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Fannie Lou Hammer, Voting Rights in Mississippi (1962-1964)

Fannie Lou Hamer grew up in Sunflower County, Mississippi, where she sharecropped cotton with her husband. In 1962 she responded to the efforts of SNCC workers who were attempting to encourage voter registration among the black population. At the time, Mississippi had the lowest percentage of black voters in the South. Hamer became a local leader of the civil rights movement, and she endured frightful beatings for her activism. She went on to help found the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. At the 1964 Democratic National Convention she riveted delegates and a national television audience with her story. SOURCE: Reprinted by permission of The Putnam Publishing Group from My Soul is Rested by 

Howell Raines. Copyright © 1977 by Howell Raines.

Well, we were living on a plantation about four and a half miles east of here.... Pap had been out there thirty years, and I had been out there eighteen years, 'cause we had been married at that time eighteen years. And you know, things were just rough.... I don't think that I ever remember working for as much as four dollars a day. Yes, one year I remember working for four dollars a day, and I was gettin' as much as the men, 'cause I kept up with the time....But anyway, I just knowed things wasn't right. So then that was in 1962 when the civil rights workers came into this county. Now, I didn't know anything about voter registration or nothin' like that, 'cause people had never been told that they could register to vote. And livin' out in the country, if you had a little radio, by the time you got in at night, you'd be too tired to listen at what was goin' on.... So they had a rally. I had gone to church that Sunday, and the minister announced that they were gon' have a mass meeting that Monday night. Well, I didn't know what a mass meeting was, and I was just curious to go to a mass meeting. So I did...and they was talkin' about how blacks had a right to register and how they had a right to vote....Just listenin' at 'em, I could just see myself votin' people outa office that I know was wrong and didn't do nothin' to help the poor. I said, you know, that's sumpin' I really wanna be involved in, and finally at the end of that rally, I had made up my mind that I was gonna come out there when they said you could go down that Friday to try to register.She remembers the date precisely: August 31, 1962. She and seventeen others climbed aboard an old bus owned by a black man from neighboring Bolivar County. SNCC had chartered it for the thirty-mile ride to the county), seat in Indianola. Once there, she was the first into the registrar's office....He brought a big old book out there, and he gave me the sixteenth section of the Constitution of Mississippi, and that was dealing with de facto laws, and I didn't know nothin' about no de facto laws, didn't know nothin' about any of 'em. I could copy it like it was in the book...but after I got through copying it, he told me to give a reasonable interpretation and tell the meaning of that section that I had copied. Well, I flunked out.... So then we started back to Ruleville and on our way back to Ruleville, this same highway patrolman that I had seen steady cruisin' around this bus stopped us. We had crossed that bridge, coming over from Indianola. They got out the cars, flagged the bus down. When they flagged the bus down, they told all of us to get off of the bus. So at this time, we just started singing "Have a Little Talk with Jesus," and we got off the bus, and all they wanted then was for us to get back on the bus. They arrested Bob1and told the bus driver he was under arrest. So we went back then to Indianola. The bus driver was fined one hundred dollars for driving a bus with too much yellow in it. Now ain't that ridiculous?For what? Too much yellow. Said the bus looked too much like a school bus. That's funny, but it's the truth. But you see, it was to frighten us to death. This same bus had been used year after year hauling cotton choppers and cotton pickers to Florida to try to make a livin' that winter, and he had never been arrested before. But Fannie Lou Hammer 2
