundred black students on campus. In the 

1980s when the university itself started to experience really much more dramatic 

growth, not just in size, but in many other ways uh black enrollment continued to 

grow.  And the university was repeatedly facing uh various racial crisis uh on 

campus caused by a variety of incidents, and each time the university thought it was 

being picked on when national attention was focused on it.  But what was happening 

here was in many ways like what was happening across the country.  The university 

was becoming more like the rest of the country I think.  Uh, and by perhaps uh--let 

me think again. He’s go terrible questions.  Yes, it is.   

 

DRM: How is the university different today than it was in 1962 in terms of the racial 

climate? 

 

CE:  The university in, in uh 2012, 50 years after Meredith, is different I think in a 

number of ways.  One is, there are obviously more African American students here, 

much more diverse student body.  And I think people here are far more comfortable 

with African Americans uh on the faculty and in the student body.  There is uh the 

next president of the student body here is an African American and she is not the 

first, she is the first female African American student body president.   But there 

have been other African American presidents.  So in that way we, I think, most 

people on campus are much more comfortable.  There’s still though this sense that 

uh something might happen. And the university’s still very, as an institution, I think, 

is still very sensitive to race, and still very sensitive to its reputation, and its, and its 

history.   And uh it should be.  Because not just Meredith happening in 1962, ‘63 and 

that whole crisis but there have been repeated uh incidents that have caused 

embarrassment to the university, attracted national attention. That have made the 

university not look a very hospitable place for African Americans. 

 

DRM:  Where would we be without James Meredith? 

 

CE:  Where would the university and the state be without James Meredith?  

Historians deal with the past. We don’t deal with what might have been.  But it 

would have uh it certainly would have been different here at the university.  Uh, 

probably not for the better, in the long run.  Uh, and it may have taken a James 

Meredith of, of some kind to have made progress in the state.  Uh, integrating higher 

education in Mississippi was going to be difficult for uh whoever did it.  So to one 

degree or another it would have taken someone with a lot of courage to do it, to, to 

make that effort.  And it would have been, it would have been very controversial.  It 

might not have—the, the events that happened here in 1962 would not necessarily 

have been replicated a year later, or at another university, but it would not have 

been easy.   
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DRM: What’s the legacy of James Meredith in 2012? 

 

CE:   I’d be interested to know what he would say to that question.   I don’t know 

what his legacy is.  I guess his legacy for the university is that he is the one that uh 

made the university change and in a way that it had to change, needed to change.  

And that it would not have changed on its own.  Uh and it, it made the university 

change in a way that was the most fundamental for this culture.  And that’s a—you 

know if you, if you remember the importance the university had for this state, and 

the importance that race had for this state and the fact that he changed, changed 

both of those virtually by himself.  It wasn’t—he had help many people helping him, 

the lawyers for the NAACP, the federal government, but it was, it was Meredith who 

was the, the primary mover. He was the chief actor.  Uh without him I don’t think it 

would have happened, for a long time.   

 

DRM: Are we “there” yet? 

 

CE:  No, we’re not there. Uh, the, the easy answer is to say we’ll never get there.  But 

uh we’re closer than we were.  Um, still a lot to do, still a lot to do. 

 

DRM:  Is James Meredith a hero? 

 

CE:  I don’t know whether James Meredith is a hero, but what he did is heroic. Um, 

yeah its, its, not many people could do what he did.   

 

DRM:  Irony of buildings and recreational areas names for segregationists. 

 

CE:  It, it does seem odd, that somehow the Winter Institute is house in Vardaman 

Hall, but it also seems very appropriate that the William Winter Institute for Racial 

Reconciliation is occupying Vardaman Hall. That uh Vardaman doesn’t control what 

goes in that building.  They do.   Uh and that’s a, that, that—the, the juxtaposition of 

those two names uh should be a, a reminder to everybody of the progress that’s 

been made over the last couple of generations.  And if you--if Vardaman wasn’t 

there, we might not appreciate the William Winter Institute quite as much as we do.  

As for the Ross Barnett Reservoir, that was a long time ago.  And what’s the name of 

the federal building in, in Jackson now?  I believe it is named after, after African 

Americans.  So, you know, I don’t think it’s quite as bad as, as you suggested.  

 

 

  


