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

 

CW: Curtis Wilkie, I teach at Ole Miss, uh I live in Oxford. 

 

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

early 60s. 

 

CW:  Oh, it was pretty ugly, uh certainly divided.  You know, Brown v. Board of 

Education may have taken place in 1954, but it had not traction in Mississippi. 

Strong resistance by the white leadership uh who certainly did everything they 

could to basically convince the white population that integration would never come.   

And so “never” was an operative word.   

 

DRM:  What did the university represent to white Mississippians? 

 

CW:  Oh back then especially it as the only university in the state.  So it was the 

mother institution it was uh the seat of really political power more so than the state 

capitol and all the leadership and all the 82 counties so much of it was produced uh 

on this campus.  

 

DRM: When were you a student here? 

 

CW:  I was a freshman in 1958, I should have graduated in the spring of  ‘62, but I 

didn’t.  I had to come back to take three hours that fall and so I finally graduated uh 

in January, 1963. 

 

DRM:  And what did you witness? 

 

CW:  Oh I witnessed a lot of history uh, a lot of excitement. Uh, tragedy for the 

school, but uh, one that the school over the years has turned into a point of 

celebration, because it did mean the end of uh, uh the beginning of the end of uh 

segregation in our public schools in Mississippi.   

 

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

 

CW:  I supposed it would have been sometime maybe a year before he actually 

arrived on campus.  We, we now know that he applied in January of 1961, and there 

were other black applicants uh during that period they all were turned down, but he 

was persistent and uh his case was eventually taken up uh by the NAACP Legal 

Defense Fund and made its way through the courts. So at some point uh we were 
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aware there was a Meredith case and certainly by the summer of ’62 uh we knew 

that there was a really real possibility that he might become a student here.   

 

DRM: What was the reaction to that ? 

 

CW:  I think among the student body by enlarge uh, [pause] there were certainly 

pockets of strong opposition.  I think, uh if you’d had a referendum probably 90% 

would have said we don’t want him or we would prefer that he not come here. But 

there wasn’t violent objection to the idea.  Uh there were certainly very, very few 

people openly embracing the idea of James Meredith coming here.  

 

DRM:  What are your memories of September 1962? 

 

CW:  Oh there are pretty vivid because uh it was such a dramatic period and it was a 

crisis that built over about a two-week period where Ole Miss was literary the 

leading story in the world. Because you had this enormous confrontation between 

the state government, which had effectively taken control of the school.  You know, 

the governor had appointed himself registrar and uh the school administration had 

caved into the political leadership.  Uh, so it’s a confrontation between the state 

political leadership and the federal government. Uh it was almost unprecedented 

that you had something of that magnitude where the governor’s openly defying 

court orders.   Uh it began on campus on my birthday, my 22nd birthday, September 

20, when James Meredith came to the campus and Barnett was here and uh rejected 

him.  Said you can’t enroll.  And over the next week or so there were two or three 

more confrontations. There was one in Jackson where Meredith uh and uh the 

Justice Dept. officials who accompanied him confronted Barnett in the state office 

building and Barnett turned him away again.  There was another instance here 

where the Lt. Gov. Paul Johnson physically turned uh Meredith away at the bridge 

uh, as he tried to get onto the campus and there was a shoving match, And then 

there was going to be yet another confrontation later that week which was 

ultimately called off because we later learned several years later that Barnet had 

this cockamamie scheme where he was willing to step aside if the Marshals would 

pull their guns on him.  And uh it was crazy that uh the Kennedys had gone along 

with this idea.  But ultimately there were so many people there uh I was one of the 

people uh you know in the crowd waiting to see history made and uh, we didn’t 

know they were going to be pulling guns.  Uh, so it was, in some ways it was, it was 

almost uh kind of low comedy, certainly involving Barnett. And uh it went until 

Saturday Sept 29th and that’s when we had the football game in Jackson and the 

state is basically in a war footing and for the first time, the little miniature 

confederate battle flags were brought out and distributed in the crowd at the 

Kentucky game.  And Barnett spoke at halftime and made this wild speech about 

how much he loved Mississippi and loved her traditions and they unveiled the new 

state song, which happened to be uh to the tune of Ross’s uh campaign song, “Roll 

