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Biography 

Joseph E. Wroten was born February 28, 1925, in a Methodist parsonage in New Albany, Mississippi. Mr. 
Wroten graduated from Stephen D. Lee High School in Columbus, received his bachelor's of science from 
Millsaps College in 1945 and a law degree from the University of Mississippi in 1948. He volunteered for 
service in the U.S. Naval Reserve and was commissioned an ensign and later promoted to lieutenant. He 
served aboard the U.S.S. L.S.M. 292 in the Pacific theater of operations during World War II.  
 
After the war, Mr. Wroten practiced law. He served three four-year terms in the Mississippi House of 
Representatives. He became famous during his tenure as one of only two legislators who voted in favor 
of allowing blacks to enroll at the University of Mississippi. He was elected as a judge of the county court 
and of the youth court of Washington County from 1971 to 1982. He has also served in several capacities 
for the Democratic Party in Mississippi and as a delegate to the 1968 Democratic National Convention. 
 
At the time of this interview, Mr. Wroten was working as the clerk of court for the U.S. Bankruptcy Court, 
northern district of Mississippi. Mr. Wroten has received numerous honors, including a national award 
from the Methodist Church for his legislative record. Also, he's received the Service to Mankind Award 
from the Greenville Sertoma Club, the Civil Liberties Citizenship Award from the Elks, Outstanding 
Alumnus of the Year from Millsaps College, and numerous awards from the Boy Scouts of America. Mr. 
Wroten has held leadership roles in community activities including Boy Scouts, the United Way, and the 
First Untied Methodist Church in Aberdeen. He's also a Mason and a member of the Shriners. He served 
as chairman of the Governors Commission for Children and Youth and was the first president of the 
Washington County Mental Health Association. Mr. Wroten is married to the former Carolyn Harland of 
Greenville and they have two children, a son and a daughter, and three grandsons. 
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Transcript 
This is an oral history interview with Joseph E. Wroten of Aberdeen, Mississippi. Mr. Wroten is a former 
Mississippi state representative and a former county judge of Washington County, Mississippi. This tape 
is being recorded in Mr. Wroten's office in Aberdeen, Mississippi, on November 4, 1993. The interviewer 
is Yasuhiro Katagiri, a Fulbright scholar from Japan studying at the University of Southern Mississippi.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Mr. Wroten, thank you very much for taking time to record this oral history. It is my real honor 
to be able to interview you today.  
 
Mr. Wroten: I'm honored by your presence and by your request that I be interviewed.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Thank you very much. I'd like to start this interview by asking you some of the genealogical 
and/or biographical information of yours. For example, where did your ancestors come from? What did 
your father do for a living? When and where were you born and so on?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes. My ancestry is a combination of Scotch-Irish and German-English. The Scotch-Irish 
forebears were on my mother's side. The German-[English] forebears were on my father's side. My 
ancestors migrated to [colonial America] early in the colonial part of our history and settled on the east 
coast, primarily in the Carolinas. From there, some branches of my ancestry migrated to Kentucky, some 
others to Tennessee, some others to North Carolina and South Carolina. The ancestry on the side which 
represents my surname, Wroten---with which I will deal primarily---settled in Tennessee, after having 
migrated from the east coast, and came down the old Natchez Trace, back early in the history of the 
Natchez Trace, and stopped off in a place in northeast Mississippi in what is now Prentiss County at a 
community which came to be known as New Site, N-E-W S-I-T-E. My late father was born in 1885. My 
late mother [was born] in 1892. They are both deceased, my father having died on November 11, 1963, 
eleven days before the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. That sort of dates my father's death 
in terms of history. My mother lived to age ninety and died in 1982, my father having lived only to the age 
of seventy-eight. My father grew up as a farm boy, and he answered a call to the Christian ministry 
through the Methodist church. He was a very poor youngster, but he was fortunate in having been taken 
care of by a lady who ran a boarding house at Booneville, Mississippi, after both of his parents died 
during his early childhood. Somehow or other in pursuing his quest for the Christian ministry, he gained 
admission to Millsaps College at Jackson, Mississippi, which was then a very young college. He worked 
his way through Millsaps College, performing what we would call janitorial duties, such as stoking 
furnaces and general clean-up and other types of manual chores. But he finished Millsaps College, where 
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he met my mother [who], by the way, [also] was a student---they both having been students prior to World 
War I. My dad then went for his theological training, specialized training, to Candler School of Theology at 
Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia. He came back, and they were married in 1916. He was involved in 
the ministry in the Methodist church throughout the remaining time of his career, approximately a half 
century of ministry in the Methodist church [when added to his ministry while attending colleges]. Indeed, I 
was born in a Methodist parsonage, the home of the Methodist minister, at a town called New Albany, 
Mississippi. I was born on February 28, 1925; therefore, I'm now sixty-eight years of age and have lived 
all of my life in Mississippi, except for the period of time when I was in the United States naval service 
during World War II. I was absent from the state for a number of months during that period of time. But I 
grew up as a preacher's child, you might say, a minister's child, and had the benefit of upbringing in a 
Christian home.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: What was your boyhood like?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Very interesting, actually fascinating, growing up years. As is the custom in the church of 
which my father was a minister, there is an itinerant ministry. The bishop of the church assigns ministers 
first at one church in one town and then in another, and so it is a process of migration over the years. I 
started to school, for example, at a place called Water Valley, Mississippi, just after the Great Depression 
had caused the railroad shops of the Illinois Central Railroad---which was the principal industry in that 
small town---[to close] because of the economic turmoil of the Great Depression. And so I have 
recollections after starting to school there of such things as a large migration of what people called 
hoboes or tramps during the 1930s. And one thing I remember about my gracious Christian mother was 
that she always had a hot meal available for someone who had suffered economic distress and was 
homeless and traveling from one place to another, a lot of times traveling as hoboes on railroad trains. 
The trains still came through there although the shops had been closed. I remember the small town life 
that appealed to me so much at that young age. From there we moved to Corinth, Mississippi, at the time 
of great construction activity in the Tennessee valley region of the United States. Indeed, Pickwick Dam, 
just across the Tennessee line from Mississippi, was under construction when we lived at Corinth in the 
mid 1930s. This activity, which was a part of President Roosevelt's program to revive the economy of the 
United States and which included as one component the construction of great dams on the Tennessee 
River, had an impact on the community where I lived. There was a lot of optimism that I recall from that. 
But as a part of the growing up years, I still recall the hardship, the economic hardship, that so many 
people felt. We were not immune from that hardship in a Methodist minister's family. So I learned the 
value of a dollar very early. I remember such things as in 1936 the nearby community of Tupelo, 
Mississippi, was almost wiped off the face of the earth by a major tornado. And I was introduced to the 
fact that in this part of the United States tornadoes are a way of life almost. We have to be prepared for 
physical emergencies quite often. From Corinth in the late 1930s, we went to Columbus, Mississippi, 
which is very close to Aberdeen, where I'm located now. I had the privilege of going all the way through 
high school at Columbus, where my father was the pastor of the First Methodist Church. A part of all that I 
have been telling you indicates that I have lived in several towns. I've mentioned some of them, not all of 
them. There were places that I lived prior to the time I started to school and after the time of my Columbus 
experience, but I consider none of that as having been traumatic or difficult for me. I was able to adjust 
very well to leaving old friends and gaining new friends and trying to retain friends by long distance. In my 
senior year in high school I was very young. I had started to school at age five, although typically, when I 
started to school, youngsters in Mississippi were six or seven before they started to school. And so I got 
out of school fairly young.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Was there any particular reason why you started earlier than an ordinary child?  
 
Mr. Wroten: My parents are deceased and I'm unable now to decipher the reason, but in the very small 
town of Water Valley, where I started to school, I do know that there was no kindergarten system. And it 
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could have been that it was just deemed to be the best thing for me to start to school at age five.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: You might have been a gifted child, what we call now a gifted child.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Well, I enjoyed school and I tried to soak up all of the educational opportunity there was. 
Getting out of high school at a young age as I did led to my being involved in the United States naval 
service for a fairly long period for a young person. I had a total period of thirty-eight months of active duty 
in World War II. Incidentally, the last twelve of those months I spent in Japan and visited [such cities as] 
Tokyo [Yokohama], Osaka, Nagoya, [Sasebo], Kobe, Wakayama, and Yokosuka naval base. And I was 
on a very small ship, a landing ship, called LSM 292, which shuttled back and forth between the ports of 
Japan during that year. A lot of that was during very cold, harsh weather. Of course, coral reefs abound, 
as you well know, [on the coastlines of] your native country. So I learned a good bit about naval 
navigation during that time, how important it is to know where you are.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: So you served in World War II before you went to college, after you graduated high school.  
 
Mr. Wroten: I started to college.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: At Millsaps?  
 
Mr. Wroten: At Millsaps.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Jackson.  
 
Mr. Wroten: And had one year during which time I was not in the service. But then there was established 
at Millsaps College a unit of what was called the Navy V-12 program. And I continued there for another 
year and, anticipating my naval service and my absence from Mississippi for an extended period of time, I 
had doubled up on my semester hours. Therefore, after leaving Millsaps and having gone to a short-term 
midshipman school at Northwestern University in Chicago, I was able to acquire sufficient credits to 
graduate from Millsaps College in a total educational exposure of two years plus four months for the four-
year academic program.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: This is what you called USNR? What does that stand for?  
 
Mr. Wroten: United States Naval Reserve.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Reserve.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Right. I was not regular Navy, but in the wartime reserve program. By the time I went 
overseas then, I had finished all of the academic work for my Millsaps College degree. I did not enroll in 
the University of Mississippi Law School until after my return from the year I spent in Japan. I entered the 
University of Mississippi Law School in the fall of 1946 and [completed] that three-year program in two full 
calendar years by going summer and winter. I graduated from that law school in August of 1948, at which 
time I was twenty-three years of age. Life was somewhat telescoped for me. I had four years of high 
school, four academic years at Millsaps College in two years plus four months, three academic [years] in 
law school in two calendar years, and in the meantime spent thirty-eight months on active duty in the 
United States Naval Reserve [and] was through all of that and hung out my shingle to practice law when I 
was twenty-three years of age.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now did you major in pre-law at Millsaps College?  
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Mr. Wroten: I did not. At that time I was planning to be a doctor. I majored in chemistry, [and] minored in 
biology, mathematics, [and] physics. I was taking a physical science-type academic [regimen]. It was not 
until the time that I spent in the Pacific Ocean that I had a lot of time to think aboard ship and decided that 
with my life I would probably better relate to people in terms of the kinds of social relationships you would 
find in the discipline of law than in the physical science of medicine. It gave me time to think. And so I 
changed my career aspiration and applied for entrance to law school before I came back from overseas.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Did you have any particular people who influenced and changed your mind?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Strangely, no. Some of the duties that I performed aboard ship though, as the youngest 
officer aboard ship, were related to legal matters. I was responsible for the administration of naval law 
aboard ship, under the direction of the commanding officer. I was the so-called voting officer and 
arranged for absentee ballots for the ship's crew, sometimes for men who were twice my age and while I 
was too young to vote. (laughter) I was arranging for my elders to vote.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: But you yourself were too young to---  
 
Mr. Wroten: Right. All of that sort of [thing] helped me in a decision that legal matters were things that I 
enjoyed doing.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I see. Going back to the World War II years, when the war was over with the Japanese 
surrender, where were you? in the Pacific somewhere?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I was at Okinawa.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Okinawa.  
 
