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EDITED DRAFT TRANSCRIPT

The following is a copy of a draft transcript prepared by
Kennedy Library transcribers from the tape of the interview.
Kennedy Library staff members then listened to the tape
while reading the transcript and made editorial changes in
the transcript to make the transcript as close to a verbatim
transcript of what is said on the tape as possible.

A copy of the edited draft transcript was then sent to the
interviewee to make any changes or additions he or she felt
were necessary. The interviewee then returned the edited

draft to the Library.

Some interviewees felt no changes were necessary, some
interviewees did not return edited transcripts, and some
interviewees died before they had an opportunity to edit the
draft transcripts. In these cases, the Library has used the
~draft transcript it had sent the interviewee in the first

place.

Past Library practice has been to then retype the interview
transcripts. 1In the years since the Library's oral history
program began in 1964, it has become apparent that many
interview transcripts remain closed while they await
retyping. With no resources available to get the draft
transcripts retyped, the Library has decided to use these
draft transcripts as reference copies until resources are
available to have the transcripts retyped.

Editorial symbols used in the transcripts include:
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- capitalize
w pull together
/' lower case
s+ » @ trall off

interruption

C o -~
A addition
©) period

Library staff would be happy to answer any questions you
might have about this transcript.
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O 'BRIEN:

HENRY:

Oral Hisﬁory Interview
‘with:
AARON HENRY

May 7, 1969
Clarksdale, Mississippi

By.pennis J. O'Brien
For the JohnjF. Kennedy Library

Well, when was the first time you met
President Kennedy?
In 1962 or?196L@ you'd have to check
that ou;)E?IE's the year that the

Daatiens |l pescoeding S Ao Adviene Byt
NAACP,Convention met in Washington. 1, .
I've just %orgotten the exact year |
but it was;one of those two years. I

know he was killed the following year

in November. We had visits with him;”"o
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O'BRIEN;

HENRY:
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nead of the Community Actlondﬁnterest in

OE UL~COIf1ce of Economic Opporuunltxj

.‘\ (.
That's Robert Simmons there, his now over
, o

JEC R g W.ow _

at the Civil Rights Compliance. That's
Wit S
James Blake, who is the Poverty/Programmgzj

A

in New York State. This is a reporter

. W e t ; '.\.:-5-(;-.‘ ":;'()\'\..c\ .]
ofian-Ebony yagazine here. That's,Bob

l\

Brown who at that time was Presxdent of /

~

'--.‘I ""t-‘

thepState Conference of South Carolina, arvid

I I -
Mr. AHblt_:'_iman who was/Pfesident of the

State Conférence of Illinois.. This is

largely a State Conference of field
;__‘|~¢ ". . »

eiectmyes se551on

s

ﬁI say,'I think that it must have

with the Pre sident

been '62.
Did you have much chance to talk to him
about politics in Mississippi at that

time?
Y
Well, yes; 'The Mississippi delegation

~
P QO R

‘ | Sy
was given prlvate-erxent with hlm’and“’

o i
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*  O'BRIEN:

HENRY:

we were largely concerned with the

fact that somcthing like twelve to
w?
fifteen thousand black people Mlthqthe

. .
x e 5 3 3
state were able to'be,) participate in

et

politics. It was largely the will of
the white poﬁer structure of the various
coﬁmunz;;es that dictated whether or not
blacks were éble to pafticipate in the
political era;ngf \we even talked about
-

federal leglslatloniat that time to
k\ﬂ.\ U, 1 '|]\ VO ‘l, &7

__.come back) * of which he was

highly in favor ©f} all along.

R
What kind of legislation were you talking
about at that point?