With Ross.”  And it was, the whole thing was really ludicrous. And I described it even 

then as probably what Nuremberg would have been like uh in Germany. Uh it was a 

frenzied crowd, uh almost hysterical. And Barnett was whipping it, whipping this 
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hysteria. Uh, and all that then leads to the evening of September 30th, Sunday here 

on campus, when uh those of us who went to the ballgame and most of the campus 

did, we came back to find that the Lyceum was encircled by several hundred uh U.S. 

Marshals in battle gear.  And uh all hell broke loose that night. 

 

DRM:  What do you remember about that night? You were in the crowd for a while. 

 

CW:  Sure.  Uh I went there, again out of curiosity.  Maybe my, you know, I’m an 

aspiring journalist and want to see, see this event. We thought maybe Meredith was 

going to be brought to uh register in the Lyceum. Uh nobody knew where Meredith 

was.  It turns out he was in a dorm up on the, the hill about a probably half mile 

away from the Lyceum.  Nobody ever knew where he was that night.  Uh, the crowd 

grew, there were probably 500 students, most of them curious.  There were a 

handful who were causing trouble uh, uh yelling, throwing things, they eventually 

attacked uh one TV cameraman, if I recall.  And uh so there were a couple of 

fistfights uh among basically reporters and uh, uh the crowd, which at that time was 

essentially students.  And about eight o’clock that night uh, just about nightfall and it 

was getting ugly, the Marshals fired a volley of teargas into the crowd, and it was the 

first time I was ever tear gassed and uh, it’s not very pleasant.   So we all went 

scampering away, and I fled to a, a girl’s dorm and found sanctuary in the lobby 

there.  And in the lobby, everyone was watching President Kennedy in his speech to 

the nation even as the trouble was just breaking out in the circle in front of the 

Lyceum. There was a rumor uh that went around very quickly that a popular uh 

young woman student had been killed by a teargas canister.  There was nothing to it 

at all, but it helped enflame some of the students and it probably created some of the 

intensity uh by this kind of counterattack by the students.  And at this time the 

campus is suddenly being flooded by all these rednecks and people who had 

probably never been on a college campus before coming in with their guns and their 

baseball bats and for all I know their pitchforks and uh are going to help preserve 

the sanctity of Ole Miss.   And they were the ones who really caused trouble and so. 

At some point during the evening, there was a lot of gunfire breaking out.  And uh, 

the first unit that came in to try to rescue the marshals who were basically hold up 

in the Lyceum.  It was basically like being in the Alamo.  In fact there is a famous 

story that uh Ed Guffman was the PR guy for the Justice Dept. he was here and he 

called up uh Bobby Kennedy and says you know we’re running out of tear gas, we’re 

in a desperate situation, we’re like in the Alamo.  And Bobby Kennedy said to him, 

laughed and said, “Well Ed, you know what happened to the guys in the Alamo.” But 

they were in a fairly desperate situation.  And the first military group that came to 

rescue turned out to be the National Guard unit from Oxford that had been 

federalized.  And I was out there as they, their convoy came down University Avenue 

and rounded uh the circle and uh they were being pelted by bricks and bottles and if 

