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The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, or SNCC, began its voter registration work in 
Selma, Alabama in 1963. Selma, the seat of Dallas County, is one of several counties across central 
Alabama with large majority black populations. 

After numerous attempts to register Selma residents to vote, constant voter suppression tactics to deny 
the black community enfranchisement, the jailing of Selma residents and SNCC field secretaries, and, 
most of all, the murder of Dallas County residents, demand grew for the mobilization of Dallas County 
residents to take their grievances to the State Capital in Montgomery, Alabama. 

On Sunday, March 7, 1965, a March from Selma to Montgomery was attempted under the leadership of 
John Lewis, then Chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and Hosea Williams of 
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. What history records as “Bloody Sunday” describes the 
vicious beating of peaceful demonstrators on the Edmund Pettus Bridge by state troopers. 

To demonstrate that the brutality of the state troopers would not continue to suppress the rights of all 
citizens to cast ballots for the candidates of their choice, a second March from Selma to Montgomery was 
organized. The 54-mile March traveled through Lowndes County on Highway 80. 

After seeing and participating in the Selma to Montgomery March, the residents of Lowndes County, 
which is adjacent to Dallas County, reached out to SNCC to ask if they would conduct a voter registration 
drive in Lowndes County. 

According to the 1960 census, Lowndes County had a population of 15,417 people. Of these, 12,425 
were Black, or 81% of the total county population. Previous to March 1965, no Black people had been 
able to register to vote. 

After the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Bill, the Lowndes County Freedom Organization, working 
with SNCC Field Secretaries, were able to register 2000 Black people with the assistance of federal 
registrars.

THE PEOPLE DECIDE TO ELECT THEIR OWN OFFICIALS

In early spring of 1965, a civil rights organization called the Lowndes County Christian Movement 
for Human Rights was organized. But the people of Lowndes County quickly discovered its politicians 
wouldn’t listen to them when they were acting through the civil rights organization. Black residents 
realized, unless they had political power, they were limited to merely asking for their rights.

So these residents decided to form their own political organization wherein they would elect their own 
public officials. If they could take over the County government, they’d no longer have to ask for what they 
needed. They could take it.

The people of Lowndes County approached the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee to 
teach them how to start their own political party. SNCC’s Research Department, headed by Jack Minnis, 
procured a copy of the Alabama Code of Laws (a 12-book set) and began studying the laws on County 
governments.

Because the Lowndes County Freedom Organization wanted to move beyond solely registering 
people to vote to residents eventually taking responsibility for governance in Lowndes County, the 
SNCC Field Staff needed to develop a way of communicating the complex responsibilities of each 
office for governance. They needed to create a sense of consciousness so that those who had not had the 
opportunity to vote, would feel empowered to not only vote, but vote for members of their community for 
public office.

THUS THE COMIC BOOKS OF LOWNDES COUNTY WERE CREATED.

THE LOWNDES COUNTY  
COMIC BOOKS



Ahead of actual elections, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee Field Secretaries antici-
pated that the 2,000 newly-registered voters of Lowndes County would have an array of questions and 
concerns to be addressed.  To meet this need, the Lowndes County Freedom Organization and the Stu-
dent Nonviolent Coordinating Committee developed comic books to provide the technical information 
necessary for first-time voters to understand the roles and responsibilities performed by the offices of 
Sheriff, Tax Collector, Tax Assessor, Board of Education and Coroner.

In addition to information about each office, the photographs of the Lowndes County Freedom Party 
candidates were placed on the cover of the comics.  The field secretaries wanted the first-time voters in 
the county to associate the picture of a local Black person with the capacity and capability to carry out 
the responsibilities and duties of that particular office.

The comic, “Us Colored People”, was designed to develop a narrative that would combat the expected 
naysayers in both the Black and White communities.  It was designed to raise consciousness and 
eliminate doubt in all sectors of the Black community.  Both the name of the Sheriff, Mr. Blackman; 
and the Black panther on the comics’ cover were intended to instill a sense of strength within the Black 
community.

In the professional world, there is a concept known as “completed staff work.”  This envisions that the 
Lowndes County Freedom Organization and the SNCC Field Secretaries, in anticipating and answer-
ing the questions and concerns of the 2,000 newly-registered, empowered the residents themselves to be 
the persons responsible for running the county.

Some of the questions that the Lowndes County Freedom Organization and SNCC Field Secretaries 
addressed include the following:

VOTING
1.  What is the vote?
2.  Why vote?
3.  How does voting work?
4.  Can YOU vote?

POLITICS
1.  What is politics?
2.  How have we been kept out of politics?
3.  Why come together?
4.  What can you do when you come together?
5.  How can people work together in a political organization?
6.  Why for a political organization?
7.  How do you form a political organization in Lowndes County, Alabama?
8.  What are the rights and privileges of a political organization?

The Lowndes County Freedom Organization and SNCC Field Secretaries not only produced comic 
books and other written materials to provide voter information, they also held mass meetings in local 
churches, facilitated conversations in individual houses and produced billboards in the county that 
delivered a cohesive message.

THE CONSTANT COMMUNICATION WITH LOWNDES COUNTY RESIDENTS  
WAS BOTH INFORMATIONAL AND INTENTIONAL.