Mr. Wroten: At that time. Well, I was at Okinawa when the war ended. And then we shuttled back and 
forth between Okinawa and the Philippine Islands until we became a part of an amphibious group which 
landed for the first landing at the place I mentioned a while ago, Wakayama, on Honshu. We were with an 
amphibious group, which were the first United States ships which landed at Wakayama after the 
conclusion [of the war].  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Oh, I didn't know that. So that was the first place.  
 
Mr. Wroten: That was not the first place that United States forces landed, but we were with the first group 
that landed at Wakayama.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Oh, I see.  
 
Mr. Wroten: In other words, this was the first landing at Wakayama, not on the entire home islands.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Incidentally---  
 
Mr. Wroten: May I make an observation about that?  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Yes, sir.  
 
Mr. Wroten: A very candid observation. We were expecting great hostility, but we found great friendship 
when we landed. Overnight, you know. I thought it was a marvelous adaptation of the Japanese people to 
the conclusion of the hostilities---that it was as if the hostilities had never existed during the year that I 
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spent in Japan. And I think that contributed greatly to the growing close friendly relationships that the two 
nations have had since that time.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Of course, I was born after World War II, but I'm sure that most of the Japanese people at 
the time of surrender were totally desperate, hungry, and tired. I would assume that, frankly speaking, 
many ordinary Japanese people were glad to hear that finally the emperor of Japan surrendered. And my 
father used to say---my father was a young child when Japan surrendered, however, he remembered. He 
told me that he cried when he heard the news of Japanese surrender over the radio. The emperor talked 
to the Japanese people directly. He told me he remembered he cried, but he told me he was very glad to 
hear that.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I think that was a frank feeling of the ordinary Japanese people.  
 
Mr. Wroten: I remember one of my feelings [was] that the termination of hostilities at that moment 
doubtless saved both sides tremendous loss of lives and bloodshed, for the reason that there was 
anticipated at that time an invasion that was being put together at Okinawa, where my ship was located at 
the time during the fall of that year, 1945. And we were all saved from the horror of that kind of an 
exercise.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Okinawa was the only battleground in Japan. I don't remember correctly---120,000 people or 
so died, including both United States soldiers and residents in Okinawa at that time. Incidentally, did you 
serve as lay chaplain on board?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I did indeed.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Could you tell us about that?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I'd be pleased to. I think I mentioned the fact that the ship on which I served was very small. 
It was a landing ship. It was built like a bathtub, flat bottomed. We had a ship's complement of only 
approximately sixty persons, including officers and enlisted persons. We were not closely aligned with 
other ships except when we were assigned to be with other ships of like size. In that naval structural 
arrangement there was no chaplain. A chaplain would be attached to a much larger group of naval 
vessels or a larger ship. The captain of my ship, or commanding officer I guess, may have known about 
my religious upbringing. And he turned to me for help in structuring some kind of religious services on the 
ship. The commanding officer's background was that of having been a Boston attorney or lawyer. And 
one would think in the United States of that day that there was less tension between the races in New 
England and that part of the country than there would have been in the South where I came from. But 
when he learned of my plan to include everyone aboard ship as being eligible on a voluntary basis to 
attend religious services, he called me into his cabin and rebuked me for having included the black 
persons who were among our ship's crew. And I reacted against what the commanding officer was telling 
me to such at extent that---knowing something about Navy law I had already learned my rights---when 
asked to perform this strictly voluntary service and in light of the fact that I was not assigned as a chaplain 
by the U.S. Navy, I refused to conduct the services unless everyone aboard ship, including the black 
persons, were eligible to attend. He backed down and we did that. We included everyone, and that 
continued for the duration of the time that I was aboard that ship.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: When was the United States Army desegregated? At that time was it still officially 
segregated?  
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Mr. Wroten: Yes. That continued substantially or de facto, as I recall, up until the presidency of Harry 
Truman.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Harry Truman.  
 
Mr. Wroten: [During] the latter part of his presidency. Of course, Harry Truman succeeded Franklin 
Roosevelt, who died during World War II. But it was during the time after the war was over, but still during 
Truman's administration, that I think he took many steps to desegregate the armed forces. As a matter of 
political history and legislative history, though, it was not until many years later that other steps were 
taken legislatively and internally in the armed forces to try to effectuate full integration or full 
desegregation of the armed forces. There are vestiges of it, as we know, remaining today---not of what 
we would call, as lawyers, de jure or "legal segregation" but de facto or "in reality" segregation. And that 
reflects society. I think the patterns are the same between the armed forces and society, except that there 
was probably some primary advance in the military through the influence of President Truman, faster than 
the general society began to do this.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: When you are on board, particularly on board of a small ship, and if you have black soldiers 
and white soldiers, how did you coexist? I mean, you had segregation of bathrooms and then I don't know 
if you had water fountains on ship but---  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes, we did [have water fountains but neither the water fountains nor the bathrooms were 
segregated].  
 
Mr. Katagiri: You did. So they were all separated?  
 
Mr. Wroten: [No. They were fully integrated.] For me, a native-born Mississippian, a southerner, there was 
never any problem. For some of the other persons aboard ship, there were problems of acceptance and 
adaptation.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I just couldn't understand [what you were saying].  
 
Mr. Wroten: It really came down to an individual background and philosophical outlook. Although the 
preponderance or the dominant numbers of persons who entertained feelings of discomfort about such 
matters may have been from the southern part of the country, by no means were they all from the 
southern part of the country. Many of them were northerners, who at times would be highly critical of the 
South. So, this is a sort of a mixed pattern. I mentioned [the] fact that my commanding officer was from 
Boston, and he was one of the most rabid segregationists that I've ever known.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: When did you say you received your law degree, Mr. Wroten?  
 
Mr. Wroten: August 1948.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Forty-eight, okay. So three years after the termination of World War II.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Correct, but the first year I spent in Japan with the amphibious Navy elements.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: And when were you admitted to the Mississippi State Bar?  
 
Mr. Wroten: [August 20, 1948,] the same day that I graduated from law school. There was a chancery 
court proceeding held at the Lafayette County courthouse at Oxford, Mississippi, which is the site of the 
University of Mississippi. My entire class was admitted at the same time, on the same day that we 
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graduated.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Isn't that something? Do they do the same practice nowadays?  
 
Mr. Wroten: No. In recent years there has been innovated a requirement that [after graduation] graduates 
of the University of Mississippi Law School, like every other candidate for admission to the bar, 
successfully pass an examination for admission to the bar. Back during the years when I was involved in 
law school, we were automatically under the law admitted to the bar upon graduation from law school.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Without taking examinations.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Without taking any examinations. The philosophy at that time was that the many 
examinations taken during the progress through law school sufficed to validate the [knowledge and] 
abilities to practice law.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I see. Before you became a state representative, what did you do for a living? Did you 
practice law?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I practiced law. I started practicing law within a week of the time that I finished law school and 
was admitted to the bar. And from that time forward, I practiced for twenty-two years. During that time I 
did become elected to one [four-year] term, then a second term, and a third term, as a member of the 
Mississippi House of Representatives, representing Washington County, Mississippi. My first service in 
the legislature commenced in January of 1952. I was elected during 1951 to commence serving at that 
time.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: What motivated you to become a politician?  
 
Mr. Wroten: It grew out of this feeling that I tried to describe, of my feeling about how to relate to people, 
and things that, through legal mechanisms, impact on the lives of people---the same kinds of motivations 
that led to my becoming a lawyer. I think that through a number of things that I witnessed during those 
years, late teenage and early adulthood, I saw how legislative matters impact on people and how that is 
so closely allied with the discipline of the practice of law. I thought that maybe I could be of some service 
to the peoples of my area and the country by serving in a state legislative body, to try to make some 
contribution to improve the types of laws that we had. And I had many opportunities to do that.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: When you were elected to the house for the first time in 1951, how did you campaign? Did 
you have any opponents?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes. At that time there were not specific one-person-type opponents. There were a certain 
number of places in the Mississippi House of Representatives allotted to my county. And as many 
persons as wished to run could run for those slots. Those who gained the highest numbers of votes, 
assuming that those represented a majority, were elected. For example, if there were four slots and three 
persons gained a majority, that is---let me back up and say that another way. If there were three slots and 
there were four candidates, if three of those gained a majority in the election, they would be seated. But if 
any one of those did not gain the election, that person would be involved in a run-off with the fourth 
person. And then it would be face-to-face, person against person. The basic system provided that you 
just ran for one of the slots, not running against any particular individual. In later years though, the 
legislature changed that and identified each of the slots as a particular post by number. And then anyone 
seeking that particular post would become a candidate, and there were more vigorously fought contests 
on an individual basis. In my last election effort [to serve for a fourth term], when I became defeated, that 
was the situation. I was occupying a particular post, and a gentleman, who had been defeated [by 
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another candidate] before, but who was making a comeback, ran against me and defeated me. This 
happened a few months after the James Meredith Oxford crisis at the University of Mississippi in which I 
had publicly opposed the policies of massive resistance and publicly opposed Gov. Ross Barnett's 
policies trying to exclude James Meredith from admission to the University of Mississippi.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: When you campaigned for that first time, how much did race issues or states rights issue 
affected your campaign or your opponent's campaign? Did you recall any?  
 
Mr. Wroten: There had been, since the last century, race issues in Mississippi involved in the whole fabric 
of political life, and it was still involved at that time. It was not yet exacerbated as it later became as a 
result of the desegregation decisions of the United States Supreme Court, the first of those having been 
Brown v. Board of Education decided in 1954. So in 1951, the Brown decision not yet having been 
rendered, and in the state of the Supreme Court decision of Plessy v. Ferguson, which had been decided 
in favor of segregation late in the 1800s---  
 
Mr. Katagiri: 1896?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes. There was no exacerbation of the race question at that time. Accordingly, to the best of 
my recollection, racial matters were not issues in the 1951 election. As I recall, some of the principal 
issues were port development in our area on the Mississippi River, building better schools, putting a 
minimum foundation under teachers' salaries, things of this nature.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I see. Now, as a state representative you represented Washington---  
 
Mr. Wroten: Washington County.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Did you live in Greenville at that time?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I did.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Let me ask you this question, Mr. Wroten. Greenville had a reputation of being the most 
open society in Mississippi in terms of race relations, and Greenville is actually, if I'm not mistaken, the 
home town of Hodding Carter and his newspaper the Delta Democrat Times.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: What were the reasons why Greenville possessed the moderation in terms of race relations?  
 