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the day he tried...to carry us to Indianola, they fined him a hundred dollars, and I guess it was so ridiculous that they finally cut the fine down to thirty dollars, and all of us together - not one, but all us together - had enough to pay the fine. So we paid the fine, and then we got back on the bus and come on to Ruleville. So Rev. Jeff Summers, who live on Charles Street, just the next street over, he carried me out there on the Marlowe Plantation where I had worked for eighteen years. And when I got out there, my little girl - she's dead now, Dorothy - she met me and one of Pap's cousins, and said that man [who owned the plantation] had been raising a lot of Cain ever since we left, that he had been in the field more times than he usually come a day, because I had gone to the courthouse. See, the people at the courthouse would call and tell it. So they was kinda scared, and quite natural I began to feel nervous, but I knowed I hadn't done nothin' wrong. So after my little girl told me, wasn't too long 'fore Pap got off, and he was tellin' me the same thing that the other kids had told me. I went on in the house, and I sat down on a little old bed that belonged to the little girl, and when I sat down on the bed, this man [who owned the plantation] he come up and he asked Pap, "Did you tell Fannie Lou what I said?" And Pap said, "Yessir, I sho' did." And I got up and walked to the door, and then he asked me, "Did Pap tell you what I said?" I said, "He told me." And he said, "I mean that. You'll have to go back to Indianola and withdraw, or you have to leave this place." So I said, "Mr. Dee, I didn't go down there to register for you. I went down there to register for myself." And that made him madder, you know. So he told me, "I want your answer now, yea or nay." And he said, "They gon'" - now, I don't know who the they were, whether it was the white Citizens Council or the Ku Klux Klan, 'cause I don't think one is no worse than the other - "they gon' worry me tonight. They gon' worry the hell outa me, and I'm gon' worry hell outa you. You got 'til in the mornin' to tell me. But if you don't go back there and withdraw, you got to leave the plantation." So I knowed I wasn't goin' back to withdraw, so wasn't nothin' for me to do but leave the plantation. So Pap brought me out that same night and I come to Mrs. Tucker's, a lady live over on Byron Street. I went to her house, and I stayed, and Pap began to feel nervous when he went to the shop2and saw some buckshot shells. And they don't have buckshot shells to play with in August and September, because you ain't huntin' or nothin' like that.On September tenth - again she recalls the date precisely - came the nightrider attack. The riders shot into the McDonald home, where the SNCC workers were staying, and into the Tucker home, where Mrs. Hamer had been given shelter. "They shot in that house sixteen times, tryin' to kill me," she remembers. She fled to the home of a niece in Tallahatchie County when the night-time terrorism continued on into the fall.I stayed away, 'cause things then - you could see 'em at night. They would have fires in the middle of the road.... You wouldn't see no Klan signs, but just make a fire in the middle of the road. And it was so dangerous, I stayed in Tallahatchie County all of September and then October, and then November I come back to Ruleville. I was comin', I didn't know why I was comin', but I was just sick of runnin' and hadn't done nothin'.... I started tryin' to find a place to stay, 'cause we didn't have nothin'.The woman who had been her sixth-grade school teacher put her in touch with a black woman who had a three-room house for rent "for eighteen dollars a month and that was a lotta money." She and her family moved in on December 3.That was on a Sunday, and that Monday, the fourth of December, I went back to Indianola to the circuit clerk's office and I told him who I was and I was there to take that literacy test again. I said, "Now, you cain't have me fired 'cause I'm already fired, and I won't have to move now, because I'm not livin' in no white man's house." I said, "I'll be here every thirty days until I become a registered voter." 'Cause that's what you would have to do: go every thirty days and see had you passed the literacy test....I went back then the tenth of January in 1963, and I had become registered....I passed the second one, because at the second time I went back, I had been studying sections of the Mississippi Constitution, so I would know if I got one that was simple enough that I might could pass it. I passed that second test, but it made us Fannie Lou Hammer 3

