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DRM: Tell us who you are and where you’re from. 

 

LM:  I am uh Leslie Burl McLemore uh from Walls, Mississippi.   

 

DRM: Spell you name for us. 

 

LM:  [spells name] 

 

DRM:  Dr. McLemore, tell us what it was like to grow up as a young black man in the 

40s and 50s in the Mississippi Delta. 

 

LM:  Uh it was challenging.  I was born uh in 1940.  Uh grew up in Desoto County, 

grew up in Walls.  Uh my uh parents lived in the town of Walls, and the town of 

Walls was really surrounded by uh plantations and it still is surrounded 

fundamentally by uh plantations.  My uh father was a sharecropper.  Uh my father 

married up because my uh mother uh was the daughter of an entrepreneur whose 

name was Leslie Williams.  And uh my grandfather owed a restaurant in, in Walls 

and, and rental houses and he was one of two black families in the town that owned 

their own properties.  So I grew up on my grandfather’s property there in Walls, and 

as a child growing up I participated in the local, local economy.  I picked cotton and 

chopped cotton on the various plantations in Desoto County in the area surrounding 

Walls and, and Tunica County. So I went to segregated, of course, uh public schools. 

And the first school I attended uh was actually a CME church called the Mount Zion 

CME church.  And I started there at the age of five year old.   Uh went to school on a 

seasonal basis.  Uh went to school when we either could not chop cotton or pick 

cotton, because that was the school system.  So I guess in a good year we probably 

averaged maybe four and a half months of school out of a, out of a nine-month 

school term.  And I went to school on the elementary level in Desoto County, my 

parents moved to uh Memphis, TN, so I went to school there for about three, uh four 

years and we moved back to Mississippi, so I graduated from uh Delta Center High 

School that is now Walls Elementary School in Walls.  And uh from high school 

graduation, 1960, went off to Rust College.  So I was at Rust College between 1960 

and ‘64, and was involved in the student movement, was one of the student leaders 

on campus.  If fact before I graduated from high school I led a boycott of classes my 

senior year in high school uh because we didn’t, it was a brand new school.  I had 

gone, actually, to school in Hernando.  And Hernando is the county seat in Desoto 

County, gone to school there the first three years. And the school, when I first 

started high school in Hernando in 1956, we went to school in one building that had 

four rooms.  The other school was in three different churches on the west side of 
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Hernando in the black community.  In my junior year, they built a school for blacks, 

a new school in responding to Brown vs. Board.  So I went to school there the uh last 

semester of my junior in year. In my senior year they built a new school in Walls, so 

I spent my senior year at the uh, uh Delta Center High School in Walls.  And that was 

when I was student council president, led a boycott of the uh classes for three 

reasons: 1) we didn’t any have any uh black history books in the library. In fact we 

didn’t really have many of any books in the library.  And secondly, uh we had too 

many advisers, faculty advisers, on the student council. So we were protesting the 

fact that the principal was trying to control the student council by putting five 

faculty members on the council, and we didn’t have many more than five students 

on the council.   And then the third reason was we boycotted because of the food in 

the cafeteria, which is always good.  And so I graduated from high school in 1960 

and went to Rust. Got involved in the movement, got involved in class politics again, 

was elected fresh class president.  And sophomore class president, junior class 

president, and student government association president.   And all those years I was 

involved in voter registration with the NAACP and with SNCC, the Student Non-

violent Coordinating Committee. 

 

DRM:  Go back and talk about your father and the farm economy. 

 

LM:  Yeah. Well my, my grandfather actually owned land in the town.  So uh he ran a 

restaurant, which better uh, jook, jook joint really, And, and had on the weekends he 

would sell food, uh would sell bootleg liquor including and liquor and beer. Uh and 

he owned a plot of land. In fact he had enough land on the place initially that he 

planted cotton.  And it only produced about a bale of cotton a year. But he actually 

did work but what my brother and I did, my late brother Eugene, who was a couple 

of years younger than I am, we actually chopped cotton uh picked cotton in the local 

farms, the local plantations in the area and uh until, I guess I did that till I was a 

freshman in, in high school and then, then I got a job on a cattle ranch uh just sort of 

east of Walls.    So I did that.  So between working on this cattle farm and picking 

cotton and chopping cotton that’s essentially what I did all through high school.  And 

when I went to college I didn’t go back to picking cotton again.  Let me tell you, 

picking cotton and chopping cotton uh that was a greater incentive to go into 

education, to go into college and stay.  And I remember when I went to college my 

freshman year uh I mean I worked harder than I‘d worked in my life because I knew 

there was no way in the world I wanted to go back to Walls [laughs] to pick cotton.  

