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Spencer Perkins interview, tape 1, side A
() = hard-to-hear speech. I put my best approximation in...
State names are abbreviates (MS, CA, OH, eltc.} and Voice of Calvary is abbreviated VOC.

SP: My dad and mom were married in "51, 1 guess, and they separated when she was
pregnanmt with me, and she came back 1o MS - they were in California...

CM: Separated for what reason?

SP: Oh, they just were young and stupid, that’s what they say...

CM: OK.

SP: and she came back 10 MS - our family - you go back there, there’s not very much
history of family. They didn’t know how to be a family. My grandmother - my great
grandmother, who died in 1986, her father had been a slave. And so there’s not very much
history. My parents staying together, it’s because of, on my father’s side [they were] the first

generation of two parents who were never slaves. So they had a lol to learn,

CM: So their separation was just a result of work necessities or were they drifting apart in
terms of their relationship?

SP: Yeah - a relationship thing. So I was born when she came back here - we had some tolks
in New Orleans - I think my grandfather’s family and then my mother was down there -
(that’s when | was born). But when I was born, (a generation of my folks came to CA) -
they had to reconcile.

CM: Are you the oldest?

SP I’m the oldest. And my mother said that when he saw me, hat was it. And we¢'ve been a
family ever since. So we...

CM: Your father came from a bootlegging family. Where was that?

SP: Yeah. They were outlaws... Everybody knew the Perkins. You didn’t mess around with
them. They were a wild bunch. And so he didn't think much about Christianity.

CM: And your mother grew up in a more. .,
SP: In a more stable environment, except when her parents got divorced.

CM: She was attracted to your father... Maybe as opposites. ..

(talking about the restaurant and ordering)
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CM: So your family moved back to MS in "60. Your father and others were both saved in
CA.

SP: Actually, the swory goes, they used to send me to church. And [ went 0 church as a §
year old and then (actually got the next four years off) and got them to go o church,

CM: But they wanted you 1o go to church.

5P Yeah.

CM: But why'd they want you to go?

SP: I think my mother wanted me to go. She had grown up in church. And so she wanted
me to go. He didn’t care one way or the other. When I came back from church. 1 worked on

him and I got him to go. He wanted to know what they were teaching me. And he eventually
got saved.

CM: Your father talks about this, you know, in his autobiography, about the decision to
move back to MS. Do you remember that decision?

SP: Well, from a child, T was like 5 yrs old. Yeah, I remember a littie bit of it, but I don’t
remember the big reasons why they were moving. We were going back to stay with my
grandmother, that's all I knew. So | know from what they talked about - I had heard them
talk about it before.

CM. That was really an insane thing 1o do, in 1960,

SP: Yeah, 1 guess, though, this idea of what they were going to do was pretty much working
with their own, working with black people, and they weren't looking to raise no kind of
ruckus or anything. But one thing kind of led to another and [ think what ended up getting
our family involved in the civil rights movement was the way we looked at the scripture and
the heavy emphasis on God’s concern for the poor and on justice. And this kind of
compelled us out there.

CM: IN 1960, there was no movement to speak of in MS.

SP: No.

Cm: There were liltle grassroots activities here and there, individuals trving o register the
vote and the NAACP was doing some work, but certainly it hadn’t developed as it did in
'64.

SP: I remember the freedom summer,

CM: Do you really?
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SP: T remember there was a lot of tension.
CM: (ncar Mendenhall?)

SP: Mendenhall, a lot of excitement, and a lot of white people. We never knew any white
people. And all of a sudden we met good white people who really liked us and we got along
with them. That was interesting.

CM: Where’s you meet them? They were just working in community centers, (miracle)
houses...

SP: In Mendenhall, a lot of them came to stay with us. [ don’t know if it was '64, but we
always had volunteers from the north who came to help register people to vote. We had a
center there, where I guess about 1965 1 guess, we built the ministry house. And (I think) we
had people coming down to help.

CM: In "65. you built a ministry house in Mendenhall?
SP: Well, we lived - you ever been 1o Mendenhall?

CM: We've been by about 1000 times - the revelving tables makes me want to go there
(unclear). 1've never been to do work - my wife worked there for a week in the 70s.

SP: Well, we had a little rental house first and then we rented a little storefront building that
we called the mission. It was kind of like - doing missionary work. And 1 was in 6th grade. |
guess, T was 10 years old, 1 guess that would have been '64, That's when we built this big
house. We lived upstairs and then we had the ministry work downstairs. And from that point
on, people were always in and out of our house staying with us.

CM: What's your father doing? [ mean what is he doing t0 make a living between 60 and
Sixty...