WQ were talking about actually what

\'-‘ \u\\p‘. \!\]

Lyndonaflnally got passed therotcr LV L““Lj

rights act of 1965, which Kennedy was

for as far back as 1962 but was not

s
‘\/

Wi .3
able to get ¢t by the committee's

AL

and through congress because of the lai$7ez="¢"
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affair.added to.n (Interruption]

-
-

O'BRIEN: Did you talk,to him at that point about
your own organization in Mississippi and

in Mississippi politics?
: f'1~";l.i\l

HENRY : No, not in temms of a gbgyehistic seance.
We talked largely about the problem that was
thére and tha; denied a section of the
population of the state the right to:

vote. We did not get into whether we

.
were concerned with the Democratic Party,

. /
the Republican Party or anyother sector
. I
) ""L":".’:_- W >
of shovenistic politics}kvwé felt the

problem was bigger than that. Whether

the guy wanted to register as a Republican
. ',
or as a Democrat or what evgriybu#wantcd
_ ot N Yk Szl

to register ésa The fact that he didn't
have the rigbﬁ to register}and the fact

that he had ﬁo pay a poll tax in order

" to register;.ghe fact that he had to pay




a poll tax in order to vote, not to-
.. 0(‘.\‘}, { v :
register but to vote/J170'

heip<pass a

voter registration test that required

of every guy' registered to be able to
. i\
interpret in (the.section of the Constitu-
4

tioniihe Statéﬁof Mississippi to the
satisfaction o£ the circuit clerk. It
wasn't a question of whether the guy was
right or wrong, but that he satisfied the
clerk. Yburdiﬁn‘t know what section of
the,CGnstitution you were going to get

until you walked into the man's office and

[ -

s 3 B P T £

b ad : i

(set outy like the register. “bq)when you've

o~ : :
had these kinds of obstacles to overcome,

you became pretty much a victim of this

structureless syste?féﬁg only those people
that the system wanted registered, got

Wit L’h" -
registered,‘d-dﬁghis is pretty much P
2= o At i

the way it was. Of course, also than,we
: A




were complaining about the segregations that
—:+<,vailed in public transportatioqggs you

recall we were in the year of '62 or %;

{ \10
ye had thg'freedom riots lead by James

Farmer that came into the state and,of

7 . = 5 . . ; 3
course} we "'\'..:\'. b |g\.;_'\.-:_-'¢ i T I R - R | -2 ./' anl

. ' g
Fhe public . accommodations situations as

far <. =otels and restaurants were concerned,,

¥

Ugrahklxjthé-year before must have been

'62 or '‘6l. We met in Atlanta and

'-..:,'-

————

Ralph Bunch’who was at that tlmei Y wasum_ﬁ

\'_ e i

Ui”d’\"— L R TR lC‘- \-_\l-—lca_l /-f...c._“(
4Secretaryjof the United Nations to.—— Toa

Pb«]nﬁﬁﬁﬂ\f;LDJF be;gﬂvg4was the key note
speaker for the conventioﬂ and there
wasn't a hétel in town that would rent
him a rooml‘ We, ofcourse plckcted all the
hotels in Atlanta and used - 1t as a slogaq:)
'ﬁh%@ the Vice President of the world came
to Atlantafandigguldn't get a bed.” Thése

were some Of the things of drama that
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S L- v
we used to plea’ arcase. ,S50 we were

al

largely coqcerned at the time that we

met with him‘gas with the question of the
noncompliaﬁEe of the school system with the
1954 Schoo% Desegregation #ill which was
a®echo of ghe Supreme Court which we

felt was ".l'l-';'»"‘.-‘—i"‘wt.'.'t-.- RN —-;L'Q }'C- A ; ond with
) % :

The voters“registration aspect, as

well as the continued dehumanization of

Flach=  deveir
persons who were @bide’by there constant
il \_\&"

refusal of thére right to eat in restaurants,
Lanaféleep in a bed at a hote;’or(gigygf

"U‘\"\

to,use a rest room in a service station.

Certainly many black people had to

breaddn o P R Rl

travel throughout the state without having
the opportunity to use a resﬁ:;oom.