And some of my cousins uh were tractor drivers, you know, and I didn’t, I didn’t 

want to be, become a tractor driver.  Uh but, but my grandfather and my mother 

always were sort of ambition for us.  And, and my grandfather just envisioned, 

because Walls was so close to Memphis, he just envisioned that one day, once I 

graduated from college, that I would get a job at the post office, uh build a house in 

Walls, and commute.  Uh, because, you know, in those days and even now, but in 

those days, you know, we’re talking about the 50s and 60s, working at the post 

office was really a middle class occupation uh cause you worked for the federal 

government you had benefits.  And so he just envisioned that one day I, I would do 

that. So he was probably slightly disappointed ‘cause I didn’t go in that direction. 
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But, but it was a good experience of working uh in Walls and, and living there with 

my, with my mother and uh by that point in time I had a step-father.  But uh my 

grandfather was really the primary role model uh male role model in my, in my life. 

 

DRM:  Talk about the political and racial landscape in Mississippi in the 50s and 60s. 

 

LM: Well it was, it, it was segregated I mean in every aspect of your existence except 

in this small town of Walls, which now has a population of about 1,200, uh then uh 

somewhat smaller.  Because in Walls it essentially consisted of three general stores, 

a, a filling station, or service station on highway 61 and a U.S. post office. I mean that 

was really the town, uh the broad parameters.  So you know, going go town for us 

really was going to Memphis but we clearly were in Mississippi. And it, it was 

entirely segregated except the housing patterns uh in a town as small as Walls was 

different as I pointed out to you earlier.  Uh the Elkins family and my grandfather 

were the two black families in town that owned their own properties.  So they 

owned their own homes and the Elkins family owned a very small plot of land with 

just the house on it.  My grandfather owned three acres or so uh with his home and 

our home, etc, etc.  But we lived next door uh to a white family, a dairy farmer uh 

and, and so, and down the street, two houses from us was the son-in–law of one of 

the white largest land owners uh in the county, who lived in the town of Walls.  But, 

now mind you, was unincorporated but it was, the town of Walls had a post office 

and all that stuff.  So uh growing up my mother actually played with the next door 

neighborhor’s daughters.  And uh when I came along and got older, uh we played 

with, with the white kids in the community. But in terms of school uh early on when 

I started school at the Mt. Zion CME church school, I walked. It was a public school 

supported, of course, by Desoto County.  And when I transferred to my second 

school, which was the New Hope Missionary Baptist Church School, two miles west 

of Walls, I walked.  Uh so it was, it was my freshman year in high school, which 

would have been 1956, no it was 50, yeah ’56 when we got the first buses that 

actually uh took us to school.  Uh so I rode the buses for the first time then, but 

white kids were riding the buses all along. Now there was not uh, uh a school for 

whites in Walls, but there was on in Lake Cormorant.  And Lake Cormorant is two 

miles down the highway from Walls.  There was an elementary school there and in 

Horn Lake, Mississippi, was where the white high school was.  And uh for, until my 

freshman year, 1956, uh they started the year before a public high school for blacks 

in Desoto County, so that was 1955.  Before that uh the Baptist church uh had what 

the called the Baptist Academy in Hernando. So a very few, and it was a boarding 

school, so a very uh a very few uh kids from Desoto County went to that high school.  

But uh if you really wanted to go to high school, what some of the black families did 

in Walls, uh they would send their kids to Memphis.  And they would stay or live 

with a relative in Memphis and attend high school there. Uh my, my mother 

attended Jeter High School which was right across the state line from Walls so my 

grandfather actually took her to school every day uh, but there was really no high 

school for blacks in Desoto County until 1955. 

 



 4 

DRM:  What was your sense of what the University of Mississippi represented to 

white folks in the 50s and 60s? 

 

LM:  Oh it was clearly the epitome of higher education for whites uh in Mississippi, 

uh then.  I’m, you know, the, the rich planters uh sent their sons and daughters 

there. Uh it, it was known as uh the institution where uh middle class and upper 

class whites uh attended. Uh it was uh just down the road from, from Rust College.  

So when I went to Rust in 1960, you know, there was no notion that a black person 

could attend the University of Mississippi. Uh my, my sophomore year, uh James 

Silver, who taught history at the University of Mississippi, uh organized a sort of 

Sunday evening discussion group with some of the social science history faculty 

members at Rust College. Uh, so occasionally uh Dr. Silver would bring students 

from the University of Mississippi to the campus at Rust.  And we would have uh 

these discussions. I know one of the topics that we often talked about, as I recall 

now, was the Civil War.   So we had ongoing sort of discussions.  I can’t quite 

remember how often they were but I know during the course of the semester and I 

was a sophomore then and this was before James Meredith uh integrated the 

University of Mississippi. Uh but Silver had gotten together with Professor Walters, 

uh Waters at Rust and Professor Eaton and some other people.  I didn’t know 

anything about the planning of it but I just know that at some point they said that we 

are going to host the group of students and their professor from Ole Miss who would 

come and we’ll have this discussion and in class they would say these are the topics 

we’re going to talk about uh read you assignment and be prepared to engage in the 

discussion. Uh but at that time, even, you know, because he was coming uh to Rust, I 

don’t remember us, and we did not ever travel to the campus at Ole Miss and have 

any of those discussions there.  