I recall one of the jeeps, they were driving jeeps, one of the jeeps hit a blockade that, 

that the rioters had already moved these stone uh benches from the circle out to try 

to form a roadblock in the road around the circle.  And I remember one of the jeeps 

uh careened off of one bench.  So it was fairly chaotic.  There was also, you know, 

crazy, it was surreal.  Uh the rioters took control of a fire truck and were making 
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loops around the circle and a big crowd was on the fire truck and every time they 

would come by the uh Lyceum they would unload their bricks and their bottles and 

the marshals would fire a round of teargas into the fire truck and it would, it kept 

going around, it was finally disabled.  And they arrested some of the people who 

were on the fire truck.  And so un, undeterred they went and grabbed a bulldozer 

and they were bringing a bulldozer up through the uh the circle and a mob was 

marching behind the bulldozer and uh.  If I recall the bulldozer, you know, ran into a 

tree.  So they even tried to drive some cars through the circle and they invariably 

wrecked the, the cars because they ran into trees.  There were a lot of trees and it 

was dark and there was a lot of uh tear gas smoke and fog uh it was hard to see.  And 

I was watching most of it from uh at the foot of the, foot of the circle.   

 

DRM:  When did you find out that two people had died.   

 

CW:  I, at some point in the night.  I saw the uh the guy who will be known to history 

as the jukebox repairman.  I saw him, his body, uh I think, I think I heard about the 

other death in uh--the body had been found uh near a girl’s dorm what is today near 

the student union.  Uh the guy who uh was killed uh from Oxford uh he was laid out 

not too far from the uh, uh Confederate monument at the foot of the uh, the foot of 

the circle.  And uh it’s always been conjecture that he was just hit by a stray bullet.  

Whereas the French journalist who was found dead uh he was probably executed. 

He was shot at close range but I didn’t know that that night.  In fact, I thought while 

all of this shooting was going on that the Marshals were actually firing back. I 

thought there was you know a crossfire going on. There was so much shooting going 

on and I had seen this, this, this, one guy so uh I assumed that, you know, the bullet 

had come from the Lyceum.  But nobody, nobody knows where it, it came from. You, 

you could see some of these rednecks, you know, uh shooting. There was, there 

were snipers in, in a couple of buildings, they were up in trees. Uh people had 

pistols, they had, had rifles, uh, uh and they also uh turned over cars that were left 

parked in the circle and, and, and set them on fire.  And they were talking about 

torching the buildings uh for the school. Uh it was, it was, you know, just incredibly 

crazy scene. Uh the one other thing that was memorable is I made the mistake of 

going up to talk to General Walker, the nutty uh, uh cashiered army general who had 

called upon you know 10,000 men arise and march on Oxford. Bring your guns and 

you skillets and your pup tents and uh.  Anyway, he, he, he was easily recognizable 

he had on a ten gallon hat on.  And other friend of my, Franklin Holmes from Tunica, 

and I went and thought it would be fun to talk to him. You know, poor, poor 

judgment on my part again. And uh we talked to Walker for probably five or ten 

minutes.  And he was asking us what kind of ammunition the Marshals were using 

you know we didn’t have a clue.  And he was suggesting military maneuvers; you 

know that if you really want to take this building you need a flanking movement to 

the left.  You know you don’t need these frontal assaults and uh it was all lost on us.  

You know, we, we had barely uh made it through ROTC.  And uh, uh you know, 

Walker was eventually arrested; he was arrested the next day uh in Oxford.  And 

charged with, I don’t know, uh, uh treason, or insurrection or something, but he was 

he was out there. Most of the, most of the real troublemakers though were uh an 
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assortment of Klansmen, and uh no-good nicks from all over the south. I mean they 

had come from Louisiana, Alabama, Georgia, Tennessee, a lot of people from other 

schools in Mississippi came too. 

 

DRM: Order was restored, Meredith was registered.  You were a classmate of his for 

a semester, did you have any contact with him? The battle continued because it was 

no bed of roses for him. 

 

CW:  No it wasn’t.  But nothing approached uh the craziness of uh September 30th.  

