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Bernard Lafayette “Grandmother and Streetcar” 
 
“My grandmother was the one who really had a lot of influence over me 
as a little child.  She was always one who took a stand against injustice. 
When something was wrong she didn't mind taking a stand. We were 
traveling once on the streetcar, we called it in those days trolley car, 
streetcar, cable car, all the same.  Well, we had sort of a pattern that we 
used. In those days we had segregated streetcars and the blacks had to 
start seating from the rear to the front and the whites had to start 
seating from the front to the rear. But everyone would put their coins 
and their fare in this receptacle in the front. But the blacks in those days 
had to put their money in first and then they had to get off the streetcar 
and walk along the side by the tracks and enter the streetcar through the 
rear door. And sometimes the conductor would fold the steps up and 
then take off with your money. And you know we were prepared for that. 
So what happened is I would run ahead and try to hold the door, 
because if you could hold the door it meant that the steps wouldn't go up 
and you could always hop on the streetcar.  And my grandmother was 
running behind me and her foot got stuck in the cracks around the 
cobblestone there around the tracks, and she fell. And she was a huge 
woman, she was really, you know, substantial, portly, and when she fell 
there was a real thump on the ground there. And here I was, reaching 
with one hand trying to hold the door, and I'm seven years old now, and 
then reaching for her. And there was no way I could pick her up; no way 
that I could hold the door as the streetcar took off. And I remember a 
feeling I had, an emotional feeling that I would never forget.  I felt like a 
sword had cut me in half and my arms stretched out reaching for her 
and reaching for the door. And I said to myself, when I get grown, I'm 
going to do something about this problem.  And that stuck in my craw, 
you might say, and I joined the NAACP at age 12 so I was ready to get in 
the fight. I could not wait to get grown. I don't even remember too much 
about childhood because I just couldn't wait to get grown; it couldn't 
come fast enough for me. It was a moment that caused me to decide that 
I was going to use my life to fight against the segregation system that I 
experienced in my life. 
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Bernard Lafayette, Jr. – “Beaten in Selma” 
 
I came home one night and there was a car parked across the street from 
my house. And there were two white men, one under the hood and the 
other under the steering wheel. And that wasn't unusual to see whites in 
our neighborhood, because I lived on the border of the white 
neighborhood in Selma, Alabama, and so I saw whites all the time going 
up and down my street. So it didn't faze me at all.  
But then as I was getting some flyers out of the backseat of my car, it 
was dark and the trees had shaded the street lights, and so there were 
some leaves and stuff on the ground, I was bending over and I heard 
these footsteps coming behind me, because the leaves were cracking. 
And we were trained that you always face your attacker. So I turned 
around, and I look at this guy. He was huge, white fellow, he had a crew 
cut and his sleeves were rolled up, you know, on his arm of his t-shirt, 
his neck sat right down on his shoulders and you know maybe because I 
was so small he even looked larger than what he did.  And I turned 
around and looked at him, and he said buddy, how much would you 
charge me to give me a push? Oh, I was so relieved. I thought he wanted 
my life; he wanted a push. I said 'nothing!' So I jumped in my car, 
slammed the door, pulled around behind him, and you know mashed up 
the bumpers. And he was standing outside in the street there, bending 
over, looking, and he just, hesitating and going back and forth, so I rolled 
the window, I said do the bumpers match? He said well, you'd better 
come out and take a look at it. But I knew I had high bumper guards on 
my car, '48 Chevrolet, could push a truck.  And so I was in a hurry, it 
was late at night, it was about 11 o'clock. So I jumped out of my car and 
bent over, and then he hit me-- boom! I went straight down on the 
pavement out there in the middle of the streets. And I realized what was 
happening. And then I stood up again and looked at him, and he hit me 
again and I rolled over. And then he jumped right up in front of me and 
came straight down in the middle of my head. He was trying to hit me in 
the temple, because that's the soft spot in your head, the temple, and he 
came right down in my temple and my knees just collapsed and I went 
straight down and rolled over. And I got back up again and I looked as 
best I could, because the blood was dripping down from my eyelashes 
and my eyelids and onto my shirt, and I couldn't quite you know make 
out what was happening, but I faced in his direction and I managed to 
look and saw that he had a gun. So he was backing up with this gun 
drawn on me, and I realized that this could be it. So I yelled out for my 
neighbor, Red we called him, because he was a light-skinned black fellow 
we called Red, and he came across the banister and he had this gun. 
While I was pleading with him not to shoot, this guy jumped in the car 
with the other guy and took off. I later learned from the FBI that a three-
state conspiracy was planned in New Orleans. That same night they were 
supposed to have killed Ben Elton Cox, who was with CORE, in 
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Louisiana, they were supposed to kill Medgar Evers in Mississippi, and 
they were supposed to have killed me in Selma, Alabama.  
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Bernard Lafayette, Jr. – “Christmas Homecoming” 
 