Pearson/Prentice Hall

MyHistoryLab

become like criminals. We would have to have our lights out before dark. It was cars passing that house all times of the night, driving real slow with guns, and pickups with white mens in it, and they'd pass that house just as slow as they could pass it...three guns lined up in the back. All of that. This was the kind of stuff. Pap couldn't get nothin' to do....So I started teachin' citizenship class, and I became the supervisor of the citizenship class in this county. So I moved around the county to do citizenship education, and later on I become a field secretary for SNCC - I guess being about one of the oldest people at that time that was a field secretary, 'cause they was real young.Once more the classic Southern story was repeated. White oppression created a Movement heroine. She became a leader in the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party and, at the 1964 Democratic Convention, a national celebrity with her televised testimony before the Credentials Committee about that "woesome time for us when we was arrested in Winona." That time came in the summer of 1963. She was with a group returning from a voter-registration workshop in South Carolina. Their bus stopped in Winona, a central Mississippi town which had not bowed to the ICC's bus-depot ruling. "Some of the folks got off to go in to get food, and some of 'em got off to go in the washroom. Well, they went in what at that time was called the white side, and you just didn't go in the white side of a restaurant." She was one of seven arrested.They carried us on to the county jail. It wasn't the city jail. The county jail, so we could be far enough out, they didn't care how loud we hollered, wasn't nobody gon' hear us....I was put in the cell with...I cain't think of this child's name...Evester Simpson. She'sMrs. Morris now. But anyway, I was in the cell with her, and they left Miss Ponder3 and somebody else out, and I started hearing screaming like I had never heard. And I could hear the sounds of the licks, but I couldn't see nobody. And I hear somebody when they say, "Cain't you say yessir, nigger? Cain't you say yessir, bitch?" And I could understand Miss Ponder's voice. She said, "Yes, I can say yessir." He said, "Well, say it." She said, "I don't know you well enough." She never would say yessir, and I could hear when she would hit the flo', and then I could hear them licks just soundin'. [Softly] That was somethin'. That's a experience - that's a experience that I wouldn't want to go through again. But anyway, she kept screamin', and they kept beatin' on her, and finally she started prayin' for 'em, and she asked God to have mercy on 'em, because they didn't know what they was doin'. And after then...I heard some real keen screams, and that's when they passed my cell with a girl, she was fifteen years old, Miss Johnson. June Johnson. They passed my cell, and the blood was runnin' down in her face, and they put her in anothercell. And then finally they come to my room, and one of them men told me, "Get up from there, fatso," and he carried me outa that cell. They first asked me, when at they first come to the cell, they asked me where I was from, and I told 'em. And they said, "We gon' check that out," and I reckon they was callin' the white folks here. Well, the white folks here knowed I had tried to register, so they was gon' give me as much trouble as possible, 'cause when they come back, the man say, "You from Ruleville, all right." Said, "You, bitch, you, we gon' make you wish you was dead." And let me tell you, before they stopped beatin' me, I wish they would me have hit me one lick that could have ended the misery me that they had me in. They had me to lay down on this bunk bed with my face down, and they had two black prisoners. You know, a lot of folks would say, "Well, I woulda died before I'd done that." But nobody know the condition that those prisoners was in, before they were s'posed to beat me. And I heard that highway 

patrolman tell that black man, said, "If you don't beat her, you know what we'll do to you." And he didn't have no other choice.So they had me lay down on my face, and they beat with a thick leather thing that was wide. And it had sumpin' in it heavy. I don't know what that was, rocks or lead. But everytime they hit me, I got just as hard, and I put my hands behind my back, and they beat me in my hands 'til my hands...my hands was as Fannie Lou Hammer 4
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navy blue as anything you ever seen...that blood, I guess, and then beatin' it 'til it just turned black. And then after the first one beat, they ordered the second one to beat me, and when the second one started beatin', it was just - it was just too much. I started wiggling...you know, kickin' my feet back there. The highway patrolman walked over there and had that first he one had beat, told him to sit on my feet...while the second one beat. But anyway, they finally told me to get up, and I just couldn't hardly get up, and they kept on tellin' me to get up. I finally could get up, but when I got back to my cell bed, I couldn't set down. I would scream. It hurted me to set down. After I got beat, I didn't hardly see my family in 'bout a month, 'cause I went on to Atlanta, from Atlanta to Washington, and from Washington to New York, because they didn't want my family to see me in the shape I was in. I had been beat 'til I was real hard, just hard like a piece of wood or somethin'. A person don't know what can happen to they body if they beat with something like I was beat with.Less than four years after she failed that first literacy test at the Sunflower County Courthouse, less than three years after that devastating beating in Winona, Mississippi magazine named her as one of six "Women of Influence" in the state. The magazine carried her picture next to that of another woman of influence - an aristocratic Delta matron who wrote a newspaper column entitled "Dis an' Dat." Within ten years Ruleville had held Fannie Lou Hamer Day. The white mayor who had once clapped her husband in jail for an overdue water bill said she would go down in history as a champion of her people. 
1Bob Moses, who had come back to Ruleville to accompany the group to the courthouse.

2 The maintenance shop on the plantation.

3 Annelle Ponder, one of two SCLC voter-education teachers permanently stationed in Mississippi