SP: Well, he was a missionary - he got the (fort?) from CA - the people that sent him - the
people that had sent - the people that - his friends there. He came back on like $100 a
month hefore from CA. So they were just living as missionaries - and that - what [ felt |was]
the reason that he could be (out front) in the civil rights movement - the economics were not
tied into the local economy.

CM: It’s also what made him independent of the civil rights organizations. He didn’i have 10
- It gave him a certain kind of treedom.

SP: There was not very much civil rights organization down there, But there was the
NAACP. when - this was probably in like the mid to late 70s - We had NAACP meetings in
one of the buildings that we had - we built. So he was involved in that. But it was not much
ot an organizations because the president of the NAACP was a guy that we knew that was
kind of settled down into the right establishment anyway.

z
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CM: Which was always, in MS, the SNCC criticism of the NAACP - it was heavily tied in
to middle class black elite rastes.

SP: There was one guy - he had been offered money 1o kill my dad.
CM: Is that right? What did your dad represent for him?

SP: Well, dad was the one that in our little area - the whole movement kind of run around
our compound there. We had - by that time we had 3 buildings solcly independent from
anything down there. So all the mectings were there. and my dad was kind of (compared as)
the leadership. In 1967 our family was one of the only - just a handful of families that sent
their kids to the white schools.

CM: In 70
SP: No, in 67.
CM: That’s early.

SP: Yeah. That was when [ was in the 8th grade. and I was the oldest. And then MS came
out with freedom of choice and the desegregation of schools and we got sent w the white
schools.

(food ralk)

SP: [ think that kind of marked our family right there. There was only - Mr. Rubin - do you
know Mr. Rubin? He was another - he was one of the guys that him and my dad were kind
of the leaders. He sent his daughter - 1 guess she was his granddaughter - to the white
schools. She actually stayed longer than we did.

CM: Initially you were the first black and the only black in your class.

SP: Yeah. The first year that we went, [ was in the high school department - 7th through
12th was high school - there was four of us initially in the high school - by three or four
weeks into the school year, there was only 2 of us in the whole high school. One puy was a
senior - his name was Reggie and 1 was in the 8th grade. And we stuck it out for the whole
Vear.

Cm: Was this something you wanted 10 do?

Sp: No. It was something - [ believed in what we were doing, though. 1 undersiead. 1t's
interesting now that the kids - it’s like in South Africa - understood what was going on back
then - now Kids don't understand anything - it doesn’t seem like it. But back in the Civil

Rights Movement, we understood the reason we were doing what we did. 1 did not want to
do it, but 1 felt it had to be done. I was scared out of my gourd. The second year [ was

4
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there, I was the only one. My other sister was in 7th grade then. So she was in the 7th, [
was in the 9th grade. And we were the only ones there.

Cm: And you were there for how long?

SP: 2 years.

CM: You've talked about this in an interview [ read somewhere.

SP: It's in our book, too.

CM: That's right, it’s in the book, which we used for our Project Reconciliation gathering.
Were there any relationships developed - positive relationships devetoped - with white
students in high school?

SP: (That once), with my sister, she just wrote an article, one white girl who was kind of a
misiit talked to her one time and how she got ridiculed again by everybody else and she
didn't get talked to again either, 1 think that happened to me. There was one whitc boy the
first week who talked to me and he got - he was treated so bad that he never tatked to me
again. So for two years 1 never talked to any of the white Kids.

CM: So how’d you come to terms with that psychologically?

SP: It was hard... it was 10 years... | remember the 1st time [ ever talked to anybody about
that experience. It was 10 years later... I had a girlfriend and T told her... we started talking
about it and she never knew any of it. [ remember thinking ’this is the 1st time T've ever
tatked about this." It was after I had graduated from college.

Cm: Did the fears continue for 2 years or did vou overcome the fears initiaily?

Sp: No. We were (defended?) the whole time. You got used to it. (unclear) You know how
when you have something you're afraid of and every time you think of it vour heart just
pounds? That happened for 2 years. I’d be home playing and think about having to go to
schoal.

(Chris Rice? enters)

CM: We're talking about the Mendenhall movement. ..

(more chatting)

CM: Are your father and Tom Clarence going to do any speaking together on the book?

SP: At the time, he's thinking about it. He’s scared still.

CM- What's he scared about?
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F e o there’s stll people that might barm his family. Ku Klux Klan types that might
war A 0 they 1l be speaking in Ohio - at some big thing in OH - these guys are doing

wte wui pebbivity stuff and Tom told them not to put Moses' picture all around. He came to
Jackson for the CCBA conference, and he came under an assumed name.