 

DRM:  What was the first you heard of James Meredith? 

 

LM:  Uh well when, when I read in the newspaper about uh this guy from Jackson 

state who was going to uh integrate the University of Mississippi.  Uh and because I 

was the uh chapter president of the NAACP on campus at Rust, and so I was a part of 

the NAACP statewide network.  That’s when I met Medgar Evers and Aaron Henry. 

In fact when we were organized in February of 1962, Medgar Evers was the person 

that swore us in and was our principal speaker.  So, so I was a part, sort of a part of 

that NAACP network so I, I heard about the coming of uh James Meredith through 

the NAACP, thought uh Aaron Henry, and uh his brother-in-law on campus, uh Rev. 

Lindsey was the college Chaplin who was very active in the NAACP.  So, so I, I heard 

it through them and through what I read in the newspaper.  

 

DRM:  So what’d you think? 

 

LM:  Oh, I, I thought it was a, a great idea.  You know, because I often wondered you 

know why someone hadn’t integrated the University of Mississippi already. Because 

you know we were, when I went off to college in 1960 we were engaged in a few 

public demonstrations.  But you know there was really no public facilities in Holly 
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Springs really to protest around. We, we tried to integrate the local drug store and 

they took out the seats in the drug store, so that was it.  But there was a movie 

theater. Uh where blacks sat in the top and the, the whites sat on the, on the, on the 

floor.  So we, we boycotted, tried to integrate the movie theater, and they eventually 

closed it down too.  Uh so, so we really engaged in voter registration but often uh 

you know we had discussions about why someone hadn’t attempted to integrate the 

University of Mississippi and the other, the other institutions too, but our focus, of 

course, was Ole Miss since we were just up the highway from, you know, Ole Miss.  

So when we heard about James Meredith uh you know we were excited.  In  fact, I 

remember uh [clears throat] when the national guards were coming down the 

highway.  And uh, at the time Rust was open and across the street was Mississippi 

Industrial College, better known as MI.  And, and when the national guards were 

coming down the highway from Memphis uh we were out on the banks of the 

highway cheering the guards on.  Because they were going to protect uh James 

Meredith. And, and that was sort of my physical and visible association with uh you 

know James Meredith integrating the University of Mississippi because you know it 

was in the newspaper and on television and was all the news in that area. 

 

DRM:  Let’s talk about Ross Barnett. 

 

LM:  Ross Barnett was a, a character that uh we, you know I’d been following politics 

in Mississippi since I was in middle school, grammar school.  Because I took and 

early on interest, my, my father, grandfather was sort of politically active as a non-

voter in, in the town.  He was sort of one of the—So I took a real interest in, in, in 

politics.  And uh and I, you know I followed Ross Barnett’s campaign. And you know, 

followed Coleman’s campaign, etc. etc.  And quite frankly didn’t think much of Ross 

Barnett.  You know, because he was espousing the old segregationist principals uh 

that uh to a young guy at that time who was not a registered voter.  Uh but it was, 

you now, it was appalling.  And of course uh when Meredith uh integrated Univ. of 

Mississippi, uh Gov. Barnett lived up to his reputation. So uh but you know all the 

things that were happening behind the scenes you know you learned later, uh but on 

the other hand uh Ross Barnett represented uh that segment of Mississippi that, that 

I didn’t want to be identified with.  Uh because uh clearly in 1960 you know the 

country was beginning to change.  I mean, you had had the Montgomery uh bus 

boycott, of course Emmitt Till had been, had been lynched. Uh you had the sit in 

movement in Oklahoma, you know you had the beginning of the sit in movement in 

North Carolina you know so things were, and then, before James Meredith came to 

Ole Miss, you know you had the, uh the Tougaloo Nine here in, in Jackson, and you 

had the Freedom Riders coming to Jackson and you had the very uh very early entry 

of SNCC coming to the state.  Uh, so there was an activist uh tenor in the state that, 

and, and the state was changing.  So, so clearly uh in a very real sense Ross Barnett 

represented the, the resistance, uh he represented the enemy, the enemy uh to 

anyone who was trying to bring any kind of progress to uh to Mississippi.  

