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September 1962 

Dictabelt 4C 

JFK: Hello.  

Barnett1

JFK: Governor.  

: All right.  

Barnett: Mr. President.  Yes, sir. 

JFK: Oh, will you talk to Mr. Watkins?2

Barnett: Uh, no, I haven't talked with him now in a couple of hours.  I . . .  

  Uh, the attorney general did. 

JFK: Oh.  Well, now . . . 

Barnett: . . . I talked with him though about two hours ago, Mr. President, and he said 
he was going to talk, uh, with the, with the attorney general and go see

JFK: Oh.  Well, in the meanwhile, then, the, uh, attorney general talked to Mr. 
Watkins to see whether there was some, uh, uh. . . . Wait just a second.  Uh, 
uh, the attorney general's right here.  He'll tell you what he talked to Watkins 
and . . . 

 him 
tomorrow morning. 

Barnett: Oh . . . 

JFK: . . . Watkins was gonna talk to you.  Wait a minute. 

Barnett: All right.  All right. 

JFK: He'll come right on the other phone. 

Barnett: Yeah, sure. 

JFK: Wait just a [second?]. 

                                                 
1 Ross R. Barnett 
2 Thomas H. Watkins. 
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Barnett: All right.  All right. 

[Brief pause.] 

[Barnett coughs.] 

RFK: Hello? 

Barnett: Yes, sir, General.  How are you? 

RFK: Fine, Governor.  How are you? 

Barnett: Fine, fine. 

RFK: I, uh, talked to Mr. Watkins, you know, earlier this morning. 

Barnett: Oh, yes? 

RFK: And, uh, he really, uh, did not have, uh, much of a suggestion.  He had 
mentioned yesterday, uh, uh, the possibility of our coming in tomorrow, uh, 
Monday, uh, with marshals, and, uh . . . 

Barnett: Yes. 

RFK: . . . but, uh, that, uh, as, uh, under our understanding for Thursday that, uh, the 
marshals would show up and that, uh, you and the others would step aside and 
Mr. Meredith3

Barnett: Well . . . 

 would come into the university.  Well, he felt, uh, when he 
mentioned, uh, he talked to me today, he said that he thought that, uh, would 
create some problems, uh, which they could not overcome.  And, uh, he 
suggested at that time, uh, some alternatives which were, uh, not, uh, very 
satisfactory. 

RFK: And then he mentioned the fact that he might come up early tomorrow 
morning. 

Barnett: [Well?] . . . 

RFK:  I called him back after I heard your, the president's conversation with you . . . 

                                                 
3 James H. Meredith. 
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Barnett: Yes. 

RFK: . . . and, uh, said, uh, that I thought, I'd be glad to see him, but I thought that 
unless we had some real basis, uh, for, uh, some understanding and working 
out this very, very difficult problem that the, really he was wasting his time; 
and that, uh, that one of the basic requirements, in my judgment, was the 
maintenance of, uh, law and order, and, and that would require, uh, some, uh, 
very, uh, strong

Barnett: Well, I, I'm certainly going to try to maintain law and order, Mr. . . . 

 and, uh, uh, vocal action by, uh, you yourself.  Uh . . . 

RFK: Yeah. 

Barnett: . . . uh, General, just, uh, the very best way that I can. 

RFK: But, in the . . . 

Barnett: I, I talked to the student body the other day and told 'em to really, uh, to have 
control of the physical and mental faculties.  But it didn't do much good it 
seemed like. 

RFK: Well, uh . . . 

Barnett: They cheered and carried on, but then they just started raving and carrying on, 
you know. 

RFK: Yeah. I think . . .  

Barnett: Uh . . . 

RFK: . . . uh, Governor, uh, that, that if we c-, if, as a st-, very minimum and as a 
start, uh, an order by you and the state, that, uh, that, uh, people could not 
congregate, uh, in Oxford now in groups of three or five, larger than groups of 
three or five ; uh, the second, to get the school, uh, authorities to issue 
instructions to the, uh, students that that if they congregate in groups that, uh, 
they are liable for expulsion.  If that was done this afternoon, I think that 
would be, uh, a big step forward.  And that anybody carrying an arm or a, 
arms or a club, or anything like that would be liable to punishment. 

Barnett: Well . . . 

RFK: Those kind of steps by you . . . 
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Barnett: Yes. 

RFK: . . . would indicate a interest in, uh . . . 

Barnett: Uh . . . 

RFK: . . . maintaining law and order. 

Barnett: Well, General, I certainly, I'll tell the chancellor to announce to all the 
students to keep law and order and to, uh, keep cool heads.  But, the trouble is 
not only the students, but it's so many thousands of outsiders will be there. 

RFK: Yeah, but, I think, if you said, Governor, uh, uh not just to . . . 