In the following pages, several of the original Lowndes County Freedom Organization comics are reproduced.

WHY THE LOWNDES 
COUNTY APPROACH

—Courtland Cox & Jennifer Lawson
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A SHORT HISTORY  
OF COMICS AND  

CIVIL RIGHTS:  
CONTEXTUALIZING 

THE LOWNDES  
COUNTY COMICS 

PROJECT

Qiana Whitted
University of South Carolina

On the August 13, 2013, broadcast of Comedy 
Central’s The Colbert Report, the comedian and political 
commentator Stephen Colbert turned to his guest, U.S. 
Congressman John Lewis from Georgia, and held up a 
copy of March: Book One, co-written with Andrew Aydin 
and illustrated by Nate Powell. “This is a graphic novel; 
it’s essentially a comic book of your early days in the  
Civil Rights Movement,” Colbert began. “Is this lowering 
the dignity of Civil Rights by making it a comic book?”
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The question must have been a familiar 
one because Congressman Lewis started to 
shake his head before the show’s host had 
finished speaking. “It is not lowering the 
dignity of the Civil Rights Movement,” he 
insisted quietly, and went on to describe 
another comic book that had been placed 
into his hands nearly sixty years earlier. On 
the screen behind the interview table, an 
illustration of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s face 
above the Alabama State Capitol appeared 
on the cover of a ten-cent comic, Martin 
Luther King and the Montgomery Story. 
Lewis explained what the story meant to 
him as a teenager in 1957: “I read it and 
re-read it and this book inspired me when I 
went away to school in Nashville, Tennes-
see. And it inspired other young people.”1

The dynamic interplay of words and 
pictures in comics have been used around 
the world to spark political debate,  

1     Stephen Colbert, “Interview with Congressman 
John Lewis.” The Colbert Report. Comedy Central. 
August 13, 2013. https://www.cc.com/video/ocqoae/
the-colbert-report-john-lewis-pt-2 

to chronicle the social realities of marginal-
ized people, and to advocate for meaningful 
individual and collective change. This rich 
tradition in American comics extends back 
to the 19th century when the newspapers 
owned by William Randolph Hearst and 
Joseph Pulitzer ushered in a new era of 
sensationalist journalism that included the 
sharp, galvanizing commentary of editorial 
cartoons and comic strips. Weekly maga-
zines founded even earlier such as Harper’s 
Weekly would become well-known for the 
political satire of artists like Thomas Nast, 
while comics and cartoon art were a key 
feature of the illustrated magazines Puck, 
Judge, and Life. 

Yet racial and ethnic caricature was also 
central to much of the social critique and 
satire in these periodicals. Images of Black 
people not only served as punchlines, but 
as the menace against which American 
idealism was juxtaposed, further amplifying 
concerns about political corruption, class 
disparities, public health calamities, and 
war-era labor shortages. And so, when The 
Colored American hired their own cartoonist 
in 1901 to create original material, other 
African American newspapers across the 
country applauded their new “Cartoon 
Feature,” explicitly designed to combat 
prejudice and serve as a counter-narrative 
to widespread racist stereotypes. As one fel-
low editor noted: “The cartoons will be the 
medium for the creating of a healthful sen-
timent in behalf of a struggling people.”2

2    “The Cartoon Feature” in The Colored American, 
April 27, 1901, pg. 10.
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The Baltimore Afro American Ledger, the 
Chicago Defender, the New York Amsterdam 
News, and the Pittsburgh Courier led this 
charge in the decades to come, adopting 
many of Hearst’s headline-grabbing tech-
niques to call attention to racial injustices, 
and establishing their own comics pages 
to serve African American communities. 
In the Tulsa Star, one of the first Black 
women cartoonists, Daisy Scott, published 
political cartoons about the impact of vio-
lence and Jim Crow on African Americans 
until the newspaper’s Greenwood Avenue 
office was destroyed in the 1921 Tulsa race 
massacre.3 Ollie Harrington published his 
first editorial cartoons about the choices 
before Black voters during the Depres-
sion and would launch his Dark Laughter 
series in the Amsterdam News in 1935. He 
also produced editorial cartoons as the art 
director for the progressive working-class 
newspaper, The People’s Voice. It was in this 
Harlem weekly that he created illustrations 
for a serialized version of Richard Wright’s 
novel, Native Son. 

Later Harrington would draw on his 
experience as an oversees war correspon-
dent in his observations about African 
American soldiers returning home after 
WWII. In one cartoon, a disabled veteran 
in a wheelchair leans a protest sign over 
his shoulder and turns to the armed police 
officer approaching him with a baton ready 
to strike. The caption reads: “Officer what 
Alabama bar was you holed up in back in 
’44 when I was in Normandy protectin’ 
your civil rights?”4 Harrington was a part 

3     Lee Hawkins and Charity L. Scott, “The Dreams 
of Jack and Daisy Scott: How the Tulsa Race Massacre 
tragically rippled across one family in segregated Okla-
homa” in The Wall Street Journal, May 30, 2021. https://
www.wsj.com/articles/the-dreams-of-jack-and-daisy-
scott-11622220784 

4     Ollie Harrington, “Untitled,” in Dark Laughter: 
The Satiric Art of Oliver W. Harrington, edited by M. 
Thomas Inge. ( Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 
1993), 21.

of a community of mid-twentieth-century 
newspaper cartoonists such as E. Simms 
Campbell, Jay Jackson, and Jackie Ormes 
who deployed satire and sobering commen-
tary to influence both public opinion and 
government policy. All were keenly aware 
of the way white cartoonists had normal-
ized the visual associations of blackness 
with criminals and loafing minstrels, jungle 
savages, and pickaninny children. To be 
effective, their art amplified the lived expe-
riences of African Americans instead and 
incorporated signifying strategies aimed at 
redirecting the power of a visual medium 
that was capable of shaping perception with 
a single glance. 