Mr. Wroten: You have mentioned one of the reasons, in terms of the fact that that was the place where 
Hodding Carter published the Delta Democrat Times. That was not the beginning of the feeling of 
moderation and good relationships between the races in that county, however. I need to drop back even 
as long ago as the Civil War. At the inception of the Civil War, the secessionist movement swept through 
the southern part of the United States, and Mississippi had a secession convention. It would be 
interesting from an historical standpoint to note that the delegate to that secession convention from 
Washington County voted against the state of Mississippi's seceding from the union, which may say 
something about moderate elements, the lack of firebrand hotheads prevailing [in Washington County], 
even at the time of the inception of the Civil War.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Was that the only county which opposed the---  
 
Mr. Wroten: No, it was not the only county. There were other counties [small in number] whose delegates 
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voted against secession. Moving on up from time to the time just after World War I, when the Ku Klux 
Klan began to take a stranglehold---by the way, the Klan had started during Reconstruction times, but it 
sort of died out around the turn of the century, but it had a resurgence in the early 1920s in Greenville, 
many years before Hodding Carter migrated from the state of Louisiana to Greenville to operate the local 
newspaper. There was an effort, led by some prominent members of the Greenville community---including 
members of the Percy family, the family which has produced Sen. Leroy Percy, who was a United States 
senator, William Alexander Percy, author---by persons of that disposition to fight the Klan. One of the 
prominent members of the Percy family made a public statement that, "If anyone walks down Washington 
Avenue in Greenville with a sheet over his head, he'll be met by me with a double-barreled shotgun," or 
words to that effect. So there was that fierce opposition to the Klan [several] years before Hodding Carter 
came [to Washington County]. Let me hasten to say, though, that Hodding Carter and other members of 
his family contributed mightily to the fact that Washington County was deemed to be what Hodding Carter 
came to describe as an "oasis" in the ocean of hatred that pervaded Mississippi in later years. I need to 
differentiate between Hodding Carter [Jr.] who was William Hodding Carter, the elder Carter, and his son, 
Hodding Carter III. Hodding Carter III succeeded his father as editor of the newspaper. Hodding Carter III 
is the same person who was an assistant secretary of state for public information or public affairs during 
the Jimmy Carter presidential administration and who, in this country, nightly appeared as the 
spokesperson for the United States State Department to describe the [plight] of the United States 
hostages in Iran. He was the one who met the press and the media and did that. Earlier in his career he 
succeeded his father as editor of the newspaper. The elder Carter---who was William Hodding Carter Jr., I 
should say---after migrating from Louisiana, having been an enemy of Huey Long---who was the 
Louisiana version of a dictator---began to write some very courageous editorials during the period of time 
when the nisei were being taken into concentration camps. And he opposed that publicly and for that he 
was given the Pulitzer Prize. And some people think that he got the prize because of black-white 
editorials, but it was not because of that. And at first his views [as] reflected in his editorials were more 
along the lines of maintaining a separate-but-equal educational system. But as he grew in his perspective 
in such matters, he moved swiftly toward the side of taking down the barriers of race. But he didn't start 
out that way. He was a "reconstructed racist," by his own terms. His son, Hodding Carter III, though, was 
opposed to segregation throughout his entire career.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: He was more straightforward than ---  
 
Mr. Wroten: He was for desegregation, for integration, straightforward in his views on race matters, and in 
that sense was more liberal, measured in the context of Mississippi, than was his father. Then when he 
went off to join the Carter administration, his brother, Phillip Carter, came to edit the Delta Democrat 
Times. And he had been with some of the large, nationwide news magazines earlier in his career. But he 
came when Hodding left, and he edited the paper for a time. Their mother---  
 
(The interview continues on Tape one, Side two.)  
 
Mr. Wroten: The wife of William Hodding Jr., who was the mother of Hodding Carter III and Phillip Carter--
-  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now, this is Betty Carter.  
 
Mr. Wroten: ---was named Betty Carter, and she had been married to Hodding Carter Jr. while they still 
lived in Louisiana, and she migrated with him from Louisiana to Greenville to start running the newspaper. 
She participated throughout her whole career, too, just as actively in the expression of their editorial point 
of view in everything they did as a newspaper as did her husband or her son. And so it was really a family 
effort to be that voice of liberality and freedom and good relationships between the races that helped 
greatly in their community. There were other things about Greenville that made it an oasis. It had long 
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been a cultural center. There were a lot of people who had great appreciation for the arts, and I think that 
it's just self-evident that a cultured community that appreciates things that are significant, such as [the 
truly aesthetic values, is less likely to condone racism]. Quite frankly, I like to think that maybe my twelve 
years in the legislature may have made some contribution to this. There were people who appreciated the 
fact that there was somebody who would stand up against the forces of oppression, against the forces of 
segregation, in the legislature.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Please correct me if I'm mistaken, did you or do you have quite a large number of Chinese 
Americans up there, or am I mistaken?  
 
Mr. Wroten: You are not mistaken. You're right on target. There was from the last century a substantial 
Chinese community in the Greenville area. Indeed, throughout the Mississippi Delta where Greenville is 
located, the Chinese people are represented in larger numbers than in a lot of other places in the South. 
One possible explanation of that is that a number of Chinese persons came there to work on the 
construction of the great earthen levee system that moves up and down the Mississippi River. They 
weren't afraid to engage in manual labor, and I think this is somewhat parallel to the fact that the Mexican 
people have provided a lot of the hand labor, the back-breaking labor, in California and Arizona, New 
Mexico, places like Texas. Chinese people migrated there primarily for that purpose, but they became 
merchants. They became doctors, lawyers, engineers, [and] scientists during their sojourn in that area.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: You just talked about the Chinese people's relations with levee construction work. You were 
the chairman of the Mississippi levee's committee when you were a representative, weren't you, for a long 
time?  
 
Mr. Wroten: For a portion of the twelve years that I served in the house of representatives, I was indeed 
chairman of the committee of the house of representatives that related to bills pertaining to the Mississippi 
levee system, yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: What was your main responsibility as a chairman in that committee?  
 
Mr. Wroten: It was to be alert to any trends that may be developing either from the standpoint of 
[monitoring] the technical side of levee maintenance to the politics of stimulating public interest in how the 
levees were constructed and how they were maintained. The Corps of Engineers of the United States 
Army was always the lead agency in seeing to levee construction in the modern era.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Besides serving in the levees committee, which house committees were you assigned to 
during your twelve years as a representative?  
 
Mr. Wroten: OK.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I'm sure you served on a lot of committees, but---  
 
Mr. Wroten: Please indulge me as I recall starting some forty-one years back and coming up twelve years 
from that. I recall having served of course on the Judiciary Committees. Quite often lawyers were selected 
to serve on the Judiciary Committees. I served on the Water Resources Committee. We had a healthy 
interest in water resources in the Mississippi Delta---and throughout the state of Mississippi, for that 
matter. Although we've had an abundant water supply, we've also had a very fast-falling water level 
underground because of the tremendous drain on water resources in agriculture, catfish farming, 
[industrial development], and things of that nature. Catfish farming had not started when I was [in the 
legislature], but that demonstrates the longevity of our interest in water resources, notwithstanding the 
abundance, seemingly. I served on the Education Committee early during the time when I was in the 
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legislature. While serving on that committee, we had the responsibility for suggesting the legislation that 
did indeed create the minimum foundation education program, which guarantees throughout the state at 
least a minimum level of salaries for teachers and supplies and things of that nature. At some times 
during my service I served on the Highways Committee of the house, which launched some of the road 
construction programs that we're enjoying today. There were other committees, but those were some of 
the primary committees on which I served.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Before I go on to the next question, let me ask you this question which I forgot to ask. When 
did you move to Greenville? Did you move from---  
 
Mr. Wroten: Columbus.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Columbus. This move happened legally before I was actually present in Greenville. My family 
moved from Columbus in 1944, while I was in the Navy, to Greenville because my father was moved from 
his pastorate at the First Methodist Church in Columbus to become a district superintendent of the church 
in the Greenville district, as it existed at that time. When I came back from overseas, I came to Greenville 
as my new home. I was unmarried at the time, and I was living with my parents. And so I lived with them 
for about four more years until I became married in 1950.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Did you find it a pleasant place to live when you came back from the war?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I did. Of course, I entered law school as soon as I came back, too, and, though living at 
Greenville, I was actually attending school at the University of Mississippi Law School for most of the 
week each week. I liked the community so much and saw the potential for growth there, especially 
economic growth, and so it was during that time that I decided that when I finished law school I would 
hang out my "shingle," as it's called, or open my law office at Greenville. Greenville was experiencing very 
good economic growth during those years. It was the site of an innovative barge construction industry. 
Tow boats were headquartered there. It became the site of the largest carpet manufacturing plant under 
one roof in the entire world soon after I went there to practice law. There were a number of other 
industries that had already located at Greenville because of the proximity to the Delta's natural 
hardwoods and other abundant natural resources. It was just a booming place for many years. It was not 
until the 1970s that Greenville began to decline economically, and it has suffered some severe reversals 
since the late 1970s.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Let me go back to your experience in the state legislature. You went to the state legislature 
when Hugh L. White took the governorship. Could you share some of your observations of Governor 
White. What kind of man or politician was he?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes. Incidentally, he was serving for his second time as the governor of the state. He had 
served back prior to World War II, in the 1930s, a first term as governor, and so this was his second term. 
He, in terms of questions related to race, was an unreconstructed rebel. He was a staunch segregationist 
and tried his best to maintain policies of segregation throughout his governorship. He was governor at the 
time of Brown v. Board of Education, and he didn't bend a bit on account of the Supreme Court decision. 
He had come to prominence in Mississippi when he first served as governor because he was a highly 
successful businessman down in the piney woods country in south Mississippi. He had a number of 
economic interests. I think among them may have been the lumber industry and so forth. It's what one 
sees so often in this country, the emergence of a highly successful businessman who uses that business 
ability, business acumen, to persuade people that he could run the government in as successful a way as 
he's run his business. I have a personal bias in this regard. I think it's not necessarily the best training for 
political leadership.  
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Mr. Katagiri: That's what the campaign office of Kirk Fordice said, I guess.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Fordice ran on the same thing, and I'm not enamored of his administration. It has been said 
by many others, you know, that that is the trait that helps. Although the profession of which I'm a member, 
the legal profession, is damned and condemned by many persons, many times in the history of this 
country and in the history of this state I think the best presidents and the best governors have been 
lawyers by occupation. They are attuned to what I think is at the bedrock of all of this, a true 
understanding of the Constitution and of our legal fabric, which is what government is about. You can't 
run a state or the federal government as you would a lumber company or a bank or an insurance 
corporation.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Yes. Now, in April 1954 when Hugh White was governor, the state legislature established the 
Legal Educational Advisory Committee in anticipation of the United States Supreme Court decision in 
Brown v. Board of Education that you mentioned. Was the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission the 
successor of the Legal Educational Advisory Committee?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I do not regard it as having been a successor. I think the Sovereignty Commission, which 
came along after Brown v. Board of Education, I think about two years later maybe, was premised on 
other factors than the LEAC or Legal Educational Advisory Commission. I think that the mission of LEAC 
was to try to equalize education as the basis to resist the integration of education, and it served its 
function during the Hugh White administration to try to reinforce the separate-but-equal doctrine so that it 
would, in their view, be able to withstand Supreme Court decisions that might be in the offing.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Was it generally a goodwill effort or just a lip-service-type of effort to federal government in 
anticipating Supreme Court decision?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I would not say that it was a good faith or bona fide effort. I think it was sort of a last gasp to 
try to maintain a segregated educational system, but to do so by building up education in terms of 
economic resources and [avowedly] trying to do what had not been done for decades before that to make 
the educational system for blacks the equal of that for whites. I don't think they really meant to make it 
equal, [however].  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now, when the Brown decision was finally announced, how did you take the change both as 
a lawyer and a white southerner?  
 