Barnett: Yeah. 

RFK: . . . keep cool heads, but that they couldn't congregate. 

Barnett: How many do you figure on sending down? 

RFK: Well, that's a. . . . I think that the president had some questions for you that he 
thought that maybe if we could get some answers to them that . . . 

Barnett: Yeah. 

RFK: . . . that would be what depend. [Speaks to JFK in the room] Mr. President . . . 

Barnett: Mr. General, why don't you, uh, uh. . . . I believe if you and Tom Watkins 
could get together it'd help a lot.  He's a very reasonable man, and, and he's, he 
knows, he knows the situation down here as well as anybody living.  If you all 
could get together tomorrow morning, I really think that it would pay.  I think 
it would help. 

RFK: Well, he doesn't have any suggestions, he just told me, Mr. Governor. 

Barnett: Yes. Well, I . . . 

RFK: So I don't know what . . . 

Barnett: . . . I thought he did have. 
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RFK: Well, he didn't.  I mean he said something about sending the, Meredith, uh, 
sneaking him into Jackson and getting him registered while all of you were up 
at . . . 

Barnett: Yeah. 

RFK: . . . at Oxford.  But that doesn't . . . 

Barnett: I . . . 

RFK: . . . make much sense, does it? 

Barnett: Well, I don't know.  Why?  Why doesn't it?  That's where they'd ordered him 
to go at first, you know. 

RFK: Yeah. 

Barnett: You see, there's an order on the minutes, Mr. General, for him to register . . . 

RFK:  Well, would you . . .  

Barnett: . . . [there?]. 

RFK: . . . you'd get. . . . As I understand it, you'd get everybody up at Oxford, and 
then we'd, and then . . . 

Barnett: Oh, well, that's exactly what Tom Watkins must have had in mind, you know. 

RFK: Yeah. 

Barnett: Uh, let me talk with Tom and, and call you back in a little while.  He's, uh, not 
but a block from me.  Uh, that's, uh, that's what he had in mind, I think.  And, 
of course, uh, you know how it is in Jackson.  Monday they, no school's going 
on here, you know, and. . . . Uh, of course nobody would be anticipating 
anyone

RFK: Um. 

 coming here, you know. 

Barnett: Uh . . . 

RFK: Are you going up to Oxford on Monday?  Is that your plan? 
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Barnett: Well, that's what I'd planned to do, yes, sir.  Uh, the lieutenant governor and I, 
both, I guess, we'll have to be up there to try to keep order, you know. 

[Phone rings in background] 

RFK: Um. 

Barnett: And, uh, we're to be up there pretty early Monday morning. 

RFK: Will you? 

Barnett: We'll be up there, uh, unless you ask us not to. 

RFK: Yeah. 

Barnett: Well, like, you see, we'll, we'll be up there and, uh, that's where the, all the 
people will be.  Yeah.  Yeah.  I thought you and Watkins were going to talk 
about that kind of a situation, then what'd be the best thing to do under those 
conditions, you know. 

RFK:  Yeah.  I think, uh, Governor, that, uh, the president had some, uh, questions 
that he, uh, wanted some answers to, uh, to . . . 

Barnett: Well . . . 

RFK: . . . make his own determination. 

Barnett: . . . that's right.  He wanted to know if I would, uh, obey the orders of the 
court, and I told him I, I'd have to do some, [study?] that over.  That's a 
serious thing.  I've taken an oath to abide by the laws of this

JFK: Uh, oh, Governor, this . . . 

 state and our state 
constitution and the Constitution of the United States.  [Clears his throat.] 
And, General, how can I violate my oath of office?  How can I do that and 
live with the people of Mississippi?  You know, they expecting me to keep my 
word.  That's what I'm up against, and I don't . . . 

Barnett: . . . understand why the court, why the court wouldn't understand that. 

JFK: Governor, this is the president speaking. 

Barnett: Yes, sir, Mr. President. 
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JFK:  Uh, now, it's, I know that your feeling about the, uh, law of Mississippi and 
the fact that ya, you don't want to carry out that court order.  What we really 
want to, uh, have from you, though, is some understanding about whether the 
state police will maintain law and order.  We understand your feeling about 
the court order . . . 

Barnett: Yes. 

JFK: . . . and your disagreement with it.  But what we're concerned about is, uh, 
how much violence is going to be and what kind of, uh, action we'll have to 
take to prevent it.  And I'd like to get assurances from you about, that the state 
police down there will take positive action to maintain law and order. 

Barnett: Oh, they'll do that. 

JFK: Then we'll know what we have to do. 

Barnett: They'll, they'll take positive action, Mr. President, to maintain law and order 
as best we can. 

JFK: And now, how good is . . . 