With the advent of saddle-stitched com-
ic books featuring funny animal stories and 
superhero characters, artists and writers 
took advantage of the form’s popularity 
among children to spotlight the people 
who worked tirelessly to uphold the prom-
ise of democracy. Civic and religious orga-
nizations partnered with comics publishers 
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during the 1940s to produce titles such as 
Joe Worker and the Story of Labor from the 
National Labor Service. The comic told 
a story of America that focused on the 
formation of labor unions and the passage 
of anti-trust and child labor laws, as well as 
the ongoing fight against the Ku Klux Klan 
and other white supremacists who “made 
‘hate’ into big business.”5

The 1947 biographical comics an-
thology, Negro Heroes, resulted from a 
collaboration between Parent’s Magazine 
Press, the Urban League, and Delta Sigma 
Theta Sorority, Inc. This two-issue series 
reprinted previously published material 
from other comics about African American 
figures such as George Washington Carver, 
Mary McLeod Bethune, Paul Robeson, 
and Jackie Robinson. Another mid-1940s 
comic, The Challenger, from Interfaith 

5     Nathan Schachner and Jack Alderman, Joe Worker 
and the Story of Labor, National Labor Service (1946). 
https://archive.org/details/joeworkerstoryof00scha/

Publications, showcased original adventure, 
sports, and detective stories that took an 
explicit stance against bigotry and hate. 
Readers who signed and mailed in the back 
page pledge “to challenge, fight, and defeat 
fascism in all forms!” were promised a spe-
cial button to indicate their commitment to 
the cause.

EC Comics may be the most well-
known mainstream publisher during the 
industry’s Golden Age to produce social 
protest comics. Developing a distinctive 
type of story known colloquially as “the 
preachies,” EC’s writers and artists drew 
on the storytelling strategies of their crime, 
science fiction, and war comics to explore 
the impact of racism, anti-Semitism, 
and other forms of discrimination, while 
placing a special emphasis on the compla-
cency of white families in 1950s suburban 
America. EC became notorious not only 
for their shocking horror comics, but also 
for the surprise endings that upended their 
readers’ expectations and exposed the stark 
consequences of violence without reassur-
ing platitudes. 

One notable exception was the EC 
science fiction story, “Judgment Day!” from 
Weird Fantasy #18 (1953). Written by Al 
Feldstein and illustrated by Joe Orlando, 
the comic relocated Jim Crow to a robot 
planet, one thousand years in the future. 
It is a Black astronaut, unbeknownst to 
the reader, who is charged with evaluating 
the robot society and ends up condemning 
their segregation practices. Yet his parting 
message was somewhat more idealistic than 
EC was accustomed to, with the astronaut 
advising his guide to work with his fellow 
robots for a more equitable future, saying: 
“For a while, on Earth, it looked like there 
was no hope! But when mankind on Earth 
learned to live together, real progress first 
began.”6 

The comic’s message was powerful 

6     Al Feldstein and Joe Orlando, “Judgment Day” in 
Weird Fantasy #18 (1953), 7.
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enough to warrant praise from the Chicago 
Defender whose editorial board wrote of 
“Judgement Day”: 

There is a great deal to be said pro and 
con about the value of the comic book, 
but one thing is of paramount impor-
tance, comics have greater mass appeal 
than most other types of literature and 
their influence, particularly upon young 
minds is infinite. So when an unusual 
strip appears which cleverly combines 
the lure of color and fantasy with educa-
tional propaganda, it is worthy of special 
citation.7

The Comics Magazine Association of 
America’s Comics Code discouraged many 
white mainstream comic book publishers 
from addressing racism so forthrightly 
after the mid-1950s. But as anti-black 
terrorism in the United States intensified 
and the Civil Rights Movement began to 
advocate for legislative change, the Black 
press continued to entertain and educate 
young readers about their rights through 
comics. Tom Feelings used an elder’s magic 
library to send a young African American 
boy back in time in his New York Age comic 
strip. The title character of Tommy Traveler 
in the World of Negro History encountered 
Egyptian pharaohs, Crispus Attucks, and 
Joe Louis up close, but in a 1958 install-
ment, he visited Money, Mississippi the 
day before 14-year-old Emmett Till was 
murdered in 1955. The comic ends with 
the narrator’s insistence that Till’s death 
“struck a hard blow against the democratic 
ideals this country stands for in the eyes of 
the whole world!”8 Given the focus of the 

7     “Comics and Propaganda,” The Chicago Defender, 
February 17, 1953, E10.