Mr. Wroten: In the same way in which I reacted when my commanding officer backed down on my being 
permitted to hold integrated worship services aboard ship earlier in my life. To me it was a breath of fresh 
air. It was something finally to get away from the opposite of that, which the earlier Supreme Court 
decision, Plessy v. Ferguson, had reinforced, and I welcomed it. Of course, I was in the small minority in 
that respect in Mississippi.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Soon after the U.S. Supreme Court decision in May 1954--- ( brief interruption)  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Soon after the Brown decision, the first chapter of the Citizens' Council was organized in July 
1954. Were you ever solicited, or did you receive any pressure?  
 
Mr. Wroten: No. I was neither solicited nor pressured for the very obvious reason that I was known to be 
in fierce opposition to the whole premise for which the white Citizens' Council was formed. Incidentally, it 
was formed---that first chapter---at Indianola, Mississippi, which is about twenty-two miles east of 
Greenville where I lived. It was across a county line. Greenville is in Washington County. Indianola is in 
Sunflower County. But in those days it was as if they were in different worlds.  
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Mr. Katagiri: Sunflower County was the place where Senator James E.O.---  
 
Mr. Wroten: James O. Eastland?  
 
Mr. Katagiri: That's right. James O. Eastland had his plantation there?  
 
Mr. Wroten: He did. It was located at Doddsville, which was near Drew and Ruleville.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: It was only twenty, twenty-five miles distance from there to where Eastland was.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes. Of course, Senator Eastland didn't spend a lot of time at home. He was totally immersed 
in the Washington scene, trying to preserve segregation at that level.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now, this is your second term in the state legislature. Could you share again your 
observation of Gov. J. P. Coleman, please?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes. J.P. Coleman was one of the most interesting individuals I ever met. I differed with him 
in his holding out for [the] separate-but-equal approach to race relations. He was a legal segregationist, 
but he never became the kind of rabid, vicious, physical-threatening-type person that so many of the 
segregationists did. And he made it possible, in a sort of a benevolent-type way, for persons who 
entertained views that favored the abolition of segregation to survive without feeling harassed. 
Notwithstanding our difference of opinion on this issue, over the years I became on close friendly terms 
with Governor Coleman, and remained so as he went from the governorship to a position in the state 
legislature. By the way, [during the four years that followed J.P. Coleman's term as governor], he was a 
member of the house of representatives and sat right next to me during the Ross Barnett administration. 
And then later, when he became a judge on the U.S. Court of Appeals in New Orleans and finally as the 
chief judge of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit, throughout all of those years we maintained a 
close friendship. Indeed, after I came to my present duty as clerk of court [of the U.S. Bankruptcy Court] 
and he had resumed practicing law, he would come to this building, where this interview is being 
conducted at Aberdeen, quite often in his role as an attorney. And on several of those visits to this 
building, he would come by and visit with me and talk about the old days. A fascinating person. He would 
never engage in oppression of those who had a different view from him even though during most of those 
years he was a segregationist. I might hasten to add that he did not favor the massive resistance policies 
of Ross Barnett. And when he went to the federal court judgeship, he enforced the laws that provided for 
the opening up of society and for the abolition of segregation. He did that in his responsibility as a judge 
to obey the law.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Do you think we will be able to say that Governor Coleman was a "moderate" at that time in 
the Mississippi political scene?  
 
Mr. Wroten: In the context of mid-century Mississippi, he was a moderate. If one were to measure his 
stance at that time by contemporary standards in the 1990s, he was very, very conservative on race 
questions and a lot of other questions as well. But the Mississippi of the mid century was a different place 
than it is today. What people take for granted as the freedom to express themselves in favor of a more 
liberal stance now, [Mississippians] in that day and time would have faced threats of death, mutilation, 
terror of all kinds.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: In March 1956 the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission was created by the state 
legislature.  
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Mr. Wroten: Yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: When the house voted on a bill which would later create a commission, I understand that 
there were two representatives who voted against it. However, the bill was held on a motion to 
reconsider. The next day, twenty-three representatives including you, Mr. Wroten, Rep. Karl---  
 
Mr. Wroten: Wiesenburg.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: ---Wiesenburg of Pascagoula and Rep.William Winter voted against it. Do you recall what 
made you change your mind? What kind of factor? Was it because you later learned that the Citizens' 
Council was involved?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Precisely, precisely. When the bill was first presented, it was presented as if it were just a 
group which would advocate constitutional government, orderly disposition of concerns about race 
relationships and the like. And indeed there was even an illustration of it as being the counterpart of a 
group, which was functioning in the state of Virginia and had functioned in the state of Virginia for maybe 
a few years, called the Virginia Commission for Constitutional Government, which published reprints of 
the Constitution of the United States, the Bill of Rights, the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of 
Confederation, a lot of the historic documents that formed a basis for our constitutional framework. And in 
the midst of the tensions that Mississippi was facing when this bill first came up, I thought this will be a 
good thing. It would help to calm the waters and so forth. But that very night I learned, as did my 
colleagues, that this was something that was being sponsored by the white Citizens' Council movement. 
And I knew that it would be misused and that it would not function as the Virginia Commission for 
Constitutional Government was functioning but instead would serve as a handmaiden for the white 
Citizens' Council; therefore, the reversal. And from that day forward in the light of what I had learned, I 
fought it with every resource at my command.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I see. Incidentally, did this Virginia Commission have anything to do with the protection of 
segregated society in Virginia? Were they purely an educational-type organization?  
 
Mr. Wroten: It was purely an educational organization.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: It was not created to defend segregation?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Not to my knowledge. I was unaware of any use of that commission for those purposes. I 
think it was functioning as an educational group, and as I understood it, for the same reason that 
motivated me, to calm people's minds about the great controversies of our age, and to remind people of 
the bedrock principles that we should be guided by, the Constitution, constitutional government and [the] 
rule of law.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Incidentally, the state legislature formally abolished the Sovereignty Commission in 1977 
after you retired (inaudible). Now, it had not been funded since 1974 when Gov. William Waller vetoed its 
appropriation. When asked why he vetoed the appropriation bill in 1986 by a newspaper reporter, the 
former governor said, "I did not think the agency was constitutional to begin with and was happy to see it 
eliminated." Did you or do you share the same feeling expressed by former Governor Waller?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I am unaware of any constitutional problem in the creation of the State Sovereignty 
Commission. There is quite broad latitude as to the establishment of commissions for various purposes, 
especially when they are not operating commissions. It was not charged, for example, with the things that 
it later undertook in terms of secret surveillance of persons. It was not established as a CIA or anything 
like that for the state of Mississippi. On the face of the legislation, it appeared to be constitutional. So I 
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would not share that legalistic view that Governor Waller expressed. But in terms of what the commission 
had done through the years after it was established and what Governor Waller was looking at, the sordid 
history of what the Sovereignty Commission had done through those years, I agree fully with his veto. 
And, indeed, I fought appropriations bills for the functioning of the commission while I was still in the 
legislature, after I learned who was controlling it.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now, during the late 1950s, particularly under the Barnett administration, the Citizens' 
Council exerted its influence on Mississippi state politics. In the 1958 state legislature, state Sen. Hayden 
Campbell of Jackson, who was an active member of the Citizens' Council, introduced a bill which would 
authorize local governments to donate money to the Citizens' Council. All of the members of the council 
did not appear in the bill. I'm sure you voted against it, but did you know what the bill was aimed at the 
Citizens' Council?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Oh, yes. Not only did I vote against it, I spoke against it. And I recall some of the words of my 
speech. I said, "What the people of Mississippi have chosen not to support through their voluntary 
contributions, the white Citizens' Council, through this legislation, is trying to exact from the people of 
Mississippi through the mailed fist of government mandate." I said that against that bill on the floor of the 
Mississippi house. Incidentally, we had not yet reached the Barnett administration in 1958. We were still 
in the J.P. Coleman administration until Barnett was sworn in in the month of January 1960.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Did you have any reaction from the Citizens' Council?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Oh, yes. (laughter) Yes, there were a number of members of the white Citizens' Council who 
were members of the legislative body which I was addressing. And, of course, as in the general hubbub 
that is present on the floor of legislative bodies, they would call me names, and they would challenge me 
and try to provoke me and so forth. I tried to handle it with as much aplomb as I could, but I also received 
threatening telephone calls and threatening letters. My wife received abusive telephone calls at home. 
We would be awakened in the middle of the night by threats against our lives, threats to burn our house 
down, to bomb us, all those sorts of things, during all of that time. Incidentally, that particular item in that 
particular speech was really just one of thousands of legislative encounters in which I engaged on similar 
topics throughout the time I was there.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: This is not directly related to this oral history, but I understand that the state of Mississippi 
does not issue details [about] debates, like a Congressional Record-type thing.  
 
Mr. Wroten: No.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: And I think it's very unfortunate.  
 
Mr. Wroten: It is unfortunate.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I wrote a letter to I guess a legislative librarian the other day, and he wrote me back that 
Mississippi has never recorded floor debate.  
 