 

DRM:  We learned things later, secretly having conversations with Kennedys etc.  
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LM:  Well, you know, you know, the thing that, that I’m struck by is that, number 

one, uh it, it gives you some sense of a state governor dealing with the federal 

government.  And sort of the awesome power of the fed, federal government vs. the 

state government.  And, and then the awesome power, really, of the office of the 

president in this instance with Kennedy dealing directly with a governor.  So you get 

a very real sense, as, as a student of political science, you get some sense of that sort 

of federal-state relationship. And it, it gives you a greater appreciation really for 

what can be done, what should have been done, but it gives you some idea that if, 

you know, prior to James Meredith uh that what the power of the president can, can 

do or had the power to do but things had not been done.  But also, you know, you 

have to realize, too, that, that Ross Barnett, you’re right, I mean, he was playing to 

the people that elected him, uh that he represented.  But also you know in your 

heart and his heart that he knew better.  I, I, I mean uh clearly it, it was a way of life 

in Mississippi, it was a part of the culture, you know, we still have remnants [that’s 

the way he pronounced it] of it here but on the other hand, this was the guy who 

was elected, by, essentially, the white population who knew better uh but insisted 

on uh making this public stand.  But the irony is that behind the scene he was 

copping a different plea and had a different narrative.  Uh which again points up, 

that uh when it comes to you know looking at the federal power vs. state power you 

know there is really no match.  And uh Ross Barnett obviously got a lot, a lot of 

publicity out of it.  I, I, I mean he, he stood up to uh the federal government.  Uh he 

told the Kennedy boys in one sense you know where to get off, but on the other 

hand uh there was nothing that he could do to stop uh, you know, the integration of 

the university.  Uh but, but also you know in, in hindsight and retrospect, maybe 

even then, you know, he could have played a much greater role in tempering the 

level of violence that occurred on the campus.  

 

DRM:  What would have happened if Ross Barnett had thrown up his hands and said 

we’re going to obey the law? 

 

LM:  Yeah, oh, he’d have been run out of town on a rail.  You know, uh he, but just 

think after that uh you know I mean his, his political future was over.  But of course 

he had to be concerned about life after being governor.  He had to make a living, uh 

he had to go to the country club he had to go to the church, he had to do all the 

things that you do as a normal citizen and human being.  So obviously he was 

concerned about that.  Uh you know, he couldn’t, he couldn’t lose face with the 

people you know that he was very much apart of.  It’s sort of like the, you know the 

uh, the political environment is, is shaped by just so many different variables. And 

uh the politics of it, you know, the, the social part of it, I mean just all of the 

amenities that one associates with uh you know being governor or being ex-

governor or being a lawyer in town, I mean you have to deal with all of that. 

 

DRM:  Talk about the courage that was required for Mr. Meredith to undertake his 

journey. 
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LM:  You know I have often thought about this.  And you know  and I think when 

most people think about it we really personalize it.  Uh we ask ourselves the 

question could I have done that?  Or would I have done that?  And I think most of us 

would come back with the answer no. There is no way in the holy hell that I would 

have done that. So uh you know Meredith obviously has and had a deep love for 

Mississippi. Uh he often has said that he wanted to attend uh the best school in 

Mississippi.  There can be some debate about that but on the other hand that’s what 

he said.  He wanted to get the very best education possible.  And of course, given his 

circumstances I mean I guess I would probably you know use some of the same, 

same words. But on the other hand uh, he had love for Mississippi, wanted to 

improve himself educationally, and, and just really is a courageous person. Because, 

I mean, he went into that uh without really knowing how this story was going to 

end.  I mean, none of us knew. I mean uh none of us knew that was going to take that 

many uh soldiers to protect him. You know, none of us knew that take I mean the 

very present of the federal government in a very physical and real way.  So, so, so, so 

this guy uh was just about as courageous as, as one can be.  I, I think he had a couple 

of things going for him, obviously.  You know, number one he was and is a very 

bright man. Uh so he was going into an environment where he knew that he had to 

produce academically.  And then just think, uh he had gotten a good foundation at 

Jackson State, I mean because he was, he was here, virtually about ready to 

graduate. And, and, and went to the University of Mississippi.  I think it served him 

well that he had a certain level of maturity because he had been in the Air Force. Uh, 

he was not your typical uh freshman or sophomore college student. I mean here is a 

married man, a family man uh who had lived in other places, uh spent time in, in the 

Air Force so he brought a certain level of maturity you know, to the enterprise.  And, 

and then it, it turns out that, that he was paired with Medgar Evers and the NAACP.  

So in one sense he had a, a good level of infrastructure support.  I mean the 

infrastructure not only of the Mississippi uh chapter of the NAACP but the, but the 

authority, the power, the best wishes and the support and the resources of the 

national NAACP.  And then to, to work closely with uh Medgar Evers and his staff 

and other people uh I mean that helped to add some of the cache to what Mr. 