8     Tom Feelings, “Emmett Till” in Tommy Traveler 
in the World of Negro History, New York Age, November 
22, 1958, 28.

world’s eyes on the gruesome images of 
Till’s corpse, it is telling that the major-
ity of Feeling’s comic lingers instead on 
the untroubled moments of the boy’s life 
in conversation with his cousins outside 
Bryant’s Grocery. A reminder, perhaps, that 
what happened to young Emmett could 
have happened to any one of them, includ-
ing Tommy or the readers of the comics 
page in the New York Age.

Months before the Tommy Traveler strip 
on Till was published, a pacificist advocacy 
group called the Fellowship of Reconcil-
iation began distributing copies of their 
comic book, Martin Luther King and the 
Montgomery Story, to young people such 
as John Lewis. An early draft of the 1957 
comic book, which was written by Benton 
Resnick and Alfred Hassler, and illustrated 
by Sy Barry, was even sent to Dr. King to 
review for accuracy before publication. It 
was seen as an instructional tool to help 
recruit children and adults to become 
more involved in civil rights organizing; 
nevertheless, the comic book also included 
an original eight-page story about a Black 
family man named Joe Jones who is reluc-
tant to participate in the bus boycott. The 
narrative takes a risk in not only portraying 
the ambivalence behind one man’s journey 
to nonviolence, but also in depicting vivid 
images of the retaliatory night bombings, 
shotgun blasts, and cross burnings. The 
suspenseful tale is bookended by two 
informational sections: a short biography of 
King and an account of the “Montgomery 
Method” complete with a step-by-step 
guide for deploying nonviolent action 
against “any kind of evil.”9

The NAACP followed this same model 
for two of the comic books that it pub-
lished in the 1960s. During a time when 
political groups were also commissioning 
comics on behalf of segregationist George 

9     Benton Resnick, Alfred Hassler, and Sy Barry, 
Martin Luther King and the Montgomery Story, Fellow-
ship of Reconciliation, 1957.
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Wallace that vowed to “head right back 
North every freedom rider, sit in, and 
every other troublemaker backed by the 
NAACP,”10 the national civil rights organi-
zation invested their resources in producing 
stories that emphasized the importance of 
the ballot for African Americans. In The 
Street Where You Live (And What You Can 
Do to Improve It!), illustrated by Tom Feel-
ings in 1960, a voter registration advocate 
visits a struggling town and encourages the 
Black residents there to use their vote and 
their voice to gain better conditions for 
their neighborhoods. Another comic pub-
lished four years later, Your Future Rests… 
in Your Hands, delivers a similar message, 
but the instructions for how to register and 
vote were updated to reflect recent legisla-
tive successes such as the repeal of the poll 
tax. The comic was illustrated by Larry 
Lieber (brother of Stan Lee) and appears to 
have been packaged by Marvel Comics.11 
In the coming years, many of the anti-rac-
ist sentiments expressed by the NAACP 
would find their way into the superhero 
stories published by Marvel, DC, and other 
major publishers of the Silver Age.

To be clear, comic books produced for 
civil rights groups, churches, and schools 
seldom appeared on newsstands alongside 
the latest issues of Fantastic Four or Green 
Lantern. Instead, they circulated within 
internal networks and were often given 
away for free alongside pamphlets and 
rally flyers. Yet these publications remain a 
significant part of what makes the history 
of American comics so distinctive, demon-
strating how the formal and aesthetic tra-
ditions of the medium have been deployed 
in ways that are accessible to readers of any 

10     See Alabama Needs “The Little Judge” George C. 
Wallace for the Job (1962). http://www.ep.tc/george-
wallace

11     See Nick Caputo, “More on Big Boy, Brodsky, and 
Lee” in Marvel Mysteries and Comics Minutiae, June 11, 
2012. https://nick-caputo.blogspot.com/2012/06/

age and station. As Congressman Lewis 
reminds us in Run: “Everybody can read 
comics.” It is this accessibility that prompts 
avid readers to become creators themselves: 
to take up a pencil, to draw their own 
stories, and to make their beliefs known 
through words and images. 

Perhaps, then, it is especially fitting that 
Run introduces SNCC staff member Jen-
nifer Lawson hunched over a sketch book 
in Lowndes County, Alabama after the 
passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965. 
Together Lawson and Courtland Cox 
collaborated on a series of comics about 
voting rights and local government for the 
Lowndes County Freedom Organization 
(LCFO). Much like their predecessors, the 
LCFO comics used a style of sequential art 
to dramatize the power of collective action. 
Images of maps are dotted with the com-
manding iconography of the new party’s 
Black panther symbol and superimposed 
by the faces of people who had been made 
to feel invisible within political institutions 
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in the South for too long. In their Political 
Education Primer, the pages unfold like 
comic book analogues of the SNCC Free-
dom Schools. A mix of word balloons and 
narration detail the duties of such publicly 
elected offices as sheriff, tax collector, 
coroner, and others alongside scenarios 
that demonstrate how these representatives 
should operate in practice. 