Mr. Wroten: No. The best sources are contemporary newspaper accounts of the debate---  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Which is a formidable task, again, because (inaudible) Mississippi newspaper. At that time 
particularly, they did not have an index.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes. I guess one possible way to approach that is to determine the date of a significant 
debate and then to go to the pages of the newspapers for that day. Although the Jackson newspapers 
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fiercely opposed me and my views, at that time they were not under the present [Gannett] control.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Hederman?  
 
Mr. Wroten: The Hederman family. The Hederman family owned the newspapers, both the Jackson Daily 
News and The Clarion-Ledger, which later merged. But both of those newspapers were very hostile to 
everything I did or said in the legislature, but mostly they were factual. They would quote what I said 
correctly.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Subsequently in 1960 under the Barnett administration, the state started funding the Citizens' 
Council through the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission. Until then do you recall if there were any 
other similar bills introduced to the legislature which were considered after 1958?  
 
Mr. Wroten: To support them with money?  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Yes.  
 
Mr. Wroten: I don't have the exact chronology of this fixed in my mind as I sit here this morning, but my 
recollection, to the best of my memory, is that there were several efforts to support not only the work of 
the Sovereignty Commission but also some of the projects that they sponsored with money. I remember 
one in particular---and incidentally this was during that whole period of time, that whole range of years 
toward the end of the 1950s and the early 1960s. One example that I recall is that the Sovereignty 
Commission sponsored a visit to Mississippi by a clergyman named Myers G. Lowman, M-Y-E-R-S G L-
O-W-M-A-N, from Ohio who was a renegade member of the same church of which I'm a member, the 
Methodist church. And he had been one of those out on the fringes who was attacking mainstream 
ministers and accusing them of being dedicated communists and all such stuff. He even accused the 
United States Air Force, I think, of being communist-dominated at one point. And the Sovereignty 
Commission sponsored a speaking tour by Lowman throughout the state of Mississippi. I always believed 
that they were using taxpayer monies and engaging in sponsorship of one person of a religious 
denomination attacking other persons more liberal than he in the state of Mississippi who were members 
of the same denomination and thereby just terribly violating the First Amendment against the 
establishment of religion clause in our constitution. They were supporting one religious point of view 
against other religious points of view [even] in the same church. And so I denounced that publicly and 
fought that effort and every effort that they tried in the legislature to try to funnel money through the 
Sovereignty Commission to such efforts as that.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I didn't know about that (inaudible). I knew that the Sovereignty Commission later on created 
the speaker's bureau program with which they invited Mississippi legislators, Sovereignty Commission 
members, other prominent people in Mississippi and have them make speeches in other cities.  
 
Mr. Wroten: In other parts of the country, yes. That was the counterpart of the one which I mentioned 
where they brought persons from out of the state into the state. They did both of those things.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Oh, I see. Now, you were reelected in the house in 1959 for the third time.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Ross Barnett was elected as governor with very vigorous support from the Citizens' Council. 
How was your own campaign for reelection affected by segregation, states' rights issues?  
 
Mr. Wroten: One needs to focus on what it was like to live in Mississippi in 1959 and to observe the 
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stands that I had taken in the legislature already, from the time I entered the legislature until that time, 
when I had fought racist legislation throughout that whole period of time. Even in relatively liberal 
Washington County there were a lot of die-hard segregationists who were very vocal. And so they 
brought out a candidate against me who had been a former member of the Greenville city council, the 
same as a board of aldermen. Surprisingly, in the election, though, in the summer of 1959, I received 
what was then the largest vote that any candidate for any office had ever received in the history of 
Washington County. Why---in the face of these events---I don't know. I would like to believe that 
notwithstanding the fact that a number of people disagreed with my views, they may have respected my 
integrity. I hope that's the reason that they voted for me. Because they couldn't have agreed with 
everything I said. Now, I must put that in perspective, though. Although there had been the various legal 
things that had taken place in which I had made my views known, such as fighting the white Citizens' 
Councils and all of that, we had not yet had the type of violence that came along during the Barnett 
administration and in subsequent years, where people who would tolerate me before would not tolerate 
me in the light of the heat-of-passion approach that Barnett took. For example, I was one of two members 
of the legislature---Karl Wiesenburg was the other---who voted for James Meredith to enter Ole Miss, the 
University of Mississippi.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: You voted for?  
 
Mr. Wroten: We voted for him to enter. We fought the resistance to his entry. And this was in both the 
house and senate. He and I were both in the house, but there was no one in the senate who voted for his 
admission to Ole Miss. The governor, Ross Barnett, so stirred up the passion and emotion of the general 
public during that period of time and pursued that in the months after the clash on the campus of Ole Miss 
and the bloodshed and the occupation of the campus by the federal forces for some months after that, 
that the following summer, the summer of 1963, when I ran for a fourth term, even in liberal Washington 
County there was such a large feeling of tension and emotionalism that I was defeated. Mind you, four 
years before that I had gotten the largest vote in the history of the county. But, because of the Oxford 
crisis, I was defeated when I fought that. I don't know what chemistry was working in the political hearts of 
people during that time, but that's how fickle the electorate were after they were stirred up by Ross 
Barnett.  
 
(The interview continues on Tape two, Side one.)  
 
Mr. Katagiri: We just talked about your reelection in 1959. I didn't ask you about your second time 
reelection in 1955. At that time, how did you campaign in---it was after the Brown decision and the 
Citizens' Council was already formed by that time.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Did you have a lot of race issues involved in the campaign?  
 
Mr. Wroten: It was beginning to be felt. In Washington County there's the part of the county where 
Greenville is located, which was the more liberal area, but there was also a part of the county where 
Leland and Hollandale and Arcola, in the rural part of the county, were present. In those parts of the 
county outside Greenville, the white Citizens' Council had organized and was active and they were 
fighting me viciously. In Greenville, though, they had not been able to organize or if so, just abortively. 
And so this was felt in my election. I was reelected, but not by an overwhelming vote in that second-term 
election. The Citizens' Council was already fighting me by that time.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Governor Barnett was, and still is to some extent, remembered as an ardent segregationist. 
Do you think he merely used or merely made good use of the segregation issues to his political 

mus-coh.wrotenj.doc  Page 18 of 33 



 
 

advantage, or do you believe that he was a sincere advocate of states rights? This must be a difficult 
question.  
 
Mr. Wroten: That's a good question. In all candor, if I were to assign a percentage of his zeal to his 
philosophical devotion to segregation as compared to his public stance for face-saving political purposes, 
I would say that he was 10 percent segregationist, 90 percent playing to the galleries, in a political sense. 
I think the best evidence of that would be the tapes of his conversations with President John F. Kennedy 
where he was saying, "Now, [Mr. President], we've got to placate these people," things like that.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: The story was revealed by Robert Kennedy when he came here to make a speech at Ole 
Miss---and if I'm not mistaken, Governor Barnett earnestly rejected Robert Kennedy's contention that 
actually they were trying to make a deal. When I first wrote you and asked you for this interview, Mr. 
Wroten, I wrote that I understood you are one of very few "dissenters" in the state legislature who were 
opposed to the state's massive resistance policies during the '50s and '60s. I am not sure if you consider 
the word "dissenters" or "dissenter" appropriate to be correct yourself, but does this word reflect you?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I think that it is a very good word. As a matter of fact, that word with the word "great" in front 
of it was used in a feature newspaper story during the heart of all of those events. There was a writer for 
the Memphis, Tennessee, Commercial Appeal.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Fuller, Kenneth?  
 
Mr. Wroten: No, this was Edward Moore.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Okay.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Edward Moore---stationed at Greenville, he was their representative at Greenville---who used 
the term "the great dissenter" in describing me in [the] context of those events. He went ahead to list a 
few dozen different instances in which I had taken an opposite view from the predominant view in 
Mississippi in the legislature, during my years of service in the legislature, to illustrate his point. And so 
that was the headline title that he ascribed to me, "the great dissenter" to the predominant view in 
Mississippi at the time.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Before I go on to the next question, I want to make sure of this point, and I'm not sure if I 
should put this question in this way, but was or is your moderation, in terms of particular race relations, is 
that a product of community, of family or education, or Christian faith, or just yourself or all of these?  
 
Mr. Wroten: As with any complex topic it's difficult perhaps to assign any degree of specificity to any one 
factor as having been the predominant factor in this. I know that many of those things were influential in 
my life, for example, growing up in a minister's family, having been exposed to educational opportunities, 
some travel, and all of that. But others similarly exposed have come out on the other side of the question. 
But I guess I'd have to say that it has been a lifetime philosophy with me. I remember when I was a very 
small boy---I mentioned to you that I started to school at Water Valley, Mississippi, at age five. I recall that 
the church where my father served as pastor was a few steps up the street from the post office in that 
small community. And I recall at age five of having been walking around in the vicinity of the post office 
and having seen some white men hurt a black man, hit him viciously, on the sidewalk or something like 
that. And I recall now, sixty-three years later, the feeling of revulsion and of anger that I felt for that 
dastardly act of [those] white people hitting [that] black man. So I had this instinct from my very earliest 
age [of recollection]. So, although these environmental things that have come along throughout my life 
doubtless have had some influence on me, I think I've had this feeling all of my life, and so it's hard to say 
that any one thing has dictated it.  
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Mr. Katagiri: Did your experience or your service in World War II contribute to your view in terms of race 
relations too?  
 
Mr. Wroten: You will recall that I mentioned the lay chaplaincy experience, which occurred over an 
extended number of months, and my feeling [and practice] of always including the black members of our 
crew in the religious services, at least to that extent it did. And there were other encounters that I had with 
black persons while I was engaged in naval service that reinforced my feelings, I think, but it's hard to be 
more specific about that.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Let me make a deviation. What was your father's view in terms of race relations? How did he 
perceive segregation practice in this state? Did he vocally advocate, for example, desegregation?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I never heard him advocate segregation. He was of an older generation, of course, than I, 
and grew up in the Mississippi of the Reconstruction period and on up through the years, but I never 
heard him say anything of a discriminatory nature or express any ill will toward black people or any ethnic 
group on account of their ethnicity. And he preached brotherly love from the pulpit. And so, I guess, I was 
influenced by his example of the way he lived. Of course, in those days, you know, in the early part of this 
century and in the latter part of the last century, it was not possible for one person to upset the whole 
social fabric, and he was not a crusader then for this, but it was just the way he lived. He was kind and 
gentle to every person, including persons of other races. I remember that as a positive example.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I see. You told me your father died in 1963.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Just before Mississippi had a very hard year of 1964 with Freedom Summer, the Neshoba 
County murders, and civil rights activities. Incidentally, in 1963, the very year your father was deceased, 
the young Methodist ministers issued a statement of "born of conviction."  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: A statement in which they expressed their brotherhood of man and then opposition to the 
closing of the public schools here in Mississippi. And soon after that, the Mississippi Association of 
Methodist Laymen---I'm not sure if that's it---Methodist Ministers--- Mr. Wroten: Ministers and Laymen.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: ---repudiated the "born of conviction" statement and declared racial integration a crime 
against God.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Excuse me.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Sure. This tape is being stopped for awhile. (brief interruption)  
 
Mr. Katagiri: So after your father deceased, I guess the Methodist church here in Mississippi went through 
harder times, I guess, to express a sincere opinion in the field of race relations.  
 