Uh, he was harassed uh, for much of the time, uh it was petty harassment. People 

might throw firecrackers or yell some kind of racial epithets.  But by in large he was 

shunned. Uh people just uh ignored him as though he was the man that didn’t, didn’t 

exist, the, the invisible man.  Uh, and I was, I would see him from time to time on 

campus.  And I have said many times I am sorry that I never at least went and shook 

his hand and took him for a cup of coffee, I didn’t I was not a profile in courage.  I 

have told him that in conversations I’ve had uh, you know, years later. Uh, but he I 

don’t think he was ever in physical danger again. But he did have a military uh, uh 

escort uh for the rest of the time he was here.  I’ve would hear stories that uh people 

in his dorm would bounce a basketball uh repeatedly over his room just to make life 

a, a little miserable for him.  But uh there was never again anything quite like the uh 

night of September 30th. 

 

DRM: Talk about the courage it took for him to undertake that journey. 

 

CW:  Oh the incredible courage.  It helped that he was 29, so he’s mature, uh he had 

been in the Air Force.  Uh he’s a very determined guy as anybody who’s ever dealt 

with him.  Uh, he was the right man for that particular job.  Uh ‘cause he, he did have 

the courage. It took remarkable courage both to fight the political apparatus in the 

courts to subject himself probably to all sorts of retaliation for him and his family, 

even before he got on campus. And then, physically, you know, he’s, he’s in uh-real 

danger when he comes on campus. So uh took a great deal of courage.  

 

DRM:  What were the long-term repercussions to the university? 

 

CW:  There are some that the school probably is still digging out from today.  I think 

the best thing the school has done is to take that event and instead of going into 

deniability that uh we acknowledge it happened and we turn it into a subject of 

celebration rather than mourning. Uh, that hey this is the end of, or the beginning of 

the end of uh segregation in the state.   But the image of the school, no question was 

damaged for a number of years. A lot of people uh who might of come here as 

students, didn’t want to come. Uh we had a reputation out of state as you know, this 

citadel of violence and uh, uh segregation. And uh one of the things, one of the joys 

of being here today is to, to see to be so gratified to see all the changes have taken 

place and that there is uh not only a Civil Rights Memorial but a statue to James 

Meredith on this campus.  And there are big plans for a celebration on the 50th 

anniversary. 
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DRM:  Talk a little more about how Mississippi has evolved in the last 50 years. 

 

CW:  Ole Miss and Mississippi are sort of hand in glove.  But uh I think in many ways 

you see more progress on this campus than you do in the sate of Mississippi, I think 

I mean in some ways our politics retrenched almost and uh we’re not seeing as 

much progress as I’d like.  Uh racial no question things are so much better in this 

state and certainly on this campus.  But uh Ole Miss itself is light years from where 

we were in 1962.  And so is the state of Mississippi, we’re so much better than we 

were.  But you know, we both realize as Mississippians, and, and people attached to 

Ole Miss, that, you know, there are still tings that need to be done.   Happily I think 

there’s more work being done in that direction at Ole Miss today than there is uh, uh 

elsewhere in the state.  

 

DRM:  Where would we be without James Meredith? 

 

CW:  I think somebody would have eventually served that purpose.  But no question 

that you know, James Meredith was the point man uh for the Civil Rights Movement 

and uh for the efforts to break down uh segregation in this state. 

 

DRM:  What’s his legacy in 2012? 

 

CW:  Oh, it’s a pretty great legacy. It’s one that he was, he was the guy who stood up 

and was willing to uh take on the whole state, uh because there as you know, uh the 

black population in Mississippi had uh no leadership positions at all. He defied uh, 

uh, everything that uh every, you know, what was called back then the white power 

structure. He defied it, and he won. It’s his perseverance.   

 

DRM:  Are we were we need to be? 

 

CW:  No, uh I don’t think we’ll ever be there in my lifetime, just like I don’t think 

we’ll see peace in the Middle East in my lifetime but uh we’re certainly closer to 

where we ought to be than we were in 1962. 

 

DRM:  Is James Meredith a hero? 