Meredith was attempting to do. And clearly uh the infrastructure support was, was 

important I mean he was encouraged obviously by his family, uh by Medgar Evers, 

by Roy Wilkins, by all the people associated you know with the NAACP.  And I really 

think that made a difference. And he had uh the whole of Jackson State uh University 

cheering him and encouraging him you know once obviously he made the decision 

that he was going to go to the University of Mississippi.  And then talking with uh 

some of the NAACP leaders in, in Memphis like uh former NAACP executive director 

up there uh Mrs. Maxine Smith.  Uh she pointed out that very often what they would 

often do, they would host uh James Meredith in Memphis over the weekend, you 

know, would have receptions for him, and dinners, etc, etc. and uh encourage him to 

hang in there.  You know so he had a lot of people pulling for him, uh not, obviously 

not only in Mississippi but across the country.  And, and, and I think that made a 

difference too, but, but this single act by uh James Meredith uh that really helped to 

enliven uh and empower the Civil Rights Movement was a very important step uh in 

the life of changing uh Mississippi and by definition, uh the country. 
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DRM: What do you remember about the riots? 

 

LM:  Ohh.  Uh I was right up the street.  And uh [pauses, exhales] Number one I was 

just appalled.  I mean, I, I, I just—you know the thing that struck me uh quite frankly, 

to be quite candid with you, you know I remember saying to myself that this 

couldn’t be happening in America.  I mean, this couldn’t be happening uh down the 

street from where I am, I mean down the highway from, from where I am in college.  

I mean it just couldn’t be happening.  And it couldn’t be happening because this one 

man was attempting to integrate the University of Mississippi.  And my thinking was 

that what could this one, lone guy do, who clearly was brave, and, and had uh 

tremendous courage, but what could this lone act by this person do to upset people 

so much until uh you know they would riot and kill people and simply go berserk.   

So, so I was just appalled and amazed. And, and as I look back on it and reflect upon 

it, you know, it’s just amazing.   That all of this hullabaloo over this one guy who 

wanted to get uh he said the best education he could get in Mississippi.  So uh and, 

and we had discussions on the campus at Rust about this. Uh and uh you know, we 

talked about it—I mean, it, it really in a very real sense uh it really empowered a lot 

of people.  Because from that people said, you know, this obviously shouldn’t be 

happening in Mississippi, it shouldn’t be happening in America,  but it is.  Uh and it’s 

over the issue of race.  And, and clearly all of us who were involved in the movement 

at that point in time, I mean, we really wanted to be much more involved.  In fact, 

after Meredith graduated a group of us from Rust College, with the support of some 

students at Ole Miss, uh we were the next group of black people on the campus.  Uh 

we went to see Howard K. Smith speak on the campus.  And uh and we got, some of 

us got roughed up on our way in and on our way out but we, we heard him speak on 

campus uh in the Lyceum.  And when we came out uh of the building uh on each side 

of the sidewalk they had some of the biggest cops I had seen in my life.  And I had 

never felt so happy to see a Mississippi policeman you know as we came out of that 

building. [laughs]. 

 

DRM:  Meredith’s life wasn’t a piece of cake. Can you imagine what that was like? 

 

LM:  I can’t but you know one of the things that, I, I really can’t.  That’s, that’s why, 

you know, when people criticize Mr. Meredith for whatever reason you know you 

can’t lose sight is that this single act by this individual really helped to change the 

circumstance in this state and in this country, So, so we, we should applaud him 

every time we have the opportunity and recognize him for what he did. But, but, but 

I think one of the beauties of what he did was that he went through the personal 

harassment, I mean, uh people that, again you’re right, they tried to befriend him, 

tried to meet him were ostracized. But on the other hand he had in place uh a 

support system that was probably uh second to none.  I mean he obviously had the 

president of the federal government.  But, but then he had uh these people because 

occasionally he would come to Holly Springs, and there were people there who 

would you know entertain him, etc, etc.  Uh so I, I think he must have taken uh some 

satisfaction from, I would think, from the fact he knew his family uh were 
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supportive, that, that, uh that his immediate family, his extended family, uh his Civil 

Rights family, all these people who were supporting him uh you know wanted the 

best for him. So, uh going through the harassment, uh heartaches that he went 

through, uh the sacrifice, but, but, but clearly this guy, Mr. Meredith, had this vision, 

I mean he, he just knew that downstream it was going to make a difference.  And I’m 

sure, I mean all of these things really kept him going.  I mean his deep belief uh but 

the support that he had is, is, is something that was short of phenomenal, you know, 

and I, I just really think that that made a difference.  

 

DRM:  What is your sense of the long term repercussions on Mississippi and Ole 

Miss? 

 

LM:  Well, uh we’re talking 1962. And remember in 1962 that uh the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee had come to Mississippi.  Uh that the Freedom 

Riders had come and some were still in jail.  So you had this backdrop and you had 

the ever presence of the NAACP and Medgar Evers was still alive in 1962.  Uh, this 

occurred during the, the height of what has now been called the Jackson Movement. 