Mr. Wroten: It went through a counterpart experience to that that the body politic was going through. 
There were those who were strong adherents to the old segregated policies, even in the church. And on 
the other side there were a lot of us who felt that we should make progress in this respect and to break 
down those barriers. I think that in the setting of the church, we probably had a lot more on the liberal side 
than there would have been reflected in the general society in the political matters. But it was still 
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extremely difficult to break down the barriers within the church. A group of us in the Methodist church, for 
example, who felt as I did, went to a Methodist churchwide conference on human relations at Dallas, 
Texas, on the campus of Southern Methodist University in 1958 and tried to establish some ways to 
break down these barriers. Indeed, we had the opportunity there to meet some of our black brothers who 
had gone to that conference from Mississippi whom we had never known back here at home in 
Mississippi, and we became fast friends, and we worked together to break down these racial barriers that 
divided us in the church. One of the things we concentrated on was the camp near Oxford, Camp Lake 
Stephens, which is a Methodist camp, which had never permitted black Methodists to attend. Well, we 
worked on that, and we succeeded in breaking down that barrier so it became an integrated church camp.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: When was that 195---  
 
Mr. Wroten: This was during the 1960s.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Sixties.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes, it was in the same part of the decade as the violence that you described, the 
Philadelphia murders and so forth. We were at that time under great problems, you know, in terms of 
attitudes of people, striving to do such things as to open up that camp, which we succeeded in doing in 
the mid 1960s. And eventually we were able to bring down all of the legal structure of segregation in the 
whole United Methodist Church, including our North Mississippi Conference of the church. In the church, 
though, just as there is in society, there are still some who try to erect stumbling blocks to racial progress 
and racial brotherhood. We're still working.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Since now I know that you used the word "dissenter," I can use this word. As a dissenter in 
the state legislature, weren't you ever scared of being against the grain?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Going against the grain?  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Yes.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Let me select a better word for it.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: OK, OK.  
 
Mr. Wroten: I like to feel that I have never been "scared." I have been concerned---and a lot of people 
may call it scared---but to me it was just healthy concern about the potential for my family's being 
dynamited or shot or burned down through arson of our home, things like that, through all those years. 
But I was never scared in the sense that I was intimidated by it. I just have had a supreme confidence that 
things would work out all right. That may have been naive for me to think that, but we did survive. And we 
were lucky we came through unscathed, but there was always that threat.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now, this must be this must invite an obvious answer, but were you close to Rep. Karl 
Wiesenberg and Sen. Lambert of Belmont?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I was close to Rep. Karl Wiesenberg, and I had a friendly speaking acquaintanceship with 
Senator Lambert, but I was never what might be described as close to Senator Lambert. He would be 
aligned with our voting patterns on some things, but when it came right down to the severest of things, he 
would go the other way. He was not consistent as I would wish that he had been.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: How about Representative Wiesenberg? Was he consistent?  
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Mr. Wroten: He was consistent once he went past a stage in which he was being sort of melodramatic 
with the legislature when he first came there. He acted as if he were going to be a sort of an Adolph Hitler 
in his views when he first came to the legislature. He later told me that was purely and simply playacting, 
that he was doing that for the shock value to some of the members of the house. He made some very 
unusual speeches when he first came there. But when issues arose and the lines were drawn and it came 
down to no longer playing or playacting, he was true blue. He could withstand any kind of pressure on 
these matters, and he did so.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: When did his [role-playing] type thing end?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Oh, it ended almost as soon as it began.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I guess as a rookie legislator he needed to have some kind of playing in the legislature for 
the first time.  
 
Mr. Wroten: That's right. He was there for the first time and he was playing, and it was as if he were a cat 
playing with a mouse. He was not a highly academically educated person, but he had been through the 
school of human experience. And he was a great psychologist, a lay psychologist if you please, and he 
thought that it would ingratiate him with some of the predominant forces if he would act as if he were like 
them for a day or so. And it was, I think, really short lived, maybe a day or a week. When he first came 
there, he made two or three speeches as if he were one of them, but when it came time to vote his 
conscience, his conscience came through, and he started voting the same way I did. And, of course, he 
became an outcast with the prevailing forces when he did that.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I'm glad you mentioned Representative Wiesenberg's plan. Just yesterday when I was 
looking at some of the files of the Allen Eugene Cox collection at Mississippi State University, I happened 
to find a newspaper article which reported that Rep. Karl Wiesenberg introduced a bill, which would 
restrict the activities of the NAACP, on January 25, 1956. And he introduced the bill saying, "The NAACP 
has done more to promote the cause of communism in this country than all of the agents of Moscow 
combined." So I was very surprised yesterday to find this newspaper.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Well, I am glad that I shared what I did with you before you mentioned that. That is exactly 
what I am talking about. He did that purely and simply for the shock value and to play with the mice as if 
he were the cat. But soon after that---and that was right after he came to the legislature.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: But the irony was this bill was passed and enacted. I think it is. I think this is House Bill 119 
or something like that, and I think it was enacted. There are only two---I don't know how many. I think you 
voted against it.  
 
Mr. Wroten: I feel confident that I did vote against that. That was before he and I became close, by the 
way. I may have had some influence on him later on. (laughter)  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I recall in that newspaper reporting you asked Representative Wiesenberg about the content 
of the bill. I don't remember what you said, but you basically asked him whether or not this bill has 
anything to do with personal belief in segregation-desegregation matters or something like that.  
 
Mr. Wroten: I can't recall. But I am confident, looking as I do in retrospect at his whole career and our 
close conversations later, that this did not represent his true feeling, that he was doing that as an act of 
drama, high drama, to shock some of those people in the house. I think that was a little reckless on his 
part to do that, but I think he redeemed himself later on.  
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Mr. Katagiri: I have read this somewhere---in a newspaper, again---but Representative Wiesenberg once 
said that you and he found yourselves becoming the "telephone booth caucus" of the state legislature 
during the late '50s and early '60s. What did he mean by that?  
 
Mr. Wroten: What did he mean? What he meant by that was that our views were in such a small minority 
that, whereas the racists could go off and rent a ballroom to hold a meeting, that our side of the 
arguments was so small that the space in a telephone booth would have been large enough to 
accommodate a meeting that we might conduct to express our views. He was simply sort of laughing at 
the fact that we were such a small minority that we didn't need much room to hold our meetings and that 
the others had so many adherents that it took a large room for them to hold their meetings. That's what he 
meant by that. And this was picked up by the political writers, by the way, and there were one or two of 
the legislators later on who joined our telephone booth caucus, so to speak, not on everything but on a lot 
of issues. I have in mind right now George Rogers from Vicksburg, a Rhodes scholar, legislator, who was 
high-minded and who voted with us on most matters of conscience, but who, in the context of the Ross 
Barnett thing about Ole Miss, backed down and voted the other way. But he liked to be known as having 
been a member of the telephone booth caucus himself. Indeed, while Governor Winter was serving as 
governor, Governor Winter was on such good terms with Rogers, Wiesenberg, and me and others that he 
hosted a reunion dinner of some of his supporters at the governor's mansion one evening. George 
Rogers was back there from a period of service with the CIA. He had gone to work for the CIA in later 
years. He had come back home. And in the after-dinner conversation, George Rogers got up and said 
that he was glad that William Winter had been elected governor for one thing, for the reason that it took 
his hosting such a dinner in the governor's mansion to reunite the telephone booth caucus.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Is that what he said?  
 
Mr. Wroten: That's what he said.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Well, Governor---well, at that time, Representative Winter, was he sometimes a member of 
the telephone booth caucus?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Of what? Oh, of the telephone booth caucus? We need to remember that William Winter, 
though he was first elected to the house of representatives in 19[77], started service in 1948 and 
continued to serve, that was the Fielding Wright administration.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Oh, OK.  
 
Mr. Wroten: He served on into the Hugh White administration. During the same election that Governor 
Coleman served, the state tax collector either resigned or didn't run for reelection or something, and he 
became the state tax collector and left the legislature in [the mid 1950s]. So---  
 
Mr. Katagiri: So since then he has not been a legislator.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Right. So William Winter didn't have the opportunity to participate in a lot of the legislative 
events of the second half of the decade of the '50s, nor in the Barnett administration and so forth. He was 
serving as state tax collector during that time. But he had shown his moderate views before he left the 
legislature, and he reinforced that when he later served as governor.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: It seems to me that Representative Wiesenberg had an ally in journalism in his hometown of 
Pascagoula, for example---I'm not sure I'm pronouncing his name correctly---Ira Harkey?  
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Mr. Wroten: Ira Harkey.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Ira Harkey?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: The editor and publisher of the Pascagoula Chronicle, ran a series of articles written by the 
representative in the wake of the Ole Miss crisis. And subsequently, the reprint of these articles was 
published by the Chronicle, whose title [for the series] was "The Oxford Disaster: the Price of Defiance." 
Did you also have any allies in journalism who either supported your view or publicized your viewpoint?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes, indeed. We spoke of the Carter family?  
 
Mr. Katagiri: OK. The Delta Democrat Times.  
 
Mr. Wroten: The Delta Democrat Times. Throughout all these years they were very generous in 
publishing my views. Anytime I would like to make a statement on any public matter, they were always 
gracious to oblige and to assist me with that. Incidentally, I collaborated with Karl Wiesenberg in the 
drafting of that series called "The Price of Defiance." We worked together in our hotel rooms for a long 
time in getting the material together for that.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: You spent some time in Jackson?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes. As I recall, he was working on that during a legislative session, and we had plenty of 
time after the legislature would adjourn for the day to talk about things like that. And those things we 
discussed and worked [on] together, he later included in his "Price of Defiance."  
 
