Alabama Centennial
[From Star by Star by Naomi Long Madgett (1965)]

They said, "Wait." Well, I waited.
For a hundred years I waited
In cotton fields, kitchens, balconies,
In bread lines, at back doors, on chain gangs,
In stinking "colored" toilets
And crowded ghettos,
Outside of schools and voting booths.
And some said, "Later."
And some said, "Never!" 

Then a new wind blew, and a new voice
Rode its wings with quiet urgency,
Strong, determined, sure. 

"No," it said. "Not 'never,' not 'later."
Not even 'soon.'
Now.
Walk!" 

And other voices echoed the freedom words,
"Walk together, children, don't get weary,"
Whispered them, sang them, prayed them, shouted them.
"Walk!"
And I walked the streets of Montgomery
Until a link in the chain of patient acquiescence broke. 

Then again: Sit down!
And I sat down at the counters of Greensboro.
Ride! And I rode the bus for freedom.
Kneel! And I went down on my knees in prayer and faith.
March! And I'll march until the last chain falls
Singing, "We shall overcome." 

Not all the dogs and hoses in Birmingham
Nor all the clubs and guns in Selma
Can turn this tide.
Not all the jails can hold these young black faces
From their destiny of manhood,
Of equality, of dignity,
Of the American Dream
A hundred years past due.
Now! 

Girl Without Bail

Margaret Walker

“In an unjust state the only place for a just man is in jail.”

I like it here just fine

And I don’t want no bail

My sister’s here

My mother’s here

And all my girlfriends too.

I want my rights

I’m fighting for my rights

I want to be treated

Just like anybody else

I want to be treated

Just like anybody else

I like it fine in jail

And I don’t want no Bail.

On Organizing

Casey Hayden, 1965

I. 

To sing so others hear
and join the song
requires a silence far inside
secured by suffering
and
at ease with solitude. 

Perhaps the bugle call's
a whisper passed along,
a sigh swiftly shared. 

Perhaps the song is sad. 

II. 

to enter softly
    speak silently
    smile a freedom song 

to live revolt
without the god of should 

to transform pain
    to a caress
        untying
        uniting
        unspokenly saying
        "I, too." 
Ballad of Birmingham

Dudley Randall, 1969
On the bombing of a church in Birmingham, Alabama, 1963

"Mother dear, may I go downtown
Instead of out to play, 
And march the streets of Birmingham 
In a Freedom March today?" 

"No, baby, no, you may not go, 
For the dogs are fierce and wild, 
And clubs and hoses, guns and jails 
Aren't good for a little child." 

"But, mother, I won't be alone. 
Other children will go with me, 
And march the streets of Birmingham 
To make our country free." 

"No, baby, no, you may not go,
For I fear those guns will fire. 

But you may go to church instead 
And sing in the children's choir." 

She has combed and brushed her night-dark hair, 
And bathed rose petal sweet, 
And drawn white gloves on her small brown hands, 
And white shoes on her feet. 

The mother smiled to know that her child 
Was in the sacred place, 
But that smile was the last smile 
To come upon her face. 

For when she heard the explosion, 
Her eyes grew wet and wild. 
She raced through the streets of Birmingham 
Calling for her child. 

She clawed through bits of glass and brick, 
Then lifted out a shoe. 
"O, here's the shoe my baby wore, 
But, baby, where are you?"

Birmingham Sunday

Richard Farina, 1964

Come round by my side and I'll sing you a song
I'll sing it so softly, it'll do no one wrong
On Birmingham Sunday, the blood ran like wine
And the choir kept singing of freedom

That cold autumn morning no eyes saw the sun
And Addie Mae Collins, her number was one
At an old Baptist church, there was no need to run
And the choir kept singing of freedom

The clouds they were gray and the autumn winds blew
And Denise McNair brought the number to two
The falcon of Death was a creature they knew
And the choir kept singing of freedom

The church it was crowded but no one could see
That Cynthia Wesley's dark number was three
Her prayers and her feelings would shame you and me
And the choir kept singing of freedom

Young Carol Robertson entered the door
And the number her killers had given was four
She asked for a blessing, but asked for no more
And the choir kept singing of freedom

On Birmingham Sunday the noise shook the ground
And people all over the earth turned around
For no one recalled a more cowardly sounds
And the choir kept singing of freedom

The men in the forest, they asked it of me
How many blackberries grew in the blue sea
And I asked them right with a tear in my eye
How many dark ships in the forest

The Sunday has come and the Sunday has gone
And I can't do much more than to sing you this song
I'll sing it so softly, it'll do no one wrong
And the choirs keep singing of freedom

The Ballad of Jimmie Lee Jackson

Molly Lynn Watt, 2008

To all who marched from Selma to Montgomery in 1965 and every year since.

one winter night Jimmie Lee Jackson
with five hundred sisters and brothers
marched down the road singing of freedom
craving the vote the court denied them
one hundred years after emancipation
Alabama's sons and daughters of slaves 

cotton pickers    sharecroppers by trade 

harassed    blocked    lynched 

trying to register to vote 

officers lined the street for protection
someone shot out all the streetlights
plunged the town into dark confusion
sheriff deputies and state troopers
kicked at random and beat on folks
with locally made mahogany bats 

special-ordered    extra-long 

special-ordered    ball-bearing tips 

special-ordered    to stop freedom 

Jimmie Lee fled with his mother Viola
hid under a table at Mack's Cafi
his grandfather Cager stumbled in
troopers pursued wrestled him down
Jimmie rushed to defend slammed away
a pistol was jammed into Jimmie Lee's stomach 