It really started in 1961 with the Tougaloo Nine, trying to integrate the public 

library here in Jackson.  SO you have this backdrop, so you had Meredith working 

with uh the NAACP and the other Civil Rights forces in Mississippi. So Meredith’s 

attempt to, to, to uh work with uh the varying organizations this? Integration of the 

University of Mississippi uh is important from a lot of perspectives and I think uh 

the further we move away from it the more we understand sort of what was 

happening because this was a lone act by James Meredith and all the people 

supporting him but you had all this activity going on in Mississippi at that time.  SO 

when he was there, ’63, the freedom vote campaign Aaron Henry, Ed King running 

for governor and lt, lt, governor on the mock election, so you have this uh, uh, uh, uh 

happening. And then you had this institution of higher learning.  So you can look at 

this whole thing from a, a higher learning institutional stand point in terms of the 

impact of his presence, his integration of that university on, on the other institutions 

of higher learning.  But also I think we, we increasingly have to put it in the context 

of looking at the impact of his presence there on the Civil Rights Movement and on 

the nation.  And, and James Meredith quite frankly as a role model for, for kids and, 

and students across this country and in, in Mississippi who, who probably at that 

time uh maybe didn’t internalize to the stand—to the point now that we can reflect 

on this.  But what he was doing was laying the ground work and the basis for so 

many other people who decided that I am going to go to Mississippi State or I’m 

going to the University of Southern Mississippi—where ever they were going uh but 

took uh you know James Meredith’s uh stance and said, you know, if he did it I can 

do it. I just remember reading, just last week uh Cleve Donald, Dr. Donald, the 

second black to graduate uh said in a statement that I just read that HE really 

wanted to be the first person to integrate the University of Mississippi.  So, so you, 

so you had all of this happening.  So clearly uh Meredith’s act helped to set in motion 

uh changes in higher education, changes in the body politic in Mississippi.  Uh all of 

us who were working in the movement whether we were in CORE or SNCC, or the 

NAACP made its presence actually empowered so many of us.  So as, as we move 
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forward clearly we wouldn’t be where we are as a state right now if James Meredith 

had not done what he did.  And I think we have to again put this into context of what 

was going on because he was there at Ole Miss but on the other hand he was 

providing so much incentive for people who were out working in the mineyards of 

the Civil Rights Movement, trying to bring about change primarily through voter 

registration.  So, so all of us, because also remember that in 1962, Fannie Lou Hamer 

was evicted from the plantation uh in Sunflower County.  So you had uh Fannie Lou 

Hamer, other people being inspired by, by Meredith.  And, and vise versa.  I, I, I’m 

sure that when you look at it contextually, uh that his presence had a profound 

impact upon where we were and moving forward, and, and, and where we are now.  

One can, can make the argument that obviously we should be much further along 

than we are.  But, but that’s neither here nor there.  But uh I think uh we have to give 

James Meredith his due and have to look upon his experience as being a part of, of 

this, this larger experience in, in Mississippi.  Uh because you know the challengers 

that we had then, we have some of the same challenges. You know, we’re still are on 

the bottom of the economic ladder mean as a state.  Uh we, we still have too much 

poverty.   We still lead the country in, in poverty. I mean so we, we have on the other 

hand, the highest number of black elected officials in any state in the union and of 

course in part that’s a product because we have the highest percentage of blacks in 

our, in the population in Mississippi.  But, but, but we have a lot of pluses. And we 

have a lot of minuses.  We would have more minuses if James Meredith had not done 

what he did.      

 

DRM: So what’s the legacy of James Meredith in 2012? 

 

LM:  Well, I, I, I think his, his legacy is that he helped to lay the foundation for 

bringing about fundamental change uh in Mississippi, uh in the American South, and 

in the country.  I, I think his, his legacy is that uh he had enough courage, enough 

spark ? to standup, because when, when, when he stood up, quite frankly, not only 

did he stand up for James Meredith, but he stood up for the state of Mississippi, 

whether you’re black or whether you’re white.  Uh, we are a much better place, and 

we have a long, long ways to go, but we are a much better place because he did what 

he did.  So uh his legacy uh will live on uh because his example uh represented one 

of the finest examples of a person who was concerned about his own education but 

clearly he was concerned about the education of his fellow men and women. And, 

and I just think that one of the things he has done that I really identify with so 

profoundly now is, is that he has had this one person crusade of putting more books 

in the library, of having people read books, of emphasizing the importance of 

literacy and you know and I know that if you can read you can do a hell of a lot of 

things.  And, and, and he has been consistent on looking at literacy as being so 

fundamental. Then if you, if you trace then uh his heritage and what he was able to 

at, at Ole Miss, then it’s—well maybe in one sense it’s to be expected.  That this is a 

man who sacrificed so much to obtain an education and now, who is still walking the 

earth and saying that we as a state and as a people uh we need to be in the library 

every day, we need to be encouraging our young people to read and to possess 

books and become much more conversant with what is going on in the world.  So I 
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mean you cannot leave on this earth a better, a better challenge than to say to your 

fellow citizens you know let us educate ourselves, you know let us get to know each 

other better, but let us use that education to advance our society.  And that’s one hell 

of a thing to do and to say. Uh and uh he should be supported, uh but in his style.   I 

mean here is this uh lone ranger who is doing it and saying uh that reading and 

literacy that these are things we should be a part of and we should encourage other 

people to do it.  