Most striking is the ten-page comic 
book, “Us Colored People,” about the 
importance of supporting an independent 
political party that best represents the 
interests of Lowndes County residents.12 In 
contrast to the clear-cut methods outlined 
in the NAACP comics, more of the LCFO 
pages are devoted to thinking through 
the tentative and ambiguous nature of the 
political process for people whose life and 
livelihood are at stake. Politics are a “mess,” 
as the comic states so succinctly. And 
getting into “this voting mess” and “this 
good education mess” and “this paved road 
mess” is dangerous. Saying no to white 
supremacist power structures for Black 
southerners also means finding the strength 
to walk alone when the local preachers and 
farmers refuse to get involved with “white 
folks business.” The thick, deeply shaded 
sketches and charcoal silhouettes on the 
page present the journey of the main char-
acter, Mr. Blackman, as a parable for any 
resident of Lowndes County. The comic 
further rallies its readers with moments of 
levity and sarcasm, even as it encourages 
them to contemplate the courage that it 
will take to exercise their right to vote. The 
story closes with a newly elected Sheriff 
Blackman greeting one of his constitu-
ents with the words, “Yes son, it’s a new 
day.” More than freshly paved roads, “Us 
Colored People,” seeks a bolder aim, and in 
keeping with the burgeoning call for Black 
Power in 1966, the comic book’s final panel 

12     Courtland Cox and Jennifer Lawson, Us Colored 
People, Lowndes County Freedom Organization, 
1966/1967.

marks a shift in the governing structure of 
the town itself.

Comics have a long and meaningful rela-
tionship with the call for civil rights in the 
United States. While none of these stories 
are lacking in dignity, they abound with a 
determined sense of optimism, discovery, 
and purpose, not to mention the anticipa-
tion of reading pleasure that only comics 
can provide. The LCFO comics that Law-
son and Cox created uphold this profound 
legacy of art and activism that keeps us 
engaged in the questions that remain vital 
to our democracy today.

Qiana Whitted is professor of English and 
African American Studies at the University 
of South Carolina. She is the author of the 
Eisner Award-winning book, EC Comics: 
Race, Shock, and Social Protest, editor of 
Inks: The Journal of the Comics Studies 
Society, and chair of the International Comic 
Arts Forum.
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Attendees:

Andrew Aydin     Courtland Cox     Matt Fraction 
Jennifer Lawson     Turner Lobey     Chris Ross

This interview has been edited for clarity, brevity, and content.

MATT FRACTION: How did these get written? How did these get drawn? 
Specifically, how were these written and how were these drawn? Once you were able 
to articulate your ambitions for the Lowndes County Comics Project to drive voter 
registration and communicate the responsibilities of each public office, how did the 
actual books get made? 

COURTLAND COX: It all starts with a problem to be solved, right? We were dealing 
with, I would say, a county, because of discrimination and the history with very low 
education, I mean, even when there was education then it wasn’t very good, so therefore 
we made an assumption, and we didn’t do any studies on it, that there was low literacy 
in the county, one. And then the second part is the question, and the intangible of the 
question, of belief. That is to say, people had been stomped on for all these years and 
had been told that, “you’re nothing, you can do nothing,” and we needed to get them 
to believe in themselves. And we were trying to translate laws that existed in books to 
ordinary people. The language of laws and jargon of the legal system was something we 
had to overcome and translate into everyday language.

GOOD TROUBLE  
CALL WITH  

COURTLAND COX &  
JENNIFER LAWSON 

(9/23/2021)
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So those were the problems we were trying 
to solve as we tried to write. And the other 
problem was that, I think I was 24 at the 
time, I’ve never written anything like this 
before. I had to approach it from, “How do 
we solve these problems? And what are the 
elements of the problem? And what do we 
do in order to be successful in the time that 
we have?”

JENNIFER LAWSON: Courtland was 
24, I was 19 at the time. We were working 
in Lowndes County. At that point, we are 
talking about a very rural area; our office was 
basically an old house, an old wood frame 
house with the kind of single light bulb in 
the ceiling. To have adequate light to work 
in we’d often work out on the front porch, 
using the daylight as the available light. 

And we didn’t have any art supplies, so 
when we talk about the writing, you will 
find that there were earlier drafts where 
much of it is just handwritten. We’re 
doing handwriting and I’m sketching the 
drawings using a notepad and we’re using 
just basic office paper to actually do the 
drawings and write on, using conventional 
ballpoint pens and pencils. 

I had always been a comics fan, and so the 
notion of conveying materials in terms 
of panels and with thought bubbles, was 
something I was accustomed to from the 
experience of reading comics and appre-
ciating them. And when Courtland and I 
would talk about things, we both had a great 
appreciation, particularly Courtland, for 
the sayings, the intelligence, and the humor 
of the people around us, and we knew we 
wanted to try to incorporate that into what 
we were doing as well. We didn’t want [the 
comics] to just be, “here is some informa-
tion,” presented dryly. We wanted to also try 
to capture some of the fun of how people 
spoke to each other and the intelligence that 
that revealed.

CC: We were in the culture, we appreciat-
ed the culture, we appreciated the environ-
ment, and, this is an intangible also, [we 
were able] to incorporate the environment 
and the culture we were in. 

I mean, you guys have the whole thing 
about “good trouble,” right? They didn’t 
use the word “trouble.” That was a differ-
ent part of Alabama. They used the word 
“mess.” “I don’t want you to get into that 
mess.” That’s basically the term that was 
used. Trouble and mess, they meant the 
same thing. 