Well after going through this training with Jim Lawson, we had not 
actually launched our sit-in campaign we were still in training. But by 
this time we had decided that we were not going to ride the bus in a 
segregated way. And John Lewis and I were going home for Christmas 
holidays in 1959 and leaving out of Nashville. We would go down through 
Alabama and down through Florida, and I was going to Tampa, Florida; 
John Lewis was going to Troy, Alabama. So John sat on the opposite side 
of the driver and I sat right behind the driver. We decided we would 
separate, and we both sat in the front of the bus. The bus driver got on 
and he said right away, 'OK, you're going to have to move to the rear. Get 
up. OK, get up and go to the back.' Well, he was used to people following 
his orders. Because that was the rule, segregation, but the bus driver is 
the one who had to enforce it. So he said 'you're not going to move?' And 
we didn't say anything. Now we didn't know whether we were going to be 
thrown off the bus or what, so I had my suitcase with me, I didn't put my 
suitcase under the bus. And I happened to put the suitcase right in front 
of me, behind the driver's seat. The bus driver stayed in the bus station a 
little while and we were expecting the police to come, and no policeman 
came. He got back on the bus and he was furious. And I remember him 
ramming this seat, the driver's seat was on a track, and he rammed it 
right back and punched a hole in my suitcase, which would have been in 
my leg if I didn't have my suitcase there. That's the way the trip started.  
And so we didn't know. And it happened to be at night, when we were 
traveling, overnight. And each time this bus stopped in one of these 
small, rural areas, we didn't know what was going to happen, whether 
some of these country law enforcement agencies had been contacted 
ahead of time and there might be people waiting for us, and we just took 
a high risk, just the two of us. And I do remember when John Lewis 
reached Troy, Alabama. There was nothing but a service station there; 
that was the bus station where you buy tickets at the service station and 
get on the bus. And as he left and we said bye to each other, it was a 
sense that we might not see each other again because he disappeared 
into the night. His ride was not there, and we were hoping that his family 
members would be there to meet him, and that wasn't the case. The bus 
station was closed and the lights were out, and so I remember that eerie 
feeling I had as the bus drove off. I was thinking that I might not see 
John again, and then I immediately thought about myself, alone now, 
with nobody else, and there were whites on the bus sitting behind me.  
And I was the only one as we meandered down through these country 
roads and stopped at these isolated places. I of course did not sleep; I 
was very much awake and in prayer, really, until I finally reached 
Tallahassee, Florida and Reverend C.K. Steele was there. 
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Bernard Lafayette – “Country Music” 
 
I was studying one night in the dormitory for my New Testament lesson, 
and I couldn't hear anything but country music. Every station I turned to 
was country music. oh Lord, how are we going to read the New 
Testament with that? then I thought about it, because of my non-
violence training. I turned the station on again, and I said what I'm going 
to do is just sit here and listen now to the words. And you know what I 
heard? [sings with a country accent] "She was poor, but she was honest. 
Victim of a rich man's pride. When she met that Christian gentleman big 
in Folsom and she had a child by him.” That hillbilly stuff is nothing but 
white folks blues. And once you understand the experiences of other 
people and can appreciate that, then you understand why they act the 
way they do. And that's the struggle to non-violence. That's how you fight 
back, with a greater understanding and appreciation for the experiences. 
 
 