They'd stoélat the side of the road,,

some highwﬁy patrolman or local policeman

would arrest you for indecent  ————=




O'BRIEN:

HENRY:

How abou’r: Roiﬁ_ért Kennedy/ p/i.d you meet
Robert Kennedﬁ this time?
JLet's seey no I don't think Bobdy was
=
around at this particular time,when I
first recall;ﬁeeting Bobbyrkﬁas in 1964.
I prooablg\had met him pr;.orx\thenjbut
TP e ;
the flrstAOpportun:Lty of exploration
with him camé as a result @dﬁf the murder
of the tpree young fellows down in'’
oghes AP0
Philadel';_;ha.a“'f .,oﬁcourse ,be side" the

fact that we were highly involved in

this and did much of the recruiting

L}

" nationwide to get the kidi‘:s‘ in.-"Frankly/

P
PRETE C~~\‘
one of the boU /Andy Good.man from

New Yorkj I pcrson__ally brought him from
his' mother's house and the only night

R I T g
he spent alive inMississippi was 1in
_ 1

'my house@@‘I shippe‘d him to Hong_\l.'on
o T

the next day and th?{n he was assigned

to....'r'{o_nd.hva‘_' was an assignment stationg

€ndlhe went on over to Philadelphia
o 2 N . o

_ & e

"= e

- <Eeing - AR T R
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with ,;\-: \dﬁ§:§aﬁa§§é>to invaéfigate
this burningmﬁhurchﬁon the way back
they were erested and perhaps mugdered
sometime dﬁring”;hg nicht. wé;iképe
NAACP had_%een cailed into sessio%’

cand I went'EB@;fxﬁé dismissed the con-

vention and went into Washington for

a demonstration against the Justice
Department: because we felt that the

FBI [pederal Bureau of Investlgatloq]

Yol= oo was oty

was,to’ some degregqrespon%sxble for
what had happenqubecausé.gnce the
kids were missing,we had a twenty minute

discipline cycle; an%timé you're twenty

minutes late for anything yvou call in.— —
o 5 y g y —L—\—_

! ) i 5

And after the kids were late over an-i.-

half an hour/ and had not called in,

we called the FBI and told them what the
\__ n

problem was, f%ah ¢hree guys were missing

and we didn't know where they were;and
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c./
;bu‘gg w3 went to picketg we (VST dhoua

Y Y

we' asked them to call the jail’ between

.
\ "L

e and Philadelphia to assertain

S

whether they.were there or not."” Well

what they did]/I really don't know/but

the answer we got from the person we
talked to wa,s/'/that the FBI did not
have the authority to interveneGkEEiE/

we had not proven that they had been
'.\'\\ A \\

taken\»across the state l:.ne/ and they
Ly |
0\ 1

had not been mi ssing, Ewentx -foug’hours ‘)

ﬁo therefore this was not a case that Al

o- k. > !
they; ,could g~et into 5(\3 so we, in

—

response to ‘this J 4know:|.ng that &t least
from a ricochet point of view the
FBI is alléé'edly under the Justice

Department ,' Oﬁ/coureb@ we know that

J. Edgar Hoover runs his own shop

LRI W -‘,' S a s
@nd Bobby who was Attorney General at
that time came out and joined the picket

line and walked with us.

e
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O'BRIEN:

HENRY:

] D

He dig?
Yes. Just for himself. So this was really
the first time that I recall at this

-

[

moment you Knowy neanwhlle I'd have to

think back more definite. -L»o;l vwf vwe cold

Wit IS s et

O'BRIEN:

_ HENRY:

S

5L
L
oS

i Wt

“how or what Lﬂpld be your relationship
' S o E L ,”
with the IellOW% then«and it's the

-u-.
\.'

sort of thing I definitely apprec;ate/
\/_’

but it's beén so casual and td\sometlnes

personal a@h the'other?imes impersona{)ﬁhat

I don't remember things in sequences when.

1

You'ce

;'ﬁmww'talklng about people you got to

know and w?re with far%iz often.
Well!going;back/to that first meeting with
John Kenneéyg;i;w about people around him
and the Whi;e House staff?iSo you recall
meeting any. of these people?

2 ‘ )
No. This was really him and us, The

President and the NAACP, with people like
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O 'BRIEN:

HENRY:

O 'BRIEN:

HENRY:

Roy Wilkinb, Clarence Mitchell, Henry Moon,

=g

John Morse ] really serving as g liaisonS
between hiﬁ and us. It was more of a

get-acquainted session than it was one of
g

finding out what his legislative ide%iﬁ
and next legislatiﬁe program was going

to be.