JL: Another example is, you could ask 
someone, “should we talk to Mr. So and So, 
would he be a good person to talk to?” and 
your answer might be along the lines of, 
“well, I can say this, Mr. Say don’t mean noth-
ing. Mr. Do is the man.” It meant you were a 
person who was going to get things done.

CC: I want to go back to another point 
Jennifer made. High technology when we 
were doing this was a typewriter. People 
need to understand today, you didn’t have 
programs and computers and all that. High 
technology was a typewriter. So, it’s not 
like we were using ballpoint pens instead of 
this program or that program or the other. 
No, no. There was no such thing as that. 
It was: typewriter, mimeograph machine, 
and printing press. That was it. You didn’t 
get higher technology than that back then. 
It wasn’t that we were choosing to use low 
technology. That was it. 

MF: Available technology.

JL: Yes. For making multiple copies of 
things we definitely used the Gestetner 
copy machine. We were using a duplicating 
machine and you’d make a stencil and put it 
on the machine and run off multiple copies. 
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We at SNCC, we did have some high 
technology at the Atlanta office of SNCC. 
We actually did have a printing press, 
and Wilson Brown was the master of 
the SNCC printing operation. So, for 
something like the ballot cards and things 
that we needed printed, we could place 
an order with Wilson and those would be 
shipped by mail back to us, or, that in the 
case of Lowndes County, sometimes you 
would have people who were coming from 
Atlanta, from the SNCC office in Atlanta, 
to Lowndes County, and they might bring 
them some of the items like that, some of 
the printed materials that we used. 

MF: I think my favorite part of the ma-
terial we’ve been able to gather are those 
early drafts of “Us Colored People” where 
we can see y’all figuring this out as you go 
and sketching, kind of thinking on paper 
and figuring out how comics work. Do 
you remember how long it took you to get 
something together that you felt was ready 
enough to go to print?

CC: Just a couple of things. We have to 
separate the books, I mean the comics. “Us 
Colored People” — we have to separate 
the one from the other books. 

JL: The candidates and the officers. 

CC: The candidate books, we had to 
use the law because each candidate had 
responsibilities, so, you know, the tax 
accessor, the role of the tax accessor, re-
sponsibilities, and so forth. Because there 
were two things: there was both the fac-
tual information that we had to translate, 
but we also had to answer the question: 
“Mr. Sydney Logan, we want you to run 
for this position”, “You know, I’ve never 
heard about the position, I don’t know 
anything about the position.” So, how do 
I now convince Sydney Logan that these 
are things that he can do? And so we took 
the law and tried to break it down into 
easy sentences that both convinced the 
candidates and the community that this 
office was something vital. 
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On “Us Colored People,” it came from,  
I was in Mississippi, and heard a woman 
get up in the mass meeting and say, “You 
know, us colored people have been using 
our mouths to do two things: to eat and to 
say ‘yes, sir.’ It’s time we said ‘no.’” 

So basically, on the [Office and Candidate 
books], it was really about the law; [“Us 
Colored People”] was totally about  
the community. 

JL: And, I think that for me, this was defi-
nitely always a process of learning. I never 
had any formal art training in my life and 
so I came to this more with the spirit of, 
“if we need something we can do it. We’ll 
figure out a way to do it.” You can see with 
the earliest of the candidate books—they 
really start out with true stick figures, and 
then gradually I began to learn more and 
more how to give more dimension to those 
figures. 

By the time we get to “Us Colored Folks,” 
I’m doing shading and really beginning to 
feel that I can actually sketch the state of 
Alabama where it actually looks like the 
shape of the state. So it’s that progression 
artistically for me that was trying to match 
what I felt we were trying to communicate 
and the strength of what we were trying 
to communicate to give it more power 
through the texture of the images and the 
difference in framing of the images.

MF: You start to use perspective, and 
foreground and background. These become 
stories and not just informational. There’s 
something in the essays you wrote where 
you spoke about, and I suspect, Courtland, 
this is one of the intangibles you spoke 
about, that part of the mission of the work 
was to create consciousness of community. 
That not just, “oh, now I know what a 
tax accessor does,” but “Oh, that’s Mrs. 
Moore’s job. I know Mrs. Moore.  

She’s down the road and she’s this person 
and she cares about these things,” and that 
sort of thing. Aside from the reactions at the 
voting booth, did you have a response from 
the community once these books were out 
there and making their way around? Did 
you feel and get to see that consciousness of 
community start to wake up around you in 
Lowndes County?

JL: Absolutely. That was one of the best 
experiences in my life because it was being 
a part of a community seeing itself as being 
capable of shaping its own destiny and 
capable of taking things into its own hands 
in that way. People, who then had laughed 
and sort of blushed when you sort of said, 
“well, maybe you can be the tax accessor or 
the sheriff.” And then seeing them actively 
campaigning to do so and debating with 
their neighbors, now that was wonderful.

CC: I think these things are like turning 
on a lightbulb. It’s turning on a light in 
a dark room. People are in the room and 
they don’t know what’s in there because 
everybody’s been kept in the dark and 
you’re bringing a candle to a dungeon or 
turning on a light in a dark room. My sense 
is that people begin to see and, as Jennifer 
just said, because they see they begin to act 
differently. My sense is that the visualiza-
tion really was the lightbulb going off in 
peoples’ minds. That, “ah, yeah.” You had 
thousands of peoples’ lightbulbs going off 
at the same time and beginning to under-
stand about power and empowerment.