CM: I just don’t think - T understand why he’s afraid - I just don’t think anything would
happen to him - not from his (old age). Most of these guys are hopping around in walkers -
wo tired. too old to do anything, quite frankly.

SP: I guess if you were one of the people that was involved with them, you would know how
crazy they are. He probably thinks of how he was.

CM: The man 1 would fear most lives in Laurel, MS - 2 man named Sam Bowers.
SP: Yeah, Tom talked about him.

CM: I've done quite a bit of work on Bowers and I'm still trying to get an interview with
him. He's not involved (anymore).

SP: He’s going to get probably indicied. isn't he?

CM: | asked a district attorney and the county attorney down in Forest county and they said,
‘just between me and you, it's never going to happen.” There's just not incentive to take
Bowers back to trial like there was with Edwards.

SP: Need to murder (Evers?) I guess.

CM: Right. Bowers was convicted for violating civil rights on the Chaney, Goodman, and
Schwerner case. He did time in Federal prison.

SP: How long was he there?

CM: He was there for 8 years, 8 years of a 15 year sentence. He picked up a theology
degree - a university called Pacific Lutheran University had an extension program.

SP: We used to play them in basketball,

Cm: He teaches Sunday school every Sunday at a small southern Baptist church in Laurel. A
men's Bible class.

SP: Has he repented?
CM: No cvidence that he's repented. But he's a very disturbed man and 1 don't know.

CR”. Didn’t you get a letter from him?
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CM: 1 did get a long, crazy letter from him. But you were talking about those 2 years - 8th
and 9th grade - about the relationships or the lack of the relationships with the (others?).

SP: Yeah.

CM: You said you'd learned to live with those years. (unclear)
SP: I don't. [ don’t remember not being afraid.

CM: Now fear not only about physical violence, right?

SP: They were childhood type fears about being humiliated, that kind of thing. That
happuened almost every day. T brought something for you...

Cm: Directly and indirectly?

SP: Every day. Both., Most of the time, directly. All kinds. The teachers were a litle bit
more sophisticated than the kids, but for the most part they allowed it to go on.

CM: Most of the 8th and 9th graders. were they Baptist, were they Presbyterian?

SP: All systems. 1 remember around the same time, the Supreme Court disallowed prayer in
public schools and they had a fit. The 8th graders in my class, they just totally ignored that.
There was no way that they were going to fell them they couldn't pray in school, They saw
no contradictions in how they treated me and Christianity.

CM: Did you think about that at the time, that contradiction?

SP: Oh yeul,

CM: How did you make sense of that?

SP: I didn’t think they were Christians. In fact, | didn't think white people could be
Christians until 1 was in maybe high school... I didn’( think Southern white people could be
Christians. We knew some white people in CA who were decent. But in my Hitde world
there. T just assumed that... Because I studied in my house - we studied the bible - I knew

the Bible. Tt was tofally a contradiction, to be honest,

CM: Were there any situations in which you and a white child, a white boy and girl 1alked
about the Bible or Christianity or faith in school?

SP- 1 tatked about it with a white teacher once. but not a student. Never happened.

CM: So they were hypocrites. They professed Jesus Christ as lord but their tives so totally
contradiceed that ...
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SP: Just in that one area.

C'M: That area of race.

SP: Race.

CM: But that area cancelled out the whole thing.

SP: For me it did, But not for them. It was like all the other stuft, they were normal
Christians as far as children can be Christians in Junior high school.

CM: Did your family ever try to put you in the white church?

SP: No. But some of the people - like Terry Brown - went up there one time. Went up there
in 1969 and he got kicked out.

CM: Any conversation or just kicked out?

SP: Yeah, |they] just told him that he was disrupting his neighbors. But that happened as late
at the mid-to-late 70s here in Jackson. One of the guys - some of the white volunteers from
the BOC went to - 1 guess it must have been (Farpoint?) Baptist Church. John Thomas who
was from Haiti and didn’t know much - any better - went with the girls - the white girls.
CM: When was this?

SP: Must have been 77, 78. And they were asked to leave, too.

CM: Of course, most of the mainline churches, first Baptisi, then Preshyterian were bastions
of segregation - African students could attend, of course, African americans could not.

SP: They were from another country.

CM: That’s right. First Presbyterian here - I can’t imagine it being such a grear (unclear) or
desegregated. ...

S Well, none of the churches I've been o - [ don’t know what their status is right now - |
know that they're still moving out of communitics as tast as they can - (Fallmore?) Church
announced a few weeks ago that they were moving their (72). 1 was considering North
Jackson from here.

C'm: 1s that out on Lakeshore?