.-

Well, when.you wanted to make a contact
2%
with the White House/thah you went
* ot
through Mitchell and Moon or . . .

e i - . "
WEll/thgnCLgut ofcourse after this meeting

we had diréct access to him.
Was there anybody in the White House

that was particularly simpatico that ~
PtV Pl

Lilvmaim -

you could go through7 how about  Kenny
|,'U' L!LLU\'-'.-.(" F’,J

o' Donqlﬁ;orvo Brien « «

No. Well that O'Brien was you knoy’amicablqg
) . .
put anytime we had trouble getting to the

I

President, he had app01nted a young

e [T ool § L
fellow in, Justlce named John Dod;/

—




that could alﬁays get us to him by

telephone. If you called John, John
would arrange it.
O'BRIEN: (Well going back in your own involvement

o~ :
in MlSSlSSlppl polltlcsf what were you

—\\—e Tias : \/ 1.(L
do;n in 1960 late 50's and 60"s) let's
g = ..@ =

say, starting with the election of

; . .
Governor [hoss R.]) Barnett here, did
you take a part in that at all, in
that election?

HENRY: Well, yes, I'n sure I voted in it.
Certainlytwould have had no real
l W
enthusiasm about\candidatqugrankly/

we 've had so ﬁuch of the less-of-the-

evils kind of' politics in this areaj
3 Nt
I've never had an opportunity,an all-
s

outflactually for a guy that I really
wanted as far'as a Governor was

concerned but! we veL“ - N\

l-..- Pl T .—c\ :
.__‘_ CU' v ET, \ Ll (\ J

O'BRIEN: How did you react to,Coleman?




O 'BRIEN:

HENRY:

i

Well, I thoqght Coleman was less able

than Barnetgggut in terms of identifying
with the prd%lcms of the poor and the
blacleolemAn‘s campaign was just as
racist as qunett's.

Have you evé} met either of these men

aAd talked to them for any lenght of
time? What:s your impressions of Coleman?
Well, I think that h@s smarter than
Barnett. Ifihink h¥s pretty much what

o 2 / -
you callhbigbt ﬁbrthern—style as

| 2
compared to Barnett, bigot §outhern—

style. I thlnk that Barnett identifies
You ¥wew

himself from the word (s %2 wﬁat you

can expect of hlm,&/recal%/ Mr. Barnett's
flrSt year in the Governor's office.

He gavé an organization known as the
Council of Federated Organizations,™;~
which was a:pompilation~of the civil rights/

—_—

church/civic;entertainment groups/{;
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committee from this group an opportunity

.

to visit with him. And we went in and

sat down wi h the Governor andéd the

A\
.

/ d " - WY ) —_——
Attorney General {Jog T. Pattersog}ﬁwho

3

v —_ ._\1 _—
juste raleowand Secretary of State

Heber Ladner, members of the State
Sovereignty Commission and I assume some

guy’s from 'the White Citizens' Council;
L .
Hape
there~werepa whole room full u.o 'them.
k—'}-—-— _'\
We identified to him at that point,

what we were discontent with and what
' - e ]
we were gomng to move against. OQEourse, L g
‘é W '"".'.'- At U“ Jb.)
this was Stlll the question of isegregation
t \‘5'
and the continued violation of (states o e
‘ <_
(id '54:::iEElSupreme Courts'decisioqaéﬁ@
k_,ﬁ___‘_ g s \C.-— \
we enumerated the question of police

brutality,énd the absence of employment

i
of blacks from the varlous‘; ate‘Pureauﬂ

I o\_"‘
and gencies,Athat we intended to use

what“ever means we could find within




the Fedc¢ral Covernment to overcome these

problems. So we,just simply told us,'well

I understand your point of view and I

. -
want you to understand minizwhen you get

ready to move against the ﬁéate, I'm going

-

to move against you with everything I've

éotﬂ'gé;'yg'understand each other, you .see.

.
pNow the difference with Mr. Coleman was

we could never get an audience with him.