JL: And it’s fascinating that in today’s 
world when people talk about things like 
policing, that those issues were issues there 
as well. It wasn’t the police; it was the sher-
iff and the sheriff was the authority in the 
county. And so, there was the fear of vio-
lence in that form as well. And it was quite 
a thing to be in a small Black church in the 
middle of nowhere in Lowndes County, 
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Alabama, in an 
evening, because 
meetings usually 
took place at 
evenings after 
people had left 
their work in the 
fields, to have 
people there 
talk about “well, 
Sheriff So-and-
So and the way 
he does this,” 
and to raise the 
question of, 
“well, what if 
you were the 
sheriff?” and to 
start a completely new dialogue with people 
thinking of the possibility that instead of 
complaining about the sheriff there was the 
possibility that you could be the sheriff and 
make a change in the county in that way. 

MF: I’m struck by something that you both 
have pointed out, the importance of having 
these photographs as overs, right? 

JL: Yes.

MF: So, it wasn’t just the idea of a 
position, but a face, a candidate. 
This is your candidate.

CHRIS ROSS: There are a few things that 
strike me about the comics that are amazing 
considering the time period that they are 
coming from, from a purely production 
perspective. The first is that I had suspected 
that you had run it on a mimeograph but 
the thing that is amazing to me is that a lot 
of mimeograph technology, when you origi-
nally burn the plate, doesn’t hold Black skin 
that well because of the way mimeograph 
reproduces. I wanted to highlight that the 
way that transferred over was extraordinary, 
especially in “Us Colored People” with your 

getting the tones with what I presume was 
a pencil?

JL: Yes, I was using pencil, and I had some-
how come across charcoal pencil as well, so 
it was a combination of the charcoal pencil 
for some of the shading and…

CR: How did you get that tone correct? 
From a production perspective, when you 
took the photo for the plate to run the 
mimeograph, what was that process like 
for y’all?

JL: The entire production process for the 
books was trial and error. Trial and error. 
And that I think some archivists have come 
up with some of the earliest sketches on 
lined paper and everything, and that you 
will see that kind of evolution. But it really 
was trial and error. 

We’d do something and sort of say “ehh, 
doesn’t work” and then we’d start again. 
And the same was true of our discussion 
with the writing. Courtland would write 
something and then I would say “well, 
what if we put it here and this Mr. Black 
Man talking to the young person at the 
end? Or what’s the tone?” And then we’d 
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just sort of think about, “what is it we’re 
trying to convey and then how can we do 
that?” And we’d experiment with different 
scenes, different ideas and when we arrived 
at something that worked, we’d agree “yes, 
that’s it.”

CR: When you’re binding them together, 
how many different comics did you all 
make? Was it just one comic or was  
it several[…]?

JL: We did them all as separate for the 
candidates. Those were all separate be-
cause we wanted to be able to distribute 
them easily, so we did them separately as 
opposed to one sheathed together. 

CR: Gotcha. And how many did you 
print, about?

JL: I don’t remember how, in total, how 
many runs we made. Courtland, do you?

CC: Not a clue. 

JL: Again, we had a very efficient process. 
I mean, Amazon would have been proud 
of us. It was one where you go to a meeting 
and if have enough you hand out all of those 
and then you realize you need some more. 
You go back to the mimeograph machine 
,and you make more.

CR: Where was the mimeograph at? Was 
that at the house?

JL: There are photos of the little Lowndes 
County Freedom Organization headquarters 

and then the mimeograph machine was 
there. That was an office—we had a phone 
line, and we had a mimeograph machine, 
and a typewriter, I believe, because there 
are some times we actually typed things 
too. I tried typing some of the thought 
bullets and then would cut and paste them 
into balloons to make a template to then 
Xerox. Or, photocopy, really. This was 
pre-Xerox. 

CC: By the way, the phones. We were also 
very advanced because we had the latest 
in technology in phones. It was called the 
Watch Lines. We could call around the 
country. That was where technology was in 
terms of phones.

JL: Which was important…the wide area 
telephone service meant that it was like a 
national level party line almost. For one 
set toll per month, we could make all of 
these calls. That was essential because in 
some places where SNCC workers were, 
there was quite a bit of violence. And if we 
needed to signal to the Atlanta office that 
someone was missing, or there had been an 
incident, and that people had been arrested 
in a particular town, [wide area phone ser-
vice] conveyed that information as quickly 
as possible.

CC: There is a saying that “nothing focuses 
the mind like an execution,” so it was not 
only us trying to deal with the question 
of literacy, and complicated laws, and 
believability, it was also an environment of 
violence where either we or the communi-
ty, the people in the community, could be 
murdered for what we were doing. So, the 
kind of focus we had to have in an environ-
ment that was threatening to both you and 
the community, was also something that 
might have helped us understand what we 
had to do in such a short time. So, we had a 
focused mind.
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MF: In the lead up to the election, do you 
remember how far out before these were 
getting out into the community, and did 
you sense how the community was moving 
as you got closer to election day?

