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THE SINGULAR VISION OF A COURAGEOUS MISSISSIPPI ACTIVIST

“Mississippi Witness is a riveting collection of photographs taken by my good friend Florence Mars. Through Flossy’s unique lens, she captured powerful images of the civil rights movement. She was a wonderful, heroic figure, and I am thrilled that this book has been published to finally share her amazing story with the world. Flossy was able to use her camera to collect and express emotions which were not easily translatable. Quite simply, her pictures spoke volumes. This book is an important volume on this period of our nation’s history.”

—William F. Winter, former governor of Mississippi

[bookmark: _GoBack]In June 1964, Neshoba County, Mississippi, provided the setting for one of the most notorious crimes of the civil rights era: the Klan-orchestrated murder of three young voting-rights workers, James Chaney, Michael Schwerner, and Andrew Goodman.  Captured on the road between the towns of Philadelphia and Meridian, the three were driven to a remote country crossroads, shot, and buried in an earthen dam, from which their bodies were recovered after a forty-four-day search.

The crime transfixed the nation. As federal investigators and an aroused national press corps descended on Neshoba County, white Mississippians closed ranks, dismissing the men’s disappearance as a “hoax” perpetrated by civil rights activists to pave the way for a federal “invasion” of the state.  In this climate of furious conformity, only a handful of white Mississippians spoke out.  Few did so more openly or courageously than Florence Mars.  A fourth-generation Neshoban, Mars braved social ostracism and threats of violence to denounce the murders and decry the climate of fear and intimidation that had overtaken her community.  She later recounted her experiences in Witness in Philadelphia, one of the classic memoirs of the civil rights era. 

Shocked by the ferocity of white Mississippians’ reaction to the Supreme Court’s 1954 ruling against racial segregation, Mars bought a camera, built a homemade darkroom, and began to take pictures, determined to document a racial order she knew was dying.  Mississippi Witness features over one hundred of these photographs, most taken in the decade between 1954 and 1964, almost all published here for the first time.   

JAMES T. CAMPBELL is Edgar E. Robinson Professor in United States History at Stanford University.  His previous books include Middle Passages: African American Journeys to Africa, 1787–2005. ELAINE OWENS recently retired as director of the image/sound archives at the Mississippi Department of Archives and History, where she helped to collect and curate the Florence Mars Collection.
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