point-blank shots    blood flooded the floor 

Jimmie fled    collapsed by the bus-stop 

friends got him to Selma in time to die 


Jimmie Lee Jackson an American hero
a Vietnam Vet a church deacon
murdered at 26 for trying to vote
the fate of this fighter who fought twice for freedom
wasn't broadcast throughout the nation
just wailed across the black belt of poverty 

the black community was sick from waiting 

the black community began to rumble 

the black community was ready to boil 

movement leaders feared a riot
tried to focus the nation on the plight
of backs in a nonviolent struggle for voting rights
they hauled Jimmie onto a mule drawn wagon
pulled his body through miles of poverty
tramped beside him through acres of cotton 

this time the nation carried the news 

the march    the people weeping behind the casket 

a hero murdered    democracy failing 

it took one Bloody Sunday of bashed skulls jailings
Dr King's call to clergy from every region
thousands swarmed to Selma to join the march
two more martyrs northerners white
Viola Liuzzo and Reverend Jim Reeb
three marches started just one got through
before the nation began to squirm
before the tide began to turn
for 80-year old Cager to cast a vote

The Road From Selma
June Brindel, 1965

The road from Selma stretches in the rain
white as a shroud, rimmed with stiff troopers. 

The marchers stand bowed, hands joined, swaying gently
their soft strong song stilled. 

Then up from a Birmingham bed
rises a gentle Boston man, Jim Reeb,
steps softly back to Selma
and moves among the stilled marchers. 

The troopers stir, link arms,
close ranks across the road
stretching from Selma in the rain
white as a shroud. 

The Boston man, Jim Reeb, walks toward the troopers
and they straighten and stand guard tight as death.
But someone moves behind them, waves his hand.
"That you, Jackson?" Jim Reeb peers ahead. 

"That's right, Reverend. Come on through." 

The troopers tighten guard, straight as death
But Jim Reeb doesn't stop. 

He goes on through,
right through the stiff ranked troopers
white as a shroud
rimming the road from Selma. 

And Jimmie Lee Jackson takes him by the arm
and they march down the road to the courthouse. 

Over in Mississippi Medgar Evers stands,
three young men rise up from a dam in Neshoba County
and they all go down the road
and walk right through the tight stiff trooper line
and down the road from Selma. 

And from all over there's a stirring sound.
Emmett Till jumps up and runs laughing like any boy
through the stiff white rim.
Four small girls skip out of a church in Birmingham
and the tall old man in Springfield gets up
and goes to Selma. 

And down from every lynching tree
and up from every hidden grave
come men, women, children, heads carried high,
passing a moment among the bowed, stilled troopers
and down the white road from Selma. 

Until the age long road is packed
black with marchers streaming to the courthouse. 

And the bowed stilled group in Selma
raise their heads, hands joined,
swaying gently, in soft strong song
that goes right through the stiff ranked troopers
white as a shroud
barring the road from Selma. 

Dr. King Looked Out

Sung to the tune of "Joe Hill" by Earl Robinson
words Molly Lynn Watt, 2008

I clicked the TV on last night
Dr. King looked out at me
I have a dream, we will live free
And we can make it be
And we can make it be 

We walked, we would not ride the bus Montgomery '55
Our feet were tired, our souls alive
Striding side by side
Striding side by side 

In Nashville students just sat down
To order lunch one day
No one waited on them, so 
They sat day after day
They sat day after day 

In Birmingham we filled the streets
With a thousand children's feet
When they were carted off to jail
More children kept the beat
More children kept the beat 

In '63 we had a dream
That we could all live free
We marched on Washington, DC
For all the world to see
For all the world to see 

In '64 we hoped for more
And thousands volunteered
Taught Freedom Schools, 
turned out the vote
Together persevered
Together persevered 

We were not stopped by death 
nor fright 
In Selma '65
Clergy joined our freedom march
To gain full voting rights
To gain full voting rights 

By '65 we had legal rights
But life wasn't full and good
We took on northern city blight
For housing, jobs and schools
For housing jobs and schools 

Women roared for equal rights 
We opposed the Vietnam War
Poor People pitched tents on the mall
We dreamed large dreams for all
We dreamed large dreams for all 

Now dreams aren't cast 
in bronze or stone
And fifty years are gone
The only way a dream can live
Is when hearts take it on
Is when hearts take it on 

So will you join us in the dream
For full equality
Turn off the TV, stand and sing
All people shall live free
All people shall live free 

Coda: a chant of hope to refrain tune 

Our hearts will take it on
And we can make it be
Striding side by side
We will persevere
For all the world to see
All people shall live free 

Booker T. and W.E.B.
Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. DuBois
By Dudley Randall

"It seems to me," said Booker T.,
"It shows a mighty lot of cheek
To study chemistry and Greek
When Mister Charlie needs a hand
To hoe the cotton on his land,
And when Miss Ann looks for a cook,
Why stick your nose inside a book?"

"I don't agree," said W.E.B.
"If I should have the drive to seek
Knowledge of chemistry or Greek,
I'll do it. Charles and Miss can look
Another place for hand or cook, 
Some men rejoice in skill of hand,
And some in cultivating land,
But there are others who maintain
The right to cultivate the brain."

"It seems to me," said Booker T.,
"That all you folks have missed the boat
Who shout about the right to vote,
And spend vain days and sleepless nights
In uproar over civil rights.
Just keep your mouths shut, do not grouse,
But work, and save, and buy a house."

"I don't agree," said W.E.B.
"For what can property avail
If dignity and justice fail?
Unless you help to make the laws,
They'll steal your house with trumped-up clause.
A rope's as tight, a fire as hot,
No matter how much cash you've got.
Speak soft, and try your little plan,
But as for me, I'll be a man."

"It seems to me," said Booker T.--

"I don't agree,"
Said W.E.B.