He probably had audiences with some people

L} ‘ )
within the teachers profession or some

members in-the black community that were
VI -
pretty much pAll parrots to what he wanted

to hear. '?amekhlng was true with Paul

.J-. SO0V \t '.‘.’Q.':-..-

Johnson/ }md X guess now with John Bell [udMaw:
P

 But of thd last four Govcrnor*é'the only
. |

guy that has granted an audience to a
committee from the State dommunityjh
so selected.by the blackzg themselves,

was Barnett.




O 'BRIEN: You feel that he had a retty good grasp
of Mississippi politicsf/;zgretty good

grasp of what was going on in the early

\ .

- ."

,-—--.:TI(.:/ -
Aﬁéﬁiﬁ before he was Governoxr?
H\
HENRY: Oh sure. He knew the white folks were

in control,'sure. ,
vy o e'
O'BRIEN: Well, do youw think h's pretty reflective

7

of how whité?people in Mississippi think?

HENRY: Yes. Welllfkm not too sure he is actually
reflective of how a majority.of them think,
but he is u#aeqstandable as to how a |
lot of them.éct. Tééégggp‘gany whites

act out,of intimidation and fear? rather
; & . €
than out of %the; ' really the confinds of

: &
heart and the confinjs of soul. The

A . .
number of guxi; that it's my opportunity
' \
to identify .and associate with;‘ét]s like th=
. . r -

' [ e 4 wal) -

Faodin here 05 = -

two cases—now. Wa've been friends for s
2 VS

" AT . - - -

@wef?é or fifteen’ years, Mississippi boysl
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avo The kind of report!you see between us

eyt

ig not at gll unusua%;and)l know Fhat

o PR ey AR
--.-T’-: (ulie A

more whites don't think the.bonnet,way

L S S

than do #ﬁt when it comes to having to
]~~~
make an idéntification of how you feel with
other whites present that you kno%,or that
you don't #eally know how they fee%,or
.,.‘.‘ e \.al
you know that they don!t thin%\you do,

' ‘%SSt whites are intimidated and are afraid
to take a stand. Thatls true in Mississippi
and Maine,iCalifornia and everywhere else.

; S
‘ . . SO o —
O'BRIEN: Well, did the rise in ithe €itizens' Councilg

‘ , RN
in those years have a lot of effect?

HENRY: "Yes. The CitizenSICouncil was born somewhere
in '54 or 555, which was after the passage
bf_the Sup%cme éourti Qecision of 1954

‘which outlawed segregation of public schools.
gut it really didn't make too much difference
in the terﬁs of the activities of white

¥

people nor.blacks, because this was pretty

C Y
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much the imﬁge that the whites had pro-
jected all along.

O'BRIEN: ‘Was there ag.increase in legislation in
attempts toT§£%§§é§§>institutionalize
segregation‘iﬁ those years;

HENRY: There were agts passed:)éith attempts
to.strenghtéé the opportunity of lasting,/*’/
with the seééegation Syntovae longer.

I remember dée particularlys they passed
a bill that outlawed the public school @CcoOWInmCQ

Floe gl SeVieo |

{ attendance #éwf which was really saying

ER e T2

/

that no white kid would have to, would
s —0 < ‘.’.'!3 ¥

be forced by law, such in>;school with a
e

black. Thisiwas the real intent of it.

Ofcourse,thi’s law now has more difficulty

in terms of an increasing amount of

L

/ ¥ -

:l.l.'l.ltez:r:l.cu:;\l In 196%,E§$;ghqu&than a
decreasing amount of illiteracy. 1Itd
7] like to refé? you to a column by Jerry é]?}iﬁurﬂg

.

— b8 : 'l-)/ '
— it's about two Sundax:f ago, you'd




O'BRIEN:

HENRY:

‘number of people who start schocl and w\-D

have to do a little bit of archivesgto
-
find it; Where he spoke about the great
C‘\ &

—

Z4

don't complete it. [Interruption)

» ..J’“
What were you doing in tﬁh '60 election?