 

DRM: Is James Meredith a hero? 

 

LM:  He is, he is.  I mean from, from all perspectives. I mean uh given uh what he did 

in 1962—if, if he didn’t do anything but go to the University of Mississippi and 

graduate he would still be a hero.   You know, but on the other hand, uh he’s lived 

his life in a certain way that’s been controversial, uh but I don’t think any other 

controversy, I mean you can just say uh I disagree with him, and move on, you know.  

I mean he has, given what he went through, uh he should be given some props, you 

know. And uh he is, he is a hero. And uh you know, I think some people would, 

would disagree but I, I think on the other hand if you look at his body of work uh 

what he has been able to accomplish, what he’s advocating now, uh he is a hero, he 

is a role model to so many people who can look back on 1962 and what James 

Meredith was to do in Mississippi in 1962.  Uh one of the darkest periods in our, in 

our history.  And, and he was able to work with people who were supportive of him 

and to not only go there but he graduated. And uh and now, you know, 50 years 

later, 50 years later, we are talking about James Meredith, which is phenomenal.  

And I gather that at some point during this academic year there is going to be some 

commemoration or celebration at the University of Mississippi marking 50 years 

later James Meredith is still around.  

 

DRM:  You brought up the Lone Ranger.  Mr. Meredith is unpredictable.   Was he like 

that or did the experience make him like that? 

 

LM:  You know, I’m, I’m, I’m glad you asked this question because in, in October uh 

we do the annual Fannie Lou Hamer symposium here.  And we are going to do uh 

this year, we’re going to look at Meredith 50 years later.  And one of the questions 

that, that I’ve asked myself is the Jackson State experience.  What I am going to do is 

invite some of the people back to the campus who were here when Meredith was a 

student here who knew him well to talk about uh Meredith before he left Jackson 

State going to Ole Miss.  And you know I don’t know the answer to the question you 

just asked, but let me tell you. My suspicion is that yes, that, that this, this guy was a 

sort of a lone ranger when, when he was here.  Uh clearly he had strong opinions on 

a number of matters.  I was reading the comments of, of a judge who was here with 

him who now lives in Chicago.  Uh was saying, was talking about conversations they 

had when they were students on the campus.   Because you know Meredith was a 

married student, had, had kids by then and all that, uh but was, was respected by the 

other students because they took a number of classes together.  Uh But I, but I think 

it’s going to be important to sort of go back and look at the James Meredith before he 
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went to Ole Miss to get comments from—so we’re going to organize sort of a round 

table to talk about uh Meredith pre-Ole Miss.  And then sort of obviously follow him 

you know to the university.  But, but I am sure that his personality was of, of a 

nature that he, he was, he was a lone ranger.  And, and of course, you know, as we 

have lived longer, 50 years later we can see, because there were arguments then in 

1962, ‘63 that yeah I mean this guy is at the University of Mississippi, integrating the 

University of Mississippi and for some people in the Civil Rights community who, 

who didn’t quite embrace the fact that this lone person you know was doing that 

and of course later with some of the comments, some of the controversial stances he 

took on, on issues though.  But, but he was clearly an integral part of this movement 

in spite of the fact that he was this lone person, black person there initially.  But then 

look at the number of African American students that came after Meredith.  Not only 

at Ole Miss, but at Delta State, at Mississippi State, uh and at, at the University of 

Southern Mississippi.  You know, uh I think Mississippi State now in terms of the 

number of black students, it has more black student on its campus than they do at 

Mississippi Valley State Univ.  Of course, Mississippi Valley State University is a 

much smaller place.  But, but it, but it, but you can trace this back to uh what Mr. 

Meredith did in 1962.   So we uh, living with that legacy uh we’re trying to improve 

that legacy because we still have too few people going to college in Mississippi, black 

or white, but especially uh black students.  We still have too many people dropping 

out of middle school to high school which is something that he, 50 years later, is 

concerned about you know.  So you have to say right on Mr. Meredith.  Because you 

know he’s coming down on the right side of the issues especially as it concerns 

education and the importance of education. You know because it’s just so 

fundamental to improving the conditions of our state and of course our country. 

 

DRM: Irony of building and recreational areas. What do you think about when you 

see the Ross Barnett Reservoir and Tougaloo at same exit? 