JL: I think we were getting those  
out early in the spring. Courtland,  
can you remember?

CC: We had to do a lot early because we 
not only…A lot of the work, even before 
we started this, we had to research the laws. 
We had to think about, understand the 
laws ourselves. Then we not only had to 
understand the laws ourselves. We might 
have started distributing six months before, 
we had to start thinking six months before 
that as to how do we get to six months? My 
sense is, the process of really getting where 
we wanted to go and so forth really probably 
took somewhere from nine months to a year 
to fully understand and fully go through.

JL: I might also point out that there was 
never a time when we were doing this as 
the only thing that we were doing, too.

MF: That was where I was going next—
how many other jobs were you doing 
around making comics full time?

JL: We were spending a large amount of 
our time out in the actual fields, and I do 
mean fields, of really talking, canvassing, 
talking to people one-on-one; sometimes 
sleeping overnight in someone’s home out 
in an area community to be able to have a 
meeting with them at night or with their 
neighbors in the morning to talk about why 
they should register to vote and what then 
that might lead to in the future. So, it was 
a lot of work doing day-to-day, one-on-one 
political education. And then we also, back 
at the office, when we were there together, 
had to then think of strategies of what we 
were working on within Lowndes County 

but also had to stay alert to what was hap-
pening in Civil Rights in general in other 
parts of the country, too.

CC: This is the kind of stuff people today 
get paid big money for. We had to engage 
in research, we had to engage, as Jenni-
fer just said, in terms of strategies about 
winning this campaign. We had to engage 
in production of materials and writing of 
the materials. We had to engage in com-
munications. We had to engage in voter 
registration. And we had to get engaged in 
GOTV. We had to do all of it and do it at a 
level that really made a difference. 

MF: And I would imagine too that there 
was a long line of people wanting to use 
that printing press at SNCC in Atlanta, 
so it wasn’t like you could just show up 
and get your stuff made and take off in 20 
minutes. There was no Kinkos back then. 
This was a days-long process.

JL: You are absolutely correct. Poor Wilson 
Brown often slept in the office because 
he was working so hard on making those 
kinds of printing arrangements for people 
like us in the field while he also had a 
regular…Julian Bond was then the editor 
of the Student Voice, and so we had a SNCC 
regular publication that Wilson was getting 
out too. It was in a hard copy and these 
things were sent by bulk mail, so you had 
these deadlines that were quite important 
because of the slow process of postal mail. 
And fundraising documents for SNCC. 
There was just so much Wilson had on his 
plate. It was not as though you could walk 
in or call up and say, “Please, we need 500 
fliers for Lowndes County.”

MF: Would the stencils, for the decay, 
would you have to remake stencils along 
the line?

JL: We definitely had to remake stencils. 
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They generally would not last. There was 
one point, I want to think the sort of tech-
nology improved. I remember two different 
kinds (of printing presses). They both used 
such strange chemicals that I distinguished 
them by the aroma, the odor, of the mate-
rial. The Gestetner was the more advanced 
one. The stencils definitely did not last that 
long. And they could wrinkle too. I mean, 
you had to be very careful putting them on 
the drum and making sure that they were 
completely flat because otherwise you could 
end up with a part of it doubling over on 
itself and ruining pages.

ANDREW AYDIN: One more thing. Did 
we ask about the binding?

MF: It looks like saddle staples, right? It 
looks like 8.5”x11”.

JL: Right. The binding was saddle staples.

MF: Do you have any of the original draw-
ings anywhere? Do you have any of the 
notes or the notepads or know what hap-
pened to any of your original work here? 

JL: Sadly, I don’t. I moved to Tanzania, 
left my things in storage in the U.S. with 
friends, and never saw them again. 

MF: It’ll turn up on an episode of Storage 
Wars someday.

JL: Right. Exactly. Exactly.

MF: But it’s out there somewhere, as far as 
I’m concerned that means it still exists.

JL: It’s out there somewhere.

MF: As long as there wasn’t a flood or a 
fire, then the work is out there somewhere. 
We’re going to find it, by god. 

JL: Great.

MF: I actually didn’t know what a tax 
accessor did until I read your work. So 
thank you for that and making me a more 
civically aware person. I had no idea.

CC: But you know something, while we 
did these in 1965–66, the same approach 
can be used in the communities today. 
There’s a lot of people in the community 
who need this kind of information, this 
kind of organizing. Empowerment is the 
key to the discussion. And it’s not going 
to be done by the phone and with new 
technologies. It’s going to be done with the 
relationships (in the community) and the 
ways of communicating. 

JL: It’s such a tragedy that there still is 
such a lack across the country in all kinds 
of communities—rural, urban—of civic 
education. We really don’t know as much 
as we should in a country like ours about 
how our votes translate into action, how 
that connects to a city or a county budget, 
where the federal tax money goes, how 
those decisions are made, how bills become 
law. There’s so much we generally aren’t 
even taught anymore. 

CC: The use of these comics is still relevant 
today. If young people want to appear and 
go deep into the communities they really 
need to understand what’s going on in 
terms of political education. 

MF: Courtland, Jennifer, thank you so 
much for your time and thank you for all of 
your work.
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