Mr. Katagiri: So, it was actually the collaboration of you and the representative?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes, right.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now, I think you have mentioned this before, but in the 1962 state legislature, did you 
introduce a bill which would prohibit the Sovereignty Commission from funding the Citizens' Council 
Forum, a TV-radio program?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Either a bill or an amendment to a bill.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: OK. I think this bill or amendment---I'm not sure---but this was killed in committee. I'm not 
sure which committee it was. It didn't pass, anyway, but I---  
 
Mr. Wroten: It didn't pass. I think, though, I think it was an amendment offered on the floor. Most often I 
would take that route of getting my ideas up because I knew that the committees were so stacked against 
my views that things would never come out of committee. But I did have the opportunity on the floor to 
offer a floor amendment and thereby get a forum for it and get a chance to---  
 
Mr. Katagiri: So this must have been an amendment to an appropriation bill of the Sovereignty 
Commission.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Must have been. To prohibit the use of any of that money for the Sovereignty Commission. I 
did indeed.  
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Mr. Katagiri: OK. Now let us talk a little bit about the Meredith incident. Although the Meredith incident 
was in September 1962, Gov. Ross Barnett delivered his interposition address on television on 
September 13. What was your reaction to the address? Did you think that the interposition was a "legal 
poppycock," as former Gov. J.P. Coleman termed it?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I recall almost my precise words when I was called by telephone on the night of Gov. Ross 
Barnett's television address by a gentleman named Bill Street---I think his name was---who was then a 
political reporter for the Memphis, Tennessee, Commercial Appeal newspaper. He had heard the address 
and, knowing my background and my stance about all such matters, I was , I think, the first politician he 
called for a reaction to it. And my words were substantially these: "I did hear the governor's television 
address. In my opinion what he has called for is for anarchy and insurrection against the government of 
the United States of America. His so calling will lead to bloodshed and violence and rioting, and I don't 
believe that, ultimately, that's what the people of Mississippi will support." That's [in essence] what I said 
in reaction to his speech, and that was published. My statement was published in the Commercial Appeal.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Five days after this, Governor Barnett's address, the state legislature met in a special 
session and adopted a resolution commending Governor Barnett for "his fearless and courageous stand" 
against the federal government. Were you one of the two legislators who voted no? I know there were 
two, but I just wanted to make sure.  
 
Mr. Wroten: I was indeed. Karl Wiesenberg was the other.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Okay. So the telephone booth caucus---  
 
Mr. Wroten: The telephone booth caucus was functioning.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Okay, voted against.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Now, on that vote we did not have the support of George Rogers.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Okay. The man from---  
 
Mr. Wroten: Vicksburg.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Vicksburg. Did you receive any reaction from your constituency in Greenville about your 
voting against this resolution?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Oh, yes. I had threatening telephone calls, letters. When I would see people on the street, 
some of them would act in menacing ways. I recall while leaving my home one afternoon, on the highway 
with my wife with me, that a farmer from near Leland in my county overtook us, and the car swerved over 
close to me. And as he sped on by [he shook] his fist in my face. Yes, there were those types of 
reactions.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now, incidentally, before we started this oral history interview, you showed me that citation 
which you have in this office now. That was issued by the General Board of---  
 
Mr. Wroten: Christian Social Concern---  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Christian Social Concern of the Methodist church.  
 
Mr. Wroten: ---of the Methodist church.  
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Mr. Katagiri: This was awarded---  
 
Mr. Wroten: This was the nationwide Methodist church, yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: And this was a citation on account of your record in the Mississippi state house.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes. The record over the years, but they focused also---the thing that actually triggered the 
resolution was my stance in the Oxford crisis or the James Meredith crisis.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: You told me at the beginning of this interview that you ran for reelection to the house in 1963 
and you were defeated.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Mainly because of this Oxford incident.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Mainly for that reason.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: And your past record in the---  
 
Mr. Wroten: Plus my past record catching up with me. (laughter) Even in relatively liberal Washington 
County, the tempers were [sorely] inflamed by the events surrounding the Ole Miss riot. And there I think 
the controlling element was the exacerbation of that by Gov. Ross Barnett and Lt. Gov. Paul Johnson, 
coupled with the fact that President Kennedy did have to send in United States marshals and, ultimately, 
United States troops. There were those even in liberal Washington County who raised the old bugaboos 
of the Reconstruction period of our Civil War history and conjured up the specter of invading forces. You 
and I were talking about World War II and its end, and I would venture to surmise that there were 
probably persons among your people in Japan who had similar feelings about us, you know, when we 
were the occupation forces. And as a member of the United States Naval Reserve on active duty, I was 
there in Japan for that year. But I think that the point I made a while ago about the absence of hostility, 
the absence of hostile countenances, was different during my year in Japan than what the U.S. marshals 
and the federal troops that President Kennedy sent in to Mississippi encountered. I think they met open 
hostility, and [racists] exploited that. There was that difference that I personally have observed in my 
lifetime.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: And in this 1963 campaign, did you say that house Speaker Walter Sillers involved himself in 
your opponent's campaign?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes, he did, in this respect: Mr. Sillers was a close friend of my opponent, who was a man 
named Hilton Waits. Hilton Waits had served in the legislature from Washington County starting in the 
early 1930s when he succeeded his brother, who died while serving in the house from Washington 
County. But in 1959---the election [when] I won by this largest vote then recorded in my county---Hilton 
Waits was opposed by a young farmer in the county, a farmer banker, who defeated him handily in 1959. 
So Hilton Waits did not serve during the Ross Barnett administration [in] the legislature. But in the 
summer of 1953, when the elections were being conducted for what turned out to be the Paul Johnson Jr. 
[gubernatorial] administration, Hilton Waits chose not to run against the young farmer who had defeated 
him for another post. He chose to run against me because he knew of the tempers of the people and my 
vulnerability politically because of my voting record in the legislature throughout twelve years. So he 
chose to run against me. Walter Sillers, who was continuing to serve as the speaker of the house of 
representatives and a close friend, a lifetime friend, of Hilton Waits, told the people of my county that if 
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they would reelect Hilton Waits that he would reappoint him as chairman of the House Ways and Means 
Committee, the financial committee of the house of representatives, which he had served as chairman 
before he was first defeated. He would resume the chairmanship of that. And so he was appealing to the 
business community, the industrialists and so forth, that if they wanted a real voice in economic and 
financial policy, they should elect my opponent. So that factor, on top of the racial factor and my voting 
record, and in particular my stance in the Oxford crisis, combined to bring about my defeat. I was lucky 
that I was not defeated by a larger vote. It was a fairly close vote even so. So the basic constituency who 
had supported me for twelve years were still there. They just happened to get out some of the militant 
firebrands who turned out in large numbers to vote against me and overcame my erstwhile majority.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Was Representative Waits subsequently appointed to the chairmanship?  
 
Mr. Wroten: He was. In January of 1964 he was reappointed to the position that he had held when he had 
prior legislative service. But I must hasten to this point, regretfully, from a human standpoint, I learned 
that he died about two or three months after that time. And he was unable to serve for more than two or 
three months during his term of office.  
 
(The interview continues on Tape two, Side two.)  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now, Mr. Wroten after you retired as a state representative, did you practice law privately 
again?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I did.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Where was it?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I left the legislature at the end of 1963, coincident with the beginning of the 1964 legislative 
session, of which I was not a member. I had been practicing law in private practice continuously since 
1948. Obviously, having to be in Jackson at the state capital so much during those years, it had not been 
good for my law practice not to be in my office more. But my wife was teaching school, and we made it 
OK financially, notwithstanding. And so I simply went back to spend more time in my law practice after I 
was defeated for a fourth term in the legislature. And in that sense it was rewarding financially for me to 
discontinue my service in the legislature.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Didn't you establish a law firm in Greenville sometime in 1960 or '61?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes. The other two members of that firm were J. David Orlansky---  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Could you spell his name, please?  
 
Mr. Wroten: J. David, D-A-V-I-D, O-R-L-A-N-S-K-Y.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Oh, Orlansky.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Orlansky, yes, who incidentally is currently one of [three] United States magistrate judges for 
the northern district of Mississippi, his office being at Greenville. He's in the federal building at Greenville. 
He was one of my law partners, and the other is currently one of the state senators from [the] Washington 
County area, Sen. Hainon A. Miller, H-A-I-N-O-N A M-I-L-L-E-R. He is currently a member of the 
Mississippi state senate. After I left the legislature, incidentally, he began a period of service in the 
Mississippi House of Representatives that lasted for a long period of time, into the 1980s. He left 
voluntarily for a term or so and then ran for election, not to the house where he had been, but to the 
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senate where he is now. He continues, as we sit here, as a member of the state senate from that area.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Did he represent your racial view in the house?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Hainon is more conservative than I. He is not a segregationist, but he is not or has not 
demonstrated himself to be as motivated to do things about bringing down these barriers in the same 
fashion that I have.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: When were you elected as a county judge of Washington County, and how long did you 
serve?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I was first elected in the summer of 1970. I commenced my service in the month of January 
1971. I left that office on November 30, 1982. In the meantime, I served three terms, substantially, as 
county judge, three four-year terms. Again, I sought election to a fourth term, as I had after having served 
a similar length of time in the legislature, but again I was defeated.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: So this judgeship is an elective office, isn't it?  
 
Mr. Wroten: It is indeed. And it was both county judge and youth court judge. I was the judge who served 
not only for civil matters and some adult criminal matters but also the only judge in that fairly large county 
for the juvenile justice administration, the youth court, for youngsters up to their eighteenth birthday, as 
well as for all matters of child neglect and child abuse in that county. It was quite a task.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now, this is a very primitive question. How many county judges in Washington County, only 
one or---  
 
Mr. Wroten: One county judge. There are other judges, though. For example, in that county, as there are 
in all counties, there was a circuit court, which had jurisdiction of the larger civil matters, damage suits 
and so forth, and felony matters, such as murders, rapes, and things of that nature. There was also a 
chancery court, which had jurisdiction of matters of domestic relations, such as divorces, the 
administration of estates of deceased persons, things of that nature. But I was the only county judge and 
the only judge who had jurisdiction of juvenile justice.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: And those judges are called youth court judges, did you say?  
 
Mr. Wroten: They are called both county judge and youth court judge because of the two responsibilities. 
It depends on the context in which someone is describing the judge.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I see. So, did you campaign for the position every four years again?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes, that was the pattern.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: OK, how did you campaign when you were first elected as a judge for the first time?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Hardly any television media was used because of the cost of it. Most of my campaigning was 
person to person, door to door, handshaking, things of that nature, although I did use maybe two or three 
billboards in the county. I think my slogan for the youth court responsibility was "I pledge to be firm but 
fair" as a youth court judge.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: That's your campaign slogan.  
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Mr. Wroten: That was my campaign slogan. Right.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Could you explain to this layman what your jurisdiction was as a youth court judge?  
 