 

LM:  Well I, I, I think about, David Rae, I think about this shared history that we have 

in the south and that we have in Mississippi. Uh this contested history that we have 

in Mississippi, in the south.  And, uh a couple of years ago, there was this 

controversy in Memphis over the renaming of one of the city parks  uh because it 

was named for a Civil War uh hero, uh white hero.  Uh in Mississippi, the Ross 

Barnett reservoir, uh, you know, all of the monuments to confederate uh, uh 

generals and heroes of the confederacy.  And then you have in the same soil, uh 

Medgar Evers, uh Fannie Lou Hamer, Myrlie Evers, James Meredith, Herbert Lee, Uh 

Schwerner, Goodman and Chaney, all, all these unknown sheroes and heroes that 

sacrificed uh to be where we are now.  And, and as a Mississippian who has lived 

here most of my life I, I live with it every day.  And, and, and I’ve really come to 

understand uh that this history is not going to change.  Is that uh we’re going to live 

with each other.  I, I mean we tried living separately uh for so long, it didn’t work.  

Uh we must and have to try living together because we as a state we fair much 

better.  Just think if we had not robbed our black citizens and women too, their of 

ability to contribute to the economy, to contribute to the higher education system, 

that we would be a much, much richer state uh in terms of human resources and uh 
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dollars and cents.   But we neglected to utilize the talents of so many people that 

could contribute to this state.  And so we’re in the fix that we’re in because we have 

not and did not taken advantage of the human capital that we have in Mississippi.  

So we have this history.  Uh we’re going to live with this history.  Right now, we are 

planning in Mississippi uh the national Civil Rights Museum in Mississippi.  And we 

are planning a Mississippi history museum in Mississippi, which is a reflection of, of 

our history.   So uh, yeah it bugs me, but on the other hand, I realize that this is 

Mississippi. Uh we have this shared history, but then we have this contested history.  

And, and that’s really not going to change.   I, I think what we can do in a place like 

uh Jackson or Port Gibson or Clarksdale, where ever you have black elected officials 

in the majority we can change some of the names and we have changed some of the, 

the names in, uh in Jackson.  They are going to change some of the names in, in 

Memphis and Birmingham and Atlanta.   But they aren’t going to change all of the 

names.  They’re going to change some of the names of the high schools. They’re 

going to change some of the names of the public facilities.  But they aren’t going to 

change all of them because uh we have this shared history and we have this 

contested history and that is just what it means to be a southern, to be a 

Mississippian, and to be an American.  And that’s just a part of it and, and we, we 

can’t--even when we try, we can’t run away from our history and all of the parts of it 

that we can’t, that we, just that we can’t stand--we don’t like.  But we can’t revise it 

enough to say that it didn’t happen.  So that’s why I just think that it is so important 

for us to tell the truth about our history.  That’s why I think the Civil Rights 

movement is so important as a part of the Mississippi history narrative. We need to 

know that, uh black people and white people need to know how we have arrived, 

where we are and what it took for us to arrive where we are. The struggle involved.  

So it, it seems to me that history is there.  We need to embrace it and we need to 

embrace each other.  And, and I think one of the greatest mistakes that we make 

when we don’t talk to each other—and it seems to me that uh to have an ongoing 

conversation uh when I am long dead and gone, to have an ongoing conversation, to 

have a dialogue, an ongoing dialogue is so fundamental to changing Mississippi to 

changing some of the hearts, to changing some of the minds [points to heart and 

mind] uh in our state.  But when we don’t talk to each other, that’s when we make 

the big mistakes. So, so I am optimistic and hopeful that the institutions that are 

being planned now will help uh increase this dialogue and the more we have a much 

more integrated society where people are working together, and playing together, 

and doing all the things that people need to do together uh that these conversations 

uh will help fundamentally change systematically what we do in Mississippi.   

 

DRM: How has Jackson State University evolved in the last 50 years. Just learned 

you have a white quarterback. 

 

 

LM:  Uh well we had one.  He’s, he’s, well he hasn’t graduated, his playing days are 

over.  Uh but hopefully one day he will graduate from Jackson State.  And set all kind 

of records.  Uh so, uh we have a few other whites on the football team.  We have 12 

percent of our student population is white.  Uh Jackson State is about as accessible 
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as any university uh in Mississippi.  Of course it’s in the state capitol so it’s, it’s here.  

So when I came here to teach in ’71, we had an integrated faculty.  Uh we probably 

have one of the most integrated faculties of any university uh in, well, in Mississippi.   

We, we may have the most integrated faculty uh you know, because we have 

people—it’s the United Nations of, this, this faculty.  And, and increasingly on the 

graduate level we’re, we are attracting uh more non-black students.  Uh so, uh you 

know, slowly it’s evolving.   You have to understand that we’re still dealing, you 

know, with this culture, we’re still dealing with this state that is the blackest state in 

the union.   Uh, so we, we still have these suspicions.  We still have uh too many 

people not talking to each other.   Uh we still have this small town mentality.  Living 

in Walls, quite frankly, is not like living in Jackson.  You know, so, so we still have 

some issues uh you know to, to address.   

 

 