Barnett: We'll have two hundred and twenty highway patrolmen . . . 

JFK: Right. 

Barnett: . . . and they'll absolutely be unarmed. 

JFK: I understa- . . . 

Barnett: Not a one of 'em'll be armed. 

JFK: Well, no, but the problem is, well, what can they do to maintain law and order 
and prevent the gathering of a mob and, uh, action taken by the mob?  What 
can they do? 

Barnett: [Well?] . . . 

JFK:  Can they stop that? 

Barnett: Well, they'll do their best to.  They'll do everything in their power 
to stop it. 
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JFK: Now, what about the suggestions made by the attorney general in regard to, 
uh, not permitting people to congregate and start a mob? 

Barnett: Well, we'll do our best to, to keep 'em from congregating, but that's hard to do, 
you know. 

JFK: Well, they just tell them to move along. 

Barnett: When they start moving up on the sidewalks and . . . 

JFK: [Well?] . . . 

Barnett: . . . uh, different sides of the, uh, streets, what are you gonna do about it? 

JFK: Well, now, as I understand it, uh, Governor, you would do everything you can 
to maintain

Barnett: I, I, I'll do everything in my power to maintain order . . . 

, uh, law and order. 

JFK: Right.  Now . . . 

Barnett: . . . and peace.  We don't want any shooting down here. 

JFK: I understand.  Now, Governor, what about . . . 

Barnett: [Yes?]. 

JFK: . . . can you maintain this order? 

Barnett: Well, I don't know. 

JFK: Yeah. 

Barnett: I, I, that's what I'm worried about . . . 

JFK: That's . . . 

Barnett: . . . you see. I don't know whether I can or not. 

JFK: Right. 



 10 

Barnett: I couldn't have the other afternoon. 

JFK: You couldn't have? 

Barnett: There was such a mob there, it would have been impossible. 

JFK: I see. 

Barnett: There were men in there with trucks and shotguns, and all such as that.  Not, 
not a lot of 'em, but some we saw, and, uh, uh certain people were just, uh, 
they were just enraged. 

JFK: Well, now, will you talk . . . 

Barnett: You just don't understand the situation down here. 

JFK: Well, the only thing is I got my responsibility. 

Barnett: I know you do. 

JFK:  This is not my order, I just have to carry it out.  So I want to get together and 
try to do it with you in a way which is the most satisfactory and causes the 
least chance of, uh, damage to, uh, people in, uh, Mississippi.  That's my 
interest. 

Barnett: That's right.  Would you be willing to wait awhile and let the people cool off 
on the whole thing? 

JFK: 'Til how long? 

Barnett: Couldn't you make a statement to the effect, Mr. President, uh, Mr. General, 
that under the circumstances existing in Mississippi, that, uh, there'll be 
bloodshed; you want to protect the life of, of, of James Meredith and all other 
people?  And under the circumstances at this time, it just wouldn't be fair to 
him or others, uh, to try to register him at this [time?]. 

JFK: Well, then at what time would it be fair? 

Barnett: Well, we, we could wait a, I don't know. 

JFK: Yeah. 



 11 

Barnett: It might be in, uh, two or three weeks, it might cool off a [little?]. 

JFK: Well, would you undertake to register him in two weeks? 

Barnett: Well, I, you know I can't undertake to register him myself . . . 

JFK: I see. 

Barnett: . . . but you all might make some progress that way, you know. 

[JFK laughs.] 

JFK: Yeah.  Well, we'd be faced with, uh. . . . I'm, I, unless we had your support . . . 

Barnett: You see . . . 

JFK: . . . and assurance, we'd be . . . 

Barnett: . . . I say I'm going to, I'm going to cooperate.  Uh, I might not know, uh, 
when you're going to register him, you know. 

JFK: I see.  Well, now, Governor, why don't, uh. . . . Do you want to talk to Mr. 
Watkins? 

Barnett: I might not know that, what, what your plans were, you see. 

JFK: Do you want to, uh, do you want to talk to Mr. Watkins then . . . 

Barnett: I'll be delighted to talk to him . . . 

JFK:  . . . the- . . . 

Barnett: . . . and, uh, we'll call you back. 

JFK: Okay, good. 

Barnett: Uh, uh, Mr., uh, call the general back? 

JFK: Yeah, call the general, and then I'll be around. 

Barnett: All right. 
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JFK: Tha- . . . 

Barnett: I appreciate it so much . . . 

JFK: Thanks, Governor. 

Barnett: . . . and I, I thank you for this call. 

JFK: Thank you, Governor. 

Barnett: All right. 

JFK: Right. 

Barnett: Bye. 

[Phone hangs up.] 

Voice 1: Waiting. 

Voice 2: [Word unintelligible] 