Sp: No that's out of - what’s the name of the street - burt it’s out that way. 55 north, They

said that (the North?) was telling them that it was time to move, One lady disagreed with that
- the real reason was that black kids were starting to come to the church.

g
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CM: How do you understand the situation today after all of the experience you've had - all
of the decades - of that contradiction? Those people who profess Christ as lord but at the
same time. ..

SP: 1 still reckon with "what does it really mean to be a Christian?” 1 guess in my old age |
would chalk it up to well, I guess, God’s going to decide, when the time comes, "OK - who
really was a Christian™ and I hope that he has a whole lot of mercy. The work that we do -
we try to get a doctor at our health center and we say that we have a philosophy that you
have to live in the neighborhood if you're going 10 work in our ministry. And then they
can’t do because - like the rich young ruler they go away sad. They want to help, but they
can't put their family in that kind of situation. | think about the way we had to be as kids -
the sitwation we had to be in. it's nothing compared 10 what we were involved in. And |
wonder "what is the Christian tradition - what's compelling you, according to what we say
we believe, we doubt it still.” Denial is a part of our Christianity. When you do that, you've
got w go through some rough places and our Christianity is hardly ever challenged - never
hard or difficult. And we’ve gotten used to that, [ guess. And | wonder - but then again |
(SIDE ENDS)

TAPE 1 SIDE 2

SP: ... Some of the only good times I ¢ver had at that white school were showing up a white
kid for rreating me bad, solving a problem on the board that he couldn’t do or making a
better score on a test, [ guess. It irritated them, they couldn’t stand it.

CM: You could ©ell? Would they say something?
SP: Oh yeah, a couple of them were very vocal about cverything.

CR: | guess that's always what’s sort of refreshing about Southerners, 1sn't it? There's never
any question ahout where they stand.

SP: That's still sort of refreshing, you know. people tell you where they stand and you don't
have to wonder.

CM. 1t’s a mystery to me to contemplate the white Christian man or woman ol that period
and certainly this is not a type that vanished in the 60s... they're stifl pervasive today. Bul
someone who has a very deep, at least in many respects. life of faith. that is, they pray, read
their bible, they nurture their spirituality in all sorts of ways. they’re faithful, they're not just
taithful to the institution, but they're actually seeking something deeper... and yet, they have
these (hateful) blinders, which is one of the ways you described it.

SP: Every blind spot. Like being able to send missionaries to Africa and be totally

compassionate about the souls of Africans but not about the ones across the tracks. 1 never
could understand that.
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CR: I grew up in the '40s and my mother worked with the Chinese missionaries in bringing
{unclear).

CM: If you went to those places in Africa you might find that they were only interested in
these souls. not in their social and economic welfare. So there’s kind ot sense in which the
life of the body, the social being, is really not important, doesn’t make its way into faith.

SP: It’s a kind of a dichotomized gospel, like Chris will point out in Korea, there had been
many missionaries from MS, the South, missionaries to Korea, and they never got it across
that it was not OK to hate Japanesc. So the same problem that we had here in our
Christianity they imported over there. SO the Koreans and Japanese - there are so many
Koreans in this country - there ain't many things happening between Koreans and Japanese,
they're just starting to happen in this country. It's been OK to hate Japanese and still be a
Christian. They said the gospel wasn’t that strong.

CM: [ think the idea of the dichotomized gospel is important in understanding this situation
of the white Christian in the South.

SP: 1T don't look art it at all as white Christians even having the ability to make individual
decisions about it. 1t's a collective way of life that I would say, if anyone was to he
responsible, it'd be the Christian leadership. The average individual man or female, white, in
the 60s, T wouldn’t tigure them to be responsible.

CM: If thev're responsible, they re responsible, that is they're sympathetic to desegregation
or pragmatic reasons, economic reasons or whatever, but it’s cerfainly not reasons that flow
[rom their faith.

SP: Right. they wouldn’t know any betier, and they're like sheep... it’s the shepherd’s
responsihility to teach them. (unclear) The churches were a bastion of segregation.

CM: Was that lesson learned? Did the white church learn anything from the movement?
Let's say the white church of the South.

SP: I was reading onc of John Grisham’s books lately and he was saying that, not about the
church, but a lot of white people are looking up and saying “why were we so adamant about
not giving black people equal rights?” it’s like, it was stupid.

CM: It's almost like it was a strategic mistake.

SP: But I don’t know. .. I still haven’t heard that many white Christians talk about how they
were wrong and repent of it. They have to give (unclear) and want a good relationship with
black people. It happens very rare|ly|.

CM: It’s like the German church signing a statement of repentance after the Hoelocaust, and

the Japanese church after WWILL I've always wondered about that. How would that
repentance look other than a formal declaration?

(0
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