 

CW:  Is he a hero? Sure he’s a hero.  

 

DRM:  Mr. Meredith can be unpredictable. 

 

CW:  Oh absolutely.  Uh he is uh he’s a sweet guy, you know I’ve interviewed him uh 

when I was a reporter uh I’ve meet with him and talked with him since I’ve been at 

Ole Miss.    Uh there is nothing at all kind of threatening in his manner.  He’s very 

polite, he’s got that nice high-pitched voice uh but he astonishes everyone who 

thinks that he is kind of out of the mold of the Civil Rights warriors you know who 

were, you know democrats or radical left and he’ll be the first to tell you he’s 



 7 

conservative and he’s basically a republican. And uh, very proud of it.  And he’s been 

allied with some fairly strange company—David Duke and uh Jesse Helms uh but uh 

you know, hell that’s, that’s his right. You know, if James Meredith wants to be a card 

carrying republican uh happily he’s got the right to do so. 

 

DRM:  Ironies of building etc being named for segregationists. 

 

CW: Yeah, you’ve got that but, you know, you’ve got the irony here on the Ole Miss 

campus.  We have what used to be called the Vardaman dormitory, named for James 

K. Vardaman, the great white chief who was certainly an ardent 

segregationist/racist, and I love it that today on the Ole Miss campus. The William 

Winter Institute for Racial Reconciliation is domiciled in the Vardaman building.  I’m 

sure ole Vardaman’s ghost is twitching and spinning in his grave over that.   

 

DRM:  It’s like the same exit you take off of I-55 to get to the Ross Barnett Reservoir, 

you take to get to Tougaloo College.  

 

CW:  Yeah. 

 

DRM:  Tall a little more, briefly about Ross Barnett. 

 

CW:  Ross Barnett uh, he was such a character uh, uh before the ’62 embroil here, he 

was subject of ridicule here on the campus.  Everybody thought he was buffoonish.  

You know, he had walked into an airplane propeller and damned near killed himself 

in that campaign, when he was elected.   He had run twice before, William Winter 

told me that he had actually run as a moderate uh in those earlier campaigns and 

then he becomes kind of the chosen figure for the Hedermans and the, you know, the 

Sovereignty Commission and Citizen’s Council.  And he was very malleable, I think, 

you know they felt this was the guy they could manipulate.  So they get behind him 

and he gets elected. He is uh, he was not a strong man for all of, of this uh role that 

he played.  Uh, he was propped up and basically told what to say by you know, more 

malevolent forces in Jackson. I don’t think Barnett himself was a malevolent man. 

I’ve gotten to know his daughter and a number of his grandchildren who I am very 

fond. Uh you know his grandson John Atkins told me that uh one of the things you 

have to consider is that Ross Barnett’s father was a Confederate veteran and that 

Ross was born when his dad was about 70.  So he’s brought up with all this Con, 

Confederate stuff. (coughs) I’m ruining this portion, but uh, uh Barnett was uh, you 

know for all he was involved in I don’t think he was an evil man.  

 

DRM: Do you think he gets a bad rap? 

 

CW:  Well he deserves a bad rap, for uh ultimately what he was involved in.   And, 

you know, throwing in with, with the people who uh really were malevolent and uh 

you know, I guess I can be a little bit forgiving of him 50 years later but uh I was 

really very angry with him back in the 60s. 
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DRM:  What if he had thrown up his hand and said we’re going to obey the law? 

 

CW:  He should have. And uh we wouldn’t have had a riot here.  Uh the Ole Miss; 

image would not have been as tarnished as it was. Mississippi might not have been 

targeted in Freedom Summer.  But it was because of that obstinacy that uh we had 

so much trouble and Medgar Evers may have lived.  If any of the white leadership 

had ever said okay we acknowledge that you know we’ve had segregation for a long 

time but it’s not the right thing to do. But he didn’t do it, nor did a whole lot of 

others? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  


