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GEES BEND=--Have youever walked 15

miles to use a telephone, or worked acres

and acres of cotton for less than $100 a

year, or gone coon huntingafter sundown

with a flashlight in one hand and a shot-
gun in the other?

There are many people in Dallas and
Wilcox counties that have, and still do,
Among them are the residents of an all-
Negro rural community called Gees
Bend,

People who had never chopped cotton
or hunted coons had a chance last month to find out what a
farmer’s life is like, The Rev, Francis X, Walter, director
of the Selma Interreliglous Project, and the Rev, G, G, Pett-
way, pastor of the Pleasant Grewe Baptist Church in Gees
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Bend, sponsored a ‘‘Rural Life Workshop,”” It could have
been called a school for white people,

Walter said the weekend workshop was meant to teach peo-
ple, especially Southern liberal whites, about ‘‘Negrolife and
problems,”’

And there were people who wanted to listen, learn, and live
in the rural area for a couple of days, Despite the rainy,
cold weather and muddy roads, 32 out-of-town visitors came,

They came to the Pleasant Grove Baptist.Church, which
sits back in awoodedareaaway froma dirt road, The doors
were open and a large coal stove in the center of the floor
warmed the guests,

There are no street lights in Gees Bend, and that made it
pretty dark around the churchbecause the lights in the church
were off, The only lights visible atfirst were beams from
the men’s flashlights and the glow from the stove’s fire,

¢Is it the power line or the power structure doing this?”’
asked a voice in the dark, But after a few minutes of wait-
ing, the lights came on,

By then the lights didn’t make too much difference, because
the visitors and residents had divided
themselves into groups scattered
throughout the church, talking and get-
ting acquainted in the dark,

Here were black and white people
glving their opinions and asking and an-
swering questions about local problems
and living conditions,

“I live on a dark road,” said an
eight-year-old girl who joined in on a
conversation, ‘‘The man said that he
was going to put gravel down, but he
dldnlt'"

“What man?”’ asked a woman, ‘‘The
white man,”” answered the little girlas
if the woman should have known,

It was time for the first session to
begin, There was a prayer meetingled
by the Rev, Pettway, A song,aprayer,
and then another song, This time,
“Give me that old-time religion,,.it's
good for a healing nation,’?

Now it was time for the history of the
Wilcox County movement, ‘‘They had
guns, sticks, They justhadit,’” started
Little Pettway, the first panelist, ¢‘But
Boykin people kept walkin’, We just
didn’t give up, We just wouldn’t giveup
« « o until the federal government made
it possible for the Negro to vote down
here in Wilcox County,”’

As the audience listened attentively,
Roman Pettway took up where Little
Pettway left off, *‘We didn’t want to take
the town, We just wanted the privilege
(to vote), that’s all, We didn’t want
Camden,” he continued,

He told about trying to register, ‘Ev-
ery Thursday a group of us would go
down, and when we received our forms
back, they’d all say ‘rejected,’ "’

““There weren’t any Negroes around
tq, vouch for me,”” said Eddie Pettway,
tHe last panelist, ‘“so I asked a white
man I knew standing there, He sald,
‘'m not inter'ested’ and he would tell the
other white people, ‘You got some
blackbirds out there,’

I knew I was black, but Ididn’t know
I had cut wings,”’

‘“The way they were registeringus,a

Learn
e

GEES BEND RESIDENTS SHOWED THE VISITORS AROUND

generation could have died before they
got to all of us,” Pettway concluded,
This marked the beginnth of the
question and answer period, ‘‘What’s
the toughest thing that you’re upagainst
now??’ asked one white man,
“We're trying to get some tele-

phones,” was the reply, (The nearest’

phone is about 15 miles away,) “Every
time we ask they’d say that ‘there
weren’t enough wanting them?’ or ‘you’re
on the list, but you're too far down,’

After hearing about the problems,
and the attitudes of the whites toward
the people of Gees Bend,a white woman
sitting in one of the corners in front of
the church sprang up and asked, *“Why
don’t you bring the Deacons of Defense
in here? There’re all kinds of ways to
handle a crook!”’

The first session ended and the visi-
tors were put up for the night with lo-
cal residents--to sleep, to learnof that
individual’s home life, and to wake the
next morning to learn more about the
rural life of a Negro,

Everyone gathered at the church the
next morning to start the second session
of ‘‘school,” The rain had stopped, but
it was still cold,

Mrs, Pearl Moorer of Dallas County
warmed up the group with a fiery lec-
ture ontenantfarming, credit,and other
current problems in farming,

“Cotton ain’t nothing but hard trouble
« « op’’ she exclaimed,' She told the peo-
ple of Wilcox that they should ‘‘start a
farnt co-op, grow okra, peas, or corn=--
don’t mess with cotton,’’

In her uninterrupted 50-minute talk,
she presented to the audience, especial-
ly the whites, the many problems that
exist, She told of Negroes evictedfrom
their homes on plantations, and of her
own problems with the law and with
white people, :

““The white man can’t doanything but
beat me or kill me and ifhekill me, he
can’t eat me and if he eatme, I'll make
him sick on his stomach,’” she added,

++oLISTENED TO A TALK ON TENANT FARMING,, .

“White peoplearen’t concerned about
the Negro’s education,” said Lonnie
Brown, a Gees Bend resident who ran
for state senator from the four sur-
rounding counties, ‘A white man will
have his son in school while a Negro
boy of the same age as his son would
be out in his field plowing.”’

The question after the talks and dis-
cussion was, ‘Did anybody learn any-
thing?*?

“Well,” one white woman said, ‘it
was difficult to learn something because
I don’t know about the programs that
(Mrs, Moorer is) talking about and
farming situations, Some of it was over
my head,”

A woman said,‘Yes, I livedona
farm when I was a little girl, but it
wasn’t like the ones here,’’

After the session ended, integrated
groups stood around in the church,
laughing, drinking cotfee, debating,and
just expressing themselves without
being afraid to speak what they really

thought,

There was a field trip in the after-
noon, People passing by, who were not
with the workshop, could see black and
white people walking alongside the
country roads, examining the soil, talk-
ing about the land, or shaking because
it was cold,

Members of the group saw sights they
don’t see often--suchasa man chopping
tirewood, or occasionally a cow or mule
lying in the road,

Everyone didn’t go on the field trip,
Some went to see the beautifully deco-
rated quilts made by women of the
Freedom Quilting Bee co-op, There
were plaid quilts, striped ones, some of
many colors and some of few,

One of the most impressive was a
large black and white quilt with squares
and star-like figures, *‘‘This is called
the black power quilt,’’ said one man
jokingly, ¢‘No,” replied a woman, and
she started singing, ‘“Black and white
to-geth-er,”

.. AND WALKED AND TALKED WITH THE PEOPLE OF GEES BEND