Did you take any involvement at all in

A
(2

Mississippi_Qoliticsﬂf?residential
- . —

. o, : : c o oy o/
electiony or.in his primary? $ o (lene— Y& .

No . u.Not as/%hall we say/an activist or
overt individual involved directly in the
campaign. I?was attracted to Kennedyy
like many other Americans ﬁere/as we
saw him 'on TG. _Then there were many people
in the communlty who;éé31Vely proselys%ng
for him, somg because of his rellqpus
beigﬁfs,gnd é#éoufsg/I had attended &~
Catholic }ﬁstitution and many of the
friends of the white communi?¥/¥éJdeveloped
lntohvaw |

early in. lee ‘were members of the Catholic

Church. So thls is where we really began




O'BRIEN:

HENRY:

O'BRIEN:

HENRY :

2 P

much of our éi;logue/on the question of

polltlcslln whlch wc were go;ng to have

o Yo
to go. I s“t up all night,until the

election was -over //;o see him win it
by the skin of his teethyand was glad

that he won ‘it.
Did you serve on any committeeG;’:;/con—

tribute any money or anything like this
to any organizations?

No. %
*s.
b
When was the first time in your involvement he« o

st
t

in politics that you started making contact

with the fedéral government? Were they

oMo lcavanG
C e

"coming in here in your role,. . .

The first tlme that we had any contact with

the federal govcrnmcnt/pihat I would

--

consider meaningful was immediatly
after the election of Mr. Kennedy.

John Dogr and the young fellow who was
Clor vy Ay

handling the‘trialtgﬁ Johmy' H.oteys . voar
%N

., TR STy



O 'BRIEN:

nOW.f. |‘-‘...A -:. . c .y

he'd never fpﬁgive me if I couldn't think

"1.'_‘.' .

—_—

x ! —

of his name,, Robert Owens, ,/hey came
] m )

in one day and wanted to get some idea

about what we thought was right, what

: “ A
we thought was wrong/and how w§4go about

[ ) kk..J
. @ N . .
resolving rl.‘/ One identifying themselves oS

agents from the United States Department

- of Justice.tﬂwé had been studied-so

/;;;;\Siffjtiméé by agents from the federal

. : # il

7 4 W 4 )
gpvernment. %@ny timg"s the guy's would
- J .. . o ‘r"
walk off and leave.the notes’frdﬁlphe

table. The ne;xt guy who came in had
absolutly no information on what conver-
sation you'd had with the guy previous.
It was just alsituation where there was
sometoe-touch;ng but no real identity of
involvement. ([Interruption]:

Let's go into 1961 and some of those early

contacts with ‘the Justice Department.




HENRY':

Do you feel that you got a pretty good . .
Well, as I say, after DoGr and Bob came

inj};c told them, "now we're going to

sit down and talk to you felloyj;
but we know nothings going to happen

because wa've been through this ritual

' * ik
et - . T § Tl
time and ‘time again; _,wasted your time and 1T=
wasted ours. We're not about to give you

the opportunity to say that you didn't do
o' wael

anything,because we didn't cooperate with

you.éaSo we carried them upstairs and

\
o P

; v 8y T y » .

sat them down,ﬂthe‘pranchnpéadershlp,-* ,

. " P /}’f’
R.L. Drew, who was Chairman of the Board/
; : 7

Veca F%ﬂtw;who's_Secretary“ﬁ-l was there

i. v

and I'm sufe maybe Cleo Jackson and

Hosk ! Sorcv e
e — D
H.Y. @ctkinsy Jreasurer, Seven or
- s
. by e AleTwm S e
eight of us “ 4 - . We talked about

all the things I've mentioned to you

Y

N4

that we recently spoke to,Mr. Kennedy about.
| . r—

They promised us that there would be




PoocRE e e -
4that we aid. ojdede leu TR ETISN
¥ 5 Ll =
i
'\
1
I ‘
!
L] .
1 H
{I v
| ' /
i
fou. -
't L
i

a different: Kind of relationship from

now on. IZf'they were not able to pro-

duce, they themselves would find some-
i

thing else to dg/bccause they felt highly

committed to the same kinds of problems. and

-
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