Mr. Wroten: OK.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I mean, I can imagine that you handled cases in which young people under the age of 
eighteen were involved and so on, but---  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes, OK. I had jurisdiction of all alleged offenses, which for an adult would be called criminal 
offenses, but which for a young person is called a delinquent offense. For all youngsters under eighteen 
years of age---except for things that would be deemed to be capital offenses for which there could be the 
death penalty, such as capital murder or, at that time, rape could still result in that, or life imprisonment, 
such as armed robbery. On all other matters in which young people would be arrested by police officers, I 
had jurisdiction. In addition, I had jurisdiction of all allegations of child neglect or child abuse against 
children by adults. I had the responsibility, for example, if a child could not live at home and be safe and 
secure, to find a place for that child to live where the child could be safe and secure. And I received a 
liberal education on such matters during those years. I think most people would be surprised how 
rampant and widespread child abuse and child neglect are. I had the sad duty to place children at places 
other than their own homes in large numbers of instances each year for the twelve years that I served as 
a youth court judge. Some of those were placed in foster care; some were placed in children's homes 
operated by churches. We were always looking for resources for placement of children who could not 
safely live at home.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: That's a sad thing, isn't it?  
 
Mr. Wroten: It is.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now, it seems to me that you had a very keen interest in mental health, too. You were the 
organizing president of the Washington County Mental Health Association, weren't you?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes, I was.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now, how and why did you become interested in this field?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I think through my exposure to persons with mental illnesses whom I encountered during my 
practice of law, primarily, or through the church, in learning of the church's concern for mental health 
issues. It was during the mid 1950s that some of us, out of an appreciation for the need to develop mental 
health resources in that county, organized the Washington County Mental Health Association. My friends 
felt that I should serve as the first president to get it off the ground, and I was willing to do it, and we did 
that. Later, through the efforts of that group, an excellent regional mental health center was erected in the 
early 1960s, which is one of the strongest community mental health centers in the state of Mississippi to 
this day. So I'm grateful for the fact that I had a chance to contribute to that.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: That's a wonderful thing. When you retired as a county judge, did you serve in any capacity 
under the William Winter administration?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I did. I served as chairman of the governor's Commission for Children and Youth [for a period 
of time] during his administration, and I served as a member of that same commission through about 
three gubernatorial terms.  
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Mr. Katagiri: Were you appointed right after Governor Winter took the governorship?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I was. Coincident with his coming into the governorship, I was appointed to membership on 
that commission and was named chairman of it about a year later.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Oh, I see. What were your main responsibilities as the chairman?  
 
Mr. Wroten: We had an exciting and fascinating role in that commission. There are several of the major 
state agencies that piecemeal deal with concerns relating to children. For example, although it's called by 
a different name now, the welfare department of that time had some children's responsibilities. The 
commission that dealt with mental health had some responsibilities. The Education Department had 
responsibilities for children, and on and on. There were a large number of state agencies. But we had the 
feeling that they never talked to each other or coordinated about these things. The governor's 
Commission for Children and Youth brought key, top-level representatives from each of those agencies 
together with citizens like me in a setting where at a regular monthly meeting we talked about mutual 
concerns for children and tried to avoid redundancy or misspending of precious resources, the integration 
of programs for children, and long-range planning for children's needs. It was tremendously exciting.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: It was a sort of a coordinating commission.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes. And it served as a catalyst, and it served as a means whereby agencies could be 
synergistic toward each other, complement each other's efforts, and make efficient use of scarce 
resources for the advancement of children's welfare. I mentioned mental health. I forgot to mention to you 
a while ago [that] I felt particularly well served while I was serving as youth court judge by this mental 
health agency, the regional agency of which I spoke. And I was gratified that I had had a chance to help 
get it started, starting back in the 1950s and up through the '60s, before I became the judge in the 1970s. 
And so in effect, I had had a chance to help create one of the most valuable resources in dealing with 
children's concerns during the '70s, that I had worked on for about fifteen years before I became judge.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I understand that you are currently working as the clerk of the United States Bankruptcy 
Court for the northern district of Mississippi.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: First of all, when did you move from Greenville to Aberdeen?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I moved in late December of 1983, after I was defeated for reelection as county judge in 
1982, in the summer of 1982. I was employed as a law clerk by the then bankruptcy judge who lived at 
Greenville. His name was Eugene Raphael. He was a pioneer bankruptcy judge in Mississippi, and he 
and I had been professionally acquainted for many years. He needed a law clerk to help him with his 
bankruptcy work, legal work involving bankruptcy. And so knowing that I was available, he employed me. 
And so I had gone to work there on the same day that I left office as county judge on November [1], 1982, 
and served in that capacity until he retired in the summer of 1983. In July of 1983, Judge David W. 
Houston III of Aberdeen was appointed by the U.S. District Court to serve as bankruptcy judge for the 
northern district of Mississippi. And Judge Houston very kindly reemployed me as his law clerk. I worked 
in that capacity until the clerk of court---which is a different position than law clerk---until the then clerk of 
court, Ruth Whitt, retired. She retired in early 1984, and then I applied for that position. Judge Houston 
appointed me to be clerk of court, which is more of an administrative role than the role of a law clerk, who 
is a legal advisor to the judge, who does legal research for the judge. And as you've seen this morning as 
we walked through, this is an office filled with computers and typewriters and such.  
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Mr. Katagiri: Files.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Right, and our mission is to perform the case management responsibility for the cases that 
move through the U.S. Bankruptcy Court. There are large numbers of such cases, and we must be 
automated to a high degree in order to keep up with the data processing and the work load of this court. 
But that's how that evolution took place. I moved from Greenville to Aberdeen in December of 1983, prior 
to the time that I knew that the clerk of court would be retiring early in 1984. But because I was then 
serving as law clerk, and whereas Judge Raphael, the former judge, had lived at Greenville, the court had 
been directed to move its headquarters to Aberdeen as soon as Judge Raphael retired, without anyone in 
the administrative office of the U.S. Courts having any way to know that an Aberdeen lawyer would be 
appointed as the judge. So that worked out just accidently or coincidentally. The court was slated to move 
to Aberdeen before Judge Raphael even retired. The plan had been made to move it before he retired but 
coincident with his retirement. That's how I got here.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Because of God's hand everything worked.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: I was just wondering. You told me this city of Aberdeen has a population of 7,000. As a city 
of this size, having a United States Bankruptcy Court in this small town---is this an unusual thing, that a 
city of this size would have a bankruptcy court of the United States?  
 
Mr. Wroten: It is unusual in the sense that the circumstances that led to this situation are not prevalent in 
very many places across the United States. But the location of this U.S. Bankruptcy Court is not simply an 
accident of contemporary times. A federal court sitting place was designated here in Aberdeen in the last 
century, late in the last century, at a time when Aberdeen was one of the larger communities in the entire 
state of Mississippi. Other communities have grown and outstripped Aberdeen in population, but in the 
late 1800s Aberdeen was a prominent place. The Tombigbee River, which runs by Aberdeen, was 
navigable at that time, in the last century, and it was a center of commerce and industry. They built a 
federal courthouse here, and they located a judge of the United States District Court, the court of general 
jurisdiction. Well, I shouldn't say, technically, general jurisdiction. There are those lawyers who would 
debate that. It is limited jurisdiction but much broader than the bankruptcy court. And it remained a court 
sitting place for the U.S. District Court for now more than a hundred years. This building in which we are 
involved in this interview was a new federal building that was constructed in 1973 during the Nixon 
administration. All of this was well before the bankruptcy court became an established court separate 
from the district court, which came along toward the end of the 1970s. So, when a bankruptcy judge was 
appointed under the 1978 Bankruptcy Code, it became inevitable that it would have to expand from its 
rented space in a commercial building at Greenville to space that was available already here in this 
modern building in Aberdeen. And so that's the reason that the decision had been made, about two years 
before the change in judges, that this court would move here. We occupied this space, which you saw 
this morning, instead of the government's continuing to lease space in a commercial building in 
Greenville. That's why it came here. Now, in the meantime, not only is there one district court judge here 
in Aberdeen, but because this building was already in place, when another district judge was appointed 
he located here also, as well as a U.S. magistrate judge. And so this building is full of judiciary-type 
activities, even though it's a very small place. It has its roots in the fact that it started over a hundred 
years ago.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Now, do we have one more United States Bankruptcy Court in the state of Mississippi, which 
is the southern part?  
 
Mr. Wroten: Yes, it would be called the southern district of Mississippi. Its headquarters is at Jackson, the 
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state capital.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Oh, I see.  
 
Mr. Wroten: It is staffed by two judges at the present time, one of whom lives in Jackson and the other of 
them lives on the Mississippi Gulf Coast. And that part of the state, the southern part, is more populous 
than the northern part. It has more commerce and industry than the northern part, and it has had more 
bankruptcy cases than the northern part. That's why they have two judges.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: You told me this United States Bankruptcy Court became independent sometime at the end 
of 1970s. Until then, this function which you have right now in bankruptcy court, who took care of all these 
matters? the district court did?  
 
Mr. Wroten: The district court took care of it by virtue of its appointing a referee in bankruptcy who was 
clothed with some types of quasi-judicial power but who was not a full fledged judge.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: He was called a---  
 
Mr. Wroten: He was called a referee in bankruptcy. He was strictly an appointee of the U.S. District Court. 
His decisions were more like recommendations to the district court judge than they were finally binding. 
But this evolved because of the growing incidence of bankruptcy in the United States and the importance 
of the bankruptcy cases through the magnification of the size of the cases and the numbers and so forth 
into the need for a separate U.S. Bankruptcy Court, which came along in the late '70s.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: What are some of your recent activities? Are you still politically active?  
 
Mr. Wroten: As a federal employee---although the judiciary or the judicial branch is not under the Hatch 
Act, which restrains political activities in the executive branch of the federal government by executive 
branch employees---the Judicial Conference of the United States, which is the leading policy making body 
in the judicial branch, has voluntarily adopted policies which are the equivalent of the Hatch Act and 
restrict the political activities of person who are employed in this branch. We are not deprived of our 
citizenship rights. We can vote, and we can do certain things, but on a very restricted basis, politically. We 
can't get out and make contributions to candidates. We can't become chairpersons of political parties 
things like that. For me it's been a change that started when I became a county judge in 1971, which I 
became accustomed to in that setting, refraining from the kind of political exposure that I had been 
accustomed to up until then. So it was no big transition for me after I left the county judgeship to come 
into the federal system because I was not involved in political activities as a county judge as well.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Would you like to add anything to this oral history? Do you think you left out something?  
 
Mr. Wroten: I don't know of any major areas that we may have passed by. As with any human endeavor, I 
guess, as you look back retrospectively there may be some little bits and pieces that I may have simply 
overlooked or forgotten or as to which my memory may be rusty with the passage of the decades, but I 
think we have at least in a panoramic sense covered a lot of the oral history things that I thought we 
would cover.  
 
Mr. Katagiri: Well, Mr. Wroten, thank you very much for taking time for this oral history interview with me, 
and I do appreciate your generosity and hospitality today.  
 
Mr. Wroten: Well, I thank you and appreciate your going to the effort that you've undergone to be here at 
this time and this place and to take this time with me.  
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Mr. Katagiri: Thank you.  
 
(end of the interview)  

 


